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Change Yours 

 

by Alex Gill 

 

Ten years ago, I was living two lives. 

My outward life, the one my family, friends, and colleagues saw every day, seemed to be going pretty well. 

I had been out of graduate school for only four years but was already the communications director for a large and respected non-profit. The team I led was made up of smart, committed people who were a joy to work with. I managed a sizeable budget and was able to do very creative things as part of my work. We created advertising, awards shows, and glitzy events. We implemented some of the first e-commerce websites in the nonprofit sector. We changed how the organization marketed itself and how it listened to its supporters. I was one of the organization’s media spokespersons and regularly appeared in newspapers, on the radio, and on TV. To top it off, I had X | P R E F A C E  

 

just gotten married and was looking forward to building my profes sional and personal life. 

To an outside observer, this was the latest chapter in an upbeat story. A person from a modest background gets a good education and rises quickly to a senior position, with many more steps yet to climb. Recruiters were already calling to talk with me about new, more senior jobs at other organizations. The sky—it seemed—was the limit. 

There was only one problem. 

In my inner life, that few people saw, I was deeply unhappy. 

At the end of the workday, I would linger in my corner office over a pile of paper that never seemed to get smaller. The work I was accomplishing gave me less and less satisfaction. When I came home, I would talk with my wife about the problems at my workplace— friction with the board, volunteers, other employees, and compet ing organizations. Whenever I talked about what I did, all I seemed able to do was complain. 

I was turning into someone I did not recognize or respect. When I stepped back and listened to myself, I heard a person who was whining about what was happening to him, but who did not have a strategy to address the very things that bothered him. Looking at myself from the outside, I was beginning to hate who I saw. I was the type of person who should know what to do, who had always had a path and a purpose, but I now lacked the courage, conviction, or knowledge to make a change. What changes could I make? Did I have what it took? Could I afford to take the risk—to do something that might cost me the position, the salary, and the status that many other people seemed to want and value? Other people seemed quite content with the type of job that I was having trouble enjoying—what the devil was wrong with me? 

I was stuck in a rut and I couldn’t see a way out. Then, I met Jim Carlisle, and he became my executive coach. 

Jim Carlisle was part of an overall change we were trying to achieve at my organization. One of my responsibilities had been to set up and oversee an organizational change process. The change team I established considered several ways to improve the organization’s operations. At the top of its list was to bring in an executive coaching 
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program for the CEO and the department heads, such as myself. So, in 1999, just at the time when I was secretly despairing about my life and what I could do in the future, I chose Jim to be my coach. 

If the truth be told, I didn’t really think that coaching would make that much of a difference in my life. I thought I would learn a few new things. Perhaps I would improve my management skills. Maybe Jim could tell me how to be a CEO one day. When we first met, I remember that my expectations were not exactly high. 

When I first saw him, Jim struck me as a likeable, affable guy. Tall with graying hair and glasses, he looked a little like what you would expect a casting director to send you if you said, “I need a CEO in his mid-fifties.” Unlike many of the CEOs I had met, however, Jim was different. Instead of a “take-no-prisoners” approach that involved competition and command from the start, Jim simultaneously man aged to convey openness and discipline. You knew he was serious about what he was doing, but he was open to talking with you about what was on your mind. 

Settling into the guest chair opposite my desk, Jim spread his hands expansively and said, “Well, tell me about yourself.” 

I started by describing my current job, going on to give him the standard biography I would have recited to any business col league. My modest family origins, the universities I had attended on scholarships, and the jobs I had held. Then I returned to my cur rent job, beginning to catalogue all that I thought was wrong with the organization and what I had to do to fix it. It was, I thought, a pretty compelling story that anyone would want to hear and would be able to understand. 

Jim stopped me in mid sentence with a smile and a friendly wave. 

“No, no, no . . . we’ll get to all that,” he said. “But first, tell me: What is it you really want to do?” 

I was a little taken aback by that question. Wasn’t he listening to me? Hadn’t I just told him about what my organization needed, about my quick rise to my current position? Wasn’t this exercise just supposed to give me some new tools and skills to be a better execu tive? Perhaps he had not understood me? 
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But as we talked more, it became clear that Jim understood me all too well. With his practiced eye, he had seen through the story I had put up like some Potemkin village. By the end of that first con versation, I admitted to Jim that I wasn’t really sure if I had ended up in the right place, or if the direction in which I was going so quickly was a direction I thought would make me happy. 

In the days and months that followed, Jim had me work through a number of exercises that we will share with you in the pages of this book. I summed up my life story, decade by decade, highlighting those things that I thought had brought me to where I was. We addressed my work challenges, putting them in an entirely new perspective that made me more effective. I began to map out some directions to explore further, meeting with others both inside and outside my field to talk about their lives and their work. 

When I met others and talked with them, a new world slowly began to open up. I started to see my current job as just that— my current job. The struggles I was going through, the things I worried about that denied me sleep at 3 a.m., were just part of the most recent chapter of a book that was not yet complete. In the stories I heard from other professionals, I began to see limitless opportunities that I had not even begun to think about. There were very challenging and interesting fields that I had never heard of, places and issues that allowed people to grow and prosper, but most importantly, they could do so in a manner and at a pace determined by them. 

When this realization sank in, things began to go much more smoothly at my job. I found new ways to approach issues that had stymied me for weeks. I became a more productive member of my management team, bringing some of the new perspectives that I was learning outside the organization to bear on issues on the inside. At home, I relaxed more and stopped complaining so much about work. I also started to sleep through the night, as the worries that had kept me staring at the ceiling didn’t seem so pressing anymore. 

As Jim and I worked through my path, we met in the wood paneled library at his condo building. Over coffee, I would tell him all that I was learning about my job and myself. Jim, in turn, asked 
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probing questions that helped me to better understand this informa tion and use the new perspective I was gaining to climb out of the rut in which I had found myself. Through months of work, I went from someone who was skeptical about what a management coach could do, to an enthusiastic convert who was ready to address any challenge and overcome it. 

This new mindset could not have come at a better time. As any one who has worked in a changing environment knows, just because you feel you are on the right path does not mean that the world will organize itself around you. The world can change on a dime, and this happened to me when a new board fired my CEO and suspended the work of my change team. As the chief champion of change, I found myself at the receiving end of a polite conversation about what it would take for me to move on to another employer. 

Had this happened a year previously, I would have been devas tated by the rejection of an organization to which I had committed so much time and energy. The potential loss of my position, with its accompanying status and salary, would have knocked me for a loop. While I was surprised and disappointed, the work I had been doing with Jim in the months up to that point now paid enormous dividends. In the comfortable confines of Jim’s library, I remember calmly facing him over the coffee table and saying, “I’m ready to move on, I’m going to make this work for my benefit.” 

A few weeks later, with a severance package in hand, I began contacting those people I had met through my outreach to discuss where “neat” things were happening. Where could someone with my skill set and appetite for change begin to make a difference? These contacts quickly led me to a senior position at another challenging organization, where I helped build a $5 million nonprofit from the ground up. Two years later, after another unexpected CEO departure, I found myself, at the age of thirty-three, stepping into his position to help the organization survive a time of turmoil. In the positions that followed, I grew as a person and never stopped putting the prin ciples of A.I.M. into action. 

Today, I run my own firm, which helps dozens of nonprofits im prove their community impact each year. I work on very interesting XIV | P R E F A C E  

 

and socially relevant projects for an ever-growing roster of clients. I have flown around the world to talk about community building, environmentalism, and social marketing. I also teach at an innova tive downtown university where the students are a joy to teach and my fellow professors often remark on my enthusiasm for my work and life in general. My friends and family constantly note that I seem happier and more motivated as the years go by. 

This did not happen because of some exceptional piece of luck or some superhuman ability or intelligence on my part. Far from it. I was not an exceptional person who was one out of ten million. I was someone who happened upon a method—the A.I.M. method—that helped me to determine who I was, what I would be happy doing, and then put me on the path to achieving it. It happened because I put those principles into action with the help and guidance of a coach like Jim Carlisle. 

Before A.I.M., I was just an ordinary guy with a problem that many, many others have had at some point in their careers. I was unhappy. I was becoming bitter. I complained about my job a lot. I knew I was in a rut and couldn’t figure out what to do about it. I felt powerless, unfocused, and alone. And I wasn’t able to see a way I could make things improve. 

That was my starting point before I began the A.I.M. process. And the end result speaks for itself, just as it speaks for the experi ences of the dozens of other people you will meet in this book. Their experiences—much like mine—show that my situation is a fairly common one and also that, given the right method and encourage ment, ordinary people can achieve great things. 

After Jim and I ended our coaching relationship, we contin ued to stay in touch. Meeting over breakfast every few months, he and I would share our concerns about life. We grew to be friends and, as we did, I began to tease him about sharing his approach. 

“Jim,” I would say every time we met, “when are you going to write a book? There are millions of people who are where I was. They are unhappy and they need a way out. You should really share the A.I.M. method with them.” 
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Jim brushed off my comments for years until one day, totally unexpectedly, he mischievously replied, “Okay. I’ll write a book if you will write it with me.” 

What could I do but say yes? That exchange, over a coffee and breakfast, began a journey that ended with the publication of this book. 

With that slice of my story, I hope readers can appreciate how A.I.M. changed my life—and how it could help you to change yours. Despite having busy and productive lives, Jim and I have taken the better part of a year to write this book because we believe strongly in helping those who need a way out. Every day we see people who would benefit from taking charge of their lives and moving forward to achieve, inspire, and make a difference. 

If you see a bit of yourself in my story—or in the dozens of stories we will share in this book—read on. I hope your journey will be even more productive and rewarding than my own. 

Enjoy the book! 




What Is the 

A.I.M. Method  

ODUCTION                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          All About?

INTR

Only I can change my life. No one can do it for me. 

—Carol Burnett 

 

Welcome to the A.I.M. method. You have joined my co-author Alex and I on a journey where, if you are willing, we will take you through a series of steps that can change your life. 

That is a bold statement with which to start a book—but here are some bolder ones. 

You have chosen this book because, while you may not have realized it, you are playing a part in two very troubling issues. First, you are one of millions of people around the world who, to some degree, feel stuck, unmotivated, trapped, overwhelmed, and unhappy. This silent army doesn’t show up in opinion polls or demonstrate in public squares—but they are out there, staring at their ceilings in the middle of the night, running through their lives in their minds, and wondering why they can’t sleep. They often lack the words or direc tion or context to do something about it, blaming themselves, their 2 | W H A T   I S   T H E   A . I . M .  M E T H O D   A L L   A B O U T ?  

 

workplaces, their families, and others around them because they just can’t get it right. The many reasons people feel this way are not immediately clear to them. They don’t see that workplaces have eliminated entire ranks of managers who once used to mentor and counsel their employees. They don’t see that life has become so busy that it has diminished the role that friends and family used to play in helping them think through their challenges. They don’t see that a busier society that increasingly relies on electronic communica tion doesn’t create the natural time and space for self-reflection and honest talk about the important things. In short, they don’t see that everyone is in the same boat. They believe it is just their problem and, consequently, bear the weight silently and alone. 

These people have vague, unfocused thoughts—perhaps as you do—that they should be doing something differently, something that would make them happier and more fulfilled. However, if you asked them what that “something” was, they lack the words to tell you. They might talk in generalities about a new job, a new relationship, mov ing to a new city, starting a new sport, or some other incremental change that they think might make them happier. They may even have tried to make those changes in the past, only to end up basically where they started—still unhappy and wondering why. 

The second issue is an extension of the first one—and is even more troubling. If you are unhappy as an individual, and there are millions of people like you around the world, what does that mean for any impact you might make over the course of your life? If mil lions of people feel stuck and alone and do not think they are reaching their true potential—what impact does all of this unhappiness have if we add it all up? What example can legions of unhappy people of fer to their family, their friends, their colleagues? What changes can they truly make in their workplaces or communities? What differ ence will they make with respect to the major challenges that face us all? The answer, unfortunately, is that they will probably not make a difference. They will either accept their unhappiness or only make small changes throughout the course of their lives when they could have taken steps to effect true change in their lives. They will find themselves in jobs or personal situations that are “just okay,” ones 
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that do not challenge them to move forward, to become happier, and to become an example to others. 

Now, imagine for a moment what the situation could be like if it was reversed. What would happen if we could help people identify why they were in their current, unfulfilled situations and then figure out what might make them happy? Imagine if we helped them identify options that could change their lives and supplied them with the concrete steps and tools they need to move in a positive direction. Imagine if, one by one, they found ways to feel more in control of their lives, more engaged in their jobs and personal lives, and, as a result, became happier overall. Imagine if, when they became happier peo ple, they focused on helping others around them, giving back to their families, friends, and communities. What begins as a small change for individuals could become a bigger change that affects us all. 

That is what the A.I.M. method is meant to do—to help people, as individuals, start on the path towards realizing their true poten tial. By doing this, it can help more people to care, more people to engage, more people to make a difference for themselves and every one around them. 

A.I.M.: Achieve, inspire, make a difference The A.I.M. method, as the name indicates, has three parts. The “A” stands for “achieve” and answers that deep-seated need we all have for a sense of achievement in our lives, a sense that we have somehow faced an obstacle and overcome it. This feeling of accomplishment is not confined exclusively to a professional or career achievement, although the method is well suited to allow you to do that. Achieve ment can come in many forms—personal goals, milestones you never thought you might reach, or accomplishing something beyond your perception of your own abilities. 

The first and most important steps of the A.I.M. method help you identify your challenges and move towards achieving them. But once that process is underway, you begin to move towards the other two portions of the method that are just as important. The “inspire” segment begins as you realize a sense of all the possibili ties that you might take advantage of, through the research you 4 | W H A T   I S   T H E   A . I . M .  M E T H O D   A L L   A B O U T ?  

 

conduct and networking with others. At some point, you will begin to gradually shift from someone who requires the help of others, to someone who, through your example, inspires others to begin the same journey. As you progress further along that path, as your network becomes fully developed and you begin to move in directions you never believed were possible, you will reach the final portion of the A.I.M. method where you begin to “make a difference.” Engaged in your life and in control of your own destiny, you are not only inspiring others through your example, but also are in a position to actively give back to those around you. People who are “turned on” to their own possibility, who can make things happen with respect to their own life, are often at the center of helping and inspiring others to make a difference in their lives. That is the final and ultimate stage of the A.I.M. method. 

This end point may seem like a lofty goal that is a long way away from where you see yourself now. While there are no shortcuts, A.I.M. offers a proven process, laid out in manageable pieces that anyone can complete, which will start you moving through those three phases towards that long-term goal. 

Through these three main parts, the A.I.M. method is a practi cal, 10-stage program that will help you turn your vague desire for change into a reality. It begins by helping you first look within, lead ing you through a few self-analysis exercises that identify the issue you will focus on, followed by an exploration of what you value, what has happened to you throughout your life, and an examination of your strengths and weaknesses. Armed with this information, we will then identify some possible options that may be a fit with your new understanding and, through a series of exercises, narrow these options down to a manageable number. Having identified your best options, we will then lead you through a process of research and strategic networking to explore them more fully, uncovering addi tional areas and new contacts that can broaden your understanding and make you a more resilient person. Finally, we will move from focusing on what benefits you, to what can benefit others, using your progress through the A.I.M. process as an example to people around you. 
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This process has been followed by hundreds of CEOs and top executives. While it may seem straightforward, it is not. It is based on the following key interrelated principles: 

1.   Focus makes direction possible. No matter at what stage 

you find yourself in your career or life, if you can identify a manageable challenge and articulate what you have to do in order to address it, you are definitely ahead of the curve. Conversely, my experience with coaching clients has shown that people who cannot identify, with clarity, what they are trying to do are the ones who struggle, who are often stuck and more likely to feel helpless. A huge challenge is often insurmountable, but a definite objective you can do something about can put you on the road to change. This is why A.I.M. has, as one of its first stages, the identification of what you are trying to address through the process. 
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2.   There is more to your life than your career. This is an often

repeated truism, which would not be necessary to repeat so often if people actually took it to heart. Of the many facets of our lives, the one that most clients want to talk about is their career. Yet we all have many intriguing aspects of our lives that affect who we are and how happy we can become— and the people who understand that are the most likely to succeed in following the process. This is why A.I.M. focuses on the four dimensions of personality, not exclusively upon a person’s career success. 

3.   Knowing where you came from helps you go somewhere. It 

is important to know what you have done in the past, why you have done it, and how those actions fit in the overall narrative of your life. My clients who did not understand this were often doomed to make the same mistakes, respond in the same way to the same types of challenges, and end up in a similar position to where they began. This is why A.I.M. contains exercises that help you review your history, identifying any recurring patterns and ensuring that you are aware of your strengths and weaknesses. 

4.   Knowing yourself gives you a base to move outwards. I 

have found that the clients I have coached who understand the previous principles and are able to take stock of their lives in a logical and objective manner, are the ones who are most likely to brainstorm valid options for moving their careers or lives forward. For this reason, A.I.M. insists that you conduct a number of self-assessment exercises before you move on to the later stages. 

5.  Others are essential to validating your assumptions. It is 

fairly easy for people to get wrapped up in their own self analysis that may, or may not, be all that accurate. Those clients who were able to honestly check in with others who knew them to present their self-analysis and ask, “Does this sound like me?” were the ones who were most likely to successfully complete the process. This is why A.I.M. contains a number 
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of stages that ensure that others outside of your process can weigh in on your assumptions. 

6.   Honesty about capacity prevents disappointment. It is fairly 

easy to identify a number of options you could explore, and we often rush to do so without thinking about the time, our commitments, or other factors that can influence whether we are able to really explore them properly. Of my clients, those who knew their limits were the ones who could narrow their focus to what really mattered and make manageable progress. A.I.M. contains a series of steps that force you to ask hard questions about whether you are capable of making change happen for this very reason. 

7.  Preparation before action. The A.I.M. method encour

ages you to conduct extensive research on the options you identify and helps you to create a number of “tools” that will help make your journey easier through the latter stages of the process. Human beings often want to act instead of prepare, but experience has proven that clients who take the time to think through and write down, for example, what they are going to say to a possible networking contact are the ones who are most likely to improve their odds of success. That is why the “action” part of A.I.M. comes so late in the overall method, and why people have to complete the initial stages in order to maximize their possibility of success. 

8.   Networking is more than meeting people. I am continually 

surprised by how misinformed people are about network ing. While most coaches will tell their clients networking is important, their understanding of what it is and how to do it properly is often superficial and limited to the basic advice of “get out and meet people.” Unless you are very gifted in this area, the results are usually disastrous. The success of the latter stages of A.I.M. rest on strategic networking that will connect you with an ever-expanding group of contacts that can help you explore and realize your options. 
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9.   The end is the beginning. Once clients have begun to 

attain the initial goal they outlined at the start of the process, many of them incorrectly see the A.I.M. method as complete. However, attaining your original goal is only the start. The true realization of A.I.M. comes when you make it part of your everyday personal and professional life, meeting others to build your support network, and actively giving back to those around you. 

From the C-suite to you: The origins  and history of A.I.M. 

A.I.M. is grounded in a simple approach: What if we took the coaching method used by more than 500 top CEOs and up-and-coming executives to address their challenges and made it available to everyone? 

In order to appreciate the value of this approach, let us first explain the profession of coaching and the origins of the method itself. While “executive coaching” is a relatively new discipline, it has always been with us in some form or another. The earliest kings and nobles had advisors at their courts that could offer them an informed perspective on the decisions necessary to govern. In aboriginal cultures, one of the vital roles that elders played was to serve as a source of perspective, traditional knowledge, and advice on important decisions. Even organized crime families made famous in Hollywood movies had their consigliore to provide the Don with advice and counsel that was at arm’s length from the family hierarchy. 

The modern economy introduced a new aspect to this situation. As industries grew and became increasingly complex, the concept of “management” became correspondingly complex. And one of the expectations that managers took on was the responsibility for their employees’ well-being. Not only were managers supposed to encourage greater productivity as the workforce shifted away from the shop floor and became increasingly service (and office) based, but they were also expected to mentor and advise their employees, helping them develop and make a better contribution. 
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That expectation survived, more or less, until we began to re think traditional models of corporate hierarchies in the 1970s. No longer were managers a given part of the structure—they increasingly became an endangered species as successive waves of restructuring redefined and flattened the corporation. Whether we called it “re engineering,” “right-sizing,” or another of a succession of popular terms, the result was the same. In a relatively short amount of time, we eliminated entire ranks of middle management and asked those remaining to take on more responsibility, work harder, and focus more on productivity. 

While these new approaches resulted in leaner, more competi tive organizations, something very important was left out of the mix. Managers across the modern corporation no longer had the time to quietly mentor their employees, talk with them, get to know them as people, and, over time, help them realize their career and personal goals. Employees were expected to absorb generations of knowledge either through osmosis or by taking occasional seminars or training sessions that they squeezed into their already demanding schedules. 

Added to this time squeeze was the fact that corporations were no longer offering “jobs for life” to their employees. Employees at every level were now expected to move many times, often spending just a few years with any one employer. This decrease in tenure made it far less likely that any employee would develop the internal relationships necessary to learn the important lessons of corporate culture. 

And this time crunch and lack of tenure extended all the way to the top of the corporation. Where CEOs and executives had once commiserated socially with their peers inside and outside the corporation and taken their time to learn their craft, the pace and expectations of the modern corporation allowed little time for such unstructured learning or informal mentoring. CEOs and executives became just as interchangeable as their employees and spent more and more of their time focusing on boosting quarterly results and increasing productivity at all costs. As one CEO remarked to me in the 1980s, “It’s produce or die these days, and you don’t want to end up on the wrong side of that.” 
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By the 1990s, companies were facing serious challenges. How to develop the next generation of executive leaders, when the current generation was too busy, too distracted, or too scared to talk with them? How could executives make the best decisions and contrib ute more to their organizations if there was no place for them to go for advice and help? 

From this need, the idea of the external “executive coach” was born. If the corporate structure needed—but could not provide—the perspective and advice to help its employees and inform its senior decision makers, then they would outsource this function. This is why the 1990s saw the emergence of a new type of professional—the executive coach. Drawn from the experienced ranks of current and former executives, consultants, and other professionals, these coaches are equipped with the life and work experience necessary to provide the perspective that is lacking. And as consultants operating indepen dently of the corporate structure, they also fit within the models of outsourcing that have sprung up as corporations shift non-core operations outside the corporation and access them on a fee-for-service basis. Executive coaches have evolved to a point where top executives now rely on coaching to improve their performance, just as top athletes rely on coaches to keep them at the top of their game. 

While there are a lot of different ways to approach executive coaching, for me, a typical client relationship might evolve in the following way. Through a referral, a request, or a selection process, I would meet with a CEO or senior executive who was facing a challenge. In some cases, the challenge may be purely in the realm of the workplace: high performers who may be lagging and their superiors may want to help them; CEOs who may be going through a time of incredible change or stress and need someone outside the firm to talk with about the choices they have to make; or young up-and-comers in a company who may have exhibited some of the qualities that attract the attention of upper management, and they decide to offer them some personal development help. 

In other cases, the driver to seek coaching advice may be largely personal: senior professionals who, while successful, may be experiencing a crisis of confidence and wonder whether they have 
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made the right choices; executives who may have experienced repeated personal or professional setbacks and may want to work through options about where they can best apply their talents to make a difference; or executives who may have been unexpectedly terminated from their jobs and need help considering their lives beyond their former positions—or whether it is time for a life change. 

In all of these cases, executive coaching has value, because it delivers something the most highly trained professional, the most senior executive, or the most self-reliant strategist cannot necessarily do themselves. And that “something” is an external perspective on their challenges, backed by experience and a professional framework that only an executive coach can provide. 

You would think that when someone becomes a CEO or senior executive that they would be so well qualified, with such well-honed skills and strengths, that they would be able to tackle any problem or challenge successfully. Fortune 500 CEOs, you might believe, are highly qualified and motivated to get to the top—what help could they possibly need once they are at the top of their game? 

I’ve heard these comments so many times. They rest on the assumption that successful people are somehow fundamentally different than you and me. There is one major problem with this assumption—it’s completely wrong. From my decades of work with senior business leaders, I can say that most of them are pretty much like you and me. Sure, they may be more successful, make more money, and have more responsibilities than most of us, but when you drill down to talk with them one-on-one, what you find isn’t surprising—they’re very human. They have their own anxieties, their own self-doubts. They have limitations and worries that keep them up at night, and they have their blind spots which are keeping them from realizing their full potential. This is where executive coaching comes in. No matter how successful an executive is—he or she can always benefit from an external perspective and a logical process to help them identify problems and act on them. 

But what impact can talking to someone and doing some self evaluation exercises really have? Can executive coaching truly make a difference in an individual’s life or in the life of a huge corporation? 12 | W H A T   I S   T H E   A . I . M .  M E T H O D   A L L   A B O U T ?  

 

Without a hint of exaggeration, I can say that I have witnessed people completely change their lives after a period of successful executive coaching. I have seen CEOs accelerate from bland caretak ers to dynamic leaders, taking their companies in whole new—and profitable—directions. I have watched as executives who were in danger of stalling at a midpoint in their careers moved on to posi tions of true leadership, developing capabilities that they and their companies assumed they did not have. And I have seen others take a different (but no less rewarding) path, leaving a burgeoning and lucrative business career and embracing a new direction that has led them to live a much more fulfilled and open life. 

In making these dramatic changes, these executives were each beginning a journey similar to the one I began more than thirty years ago. At that time, there was no A.I.M. method; “executive coaching” didn’t exist yet. 

Starting on the road to A.I.M.: My experience In the preface to this book, my co-author Alex shared his introduc tion to the A.I.M. method. He talked about not knowing why he was unhappy, but after meeting me and adopting my method, he was able to work his way towards independence and success. My own journey began before coaching had taken hold in the corporate world. What I learned through my attempts to deal with my own unhappiness led, many years later, to the stages that would become A.I.M. It all started when I gathered up enough courage to walk into my then-boss’s office in the early 1970s to answer a basic, but very dangerous, question. 

I can still remember that late spring day. It was an office exactly like those occupied by other executives at the bank in which I worked at that time. There was some basic furniture, file trays, family pictures, an unre markable view of a downtown street, and Walter—my boss—sitting across from me and asking a simple question, “What’s on your mind, Jim?” 

I took a deep breath and said the words I had rehearsed in my mind countless times over the past few days. 

“Walter, I’ve been here for six years and I’m really not happy. Sometimes, I wonder if what we are doing has any effect at all. I often ask myself if I can do this for the rest of my life.” 
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At the age of twenty-seven, walking into my boss’s office and tell ing him that I thought our work might be meaningless was probably not a smart career move on my part. With any boss other than Walter, I’m certain my move would have met with a few dismissive comments and relegation to a dead-end position in the company. 

But I was lucky. 

Walter was a rare type of executive which we didn’t see much of in the early 1970s. He was an enlightened man who believed in bringing out the best in his employees and taking a few risks along the way. He considered my statement, took a deep breath, and then asked me a question that changed my life. 

“Well, Jim . . . what do you want to do about it?” 

That question launched the most important process in my life—a process that continues to this day. Walter and I talked at length about my concerns. I left his office with a plan. I would take some time dur ing my workday to meet with others in the field to learn what they were doing and whether my career path was comparable. I started with school friends and people I had met at conferences or business events. I called them up and, surprisingly, they were more than will ing to meet with me. 

My conversations revealed two things. First, the positions avail able at other workplaces were very similar to mine; therefore, if I wanted something different or new, it would involve a significant change for me. More importantly, I learned about an entirely new world outside of my workplace, a discovery that led me to later change jobs and begin a career that has been an ongoing exercise in self-discovery. 

In the decades since then, I have had a remarkable career. I moved on from the bank to become an executive search consultant, working my way up to become a partner in a large international consulting firm. From there, I created my own business associated with a leading boutique consulting firm. I now head up an interna tional executive search consortium, a position that sees me travel from Singapore to Paris to India and all points in between. As I have built my practice, I developed a growing executive coaching business that has given me the opportunity to meet not only a “who’s who” of 14 | W H A T   I S   T H E   A . I . M .  M E T H O D   A L L   A B O U T ?  

 

corporate leaders, but also a wide variety of interesting people who are dealing with their own challenges, from high-potential manag ers, business students, almost-retirees, and other people’s kids. It was only when I made the shift to the consulting and coaching world that I truly consider that I began to fully live the principles that would become A.I.M. While Alex was fortunate to have a ready-made method to access, I worked my way through it over the decades, but greatly increased my happiness as a result. 

This book is about sharing what I’ve learned in the last thirty-plus years with anyone who has ever asked if they can do better in any aspect of their life. The approach I will outline through the course of this book is one that I have used and refined with more than 500 people who started by asking the same question as I did. 

Where will your own journey end? Many of the clients I have coached over the years have asked me the same question at the end of the process: “Why didn’t I start this earlier in my life?” 

I have seen staunch corporate types with latent entrepreneurial talents turn themselves into outstanding owner/managers. I have seen young people start to take charge of their destiny early in their job history. I have seen many people who began the process with low self-esteem who discovered that there was something special about them and went on to capitalize on that quality. 

Once you have completed the A.I.M. process, it should lead to a lifelong method of continuous improvement that will lead you places you never could have dreamed of at the outset. 

Now, let’s get going on your journey and make it happen! 
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CHAPTER 1 reflection, which is noblest; second, by imitation, 

which is easiest; and third, by experience, which is the bitterest. 

—Confucius 

 

The man sitting across from me was obviously disappointed about something. His eyes, his posture, and the way he had introduced himself to me all conveyed his belief that he had failed at something. And his next words to me confirmed it. 

“Jim, I was one of two candidates for CEO of this firm,” he said, ges turing at the office around him, both angry and uncertain at the same time. “And they chose the other guy. Now what the heck do I do?” 

This was my first meeting with Joe, the president of a global services company. He had called me at my office a few weeks pre viously at the recommendation of one of his colleagues, to discuss executive coaching help. Now I was sitting across from him in his well-appointed office in the heart of the financial district. 

Joe’s office told a different story than the one he was telling me. From its size and location—and the several staff who ushered me 18 | M A K I N G   T H E   C H O I C E  

 

into the inner sanctum—he was obviously important to the firm. Tasteful art hung on the walls and a couple of smiling family photos were some of the few personal touches in evidence. Had he not begun to confide in me, I would have thought he was a man in command of his own life—a man on top of the world. 

But I was not sitting in his office because of what I—or others around him—might have thought. I was there because he was grap pling with what he saw as an inexplicable failure. It was my job to help him gain some perspective on his current situation—and move forward. 

As I do with every new client, I began by asking him a few gen eral opening questions. When I reached, “Tell me about yourself ” he really began to open up to me. 

It always amazes me how this simple, yet powerful, leading state ment unlocks so many doors with so many people. With Joe, his frustration and worry came pouring out. He told me about his disap pointment at not being picked as CEO in a competitive process. He had worked for this company for most of his adult life, he explained, and now felt rejected by it and uncertain of his future. 

I encouraged him to talk further about his life and his accom plishments. The story Joe related was typical of the many high- performing, high-achieving executives that I have coached over the years. He talked about his competitive nature and how he had always done well in sports. He spoke of his love for the outdoors and the pride he took in his family’s accomplishments. Joe related how his career path had been a steady ascent to the highest rungs of the cor porate world, with glowing endorsements from his employer and respect from his colleagues. 

As he trailed off, Joe looked at me, defiantly, as if to say that he couldn’t understand how he had been turned down for the CEO position, as that decision by his firm simply didn’t fit his pattern of success. 

As is often the case with coaching, it was now my turn to challenge him a little with the pattern—and the conclusion—I saw emerging. 

“Joe,” I said, “what you are really telling me is that this is the first time you have ever lost in your life.” 
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There was absolute silence in the room as he glared at me. It was obvious that I had hit a nerve. “You son of a gun,” he said, with a bit of a smile now coming to his face, “you are the first person who has got this right with me.” 

With that, we were off and running. 

In the following months, Joe and I were able to move quickly through the various stages of the A.I.M. coaching method because we had identified his real issue very early in the process. Together, we looked deep inside Joe at what he really valued, helping him identify his key positive and negative attributes. I gave him various tools and asked him to examine how he felt about staying with his company versus beginning to think of another life beyond it. He began to develop his external network to consider other options and solicit different perspectives on his skills and challenges. 

As Joe’s executive coach, I counseled him in a supportive way, helping him define his direction, occasionally asking provocative questions, and serving as a sounding board for his ideas and thoughts. My journey with him came to a successful conclusion several months after I had first sat across from him in his office and confronted him with his first failure. Our discussions over the preceding months had led him to a fork in the road. While he was dedicated to the company to which he had devoted so much of his time and energy, he had dis covered a new and exciting world beyond that company where he thought he could make a difference. I challenged Joe again, asking him—based on the high regard I knew he had for his family—what would they advise him to do at this point in his life? 

With only a moment’s thought, Joe blurted out, “Well, they’d tell me to move on!” 

He paused after speaking, as if he couldn’t believe he had said those words. And then he began smiling. 

I did not have to say anything more. Through our work together, Joe had—without really realizing it—figured out his next move to the point that it was now obvious to him. 

When he shared this realization with his colleagues, they were not surprised. They worked with Joe to arrange an appropriate exit strategy and Joe was able to leave on good terms with the company 20 | M A K I N G   T H E   C H O I C E  

 

to which he had devoted so much of his life. In the following year, he moved on to become the CEO of one of his original firm’s major clients. Joe was happier than anyone had seen him in years. The process we had undertaken together allowed him to discover what he truly valued, and he had achieved a state of self-fulfillment and discovered a new sense of passion about his career and life. 

Joe’s story is an example of what a good executive coaching pro cess can achieve for someone who is confronted with a challenge that they just aren’t able to quite see their way through. 

A lack of self-fulfillment in their careers and an absence of pas sion about life are the two prevailing complaints that I hear from my coaching clients. 

In most cases, it starts with a feeling of despair, hopelessness, or even guilt about not being able to control their destiny. Often, clients talk about how alone they feel, telling stories of barely con trolling their emotions around co-workers and family in the face of such a challenge. Again and again, I have seen very successful and motivated people brought to the depths of despair by a challenge that they simply can’t overcome. 

Most people do not find it easy to admit weakness or expose their vulnerability. Even with their closest friends, people like to keep up a facade of control and competence. In private moments, when a coaching relationship begins to click, however, a client’s reserve often crumbles and they confess, for the first time, how vulnerable they really feel. Emotions and reactions come tumbling out, as professionals who are normally accustomed to being in control begin to admit that they have found an issue that even they cannot move beyond. Just as Joe, who had always been on an upward track, conquering every obstacle, was finally confronted with a situation he could not overcome, most of my clients reach a point where they realize they simply can’t do it on their own. 

The big news is that my coaching clients have all faced this initial stage of vulnerability and a resistance to sharing when trying to get their heads around a significant career or life challenge. 

I had this same experience when I first met with my own executive coach decades ago. Alex, my co-author, went through 
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this situation when he was my coaching client, sitting across a table from me confessing how he felt about his life and career. We are both fortunate, albeit at different stages in our lives, to have found our passions in life and the ability to manage our own destinies. Using the method outlined in this book, Alex moved quickly from a middle-management position early in his career, to a career path that is rewarding and makes him happy. I found my passion as a career coach at the age of fifty-two, and now, ten years later, I am proud to be able to share this very practical approach not just with individual clients—but with every reader of this book. 

I am writing this book because the A.I.M. process can work for everyone—not just CEOs and senior executives. Anyone can, with a systematic approach, the right questions, the right exercises, and the right roadmap, look beyond their challenges to find a new place in their life. Coaching can be that transformational. 

Through this book I am sharing what I’ve learned in the last thirty-plus years with anyone who has ever asked if they can do bet ter in any aspect of their life. The method that I will outline is one that I have used and refined with more than 500 individuals across many generations, who started in the same place as Joe. And it has worked—to varying degrees—for each of them. 

In the chapters that follow, you will move through a thorough process that—if followed correctly—can help you face and overcome your challenges. In the following pages, I will share many real-life stories of people who faced similar challenges to those you now face and overcame them with the help of my coaching method. 

The A.I.M. process does not offer an easy fix. But you already know that. You know that if changing your life or overcoming signifi cant challenges was easy to do, more people would do it, and more people would become self-fulfilled and realize their passion about life. What this book does is demystify this transformation, breaking it down into manageable steps that can take a person from despair and hopelessness to a point where they discover their true passion in life and become self-fulfilled. 

If you see that helplessness in yourself—and want to reach a point of self-determination and passion—read on. 

Now let’s get started! 

What Makes 

People Happy, 




CHAPTER 2                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          Really? 

Happiness is essentially a state of going some where, wholeheartedly, one-directionally, without regret or reservation. 

—William H. Sheldon 

 

Happiness. What is it, really? 

People talk a lot about happiness. Countless books have been written, hours and hours of thinking by great philosophers, and reams of poetry and prose have been dedicated to examining what will make human beings happy. Daytime talk shows go over the countless aspects of whether people are happy and, if not, why not? The plots of films and television shows revolve around the pursuit of love, money, power, and relationships with one root motivation— if the characters achieve their goals, they will somehow be happier and more complete. The advertising industry tries to convince us that the next house, a better car, or a different product will somehow make us happier. Even the constitution of the United States, the gov erning document of the most powerful and progressive society in 24 | W H A T   M A K E S   P E O P L E   H A P P Y,  R E A L L Y ?  

 

the world, enshrines the “pursuit of happiness” as a core principle for its citizens. 

You would think that with such a preoccupation with happiness throughout human history, with the aim of increasing happiness at the core of many of our leisure, professional, and political activities, that people would be . . . well . . . happier. But that doesn’t seem to be the case. Most, if not all, of the people I coach through the A.I.M. process are not happy at the beginning. These are generally professional people who occupy important positions in the corporate hierarchy. They are, generally, CEOs or up-and-coming executives— people who, to all outside observers, are at the top of their game, full of promise, and primed for achievement. Yet, when you get down to it, they all come to the A.I.M. process because they are looking for something that will make them happier. 

When I ask the question that starts all these clients through the A.I.M. process, “Tell me about yourself,” they often reel off their accomplishments, give me a summary of their resumés, or highlight things they think will impress me. As we will see in the coming chapters, that’s completely acceptable at the starting stages of A.I.M. No one has to be completely self-aware and get it “right” at the starting gate. When I explore why they are looking for an executive coach and what they are hoping to achieve through the A.I.M. process, however, a different story begins to emerge. They talk about some unmet need, some concern they may have that what they are doing now may not be the best fit for them. In most cases, they are not yet aware of why they feel this way—only that they do feel unhappy. 

Wait a minute, you might say. People who are outwardly suc cessful, people who seem to have everything going for them can be just as unhappy as the rest of us? Yes, that is exactly what I am say ing. Throughout this book, you will meet examples drawn from my practice of people who started the A.I.M. process with a lot going for them. For some reason, however, they were looking for something else—something that, in most cases, they could not define at the start. They knew they were unhappy and wanted to move to address it, but they didn’t know how, or even what they could do about it. 
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That is why so many successful people have taken so quickly to the A.I.M. process. They needed a method that understood their start ing point, helping them identify what they were trying to focus on, exploring why they felt that way and what they valued about their life and career, and then put them on the road to doing something about it. 

Often, the mistake that many of them make at the start of the process is that a simple transition or a change of environment will “fix” their vague feelings of unhappiness. “All I need,” any of them might say at the beginning, “is a new job just like this one, but at a different firm.” Others think that a small change of scenery—a different town, a new neighborhood, a new property, or relation ship will somehow address something that, once we explore it, rests unseen within their circumstance and directly affects their capacity to be happy. The root causes of why people are unhappy run deep, and cannot, generally, be solved with a simple change in salary, employer, or other superficial factors. The road to happiness starts with a strong degree of self-knowledge about why you do the things you do, awareness about your values, and about the things that motivate you. At the end of that journey, it involves you taking that new self-awareness and applying it to your professional or personal life in a way that ensures you are spending your time doing things that you truly want to do. 

Sound simple? Well, not really. But understanding what is at the heart of human happiness makes the journey through the A.I.M. process possible. 

Learning from the example of happy people We all know happy people, don’t we? Throughout our lives, we are often blessed when we meet people who seem to have it all. This is not to say that they are more materially successful than others or more powerful or better looking or have a better professional or personal position. We have all met people who somehow exude a calm, confident enjoyment about life, as if they are completely and genuinely comfortable with who they are and what they are doing. There isn’t any hint of meanness or reserve or of a hidden agenda 26 | W H A T   M A K E S   P E O P L E   H A P P Y,  R E A L L Y ?  

 

in such people. They are generally outward looking, able to engage and talk about life and their work or families, and are completely at ease with themselves and with others. They, more often than not, have a giving orientation, ready to help others succeed without a hint of reservation or reluctance. Their professional and personal lives are usually full and vibrant. They do interesting things, know interesting people, are committed to their relationships and families, and generally exude a modest feeling of being on top of their game without a hint of judgment or of competition. Comfortable in who they are, they make others feel at ease and inspire them with their example without even trying. 

When you are fortunate enough to meet such people, you often come away saying, “Wow, she was a great person. I wonder how she does it?” Many people find themselves in such positions naturally. They have found that ideal combination of self-awareness that keeps them grounded, a job that reflects their values, temperament, and personal circumstances that support their ability to grow personally and professionally. The purpose behind A.I.M., however, is to help those people for whom this does not happen naturally or acciden tally, to move their own lives in this direction. 

In all my decades of coaching, I have encountered only a hand ful of people who were so on top of their game that I concluded they would probably not benefit in some way from the A.I.M. method. One of the best examples was Vitali, an engineer from Eastern Europe who was referred to me by a former colleague. Vitali was in his early forties, married with two children, and, at the time, was working in a mid-level position at an information systems firm that worked with high-profile healthcare clients. 

We met on a cool autumn day in a coffee shop near his office. He was waiting for me when I arrived 10 minutes early and, after our initial pleasantries, we quickly established a rapport. He spoke in a confident and unhurried manner about his career path and his technical expertise in management information systems. It was clear that he was comfortable in his job and liked what he did for a living. After about 20 minutes of conversation, I felt I had to ask why he felt he needed a coach. 
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Vitali explained that he had welcomed his colleague’s recommen dation to talk with me, because his superior, while happy with his track record, was urging him to think “outside of the box” and develop new ideas for his department. “I’m not sure if I’m good with this kind of stuff,” he explained, “so I wanted someone to offer me a second opinion. And I hear you function well as a ‘devil’s advocate.’ ” 

I was a little flattered, so I listened intently as he sketched out the challenges his company was facing and the ideas he had developed to respond to them. Specifically, he had developed an approach that would see him heading up a new business unit for his firm, and he had mapped out how he might present this new strategy to his boss. As he walked me through his thinking, I saw that his plan was well thought out—covering the strategic need, and backed by solid finan cial projections and an appreciation of the risks. There was little I could offer, I told him, in the way of advice to improve his approach. However, there was one aspect with which I thought I might be able to help him. 

“Vitali,” I asked him, “if you are successful with this, how do you think heading up this new unit would impact your family life?” 

He smiled and with genuine emotion said, “If this goes through, I will be the happiest person in the world. My wife and I have talked about it and we are confident that it will mean only good things for us.” 

With that I shook his hand and smiled back. “I’m happy to say that there is nothing I think I can do for you, Vitali,” I said. “Just be sure to let me know how it turns out.” 

Three days later, I received a polite e-mail from Vitali, thanking me for listening to him. His boss had responded positively to his proposal and had given the green light to the new business unit— and to his promotion! 

For every Vitali, there have been hundreds of people like Kate— people who have all the ingredients to become happier and more fulfilled, and managed to do so through the A.I.M. process. Moreover, Kate’s example shows that—unlike many of my clients—you often do not have to undertake huge changes in your work and professional life to make significant progress in your happiness quotient. 
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Kate was an up-and-coming executive in the financial services field, referred to me by her CEO. He sent me a cryptic e-mail asking if I would meet with Kate and consider taking her on as a coaching client. “She’s fantastic,” his e-mail read, “she just doesn’t realize it yet. See if you can help her.” 

My curiosity was piqued by this introduction, and I arranged to meet with Kate early the following week. The young woman who met me in my office was in her mid-thirties with straight brown hair and a conservative business suit—someone who would not have attracted much attention in any of the thousands of firms within walking distance of my office. Yet, as we began to talk, I found her to be incredibly enthusiastic, cheery, and engaging. She was one of those rare types that others euphemistically call a “people person.” It was obvious from how she made small talk with me that she genuinely cared about what I had to say, and her obvious charisma and interest in my questions only reaffirmed my initial perception. 

As we talked, Kate matter-of-factly related her career accom plishments to date. She had come from a modest family and had completed her MBA, supported by scholarships, at the age of twenty-six. After a few positions in the finance industry, she had been recruited as a junior VP in her bank and was already working on some high-profile projects that had brought her to the attention of the CEO. As I questioned her about some of these projects, she calmly, and without any hint of self-promotion, told me that they had all come in on time, under budget, and had made a significant contribution to the overall performance of the firm. 

“I guess they all worked out alright,” she said with a shrug, “but I don’t think they were anything special.” 

When I pointed out to her that, in other businesses, such achieve ments from someone at such an early stage in her career would be seen as quite exceptional, she was clearly uncomfortable with the praise I was offering. “That’s what they hired me for, Jim,” she replied. “I’m just doing my job.” 

With this, I began to understand what her CEO had meant in his e-mail. It was becoming obvious to me as we talked, that Kate didn’t think she was anything special. Despite her charisma, her 
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ability to relate well with others, and the fact that she had led sev eral high-profile projects to successful outcomes, Kate was naturally self-effacing and understated. While endearing personal qualities, if taken too far in a corporate environment, they could be fatal to her career. 

Something had driven her to ask her firm to support her with a coach, however, so that is where I directed our conversation. As we explored why she thought she needed a coach, she was ini tially a little evasive, saying, “Others thought it was a good idea,” or “They say all people can benefit from coaching at some point in their careers.” When I pushed her a little further, however, Kate dropped her guard and she began to share with me how she really felt about her professional life. She was clearly happy and enthusiastic about her job, but felt less optimistic about her career path at the bank. While her projects had, so far, been successful, she was encountering negative feedback from some of her colleagues who, although she seemed unaware of it, were apparently jealous of her success. One colleague, in particular, had outmaneuvered her for a new project, leaving a bad taste in her mouth. She clearly felt uncomfortable with the office politics that surrounded her current position. 

“Maybe I’m overreacting, Jim,” she said, “but maybe not. I would like to stay with the bank, but have a bit more control over what I do so I can avoid the politics. I feel like I’ve been doing what everyone has wanted me to do and I’d rather work on things that I want to.” 

I find with many of my clients that office politics are an unavoid able part of what makes them unhappy about their jobs, as well as a certain lack of control over their workloads and career directions. Others, who tend to focus on issues other than the task at hand or who get too involved in the day-to-day operations of a project, most often to its detriment, often stymie people who are high achieving or have great potential. I had no doubt with Kate, however, that her problem could likely be fixed in a short amount of time. She was not looking to make a major change in her professional life and, from her CEO’s endorsement and what I observed in the way she dealt with me, we had a very solid base upon which to build. 
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In the weeks that followed, Kate and I worked through the stages of the A.I.M. process, helping her identify her strengths and weak nesses, her values, and what truly made her happy. The deeper we delved into these self-awareness exercises, the more she came to the understanding that she was a perfect fit for the bank at this point in her career. Moreover, as we moved into the more outward-looking phases of A.I.M., she had the good fortune of identifying a new posi tion within her organization that seemed to be the answer for many of her issues with her current position. It was a more senior VP position that would build on her previous successes and it offered a greater degree of independence from the office politics that she had identi fied as a problem. By putting the emphasis on personal networking from A.I.M.’s later stages to good use inside her firm, she was able to connect with potential sponsors in other parts of the organization and secure the new position. I met her for coffee a few weeks after she had taken on her new job and found her even more engaged and dynamic than I had at our first meeting. 

The new position offered a big boost for her self-confidence, and the feedback she received through the hiring process had allowed her to begin to understand why the bank had valued her contribution. While this small change in her work environment had made Kate even more secure and happier, I know she will put the principles of A.I.M. to good use as she continues to develop both professionally and personally. 

Is happiness attainable? What the  research tells us 

While anecdotes offer us clues to what may make people happier, what do we really know about human happiness? Surely, after mil lennia of discussing and thinking about the issue, we should have some relatively solid insight into what makes human beings truly happy? Thousands of pages of medical and academic journals have been devoted to some aspect of happiness studies over the years, but it is only recently that we have begun to find common factors among people who would fit the example of happiness we offered at the start of the chapter. 
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One of the most significant questions we can address right off the bat would be whether it is possible to “manage” one’s life to attain happiness. Put another way, is the ability to be happy just part of who we are, or can we actively shape our lives to make ourselves happier? The answer to that question would seem to be obvious. Haven’t we dedicated entire segments of society towards helping people become happier? Whether it is the fields of psy chiatry or psychology, the burgeoning field of self-help books, groups, and methods or even the assumptions behind most of the advertisements we see each day, we have assumed, as a soci ety, that happiness is something that, with the right effort, can be manufactured. 

When we review the research, however, the picture gets a little more complicated than one would think. One of the seminal books in this field is The How of Happiness by University of California psy chologist Sona Lyubomisky. From her research, she proposed that up to 50 percent of a person’s ability to be happy is determined by genetics. We are predisposed to have a certain “set point” of hap piness that, no matter what happens to us, we always fall back to. This brings to mind the example of the lottery winner who, after some initial euphoria at her winnings, settles back into the same pessimistic view of life she had prior to her win. Or, on a more positive note, a person who might suffer a significant setback but, once he has digested it, returns to the same optimistic outlook he had before. 

Of the remaining 50 percent potential of a person to be happy, Lyubomisky writes, 10 percent is the product of your life circum stances and situation—whether you live in a cardboard box under a freeway or in a nice condo, for example. The final 40 percent of your capability to be happy, however, is firmly within your outlook and self-control. 

What does this mean, practically? Those reading Lyubomisky’s work often jump at the fact that half of your potential to be happy is determined by genetics and upbringing—things completely be yond your control. At least 40 percent of your potential to be happy, however, is totally within your control and, if you can find a way to 32 | W H A T   M A K E S   P E O P L E   H A P P Y,  R E A L L Y ?  

 

maximize your happiness through your own actions, you stand a good chance of dealing with the other 10 percent that comes from your present circumstances. Put another way, if you can find it within yourself to manage those things you can control which affect your happiness, you can also impact your economic and material circum stances that play a role in making you happy. 

Other research has followed large numbers of people over long periods of time, to find out what makes them happy. Perhaps the most comprehensive study in this regard is the Harvard Study of Adult Development. Beginning in 1937, this study has followed more than two hundred men through their lives, carefully measuring what happens to them and—more interestingly—trying to figure out why some had good outcomes in their lives while others did not. 

Some of the study’s findings offer little surprise to us as we sit firmly in the 21st century, but they were groundbreaking at the time. Participants who drank to excess and smoked heavily, for example, had poorer health outcomes than those who did not. Being well educated led to better economic and psychological outcomes, as did the ability to maintain a stable relationship. Moderate exercise and healthy eating had a mildly beneficial effect. 

Beyond what we would now consider to be obvious findings, however, lie some interesting insights into the role of how participants dealt with their challenges and their overall happiness. The study’s curator, George Vaillant, stresses that the ability of participants to successfully adapt to hardship was one of greatest predictors of their overall success in life. Participants who used appropriate “defense mechanisms” to adapt to change were more likely to have good outcomes than those who did not. And while there were complex factors surrounding the ability of people to adapt, the single biggest predictor identified by Vaillant was their use of social relationships. “The only thing that really matters in life,” Valliant went as far as to say in a 2009 interview with The Atlantic, “are your relationships to other people.” The ability of people to maintain strong social connections with family, friends, and professional colleagues was very important in their ability to handle the challenges that life threw at them. 
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Can things make us happier? 

In any discussion of happiness, the issue usually arises of whether achieving certain material goals can actually make people happier. Does that new house, car, or vacation property really make you hap pier? The short answer is yes—and no. Research tells us that obtaining something we want can lead to a short-term spike in happiness, but that we quickly revert to the level of happiness that we had before— the happiness “set point” noted earlier. 

This is not to say that material wealth does not make us happy. Research has also shown, quite obviously, that we require a certain level of possessions to be self-sufficient and free from basic material want. We need, for example, an apartment, house, or condo in which to live, but once that basic need is met, moving to a much bigger or more opulent dwelling does not result in a significant improvement in happiness. The same holds true for clothing, food, or any other comparable material possession: Once we have met our basic needs, we do not get exponentially happier when we obtain more beyond that point. 

So if things only bring us momentary happiness, what makes us happier in the long term? While there is no definitive answer to this question, there are studies that strongly indicate that it is the ability of people to exercise control over their own personal and professional lives that contributes greatly to long-term happiness. 

Timothy Judge, a management guru at the University of Florida, has spent considerable time researching what he calls “core self evaluations” and their link to personal and professional success. While his work builds on the considerable attention that has been spent in the area of self-esteem, his concept of self-evaluation goes far beyond feeling good about oneself. His basic theory, backed by considerable research, is that people succeed when they have the strong belief that they are competent, when they are generally open and optimistic that “life will turn out well,” and believe that they are in control of their own lives. Judge then goes on to propose that, if we can find ways to encourage and reinforce these core beliefs in people, they will achieve more positive outcomes in their lives than those who do not. 
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Intuitively, this makes sense. It takes little imagination or theorizing to think how having little faith in your own abilities or living at the whims of the decisions of others could make someone unhappy. While no person is wholly in command of his or her life at all times, imagine for a moment that you had little or no control over what happened to you. Imagine if your job consisted of waiting for someone to tell you exactly what to do, looking over your shoul der and pointing out when you were not doing something correctly. If you had next to no latitude to make decisions about your job, it doesn’t sound like a recipe for happiness, does it? Now imagine the reverse—you are making decisions that determine the direction that your life takes. You feel comfortable in what you are doing and, by increasingly challenging yourself and successfully meeting those challenges—or learning from the occasional mistake—you have built your confidence to a point where you no longer fear failure. Initiative and engagement are your natural inclinations. And when something happens that you did not expect, your immediate reac tion is not to ask, “Why did that happen to me?” but to think, “Okay, now what can I do about that?” 

One orientation leads to helplessness, and helplessness leads to disappointment and unhappiness. The other orientation leads to resiliency, to initiative, and—eventually—to happiness. 

Which road would you prefer to take? 

It is this conclusion that makes happiness research relevant to the A.I.M. process. If you can find a way to increase the amount of control you have over your professional and personal life, if you can equip yourself with tools and a method that will move you towards taking control and ensuring that you maintain control as you move forward through life, this should make you a happier person down the road. 

A life in control: Anna’s story 

One of the main challenges facing female executives of any gen eration is breaking the “glass ceiling” that keeps many women out of the most senior positions. While this remains a popular theme in the career field today, it was a much more serious challenge back 
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in the mid-1970s when I first met Anna. At the time, I had not yet developed my coaching practice and was still working exclusively as an executive search consultant, helping recruit and place executives for firms around the world. Anna was one of those successful candi dates. In her late-twenties, I helped recruit her for a senior position in a marketing research firm, where she benefitted from what was a rarity at the time—a male CEO who was committed to mentoring and promoting qualified female executives. 

As she moved towards the executive ranks in the following years, Anna kept in touch with me and our relationship eventually mor phed into a coaching arrangement. She was beginning the A.I.M. method from a position of strength. She was already experienced in the executive suite and was quite poised, articulate, and forthright. She did not back down when challenged on her principles and was very skilled at asserting herself in the face of many of her less enlightened male colleagues. 

As she worked through the rigors of the A.I.M. process, Anna moved on to become the first female vice president in her firm and one of a limited number in the entire country. We remained in close contact over the years as she continued to achieve and put A.I.M.’s principles into action. Often, she would come to me for advice or counsel about an internal challenge she was facing, and at other times, just to chat and update me on her progress. She took particularly well to the networking emphasis in the later stages of A.I.M., as she had developed quite a broad range of contacts across a number of industries, nonprofit organizations, and throughout government and political circles. Through it all, she was able to find an amazing life partner and raise a wonderful daughter with him. 

Today, Anna and I are still in touch. She has moved through a succession of senior positions, serves on the board of directors for a number of firms, and is a mentor and inspiration to an entirely new generation of female executives, with whom she generously shares her time and knowledge. Continuing to give back what the process has given her, she is a true A.I.M. success story. As I reflect on the progress she made, I would have to say that Anna 36 | W H A T   M A K E S   P E O P L E   H A P P Y,  R E A L L Y ?  

 

represents the best of what A.I.M. can help a person to achieve— self-awareness, confidence, career and personal success, and the ability to give back to those who can benefit from your example and experience. 

Moving forward through the A.I.M. method The following chapters of this book have but one purpose: To help you address whatever challenge you are facing and to point you in the direction of becoming one of the happy, fulfilled people we have talked about in the preceding pages. 

Doing this will take commitment on your part to follow the method thoroughly. It is human nature to want to “cut to the chase” and start fixing things right away. As you move through the A.I.M. method, resist that impulse as strongly as you can. I have success fully used this method to coach hundreds of executives around the world and, in the small number of instances where it hasn’t produced results to my satisfaction and that of my coaching client, it has been due to the client short-circuiting the process. 

A.I.M. relies in large part on laying a solid foundation of self-awareness in the first few steps. Before you run off and try to do something, this method teaches that you first have to know yourself better. You have to learn about what motivates you, what values you are bringing to the table, what patterns have played out over the various decades of your life, and what future options you might explore to address the challenge you have. Be sure to take the time the method prescribes to complete those initial self-awareness stages— and then move through the remaining ones in sequence. 

By the end of the A.I.M. process, we hope that you will be well on your way to becoming the type of person that you have met in this chapter—people who are moving forward, happy with their direction in life and their ability to make change happen. These individuals are not on the receiving end of the capricious whims of employers or others, but are truly empowered about making choices with respect to their own lives. People who, when chal lenges befall them, have options they can consider and—if their options are not immediately evident—they have a way of creating 
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their own. If you are successful in reaching this direction, the final stage of A.I.M. notes that you can become an agent of change not just for your own life and its challenges, but you can also become both a resource to help others and an example from whom they can learn. Done properly, you can become one of the people we write about in this book. 

Good luck with your journey. And remember, A.I.M. high! 
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CHAPTER 3                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          Your Journey 

through the A.I.M. 

Process 

If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading. 

—Lao Tzu, Chinese philosopher 

 

Everyone talks about change. Just take a moment to count the number of times you, or someone around you, starts a sentence with some version of “wouldn’t if be great if . . . ?” Our desire for improvement, for forward motion, is widespread because we are all creatures of change. As a species, we have grown and survived over the millennia because of our constant spirit of questioning, self improvement, invention, and innovation. On a personal level, the first few decades of our lives are years of gradual progression and continual change. We grow physically. The way we see the world 42 | S T A R T I N G   Y O U R   J O U R N E Y   T H R O U G H   T H E   A . I . M .   P R O C E S S  

 

changes as our outlook matures. We progress through an educa tion system that expands our minds and gives us, along with our families and peers, knowledge and skills we carry through the rest of our lives. 

But for some reason, as adults, many of us stop making change happen and shift merely to talking and thinking about it. The desire for a better life, a more rewarding career, a different place and circumstance for our families and ourselves is still there. But actually acting to change things—especially in a major way— becomes overwhelming for many of us. 

And this resistance to change does not rest simply with the individual. If it were easy to change businesses, management con sultants would not be so busy. If it were easy to change govern ments and their policies, politics would not generate such intense attention and require so much commitment from so many people. If it were easy to change the way people behave, marketers would not have to invest such large amounts in advertising, polling, and focus groups. And if individuals found it easy to change themselves, more people would be happier and fewer people would read books such as this one. 

Changing yourself is difficult because it often seems like an in surmountable task. We feel the need to move beyond where we are, but any decisions we might make, any courses of action we might plot, are tied up in a flood of self-defeating questions. Am I happy now—and would I be happier if I did something else? What else could I do? Am I fooling myself in thinking I can change? Isn’t it risky? Shouldn’t I just settle for what I have? And how would I even start the process anyway? 

This resistance to change, the seemingly insurmountable chal lenge of translating our desire for something better into a path that will take us there, is why the first stage of the A.I.M. process is the most difficult. The first stage involves getting all of your issues out into the light of day where you can assess them. It requires honesty, perspective, and the willingness to face difficult truths that many of us prefer to keep hidden. 
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Knowing how and where to start: Jack’s story 

Jack called me on a hot summer afternoon. He explained that he was a friend of a former business partner of mine and had been discussing some personal challenges with him. During their conversation, my partner recognized that Jack might benefit from some focused help. “I have a colleague who is a coach who specializes in career issues,” he told Jack. “You should give him a call.” 

In our initial phone conversation, I learned that Jack was a busi ness development manager for a major bank which specialized in small business lending. He had begun to work in banking after busi ness school and had been with his current employer for five years. To an outside observer, Jack was doing well. His employer was satisfied with his work. His executive position earned him a decent salary with annual bonuses that allowed Jack and his wife to live a good life and create a supportive environment for their two children. 

There was one major problem, however. Jack felt that his career had stalled and he had no idea how to kick-start it. In our initial con versation, he began to mention some of the same things I hear from many of my clients. “I am not excited to go to work anymore, Jim,” he said. “My work has become just a job that interests me less and less every day. The bank only seems to care about measurement— and I really don’t care about that.” 

I had an opening in my schedule the following week, so I invited Jack to my home office to continue our chat. When he finally settled into the chair opposite my desk, I found myself talking with a man in his mid-thirties who was wearing a rumpled suit and looking somewhat harried. I could sense he was uneasy and a little nervous, as if he were doing something disloyal to his employer, so I tried to put him at ease. 

As we began chatting, I found Jack to be gregarious with a good sense of humor. While he tried to take control of the conversation at first, his story meandered all over the map and he quickly ran out of things to say and couldn’t succinctly articulate what was bugging him. When I asked him to “Tell me about yourself,” he didn’t know where to start. Instead, he veered into bravado, talking about his achievements 44 | S T A R T I N G   Y O U R   J O U R N E Y   T H R O U G H   T H E   A . I . M .   P R O C E S S  

 

and how his annual glowing performance reviews assured him that his employer thought he had a great future with the organization. 

When I probed him more to discuss his relationship with the bank, the truth gradually began to emerge. His employer had begun to re structure, eliminating levels of management and reducing the distance between those in the executive ranks and those on the front lines. While this was supposed to lead to a more efficient corporate structure that would better engage supposed high achievers such as Jack, it had the unintended consequence of limiting the number of opportunities that would allow him to move into the executive suite. As Jack was explain ing this career bottleneck, I asked him a simple question. 

“Jack, you say you want to move ahead, but I have to ask you this: Do you want to stay at this organization? If there was an opportunity for a promotion, would you take it?” 

He immediately began to say yes, but stopped himself, realiza tion dawning on his face. 

“To tell you the truth, Jim, I’m not sure that I want to stay in the company given what it is starting to look like. But I’m not sure what I would do if I left the financial services industry. Maybe it is time to think about a career shift, but honestly,” he leaned in and lowered his voice, “I have no idea how to begin that process or where I might want to go.” 

At this point, I smiled. “Jack, many of the people I’ve helped say exactly the same thing. My method can help you. Now let’s get to work.” 

Starting the A.I.M. process: Getting it all out . . . It is tough to start a journey when you don’t know your objective or where you are going. Many people find it easy to talk about their un happiness, but are paralyzed with the sense they are unable to act to improve their situation. To help people get moving is a core function of the A.I.M. method—and it begins with “getting it all out.” 

Jack had taken a major step by admitting that he was unsure about his present circumstances—he did not know how he could move ahead. This was a difficult realization for a high achiever like Jack to make. On the surface, his “story” was a good one. He was a successful executive, valued by his company, with a good family 
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and limitless prospects. But when he finally let his guard down and began confessing some of his doubts, he felt alone, somewhat mad at himself, and bitter at his situation. 

“Am I the only one who feels like this?” he asked at one point. “Have any of your other clients felt this way? What are my options to get past this?” His confession led to a breakthrough in our coaching relationship. When I assured him that others in his situation have had similar feelings, and that such emotions are not a confession of weak ness, he visibly relaxed. From that point forward, we moved past his bravado and defense mechanisms and began to progress to the first stage of the A.I.M. process: Getting all his issues out, and, in the cold light of day, discussing whether he was willing to explore them. 

Six steps to capturing, understanding, and moving forward 

Human beings, when they finally begin to consider making changes or moving forward, often jump into action right away. The A.I.M. process begins not with action, but with reflection. This flows from a simple premise: You can’t fix something if you don’t know what the problem(s) is or what your options are to fix it. 

The first stage of A.I.M., therefore, begins with a series of steps to draw out your issues in a format that allows you to take a rational look at them. 

[image: ]
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Step One: Determine how you want to express yourself The major objective in this phase of the A.I.M. process is to express all of your issues, to take all your anxieties, fears, and ideas and get them out of your brain and into the light of day. Once you have listed them somewhere, you can begin to look at them rationally and ask yourself some potentially difficult, but important, questions. 

Before you start “downloading,” determine how you want to capture your ideas. 

There are many ways to do this. For people who like to write, they can just put pen to paper or type away on their computer. For others who are more verbal, talking it out makes sense, either with a trusted friend or to a voice recorder. 

Determine what method works best for you, and then move to step two of the process. 

Step Two: Get it all out (all of it) 

Sitting in front of your computer screen, voice recorder, or blank pad of paper, spend a few moments thinking about how you feel about the challenge that has led you to this book. Then, let your thoughts flow, with no hesitation. Your objective here is to capture your underlying, base feelings, un-moderated by analysis, context or second thoughts. Disregard any instinct you have to extend or elaborate on your thoughts with statements that begin with “but . . .” or “what if . . .?” 

You don’t have to worry about the order in which your thoughts come out or whether others can understand them. This stage is about unloading what you have been carrying for some time, so simply focus on getting it out. Remember, if you think too hard about how you feel, you will experience the same feeling of confusion that Jack went through initially which prevented him from articulating his problems. 

Many people find this phase difficult. Unstructured thinking, writing, or speaking is not something we do regularly. Jack faced the same challenge when we moved on to framing his issues. In our conversation, he began with the current state of his career and his raw feelings about that. He then explained what he saw changing 
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in the organization and what he felt would stay the same, noting his initial unfiltered thoughts about the impact of these changes on him. Jack then moved on to his very emotional reaction to what he perceived as his loss of energy and motivation. He went further, expressing the doubts he had about his future. Ultimately, he con cluded with a very revealing description of his total frustration and lack of self-esteem. 

While Jack was able to open up because he was talking with me, you can have your own moments of self-discovery with the right ap proach and frame of mind. If you are having difficulty starting your “download” or expressing yourself, consider the following state ments or questions that have served as “door openers” for other clients of mine. Choose one of the following that is most appropri ate for you, and then let your mind wander spontaneously from that starting point: 

• Am I happy right now? If not, why? 

• Say or write one thing, spontaneously, that finishes the 

statement “I am not fulfilled right now because . . .” 

• I feel I should get on with my life—what does that look like 

for me? 

• My career is in a rut and I don’t know what to do. 

• I am paid to do and not to think—and I like to think. 

• Nobody cares what I do—and I don’t care about my job. 

• My colleagues are passing me by. 

• My industry is changing and I don’ know what to do; I am not 

sure I want to be in it anymore. 

• I want to do something that I am passionate about. 

Remember that there are no “correct” thoughts at this stage. What is important to you is important—so get it out. All of it. 

Step Three: Sleep on it and revisit 

The time you take away from your challenges can be as productive as the time you spend thinking or worrying about them. Often, I have spent hours puzzling over an issue at my desk, staring at my screen, 48 | S T A R T I N G   Y O U R   J O U R N E Y   T H R O U G H   T H E   A . I . M .   P R O C E S S  

 

only to have the solution come to me in the shower, in the garden, or while kayaking across a quiet lake. 

After you have downloaded all that you think you can, take an evening away from your thoughts and revisit them the next day. Re view the material and ask yourself one more time—is there anything that has not been covered? 

Step Four: Group and evaluate 

If you are satisfied that you have done a good job in outlining your con cerns, review them to see if any recurring themes leap off the page. 

With Jack, one of the themes we identified was, at several points in his career, his nervous energy had forced him to make a change. From the way he described some of his life transitions, it was clear that he was easily bored, particularly when things became too bureau cratic. Another theme was that he had been competitive in everything he had done in life—from sports, his MBA, his career, and even his family trying to “keep up with the Joneses” in their neighborhood. 

Capturing all of these themes in one place was quite revealing to Jack. While it was too early in the A.I.M. process to make these themes part of his change process, it was important to flag them for the work we would do later in the process. 

Step Five: Develop your statement of focus With all of your initial feelings captured in some form, the next step is to develop a statement of focus that builds on these observations. 

For Jack, after we had captured all of his raw feelings about his current circumstance, we needed to consolidate all of his feelings and issues into a simple statement of focus. This is a critical step! In the latter stages of the A.I.M. process, when you connect with others and begin to explore your options about your future, you will need to have a clear statement of your issues and objectives that will shape and focus your efforts. 

In my discussions with Jack, his initial download revealed some thing important. It was obvious that his current position was not engaging him and that he was consequently finding it difficult to become energized and enthusiastic about his work. It was also clear 
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from his observations and feelings that he valued a high level of en gagement in his job and suffered when it was not present. From this realization, Jack and I developed a clear statement that focused his concerns for this initial stage: 

While I am looking for ways to get re-energized in my 

own organization, I know very little about the world out

side the banking industry, and I need a two-track process  

that explores my career options inside and outside the 

organization. 

For your statement, review your thoughts and common themes and try to develop one sentence that encapsulates what you think is your issue. Write a few versions, try different wordings but try to land on one sentence that resonates with you and sums up what you believe you are facing. 

Later in the process, you will find that it is critical to be concise and honest about your feelings when you are actually out meeting people and asking for their help in your journey. This will make it easier for someone to ask you questions as well as offer you clues as to how to help. Your brief should be positive and upbeat. I have seen too many situations where an individual speaks as if they are plead ing for help and looks to their audience as a savior. Guess what! No one is going to feel sorry for you. You are taking this journey be cause you want to, and you need to be constructive and objective. For example, in Jack’s case, he is not saying he is jumping ship, but he is stating legitimate concerns and expressing a logical reason to look at his options. This concise statement should be no more than a couple of sentences, expressing your current state, followed by what you want to focus on going forward. 

With a statement in hand with which you are comfortable, move to the final step of the first stage of the A.I.M. process. 

Step Six: Move on—or not 

At this point, it’s decision time. If you are comfortable that you have identified the main issue at the core of your dissatisfaction, you have 50 | S T A R T I N G   Y O U R   J O U R N E Y   T H R O U G H   T H E   A . I . M .   P R O C E S S  

 

to determine whether you are prepared to move forward to explore it. The remainder of the A.I.M. process is based on the idea that individuals, on their own, can only go so far. Truly addressing the concerns you have identified in the first stage involves beginning to share them with others who can help you move forward. With your issues in hand, you should now be prepared to commit to the remainder of the process to address them. 

Are you prepared? 

In Jack’s case, acting on his focus statement in the subsequent stages of A.I.M. involved opening up to people who were outside of his normal banking circle. He had to venture beyond his comfort zone and his overachieving bravado, where he had to confide some of his uncertainties and questions to complete strangers. And in or-der to proceed, Jack had to be prepared to commit to this course of action. Through the course of a year, he worked through the remain ing steps of the A.I.M. process, weathering some ups and downs of self-discovery, and eventually ending up in a much better personal space that would enable him to make a decision about his profes sional space with confidence. 

When it’s not so cut and dried: Barb’s story 

In some cases, my clients already believe they know what their problem is before our first meeting. Many of these cases stem from hyper-achieving executives, who think they have already determined what they need to do and are just looking for the brief “blessing” of a coach, so they can do what they know has to be done. 

The problem with this approach is, of course, that it totally devalues any external perspective. If you spend your professional life believing that you are a person with all the answers, starting from a place of self-reflection and shared doubt is often a foreign concept. 

The following story about Barb highlights what looked liked a quick diagnosis and prescription, but that was not the case. Fortu nately, as you will see, Barb stuck with the A.I.M. process. 

Barb was a human resources executive with a consumer pack aged goods company. She had completed her Executive MBA and 
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was referred to me by the school’s career center. In our first meeting, she was incredibly organized from the first few words. She brought notes, performance appraisals, and a clear statement of what she wanted. 

“I want to be more in control of my own destiny!” it read. 

At first glance, Barb would seem to be an ideal prospect for the A.I.M. method. In fact, a casual observer would say, “Great—now she can start at Stage Two and not bother with this initial step.” 

I, however, was skeptical. I asked her a variant of the question that had started me on my journey decades earlier to begin our dis cussion. “Barb,” I said, “being in control of your destiny is an admi rable goal. But let me ask you a question. What is it that you want to do, really?” 

Her brow furrowed, and then she smiled. “Well, Jim, no one has ever asked me that question, and I don’t think I’ve ever asked myself that question either.” 

The picture of Barb’s life that tumbled out in our subsequent conversation revealed a more complex picture than the uber organized professional who sat before me. It emerged that she trusted her current employer and knew she had been treated well. She had been promoted several times, moving to different cities and facing creative challenges in every role. Her firm had pegged her as a “big picture” thinker who could get a handle on things very quickly and implement successful solutions. However, Barb was experiencing a growing unease about whether she was in control of her own fate and whether her current situation would ever allow her to achieve this goal. 

As we explored this issue, it came out that in her career progres sion, someone else, someone above her in the corporate hierarchy, had always picked her and moved her into a new position. At no point had Barb identified what she wanted and moved to get it—no one had ever asked her what she wanted to do. When the offers of promotion came, she had been caught up in the thrill of the moment, the flattery, and the very visible accomplishment. 

To compound matters, Barb was now facing a personal challenge that directly impacted her work and her sense of career control. Her 52 | S T A R T I N G   Y O U R   J O U R N E Y   T H R O U G H   T H E   A . I . M .   P R O C E S S  

 

husband was being transferred to another country and, if she was to follow him, she had to consider the impact of that move on her own career path. 

This, in turn, opened up entirely new avenues of exploration. Was her career more important than that of her husband—or vice versa? Were there transfer opportunities available within her exist ing company? Did she even want to stay in the same line of work, or did the upcoming move offer a chance for her to start anew at something completely different? 

What had seemed like a simple professional challenge at the start of our conversation had become much more complex after just a few key questions. And again, this illustrates that you cannot jump straight to the action steps of the A.I.M. method without fully understanding your challenges, your motivations, and what you are trying to fix. 

You can also see from Barb’s example why people often avoid dealing with their challenges head-on. When presented with an overwhelming series of potential choices, each with their own con sequences, many people are simply not equipped to look for the hard truths about themselves and others. As a result, they often avoid making a decision or they jump in one direction or another without a plan—sometimes with disastrous results. 

In Barb’s case, while things were going well, the impending transfer of her husband created a sense of urgency. Like Jack, she was convinced that to increase her odds of taking control, she had to explore options inside and outside her company. 

What I really appreciate about these two stories and most of the others I have experienced is, so often in a person’s career, no one asks you what you want to do. Sometimes, there is a tiny section in a performance review document that asks for your view, but how often does that resurface? This telling observation is, I believe, what gets the juices flowing about the A.I.M. method. 

Jack’s and Barb’s stories: A new beginning Jack followed the complete A.I.M. process. He did not lose his com petitiveness and remained a very gregarious, engaging man. He did learn, through his voyage of self-discovery, to have a “Plan A and B” 
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at every step as he moved forward. When he had the impulse to act before thinking, he learned to review his thinking process so he could determine the decisions that would move him towards his eventual goal. Barb’s journey, meanwhile, allowed her to move with her hus band while exploring the new career directions she had identified through the process. Through deep and very personal reflection and research, she was finally able to identify several areas that she wanted to pursue. 

Your result: A foundation to move forward At the end of this first, important stage of the A.I.M. process, you should have a simple statement that will focus your efforts as you move forward. You are now ready, through the next stage, to under stand your past in more detail so you can prepare for your future. 




Mapping the Four-

Dimensional You 

Have patience with all things, but chiefly have 




CHAPTER 4 patience with yourself. Do not lose courage in 

considering your own imperfections but instantly set about remedying them. Every day, begin the task anew. 

—Saint Francis de Sales 

 

People, it seems, are caught in a struggle between looking back and looking forward. We often deride those who spend too much time thinking about the past. “He’s yesterday’s man,” is a criticism often leveled in political circles. “What’s done is done,” we tell others, “Live for today.” 

Yet those of us who live thinking only of the future are also challenged. As a society, we embrace the new and quickly forget the old. Every day, we act and react to all that goes on around us, trying to complete the tasks we have set for ourselves. We go from home to work to home, juggling meetings or family or school obligations day after day. When we do think about anything, it is to think ahead, looking at what our next task is, or what we have scheduled for the next week. 
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When we take time off to lie on a beach or get away from the stresses of life, what do we do? We think further ahead. What do I want to do with the rest of my life? How can I better support my partner or my family in the years to come? What do I have to do to get to the next stage in my life? 

While looking ahead and thinking of the changes you need to make is generally a good thing, we often do not find that balance between forward thought and realizing how we got where we are. What decisions did we make that brought us to this point in life? Were there things we could have done differently? And are there patterns that keep repeating themselves in our lives that influence where we go and how we might be stuck where we are? 

This focus on the present and future often causes us to live nar row lives. Usually, we tend to focus most of our attention on one or two areas and define ourselves through them, considering what we are doing right now and what we will do in the weeks and months to come. We all know busy career professionals who spend most of their time thinking and talking about their work. Ditto the committed family person who always references his/her children and their accomplish ments. But as we all know, there are many different dimensions to what makes a person unique. The busy career person may have been a poet or an artist in university. The committed parent may be active in their church, mosque or synagogue, but have an unrealized ambition that has nothing to do with their family or spiritual lives. The busy career person may have had a promising future as a poet or sculptor, but cut short their artistic endeavors to focus on what the rest of the world told them was important. The unfortunate thing about modern life is that we are often not conscious of the other dimensions of our lives or how we may keep these aspects hidden as we narrow our focus on what we think “really matters.” 

These issues will be the focus of this chapter. We will present exercises that will help you explore different dimensions of your personality. We will help you look back and review some of the things that have characterized your life so far. With this deeper knowledge of yourself, you can then look forward to proceed through the next stages of the A.I.M. process. 
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The windowpane exercise: Looking inside yourself—from the outside! 

There are many ways people can perform self-analysis exercises. Sur veys and studies can measure thousands of different variables about a person’s character, outlook, and overall makeup. Human resources professionals, for example, will often use personality inventories, IQ tests, or other instruments to place people in categories that help oth ers understand their motivations and better manage them. 

The coaching profession has its own tools and instruments. Along with many of my fellow professionals in the field, I use a simple “windowpane” exercise at the start of my coaching engage ment to better understand my clients. This exercise asks them to look at their lives through four “frames”: professional, personal, physical, and spiritual. We all have basic needs and desires in each of these frames or quadrants, and understanding what is important to a client in these areas helps me explore what they value, what motivates them, and how the coaching process can be tailored to address their issues. 

MAPPING THE  FOUR-DIMENSIONAL YOU THROUGH THE 

WINDOWPANE EXERCISE: Highlight what you value and what you 

can observe about yourself with respect to each of these four quadrants. 

Professional                   Personal 

 

Physical                        Spiritual 
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Before we ask you to work through your own windowpane exercise, let’s walk through the four quadrants using the example of Lorri, a vice president at a major bank whom I coached through a major transition. 

The professional quadrant captures information about the evo lution and highlights of someone’s career in terms of positions held, organizations, attributes, etc. Lorri offered the following observa tions in this quadrant: 

• I am the VP for marketing at a major bank; 

• My entire career has been in marketing; 

• I am rated as “high potential”; 

• I am known as a team player and empower others; 

• I like what I do, but the industry is experiencing troubled 

times; 

• Is this the time where I can maximize my potential in the 

bank?; and 

• How can I stand out from the crowd or do I want to make a 

break into a different field with more potential? 

The personal quadrant captures information about what is im portant with respect to your personal relationships with your partner or family, your political beliefs, your financial goals, etc. In Lorri’s case, she offered the following observations: 

• I am married with two children in elementary school; 

• My husband works in the public sector; 

• We own a house with a $300,000 mortgage; 

• I earn $150,000 and have a good pension plan; 

• We are soon going to take an ailing parent into the house; 

• We are very conservative; 

• Family takes up my time outside of work; and 

• We love where we live and don’t want to move. 

The physical quadrant captures your observations about your health, fitness, or other elements related to your overall well-being. 
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In this quadrant, clients often reveal how their stress is manifesting itself or talk about their need for work/life balance. In Lorri’s case, she offered the following observations: 

• My health is good and I have regular checkups; 

• I work out at the company gym a couple of times a week; 

• I generally feel energetic, but after a few weeks of constant 

work I need to recharge; and 

• Sometimes I worry if the constant stress between my work 

and life will suddenly result in a serious medical condition. 

All human beings have a more introspective side that relates to emotional elements or those beyond immediate physical needs. These items are captured in the spiritual quadrant, where you can note your personal beliefs and values. It does not have to involve your specific religious orientation or faith in a higher power. In Lorri’s case, she offered the following observations: 

• I truly respect diversity; 

• I believe that doing good deeds increases your odds for good 

opportunities; 

• For me, my family is number one; and 

• I want to feel, at the end of the day, that I have made people feel 

good about themselves and that I can sleep at night knowing that I am fulfilled. 

Learning from George and Jessica 

I began helping people map these four dimensions almost at the start of my coaching practice. Since that time, I have walked hundreds of professionals through its various points. As I think back about the results I have had with this exercise, two examples—those of George and Jessica—stand out. 

I first met George when he was completing an intense year in a full-time MBA program. From his childhood spent in a small rural farming town, he had gone to university and taken a science degree, then begun a very successful career with a plastics manufacturing 60 | M A P P I N G   T H E   F O U R - D I M E N S I O N A L   Y O U  

 

company. He had always felt, however, that his science background had limited his ability to move into higher management. So, after ten years of toiling in middle management, he enrolled in an inten sive MBA program. George was fully committed to the program, deciding to take a year off work (without pay) and to relocate his family so they could all live near the university while he studied full time. 

The MBA program he had chosen was ahead of many others at the time. As part of its comprehensive course offering, it made profes sional coaching available to its students to help their transition back to the workforce. Most of the students were high achievers whose ambition and sense of their own potential had become ever sharper through their studies, giving them very different aspirations once they finished their year in the program. Many, as it turned out, would not necessarily return to their original employer, and benefited from time spent with professional coaches who could help them shape their thoughts and consider their options. 

Between my many international and domestic coaching assign ments, I found some time to offer my services to the students in the program. So, by the luck of the draw, I became George’s coach. 

I first met George in the school’s student lounge. The man who settled into the easy chair opposite me was in his mid-thirties, ath letic, with graying brown hair, and wearing khakis and a polo shirt. Our easy banter quickly gave way to some focused discussion, as George began parrying my initial questions with pointed questions of his own about my relationship to the MBA program, my coaching process, and what he could expect from it. As our discussion pro gressed, however, he began to relax a little. He explained that his em ployer saw him as a “typical engineer” whose strong technical skills led him into the production side of the company. While George did not initially strike me as the type of person predisposed to talking about his feelings and having a strategic view of his career, he did surprise me with his observation that, if he kept on his current path, the best he could hope for would be a middle-management techni cal position or, in a best-case scenario, becoming vice president of manufacturing. 
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“I can do more than that, Jim,” he explained. “I think that with the right training and perspective I can make a real difference in my career. I just need to find out how to get there.” 

With this perspective and interest in change, it was no surprise to me that George took to the windowpane exercise with real gusto. He spent the next several days adding details and considering the questions it posed. At our next meeting, we reviewed the material together. I asked a number of questions so we could both understand the points he had raised. At this stage in the process, most of a coach’s questioning is simply for the purpose of clarity. You do not want to put any “buts” in the way of a deeper dialogue, as the analysis will come out later in the process. 

In George’s four-dimensional map of his priorities, one point stood out above all others. In the “personal” corner of his window, one of his bullet points read: “I want to be able to take my boys fishing after work.” When I asked him about this, his eyes lit up and he became very passionate. He began talking about his rural roots and the importance of family, how he had gone fishing with his own father and still thought about those times. For George, it was immediately clear that no matter what he did in his career, he wanted to make sure that he made time to have that kind of expe rience with his own children so they too would have similar fond memories when they became adults. 

The more we discussed this point, the more it became a deciding factor for George’s future. He revealed during subsequent sessions that he was considering two very different job offers and had hoped that I could tell him what to do. I did not take the bait, but challenged him to reflect on what we had learned in the windowpane exercise. Without betraying what I thought, I asked him if anything stood out when he reviewed that material, in light of the decision that he now faced. It took some time, but eventually the light went on. He jabbed his finger at the personal quadrant and said, “Jim, I want to be able to take my boys fishing after work.” 

One of the offers he was considering clearly gave him the opportunity to fill that wish. While that prospective position paid less money than the other, it offered him the chance to relocate to a rural 62 | M A P P I N G   T H E   F O U R - D I M E N S I O N A L   Y O U  

 

area. Moreover, it was with an entrepreneurial company that could give him flexible hours while committing to fast tracking George to becoming a general manager. 

George decided to take this position a few months later. I am certain that if I were to visit his office on a Friday afternoon in the spring or summer, it would have a sign on the door that said, “gone fishing.” And, if I were to wander down to the local river or lake, I could probably find him with his two boys, casting lines into the water, laughing as he builds memories for them that he values so much from his time with his own father. 

Jessica’s example is no less poignant. Her A.I.M. process led us to uncover a conflict between her spiritual/personal values and the achievements she had outlined in the professional side of her life. 

Jessica was a respected partner in a large law firm who was referred to me by another coach. When we spoke briefly over the phone to find a time and place to meet, it was immediately clear that she was all about business. Our meeting the next day confirmed this. As I normally do, I arrived 10 minutes early for our appointment to find her already waiting in the coffee shop, checking her watch and making notations in her agenda. 

Jessica was a slight woman in her early fifties, dressed in a con servative dark business suit, and giving me only the briefest of smiles as I introduced myself and sat opposite her. She immediately began asking questions about coaching, speaking at a very rapid pace while fidgeting with her pen and making occasional notes. 

When I outlined the many distinct steps of my coaching pro cess, it was clear from her face that she thought this would take too long to give her what she wanted. In fact, she suggested that we skip several of the initial stages, including the windowpane exercise, and move to what she thought was more important—helping her find a solution to her current challenge. 

Politely, but firmly, I stuck to my guns. I explained that my ap proach was not an à la carte menu and that each step related to the next. I assured her that by the end of the process, we should be able to come to some conclusions that would help her with her challenges. 
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Still seeming a little unconvinced, she grudgingly agreed and began to tell me her story. 

Jessica had made a fairly rapid rise to partner after joining her firm shortly after leaving law school. She was a technical expert on mergers and acquisitions, and regularly participated in multi-million dollar deals that spanned several different firms and countries. She admitted to me that she was frustrated with the other partners, feeling that they didn’t listen to her and were often dismissive of her opinions. 

“I’m almost always right, Jim,” she said, “and they don’t under stand that they are hurting the firm and its clients if they don’t adopt my recommendations.” 

Her friction with the other partners was becoming a problem. They had explained to her that, while they understood and valued her input, their final decisions often had to be made based on a va riety of opinions and viewpoints. They could not simply rely on one person’s viewpoint every time. 

Jessica was dissatisfied with this explanation and found herself at a crossroads with the other partners about her future at the firm. One of the remedies suggested by her colleagues was that she engage a coach who could help her look at her career inside the firm, and also any options that might be available in the world outside its doors. 

With this background in hand, I asked Jessica to complete the windowpane exercise. Reviewing the findings with her a few weeks later, I found much of its content fit nicely with what she had told me in the coffee shop. She had noted her quick ascent in the legal profession, the fact that she valued businesslike approaches, and her pride in her discipline and professionalism. 

But certain points from various parts of her window stood out. In the spiritual quadrant, Jessica had made very strong statements about her confidence in her own abilities and unwillingness to com promise. She had said that, as the only expert in her field at the firm, she was 100 percent certain that her views in such matters were the only ones they should consider. She added that she had always had difficulties in compromising her values, and was certainly not willing to downplay or second-guess her contribution in this area in order to placate her partners. 
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 Her musings in her personal quadrant were also interesting. She talked about a clear love of the outdoors and how she wanted to spend more time at the cottage to sail and golf. In her professional quadrant, she pointed out that she really enjoyed the legal profession and, if she had to leave her firm, she wanted to find another environ-ment that would be more respectful of her expertise. She mentioned that she was willing to explore consulting, thinking that it might offer more flexibility while still allowing her to stay in her field. Lastly, she said she was willing to remain in her firm, but only if she could become more accepting of the limitations it presented. 

This gave us a lot to work with in the subsequent stages of the coaching process. As I probed her values and aspirations in future discussions, she began to realize that staying in her current firm was not an option. Again and again she referred to her inflexibility around providing the right course of action that she had captured in the spiritual side of her window, stressing her commitment to provide the right answer, no matter what. 

At this point, I offered some tough love. “Jessica,” I said, “you realize that if you are not flexible at all, no one will want to work with you?” 

To say she was taken aback was an understatement. After she mulled this over for a while, we explored this further. She slowly came to realize that the legal world was often built on a compromise between what was “right” and what clients were willing to accept. And it was these compromises—especially in her area of expertise— which she was increasingly unwilling to make. 

As we talked about her options and reviewed her windowpane musings, I pointed to her love of the outdoors and the mention of the consulting option. 

“Tell me more about this,” I asked. “If you really value these things, is there a way for you to bring them together professionally?” 

Jessica paused for a moment, and then her face lit up. The next hour of conversation flew by in a blur. She talked about the differ ences between the consulting and legal professions. We agreed that consulting might offer a way for her to avoid her need to always provide the right opinion, as consultants offer perspectives on the 
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challenges facing their clients, it is up to the client to either accept or ignore the advice. This seemed to be an ideal way for Jessica to remain committed to her ideals of professionalism, while doing so in a professional environment. Consulting also opened up interesting opportunities for her to work virtually from her cottage. 

This approach was appealing to Jessica, as she was well-known in her field for her expertise and the quality of her work. If she pur sued consulting, then she could provide advice to a succession of clients and then move on to the next project. She could also spend a larger portion of her time working remotely from either her home or her cottage, thereby satisfying her personal interests. She also had the option of setting up her own practice or finding a home within a small group of like-minded professionals. 

In the following months, Jessica did exactly that. She went on to set up her own firm and is now successfully self-employed. She is no longer troubled by the need to keep her peers happy. She works out of her cottage most of the time, finding time each week to sail or just enjoy the outdoors. 

For both George and Jessica, the windowpane exercise was crucial to helping each of them understand the options that emerged later in the coaching process. Without it, they may have simply acted on instinct and reacted quickly to their challenges without thinking about why they were acting that way. As is the case with decisions we all make every day, both could have made what seemed like a “logical” decision that, in all probability, would have been at odds with their deeper personal needs. With each of them, finding out what they truly valued helped them to chart a new course that in creased their chances of being truly happy. 

Creating your own windowpane Now I would like you to create your own windowpane. 

On a sheet of paper or in a word processing file, sketch a four-part square like the one illustrated earlier in this chapter, and title each of the four quadrants—professional, personal, physical, and spiritual. In each, jot down quickly what you observe about yourself, 66 | M A P P I N G   T H E   F O U R - D I M E N S I O N A L   Y O U  

 

just as Lorri, George, and Jessica did in the preceding stories. Don’t spend too much time thinking about what and how you want to say things—just go with your first instincts. When you are done, close the file or store your sheet of paper and relax. We will come back to it later in the process. 

Decade review: Looking back  to move forward 

Our next exercise explores how your past affects your future. The previous windowpane exercise was about the present, asking the question, “What do I know about myself right now?” The “decade review” exercise uses the same elements as the windowpane, but applies them to each decade of your life up to this point. Underly ing this exercise is the idea that we can only understand why we are who we are by looking back at the major events that have shaped us up to this point. 

The first time I completed this exercise for myself, I was skepti cal. My first coach, Jim Bird, had asked me to do my own window pane exercise and to review the major things that had happened to me in each decade of my life. I avoided completing both of these. “I know myself,” the voice inside my head told me. “I don’t need this self-awareness mumbo jumbo to tell me what I have to do.” 

Coach Bird, in each of our meetings, reinforced the necessity of completing both exercises. It wasn’t until I was on a plane to the West Coast to visit my parents that I pulled out a legal note pad and began jot ting down some ideas for each exercise. A slow start quickly turned into a torrent. When the plan landed five hours later, I was still writing! 

My coach had asked me to take a pad of paper and write on the top of each sheet the decade in my life that it represented. He then told me to identify the most important events that had happened to me in each of those decades. For each event, I was to describe it and code it as one (or more) of the four dimensions in the windowpane exercise (professional, personal, physical, or spiritual). I was then supposed to describe why the event was significant and what was its impact on me. 
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Here are some of the events I identified for Coach Bird: 

Decade: 1960s 

Event  When I was twelve, my parents took me off the bantam hockey 

team because I wasn’t doing well in school. 

Dimension            Personal. 

Significance  It was the first time I felt intense shame and embarrassment 

in front of my friends; I felt that my parents and teacher were against me and that I was alone in the world. 

Impact                I could have pouted or sulked, or I could take it on the chin, 

fight back, and return to the team at playoff time. I did fight 

back and learned how to rededicate myself to keeping up in school. I learned to respect my parents and the relationship 

between hard work and reward. 

 

Decade: 1970s 

Event  My wife took a new job in Toronto, necessitating a re-location 

for me from Montreal; I hadn’t been with my company long, 

and couldn’t transfer for another year. 

Dimension           Personal, professional, and physical. 

Significance  We both suffered from upheaval on many fronts and learned 

how to deal with a long-distance relationship. 

Impact                This caused a great deal of stress on our relationship; we 

learned that too much change on all fronts was a bad idea and we should never repeat it. 

 

As the plane taxied towards the terminal and my waiting parents, I re-read the sheets I had written and began to see some patterns emerge in my past actions. When a big change happened in my life, I had often responded by panicking and changing many other, un related things in my life. Need to change jobs? Great, let’s move to a new neighborhood at the same time. Changing roles at work? Fine, let’s take up a new sport or buy a new car. I noted with my yellow highlighter that there were many more significant events in the categories other than professional. This told me that, perhaps, I had spent more time moving up the corporate ladder versus thinking about the other people in my life. 

As I walked into the terminal and hugged my parents, I felt both unsettled and excited, as if a new world was opening to me. I was 68 | M A P P I N G   T H E   F O U R - D I M E N S I O N A L   Y O U  

 

pumped and felt I could manage this new level of understanding. I even started to feel cocky—this could be something that could take my career to the next level. 

Then, I sat in the car, and my father matter-of-factly said, “Well, Jim, your mother has Alzheimer’s disease.” My optimism, my cocki ness, and my nicely rationalized sense of personal and professional space instantly disappeared. 

We talked about it on the drive to their condo, with my mother trading very frank observations with my father from the back seat of the car as he drove. The diagnosis had come as an accident. My mother’s eye doctor had noticed that she wasn’t completing her sen tences and asked her to talk with her physician, who—after a few tests—gave her the diagnosis. 

We talked throughout the weekend about what this meant for them and what I could do, as their only child, to help them. Within six months of that day, I would hardly recognize my mother as her disease progressed rapidly. I watched my father, always a strong and focused man, grow older before my eyes as he helped her deal with the changes brought on by this devastating disease. 

On the flight home, leafing through the handwritten sheets I had so optimistically filled out on my previous flight, I realized that the changes going on in my work life were nothing compared to other priorities that life imposes on you at random. 

Back at my desk in the following weeks, I rearranged my schedule for the coming months to make sure I had time to visit my parents more frequently. I also picked up the phone and called Jim Bird to book our next session. 

Years later, I still refer back to what I captured in both my windowpane exercise and my decade review. It helped me to under stand where I was and how I had gotten there. That understanding, in turn, helped me assist my parents to deal with the devastating diagnosis and, almost incidentally, move my career forward. From that date onwards, I have never underestimated the power of perspective to help people assess their situation and then make new choices. 
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What you have accomplished In this chapter, you should have completed the windowpane exercise that maps the “four-dimensional you,” identifying a snapshot of what matters to you now in those four important quadrants. The decade review exercise should have provided you with a chronology of the important events in each decade of your life. Put both files away—we will come back to them as we move through the process. 




Sketching   

Success

Good plans shape good decisions. That’s why 




CHAPTER 5 good planning helps to make elusive dreams 

come true. 

—Lester R. Bittel 

 

In the previous chapter, we used two tools—the windowpane exercise and the decade review—to explore our values and the role that past events might play in motivating us to make decisions in the present. 

Both of these tools allowed us to understand the foundations of our behavior and values. Our lives, like buildings, are built on foundations. And before you embark on renovations, you should understand the nature of the foundation the building was laid upon. Just as it is important to know and understand our historical base, we also must have a realistic understanding of our professional lives. If we are to progress to the final stages of the A.I.M. process and begin to move our lives in a new direction, we need to take stock of our skills, knowing our strengths, and more importantly—knowing where we might improve. Through some simple exercises, this chapter will help us understand how our current strengths and weaknesses relate to our ambitions, dreams, and visions for the future. 
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Knowing your skill/talent portfolio In addition to my international coaching practice, I also work as an executive search consultant. In that role, I spend a lot of time on be half of my clients interviewing candidates for a variety of executive positions. No matter who the client is or how senior the position, I always find time to ask every candidate the same question: “Tell me about your strengths and weaknesses.” 

Candidates, for the most part, hate this question. They think it is too basic and avoids the depth and breadth of their experience. “Why isn’t he asking me about the last company I ran?” I can hear them thinking. I can also see them immediately begin to worry that they won’t be able to give the perfect answer to the question. Their brows furrow or they stare at me for a moment, and I know they are thinking: “What does this guy want to hear from me?” 

These reactions from candidates are predictable and under score a simple truth. When anyone asks someone to “tell me about yourself,” what they are really saying is, “Explain to me how well you know yourself—and how honest can you be about your strengths and weaknesses?” 

The reactions I receive can tell me a lot about the candidates for an executive position. If the candidates don’t know themselves, the answer is likely to come out muddled and uncertain. For example, I have people say things like, “I think I am a team player;” “I am a really motivated person;” “I am a self-starter;” “I empower people;” 

“I am not a very good politician, but I play the game;” and last, but not least, “I can’t recall any obvious weaknesses.” 

You might ask what is wrong with these answers? If you look closely, most of them are open-ended. They give a smart interviewer a lot of room to dig further, finding out more and more about the candidates in ways that they might not choose to present themselves. For example: 

• “You think you’re a team player? Does that mean you haven’t 

had positive feedback about your team skills?” 

• “You aren’t conscious of any weaknesses you might have? Would 

people you have worked with say the same thing about you?” 
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• “You play political games at your office? Doesn’t that get in 

the way of what you should be doing?” 

You get the picture. If you can’t offer a realistic idea of what you do well and those things with which you might need help, how can you really present yourself to an interviewer without risking that you will make a bad case worse? 

The exercises in this chapter help you prepare to give that answer. They serve as important ways to help you assess the options you have to move your career or life forward. Put simply, the more you know yourself, the easier it will be to determine which future opportunities are a good fit with the skills you already have. 

Self-knowledge—a study in contrasts: 

The story of Caroline and Greg 

To appreciate how important it is to know your own strengths and weaknesses, you need look no further than two examples from my practice—Caroline and Greg. 

Caroline was a chief operating officer in a law firm whom I met during the search process for a position I was looking to fill for a client. David, a colleague of hers, had called me and recommended that I see her. I knew David quite well—well enough to know that he didn’t readily recommend others, so I looked forward to my meet ing with Caroline. 

I wasn’t disappointed. As she walked into my office, Caroline exuded confidence. In her early fifties, she was smartly tailored with an optimistic bearing and a firm handshake. The poise and excitement in her voice when she began talking about her career was tangible, and was refreshing coming from someone who held down one of the most difficult positions in a law firm. My experience with people who manage the administration at such firms is that they are often taken for granted by a stable of lawyers who too often focus more on their own billings, overlooking the administrative procedures and the staff who are necessary to make them work. 

As she began to outline what had brought her to me, I immedi ately thought that she was already living the first two stages of the 74 | S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S  

 

A.I.M. process. She talked about her twenty years of experience with various professional services firms and her desire to explore other career options. She effortlessly moved on to talk about her life experi ence and personal values. She had grown up in a big mid-western city in the United States with great parents and two brothers. Her family had been active in outdoor sports, giving her memories of hiking and camping that she carried with her to this day. Consequently, she explained, she always made time for family and valued the fact that the firms she had worked for embraced a work/life balance. Caroline, without knowing it, had conducted her own windowpane exercise in all but name, and was quite familiar with the events and values that continued to shape her life thus far. 

My appreciation of her level of self-awareness only grew when she moved on to talk about her strengths and weaknesses. In response to my standard question, she settled into the chair in my office, fur rowed her brow, and thought for just a minute. 

“I know I am strong in the following skills, Jim, because I’ve heard about them from my superiors, colleagues, staff, and friends.” She then went on to outline the following: 

• I have excellent skills in reporting and analyzing financial data. 

I have created numerous annual budgets that were demanding and complex, but I always get them done on time and they are very well received. 

• My staff says I make them think and I encourage debate. I value 

and want input from others. 

• I enjoy leading teams. I think this is because I was mentored 

very well by a succession of great bosses. I learned from them to respect that every staff member is critical to your success. 

• I was initially afraid of technology, but I have learned all that 

I need to know. I now enjoy using it and it makes my life easier. 

When it came to weaknesses, she again paused for only a mo ment, leaned forward in her chair before outlining the following: 
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• I am not a very good politician in the workplace. Going forward 

in my life, I need to be mindful of that fact and hope I can be in an environment where this is not a major requirement. 

• I am used to working with well-educated people who think 

about their work and bring a really informed perspective to it. I wouldn’t do well in an environment that didn’t value educa tion or foresight. 

• Sometimes, people see me as “bookish.” It must be my ac

counting background. So, I could use a little help in becoming more open and relaxed around others. 

Hearing this as I sat across from Caroline, I was struck by how honest her assessment was, and how much it resonated with what I could see in her mannerisms and attitude. The fact that she knew herself so well, and was confident enough to share that with someone who had the ability to recommend her—or not recommend her— for potential new positions, was very impressive. As our conversa tion progressed, I found myself offering to help Caroline with her job search by connecting her to others in my network, as I was sure that they would see the same thing I had—a confident professional with a realistic opinion of her strengths and weaknesses. Because of this, she would be an asset to any workplace. 

I couldn’t help but contrast my experience with Caroline to one I had only a few weeks later with Greg. While Caroline’s inherent self-knowledge and realistic perspective were obvious assets, Greg was her polar opposite. 

I saw Greg on the recommendation of Raj, one of my former coaching clients. He had contacted me to ask whether I would be able to coach a colleague of his who was facing some career and life choices, but didn’t seem to know where to turn. I agreed, and after a few calls and e-mails, Greg sat opposite my desk in the same chair that Caroline had occupied just weeks earlier. 

In his late thirties, Greg looked a lot like a film star, with wavy hair and a smooth, yet animated, face. Like Caroline, he was an excel lent communicator. He was warm, upbeat, and concise in describing the basic facts of his life. In our initial conversation, he shared that 76 | S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S  

 

he had grown up in a small town, had been a gifted athlete early in life, and was now happily married with two children. He had risen to become a partner and minority shareholder in a medium-sized consulting firm. 

I enjoy meeting happy and satisfied people. In my experience, many of these people actually underestimate their potential. While that inherent modesty often contributes to their success, it can also serve to hold them back at critical junctures in their career and life, and that was certainly the case with Greg. 

After moving through the initial pleasantries, Greg explained that he was facing an immediate challenge with his work. His firm was about to be taken over by a larger company. Greg had been with the firm for a few years and quite enjoyed his job. Consequently, he feared that because he was unknown by the new management of the company, he might be fired or shunted to the side and given an uninteresting position. He realized he needed to take the initiative in meeting with the new management to carve out a good place for himself in the new company; otherwise, his life could become very difficult over the next few years. 

“Jim,” he asked, “how can I get on the radar with these guys and make sure I manage this opportunity properly? The new CEO will be running the show and I want to make sure he understands what I can do for the firm.” 

I thought for a moment before replying. Then I came back with a variant of my classic question. 

“Greg, what will you say when the new CEO asks, ‘So tell me about yourself?’” 

Greg’s eyes narrowed. He looked at me, looked away, and looked back again. It appeared that the most basic question I could ask had flummoxed him. Then he did what so many candidates I interview for executive positions do—he tried to tell me what he thought I wanted to hear. 

His answer was a jumble of conditional responses, open-ended statements, and noncommittal generalities: “I guess others would say that I . . .” and “I’m a people person . . .” and “I believe in peak performance . . . .” 

S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S | 77 

 

I listened, asking Greg more and more questions for clarification before letting his meandering explanations peter out on their own accord. Without having to say a word to him, a look of realization began to dawn on his face. 

“Jim,” he said, “I really have to do some work on that. If I don’t know myself, how can I expect to explain myself to the new CEO?” 

In the next few weeks, I worked Greg through a variety of exer cises, finally coming to the strengths and weakness exercise explained in this chapter. With it, Greg generated the following list: 

Strengths: 

• I have spent my entire career to date with the same firm, pro

gressing from the consultant level to executive in ten years. I enjoy my firm very much and I value that they have been very supportive of my efforts to advance my education. 

• I like working in a team. I was an all-star in college football, 

and appreciated that you can’t win without having the sup port of your teammates. I have applied this principle in my work, although my team at work sees that I am driven to win, but not at all costs. Many on my team have gone on to join the partnership, and some have left the firm, but on good terms and with positive memories of their experience with me. 

Weaknesses: 

• I don’t have a lot of tolerance for people who whine and com

plain. In my world “the cup is half full;” therefore, I have to try harder to listen to people who may be very capable with good ideas, but who don’t have the same optimism I have. 

• I know that I have an entrepreneurial instinct, inherited from 

my father who never worked for anyone. However, there are all kinds of people in the workplace who are not self-starters, but can make a good contribution—I have to learn to better manage those people. 
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With these points in hand, Greg was ready for the meeting with his new CEO. Having prepared himself to make his case, his original 30-minute meeting with his new boss ran over an hour and a half. During the meeting, the CEO asked very detailed ques tions about Greg’s education and, after discussing his strengths and weaknesses, he even went on to talk about his need to find a successor in the organization. Greg’s preparation had paid off, putting him in a much better position with his new boss than he had hoped for. 

 

Conducting your own exercise It is now time for you to make your own realistic strengths and weaknesses list. Take a blank sheet of paper and divide it into half, or set up two columns on your computer screen, with strengths on one side, weaknesses on the other. As was the case with ear lier exercises, don’t think too much about what you are writing at first. Quickly get down everything you can think of on either side. Don’t hold back, and don’t second-guess yourself—just get it down on paper! 

To get you started and give you an example, here is my own list of strengths and weaknesses. 

Strengths                                  Weaknesses 

I am a sociable and friendly person.  I am not patient with detail and rely on 

I am a good facilitator—I can put people others to help me deal with that. 

at ease and help them talk with one  I am easily frustrated by bureaucracy or 

another.  processes that are done simply for the 

I am a lateral thinker who generates ideas sake of process. 

that get people thinking differently.  When a major change happens in my life, 

I am an optimist who generally sees the  my natural response is to try to change 

good in people and situations—I am      other things at the same time, usually 

always ready to help out.                   making my problem worse. 

I read people fairly well.                     Technology is a bit of a barrier for 

me—sometimes I see it as gadgetry that 

unnecessarily complicates my life. 

Go ahead and complete your own list. Once you have written down everything you can think of, go over it once to edit and pol ish it, ensuring you are comfortable with what you are saying about 
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yourself. Be sure you are being as honest as possible—honesty is the starting point for this process. 

With your list completed, put it aside with your other materials. We will return to it later. 

Making a “future options” list of what you want in your career and/or life This part of the A.I.M. process is one of my favorites, coming just when clients have done some tough sledding and are wondering what to do. The previous exercises often leave people twisted into knots. They have been asked to look deep within themselves and face what could be some unpleasant truths. Many of my clients become restive and anxious at this stage, asking “When will this be over?” or they say, “I’m tired of all this process.” 

It is completely natural for human beings to want to get to the “fun stuff.” Delayed gratification is certainly not a strength for most people, and when people want to make major changes in their lives, they often just want to get on with it. 

Be patient. The following exercise will neatly complement those that you have already done. In the past few exercises, you have looked at what shapes your decision-making process, what you value, as well as reviewed your strengths and weaknesses. Now it is time for you to determine where you want to go in the future. 

Sound simple? Well, not really. There is a reason why A.I.M. has a stage where you determine what goals you want to set in your career or life. Think for a moment about the incredible diversity of choices that any one person can make or the number of choices you have made to end up where you are. I would wager that most of those choices were not “choices” at all. Most of us did not out line what we wanted when we were looking for our first job or chose whom to marry or what school to attend. Most of us end up just “going with the flow” to some extent or another. Certainly we do think about what we want in a job—level of compensation, type of work, etc.—but few of us systematically think through all of our options before deciding on the one we think is the best one for us. 
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The same could be said about the life partner we choose. Even though Internet dating has made choosing a partner a little more scientific in recent years, few of us can say that we used a rigorous process to identify what we liked, and did not like, in a partner before we decided to settle into a relationship. 

So, at this point in the A.I.M. process, you are going to take the time to outline possible directions that you want to explore. The work you have done to this point to identify who you are and what you value will give you an excellent starting point to develop a checklist of areas you would like to explore as you move forward. 

If you were designing a dream home from scratch, you would begin by establishing specific and reasonable criteria for what the house should look like, including working with an architect to de velop detailed plans. At the end of the day, you would probably have a dream home that met all of your criteria. If you were buying a car, wouldn’t you read a few reviews, conduct a bit of research, ask your friends for recommendations, and then make a decision? Sure you would. And deciding on a new direction in life should be accorded the same level of thought and consideration. 

This is why creating a future options list is important. This exercise will help you identify a variety of areas that you can explore which, hopefully, will match nicely with what you have already out lined in the exercises that have led up to this point. 

CEO or bus driver?: Paul’s story 

Helping someone map their options in life can lead a person in strange and interesting directions. A few years ago, I was coaching Paul, a CEO who worked in the hospitality industry. He was due to retire in five years, and his firm had suggested that he receive coaching well in advance of the transition. An active and engaging man in his late fifties, Paul knew that he would not be retiring to the golf course or to putter around in his garden, so he wanted to explore his options for other directions to take in his career/life. 

Paul and I had several meetings to determine his sense of pur-pose going forward. We completed his windowpane exercise and reviewed his strengths and weaknesses list. When we reached the 
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future options list exercise, however, his first few statements were as far apart from each other as I have ever seen. 

Paul took a sheet of paper and divided it into several columns. He filled the first three with the following options: 

1.  I have always wanted to drive a bus. 

2.   I have run many marathons in my life and still have to run in 

Hawaii and Sydney. 

3.  My wife and I definitely want to do some volunteer work. 

The fact that he could immediately name such varied possible areas he wanted to explore was very encouraging. Many of my clients balk when asked to take a clean page and turn it into a list of things they would like to explore as new directions in their lives. Many default to safer ground, talking about areas in which they have already worked, types of jobs they have previously held, or cities where they have already lived. Others are willing to venture a few ideas that could be called “outside the box,” but then they immediately begin naming reasons why those ideas won’t work for them. 

This is why I liked Paul right away. He began his list with some thing so personal and so outside the box that I knew he was in the right frame of mind to brainstorm about new directions to take in his life. By saying he wanted to drive a bus, he showed that he was open to new ideas and to exploring things that would definitely be considered nontraditional. 

I took the time to explore some additional ideas with Paul, and gradually a few serious options began to take shape that moved be yond his initial talk of becoming a bus driver. He shared with me that he had always wanted to teach. He was currently teaching part time in the hospitality industry, which he really enjoyed, and he thought that he might be able to do that full time. 

He then added another column, which he titled “Not for profit.” Under this category, he wrote about how he might want to work for various health causes, such as cancer, heart disease, and diabetes. 

His last column was titled “management consulting.” He was a highly respected expert in the hospitality industry, and thought it 82 | S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S  

 

might be fun to travel the world and work on projects with hotels and private clubs. 

From his outside-the-box start, Paul had identified several areas that he thought were worth further exploration. He had gone from a blank page and a question, to a number of potential opportuni ties to explore. 

The second part of the exercise helped Paul narrow the field a little further. For each of the columns he had identified, he then added a separate list titled “ideal role/function/position.” 

Paul had been a CEO for more than twenty years and had no burning desire to perform that role again. Based on what he had learned in his strengths and weaknesses exercise, he knew that he enjoyed working in an advisory capacity just as much as he enjoyed running things. For the right opportunity, he would still be interested in being a senior manager, but not at the same pace as he had done as a CEO. Drawing on this knowledge, he identified that he could work in the roles of teacher, consultant, and/or general manager. 

With the work he had already completed on his windowpane, strengths and weaknesses list, and future options list, we now had the basis to move forward. Paul felt good at this point because he now had a starter list of ideas to explore. As he continued to move through the process, he was confident that in the five years he had before retirement, he had enough information to explore his options. 

Developing your own future options list It is now time for you to develop your own future options list. Take a deep breath and don’t be intimidated. The task here is to capture, either on paper or on a computer screen, directions you might want to explore as you move forward to change your career or life. There are no right or wrong answers. No one will judge what you write, so don’t rein yourself in by thinking, “Well, that doesn’t make sense” or “Oh, that just sounds silly.” When you go with your own instincts, there is no telling how long or short the list will be, and it doesn’t matter. This is your life and you are not comparing yourself to anyone else. 
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Divide a plain sheet of paper or a page on your computer into several blank columns that run from left to right across the page (on your computer, it might be a good idea to arrange your docu ment in landscape format so you can fit more columns across the page from left to right). At the very top of the page, title the docu ment “New directions I would like to explore in my career/life.” Then, off the top of your head, begin writing ideas at the top of each column. 

New directions I would like to explore in my career/life 

 

Ideal 

role 

Some people take to this exercise right away, writing page after page of ideas. Others are a little more hesitant, often struggling to find one or two areas they would like to explore. If you are uncom fortable doing this on your own, here are some tips that can help get you going: 

• Do not allow yourself to second-guess what you are thinking. 

If a thought pops into your head, write it down. 

• You may want to start with something that you already enjoy 

and want to build on. In Paul’s case, he started with something he had thought about since childhood (I always wanted to drive a bus). 

• You may want to review your windowpane exercise and/or 

the decade review before starting. Either of these exercises may offer clues to get you started. 

Once you have captured all of the ideas you are able to, place a horizontal line that runs across the bottom of all columns. On the left margin, add a title called “Ideal role.” Then, for each of the ar eas you have identified, brainstorm about what type of position you might have with respect to each idea. If you have identified a new 84 | S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S  

 

company or type of industry you would like to work for, would you like to be a vice president or a manager? If you have identified that you want to explore a new sport, do you want to play it in a recre ational league or competitively? If you have said you want to start a family, what is your ideal role with respect to that family? Do you want to evoke the examples set by your own parents or are you keen to explore new ground? 

I found it hard to get started with this exercise when I did it for the first time. To get my thoughts moving, I re-read both my windowpane and decade review. In each of them, I saw that I had talked a lot about how much I valued independence, so immediately I added “owning my own business” to my future options list. I also noticed that I talked a lot about helping people and the enjoyment I got when others succeeded thanks to my help. This point led me to add “explore executive coaching” to my list. 

Take your time. Capture everything you can and then put it to the side. We will revisit this exercise in the coming chapters as we begin to explore these new directions. 

When it all comes together: Marilyn’s story 

I will leave you with a final story that illustrates the type of profound change that people can make in their lives when all of these exercises work together. 

Marilyn was a sales executive in her early forties who worked in the food business. By all external standards, she was doing well. She had been frequently promoted, was well regarded by her colleagues, and had a rewarding family life. However, Marilyn was concerned that she had only worked for one large corporation for her entire working life. She knew no other world beyond its doors and she was beginning to think that there might be other challenges out there that could allow her to grow in new and different ways. 

Marilyn’s windowpane was one of the most balanced I have ever seen, with work success matched evenly by personal and fam ily success. Her strengths and weaknesses list was very honest and forthright, and included the following: 
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Strengths: 

• My early sports experience in basketball gave me a competitive 

spirit, but not at all costs. 

• I was never the star player, but I played hard and was dedicated 

to doing my best. 

• I like public speaking and feel comfortable meeting people at 

all levels and from a variety of backgrounds. 

• My dad was in sales and I saw how happy he was. Every day 

was a new day to him, with lots of opportunity. This rubbed off on me. 

• When I make commitments, I follow through on them. 

Weaknesses: 

• I am trusting to a fault, meaning I get really disappointed when 

others don’t deliver on their promises to the team or to me. 

• I think I naively trust that the company will always take care 

of me if I am doing my part—and that is dangerous. I could easily be sideswiped by a downturn or restructuring. 

• My professional support network is totally within the com

pany, and I haven’t spent any time extending it into the wider world. 

When we moved into the future options list, however, Marilyn ran into difficulty. She had no idea where, or how, to start. Even though she was committed to exploring her future and breezed through the early exercises in the A.I.M. process, the blank sheet that was to be used to list the areas she wanted to explore seemed to stymie her. 

I eased Marilyn into the process by having her reflect on the ex ercises to date, and asked her to pick a really happy time in her life. Marilyn went back to her college experience with her basketball team, and noted how it had instilled in her a life-long love of sports. The more she talked about her sporting life, the more animated and 86 | S K E T C H I N G   S U C C E S S  

 

engaged she became. I then asked her one question that tipped her into an entirely new way of thinking. 

“Marilyn, if you could combine your experience and passion in sports with your work life, how would you feel?” 

Her eyes immediately lit up. “That would be amazing, Jim!” She was about to add a “but” until I interrupted her. 

“That’s fine,” I said, “write that down and let’s explore it further.” 

She now had her first column titled “Sports/business” combina tion. From that initial start, the ideas then came fast and furiously. She began thinking about running her own business (in a column titled “Entrepreneurial situations”) or working for a company that specialized in sporting goods. Other ideas followed on their heels, and, in the end, she had a comprehensive set of areas to explore that neatly complemented her earlier work on what she valued. As was the case with Paul, we now had options where initially there were none. 

When she moved on to the “Ideal role” portion of the exercise, that part came to her more easily. Like her father, she was passionate about sales and was very happy to continue in that area, so she sug gested sales-related roles for all of the ideas she had captured. The list, for now, was done. 

You have identified your dreams In both of these cases, Paul and Marilyn had a coach to guide them, but the basics of the method can be completed by anyone. One of the prime benefits of the exercises we have performed in this chapter is that they allow everyone to capture and explore their dreams. With this completed exercise in hand, it is now time to move forward and begin to put your newfound perspective into action. 




Reviewing What’s 

Important 

There are pauses amidst study, and even pauses 




CHAPTER 6 of seeming idleness, in which a process goes on 

which may be likened to the digestion of food. In those seasons of repose, the powers are gathering their strength for new efforts. 

—J.W. Alexander 

 

Human beings are creatures of stories. In the early days of our existence, we gathered around campfires in the evenings to relive the stories of the day’s hunt and hear the sagas of those who had come before us. We have always used stories to learn, to connect us with each other, and as reference points as we move in new directions. In simple terms, stories tell us where someone started, the challenges they faced, and how they overcame them. Good stories are sequential, logical, and instructive. They are told in a way that allows us to take away our own lessons and apply them to our lives. 

Over the past few chapters, while you may not have been conscious of it, you have been writing your own story. We have moved from ab stract thoughts about your situation in life (What is the challenge that I am facing? Why am I unhappy right now?), to focused introspection (What have been the highlights in the various decades of my life?), to 88 | R E V I E W I N G   W H A T ’ S   I M P O R T A N T  

 

honest discussion about what you do well and what you do not (What are my strengths and weaknesses?), to more concrete brainstorming about directions you might like to explore (What are some options for me?). 

The exercises you have completed to answer these questions have taken what might have seemed to be a jumble of conflicting emo tions, stresses, and feelings, and turned them into the beginnings of a story. This story should take things you may have thought were random and unconnected in the past, and begin to weave them into something bigger—a narrative where elements influence each other in ways you may have not thought possible before. 

Our goal in this chapter is to review the exercises you have com pleted so far, turning them into a story that you understand and to which you can refer as you move into later stages in the A.I.M. process. What you learn about yourself in this review should allow you, for example, to make the best use of the networking calls we will make later in the process. What you learn should also increase the chances that the decisions you make will be a logical fit with your story to date, allowing you to write the next chapters in the story of your life. 

From many options, a new direction: Henry’s story 

From all of the executives I have coached, Henry’s story stands out as the perfect example of how this stage of the process helped him to kick his thinking into high gear, allowing him to move quickly to address the issues he was facing. 

Henry and I were introduced by a friend of his, a lawyer whom I knew quite well. Facing a serious life choice, Henry had turned to his friend for advice. Immediately appreciating the magnitude of the opportunities facing Henry, his friend suggested that he should talk with someone who could give him professional advice and perspec tive on the challenge he was facing. 

After a few phone calls and e-mails, Henry settled into the chair in my office and began to share with me the decisions that he now faced. Henry was a thirty-eight-year-old engineer who had risen quickly in the ranks of a multinational company. Since joining the firm straight out of university, Henry had been promoted every eighteen months and currently occupied a senior management position. Along the way, he had married his university sweetheart and had two young children. 
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“Until a few months ago, Jim, I thought things were fine,” Henry confided, leaning towards me and running his hands through his hair. “And when my boss offered me a transfer to head office, I thought it was a great idea and took it.” 

Henry’s new job was director of strategic planning for the com pany. In this position, his boss hoped he would learn new skills, such as interpreting financial data, and connect with senior executives from all aspects of the business. At first glance, it seemed to be a perfect springboard for Henry to move into a more senior executive position with the company he loved. 

Soon after taking this position, however, Henry began to gain a new perspective about his firm. Its financials were not as solid as he had been led to believe. Some of the other executives were not as competent as he had thought. Competition from other firms was becoming far more fierce, and he wondered if his firm would be able to maintain its market position. He quickly determined that one of the best things he could recommend, as director of strategic planning, was that the firm should allow itself to be taken over by a rival. How could he break this news to his boss and the management team that had supported his rise through the company? 

At the same time that he was grappling with this new apprecia tion of the company and its prospects, he had received a call from a headhunter. His rise within the company had not gone unnoticed in the broader industry, and a smaller, more entrepreneurial company was looking to hire him as its new general manager. Though smaller than his current firm, its market share was strong and growing, and its CEO was well respected as a visionary business leader. To add even more pressure to the equation, the new company wanted to move quickly and had asked Henry for an answer within two weeks. 

This, in a nutshell, was what had brought Henry to my office. 

“Jim,” he sighed, “there is so much opportunity right now that I can’t get my mind around it. How do I make the decision that is best for me and my family?” 

I assured Henry we would do what we could together, to help him put the decisions he had to make in the appropriate context; a context which would help increase the chances that he would make a decision that he would be comfortable with and would have the greatest chance of success. 
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During the following week, we quickly worked through the initial stages of A.I.M. In a relatively short amount of time, we were standing in my office with the key elements of Henry’s exercises spread out in front of us on a conference table. 

Henry’s focus statement: 

 

I am at a crossroads in my career. My company has given me great opportunities to advance; however, there is a good chance the company may be sold. My entire career to date has been with this company. From time to time, I have wondered what it would be like to work in a smaller, entrepreneurial organization. 

I have recently been offered a position that would be very 

interesting. Considering the circumstances, I think this is a good time to look at all of my career options in a structured manner. 

 

Henry’s windowpane exercise: 

Professional:                         Personal: • I have spent fifteen success      • I am happily married with 

ful years in a multinational  two kids in primary school. 

company.                     • We own our own home 

• I have strong operations and  (with a $150,000 mortgage). 

planning skills.                    • I am the sole wage earner 

• I want to be a general manager  with a low six-figure package. 

in a company in this field.         • We like the town in which 

• I wonder whether I would do  we live, have lots of friends, 

better in a smaller, entrepre and are very active in the 

neurial company.                 community. 

• My company may be sold and    • I am generally not a risk 

that would throw a wrench        taker. 

into my career. 

• Headhunters say I am very 

marketable. 
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Physical:                             Spiritual: • I work out regularly, eat well,     • I am very loyal to my 

and generally maintain good       company and my 

health.                              staff. 

• I play hockey once a week with • I am a team player and seek 

the guys.                            lots of input from my 

• We ski and do other outdoor       staff. 

sports as a family.                 • Giving back to my com

munity through my church 

and charities is important 

to me. 

• I am very trusting and 

trustworthy. 

• Work-life balance is vital  

to me. 

 

Henry’s strengths and weaknesses: 

Strengths                          Weaknesses • A team player.                  • To date, I haven’t spent any • Loyal and trusting.                time in marketing/sales, • Career has moved rapidly  although I work with people 

with promotions every           in these functions all the 

eighteen months.                time. 

• Very experienced in             • The only working world I 

general operations and            know is inside my existing 

planning.                        company. 

• Industrial products is the       • My external network is  

market space that I know         weak. 

best.                               • Because I am trusting, I tend 

• I am good at multi-tasking.       to take people at face value 

Many of my positions in the      too quickly. 

company have required me 

to juggle many balls at one 

time. 
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Henry’s future list: 

Staying          Another big     Smaller,            Join a where I am?    company?      entrepreneurial    consulting 

company?         practice? 

Stick it out        The head-        I am intrigued       With my and take my     hunters tell      about this pos     experience in chances,        me I am in       sibility, as I have    operations and since I have      demand, so      seen friends who  planning, is this been treated     maybe there     have made this     the time to go well, there is      is another        kind of move,        into consulting no reason to     big company     and they seem to  and enhance think my suc-    out there that  feel fulfilled and     my skills even cessful career  might give       their ideas are      more, probably path should      me more        being appreci      with a large not continue.    freedom.         ated.               consulting shop 

that houses 

“best practices 

in my field?” 

Ideal role        Current           Similar to        Unknown            Unknown 

position          current 

position 

 

As Henry and I reviewed the sheets spread out before us on the conference room table, it was obvious that his life, so far, was evolv ing as a compelling story. It was also apparent that he was facing a big fork in the road that would determine what his future career direction looked like. 

Henry was a person with proven potential. He had moved through a succession of positions to a point where he was ready to make a significant move in his career. The other parts of his life were in balance, with his family and personal life support ing his achievements. His new position had allowed him to learn more about his firm than the rest of the executive team and, con sequently, he was poised to play an important role in its future, should he choose to do so. His hard work had not gone unnoticed outside of his firm, and his reputation had now led to another option—joining a more entrepreneurial firm where he might make a greater impact than he had with his current firm. He also had the option, should he choose to explore it, of striking out on his own—something he had not even considered before he began mapping out his various options. 
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Even moving rapidly through the process allowed Henry to explore, with me, his options in more detail in the context of the story of his life to this point. Let’s look at the options we explored and what Henry ultimately decided, given what the A.I.M. process helped him to see about his life. 

“Staying where I am” 

As Henry and I reviewed this option, he kept referring back to his windowpane exercise and what he had learned about his strengths and weaknesses. From his musings in the professional quadrant of his windowpane, he knew that he was well regarded by his colleagues within his company and he had done well by them in the past sev eral years. His personal quadrant was also important, because if he chose this option, nothing would change at home. This was also the case with both the physical and spiritual quadrants, since staying in his current position would not challenge his values. However, the possibility of the company being sold created considerable risk that could impact all quadrants. Perhaps his colleagues would not be open to the option of selling the firm to a rival and they might blame him for raising the issue. If the sale did go ahead, there was no guaran tee that the buyer would want him to stay with the firm or see his potential in the same light as his current co-workers. 

When assessing what he might do to explore this option further, Henry realized that while he was well regarded for his capabilities and his loyalty, he ran the risk of being “run over” if he simply sat back and let others determine the future of the company. While he was happy at his current firm and his colleagues had never disap pointed him, Henry had to ask himself what he could do to minimize the risk that the company could change abruptly and leave him behind. 

To move forward with respect to this option, Henry drew up a list of those people he knew the best in the company—those he could trust to ask about the future of the firm, how a takeover might be received, and what his place might be in the new company. He would then approach those people, in confidence, to seek their counsel. 
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“Another big company” 

Henry and I then reviewed another option—finding another large company in the same field and shifting his career ambitions in that direction. There were obvious pros and cons to this approach. Henry had built a solid career in his industry and had risen quickly to the top ranks of an established company. He had also, however, only worked for that one firm in the industry, so his knowledge was limited to how that company was structured and how it approached its market. While headhunters had recently begun approaching him and told him he would be in demand, were his skills and knowledge really that transferrable to another firm, and would they value his contributions in the same way that his current firm obviously had? 

As we discussed this option, several other questions naturally emerged. Would moving to another large company in the same field just give him more of the same? Wouldn’t it be better to take advantage of the need to make a change and make a significant one instead of a small one? 

When we reflected on his windowpane exercise, I noted that he had identified that he wanted to be a general manager with a firm in his field. I asked him a basic question: “What do you think shift ing to another large firm means for your desire to become a general manager?” 

Henry thought about it for a minute, and then began to slowly nod his head. 

“It could go two ways, Jim,” he said. “I could be the new guy who comes in like a breath of fresh air and rises to the top quickly. Or, I could be the new guy who hasn’t built the relationships and perfor mance history necessary to be trusted with the top job.” 

These were valid points with no immediate answers. In order to move forward with respect to this option, we decided to turn the tables on the headhunters who had been calling Henry. He had developed a rapport with one of them, so he decided to sit down with her and get her perspective on the market, find out which firms might be interested in his qualifications, and what he might expect in terms of position and remuneration, etc. 
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“Smaller and more entrepreneurial company in my field” As we discussed this third option, it became clear that Henry was very intrigued by the possibility of working in a more entrepreneur ial environment. The recent call from a headhunter to discuss an opportunity at a smaller, more dynamic firm had opened up a new direction that Henry had not previously considered. He had also seen a close friend make a similar transition to a smaller firm and benefit enormously from the process. 

Henry was also frank about the number of questions this option raised for him. We reviewed his windowpane exercise and revisited his stated aversion to taking risks. We discussed the fact that he was the sole earner for his family, who relied on his income to allow his wife to stay at home with their young children. We also explored his need for work-life balance, noting that in a smaller, more dynamic company there are often unexpected demands that cut into family and leisure time, often making the maintenance of boundaries much more difficult. Lastly, he pointed to the page upon which he had written about the weakness of his external network. 

“Jim,” he said, “if I am going to work in a more entrepreneurial environment, I will probably need a lot more contacts outside the company in order to help me succeed. That may be something I have to work on.” 

After considerable discussion, we mapped out a few steps to help Henry explore this option further. Since this option had emerged be cause a headhunter had called to discuss a possible job opportunity, Henry decided to follow this up and discuss where it might lead. He agreed to do so, however, recognizing that there were considerable risks with respect to this opportunity, so he was determined to approach it as potentially the first of many such opportunities and not one that had to be pursued at all costs. At the same time, he decided to meet with his friend who had made a similar career transition to discuss the pros and cons with him, seeking any advice he might offer. 

“Join a consulting practice” 

Henry’s last option was one that emerged fairly late in our dis cussions. While most of our exploration had focused working for 96 | R E V I E W I N G   W H A T ’ S   I M P O R T A N T  

 

variants of his current firm, some of the elements that emerged in his windowpane and other exercises pointed to another option. When we discussed his intimate knowledge of his industry, his commitment to teamwork, and the strong value he placed on work-life balance, he laughingly said, “Well, Jim, I could always be a consultant to firms just like mine.” 

But what had started as a jest quickly became an option that Henry was willing to consider. The idea of working in an environ-ment where he could explore “promising practices” in his field and share them with other firms was very appealing to him. The idea of setting his own schedule and working as part of a consulting team also intrigued him, but he readily confessed that he knew little about the consulting world. Some of his former colleagues had moved into the field and prospered, while others had complained about the need for travel and the continual ups and downs of project-based work. 

“On the surface, it seems like it might be a fit,” Henry shared, “but I would have to do some more work here to determine if it is really a fit for me.” 

The consulting option presented the biggest unknown to Henry, and potentially the greatest departure from the story he had been building. His career, to date, had been about quickly moving up the corporate ladder towards a position as general manager. Transition ing to consulting would be a new path that could see him placing personal reward and independence above the corporate hierarchy in which he had been climbing so diligently these past several years. 

In order to explore this path further, Henry decided to meet with several former colleagues who had made the transition to the consulting world to see if it would be a fit for him. In doing so, he also committed to refer back to the various A.I.M. exercises he had completed, to determine if the consulting life would be compatible with what he had learned about his own values and beliefs. 

Henry’s journey—from confusion to a story with choices 

Within the short time that Henry and I worked together, he had made remarkable progress. The first few stages of the A.I.M. process had allowed him to move into a much better position to consider 
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his options and explore them further. Initially, he had come into my office as a man who was conflicted by what seemed like an either/or choice between some very different options. Should he stay with his current company and risk becoming the champion of a takeover that might leave him out in the cold? Should he make an uncertain jump to another, smaller company that played by different rules? This was the choice that had faced Henry, but by going through the first few steps of the A.I.M. process, we had arrived at a much different appreciation of Henry’s position. 

He now realized that the challenges he faced were really oppor tunities. Rather than choosing between two very different options, Henry now appreciated that he had several other choices that made sense within the ongoing story of his career and life. Moreover, the exercises had put him on a path that had to explore these options, and definite reference points he could use as new opportunities presented themselves. This was a huge contrast to the either/or choice that had confronted him just a week before. 

Henry now had a story that allowed him to place the choices he faced in a broader context. He had widened his options and could now consider them in light of a deeper understanding of his history, his motivations, and his values. He also had an initial path forward to explore these options in the coming months and years, putting him on the way to taking charge of his career and life. Moreover, he could now answer basic questions about where he was going, why he was going in that direction, and what he might do if new options presented themselves. 

This was the beginning of Henry’s story—a story that would continue by the choices that he made now and in the years to come. That story came from the first few exercises in the A.I.M. process— and we will pick it up in later chapters of this book. 

Moving forward with your own story Just as Henry crafted his own story from the understanding he gained from the initial A.I.M. exercises, it is now time for you to move forward with your own story. Specifically, it is time now to lay out exactly what you have learned about yourself, and consider 98  | R E V I E W I N G   W H A T ’ S   I M P O R T A N T  

 

what it is telling you. Once you are comfortable with the story it tells, you can then move on to the next stage of the A.I.M. process, where you share this story with others to gain a “reality check” on where you might be going. 

Your first step is to spread out, on a table in front of you, the A.I.M. exercises you have completed so far. If all of your material is in electronic format, print the documents off in hard copy. You should have the following in front of you: 

1.  Your focus statement: This is your sentence or paragraph 

that clearly states the issue(s) you are facing and outlines your commitment to move forward with respect to it/ them. 

2. Four-dimensional you: Your completed windowpane exer

cise that outlines what is important to you in each of the four quadrants of your life. 

3. Decade review: Your completed series of significant events 

in each decade of your life. 

4.   Sketching success: Your list, compiled honestly, of your 

strengths and weakness. 

5.   Future options list: Your column-by-column list of areas you 

might like to explore in the future as you move forward. 

These five pieces begin to tell a story about your life. The first three exercises outline what you are facing, what you value, and what important things have shaped your life and character over the course of your life. Steps four and five are where you begin to hon estly appraise your current situation and brainstorm about your future. Taken together, they form something that few people have ever considered about themselves—a narrative that takes you from where you came and shows you to where you might go. 

These are the fundamental elements of a story you can share with a potential employer, your spouse, a close friend, or anyone else who might ask, “What are you doing now and where are you going? Why are you doing this?” 
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Review each of these documents thoroughly. Consider what they are telling you about yourself, your past, your current situa tion, and your future. Once you are familiar and comfortable with your story, it is time to move on to the next chapter, “Cashing a Reality Check,” where you will ask those who know you the best to give you some honest feedback on what you think you have learned about yourself. 




Cashing a Reality 

Check 

Where is there dignity unless there is honesty? 




CHAPTER 7 —Cicero 

 

At this stage of the process, you have completed the key self assessment portions of A.I.M. You will have reviewed them and begun to develop an understanding of your “story,” a narrative based on reflection and self-examination. In doing so, you have identified your central challenge, looked at your motivations, values, and past experiences, and then brainstormed about some options you might like to explore. 

At this point, the next logical step would seem to be that you should immediately begin exploring the new directions that you have identified. You have moved from perhaps feeling frustrated and stuck in the mud to glimpsing a new world of understanding and possibility. Why not move ahead and begin to act on it right away? Have you determined that you might want to start your own business? Well, there’s no time like the present—let’s start setting it up! Have you identified that you are stuck in an unhappy job or re lationship that is just an extension of past failures? If we’ve identified a new direction that breaks that pattern, let’s get to it! 
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These are all logical steps that one might think are appro priate at this stage. And they are completely wrong. If you were to immediately act on your analysis to date, you would run the significant risk that you will go off in a direction that may be completely unsuited to you. 

People are fallible. We often make mistakes, and in many cases, our mistakes are the product of closed thinking—thought processes that we keep completely to ourselves. In these closed loops, we can rationalize anything. We often use reference points and knowledge about ourselves that is completely internal. In doing so, we often ignore things that are obvious to others, because we are entirely un conscious of them. The fish, as the saying goes, sees everything but the water. For our part, we often see things that are far in the distance or obsess about small things, while completely ignoring a major issue that is right in front of us, staring us in the face. 

Why? Because most people are often completely oblivious to their own weaknesses and predispositions. A small measure of this can often be a good thing. If we constantly thought about our own limitations, we might undermine our confidence or might never strike out in a new direction. If we were to make major life decisions, however, without the benefit of an outside perspective, we might end up making a decision that is completely unsuitable for us. 

My co-author, Alex, for example, loves surfing. When he talks about the feeling of complete relaxation that comes from trying to work with the wind and the waves, he gets very animated. It is clear that surfing is something that he would like to do more often if he lived on one of the coasts. I also know that if anyone suggested he should start a professional surfing career, he would quickly laugh and say something like, “I would definitely like to surf more often, but there is no way I would ever be good enough to be a professional. That’s just not a realistic choice for me.” 

But imagine if Alex didn’t have a realistic perception of his own abilities in this area? Imagine if he were doing A.I.M. for the first time and discovered that he liked surfing more than many of the other things he did. What if he had identified “professional surfer” as a possible option in his future list and became incredibly excited 
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about it? If he were to go directly from that realization to immedi ately explore this option, he might expend considerable time and resources trying to chase a dream that, in the end, just wasn’t that realistic for him. 

That is why A.I.M. builds in a very important step at this stage of the process. We call it “cashing a reality check.” We have spent the stages prior to this one focusing inwards, asking ourselves questions we might not normally ask about what we want, what we value, and where we want to go in the future. Now it is time to let others in on the process, asking them to give us feedback on our thinking thus far. In doing so, you will look for a “reality banker” with whom you can cash your reality check. This should be a person who knows you very well, someone who can give you a frank and realistic assessment of what you are thinking, suggest alternate ideas, and offer comments about your discoveries. This will either give you a confidence boost that you are on the right track, or give you valuable insight that can help you refine your assumptions and reflections. 

Choosing the right “reality banker” Through my coaching experience, I have seen clients choose their trusted advisors from a very interesting list. Some have thought long and hard about it and approached several candidates before finding the right person; others have quickly named an advisor who was a perfect fit. In every case, however, their advisors have added value to their journey through the A.I.M. process, helping them make better and more informed decisions about their choices and their futures. 

On one occasion, a client took all of three seconds to pick an advisor—and it was an excellent choice. Hans was a forty-five-year-old executive for a pharmaceutical company who was facing some serious challenges at a key point in his career. We had been progressing quite well through the initial stages of the A.I.M. process for several weeks, and it was now time for him to cash his reality check. 

We met in my office but, unusually, he had brought his wife along. They were attending a theater performance after our meet ing and, as they had a very open and trusting relationship, he had 104 | C A S H I N G   A   R E A L I T Y   C H E C K  

 

invited her to sit in on our meeting and hear what he and his coach had been working on. 

After reviewing his progress to date, I explained that he now needed to pick a reality banker, someone who knew him well and could provide objective feedback on his thoughts about the challenges he faced. Hans paused for a few seconds, turned to his wife and said, “You know me better than anyone else. What do you think?” 

If she was surprised by his choice, she didn’t show it. After a minute or so, she voiced, very accurately, what she thought her hus band needed to do. 

“You’ve achieved a great deal in your career so far, but you haven’t received the benefits from all of that hard work. You’ve allowed yourself to be taken advantage of by others. You now need to stand up for yourself. When I look at your career options, you are an expert in financial analysis and you have a good track record in your industry. Of the options you have sketched out, I can see you either consulting or taking on another senior position at another company. In either case, I know you value financial sta bility, so any of the riskier options you have looked at will cause you a lot of stress if you choose to take them. Speaking personally, I’d like us to spend more time together and—most importantly—I want you to feel good about yourself instead of feeling defeated by your job.” 

With that, she sat back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. Mission accomplished. 

I was stunned, but pleased. I had seen elements of her analysis in our work to date, but she had accurately taken her knowledge of Hans and tied everything together in a few sentences. It was obvious that she had been waiting months, if not years, to say this to him. The great part about this breakthrough was that he quickly agreed with all of her advice! 

“Joan, you’re absolutely right,” he said. “I do need to be a little more selfish when it comes to my career. And I do value financial security, so the riskier options I was considering might not be the best fit for me. Jim, let’s do some more work on the other options we considered.” 
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They left my office for the theater with a bounce in their steps. I was a little stunned, but pleased that he had made such progress. Other clients have taken weeks or months to reach the point that Hans had reached in just 5 minutes. 

This is not to say that your partner should be your first choice. In my experience, it is quite rare for my coaching clients to opt to make their spouse their reality banker. In most cases, they want to keep their personal and professional challenges separate from their family life. It also goes without saying that it is completely unrealistic for anyone else to expect to progress through the reality check phase in 5 minutes. Yet Hans’s story is illustrative of the type of feedback you should try to solicit from whomever you choose as your reality banker—honest, direct, and informed by a deep knowledge of who you are and what might make you happy. 

Many of my other clients have chosen their past professional men tors—people they have turned to in previous years to help guide them in their careers. Mentors generally have considerable life experience and can be objective, because they don’t have a professional or personal stake in your career. In their role as reality banker, they are called upon to advise rather than to judge, and, consequently, they often offer an ex cellent, and sometimes unexpected, perspective on your challenges. 

This was perhaps most evident with Daniel, another of my clients who worked as a chief operating officer for an auto parts firm. Daniel had asked William, his longtime mentor, to serve as his reality banker. Daniel was nearing fifty-five, and was facing two major issues. While he was satisfied with his current position, he was having a challenge making his work more enjoyable. He was also facing retirement in the next ten years and wanted to begin preparing himself for that transition. 

In the early stages of the A.I.M. process, Daniel realized that his challenges did not require immediate action and that he could address them over a number of years. His sense of purpose was clear and, as we moved forward together, he regularly consulted his men tor about various options that we had uncovered. 

William, his mentor, was the retired CEO of a Fortune 100 com pany. A kind man, he had known Daniel for more than twenty years 106 | C A S H I N G   A   R E A L I T Y   C H E C K  

 

and had always been a solid and reliable source of advice and counsel. With his own retirement still fresh in his memory, William could also relate to the questions Daniel was now asking himself. 

In their first meeting, he reaffirmed that Daniel was on the right track in considering his retirement options at the age of fifty-five. While William was comfortable with his own decision to retire well after the age of sixty-five, he commended Daniel for taking such a proactive approach to his future. He was also able to provide some valuable perspective on some areas that Daniel had not yet consid ered as possible options after retirement. William knew that Daniel and his wife had a personal connection to a local cancer charity, so he suggested that Daniel explore becoming involved in the board of a nonprofit organization. He also suggested that Daniel investigate other interests that he had mentioned over the years, suggesting Daniel may want to consider teaching at a local community college. After his own retirement, William had continued to do consult ing work for companies in his former area of expertise, and asked Daniel to explore how he might adapt that approach to his own post retirement strategy. 

As Daniel’s case shows, mentors can make a coach’s job consider ably easier. In effect, Daniel benefitted from having a second coach, someone who could supplement the process he was going through in an empathetic manner, informed by his or her own encounter with similar life experiences. 

In addition to spouses or mentors, other clients have chosen a range of reality bankers, including friends, peers, and current/past bosses. If you choose this route and go beyond those people whom know you intimately, you have to ask yourself whether they know you well enough to provide genuine perspective. Are they willing to deliver “bad news” if you need to hear it? True friends are those who will tell you things that you might not want to hear; so, the last person you need to help you cash a reality check is someone who will be reluctant to upset you by telling you that you may be heading in a questionable direction. With peers or work colleagues, there are other factors to consider. They may be facing challenges similar to your own and, therefore, may not have enough distance from the 
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issue to provide objective advice. Because they are operating in the same environment, they may not be able to offer a perspective that is much different than your own. With a former boss, you may want to question whether that person would be able to relate to you in dependent of the formal relationship you have both had. In both of these cases, you may want to ask yourself whether such people will be able to provide you with the honest perspective that this stage of A.I.M. demands. 

Getting the right reality banker: 

Sandra and Patrick’s stories 

Sandra was a forty-two-year-old, mid-level banking executive who was recommended to me by a former colleague. When I met Sandra, she was at a stage in her career where she felt that she wasn’t moving forward quickly enough, and was spending too much time “fighting fires” for her superiors and not enough time on the quality projects that would help her build a solid corporate reputation. 

She had come to me after a less-than-successful attempt to address her issues with a mentor. In the past, Sandra had come to rely on this person for support, so she had gone to him with her concerns, asking for his advice about what to do to move her career and life forward. Unfortunately, in the course of a brief meeting, he immediately recommended a number of short-term solutions that she should undertake right away. Sandra immediately attempted to put these ideas into action, but they quickly stalled, leaving her frus trated, confused, and more than a little desperate. 

“Jim,” she explained in our first meeting, “I’ve already tried and failed. I’m just really not that sure I can do this.” 

It took a few meetings for Sandra to overcome her doubts that she could really change her circumstances. But after taking the time to complete the first few A.I.M. exercises, Sandra was able to identify a number of options and pursue them in a logical, focused manner, lead ing her to a new job where she began to quickly move up the ladder. 

Your relationship to your possible mentor may also offer some complications. One of my former clients, Patrick, had asked his boss to be his reality banker. Patrick was a young engineering executive 108 | C A S H I N G   A   R E A L I T Y   C H E C K  

 

who had moved from a large company to a smaller, more entrepre neurial one. He began working with me to help him plot how this position fit within his broader life and career plans. He chose the owner of his new firm, a longtime colleague, to fill the advisor role. 

For the most part, Patrick progressed well through the A.I.M. process with the exception of his relationship with his mentor. The continually shifting demands of a smaller, entrepreneurial company often got in the way of their relationship and of his mentor provid ing the truly independent advice that Patrick needed. I helped him manage the transition to another advisor, a consulting colleague of mine who really understood the challenges of adapting to an entre preneurial company. With this new perspective, Patrick could now move ahead with his development, while not clouding his reporting relationships within his company with other elements that were not related to his position. 

In these examples, we have seen how important it is at this stage of the A.I.M. process to have someone outside your world provide an independent and realistic assessment of your thinking up to this point. Now, let’s look at how you can find, brief, and begin working with your own advisor to cash your own reality check. 

Finding your own reality banker It is now time for you to find your own reality banker—an advisor you can trust to look at the work you have done so far in the A.I.M. process, and give you an independent, honest perspective about it. Many coaching clients often find this stage challenging. While people have dozens of different friends and colleagues, it is often difficult to identify one or two that meet the following criteria: 

• Objective: The person should be open-minded and a possibil

ity-oriented thinker. Avoid anyone who thinks negatively or who might immediately say such things as: “Why would you want to do that?” or “I would never want to go there!” 

• A good listener: We all have friends who talk more than 

they listen and often use conversations as a one-way flow of 
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information, allowing you to only talk briefly before regaling you with story after story about themselves. It goes without saying that this type of person rarely makes a good reality banker. Instead, look for someone who will listen carefully and give you the chance to speak your mind. 

• Has known you for a long time: Friends and colleagues come 

and go. If you were to look back at past stages of your life and career, you would probably find that many of the people you knew at any one time have fallen by the wayside. Someone you know and trust today may not have known you five years ago, or may not know you five years from now. In your reality banker, look for someone who has known you across different stages of your life and can, therefore, offer perspective informed by a number of years of personal knowledge. 

• Mature: Has the person that you are considering had many life 

experiences of their own? If you are considering a significant change in your life, it would be valuable to have, as your advi sor, someone who has been through several similar changes of their own. 

• Knows you personally and professionally: An ideal advisor 

should know different aspects of your personality and be able to provide feedback about how potential directions and ideas will impact the “whole you.” While such a person would be ideal, if you do not know someone who knows you in this way, you may need to find two separate individuals. 

• Honest: In beginning the A.I.M. process, you have made a 

commitment to explore your options. If you have been brave enough to ask questions of yourself, to consider what could be very different options for your life, and to share those ideas with someone else, you need that person to be equally commit ted to providing you with honest and objective feedback. 

• Constructive: It will also not be enough for your advisor 
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challenge your thinking and offer different perspectives that you may not have considered. 

Does this person sound superhuman? Not really. When my coaching clients consider these criteria and then think about all of the people they know, they are often surprised at how many of their colleagues and friends fit the bill. 

How do you begin the search process? Start with your address book—either physically or on-line—and identify a “first cut” or a list of people who meet some of the criteria. Think back to past jobs you may have held, neighborhoods you may have lived in, houses of worship you may have attended, places you may have volunteered, etc. Feel free to ask your partner or close friends who they think you know well enough who might be able to fill the advisor role. As we will examine in Chapter Nine, every person is at the center of a number of distinct “networks” that they can call upon to help them. Be generous in your first list—include a wide range of people and then winnow them down to a few dis tinct candidates. 

Once you have identified a list of those people you think meet at least some of the criteria, review the list with the following three key questions in mind: 

1.   Does this person know me well enough to assess where I am 

right now, what I am facing, and the options I have developed with respect to moving in a new direction? 

2.   Does this person have a depth of experience and knowledge, 

different than my own, which will allow him/her to give me some good advice and offer me suggestions that I may not have thought of? 

3.   Will this person be honest and direct enough to tell me if I am 

considering a direction that is absolutely not suited to me? 

Your goal in reviewing the list is to identify two to three people who you feel are the “best of the bunch.” Once you are comfortable with your final list, you now have to ask them to serve as your advisor. 
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In this task, we will use a lesson we will put to good use later in the A.I.M. process when we discuss networking. One of the prime is sues in networking is that for each person you contact, there must be a sense of purpose. It must be readily apparent to the person you are contacting why you are contacting them and what it is that you want them to do. In this sense, this exercise is a great “dress rehearsal” for some of the calls and e-mails you will make in the networking phase of A.I.M. 

Before you call or e-mail, rehearse on paper or on your computer screen exactly what you want to say. The following, for example, is a sample “opener” you may want to adapt for your own call or e-mail: 

“Hi, Susan. I would like to grab 30 minutes of your time to 

get your advice and input on some options I am consider

ing with respect to my career/life/etc. Although I am pretty 

happy doing what I am doing right now, for many reasons, 

which I will explain when we get together, this is a good 

time for me to explore my options. You have known me for 

some time and I trust your opinion, so I think you would 

be a great sounding board for me.” 

You will notice that this statement, in just a few sentences, clearly states your purpose in contacting them, why you have contacted them, why it is important, and what you want them to do. 

At this stage of the process—and in the networking stage—many of my coaching clients feel that asking others for help is an imposi tion. “I feel awkward asking them to help me,” they say. “Suppose they say no?” First, once you have narrowed down your potential advisor pool to two or three good candidates, the chances that they will say “no” are very low. If someone meets most or all of the cri teria we have outlined, chances are that they value your friendship and would be more than willing to help you with any challenge you face. Second, in the unlikely event that they decline or say they might feel uncomfortable playing this role for you, don’t be discouraged. Receiving a “no” is not a reflection on you—it is, more often than not, a reflection of the busy schedule of your potential advisor, their 112 | C A S H I N G   A   R E A L I T Y   C H E C K  

 

comfort level with talking about personal issues, or other related mat ters. In the unlikely event that they do decline, simply thank them for considering it and move on to the next candidate. 

Once your prospective advisor has agreed to serve in that role and you have set up a time for your first meeting, you might want to follow up by sending him an e-mail with a copy of the exercises that you have completed so far, along with a note to explain what they are. This should save some time in your initial meeting and give your advisor some background on the process, your thoughts, and the purpose of the meeting. It is important for you to come to your first meeting with your advisor with an open mind—ready to hear and accept any feedback he or she might have to offer. 

A final story of a valuable reality check: 

Henry’s correction 

In our previous chapter, you will remember the story of Henry and how he had identified four different options that he wished to pur-sue. Based on his earlier exercises—windowpane, decade review, strengths and weaknesses list, and future options list—each of the options made perfect sense and were all feasible areas to explore fur ther. Henry had next turned his attention to finding an advisor and, after following the process outlined above, identified several people who could play that role. 

He first opted to talk with just one person. Matt was a former colleague who he considered a close friend. In addition to working together for several years prior to Matt’s move to a competing firm, they still played hockey together once a week. After discussing this choice with me, Henry asked Matt to serve as his advisor. Matt, ap preciating the importance of Henry’s request and knowing a little about his current circumstances, quickly agreed. 

At their first meeting, Henry later told me that Matt had been forthright from the start. “I reviewed the materials you sent me in advance,” Matt said. “But I want to hear it from you—what are you doing and how can I help you with it?” 

Henry responded by leading Matt through the exercises he had completed, logically hitting the highpoints of the “story” he had 
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begun to put together using them. He closed with the four options he had identified and asked Matt, point blank, to give him his hon est feedback on each of them. 

“Matt,” he said, “based on these exercises, I’ve identified four possible options that I want to explore. You’ve known me for some time and we work in the same field. What do you think of these options as a fit for me?” 

Matt nodded, but added one additional question. “Henry,” he replied, “I think this is a great idea and I am more than willing to help you here. But before we review these, I need to know what your wife and family think about all this? Are you going down this path alone, or are they supporting you to make this change?” 

Henry was a little taken aback by the question, but quickly real ized where Matt was coming from. Their two families were quite close, seeing each other a few times a year and even vacationing together on occasion. More than any other advisor, Matt could appreciate how much Henry valued his family. His question, while unexpected, was welcomed. Henry referred back to the windowpane exercise, explaining that he had completed it with his wife’s help and had explained to her that the A.I.M. process might result in major changes to their lives. 

“Helen is behind me in this,” Henry explained. “She trusts me to make the right choice for me and her and the kids.” 

With that, Matt and Henry were on the same page. They spent the better part of the next hour reviewing each of the possible options that Henry had presented. With respect to staying with his current company, they discussed the risks of championing a possible merger and what this might mean to his position with his colleagues. Matt offered some valuable advice on other people in Henry’s current company whom he might talk with about the possibility of the firm being sold. He also confirmed that there was open talk in the industry about when—not if—the firm would be acquired, validating what Henry was seeing from the inside. 

When they discussed Henry’s possible move to a similar com pany, Matt talked about his own experience in moving from Henry’s firm. He confirmed that he had faced challenges in building a reputa tion within a new firm where he was relatively unknown, but offered 114 | C A S H I N G   A   R E A L I T Y   C H E C K  

 

some advice on how Henry might overcome that. He also offered some suggestions about other people that Henry might talk to about opportunities with other firms. 

Matt’s value to Henry as an advisor was most evident, how ever, when they discussed his final options—joining a consulting practice or pursuing more entrepreneurial ventures. In his current position, Matt frequently hired consultants to work on various projects, so he was familiar with their skills and methods. Based on this perspective, Matt agreed that Henry’s years of experience and his specific skill set would make him very valuable as a consul tant. This was confirmed as they both reviewed Henry’s strengths and weaknesses list in the context of the skills that would make for a successful consultant. Matt highlighted Henry’s commitment to professionalism, his desire to work in teams, and ability to multi task. He noted, however, that while Henry had considerable experi ence, he had only worked with one firm, so he may find that many of the ways in which his current firm worked would be different than those of potential consulting clients. He also raised the ex tensive travel that was often part of consulting life and the impact that might have on Henry’s family. Matt then offered to connect Henry with a few of the consultants he regularly engaged, so that Henry could learn more about the consulting lifestyle and whether it might be a good fit. 

When they discussed moving to a more entrepreneurial situa tion, Matt threw Henry a definite curveball by asking him a simple question. “Henry, tell me who you work for right now.” 

Henry was puzzled, but quickly responded, “You know who I work for. I work for XYZ Company as the director of . . .” 

Matt held up a hand to interrupt him, smiling. “Henry,” he said, “that will be a major problem for you if you want to go out and explore working on your own. Entrepreneurs don’t work for anybody—they work for themselves. Are you ready to think like that? Or will you be more comfortable working for someone else?” 

Henry was stunned by Matt’s question. His first reaction was that his good friend was telling him he shouldn’t consider becom ing an entrepreneur. In their subsequent discussion, however, Matt 
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clarified that he was merely pointing out that Henry might not know enough about the mindset of an entrepreneur and he may want to explore that further if he wanted to consider whether it was a viable option, weighing the risks and rewards along with whether he had the personal orientation necessary for a more entrepreneur ial environment. 

Henry’s experience with Matt shows the value a good advisor can add to the A.I.M. process at this stage. Had he not met with Matt, he might have charged off into a new job with a smaller firm without considering all of the ramifications. He may also have dis missed his concerns about the possibility his firm might be sold, saying, “That’s just me thinking. I’m sure that won’t happen.” Matt confirmed that his company was, in all likelihood, a takeover target, validating the very purpose of Henry beginning the A.I.M. process in the first place. 

Moving forward from your reality check Like Henry, cashing a reality check should provide you with some new perspective on your process and the options you have identified. Are you satisfied that your reality banker has not “pussyfooted” around? Are you satisfied that you’ve been given some direct feedback— perhaps something you did not expect? Has he or she suggested new directions you might not have considered or offered other contacts that can help you further explore your options? 

If so, add their feedback to your documents, noting any ques tions that remain outstanding or new areas you need to explore or clarify. As you move forward, be sure to keep your reality banker advised of your progress. 

You are now ready to progress on to assess the options you have identified, determining which ones are most viable, and then move into the final stages of A.I.M. 




Asking the Hard 

Questions 

It is better to know some of the questions than all 




CHAPTER 8                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          of the answers. 

—James Thurber 

 

Just as human beings are often oblivious to their own strengths and weaknesses and the opportunities they may be ignoring, they are also often unable to ask themselves the hard questions at the important times in their lives. Everyone, for example, has friends who have suf fered through failed relationships or made bad career choices. On reflection, they often say, “Well, it’s partially my fault. I knew this issue might be a problem early on. I was just too caught up in everything else to want to deal with it then.” Others may have had doubts or been cautioned about a particular career choice, a move to another city, or the start of a new sport or pastime. But in such cases, they—like most of us—probably brushed aside these nagging doubts in a rush to do something, in the rush to act and move and explore. 

Instead, at times when people are considering major changes in their lives, the most important thing they can do is ask rational and measured questions about the actual viability and practicality of the choices they are considering. 
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Earlier in the A.I.M. process, for example, you may have identi fied that your spouse and family are very important to you. As the main breadwinner, you are cognizant of your responsibility to meet their needs. It may also be the case that one of your favored options may require that you return to school, take several years out of the workforce, and move to another city. Even if you are incredibly passionate about life change, it would be foolish to begin devoting time and energy towards exploring this option without first asking some rational questions about the impact it would have on your personal life and your ability to support your family. 

You may also have identified many different and diverse options, any of which would require a large commitment of your time. If you immediately began to explore all of them, you would quickly realize that you do not have enough spare time to give each of them fair consider ation. By not asking questions to narrow down the field or determine which ones would be more important or the most practical, you might spend two or three months researching a variety of options and learn ing very little. This, in turn, could leave you disillusioned and angry at having wasted so much time with no tangible results, a marked contrast to the quick progress you may have made in the earlier stages of A.I.M. if you had spent some time to identify your various paths forward. 

You get the picture. That is why, at this stage of the A.I.M. process, you will ask yourself several pointed questions about the options you have identified. Through these questions—and your answers to them— you’ll be able to allocate a certain percentage of the time you have avail able to explore your options. The goal is to ensure that you do not try to do too much and end up by doing very little. This process will also ensure that you spend the limited amount of time that you have on the options that have the greatest chance of success and which, practically, have the most impact on the challenges you have identified. 

The FIVE key questions you need to ask NOW to save grief LATER 

At this stage of the A.I.M. process, my clients are usually feeling confident. They have learned a great deal about themselves and have taken the time to consider, in a rigorous manner, how past 
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experiences relate to their current challenge. They have also identi fied a number of potential options and gone through the important step of identifying a reality banker and asking him or her to provide feedback on their choices. By cashing a reality check you may already have started to ask yourself some of the questions we will deal with in the following pages. 

As we have done in other stages, begin this stage with any mate-rials you have produced spread out on a table in front of you. Closest to you, place your future options list—that’s the paper, divided into columns, that outlines areas you would like to explore as you move forward. Beneath the columns you already have outlined, add five new rows and title them “passion,” “good at it,” “windowpane fit,” 

“cost,” and “time.” 

As an example, here is the list that Henry completed with the additional (blank) new rows added: 

 

HENRY’S                                    Smaller,           Join a 

FUTURE        Staying         Another big     entrepreneurial     consulting 

OPTIONS LIST where I am?    company?      company?         practice? 

Stick it out        The head-        I am intrigued       With my and take my     hunters tell      about this pos     experience in chances,        me I am in       sibility, as I have    operations and since I have      demand, so      seen friends who  planning, is this been treated     maybe there     have made this     the time to go well, there is      is another        kind of move,        into consulting no reason to     big company     and they seem to  and enhance think my suc-    out there that  feel fulfilled and     my skills even cessful career  might give       their ideas are      more, probably path should      me more        being appreci      with a large not continue.    freedom.         ated.               consulting shop 

that houses 

“best practices 

in my field?” 

Ideal role        Current           Similar           Unknown            Unknown 

position          position to 

current 

Passion 

Good at it 

Windowpane 

fit 

Cost 

Time 
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With these additions to your future options list in front of you, now think about the following five questions: 

1. Which option(s) am I most passionate about? One of the logical statements that underlies the A.I.M. process is a simple one: There are a great many things we can spend our limited amount of time doing, so we should choose to do those things that we enjoy and feel passionate about instead of those that may bore or discourage us. 

When you performed the brainstorming exercise in Chapter Five to develop your future options list, you were tasked with get ting it all on paper and not worrying about the “buts or barriers.” We did not ask you to rank the options or indicate if you favored some over others. Now that you have all of your options before you and have begun to do some background work on each of them, it is time to evaluate each option to determine which ones you feel most strongly about. On the surface, which ones excite you or are you pas sionate about? If you had to tell a friend or family member, “I am thinking about doing X!”—with “X” being the option that makes you the most excited. 

One of my former clients offered an excellent example of how exploring his passion produced unexpected results. I became Ed’s coach several years ago, when, at a high point in his career, he had developed doubts about whether he was actually doing what made him most happy. Ed had trained as an engineer, but as he moved into the corporate world, his outgoing personality coupled with his technical knowledge saw him move into sales. When we met, he was a forty-seven-year-old senior sales manager for a financial services company and he had recently completed his MBA. Ed’s company regarded him highly—he had received several recent promotions—and he seemed poised to move into a VP position in the coming years. 

There was only one problem—and it was a big one. When I asked Ed to tell me about himself, one of the first things he said was, “I’m good at what I do, but I don’t think it makes me happy any more.” 
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The work he did moving through the first few stages of the A.I.M. process reinforced his initial doubts. It became clear that Ed was passionate about engineering, about building things, and getting into the nuts and bolts of what made things work. He became incredibly excited when he shared that, as a child, he had watched construc tion sites for hours just to follow the work, each day marveling at how a building was put together, layer by layer. When it came time to identify his future options list, one of the areas was clear: Could he find a smaller, entrepreneurial, engineering-related company that would make use of both his passion for the profession as well as his business and sales experience? 

Putting the later stages of A.I.M. into practice, Ed used his net work to connect with the owner of a small construction materials firm who, coincidentally, was looking for someone to take over his business. Armed with an introduction from a friend, Ed met the owner and, after delivering a good elevator speech (which you will develop in Chapter Ten), they began serious talks. The owner was impressed with Ed’s combination of sales experience and his pas sion about engineering, and the two soon came to a deal. Ed is now learning the ropes of this new business and is happier than I have ever seen him. 

“Jim,” he said when we last met, “I can’t believe what a difference it makes to work in an area that you’re really passionate about.” 

2. Which option(s), realistically, am I most likely  to be good at? 

In our rush to explore our dreams, we often forget about one crucial thing—it is hard to be happy doing something that you will never be good at. 

In the previous chapter, I offered the example of my co-author Alex’s passion for surfing. He is truly enthusiastic about it, and if he were considering a life change and had identified becoming a profes sional surfer as a possible future option, he would probably be able to find some spare time to explore it further. It might be a good fit with his original windowpane exercise. He may even be able to justify the 122 | A S K I N G   T H E   H A R D   Q U E S T I O N S  

 

costs of taking time away from his growing consulting practice. But if he were to ask the simple question of whether he is likely to become sufficiently good enough at surfing to make his living as a surfer, he would quickly admit that the answer would be “no.” 

One of my former clients underwent a similar realization when she chose to explore a career in the medical field. 

When I met Patricia, she was a banking executive in her mid forties who was considering a career change. Her main concern was this: While she was good at her job and well liked by her staff and colleagues, she felt her job did little to engage the compassionate side of her personality. 

“Jim,” she said in our first meeting, “I’m a caring person and I want to help other people. Looking at numbers all day just doesn’t give me the room to do that.” 

As we moved through the various A.I.M. exercises, I learned that Patricia greatly admired her father, a family doctor who had been loved by his patients and respected in the community in which she grew up. In addition to her father, Patricia had several other close relatives who were doctors. They had always been passionate about their profession, and she wondered whether she had missed an opportunity to follow in their footsteps, choosing a path that would allow her to help people while, at the same time, make a decent living and supporting her family. 

When we began talking about her options, she immediately said she wanted to look at leaving the executive ranks at the bank, enter medical school, and become a doctor. We discussed the pros and cons of such a radical move as much as we could, raising a number of questions. How long might it take to get a medical degree? How likely was it that Patricia might fail in such a transition? Would she be able to juggle the demands of her family obligations with the long hours of studying and eventual residency? And was she suited to the types of work that doctors do every day? 

Through networking, Patricia connected with a few doctors with whom she could discuss, very practically, the pros and cons of her possible career shift. After two long discussions where she gathered considerable information about their daily workload and 
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the amount of time it would take her to qualify to become a doctor, Patricia realized that her idea was not feasible. She did, however, identify a number of other roles in the healthcare sector that could help her put her compassion into action, which were more compat ible with her family obligations and could build on her executive experience at the bank. Patricia went on to explore leadership posi tions in various health charities and agencies—options she might not have considered had she not explored, and ruled out, her first choice of becoming a doctor. 

3. Which of these options fit best with my windowpane? In Chapter Four, we mapped the four-dimensional you with respect to the personal, professional, spiritual, and physical aspects of your life. In each of these areas, you were asked to be honest about how you saw yourself and noted what you valued in each of these four quadrants. You may even have included additional information in the panes during the subsequent stages of the process, as your work to sketch success and discuss your findings with your reality banker may have brought other ideas to the fore. 

Now it is time to review what you have identified in this four-quadrant exercise and compare those points to the options that are before you. Are there any that are obvious fits? Is there information that indicates that some choices would be preferable to others? Are there any flashing red lights that seem to say, “Don’t consider this one!” when looking at all of them? If so, please note your comments in the appropriate row. 

My work with Roger underlies the importance of ensuring that the choices you explore should mesh well with what you have learned about your values through the windowpane exercise. I first met Roger, a partner in a professional services firm, when he was in his early fifties. I had been called in because he and his partners were at an impasse. While he was technically brilliant at what he did, he was widely viewed as a difficult guy to work with. 

“Jim, they think I’m a curmudgeon.” Roger said to me in our first meeting, without any hint of irony or humor. “They see me as a stick in the mud who won’t go along with what they want to do, 124 | A S K I N G   T H E   H A R D   Q U E S T I O N S  

 

but I have principles that I have to stand behind. If they can’t respect those, to hell with them.” 

I didn’t need a crystal ball to figure out that this kind of inflex ibility on Roger’s part was not a good trait in a partnership environ-ment. Professional services firms, whether they are dentists, lawyers, doctors, or consultants, are places where progress is only possible if those involved are committed to agreement, compromise, and open discussions. Roger’s attitude would be a problem in such an environment. 

Roger’s future options list had identified a few areas he wanted to explore. He was interested in moving to another firm, provided they would welcome his principles-based approach. He was also in terested in pursuing a more technical position with one of his firm’s previous clients or striking out on his own to open his own consult ing practice. Roger’s initial research identified opportunities in each of these areas, which led to a very poignant conversation with me concerning which ones he would prioritize. 

As we reviewed his options list together, he kept qualifying what another company would have to do to make him happy. Among many of the things he mentioned were statements such as the following: 

• They’ll have to realize I work out of my home office whenever 

I want. 

• I don’t have time for useless staff meetings; they’ll have to 

respect that. 

• I don’t have time to negotiate salary; they’ll just have to meet 

my demands. 

This was a good opportunity for me to bring up his windowpane exercise, where he had emphatically said he was unwilling to com promise on his principles. “Roger,” I said to him, “if having your own way is very important to you, why do you want to explore working for someone else? Isn’t the logical thing to look at how you can work for yourself and build a successful business around that?” 

He looked me straight in the eye and glowered a bit, but then dropped his gaze. “Jim, you’re right,” he said. “I’ve had a hard enough 
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time getting my current partners to compromise. What chance would I have with an entirely new bunch?” 

With this realization in hand, Roger concentrated on transi tioning from his existing firm and setting up an independent con sulting practice. He put his elevator speech together, went back to his partners, and talked about how they could build a different kind of relationship that would see him move out on his own. I ran into Roger a few years later and found that he was enjoying his indepen dence, while working on a steady flow of projects. 

“Jim, I’m still a curmudgeon,” he said, laughing this time, “but now I don’t have to apologize to anyone.” 

4. Which of these options can I afford to explore? One of the things about living, as the saying goes, is that it costs money. Few of us are wealthy enough to be able to ignore financial pressures while we pursue self-fulfillment. Most of us have a mortgage to service, kids and a partner to please, weekly and monthly bills to pay, and retirement to save for. If one of the goals of the A.I.M. process is to transition to a new lifestyle in some form or other, we still have to pay our bills while we make the necessary changes happen. 

At this stage of the A.I.M. process, you have to ask yourself some blunt questions about the options you have identified: Can I really afford to pursue them? Are there some options that are less financially risky than others? What degree of financial risk can I tolerate—and for how long—as I pursue my dreams? What could each of these options cost me in terms of dollars and cents—and can I afford it? 

This does not mean that the financial question is an “on-off switch” that can stop your change process in its tracks. Rather, you have to be honest about what certain options may cost you and think of ways to mitigate those costs if you really want to proceed with them. 

The coaching I do for people who are pursuing a mid-career MBA offers a number of examples of how financial concerns can focus someone’s direction in one way and not another. The clients that I see from that program are typically individuals who are financing 126 | A S K I N G   T H E   H A R D   Q U E S T I O N S  

 

it themselves. The price tag for the degree is in the high five figures, and the program can take fifteen to eighteen months to complete. In that time, they will have to devote up to thirty hours per week to their course work, sacrificing leisure and family time to do so. Many of them have to borrow the money or finance the program from their savings, meaning that they are generally very commit ted people with a high expectation that their investment will yield large returns. 

Andy was one of the students I coached in the MBA program, and financial concerns were the deciding factor in which path he chose to explore. Andy was working for a small company when we first met, running their training and development division. A well-spoken man in his mid-thirties with a wife and young family, he had decided that he wanted more from life and had enrolled in an MBA program. By all accounts, he had acquitted himself quite well. His graduation date was nearing, however, and he now faced the choice of whether to return to his previous position or strike out in a new direction. He had enjoyed an income in the high five figures and his wife was just starting up her own consulting business. Essentially, they were living on his income and now faced the prospect of paying back the loan he had taken out for his tuition fees. 

One of the options we uncovered as we moved through Andy’s future options list was that he might want to open his own training business or go into business with his wife. She had very strong skills in teaching and training as well, so they were probably a good fit should they both decide to combine forces. Andy was interested in exploring the idea, which we did by first having a discussion with his wife—his likely business partner. 

The three of us sat down and reviewed Andy’s choices. His wife was very open to the idea, but as we discussed the work Andy had done through the A.I.M. process to date, one point kept coming up that indicated this might not be the best choice for them at this time. In his windowpane exercise, Andy had noted the financial stress of the MBA program in his personal quadrant, stating that he want ed to get out of debt as soon as possible. The more he and his wife 
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discussed it, the more they realized that their major financial needs had to come first and that starting a business right now was simply too much of a financial risk. 

Both Andy and his wife were comfortable with this decision, but they decided not to abandon the idea of starting a joint busi ness altogether. Instead, they made the decision to merely change the timetable. His wife went ahead and started her own business, with occasional advice and input from Andy. He returned to his old job, but kept exploring his options with an eye towards even tually joining his wife in the business. Two years later, with his loans paid off, Andy did join her in the business, which continues to flourish. 

5. How much time do I honestly have to devote to these options right now? 

Technology has solved many problems for us over the years. We once sent letters across the country and waited weeks for a reply; now we send e-mails and trade text messages with those around the world instantly. 

There is, however, one problem that technology has not been able to solve for us. No matter how advanced our society becomes, there will always be twenty-four hours in a day and we will need a portion of that to rest and replenish ourselves. This limitation on our time means that if we want to put the A.I.M. process into effect, we are limited by the amount of time we have. Most of us cram a significant amount into the sixteen to eighteen waking hours we have in a day—time with family, eating, running errands, physical activity, and, if you are employed, work. Into this already crowded mix, we are proposing to fit the process of exploration and redis covery that is A.I.M. 

At this stage in the A.I.M. process, people are anxious to get going. The first caution I offer is that they have less time than they think—so spend it wisely! Make a realistic assessment of how much time you can allocate to exploring all your options in a week, and then allocate that portion of your time to each of the options. 
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The case of appropriate time allocation was never more relevant than with Tim, a client I began coaching several years ago. He was a VP with a mid-size manufacturing firm in his early forties who was facing a possible career transition. Tim was a go-getter from the first meeting and blazed through the initial stages of A.I.M. When we arrived at his future options list, he quickly identified five areas that he wanted to explore. However, he wanted to ex plore all five of them right away—and this was a problem. Tim was like a kid in a candy store; he was not accustomed to having someone ask him to slow down to take the time to ensure he made the right choice. 

The five options Tim identified were as follows: 

1.  Talk with headhunters so they can help me find a similar job 

with another manufacturing company. 

2.   Talk to friends of mine who are teaching in community 

colleges so I can move to teach either part time or full time in my field. 

3.   Talk to entrepreneurs that I know through my family who 

can help me set up my own business. 

4.  Get into the private equity business, as others have told me I 

would be good at it. 

5.  Write a book. I know folks who could tell me what it takes. 

As you can see, any one of these options would require con siderable work on Tim’s part. My concern, as his coach, was that he would spread his attention across all five of these options and not do any one of them justice. When I shared this concern with Tim, he refused to consider it. I think I’m on safe ground when I say that he was not the most diplomatic client I have ever had, as evidenced by our discussion concerning his options. When I tried to get him to realistically assess how much time he might have to explore them, his first reaction was to dismiss my concerns. 

“I have plenty of time,” he said, “and if I don’t have time, I will make it happen. Let’s get going—you’re wasting my time.” 
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Reluctantly, I agreed. I knew there would be no dissuading him from his course of action, so I decided to let him try to explore all of them at the same time. When we met two months later, it was a very different, and humbled, person who sat down in the chair opposite my desk. 

Tim was discouraged and confused. He had tried to explore all of his options, but since he hadn’t focused on only a small number, he had spread himself too thin. He had not maximized his networking calls, nor had he done proper research with respect to any of them. 

“It burns me to say this, Jim,” he said, “but you were right. This is a big job and I . . .” 

I politely cut him off there. “No need to apologize,” I said. “Let’s get to work. 

We then proceeded to discuss each option, one at a time. By referring back to the previous work he had done in the A.I.M. process, and through a realistic assessment of the time he had available, we managed to narrow down his options to the field he knew the best—the manufacturing sector. In the time allocation on his matrix, Tim applied 100 percent of his free time to exploring opportunities with other firms. He arranged proper meetings with headhunters, we polished up his elevator speech in advance of those meetings, and he made the rounds. The result came several weeks later, when he called to tell me that he had found another, more challenging, position at a related company. 

Keeping your momentum going—some tricks and tips 

The A.I.M. process thrives on little victories, those small, yet reward ing, “wins” that keep you motivated and help you build momentum to keep going. To achieve these small victories, consider the follow ing tactics that will help you spend your time wisely: 

• If one of your options is to explore working for another com

pany, identify just one prospect instead of several, and ask yourself what you want to find out about that firm: What do you know about its financial data? Who serves on the board 130 | A S K I N G   T H E   H A R D   Q U E S T I O N S  

 

of directors? Who makes up the executive team? How well regarded are their products, etc.? Next, address one area at a time, building a dossier of research about your new prospec tive employer and keep track of the amount of time it takes you. This will allow you to better gauge your time as you take on other tasks. 

• If one of your priorities is to begin looking for another job in 

your current field, consider contacting one search consultant who works in your field, rather than contacting dozens of dif ferent companies. Career ads on the Internet and in newspapers often ask those interested in a position to contact a search consulting company, so an Internet search of past postings for positions similar to those you wish to apply for should help you to determine which firm does the most recruiting work in your field. 

• Is the solution you are looking for a tactical one (e.g., find 

another job, earn more money) or is it broader ranging (i.e., figure out what I want to do with my life)? Your initial work with A.I.M. should give you clues to the answers, as should your windowpane exercise. In either case, identify the three most important things you can do to get the process moving and that you can do within a month—then do them. 

How Henry’s questions led to answers 

Remember Henry? He was the engineering executive who was grappling with his prospects at his current firm, and figuring out whether he should explore other, outside options. When we left Henry’s story in Chapter Six, he had completed the first stages of the A.I.M. process and had identified and assessed his potential options. 

Henry then met his reality banker for detailed discussions on his options. His advisor affirmed that he was on the right track and gave Henry some valuable additional input. When we left Henry earlier in this chapter, he was working through the “hard questions” phase of A.I.M. using the following table: 
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HENRY’S                                    Smaller,           Join a 

FUTURE        Staying         Another big     entrepreneurial     consulting 

OPTIONS LIST where I am?    company?      company?         practice? 

Stick it out        The head-        I am intrigued       With my and take my     hunters tell      about this pos     experience in chances,        me I am in       sibility, as I have    operations and since I have      demand, so      seen friends who  planning, is this been treated     maybe there     have made this     the time to go well, there is      is another        kind of move,        into consulting no reason to     big company     and they seem to  and enhance think my suc-    out there that  feel fulfilled and     my skills even cessful career  might give       their ideas are      more, probably path should      me more        being appreci      with a large not continue.    freedom.         ated.               consulting shop 

that houses 

“best practices 

in my field.” 

Ideal role        Current           Similar to        Unknown            Unknown 

position          current 

position 

Passion         Some.          Some.          Definitely.          Some. 

Good at it       Yes.              Yes, if the job     Think I can do it.  I think my 

is similar.                                 experience is 

transferable. 

Windowpane    Yes; status       Some red       Could be high      Travel may be 

fit                 quo and safe.    flags, as it        risk financially       at odds with my 

might disrupt    and personal       family values. things.           strain. 

Cost            No immediate Don’t know      If I have to put      Unknown, but 

cost to me.       my market       my own money     varying income 

value yet—it     into the firm, we     levels of some may be lower    can’t afford that     consultants than where I     right now.           could upset our am now.  financial plans. 

Time           None, as I       I could           This would          A few meetings 

have already     explore this      take a big time      with the bigger committed       one with a       commitment       firms should the time.         few meetings.    to explore, as I      tell me if I am 

don’t know this  interested in this 

world.               one. 

As we can see from Henry’s matrix, the option about which he was most passionate—a smaller entrepreneurial company—raised many other issues for him. The status quo, which he had set out to change, now didn’t look so bad after all. After examining his options, Henry felt his choice was clear. “Jim,” he shared with me after our session, “I’m going to stay where I am, but work towards making a move when I can afford to do it.” 
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Henry continued to complete the A.I.M. process and built his network into a much better asset that could help him explore the world beyond his current employer. 

Completing your own questions With your own blank paper or screen in front of you, complete each of the sections outlined above. At the end of the process, you should have some indication of which options will take precedence over others, which ones you will devote the most time to, and, perhaps, which ones may require some additional clarification. 

We are now ready to develop an in-depth road map for each option. This will involve, among other tasks, completing as much fact-finding as possible to help us narrow down the option(s) that really excite you and that you will, realistically, be able to achieve. 




Road Mapping 

Your Options 

I have an existential map. It has “You are here” 




CHAPTER 9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          written all over it. 

—Stephen Wright 

 

Few people start out on a journey without figuring out the best way to get to their destination. You don’t start a long road trip by jump ing in the car and driving off minutes after you think a vacation might be a good idea. Generally, there is some planning involved. You will usually decide on a destination and have a discussion with your travel companions. Then you will probably pull out a few maps to determine where you might stop on your journey, and outline the best way to get you to your destination. If your traveling companions will include children, you might have to prepare yourself for a few questions like “Are we there yet?” coming from the back seat along the way. And, at some point, you are likely to trace your journey on a map with a marker, print off a final map from an on-line mapping system, or program your journey into a GPS. The map is a key part of a successful journey to your final destination. 

So far, our work with the A.I.M. method has helped you to iden tify possible destinations that are a natural extension of your past 134 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

and a good fit with your present. We have looked at what things you value and ensured your future options are compatible with them. In the preceding chapters, we have done considerable work to nar row down the possible options for your future and ensure they are compatible with both your abilities and values. The next step we will cover in this chapter is to take some time to create a “road map” of how you can best explore these options further. 

Now that your future options have been reduced to a manage-able number and you have decided which ones will take priority over others, it would seem that the natural next step would be to throw yourself wholeheartedly into investigating them. As we have seen in our various case studies, moving quickly to action is a natural human instinct. It is also an impulse that you have to restrain and moderate with a bit of additional work before you are ready to go out into the broader world and begin to explore your options. 

In this chapter, you will learn how to apply two very misunder stood and underappreciated techniques—research and networking— to create a road map for exploring your options. By using these two techniques, you can map your most effective course forward, saving you both time and effort as well as increasing the chances that you will arrive at the destination you have identified. 

Research: The starting point for all  your options 

Of all the things you can do to ensure success in any career or life transition, research is often the easiest step. Because research is easy, it is often overlooked, given short shrift, or not conducted properly at all. 

Over the years, one of the main reasons I have seen my clients neglect or ignore basic research of their options is that they often assume they already know the answers to basic questions. As part and parcel of our bias to act—our rush to start doing something— we often assume we know things we really do not. 

Let’s say, as an example that your future options list has identi fied that you want to investigate moving to another company similar to your current employer. Your natural bias is to say, “If they are in 
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the same business as us, it must be roughly the same type of opera tion as the one I know.” Yet General Motors and Toyota are in the same business, right? Aren’t Apple and Dell both computer manu facturers? Gap and Brooks Brothers are both clothing retailers, aren’t they? As you can appreciate, some basic research on the focus, culture, and financial performance of these companies would tell quite a different story. 

Or suppose you have determined that you would like to move to a new city as part of changing your life? You could assume that cities of the same size should have the similar types of employers, schools, and amenities. Well, Charlotte, NC, and Vancouver, BC, are similar-sized cities, aren’t they? Chicago, IL, is the same size as Toronto, ON, isn’t it? Internationally, London is the roughly same size as New York. Well, you would only have to spend a day in any of these cities to determine that they are quite different in many, many ways, even though they are the same size. 

You get the idea. Conducting basic research on your options is a must before you begin exploring them. Done properly, research will allow you to: 

• Further refine your options, saving you time; 

• Identify new areas to look within your options that you may 

not yet have considered; 

• Give you background information so you know the right ques

tions to ask when your networking begins; and 

• Most importantly, good research will help you identify peo

ple who can help provide the answers you do not yet have for questions about your options, which is the key foundation for networking. 

Moreover, conducting research is now easier than it was in pre vious years, thanks to technology. Through the wonders of Google, a near-infinite list of potential data sources on any question is just a few clicks away. The marvels of social media such as Facebook and Twitter allow you to quickly engage a large number of people to ask them questions about your research topic. On-line databases such as 136 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

LexisNexis, available through a university or local library, allow you to search media, financial reports, and thousands of different publications for information. All it requires is a bit of time—and knowing what questions to ask—to gather information that can greatly help your transition. 

Naomi’s research leads to a career transition 

One of the best examples of using research to put a career and life change on solid ground came from a former client, Naomi. A tall, striking woman in her late forties, Naomi had come to me with very specific ideas about what she wanted to do with her career. She was a rising star in the corporate world—having already been a president three times in her career—and she was particularly adept at turning around troubled companies. This kind of challenge requires a very special type of executive, as it frequently entails some form of reorganization that challenges traditional structures and results, more often than not, with layoffs and aggressive cost cutting. Turning a company around is mentally and emotionally exhausting, requiring high energy, focus, and discipline. You can not afford to be swayed emotionally, but instead remain focused on the tough job you were hired to do. To compound matters, your timeline for changing a company’s direction is typically weeks or months—not years. 

As successful as Naomi had been in these three situations, she was physically and emotionally exhausted when we met, and wanted to change the direction of her career. We spent many hours together during the first stages of the A.I.M. process, and by the time we arrived at the windowpane exercise, Naomi was able to quickly make some very specific points when reviewing the four dimensions of her current situation: 

• I want to work with a domestic company. I feel patriotic and 

want to promote the advancement of companies from my own country. (Naomi had worked with three foreign-owned companies and was tired of reporting to people in other parts of the world.) 
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• I particularly enjoyed the time I spent interacting with people 

in the transportation business over the past several years, and would welcome an opportunity in that industry—especially if the company had an environmental angle, such as transit or commuter services. 

• Although I would consider another role as president, it is not a 

must. I am worn out, so would welcome the opportunity to be part of a team and not be responsible for leading the charge. 

• I would be happy to perform in an advisory capacity, such as 

a role in strategic planning or consulting. 

• I am tired of traveling and would prefer to stay and work in 

the city in which I live now. 

This was quite a definite, and very specific, list to have completed so early in the A.I.M. process. We were then able to do more work on her options, discussing them in our sessions and checking them out with her external reality banker and against the hard questions phase. In these discussions, we knew that Naomi had a definite desire to explore work in the transportation industry. Moreover, given her track record, there were only three possible roles she could seek in such a company: president, vice president of strategic planning or operations, or a senior external consultant to such a company. We also had a very specific location to explore, as Naomi did not want to move to another city, and she had also indicated a strong prefer ence for a domestic, as opposed to a foreign, company. 

These parameters were an excellent starting point for Naomi to begin her research process. She threw herself into researching her possible options. She was quickly able to identify transportation companies that were headquartered locally, and found several that were working in the field of commuter transportation. Narrowing her search even further, Naomi settled on three potential future em ployers: a company that manufactured buses; an Internet technology firm that made transportation software; and a third firm that was a transportation conglomerate. 

As luck would have it, Naomi had already had some contact with the first two firms through her previous positions. She was able to 138 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

supplement her knowledge with some additional research, and was then able to focus wholeheartedly on the firm with which she had no experience. 

The company was publicly traded, so Naomi’s starting point was to find and download its annual report. This, in turn, allowed her to learn more about their business, activities, key projects, strategic direction, the bios of the key executives, and a list of the board of directors. Most importantly, it allowed her to review the firm’s au dited financial statements, which showed her which business divi sions were performing and which were struggling—facts she could easily determine by comparing the most recent statements with those from previous annual reports. Naomi was able to supplement this information with additional data gathered from press releases posted on-line, comments from bloggers and the investment com munity, and executive appointments that had been posted on-line and in the local business pages. 

Taken together, Naomi’s research gave her a very interesting picture of a potential future employer. She had learned that the com pany had several major business lines, including a commuter trans portation company that their annual reports noted was the largest division in terms of sales and revenues. By comparing their financial statements year to year, however, she could see that the performance for this division had been declining over the past few years. The appointment notices and press releases told her that they had made some staff and operational changes in this division in response, but it did not seem to be having an impact on the results—a fact noted by a blogger who occasionally covered the company. 

Naomi now had some detailed insight into this company that appeared to indicate it could use someone, in some capacity, with her turnaround talents. The picture the research had painted had piqued her interest, and she was curious to learn more about the challenges facing the company and whether she might have a role to play with respect to it. 

With this preliminary research on the third company in hand, she could now compare it to the other two firms she had identi fied earlier. Her review of the first two firms showed little out of the 
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ordinary; they were growing nicely, posting solid returns, and were well respected by others in the field, confirming what she knew from her contacts with both firms through her previous employer. Of her three prospects, her research now allowed her to focus on just one— the firm that appeared to have the greatest need for someone with her experience in turning around troubled firms. Moreover, this company was sufficiently large enough that she would not have to step into the president’s job, with all its attendant stresses, in order to make a difference. 

In order to take her research to the next level, it was now time for Naomi to talk with “real” people who actually knew what was going on with the company and whether there could be an opportunity for her. This would require mapping out a networking strategy—the next step in the road mapping phase of A.I.M. 

Conducting your own research: Some tips Like Naomi, you may want to consider the following starting points when conducting your own research: 

• The Internet is everyone’s best friend, whether you are choos

ing a restaurant for tomorrow night’s dinner or researching a major change in your life. While popular search engines such as Google are good starting points, it is important to remember that certain websites will place higher than others when you perform keyword searches, depending on how well their programmers have “optimized” their search ability. As a backup, you may want to brainstorm for other organizations that are related to your search criteria and go directly to their websites. You can also look for portals on the general industry in which you are interested (Naomi, for example, could have looked at industry associations devoted to transportation) and follow the links on those sites to others. Additional on line resources would include social networking sites (such as searching www.Facebook.com for groups dedicated to your topic) and popular blogging sites (such as www.Blogger.com or www.WordPress.com). 

140 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

• Libraries have been in the research business since the time 

of the Greeks and Romans, and can be a valuable asset when collecting information. Of particular relevance are reference libraries (those that maintain larger collections of reference materials and databases) or those associated with universities or colleges (which generally have larger collections of materi als). In any case, asking a librarian is always a good step—they have devoted their professional lives to cataloguing information and should be able to recommend places to look that you may not have considered. 

Networking: The misunderstood technique In all of my years in the coaching and employment search fields, I have found that networking is one of the most misunderstood concepts out there. Whenever the idea is raised in media articles and interviews about career management, so-called “experts” generally describe networking as simply “getting out there and meeting people.” Armed with this idea, those who are new to networking generally begin calling other people and making appointments without put ting much strategic thought into the why and what of the equation. Why have I picked this person to call? Why am I meeting with them? What is the purpose of the meeting? What do I want to say to them? What are my expectations of them, and them of me?

 Without an in-depth understanding of what networking is and how it can really make a difference, too many people dismiss it as “just schmoozing, selling, and begging people for help.” Others look down their nose at it, calling it “crass” or a tool for “salesmen and self-promoters,” criticisms that both Alex and I have heard over the years. 

From decades in this business, I can emphatically say they’re wrong. In my experience as a professional coach, effective network ing can be extremely useful as a lifelong way to manage a resilient career and life. It is particularly useful when you are planning a career shift or a major life transition. 

Before we talk about why, it’s important to understand exactly what effective networking looks like. In my opinion, networking can, 
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and should, be a systematic way to obtain information from someone who can provide an answer, an interpretation, or a lead that will bring you to someone else who does have the answers. This can lead you to yet more answers and interpretations from more people. Eventually, you can combine all of the information and data you have gathered and develop an informed opinion or take a specific action. 

When supporting the type of career or life transition that you have undertaken through the A.I.M. process, successful network ing could be as simple as identifying two or three people through your research who would be best positioned to answer questions that are key to your transition. Through the techniques outlined in the following chapter (“Filling Up Your Toolkit”), you would schedule and hold meetings with these people, they would then answer your questions and introduce you to others who may also be able to help. If done properly, many of the people you contact could remain an ongoing part of a network that you can ask for advice and feedback throughout the remaining steps in your A.I.M. process and beyond. 

The keys to successful networking are: 

• Determine your expectations—the type of information you 

need from the meetings you are going to have. 

• Identify whom you will approach for information. 

• Develop the messages you want to deliver. 

• Define the purpose of the requested meeting, the amount of 

time it will take, and your expectations. 

• Set up and then conduct the meeting. 

• Conclude the meeting by offering thanks for the individual’s 

time and frankness. 

• Send them a thank-you note for the meeting. 

• Remain in touch as you move forward, if appropriate, giving 

them the chance to become part of your evolving network. 

Naomi approached her networking strategy in as thorough a manner as she had done her background research. From her earlier work in the process, she had identified three possible companies to 142 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

investigate further. The first two companies she already knew fairly well and could pick up the phone and talk with a number of people related to either of them. Her third prospect—the large firm that may have a problem with its transportation division—was another matter. Naomi did not know anyone connected to the firm, so she needed to develop a networking strategy from scratch to gather those personal details that would complement her background research. 

As she considered whom she could speak with about the third company, Naomi came up with an interesting angle. As the com pany was publicly traded on the stock exchange, it was followed by various investment analysts who worked for different securities firms. Based on her previous experience leading public companies, Naomi knew several such analysts personally. So, the first step she identified in her networking strategy was to contact investment analysts and pick their brains about the company she had identi fied. The analysts could not talk directly about the company’s culture or inside plans, but should be able to give her a perspective on its financial direction and overall health—particularly the declining revenues in the transportation division she had identified through her research. She also determined that she should ask each of the analysts for other contacts they knew outside the investment world who might be able to offer additional information and perspective on the company. 

Naomi decided to talk to different consulting firms that might have been positioned to work for the company. Her purpose there was two-fold—she hoped to gain additional information on the company or additional contacts, and she was laying the groundwork for a possible consulting contract with one of the firms, should she identify that the best way she could help the company would be in an external role instead of joining its staff. 

To round out her networking strategy, Naomi went ahead and met with the contacts she had identified in the first two companies. During the process of learning more about those two prospects, she was also able to gain some additional information on the third company. Her contacts were pleased to open other doors for more conversations in their respective companies. They also told her about 

R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S | 143 

 

the people they knew in the third company, which she was able to note for later reference. 

Taken altogether, Naomi had put a networking strategy in place that neatly complemented her earlier research and provided her with a road map she could pursue in the later stages of A.I.M. She had quickly been able to determine that her best opportunities lay with the third company, allowing her to better focus her efforts. The work she had done earlier in the A.I.M. process, particularly her windowpane exercise, revealed that she was attracted to companies that were going through change. While Naomi had confided that she was tired of being in charge of making such changes happen on her own, she was open to other roles that would help a firm change. This knowledge helped us focus her research and networking strategy. 

Based on her research and her initial networking contacts, Naomi put any further work with respect to the first two firms on hold and threw all of her energy into the third company. While she did not feel it was appropriate at this point to approach the firm’s president, she was confident that, if she learned more about the state of the business, she could then come up with her own ideas as to what she might be able to do to help them. If she could do this, and test it with others who were closer to the company, Naomi would then feel comfort able approaching the president. 

Her strategy shifted to gaining a better understanding of the internal workings of the company. Since she had pretty much ex hausted the avenues of Internet and documentary research that could be conducted, Naomi instead went back to her basic research and reviewed the list of the board of directors. She then reconnect ed with some of those with whom she had already networked, and asked them for referrals to specific contacts on the board. Her con tacts were happy to help, connecting her with one of the directors. In that meeting, she explained her curiosity about the company, her profile and strengths she could offer. The director, in turn, was so impressed with her background and the knowledge she had about the company, that he immediately connected her with the president. Within a few weeks, Naomi was working on a consulting contract to 144 | R O A D   M A P P I N G  Y O U R   O P T I O N S  

 

examine the strategic options for improving the company’s flagging transportation business. 

Naomi and I had lunch shortly after she began her consulting engagement. She was bursting to share the story of how her research and networking strategy had paid incredible dividends. 

“Jim,” she said, “if I had followed my instincts, I would have just plunged into looking at my options. But taking the time really paid off.” 

Mapping out your own networking strategy Building on Naomi’s example, it is now time for you to map out your own networking strategy. When doing so, consider the questions you might have with respect to the different areas you have identified in your future options list. Specifically, with respect to what you might want to explore, ask yourself the following question: 

Do I know someone who might be able to answer the ques

tions I have or introduce me to people who might be able 

to provide the answers? 

When considering this question, think about the various net works you may be able to access, but might not consciously think of right away. You might, for example, consider people you know through your current or former employers, through family or friends, and those you may know through social groups, such as sports leagues, volunteer positions, or parent groups. You can supplement this list with others you may not know directly, but think might be interesting people to speak with about your options. Such people of ten turn up spontaneously in your research so in these cases, make note of their names, positions, and contact information, and then add them to your list. 

With each area identified under your future options list, begin writing names of people who may be able to help you explore that area further. In the following chapter, you will learn more about how you can approach these people, but for now, just capture the names of people who may be able to help you. By the end of this exercise, 
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you should have at least three names for each of the options you would like to explore. 

A simple way to keep track of your networking list is to create a basic Excel spreadsheet or mirror the following format on a piece of paper. As you will see, it can allow you to keep track of the con tacts you are making and the results of any meeting you might have with them. 

NETWORKING PROSPECT LIST 

OPTION: Moving to another company similar to my own 

DATE 

NAME       TITLE       CONTACT INFO        CONTACTED    RESULT       FOLLOW-UP Marie Jones  VP, Planning  1234 New directions way, to be filled in     to be filled in      to be filled in 

Anytown, XX, 555-1212,    once you begin once you begin once you begin mjones @megacorp.com contacting       contacting       contacting 

people           people           people 

 

Now that you have identified your initial networking contact list, put it aside. We will come back to these names once you have com pleted the exercises in the remaining stages of A.I.M. We will now move on to the practical tools you will need to conduct networking meetings in our chapter on “Filling Up Your Toolkit.” 




Filling Up Your 

Toolkit 

We shall not weaken or tire . . . give us the tools and we will finish the job. 




CHAPTER 10

—Sir Winston Churchill 

 

In the previous stages of the A.I.M. process, you have slowly and methodically built your case for change. We have led you through exercises that have helped you to identify what you value and why, looking at the various patterns in your life and what they might say about the choices you are likely to make in the future. We have used that information to identify possible changes you want to make in your life, as well as an outside perspective (your reality banker) and some difficult questions to, hopefully, narrow those choices further. In the preceding chapter, we started to answer questions you might have about your possible choices through the use of research and identifying people with whom you can network. 

There is still one more step to complete before you can go out into the world and make your change happen. As you may have gath ered, the A.I.M. process has been designed to reduce the risk that you may fail and increase your chances of success. The best way to reduce the risk of failure is to find ways to prevent you from doing 148 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

what your instinct is telling you—namely, to leap into action before you develop a plan, conduct basic research, narrow your choices, and figure out how best to apply your scarce time and energy to the changes you need to make. 

Once you have done all of this, however, you still need one more important asset before making your change happen in earnest. In order to talk to someone about change, you will need to know what to say and how to say it. There are several standard tools that you can use to help you convey your story in the simplest, and most power ful, way possible to the people you will meet. 

Let’s say you think you are ready to meet one of the people you have identified to help you explore one of your options. You tele phone them, they answer, and then . . . What do you say? Someone you have never met before is on the other end of a phone line, pos sibly ready to help you. Are you confident that you can now tell him or her exactly who you are, why you are contacting them, and what they can do to help you? 

Perhaps it isn’t that cut and dried. For example, you have decided to explore a career change and are meeting with a friend who works at one of the companies you have identified as an ideal future em ployer. Scarcely have you settled in her office when the CEO knocks on the door and walks in. 

“So good you dropped in,” your friend says to her boss. “I am just meeting with a colleague of mine who is interested in working here. This is Craig, our CEO.” 

He holds out his hand, shakes yours, and then it hits you. Getting a meeting with the CEO might have taken you months—if you could have arranged one at all. Now he is standing in front of you, waiting for you to say something. You have twenty seconds to impress him by saying something that will sum up who you are in a way that will engage him, so he will want to talk some more with you. Instead, you mumble something general and he leaves—taking with him an excellent opportunity that you may never have again. 

You get the picture. You have come too far in the A.I.M. pro cess to risk blowing it all by beginning a series of meetings without anything to present. This chapter is about just that—ensuring that 
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you have “tools” in your “toolkit” which you can take out and use to move your options further ahead. The three key tools we will create in this chapter are the elevator speech, a written one-page profile, and, perhaps the most misunderstood tool of all, a resumé. We will also work through how to approach your potential networking con tacts and create a series of standard scripts that you can adapt when you contact them by phone or e-mail. 

Your tools 

People lead busy lives. Most of us work eight to ten hours a day. We then spend time with partners, families, or friends. Household chores and errands take up time, as do sporting or leisure activities, hob bies, or the general “boy, I really need to do that today” tasks that seem to fill up every spare moment. Then there are the occasional educational courses, volunteering at charities or nonprofit organi zations, or your spiritual life may involve time spent in churches or other houses of worship. 

Research backs up that our free time is shrinking, telling us that the average person has less and less time to complete important tasks. One thing that suffers is our sleep, as studies point out that the average person now sleeps less, but does more in their waking hours, than their parents or grandparents. 

The bottom line is that, in a busy world, we all have less and less time to spend on things that might not immediately make sense to us. It is into this busy reality that you will be trying to engage people to talk about your options. While you have been thinking about the changes you would like to make for some time, and have been walking through the stages of A.I.M. for days if not weeks, those people you are planning to contact have not. They have no idea what you have been thinking about or going through. Instead, they will not have much time to size up who you are and what you are asking of them. This means that any contact you make with them has to be efficient—it has to make immediate sense and you have to make each contact count. The following three exercises are all about making your point in as logical and direct a fashion as you can. 
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The starting point—the elevator speech In the previous chapter, we saw how extensive research paid off for Naomi, narrowing her search and identifying whom she should approach to learn more about her preferred option for future em ployment. In the various stages of Naomi’s research, she needed to approach people for information and referrals, ultimately to secure interviews. What did she have to do beyond her research to make all of these contacts happen? How did she talk with people she didn’t know? What did she say and why did it work? 

Once you have mapped out the people you want to approach, the starting point in networking is the elevator speech. The name comes from a simple metaphor. Imagine you are standing alone in an elevator on the ground floor. Just as the doors are about to close, someone else steps in. As luck would have it, this person is someone you have always wanted to meet—someone about whom you have always thought, “Boy, if I could get a few minutes with that person it would really help.” The doors close and the elevator begins to ascend. You may only have thirty seconds or perhaps a minute to connect with this person, or forever lose what could be a life-altering chance. What are you going to say that can create a memorable impression with that person, opening doors and helping you move ahead? 

You need to create a basic speech that will run no more than sixty seconds that effectively says who you are, where you are com ing from, where you want to go, and what the other person can do to help you. That is the essence of a good elevator speech. Your starting point should be your windowpane exercise, where you mapped the “four-dimensional you.” Take that page and look at the points you made in each of the quadrants. These should sum up most, if not all, of your high points concerning your values and your professional and personal achievements. Look at this document—what are the key things you think are worth mentioning in the sixty seconds you now have to make your point?

 In my coaching practice, as you may have noticed, the first question I pose to a new client is, “Tell me about yourself?” Nine out of ten clients typically answer that question with a question—a variant of “Where do you want me to start?” or “What do you want 
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to know?” When I tell them to begin where they feel most comfort able, they usually start with their career, talking about what they are doing now, their immediate challenges, problems with their boss or their employees, and the small changes that, if realized, would make everything okay. This speech is over well before the thirty-second mark. The good news about such a speech is that I now know what is on their mind. The bad news is that these “off the top of my head” remarks never work as an effective elevator speech. Instead, they make you sound like everyone else—trapped, ordinary, and focused on the small things that really don’t matter to others, or to the longer story of your life, for that matter. 

As I work with clients through the early stages of the A.I.M. pro cess, I generally help them out with questions that open up the other dimensions of who they are. I might ask them where they grew up, the schools that they attended, sports they may have enjoyed, high lights from their family life, etc. Usually, after about 30 minutes or so of such a conversation, I can “play back” to them a broad sketch of who they are in a way they usually had not thought about them selves before. In most cases, the client is shocked with how I would portray them. It is not that I am exaggerating or emphasizing those things they are not proud of—it is just that people, in general, have a huge blind spot about themselves and their achievements. Things that we do every day that would be fascinating to others we often take for granted about ourselves. 

Terry O’Reilly, an international ad executive, tells a great story in his award-winning radio series, The Age of Persuasion, about golfer Tiger Woods that illustrates this well. As part of a promotional campaign for a car company, a colleague of O’Reilly’s was planning a hidden camera ad that would see Woods walk up to unsuspecting golfers at a Florida course and challenge them to a “closest to the pin” contest, where the winner would walk away with a new SUV. When the ad company was explaining the concept to Woods, however, he was immediately concerned. 

“What if they don’t want to play with me?” he said. “What if they are having a great game when I ask to join them and they don’t want me to ruin it?” 
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The ad agency staff were dumbfounded, but quickly under stood that Woods was not pulling their leg. He genuinely believed someone might say “no,” and he didn’t realize that any golfer in the world would abandon their best game ever in order to play one round with him. Understandably, the filming of the ads went as planned. The golfers were all surprised and incredibly grateful to golf with Woods. But in a subsequent interview, he still seemed surprised, saying, “Wow—no one turned me down when I asked. That was nice.” 

Just as Tiger Woods apparently has a huge and endearing blind spot about how others might see him, so do most other people. We all have interesting aspects to our stories which others might find engaging that, for some reason, we take for granted. Finding those interesting points that accurately convey who you are in a manner that cuts through the clutter is the key to creating your own eleva tor speech. 

Everyone has a limited attention span. Each day, we meet dif ferent people, see countless ads, visit dozens of websites, and receive countless e-mails. In all this clutter, people have only a small por tion of attention to devote to anything new. So, if you are meeting someone new, they will accord you a small portion of their overall attention. In that small amount of time, you have a brief window of opportunity, so make it count. 

In many ways, the elevator speech is similar to creating a good personal brand. Brands such as Nike, Gap, Apple, or Toyota “work” in a consumer environment cluttered with tens of thousands of competitors, because they stand out. They communicate things clearly in a way that is backed up by reality. Apple, for example, clearly communicates that its technology is “cool,” creative, and reliable. The company doesn’t need pages and pages of text to tell you that—it just needs a photo or two, a few words, and a symbol that is recognized the world over. That symbol and a few words convey distinctiveness and accurately say to consumers, “This is who I am and this is why I matter.” 

Ask yourself similar questions when looking at your window pane exercise. What is distinctive or special about you that will draw 
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the attention of someone else? What is your “story” that accurately answers: 1) who you are; 2) where you are coming from; 3) where you want to go; and 4) how the other person can help. 

Paulo’s story: From introvert to powerhouse 

Of all the clients I have coached through the elevator speech exer cise, Paulo’s story offers the best example of how someone really grew through the process. 

An up-and-coming financial analyst in his late thirties, Paulo worked for an international bank. He was referred to me by a former colleague in the investment field. When he settled his lanky frame into the chair opposite my desk, I immediately sensed he was nervous—a suspicion confirmed by the hesitant and guarded answers he gave to my initial questions. 

When I asked him to “tell me about yourself,” predictably, he answered with other questions. When I rephrased the question and asked it again, he began to expand on the technical aspects of his career. He talked in short, curt sentences about his role as an oil analyst for the bank and his concerns about what his next career step might be. 

Sensing he was finally beginning to relax, I began to gently ask more probing questions about various aspects of his life. To my sur prise, I learned that Paulo had led a very interesting life for someone so young. Unlike many of the other children in the immigrant enclave in which he grew up out west, he had gone to a small private school. There he had been a very promising football player who could have attended a U.S. school on a scholarship. He had decided instead to forgo the scholarship and a potential athletic career, and focused all his energy on the engineering field. During the summers, he had worked on an oil field crew, working on various parts of the drilling rig with a cast of very rugged characters, while playing his guitar for them in the evenings. Upon graduating, he joined an oil company as an engineer, but shifted into the financial industry after a few years, rising quickly to head up a bank’s oil field analysis desk. Along the way, he had married and was raising two young boys. In addition to shuttling them to basketball games, the family enjoyed the outdoors. 154 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

He still found time for the occasional game of football and he con tinued to play the guitar for his family and friends. 

After drawing all of these details out of Paulo, I played them back to him in the form of a rough narrative, ending with a few simple questions. I asked, “Don’t you think that others would find this story interesting? It’s not really a traditional career path for someone work ing in the financial industry, is it?” 

He paused, sat back, and pursed his lips. “I guess not, Jim,” he answered. “I’ve never thought of it that way before.” 

With this encouraging response, I continued. “Why don’t we start all over again? Pretend you have just met me. Now give me a quick elevator speech about yourself based on what I have just told you.” 

Suddenly, the room went cold. Paulo grimaced and looked away. “I don’t think I can do that, Jim,” he said, “I’m just not that comfort able talking about myself.” 

I’ve often had clients who voiced the same concern. Modesty is a virtue in our society—for good reason. No one likes a self-promoting blowhard who talks about himself constantly. Instead, we value oth ers who take an interest in us and want to learn more about all the people around them. There is a lot of room, however, between being the egotist that no one likes and being someone who is comfortable talking about himself when it is appropriate. The main problem with Paulo was that he was so modest that it might get in the way of his being able to effectively move his career to the next level. While he was not going to turn into an Obama-esque public speaker, I had to find a way to get him to be more comfortable talking about himself, before he began to meet others to explore his options. 

“Here’s what I am going to suggest,” I began. “Why don’t you go away and write up what you think others should know about you, and then we can discuss that the next time we meet.” 

Relieved, Paulo did just that. When we met a week or so later, he had developed what I considered an excellent first draft of an elevator speech: 

My name is Paulo S. and I currently work as an invest

ment analyst at ABC, where I specialize in the oil industry. 
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I learned about the industry working on an oil rig in my 

early twenties, and then worked in the oil patch as an en

gineer once I got out of university. I have been involved 

with some aspect of the oil industry over the past fifteen 

years, and now I am looking to move to the next level of 

my career, capitalizing on my strengths in engineering and 

financial analysis. Personally, I spend a lot of time with my 

wife and two fantastic kids. We are all active in sports and 

my kids have followed in my footsteps and taken up play

ing the guitar. 

As we read this draft together, I could sense that Paulo was much more relaxed than he had been in our previous meeting. He had psychologically made the transformation from thinking he was nothing special to beginning to think about how others could see him, and how he could tell others a story that they would under stand and value. 

“How do you feel about this?” I asked him. 

“Jim,” he replied, “it was a little awkward beginning this, but I think I’m finally starting to get it. I tried this out on my wife and a friend of mine and they both thought it was great. Now what do we do?” 

In a few short weeks, he had gone from someone who was re luctant to talk about himself to someone who was now ready to use this first important tool—the elevator speech—to engage others in a discussion of his options. 

Writing your own elevator speech 

After you have reviewed your windowpane and decade in review ex ercises, put them to one side. Picture, sitting opposite you, someone you have never met, but who may be able to help you with your life transition. With the points from those two exercises, write a series of sentences that will explain you to that person in a way that will interest them. Reveal relevant information and prompt them, at the end of the speech, to be more likely to understand and help you than they were before. 
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In doing so, consider how you could answer the following questions: 

• Who are you, really? 

• Where have you come from career-wise, geographically, in 

life, etc.? 

• Building on your second point, where do you want to go 

now? 

• What kind of help will get you there? 

Review the answers you jot down and try to fashion them into a coherent story, ensuring that the total does not exceed sixty seconds in length. Try as many drafts as it takes to make it seem natural to you, then try it out on someone close to you who can offer some feedback. Once you are satisfied with it, put it aside. This elevator speech will become part of your approach in the network ing phase and will serve as the basis of the basic communication you will undertake as you move forward. 

Creating your one-page profile 

The next tool you will develop is a one-page profile on yourself. Like the elevator speech, the one-page profile is a basic document that will assist you in explaining yourself to people who need more information. As you move through your career or life transition, there will be situations where you may want to share such a sum mary to highlight the key points about who you are and what you are trying to do. 

The outcome is a little like the stories you might read in the newspaper every day. When teaching new journalists how to write these stories, instructors stress that the most important facts should come first, followed by supporting details that round out the story and answer any unanswered questions. In many ways, this is exactly what you would do if you were to tell a story about something un expected that happened during your workday. If you are walking up your driveway after work and a neighbor’s dog bites you, you will probably tell the first person you see, “Hey, I was just bitten by a dog.” 
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You would not come into the house, pour yourself a glass of milk, and talk for half an hour about the weather before casually saying, “Oh, the dog next door bit me half an hour ago.” The other support ing details will come later, but a news story—just like your one-page summary—is a distinct package that takes the reader from the start to the finish. With this process, the story engages a person from the outset and provides information they didn’t have before. It engages them further in your story, with details that work with each other to provide a complete package of information. 

This is the key challenge in creating your one-page profile. Within the confines of a single page—approximately 300 words—you need to convey the essence of what you want someone to know about you. It is important to remember that this is not a resumé, but a more extensive version of your elevator speech. 

In Paulo’s case, the progress he had made with the elevator speech helped in his transition to the one-page summary. In our subse quent meetings, when I introduced him to the idea of fleshing out his elevator speech into a longer document, he had a few questions about its purpose and what it should look like. Once I explained the difference between the summary and a resumé, however, he “got it” right away. 

In the span of a week, here is what Paulo came back with: 

Paulo S. 

Objective: To use my engineering and financial skills to move 

to a more senior role in corporate finance for an organiza

tion in the energy field. 

I have spent more than fifteen years in the oil industry and 

now work in an executive capacity, heading up the analysis 

team for ABC Bank. With my ten staff, we regularly ana

lyze the strengths and weaknesses of major oil companies 

for investors. 

I grew up in the west and have spent all of my life here. I 

went to university here and received a degree in chemical 

engineering. I still found time for football at university and, 158 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

as a halfback, was on the 1999 team that won the national 

championship. 

I have always enjoyed being around the oil fields. I put myself 

through school by working on drilling rigs during the sum

mers. When I graduated, I joined XYZ Oil Company as an 

engineer and, within a few years, had become a production 

supervisor for their biggest plant. 

In this position, I managed a team of ten junior engineers. 

I found my experience in team sports helped a lot, allowing 

me to provide leadership and practice a “lead by example” 

style of management. 

Numbers have always interested me, and this interest in 

markets and company performance saw me move on to 

become an investment analyst with ABC Bank. In the past 

several years, I have risen to lead their analysis team and 

have developed a much stronger skill base, particularly in 

corporate finance. 

My family and I like living in the west. My two young boys are 

quite active in basketball and have embraced my love of mu

sic, following in my footsteps to take up playing the guitar. 

While I am happy with how far I have come, I am now think

ing about the next stage of my career and where I can go to 

make even more of a contribution that builds on where I 

have come from. 

I was quite pleased with what Paulo had come up with. In a little more than three hundred words, he had begun to tell a story that would engage the people he approached. From his summary, you can see he has given the reader a good glimpse into many aspects of his life. There is a little bit of the personal, professional, and comments about what is important to him and his family. Moreover, it begins to ask the question, “What is next for this guy?”—a question that many of the people he will be approaching should be able to help him with. 
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Paulo also made a statement about his objective upfront. You can customize this objective, depending on whom you share the document with, so getting it “right” the first time is less important. What such a statement does, however, is immediately tell the reader “here is what I am trying to do.” This, in turn, serves as an important reference point as they begin reading your story. 

Writing your own one-page summary 

As was the case with your elevator speech, consider your window pane and decade in review exercises. Look for how you have made progress over the years towards a goal that the reader may be able to understand. Pay particular attention to how your values and actions may fit together to form a story. Look for elements that others may respond to—much as Paulo linked football to leading a work team. Weave in personal details that are relevant to your overall story, and try to avoid any jarring details that may raise more questions than they answer. Paulo’s family story was a good one, but many of us have had troubled relationships, so try to avoid anything that looks like it would interrupt a good narrative arc. Moving from university to his two work positions and a happy family worked for Paulo. If he had divorced twice and moved to get away from bad personal memories, I would have counseled him to avoid those details. 

With these points in mind, take your elevator speech and expand on it. Begin with your objective, then flesh out a story that takes the reader from A to B in a simple manner that fills in the supporting details. In Paulo’s story, for example, his move from an oil company to a bank was a natural progression that, in turn, leads to his final question—where to go next? Think of similar details for your story that will allow the reader to come to a conclusion without directly stating it for them. 

Once you have finished your draft one-page summary, re-read it and, if possible, simplify it. Avoid technical jargon or titles that people outside your industry might not be familiar with. Try to avoid multiple clause sentences; if there are more than two com mas in a sentence, reword it. When you are happy with your draft, then share it with a close friend, a partner, or a colleague you trust to get their feedback. Once you have made all your changes and feel 160 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

it is finished, you are now ready to move on to the final tool for your toolkit—the resumé. 

Your resumé: An anchor in any transition Very few documents have been subject to as much attention—and as much misunderstanding—as the resumé. 

The basic resumé is a simple, multi-page document that outlines your work, personal history, and possible qualifications for a future position. Its name comes from the French word meaning “to sum marize,” and the best resumés do just that. In just a few pages, anyone should be able to see where you work, where you live, where you went to school, and what you do outside of work that is relevant to your work performance. As such, most of us focus an inordinate amount of attention on this document when we are considering a career or life transition. “How will this look on my resumé?” is a question that often is not far away from a change process. 

In 90 percent of my initial coaching sessions, the client will proudly present a piece of paper to me—their resumé —as if that document will answer any question I might possibly have about them. Even before we begin our discussions, before I determine whether they are looking for career planning help, assistance with a major life transition, or just looking for a job, people seem to feel the need to share their resumé with me. There appears to be an element of secu rity in having that piece of paper and placing it before someone. 

This is not to say that having a well-written resumé is not important—it most definitely is. However, in the context of this chapter, you should be aware that it is only one of several tools that you have in your toolkit. You will notice that your resumé is not our starting point for your toolkit—just an important element that supports the overall story you are telling. 

The resumé is meant to be a factual and accurate statement of your career and education. It reflects what you have done and are doing, when and where, the organization(s) you work(ed) for, your positions, and your accomplishments. You can choose to also include such things as extracurricular activities, memberships, and other personal data. In more than thirty years working as an executive 
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search consultant and coach, however, I have yet to find one format of resumé that should be used above all others. In fact, an entire cot tage industry has sprung up to offer resumé advice, standardized templates, writing help, etc., with the aim of making your resumé stand out above all others. 

While proper formatting and clear communication are impor tant, please don’t be too stressed about whether your resumé is “right.” Whatever you do, there are certain basics that must be adhered to: 

1.   Be honest: All the details in your resumé should check out. Some 

studies have found that more than 60 percent of resumés have inaccurate information. Make sure yours is in the 40 percent that is accurate. Do not try to stretch any truths to make it just that bit more interesting. If you have a degree or diploma, state it, what discipline it is in, from which institution, and the date you received the degree. If you have an incomplete degree, say so—don’t bluff it. Make sure your employment dates are accurate and, if there are gaps, be prepared to explain them. 

2.   Show what your employers do and what your job was: Most 

of us think that, because we spend several years at XYZ Com pany, everyone should know what that company does and, if we include a title we have proudly borne, everyone should know what that entails. Guess again. Include a sentence after the name of each employer that explains what that company does or include it after your position title. For example: 

System Manager, XYZ Corporation, 2007–2010 Oversaw a twelve-person team as part of XYZ’s efforts to be come the largest IT consulting company in the country. 

3.  State your position title accurately: While you may have been 

the acting divisional manager, if they didn’t officially give you the title, don’t include it. All it takes is one call to check your details to have a former co-worker say, “Oh, she wasn’t really the acting manager,” and your chances for a new position take a nosedive. 
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4.   Briefly describe your responsibilities: In a few sentences or 

bullet points following your position description, flesh out exactly what it was you did. 

5.   List accomplishments, if appropriate: At some point in your 

resumé, you may want to list some of the things you have ac complished in bullet form. Again, choose wisely. For example, if you were awarded a Rhodes Scholarship and then worked overseas for a charity, that paints a compelling story. However, if you won an entrance scholarship to MIT but dropped out after only a year, you may not want to highlight that detail. 

6.  Share only relevant personal data, if you want to: Whether 

you want to share personal information is up to you. Should you choose to do so, make sure it fits into your overall narrative and doesn’t raise questions or paint an unintended stereotype. 

In all of these points, think about the story you are telling and try to avoid information that could lead a reader to either jump to conclusions or wonder why some points are seemingly at odds with one another. I once had a client, for example, who had grown up in challenging eco nomic circumstances, but had been able to learn how to ride horses through a community program. By including his equestrian awards in his resumé, he could leave readers to assume that he had grown up in a life of privilege. Similarly, another client had noted that she had won a prestigious entrance scholarship to a technical university, only to drop out two years later and take up a completely different path. While the information was true, she may have wanted to omit the scholarship, as it may have led readers to assume she had squandered a chance that others would have been very grateful to have had. 

Career objective—or not? 

As we saw from Paulo’s one-page summary, he included an objective at the top of his document. Many resumé “experts” recommend in cluding such an objective at the top of every resumé and customiz ing them for each position you are applying for or each person with whom you share the document. 
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While the format you choose is up to you, I recommend to clients that they not include such statements at the top of their re sumé. They have become so common that I believe they are losing any impact they might have had. So many people now customize these descriptions for the position in question that they, more of ten than not, appear insincere. Moreover, while I think you should absolutely customize your elevator speech and one-page profile to suit your audience, I believe you should treat your resumé as a stock item that details your actual employment and academic background. My suggestion is, if you want to talk about your career objectives, put them in your cover letter where you can place them into a bet ter context than including them alongside your actual work and academic history. 

Opening your toolkit and  

beginning to network 

We now have a well-equipped toolkit that will allow you to talk about yourself and provide a persuasive story about who you are, where you have come from, and where you want to go. Now it is time for us to return to the concept of networking in more detail. 

In the last chapter, we outlined how Naomi had identified whom she wanted to contact and then approached them using information from her research to learn more about her preferred option. While identifying whom to approach is crucial, knowing how to approach someone and what to say once you meet with them are equally important. The techniques you use can trans form a list of people you would like to share some time with into a series of meetings that will give you the information you require to move forward. 

Before we start, it is important to clarify that networking is not an alien concept. The next time you are in a coffee shop or simi lar location during the day, look around. Chances are, if you wait long enough, you will see two people meet, introduce themselves, shake hands, and have a conversation over coffee. Perhaps they will exchange business cards or written material. Networking meetings just like this happen around the world every day. 
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Invariably, when I introduce clients to the concept for the first time, some will balk at the idea of networking. When I explore their opposition, it generally comes down to a feeling of disbelief that there are actually people who would respond favorably to someone contacting them out of the blue and asking to meet. As one client said to me, “Surely, Jim, these people don’t just agree to meet with someone like me when I call them up. It can’t be that easy?” 

Well, basically, yes. There are tips and tricks that we will share in the following pages, and proper etiquette about how these meetings should progress, but it can be that easy. The work you have done in the early stages of A.I.M. ensures that you are focused and will con vey a sense of purpose to those people you contact. In addition, your research and networking list should ensure that you are contacting individuals who are quite likely to help you. The type of person who can help you answer the questions about your career or life change will be familiar with the concept of networking and will make time to meet people they don’t know. They realize that if they actively meet others from different walks of life, the resulting network becomes a valuable asset for them as well. 

My co-writer, Alex, is a good example of someone who knows and understands the value of developing a healthy network. Despite running a busy consulting practice, teaching at a university, and writ ing articles and books like this one, he makes time to meet with three to five new contacts each month. At this stage of his career, most of the people he meets are referred to him by others in his network. The people who seek him out generally want advice on one of the areas in which he works—the nonprofit world, corporate citizenship, the environment—and he is generally happy to oblige. 

When I introduced him to the A.I.M. concept, he was in his twenties and was skeptical. Beginning in those early days, he met with people who could help him with his transition, but now he has made networking a part of his regular schedule and orientation to wards his work. Recently, he confided to me that an intern working in his office had updated his networking contact database for him, and after more than a dozen years of meeting various people, Alex now has more than 2,000 contacts. 
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There are millions of people around the world like Alex and myself—people who regularly practice strategic networking and welcome the opportunity to help others. From your networking re search, you have probably identified a variety of contacts drawn from different networks that most people have. One of the first places that people look for contacts when drawing up their network list are those who are closest to them, followed in decreasing order by those with whom you have the closest contact. Following from this logic, there are three different types of contact you will make which should fit into one of the sections of the diagram below. Each of these contacts will require a slightly different approach, which are outlined in the following paragraphs. 
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The friendly contact 

The first people we think of when looking for help or perspective are those closest to us. Family, friends, colleagues, and former close contacts are a good place to start, if they have specific 166 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

knowledge of the options you are exploring. They already know you, and asking someone for help when you already have some form of relationship with them should be easier than asking a complete stranger. You may find, like Naomi and Henry, that you already have direct contacts in the areas you want to explore. On the surface, the familiarity you have with a person should make the contact easier, but don’t assume it will be a breeze. You still have to prepare as rigorously as if you were meeting someone completely new. 

The following is an example of what a phone call to a friendly contact might sound like: 

“Hi, Bob. How are things going? It’s been a while since we 

last talked, but I am calling to ask for your help. Things are 

going well with me, but I am at a point where I would like 

to get your feedback on a career/life change I am thinking 

about. You know me well and I respect your opinion, so I 

would really appreciate the opportunity to chat and get your 

perspective. When can we get together?” 

The referred contact 

Invariably, someone with whom you meet will offer to connect you with another person they think can help you to explore your options. Generally, this will happen spontaneously, but it can also happen in response to a direct request, as we will see when we explore the steps of a meeting in just a few pages. Regardless of how it happens, treat it as luck—you have met with someone who has heard your story and now wants to introduce you to someone they know who might be able to help you. These contacts are very valuable for two reasons. First, you will be meeting with someone you don’t already know, thus increasing the reach of your personal network. Second, you are being introduced to this new contact by someone that per son knows, making them all the more likely to meet with you and appreciate what you have to say. 

You may also use an existing contact to reach one you do not know as you move through the process. It is quite possible that, after 

F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T | 167 

 

you have done a series of networking meetings, you will identify a key possible contact that you do not know, but one of your previous contacts does know. In such a case, your approach to the person you had previously met might sound like this: 

“Hi, Bob! When we met a while ago to discuss my career 

change, I mentioned that I was interested in the pharma

ceutical industry. Someone else I recently met with said I 

should talk with Andre at LMNO Company, and I believe 

you might know him? I’m wondering if you would mind 

either introducing me to him with a quick e-mail or phone 

call, or if I could use your name when I contact him?” 

Then, armed with their introduction or permission to use their name, you can reach out to the referred contact. The following is an example of what a phone call to such a contact might sound like: 

“Hi there. My name is Joan Smith. Bob Langlois suggested 

I give you a call. I met with him to get his input on a career 

change I am considering making into the pharmaceutical in

dustry. We talked for a while and he strongly recommended 

that I speak with you as well. I’d like to meet with you or buy 

you a coffee and get your feedback if I can. I was wondering 

if we might meet next Thursday or the following Monday? 

Does one of those dates work for you?” 

You will note a few differences in this call from when you were approaching a friendly contact. First of all, you should be as specific as you can about the subject of the meeting. Instead of saying, “I am exploring a life or career change,” I would recommend you name the exact area you want to talk about, such as, “I met with Darlene to get her input on a career in sports management.” That way, the person you are interviewing knows exactly why you want to meet with them. My clients have also found that, if you keep things gen eral, people are less likely to make the time to meet with you. That’s understandable. If someone you don’t know calls you up and says, 168 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

“Hi, I want to talk to you about my life,” you might think, “Wow, this person could be flaky. Do I want to take the time to meet with them?” Whereas, if the topic is specific, they should be more likely to agree to the meeting, thinking, “Well, I do know a lot about sports management, so why not?” 

The script also uses a tried and true technique from market ing. It gives the contact two options for a meeting and asks them to choose, rather than asking them the open-ended question, “Do you have time to meet?” People are far more likely to either choose one of the two options or come back with a time that works for them: “Well, neither of those dates and times work for me. How is next Thursday at 10 a.m. for you?” 

The “cold call” contact 

The most challenging call you will have to make is what marketers call a “cold call.” The name, as you may guess, comes from the fact that the contact may not be “warm” to your overture—you don’t know them, and you haven’t been referred to them by someone they know. As you might expect, if you don’t approach them the right way, their initial response to your request may be short and negative. They are being contacted, out of the blue, by someone they don’t know who is asking them to give up some of their pre cious time for a meeting. While this may be a challenge, it is an un avoidable one if you truly want to fully explore the areas you have identified on your future options list. If you do not have a friendly or referred contact with the information you need, you will have to dig deep and approach people who may not, initially, want to talk with you. 

The good news is that the work you have done so far in the A.I.M. process, plus the judicious use of the scripts provided in this phase, should increase the odds that the cold contact will respond to your request. In your research phase, for example, you should have learned everything you can possibly find out about the or ganization. Let’s assume that you are looking for a contact at ABC Company, because, like Naomi, you have identified that company as a potential employer for you. Before you even contact them, you 
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should have already amassed a file with solid background informa tion on the firm, its structure, financial performance, the bios of its key executives, how it has been covered in the business press, etc. You have, most likely, also asked people in your growing network what they know about the firm to gain their perspective. You now have to determine whom you should contact, how to contact them, what you should say, and what expectations you should set both for yourself and for them. 

Whom to contact? 

When approaching an organization where you do not know anyone, its size will help determine whom you can target. If the organiza tion is a smaller firm run by a single person, you can likely target the owner. In the case of a larger company, you might start with the head of human resources or the head of a division that piques your interest. In either case, you should be able to determine from your research the name and title of the person you want to reach—having that information will greatly increase the likelihood of success. Even if you don’t have this information, however, start with the switch board and ask to be connected to the head of the department you have identified. 

How to contact? 

Once you have determined whom you are targeting, consider the best way to reach them. Phone calls, while nerve wracking, are often the best way to start. You can increase your chances of success by pairing a phone call with an e-mail, for example, provided you can find their contact information. Using both methods allows you to reference one contact with the other, and adds a bit of pressure to the person to respond somehow. A phone message that outlines what you want, as per the script below, can also say you will drop them an e-mail as well. This allows you to make your point twice and give the contact two ways to respond, either through a return call or by return e-mail. The use of an e-mail also allows you to follow up a week or so later if you have not heard back from them, to give a gentle reminder that you are interested in meeting with them. 
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What to say? 

This is where wording is very important, because the cold contact will base his or her decision on whether to meet you based on just one source of information—what you say or write to them. They do not have a long history with you, as is the case with your friendly contact, nor has someone they know vouched for you, as in the case of the refer ral. Your words will say it all here, so pay careful attention to them. 

Here is an example of what a cold call might sound like: 

“Hi there. My name is Darlene Reynolds and we don’t know 

each other. The reason for my call is that I am currently the 

senior manager for accounts at ABC Incorporated. While I 

enjoy what I am doing, I am currently exploring my career op

tions through a series of interviews with senior people in your 

field. I have conducted extensive research on your organiza

tion and was very impressed by the work your firm is doing in 

the environmental area. I would like the opportunity to meet 

with you briefly to discuss your history with the company and 

any advice you would give to someone like me, at this stage 

in my search. I know you have a busy schedule so I can work 

around that. When might you have time to meet?” 

You will notice that this script accomplishes several strategic points. It establishes that you are coming from a legitimate posi tion (senior manager for accounts at ABC Incorporated), telling the prospect that you are not just someone who found his or her name in the phone book. It flatters the prospect a little, by inferring that he or she is a “senior person” in the field. It tells them that you are interested enough in their firm to have conducted research on it. It acknowledges one of their probable objections to meeting, “I’m too busy,” by saying you can work around their schedule. Most impor tantly, it does not ask the person for a job. Instead, it positions you as asking for advice about a field in which the prospect should be an expert. If you land the meeting, you can always ask them about employment opportunities in their firm at the end of the meeting, but for now, you are trying not to scare them off. 
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This phone script can easily be adapted for either an e-mail or a voice mail message. If you choose to use the script in that manner, be sure you leave contact details so the person can get back to you, such as a phone number that they, or their assistant, can use to return your call. If you choose to e-mail them, you also have a one-page profile and/or a resumé that you can send as well, to increase the chances they will say “yes.” 

What to expect 

Given that the prospect does not know you, and you have little in formation on which to judge whether your story may resonate with him or her, don’t expect that every cold contact will immediately call or e-mail you back to book a meeting. Cold calls are named that for a reason—that is the reception you often receive. They can be incredibly valuable, however, for two reasons. First, they connect you to people completely outside of your normal network. Second, over time, they also build your confidence—even if you face continual rejection. You may be a person who, at the start of this process, would never have called someone you did not know. After a few weeks of cold calling, however, you may view cold calling as normal, and be able to use it again and again as you move forward in your career. 

If nothing comes from your specific cold contact, don’t become distressed. Be sure to keep track of his or her information and move on to your other contacts. You may uncover other connections down the road that will be able to open up a new channel to reach that person. 

Tips and techniques: The in-person meeting By pursuing any type of networking contacts, you will eventually be gin to generate face-to-face meetings. Any of these meetings could hold the key for you to obtain the goal you have set for yourself, so take them seriously. There are common expectations for such meet ings, and you would be well advised to follow that protocol to ensure they are as productive as possible. 

Protocol for every meeting: 

1.   Be on time. No exceptions. I once arrived for a meeting 

2 minutes late with an executive at a Swiss bank. The meeting 172 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

did not go well, as my contact was a busy woman who did not like to waste her time. I was completely at fault and, since that time, I make sure I am not late for such meetings. As a fallback, I always note the cell or BlackBerry number for my contact when I set up a meeting, in the unlikely event that I am stuck in traffic and need to let the person know that I am running late. 

2. Dress appropriately. We often overlook how we dress and 

focus instead on the wordsmithery of our resumé or doing last-minute research. Yet research tells us that people make up their minds about others within seconds of meeting them, and those initial impressions are very difficult to change. This means that personal appearance matters, like it or not. If you are meeting at an organization you have never been to, try to visit the area a few days in advance and observe the people going into the building to see how they are dressed. Your contact may have a photo or two on the Internet, so you may want to search for them using the Google “image” search to see how they might normally dress. In any case, be neat, tidy, and, if there is any doubt, it is better to overdress. You can always take off a tie or drape a jacket over a chair if you feel you have missed the mark by dressing up, but it’s hard to dress up from a down position. 

3.  Make eye contact with the person at the start of the meeting, 

especially as you shake his or her hand. Continue this practice during the meeting, using eye contact to make key points or to reinforce your interest when your contact is talking. If you feel you have to make a very important point, borrow a technique from Hollywood—keep your head perfectly still, eyes locked on the other person, finishing with a smile to show you are not trying to intimidate them. During the meeting, be sure you don’t take this approach too far and end up staring or glaring at the person. Also, you should make sure to keep your head up—looking at the floor is a good way to lose your audience. 

4.   Time check. Ask the person how much time they have at the 

start of the meeting. A friendly, “Glad you could make the 
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time today. When do you have to be back at the office or at your next destination?” should suffice. This gives your contact the opportunity to set boundaries. 

5.   State your purpose. At the start of the meeting, reinforce how 

you came to meet the person and what the purpose is of the meeting. Don’t assume the person will remember all the details of your initial phone call or e-mail exchange, so gently remind him or her. This could be as simple as referencing the person who connected you, noting how you know that person and then moving on to the purpose of the meeting. For example, “I’m glad Bernadette suggested that I call you. I’ve known her since university and I really trust her advice. When I was explaining to her that I wanted to explore jobs in the pharma ceutical industry, she suggested that I should call you.” 

6.  Give the elevator speech. After you have established the 

protocol for the meeting (length of time, why you are there), give your elevator speech. Usually when people do this, they make one of three mistakes: 

i)  Assume that they are very interesting to the person 

they are meeting, and going on about themselves for too long; 

ii)  Assume that the person won’t be interested in them and 

cutting their details short; and 

iii)  Give their speech, but then continuing to talk, not giving 

their contact the time to respond (see Step 7 below). Be conscious of these common mistakes—and don’t make them. 

7.   When your speech is done, stop talking and listen. My 

co-author, Alex, has a colleague who is a top fundraiser for a large charity. He has a golden rule—once you state the amount of money you want from a donor, stop talking and listen. It is human nature to be a little nervous and to hide your anxiety by talking. Don’t. Once you have delivered your speech, listen. 

8.  Use the conversation to get your questions out. Once you 
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few questions for clarification and, if things are going well, these will lead into a conversation. Be sure to work the ques tions you want answered into the conversation. Take notes if you have to, but remember that you arranged this meeting for a purpose—to gather information about the option you identified in your future options list. Be sure you do that. 

9.   Say thanks and then ask for help. There are two words that every 

child and networker should learn—thank you. A sincere “thank you” at the end of a meeting is icing on the cake. It acknowledges that the person you have met really didn’t have to meet you— they did it as a favor. Therefore, be sure to say thanks. And while you are thanking them, ask them for one more favor, but be sure to work it in as part of the close of the meeting. Ask them if there is anyone they think you should meet as you continue your search. This could be as simple as the following: 

“Janine, I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I know you’re a busy person, so I appreciate being able to talk with you. Now that you’ve heard about what I’m doing, is there anyone else you know that you think I should talk with?” 

10.   Close with a promise. Now that someone has spent their valu-

able time to help you, you need to commit to keep them in the loop. As the meeting is concluding and you are saying your thanks, be sure to let them know you will keep them informed as your search progresses. This serves three purposes: 1) it is common courtesy; 2) it allows you to come back to them if you uncover more information that you think they may be able to help you with; and 3) it opens a channel for you to keep in touch with them as you move forward, hopefully making them a part of your permanent network. 

11.  Write them a note. In addition to a verbal “thank you,” I have 

always thought it is good practice to drop a card or a handwritten note in the mail to your contact, thanking them again and making an offer to help them if there is anything you can do for them. 
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From questions to a conversation: When a meeting goes well Many of my clients are anxious about their first foray into networking. Some have asked, “But how will I know if it is going well?” The answer is simple. Human beings do not communicate through scripts; they have conversations. The guidelines that we have just reviewed are just that—guidelines. They should help you start what should then become a natural conversation, where you trade ideas and informa tion in a friendly and professional manner. You probably won’t notice this until after the meeting is over, but at some point, the awkward ness will fade and you will find yourself having a conversation with a person you didn’t really know all that well. 

I recently reconnected with someone I had helped a few years ago, and her progress serves as a great example of how someone can reach a level of sophistication and comfort with networking in a relatively short period of time. 

When I met Natalia, she was a vice president of planning at a major financial institution. Another coach that I had known for years suggested she meet with me, as I have worked with dozens of banks and insurance companies in my career and, consequently, have a well-developed network in this area. As a senior executive, Natalia was already familiar with most of the networking concepts that form the basis of the A.I.M. process, so I expected a fairly standard meeting where I would learn more about her challenges and see if I could help her out. 

We first met in a downtown coffee shop around the corner from my office. I was early, but she was 10 minutes late. The meeting went fairly well. While she was pleasant, courteous, and polite, I could tell that she was new to networking and could probably use a few point ers. I learned from her elevator speech that she was enjoying her position as a VP, but was in the early stages of exploring her options. She asked a few awkward questions, but after 10 minutes or so of my gentle questioning and reassurances, she began to relax. The meeting then became a lot more productive, and I was able to offer her some suggestions, not only to improve her approach to people like me, but to her overall task of exploring her options in the financial field. 

Our discussion moved on to the issues facing her industry, and I found her to be a very strategic thinker who was very well versed 176 | F I L L I N G   U P  Y O U R   T O O L K I T  

 

in the financial services environment. Our meeting closed with a handshake and a promise on my part to introduce her to a few con tacts in other large financial firms. In the coming weeks I did just that, and she moved on to continue her search. 

Then, a few years ago, Natalia got back in touch with me. I met her in the same coffee shop where we had first met four years before. I was early, but she was already waiting there for me. This time, there was no awkwardness, just a poised and confident professional who shared her challenges with me and took the time to really listen to what I was saying. She explained that one of the contacts I had con nected her with had eventually offered her a long-term contract, which she had just completed. 

“I should have called or written to thank you for that, Jim,” she said, “but I wasn’t as organized then as I am now.” 

Our conversation continued and, pleased with the progress she had made, I offered to connect her with additional contacts to help with her current search. We parted again with a handshake and by the time I returned to my office there was already an e-mail from Natalia waiting to thank me for the meeting. In the following months, she con tinued to drop me the occasional e-mail and phone call, asking advice and keeping me posted on her progress, eventually sharing that she had accepted a new position as a key advisor to a CEO. She now asks me for coffee a few times a year and has even begun to suggest people from her growing network that I should talk with about some projects that I am working on. In just a few years, she has moved from being a well-intentioned but slightly awkward networker, to a practiced pro fessional who now helps others as much as they once helped her. 

This idea of living the A.I.M. process, of making your career and life more resilient by putting A.I.M. into constant practice, is the key point behind our remaining stages. Throughout this stage, we have filled up your toolkit. We have developed the standard tools that will equip you to go out and begin to engage others in your career or life transition. In the next stage, “NET Growth: Networking, Exploring, Transforming,” we will look at how you can continually improve and assess your results as you move forward. 

NET Growth: 

 

Networking, 

Exploring, 




CHAPTER 11                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          Transforming 

Do not have an opinion while you listen because frankly, your opinion doesn’t hold much water out side of Your Universe. Just listen. Listen until their brain has been twisted like a dripping towel and what they have to say is all over the floor. 

—Hugh Elliott 

 

Change is a constant presence in all of our lives. The A.I.M. process is founded on the idea that we live in a constantly changing environ-ment, that often either surprises us with the unexpected or simply sidelines us with situations that we would not have rationally chosen. Around the world, perfectly reasonable, intelligent people with solid potential to take charge of their lives, to succeed, and to give back to their fellow citizens often find themselves in situations that stifle their creativity and leave them with the vague, yet growing, feelings that they could do better. 
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The A.I.M. process that we have been working our way through began with the realization that better is possible. The end goal of the process is to allow you to make changes happen and not be a victim of circumstance; to reach a point where you have proactively identified what it is you want to do and are actively working to make that happen each and every day. When, in the first stage of the A.I.M. process, you “faced the hard truth” and asked yourself some serious questions about your current situation, you began a journey to ex plore not just the areas you identified in your future options list, but also to transition to a new way of living that put you on a path that fits best with your values, your past, and focused you on becoming the engaged, self-determined person you know you can be. 

Since beginning this journey, you have completed the follow ing eight stages: 

1.  When you began by facing the hard truth, you asked some 

difficult questions about why you were unhappy and whether you were prepared to undertake the A.I.M. process. You then developed your statement of focus that broadly defined what you were trying to change. 

2.   When you mapped the four-dimensional you, you conducted 

a windowpane exercise to map the different dimensions of what you valued. You also conducted a decade review exercise to identify patterns from your past and how they may have shaped decisions you are currently making. 

3.   By sketching success, you explored your strengths and weak

nesses with respect to your broad goals and then developed a future options list of areas you would like to explore through the process. 

4.  In the fourth stage, you paused to review what’s important. 

You looked at all of your previous exercises and began to weave them into a story that you could fine tune and then discuss with close confidants. 

5.  Having laid a foundation with some focused exercises, you 

then turned to those around you to cash a reality check, test ing your ideas about what types of change you might want to explore. 
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6.  With this feedback, you then looked at your options again 

and asked some hard questions, performing an exercise that looked at the feasibility of some of your choices in the harsh light of day. 

7.  With your general directions now set, you began road map

ping your directions, conducting research on your possible choices, and then identifying the beginning of a networking list of contacts to help you explore them. 

8.   Finally, you took the time to fill up your toolkit for net

working, giving you the scripts and skills necessary to begin engaging people about your options and how you might pursue them. 

We have made significant progress as we have traveled through these eight stages of the A.I.M. process. Two more stages remain— “NET Growth: Networking, Exploring, Transforming” and “A.I.M. in Constant Motion.” These two final stages are crucial to realizing your goals and to making sure you are prepared to handle future challenges in ways you never could have thought possible. 

In this current chapter, our main priority will be to greatly expand your networking efforts to explore the areas you have iden tified in your future options list, so you will be able to bring about some form of change with respect to these options. This has been our goal since we began the process—to ensure that you achieve, to your satisfaction, some measure of success with respect to them. In the final stage, which is covered in the subsequent chapter, we look at how you can make A.I.M. a part of your everyday actions, ensur ing that your life and career are resilient enough to allow you to help those around you, through your example and your actions, to begin their own journey of self-discovery. Through both of these stages, you will begin to see A.I.M. for what it can be—the foundation of an approach to life that can make you, in both the short and long term, happier, more productive, and able to make a positive contribution to the lives of those around you. 

Let us now turn our attention to how you can greatly expand your initial networking efforts to achieve the goals you set out to attain with respect to your career or life change. 
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Mark’s cautionary tale: Declaring victory too early 

There is one issue I have seen emerge repeatedly at this stage of the A.I.M. process. A client who has done very disciplined work over the course of weeks or months will, in their first few forays into networking, find what they think is a promising opportunity and jump at it. By declaring victory too soon, they often abandon other promising leads and fail to fully integrate the changes that A.I.M. can truly make to the way they approach their life and career. I am always disappointed when I see a client who has invested consider able time and effort in the first few stages of the A.I.M. process, and then abandon it when they begin to get positive responses to their initial networking. 

I can think of no better example of this from my decades of coaching than Mark, a client who seemed to have understood the intent of A.I.M. and made remarkable progress through its early stages, but almost wasted his time and effort just as the process was about to reach its conclusion. 

I met Mark for the first time on a sunny afternoon in my down town office. He worked as the chief information officer for a large municipality, where he managed a department of hundreds of employees that met the data needs of dozens of city departments. He had been referred to me by Mohammed, another executive I had coached previously, who had talked with Mark about the huge benefit he had received from working through the A.I.M. method, suggesting it might be a good fit for Mark. As he settled into the chair opposite my desk as so many other clients had done in the past, I sensed that there was something a little different about this client. Aside from exuding a tremendous amount of nervous energy, Mark was carrying a three-ring binder that appeared to be stuffed with paper. 

Without taking a breath, Mark explained that he had been offered a very generous early retirement package as part of an orga nizational restructuring process. He knew the offer was too good to turn down, so he viewed it as an opportunity to make a significant life change which, at only fifty-four, he was still young enough to take advantage of. 

N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G | 181 

 

“Jim,” he said, leaning forward in his chair, “this could be really good for me. I just want to make sure that I get it right.” 

“Well, Mark,” I replied, “that is what the A.I.M. method is in tended to do. So why don’t you tell me about . . .” 

Before I could even finish my traditional starting question, he was already ahead of me, excitedly opening his binder and taking out various papers to spread across my desk. 

“Yes . . . I know all about A.I.M. Mohammed told me about the basics so I got started on it last week. Here is my focus statement, my windowpane, and the decade in review,” he said excitedly, jab bing his finger at the papers now covering my desk. “And here are the areas I would like to explore and some people I think I should talk with first!” He then laid out what looked like the beginnings of a rough toolkit, including a new copy of his resumé and samples of his previous work. 

To say I was a little taken aback would be an understatement. With little or no understanding of the method other than a brief outline from my former client (and with far less-detailed informa tion than we have reviewed in this book), he had tried to complete the process on his own and was now looking for me to validate his work. 

After laying it all out for me and explaining each element, he concluded with, “So, who do you think I should meet first?” 

In less than 20 minutes, Mark had tried to show me that he had completed stages one through eight of A.I.M. and was now ready to network. Taking a deep breath, I smiled at him and, gathering up the flurry of paper that was now spread across my desk, I started to try to put him on track. 

“Mark, this is great stuff,” I said, tapping the pile of paper. “You have done a lot of work that will help with the process, but I would like to start with one question.” 

“Yes, Jim?” he leaned in to catch what I was about to say. 

“Tell me about yourself,” I replied, “and we will get to this just a bit down the road.” 

He started to reply quickly, looking puzzled, but thought the better of it. Then we started at the beginning and talked for two hours 182 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

about his challenges, his past, and some of the things he wanted to do. Whenever he tried to take a paper from the pile and say, “But it’s all right here,” I stopped him, gently, saying, “We will get to that, but I want to hear it from you first.” 

In retrospect, I should have taken that first meeting as a caution that Mark was more predisposed to jump ahead in the process than any other client I had worked with. To an extent, I did change my approach somewhat, reining him back in during our next two meetings when he wanted to move on quickly without doing suf ficient work with his windowpane exercise and skimming through a discussion about his decade in review. Even though he had done some good work in his initial draft, Mark found that as we discussed the various things he had identified, he began to add and improve his thoughts. At the end of our third session, he even recommitted to the process, noting that he had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity with his severance to take the time to explore what would make him happy in the next stage of his life. 

As he jotted things down and began to become excited with what he was learning about himself, I permitted myself the unwise luxury of thinking that I had gotten him back on track and he would now benefit from the A.I.M. stages as others had before him. This feeling of comfort lasted only until the end of our second meeting when, as he was packing up his papers to leave, he casually let me know that he had already booked a networking meeting “about a potential job” for the following week. In my experience with clients, I call this a “by the way” comment. If you don’t pay attention to them, you are often giving them tacit approval. 

“Let’s just talk about this for a moment,” I said. “Tell me more about this meeting.” 

“Well, Jim,” he explained, keeping his matter-of-fact tone, “in my future options list which I showed you in our first meeting, I had identified a consulting assignment as a possible area to explore. And as luck would have it, I know someone who has a very interesting project that fits in with my skills. It’s with a government agency that is working in Africa. They need someone who knows a lot about N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G | 183 

 

electronic data storage. I love this kind of work and it would get me up and running, as well as give me an opportunity to travel and do some good in the world.” 

This sounded interesting, but I was justifiably cautious. “Is this an interview, Mark? Do you think you are ready to move that quickly into a new job? I thought you wanted to take things slowly and lay the groundwork for a long-term change in your life.” 

“It’s not really an interview, Jim—it’s more like a briefing session. It might lead to an interview down the road, but I think it’s too good an opportunity to pass up, so I’m going to do it.” 

After he left, I looked out of my office window at the skyline and the traffic below, and thought about Mark’s matter-of-fact revelation. The A.I.M. process is by no means inflexible, and I firmly believed that clients should be able to take advantage of opportunities that may come out of nowhere, such as Mark’s chance at a consulting assignment in Africa. My gut was telling me, however, that this was too much, too quickly. Mark was sending two very contradictory messages to me about his commitment to the process. On the one hand, he had told me that he wanted to make the best decisions he could and use the discipline and detail of the process to take the time to explore his options. On the other hand, he thought that because he had written down answers for every stage of the A.I.M. process in a matter of days, he could just speed ahead and begin holding meetings that could change his life. His reassurances that this upcoming meeting was not an interview rang hollow to me. If the discussion were to go well, would Mark be able to evaluate this opportunity in terms of others he was exploring? Would he be able to rationalize his choice and feel comfortable with it down the road, knowing that it fit well with his values, his overall direction, and his options? 

Instead, it looked like he was jumping into one of the first oppor tunities that had come along without first using the A.I.M. process to identify what might make him happy, considering and narrowing his options, and then exploring them in depth to ensure he would be comfortable with the decision. 

184 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

While Mark presented perhaps the most extreme example of someone jumping ahead in the process, he was certainly not the first client I had who had moved to the end a little too early. The one thing I had learned through past experience was sometimes you have to let people try what they feel is best, so they can learn from their mistakes. With this in mind, I closed my file on Mark and waited for our next meeting. 

As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait a few weeks to see Mark; he called me three days later. His “briefing” meeting with the Africa team had gone very well and they had immediately begun talking about how they could integrate him into their project. His mind was now full of questions that he could have resolved through the A.I.M. process. If he became a consultant, how would he set up a business? What should he charge? If he had to travel away from his family for weeks or months at a time, could he handle that? 

I tried to provide Mark with some practical advice on his ques tions, suggesting a few people he might want to speak with who had done similar work in the past. 

“But Jim, what can I say when I approach these guys? Are you sure they would want to help me?” 

I bit my tongue and focused instead on the positive. “Mark,” I advised, “you’re ahead of yourself in the process, but now that you have opened this up, you’ve just got to roll through this one as best you can. We can connect after your next meeting with them, as you have to determine fairly quickly whether this is the opportunity you want to pursue.” 

At our next meeting, it was a very different Mark who came into my office. While he still carried his binder, there was disappointment written all over his face. Something had not gone well with his new venture, and after I coaxed him a little, it all came out. 

“Jim, there were a lot more uncertainties with this project than I thought. Our next meeting went well, but there are now a lot of problems with their financing and they don’t think they will be able to pull the project off. I thought this would be a cool thing to do and have told so many people about the possibility. I’m so disappointed and feel a little foolish for getting excited so quickly.” 
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I commiserated with Mark and used the opportunity to direct his attention back to the process. “You will get to a point where you will find many opportunities that are just as interesting and, when you do, you will be able to evaluate them and make the right choice for you. But that will take some time. Can I count on you to work with me through this?” 

Mark agreed, and in the months that followed, he became a dis ciplined follower of the A.I.M. process. After taking the time to learn more about his values and motivations by truly working through the early stages of the process, he then moved on to develop a new and extensive network around his options. Together, this work led to a very smooth career transition in the following months. After identifying several valid options and meeting dozens of new people as he expanded his network, he uncovered another promising consulting opportunity. He now consults regularly for his former employer and also for a range of cities across North America. His enthusiasm for his new direction is now tempered by a bit more self-knowledge. Through the A.I.M. process Mark has a healthy respect that change happens best when you have laid the ground work for it. 

How you can make it happen: Networking, exploring, and transforming 

We are now moving into the phase of A.I.M. where you will un dertake some serious networking to explore the areas you have identified in your future options list. 

This networking will take two paths. You will begin by holding the initial meetings with the people you identified as part of your research. Then you will grow beyond these meetings, to engage a much broader and more diverse group of people that you will have uncovered through the techniques we will outline in the follow ing pages. This second stage is incredibly important, because if you practice these techniques frequently enough and with increasing skill, you can transform not only your search for a new career or life, you can transform how you respond to life’s challenges from this point forward. 
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A word about the long-term  

importance of networks 

We are about to engage in networking with the specific goal of 

helping you explore the areas identified in your future options 

list, but there is a long-term importance to networking that few 

people are conscious of. 

Robert Putnam is a professor at Harvard University who 

studies why some communities and societies do well in times of 

stress while others crumble. His research has shown that com

munities that have dense, overlapping social networks—what 

he calls “social capital”—are those that have the better outcomes 

for their citizens. The standard of living in such communities is 

higher, literacy levels are higher, a greater percentage of people 

vote in elections, participate in politics, and volunteer for local 

community organizations. Other studies have demonstrated that 

what is true for a community as a whole is true for individuals. 

The people who are most likely to be resilient in times of stress 

and change are those who have strong social networks. 

The best way to describe these networks is that they act 

like shock absorbers. If you have very few networks and are 

suddenly faced with a serious challenge such as illness, family 

difficulties, or losing your job, you have a limited number of 

resources that you can call upon to help you. If you lose your 

job, for example, and have only a few networks, the number of 

people you can call on to say, “Hey, I’m now looking for a new 

job. Do you know anyone who I should talk with?” is much 

more limited than if you have dozens of such networks. 

The conclusion to be drawn from such research is simple. 

Networks make communities more resilient and able to adapt to 

change, and they perform a similar function for individuals. 

 

Stage one: Conduct your initial meetings Let’s turn our attention first to the networking contacts you have already identified. Through the research you conducted in the road mapping stage, you have identified your initial number of potential N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G | 187 

 

contacts to whom you will reach out. The toolkit phase of A.I.M. has given you scripts and materials that should increase the chance that those meetings will lead to successful outcomes. 

Your first step, therefore, is to go ahead and begin making those approaches, holding those meetings, and learning what you can. What you are looking for here is, of course, largely goal-specific. If you are exploring the possibility of a career change and have identified a com pany you want to make contact with—such as Naomi did—then your interviews should focus on learning as much about that prospective firm as possible. You can then try, through these direct contacts or referrals through other people, to discover who, inside the company, may be in a position to hire you or refer you to someone who might. 

In taking these first steps, it is important to remember how Mark got off track in our previous example, and recognize that you are in this for the long haul. You have not undertaken this process just to find a new employer or change some detail in your life. By successfully completing the A.I.M. process, you have put yourself on the path to become a much more resilient person than you are now. If unhap piness creeps up on you in the future or a change is thrust upon you by being fired or your relationship breaks up or some similar life altering challenge occurs—you should be much better prepared both to anticipate that change and to respond to it using the principles of A.I.M. Specifically, your network should be part of your resilient response to any different or unfortunate situation. This network, coupled with an outlook informed by your increased self-knowledge gained through the early stages of the A.I.M. process, will be an asset that can get you through the difficult times we all experience. 

From the initial meetings you have identified, map out other connections you can make to explore your options. Keep in mind what you have learned through the windowpane, decade in review, and the series of exercises that followed from the future options list. As your contacts provide feedback, think about what it may mean in the context of the options you have mapped out. 

As you work through this initial list of potential contacts, you will probably notice obvious gaps. Most people, when starting this portion of A.I.M., quickly recognize that the people they know as part of their daily lives offer a good place to start strategic networking, but are often 188 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

not the type of people who can support a thorough investigation of their options. In fact, I would submit that if you already have a diverse network of people you can consult about career and life changes, you are already well on the way to realizing A.I.M.’s ultimate goal of becoming more resilient through self-knowledge and a diverse support network. 

When we conducted our research to construct a networking list, we included people with whom you had no personal connection, but wanted to make one. We also included, in our toolkit, an approach you could use for such people to increase your chances that they would take a meeting with you, but we also cautioned that such meetings are often very difficult to arrange. There are other ways than the dreaded cold call to meet people who are not in your immediate circle but who may be able to help you explore the options you have identified. 

This is where we will spend most of our attention for this phase— working on the diverse ways you can find new contacts outside of your initial network. 

Stage two: Finding new contacts and building  networking into your daily life 

The initial networking contacts you identified in your research and pursued in the first stage are just a start. While they may lead to success or to you attaining one of your initial goals, your chances of success increase greatly if you can leverage the work you have already done and meet as many people as possible who are relevant to your areas of interest. You can do this by seeking out new contacts and integrating regular networking activities into your daily life. 

Where can you find these new contacts outside of the methods you have already identified? There are dozens of ways to meet new people in a professional manner and to find ways to learn from them. Most of these involve some strategic thinking on your part, to discover where the types of people you want to meet might congregate. Your best bet is to find existing networks and tap into them. No one assembles a network from a phone book, but countless others have met people through pre-existing networks and benefited greatly from it. 

Keep in mind our earlier caution—make sure that you use your lim ited amount of time to deliver the best impact. While new experiences can lead to new networks, you may want to focus on the networks that N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G | 189 

 

you believe can help you attain your initial goals with A.I.M., phasing in broader networking activities as you move beyond them. The following are only a few general ideas for you to build upon while you search for the networks that will help you with your specific areas of interest, and to build broader-ranging networks that you can tap into in the long-term: 

• Community organizations: Every community, whether it is a 

small town or large city, has a ready-made set of networks in its non-profit organizations and charities. These organizations are almost all mission-specific—there are different organizations for specific causes and issues—and each of these causes and issues will attract a certain network. If you are interested in a career with environmental aspects, for example, then you might look for an environmental, non-governmental organization that caters to the issues which interest you. 

By joining the organization, you will be put on their mail

ing list, be invited to member-only events and fundraisers, and have other opportunities that can bring you into contact with an entirely new network. Does health care interest you as a possible future option? You can always donate to a local hospital foundation and attend their fundraisers, or volunteer at a local hospice or health charity just to get some exposure in the field and begin to make contacts within it. 

These organizations also need boards of directors and, 

quite possibly, have other volunteer positions that might interest you. Boards are an excellent way to meet like-minded individuals who can see how well you operate in a strategic environment. Many community organizations also host events, fundraisers, and other gatherings that bring communities of interest together, both in person and on-line, to meet and discuss issues. These experiences, in addition to being uplifting, can also connect you with an entirely new range of people who would know a great deal about your area of interest. 

• Networking organizations: Many communities have groups that 
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and encourage their members to meet others—and many such events have non-member rates. Other organizations such as Business Network International (BNI) or similar bodies bring people together for breakfast once a week to create business opportunities, so it is relatively easy to approach such organi zations and ask to be a guest at one of their functions. Other groups organize regular “drink nights,” luncheons, or after-work receptions, where people with a common interest can meet each other. My city, for example, hosts a regular gathering called “green drinks,” where environmental activists, businesspeople, and those interested in the green issue get together once a month at a local pub to discuss issues and—you guessed it—network. 

• Professional organizations: If you are a member of a pro

fession, one option you might consider is to either join your professional association or, if you are already a member, become more active in it. Many associations offer networking events, meetings of local chapters, and the opportunity to serve on committees or boards of directors. This allows you to meet with people who share the same professional background, but may work in very different areas than your own. 

• Sports or activity leagues: If you enjoy sports, leagues offer a 

great opportunity to meet people from a wide range of back grounds, while helping you stay physically fit at the same time. This does not mean you have to join a masters basketball league or a similarly trying physical activity that may be beyond your ability. It could be as simple as joining a recreational league where people come together to play a game or two every week, and then go for a beer afterwards. There are also opportuni ties that can work for you even if you are injured. A former colleague of mine, after seriously injuring his back, joined a trivia league where people get together in a bar once a week to compete against one another. Aside from being a stress reliever, such activities offer you the chance to meet people from vary ing walks of life and, perhaps, make one or two connections that are transferable to your areas of interest. 
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• University alumni associations: If you attended college or uni

versity, most institutions have organizations that encourage their alumni to keep in touch. This could include regular receptions, events, volunteer committees, etc. The great thing about alumni groups is that they often contain people who work in quite diverse workplaces and who are plugged into various networks. 

• Speaker series: Most communities of any size have regular speaker 

series run by different types of organizations. In my community alone, within the span of a week, I can attend luncheons by several distinct organizations such as the board of trade or different social clubs that offer receptions with speakers. These events offer great opportunities to meet others who have similar interests. 

• Houses of worship: If you regularly attend a house of worship, 

such institutions offer excellent opportunities to meet others in your neighborhood while, at the same time, giving back to your community. Such local institutions, for example, often run programs for the homeless, have auxiliary clubs for men and women to raise money for various causes, and run evening groups that specifically help youth, disadvantaged families, or the poor in developing nations. There are excellent opportuni ties to meet— and help—others through a house of worship. 

• Political parties: Major political parties, if you are so inclined, 

are often excellent places to meet engaged people with values and beliefs similar to your own. They offer opportunities on a number of levels, by volunteering on local committees, helping local candi dates, participating in on-line discussions, attending fundraising receptions, or attending local or national conventions. While your political affiliation may not be something you want to advertise when you are networking broadly, if you are politically minded and want to meet people, they do offer excellent opportunities. 

 

A word about on-line communities 

You will note that we have not spent a great deal of time discussing on-line opportunities to meet others and discuss your options and 192 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

build your future networks. While on-line social media offer great ways to learn about specific areas and connect with different com munities, they are generally not useful for building the trust that is needed to make networking a true asset for you. 

Facebook is a good example. The on-line social networking site boasts more than 300 million members and millions of groups that its members can join to discuss different issues. It is very easy to join these groups and become “friends” with those you meet through them. You can even share an on-line discussion or an e-mail with your new on-line network, yet would you be likely to give a phone number or other personal information about a contact to someone you had only met on-line? I didn’t think so. 

Other than for research purposes, different sites and mailing lists are particularly useful when they plug you in to local events that you may not have been aware of otherwise. Almost every organization of a certain size publishes an on-line newsletter that, in addition to sharing information, often lists volunteer opportunities and upcom ing events that the organization might be holding. Getting on these mailing lists connects you to a steady flow of information about a new community you may want to learn more about, so this is an option you should definitely consider. 

Practical advice on getting the most out of networking The following are some tips and tricks you should keep in mind as you explore your options and move to make networking part of your regular work and personal life: 

Get the numbers to work for you 

As you move out into the world and begin meeting with people beyond your initial contact list, it is easy to get discouraged if things don’t immediately go your way. You might call or e-mail a few people or approach someone at an event and get the brush off. 

Don’t sweat it. Volume matters. If you ask enough people, you will get through to new and interesting people who can help you in ways you might not have even thought possible. My co-writer, Alex, has a great story about a friend of his, Johann, and how he met his N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G | 193 

 

wife. Johann is now in his late thirties, a happily married telecom munications executive with a small child. When he was single, how ever, he was a big proponent of what he called the “volume theory” of dating. After seeing a number of women, none seriously, through his twenties, he decided at the age of thirty-two that it was time to get serious. He wanted to find a suitable life partner, one with whom he shared core values. 

Johann’s approach should be familiar to those who have adopted the A.I.M. method. He began by thinking long and hard about what he wanted out of a relationship and what he could offer to a prospec tive spouse. He also looked at promising relationships from his past which had not worked out, and asked himself, “Why?” He also asked the advice of close friends. Armed with a better knowledge of the mistakes he may have made in the past—and what he wanted in a future partner—he then began to change his routine to increase the chances he would meet someone with whom he might fall in love and start a family. 

Aside from posting profiles on popular Internet dating sites, he also asked his friends, including Alex, if they knew anyone to whom they could introduce him. Never a fan of singles bars, he also ramped up the number of other social events he attended that might be fre quented by new and interesting people in his age range. Each week, he found new ways to meet dozens of new people in a variety of set tings. As his social network grew, so too did the number of people who either asked him on a date or rejected him when he began to explore that option. He also, surprisingly, met a large number of people who, when they learned he was single, said, “I have this friend who would be great for you!” Within a few months, he was dating regularly again, much to the amusement of Alex and his other friends. 

“I know falling in love isn’t a formula,” he said, responding to some good-natured teasing, “but you’ve got to meet a lot of people and get turned down a lot before you date some of them, and then you have to date a lot more to find someone that you develop that special bond with. But in the end, it will be worth it.” 

Within a year of expanding his networks and maximizing his opportunities to meet others, Johann was dating someone seriously. 194 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

Within two years, they were married and now have a young child with another on the way. 

Alex contrasts Johann’s story with that of another friend. Kevin is a graphic designer with an interesting job and he has a lot of likable personal qualities. Kevin’s philosophy towards meeting a life partner can best be summed up as, “If it’s meant to happen, it will happen.” Kevin works long hours and, exhausted most evenings, makes his way home to watch a bit of TV before returning to work the next day. He rarely varies this routine, keeping in touch with the same friends and following the same schedule. While Kevin is an attractive person, he currently dates infrequently and, while he confessed to Alex that he would like to get married, he does not have any serious prospects on the horizon. 

These two examples clearly illustrate the power of a good net work, of not taking negative feedback too seriously, and of a positive, open attitude. Kevin played it safe—and is still waiting for a change to happen. Johann was strategic, got out there, and did something about it—and is now moving in the direction he wants. 

Go where the “cool things” are happening 

People tend to gather in like-minded groups. Political parties attract people with certain ideas about how the world works. Arts groups attract those who value creativity and expression. Business groups attract those who value the bottom line. For the purposes of your networking, the types of dynamic, well-connected people who can link you with others tend to gather with those who have a similar orientation or outlook. 

One of my former clients once received some interesting advice in this respect when he was beginning the networking phase of A.I.M. A professional in his early thirties who was just starting to think strategically about his career, Andre was in the initial stages of moving from a well-paying position that he found “incredibly boring” to finding something else that would challenge his creative side. One of the networking contacts he made through a friend was a CEO who had a history of working in dynamic organizations. When Andre met with him, he only offered one piece of advice. 
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“Son,” he told Andre, “just go where the neat stuff is happening.” 

He went on to explain that, in his experience, there are always interesting things happening in society that attract interesting people. There are segments of our society and economy where things don’t change that much from year to year (such as most professions, large parts of education and government, large multinational companies, etc.) and then there are other parts where interesting people come together to discuss issues and try to find solutions. 

At the time Andre was meeting the CEO, for example, the city in which they both lived was trying to figure out how to redevelop its waterfront. The issues were dominating the local news coverage day after day, with citizens’ groups, governments, zoning agencies, and new industries all trying to figure out what to do. 

“If I were you,” the CEO told Andre, “I’d find issues like that, is sues that are attracting a lot of attention, and find ways to meet with the people who are trying to solve them. I can guarantee that you will meet a lot of smart, interesting people who will open your eyes to new issues and to new networks.” 

Andre took his advice and, armed with a few referrals from the CEO, met with several of the key people who were working on the waterfront issue. Within a few months, he found himself working in a senior position at a local nonprofit agency that was coordinating community input on the waterfront redesign. While this position fit well with the values and options he had identified through the A.I.M. process, the actual job would never have occurred to him had he not opened his network to new and interesting options. 

Find the connector in the crowd 

When you begin building regular networking efforts into your reg ular personal and professional life, you will begin to spot different types of people who are common to every crowd. Every event, for example, will have its share of wallflowers who don’t feel comfortable starting conversations. There will be the extreme extroverts, in one form or another, who want to be the center of attention. And there will be the people that social commentator Malcolm Gladwell calls “connectors.” These are the people you want to get to know. 
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By their simple definition, connectors are simply those “who know a lot of other people.” In any society, most of us know a good number of friends and acquaintances, but there are a small number of us who know many times the number of people that is considered a normal social network. For whatever reason, sprinkled throughout society are people who are at the center of overlapping networks, and when asked, they can connect you with a lot of other people. 

One of my first coaching clients, Eric, was lucky enough to strike just such a connector very early in his initial networking. Eric was a young public relations professional who wanted to explore whether he should shift from the world of in-house PR to working for an agency. While he was happy being the youngest director of communications in the history of his organization, he wanted to explore his options. 

With coaching, he identified a number of senior people at dif ferent agencies and began to ask people in his network if they could introduce him to one of them. As luck would have it, a good friend did know one of them and furnished Eric with an introduction. In a 15-minute information interview, after hearing Eric’s elevator speech and assessing what he was looking to do, the connector pulled out his BlackBerry and promptly said, “Here are some people you have to meet.” He then proceeded to provide Eric with the names and contact information for more than twenty senior people at a variety of organizations, from ad agencies to educational institutions to senior people in government. 

Eric was pleased at our next meeting at how the meeting had gone but, humorously, didn’t realize how lucky he had been to hit a connector on his second meeting. 

“I think it went well, Jim,” he said. “He offered to connect me with a few interesting people.” 

When I reviewed the names the CEO had suggested, it read like a who’s who of the influencers who made several different industries work. Eric was able to use the name of his connector to open doors at offices all over the city. And while he eventually ruled out a shift into the agency world, he did uncover several other opportunities that opened up new and exciting possibilities for him. 
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Don’t worry: Confidence can be learned 

Armies all over the world have figured out something unique. They can, in the relatively short amount of time that a recruit spends at boot camp, get people to act completely contrary to their instincts. One of their biggest achievements, for example, is to teach people that, when they are being shot at, they should face in the direction of the gunfire and do something about it. This is completely against human instinct. Your natural reaction—and that of anyone who has not been through military training—would be to run as quickly as they can in the opposite direction or find a place to hide until the shooting stops. But militaries have found that, with the right kind of attitude and training, you can help people overcome a gut instinct and do something quite different. 

I always think about that example when some of my coaching clients express discomfort and self-doubt about having to talk to people they don’t know in a social situation. While we have gone a long way towards taking the uncertainty out of a formal networking meeting with the scripts we reviewed in our toolkit chapter, many of my clients are still uncertain about unscripted situations. “What if I have to go to a cocktail reception or a luncheon?” they ask. “What in heaven’s name will I say to people I don’t know?” 

This is a common concern for many people. We are taught, large ly, to be a little reserved around people we don’t know. But there is good news. As the boot camp example shows, confidence in strange situations can be learned. 

Imagine you are attending a reception where the types of people you would like to add to your network are gathering. A simple series of steps can help you confront your fear and overcome it. Start when you are entering the room. Ask the person at the door how they are doing and follow up with a few questions, such as, “How many people are you expecting to attend tonight?” or “This looks like a popular event, how does it compare to the last one you held?” 

Continue the offensive once you move into the crowd. Remem ber that everyone feels a little awkward in crowds, so think of it as your job to help others feel a little more comfortable by giving them an opportunity to talk. Don’t be shy—use a few simple opening 198 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

questions such as, “Hi, what brings you here today?” or “I’m just ran domly introducing myself to people. Hi, I’m  .” Usually that 

is all it takes to start one conversation that can then lead to others. Once you have begun speaking to a few people and others walk into range, try to include them in the conversation. When you see people walking by on their own, stop them and say, “Hi, can I introduce you to  (the person you just met)?” This forces them to introduce 

themselves, and then allows you to ask a few questions that will lead to a deeper conversation. With these simple techniques, what some of my clients would see as a painful challenge—working a room to meet some new people—suddenly becomes a productive evening where you may meet several people with whom you can follow up with a phone call or e-mail the next day. 

Focus on trust, and networking will follow 

Any networking process is built on context and on trust. Both of these qualities are essential to successful networking. Context comes from your story, the process we began at the start of A.I.M. It allows you to answer the basic question that any networking contact might have: “Who are you and why are you meeting with me?” 

Trust is another important component, as any referrals net working contacts will provide to you will be based, in large part, on whether they trust you to be a good representative in their judgment. If a contact says, “I think you should meet my colleague John,” they are essentially saying to their colleague, “I have made a judgment that, by recommending you meet with this person, they are worth meeting. They won’t waste your time and, if you take the time to meet with them, you may be able to help them.” 

If this does not turn out to be true, John will certainly let your contact know and their relationship may suffer. Therefore, focus on building trust into your networking relationships and they will strengthen and grow as a result. Be on time. Be honest with your contacts. If you commit to follow up, be sure to do so. If they call you to ask a favor of you, help them gladly without any thought of recompense. These and other behaviors reinforce trust. And trust makes networking work. 
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When it all comes together: Henry’s   

networking challenges and successes  

A few chapters ago, we met Henry. He was the young engineering executive who, facing some issues with his current employer, un dertook the A.I.M. process to identify some potential options and directions in which he could take his career. From a feeling of un certainty and a few initial ideas that looked very promising, Henry had explored his values and motivations and identified four distinct options that he wanted to explore: 

HENRY’S                                    Smaller,          Join a 

FUTURE        Staying         Another big      entrepreneurial    consulting 

OPTIONS LIST where I am?    company?       company?         practice? 

Stick it out        The head-        I am intrigued       With my and take my     hunters tell       about this pos     experience in chances,        me I am in       sibility as I have     operations and since I have      demand, so       seen friends who  planning, is this been treated     maybe there      have made this     the time to go well, there is      is another         kind of move,        into consulting no reason to     big company     and they seem      and enhance my think my suc-    out there that     to feel fulfilled       skills even more, cessful career  might give me  and their ideas  probably with a 

path should     more freedom.  are being ap      large consulting not continue.                      preciated.           shop that houses 

“best practices in 

my field?” 

Ideal role        Current           Similar to          Unknown            Unknown 

position           current position 

Passion         Some.           Some.           Definitely.           Some. 

Good at it       Yes.              Yes, if the job is    Think I can do it.     I think my 

similar.                                     experience is 

transferable. 

Windowpane    Yes; status quo Some red flags, Could be high risk Travel may be 

fit                 and safe.         as it might         financially and       at odds with my 

disrupt things.     personal strain.      family values. 

Cost            No immediate    Don’t know my    If I have to put my    Unknown but 

cost to me.       market value      own money into     varying income 

yet—it may       the firm, we can’t    levels of some be lower than     afford that right      consultants where I am        now.                could upset our now.  financial plans. 

Time           None, as I        I could explore    This would           A few meetings 

have already     this one with a     take a big time       with the bigger committed the few meetings.     commitment to      firms should time.                                 explore, as I don’t    tell me if I am 

know this world.  interested in this 

one. 
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When we left Henry’s story a few chapters ago, he had asked himself some “hard questions” about his options. He had also begun some baby steps into the networking world by meeting with a few former business acquaintances to get their ideas on who he might meet to gather more research on his options. Finally, he had “cashed a reality check” with his close friend and former colleague Matt, who had once worked at Henry’s firm. Matt’s contribution was invaluable. He queried the impact that some of Henry’s options might have on his family, and he also raised some questions about whether Henry was really suited to making the jump into a more entrepreneurial firm at this point in his life. Matt had also confirmed for Henry that his suspicion that his current employer might be a takeover target was correct. 

This feedback left Henry in a good position to begin some more formal networking activities. Matt had essentially helped Henry rule out, for now, making an immediate leap from his current employer into a more entrepreneurial organization. Henry opted to forgo the immediate possibility of a new position at another firm to stay at his current company and explore his options there, while also con tinuing to build his network outside his current firm and see what options that might uncover. Matt’s validation of Henry’s takeover concerns also gave Henry his first networking target—the CEO of his current firm. 

While Henry was on a first-name basis with the CEO, they were not close colleagues. Henry’s suspicion that the firm might be taken over was not common knowledge within the firm, so any approach on that front had to be taken carefully. Building on the work he had done to fill up his toolkit, Henry crafted a strategic approach to his CEO, asking for a meeting to discuss “some strategic issues with the company and how we might move forward with them.” The CEO agreed to take the meeting, and Henry spent more than an hour talk ing with him about his observations on the strategic issues with the company, how he saw it positioned in the marketplace, and, more delicately, what role Henry might play as the firm moved forward to deal with these issues. 
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Henry reported to me that the CEO was interested in his opinions, but had hedged his bets about whether the firm might be taken over. 

“Henry,” he had said, “even if the company was in play, I couldn’t share that information with you. Let me just say that your observa tions about this firm and where it can improve are bang on. I think there will be good opportunities for you as we move ahead, so I look forward to talking with you more about it soon.” 

Henry was encouraged and a little puzzled at the same time. By not vehemently denying that a takeover was a possibility, the CEO had essentially told Henry that it might be in the cards. He had also taken the time to reinforce that he appreciated Henry’s strategic thinking about the future of the firm and saw a role for him in that future. Altogether, this was a positive outcome for Henry’s first for-mal networking meeting. 

Confident that things on the “home front” with his current job were fairly secure, Henry next turned his networking attention to exploring some of his other options. He had determined through the “hard questions” and “reality check” phases of A.I.M. that his ideas of working in a consulting role or for another company similar in size to his current employer were his two most promising options. While Henry found the idea of working for a smaller, more entre preneurial company very interesting, he had serious concerns that this option might involve significantly more risks than he was will ing to take, given his status as the sole breadwinner for his family and the young age of his children. He would explore this option, but as a third priority behind looking at another company and learning more about consulting. 

His first step as he looked to network outside his current firm was to meet with his friend Matt again. Without betraying any company secrets, he took Matt for coffee and briefed him on the basic outcome of his meeting with the CEO. They discussed his plans to prioritize the other two options and, at the end of the meeting, Henry asked if Matt would connect him with others in his industry who could help him learn more about firms of a similar size. He also asked about 202 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

Matt’s earlier offer to formally connect him with the consulting contact that he had mentioned in their first meeting. Matt quickly agreed. He trusted that Henry would represent himself well in any meetings he might arrange, so he offered to connect him with two people who worked in senior roles in competing companies, and with a former colleague of his who was now a senior partner in a consulting firm. 

Following the principles of A.I.M., Henry had started with “easy” networking meetings by approaching people he knew to get the ball rolling. Back in his office after their meeting, Henry quickly sent Matt a “thank you” e-mail for offering the three new contacts. He then began conducting a bit of additional research on the three people Matt had recommended: Lynn and Chen were both senior managers at two of Henry’s competing firms, while Oscar was the consulting partner. Henry spent that evening surfing the Internet to learn more about each of these contacts, looking at their profiles on business social media sites such as LinkedIn and reading the annual reports that he downloaded from the Internet. The next day, he called all three, using a variant of the networking script he had developed as part of his toolkit. It went something like this: 

“Hi, Lynn. My name is Henry Rousseau. Matt Davies sug

gested I call you. I’ve known Matt for ten years, when we 

used to work together at XYZ Company. I still work there 

but am currently conducting a few interviews to see how 

others are doing in the industry and what my longer-term 

options are. I’m wondering if you have time to have a coffee 

and chat. Would next Wednesday afternoon or the follow

ing Tuesday morning work for you?” 

As luck would have it, he was able to talk to two of the contacts in person and quickly confirmed two meetings for the following week. He was unable to get in touch with the third contact, but followed up with an e-mail and another call and was able to book a meeting in two weeks’ time. 
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Henry was a little worried, but encouraged. He met with me prior to doing these meetings. “Jim, this is a big step. I don’t know these people and I feel like I am being disloyal to my current company. My CEO seems to want me to stick around, and here I am meeting with two of his competitors and a company that might, conceivably, offer me a consulting position. What should I do?” 

This is a common question from many of my clients. Most of us are not encouraged to be selfish—for good reason. No one likes a person who is obviously in it for him or herself. Yet, too little selfishness is often a problem. Every year, thousands of people are laid off from companies to which they were quite loyal. Had they spent a bit more time looking at their options and developing an external network, they might have been better able to weather the surprise layoff. This does not mean you do not commit 100 percent to your current employer—that is your job and it’s always the right thing to do. But what it does mean is that you treat your current job as just that—your current job. As such, it is only one chapter of an ongoing story of your life and career, so you should always be thinking about how to prepare yourself for the changes that may be coming. 

“Well, Henry,” I cautioned him, “you are not selling secrets to these firms, but merely establishing contacts and trying to learn more about your options. There is nothing disloyal in that, and the people you are meeting should understand this.” 

Encouraged, he went ahead and held meetings with all three, providing them with his one-page profile in advance, to save time and share the purpose of the meeting. From those meetings, Henry learned some interesting things. 

He met with Oscar the consultant in a coffee shop close to his office. Oscar was a pleasant man in his early fifties who began by thanking him for the one-page profile and, after hearing a little more about Henry and his challenge, said those four magic words that are golden when networking: “How can I help?” 

Over the next hour, their conversation covered a lot of ground. Henry talked about his current situation, reinforcing that while he was happy, he was broadening his horizons by doing some networking 204 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

around several options that interested him, including consulting. He had hired several consultants in his role as director of manufac turing, and suspected that some experience in the field might stand him in good stead if he wanted to move on to become a general manager or CEO. 

Oscar shared his own career path and background. He had begun work as an engineer working at the processing plants for a mining company before making a shift in his early thirties to the consulting world, where he had worked ever since. They spoke in great detail about the skill base required to thrive in the consulting world, with Oscar stressing the need to be good at analysis and problem solving, to have some technical expertise in a particular field, to have the abil ity to lead a project team and get things done. Then he talked about the need to mentally shift from the employee mindset—of doing the work—to the advisory mindset of thinking strategically about how the work might be done better. 

“If I were to transition into a consulting position,” Henry asked, “what do you think the biggest change I would face in the first few years would be?” 

Oscar paused, and then began, “I think there are two things, Henry. First, you have great industry experience so a consulting firm would be interested in what you have to offer. Secondly, the amount of travel in the first few years could be a little stressful. I’d estimate that as much as 50 percent of your work in those first years could be on the road as you build up your skill set and client base.” 

That gave Henry pause to think. His windowpane had stressed the importance of spending time with his young family, so this was definitely something to consider. In closing, Henry thanked Oscar and asked if there were other people he would recommend he speak with about his search. Oscar promptly recommended that he speak with two colleagues of his who worked at different manufacturing firms, as well as someone who ran a smaller consul tancy than Oscar’s. 

“It might do you some good to talk with people at different-sized firms,” Oscar offered, “as they might have a different perspective from the one I could give you.” 
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As they were leaving the coffee shop, Oscar wanted to share one more thing with Henry. “I do a lot of these networking meetings,” Oscar said, “and rarely do I see someone so well prepared. The one-page profile was impressive. I’d love to talk with you once you’ve had your meetings to learn more about this process.” 

Henry thanked him again and committed to follow up in a few weeks with more information on the A.I.M. process. 

Henry’s meetings with his two contacts, Chen and Lynn, who worked at comparable manufacturing firms yielded similarly positive results. Both were happy to meet with him and readily shared their knowledge about their industries in general, and their firms in particular. As had been the case with Oscar, they readily offered several suggestions about others that Henry should meet with as he explored his options. From his meetings with the three contacts, Henry now had more than ten additional people that he could call. As you can see, a domino effect was starting to take hold, where initial contacts led to several more that he could then trust to lead to still more meetings. From his initial foray into the networking world, Henry had now booked dozens of meet ings that would take him a few months to work through. When he met with me a few weeks after starting his networking phase, it was clear that the beginning of an extended network for Henry was taking shape. 

“Jim,” he shared enthusiastically, “I have to admit I didn’t think it would happen this quickly, but all the work we put into prepara tion seems to be paying off.” 

I told him he should be proud of the work he had done, but I cautioned him that—like Mark—he should not declare victory too early. He had ruled out the consulting option for now, judg ing that it would take him away from his young family for too much time. But he still had one option that he had not yet really explored—working for an entrepreneurial company. He had been very enthusiastic about the idea, but also knew that it might pose too much risk to his financial security, at least at this stage of his life. The only way he would know for sure was to get out and meet people in the field. 
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“Your interviews are booked well into the next two months for your other option,” I advised. “You might want to see if you can do a few quick meetings to explore your investment option, if only to rule it out so you can focus entirely on the ones you have left.” 

Henry agreed. Before looking for networking contacts, how ever, he went back to the original research that he had conducted. Heeding the caution he had received from Matt earlier in the pro cess when he had questioned whether Henry knew what it meant to be an entrepreneur, he visited a bookstore and came away with several biographies of entrepreneurs and reference books on the topic. 

From this research, he realized that two common characteristics of entrepreneurs are: 1) they have a strong ability to tolerate risk; and 2) they have generally reached a point in their lives when they are tired of working for other people. With this in mind, Henry revisited his windowpane exercise to see what it might tell him about his own predispositions in these areas. 

 

Professional                        Personal • I have spent fifteen success    • I am happily married with 

ful years in a multinational  two kids in primary school. 

company.                    • We own our own home (with 

• I have strong operations and      a $150,000 mortgage). 

planning skills.                  • I am the sole wage earner 

• I want to be a general man      with a low six-figure 

ager in a company in this         package. 

field.                                  • We like the town in which 

• I wonder whether I would do     we live. We have lots of 

better in a smaller, entrepre friends and are very active in 

neurial company.                the community. 

• My company may be sold      • I am generally not a risk 

and that may throw a wrench     taker. 

into my career. 

• Headhunters say I am very 

marketable. 
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Physical                           Spiritual • I work out regularly, eat well,    • I am very loyal to my 

and generally maintain good     company and my staff. 

health.                          • I am a team player and seek 

• I play hockey once a week        lots of input from my staff. 

with the guys.                   • Giving back to my commu

• We ski and do other outdoor  nity through my church and 

sports as a family.  charities is important to me. 

• I am very trusting and 

trustworthy. 

• Work-life balance is vital  

to me. 

 

Given what this exercise told him about himself, Henry began to suspect that a role focused entirely on entrepreneurship may not be a good fit for him. He valued “loyalty” to a company, and placed a premium on “work-life balance.” He was a “team player” who valued “input” from those with whom he worked. He was the sole bread winner and liked living in the community where they had chosen to raise their family. Most importantly, he had described himself as “not a risk taker.” Setting up his own firm from scratch or joining a small firm with big plans would pose a considerable challenge to these values. 

From his future options list, however, he had noted that he was most passionate about the idea of working for a firm with entrepre neurial tendencies. In a subsequent conversation with me, he asked an interesting question: “Jim, do you think I could find a dynamic, smaller company—one that works with entrepreneurs or has a very creative workplace—that might not be so at odds with my core values?” 

Henry was now thinking two or three steps ahead, which at this stage of the process is good to see. He was already trying to reconcile what he had learned in the earlier stages of A.I.M. with what he was continuing to learn about himself. I encouraged him to explore this option further, so he engaged a few people in his emerging network to ask them the same question. After a few e-mails, phone calls, and 208 | N E T   G R O W T H :   N E T W O R K I N G ,  E X P L O R I N G ,  T R A N S F O R M I N G  

 

one very solid introduction from a close friend of Lynn’s, he found himself sitting in the office of a small investment firm that provided venture capital to start-up enterprises. 

Joel, the CEO of the firm, was intrigued by Henry and his journey, and readily explained how his firm operated. He noted that they were very entrepreneurial and were comprised of three partners, with each holding an equal number of shares. Joel had spent decades in large investment firms before moving out on his own with his two partners. Together, they had built a well-regarded boutique firm that catered to small manufacturing start-ups. It was clear from Joel’s description that he loved his job and took tremen dous pride in how they had built their firm from nothing. It was also clear that the firm was doing well financially. It would probably be able to pay Henry very well, provided they were interested and thought there might be a fit. 

This led Henry to ask a key question: “Joel, suppose you were me? You’re in your late thirties with a young family. You’re doing okay in the manufacturing business, but might want to explore working for a firm like this. What would you do?” 

This type of question is a good one. It doesn’t ask the person on the other side of the desk for a job. It asks him or her to give you advice, based on what they know about you—and about firms like the one they work in. 

Joel considered Henry’s question for just a moment before giv ing him a clear answer. 

“I would put a few more years in to broaden your experience, Henry,” he said. “You’ve got solid credentials when it comes to manu facturing, but a firm like ours would require quite a learning curve on the financial side. If you had worked in a firm that had been through a major financing or a takeover that would really help.” 

Henry smiled when he told me this story a few days later. He had been able to rule out this kind of position right away, but it opened up an interesting option not too far down the road. 

“Jim,” he said, chuckling, “I just might have the opportunity to learn a lot about mergers and acquisitions at my current job in the next few months.” 
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Henry’s story shows the value of taking the early stages of the A.I.M. process seriously, and spending an appropriate amount of time on all of the elements. Henry was able to hit the ground running and quickly build what would become a very solid network because he was well prepared. His contacts noted how focused his efforts were, and he was able to quickly learn from what he heard, revisit his earlier exercises, and use them to respond and move forward. Contrast this with Mark’s experience, where he had jumped too soon and his lead quickly ran out. It was only by reconnecting with the process that he was able to put in the time that was necessary to make the best use of his networking opportunities. 

Moving forward to “A.I.M. in constant motion” With these techniques and the accompanying stories that demon strate how A.I.M. can deliver results in its final networking stages, it would seem that our journey is at an end. If Henry has determined what his best course of action is, made a decision to stay, and is also busy building a better network—isn’t that it? Hasn’t he accomplished what he set out to do? 

Yes and no. While he now has a new perspective on the challenges he faces—and a powerful new asset in his growing network—there is still one phase of A.I.M. that both you and Henry have to work through. That is when the principles behind the A.I.M. method be come part of your normal work and personal life, and you are in a position not to just focus on your challenges, but you can start to assist other people through your example and your skills. This is the focus of our final A.I.M. stage: “A.I.M. in Constant Motion.” 

[image: ]

A.I.M. in Constant 

Motion 

The habit of giving only enhances the desire to give. 




CHAPTER 12

—Walt Whitman 

 

With this chapter, our journey through the ten steps of the A.I.M. process nears its end. Over the previous nine stages, we have identified your main challenge and, through several exercises, explored what you value and how that can impact what you are seeking to change. Your windowpane and decade review exercises helped you capture values and past patterns, while your future options list allowed you to brainstorm about areas you might want to investigate. Giving you the ability to reflect which these exercises provided, coupled with the perspective offered by a few outside sources, helped you focus and prioritize your options. You could then lay the groundwork through research and explore them further through a focused networking strategy. As we shared these steps, we also met dozens of people who have faced the same types of challenges that you have faced, and who overcame them by applying a method used by executives from around the world. 
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At this point in the process you may be feeling comfortable. If you have followed the method correctly, you should be well on the way to addressing the concern you identified in your focus state ment in one of the early stages of the A.I.M. process. Perhaps your networking efforts have already begun to reveal a path forward—a new job, a new start, or a new direction. It would be normal to think, after the ninth stage of A.I.M., that your task is complete. Haven’t you addressed what you set out to do? Haven’t you begun to build a network that will not only help you address your focus statement, but also will help you become more resilient and in charge of your life as you move forward? Yes, you may have, but the A.I.M. process does not reach its ultimate stage until you complete one final piece of your evolution. 

The first nine stages of A.I.M. were all about the first letter of A.I.M.: “achieve.” These stages were about your challenges and your needs. The techniques outlined in these chapters showed you how to identify and address your issues so that you could achieve an appropriate solution. The final stage of A.I.M. deals with the other two letters of A.I.M., those representing “inspire” and “make a dif ference.” Specifically, this final stage focuses on how, as you continue to grow and use the A.I.M. process, you can begin to give back to others, just as the A.I.M. process has given to you. 

Why give back? 

While few people would be as blunt at this stage as to ask: “Why bother to give back?” it is a valid question. I have had a few clients ask me that very question, “Surely, Jim, we have done enough work through this process? I’ve addressed my problems—isn’t that what the process was all about?” 

Yes . . . and no. This process was about changing something that made you unhappy. To see A.I.M. through to its successful conclu sion, you need to ingrain A.I.M.’s principles into your everyday life to ensure that you continue to move forward and do not return to your previous state. In many ways, it is similar to the process undertaken by people who are dissatisfied with their physical fitness or appearance. They invest considerable time in going to 
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the gym or rigidly following a diet, only to slide back to where they started once they attain their initial goals, abandoning the changes they have made in their lifestyle. People who are serious about their wellness will tell you that fitness is not about one diet, going to the gym for a few months, or running a few laps. Becoming truly fit is about a comprehensive approach to life that puts wellness first, and informs the way in which you approach living. Fit people eat well, making dietary choices at every meal that reinforce their lifestyle. People who are fit look for opportunities to build physical activity into their daily lives, taking the stairs instead of an elevator or escalator, taking a break to walk at lunch or getting off the bus a few stops early and walking home. They take their running shoes or workout gear on vacation or business trips, squeezing in a workout at the and of the day in a hotel weight room, or an early-morning run before their meetings. Fit people, in short, find ways to main-tain their hard-won advantage by making fitness an unquestioned part of their everyday life, to the point that the choices they make to reinforce their gains are largely unconscious. It simply becomes part of what they do. 

Such is the case with A.I.M. By integrating A.I.M. principles into your everyday life, it becomes part of who you are and how you approach your life. Networking, for example, is not something that you do just to address the challenge you outlined in your focus statement. Building and engaging your network becomes something you do every week, at every gathering, through every business and personal encounter. Without realizing it, you will be building one of the most valuable assets a person can have—a supportive network of people whom you can call upon to help you in challenging times. 

The single greatest A.I.M. principle you can integrate into your life as you near the end of the process is the open, helpful orienta tion that should underlie all good networking. Just as others were open to your calls and meetings when you began networking, it is now your turn to be open to helping others. When you do this, your motivation should be simply to help others who approach you. Now, when someone approaches you, either by a cold call or a referral, you only have to say five words: “How can I help you?” You should 214 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

not be thinking, “How can this person help me?” or “Hmmm . . . maybe not, this could be a waste of time.” 

Even those clients who have followed the process diligently and produced significant positive momentum by the ninth stage become uneasy when we discuss the tenth and final stage. It is a challenge for some people to shift from what has largely been a self-centered process to one that asks them to now look outward and help others. At the root is a simple question: “What’s in this for me?” 

Let us put aside for a moment the fact that you have, most likely, been able to attain positive results with the A.I.M. process through the generosity of other people. Throughout the process you have relied on help from others. Alex and I have outlined the method and shared it with you through this book. At several points—including when you cashed your reality check and reached out to start your network—you relied on others to help you get going. Through the ups and downs you have faced, you have probably relied on friends, family, or a partner who has supported your search. When you began to network with a growing number of people, you depended on their generosity with their time, advice, and contacts. It makes perfect sense to emulate their example and begin to give back, but let’s put that aside for a moment. 

Let’s also set aside the obvious moral arguments in favor of giving back. It would be fairly easy to argue that helping others “is just the right thing to do.” Human beings have an ingrained desire to help others, and this desire is made all the more pressing when we begin to succeed. When we are successful, most of us are conscious that there are others who have not yet made it to this level, so we feel a motivation to give back, a motivation that comes from a deep, and moral, part of our being. Let us put this moral reason aside as well. 

While these reasons should provide more than enough moti vation to embrace A.I.M.’s call to give back, there is another very practical—and selfish—reason for you to help others. Helping oth ers may, according to new research, make you happier and more economically successful. 
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Arthur C. Brooks is a U.S. social theorist, an academic at Syracuse University in upstate New York and the president of a Washington based think tank. He has always been concerned with how society functions—specifically, which behaviors contribute to the success or failure of individuals and communities. In 2005, he conducted a study on the relationship between giving, volunteering, and hap piness in his book Who Really Cares. Among the many questions Brooks addressed, was a basic one: Why do wealthy people give more money to charity? 

His observation is an objective one, supported by census data that clearly shows that people who earn more money give the most to charity. At first glance this may seem self-evident. “Of course they do,” one might say. “They have more money to give, therefore they can afford it.” Brooks, however, proposed a unique theory. He hypothesized that having an orientation towards giving causes people to become wealthy and societies to become more success ful. Individual giving, he suggests, is based upon a belief that one should give back. And holding such a belief leads a person to become economically successful. 

Brooks goes on to cite data on average incomes to support this point. He notes that if you compare two people who are identical in education, age, religion, politics, sex, and race where one person regularly gives and volunteers and the other does not, the person with the giving orientation earns, on average, $14,000 more per year than their comparator. Moreover, he has found that if some one begins to regularly give and volunteer, such behavior causes that person’s income to rise in subsequent years. Put another way, the giving behavior in most cases precedes their economic suc cess. It can, therefore, be argued that people do not give to char ity because they have money, they have a giving orientation first, which allows them to later make enough money to increase their donations to charity. An orientation towards giving back, it would seem, has the selfish result of making the giver more successful down the road. 

“When I give,” Brooks writes, “I become happier, healthier, and more successful . . . I am by definition a provider of help, as opposed 216 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

to a victim. When I am thus empowered, my life improves in all sorts of ways.”1 This outward mental orientation towards giving, Brooks suggests, makes people more resilient. They are able to escape from poverty more quickly and able to succeed with their families and in their workplaces in ways that more inward-looking comparators may not. By taking control of the way we choose to treat others, we can orient ourselves in a manner that will produce better individual and social outcomes. 

Deep down, is this really a surprise to us? While some of Brooks’s supporters use his findings to posit the involvement of a higher power in “rewarding” such giving behavior, there is a simpler expla nation that I think we can all understand and appreciate. If you have a giving, outward-looking orientation that focuses on the good you can do not just for yourself but also for others, such an orientation probably makes you more likely to succeed at whatever you choose to do in life. It will allow you to appreciate opportunities and take advantage of them, rather than sulking in a fog of disengagement or blaming others for your problems. It will draw other people to you, people who may be able to help you in whatever area you choose to work. And while such an open orientation won’t protect you from being blindsided by the occasional missteps that befall us all (such as unexpected changes at work, layoffs, or illness), its ingrained optimism should be able to help you bounce back quickly from a setback. 

One of my long-term coaching clients, Brandon, is a good example of optimism in action. I coached Brandon over a five-year period, be ginning when he was the young CEO of a database storage business. Dissatisfied with the long hours and constant pressure of a growing firm, he used the A.I.M. process to transition while he was at the top of his game. After examining his passions, his values, and his options, he started his own business offering IT consulting services to the financial services industry. By the end of our coaching relationship, he was enjoying the freedom of running his own show, splitting his time 

1 Arthur Brooks. Who Really Cares. New York: Basic Books, 2006 p. 142. 
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between his business, life at his new cottage, and spending more time sharing the responsibilities of raising his young family. Despite having achieved so much through the process, Brandon still felt something was missing. One day, as our engagement was ending, he confided that he really wanted to begin giving something back. 

“Jim,” he said, “I know I have been incredibly fortunate. I really want to make sure I get this last phase right and begin to help others in the best way I can.” 

In the following months, he became one of the most active people I know in the networking realm, meeting with dozens of people each month to offer his advice and counsel. Through his complete willingness to help others, he found that additional clients were contacting him out of the blue, having been referred to him by new contacts—even though he had not actively sought to use networking to expand his already prosperous business. 

“Jim,” he confided to me, “I didn’t set out to grow my business by being generous, but that seems to be what happened!” 

While Brandon’s experience shows the personal rewards one can achieve by giving back, one only has to look at the example of Jean Vanier to see that the principles that underlie this final phase of A.I.M. do not just result in individual or career success. They can be put to a much higher use. Vanier was a son of privilege, born into one of the most illustrious families in Canada. His father, General Georges Vanier, served as governor general of the country. The younger Vanier, however, took a different path to public service. In 1964, moved by the suffering he saw in a psychiatric hospital in France that housed thousands of children with severe disabilities, he founded a nonprofit organization called by its French name, L’arche , or “the ark.” 

His initial vision was modest. He wanted people with profound disabilities to live in the community as equals, in a way that could enrich their lives and the lives of those they lived with. With little more than that in mind, and without a formal plan, he invited two people with severe disabilities to leave their institution and live with him. In the years that followed, something special began to happen. 218 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

Others were moved by Vanier’s selfless example and wanted to help. In his encounters with the curious, he was open, sharing the story of what had brought him to this point. He freely shared his time and effort, talking to anyone who would listen about the difference we all might make if we became engaged and gave to causes and issues we cared about. 

The results have been inspiring. From this initial beginning, L’arche now has 131 homes around the world that have built upon Vanier’s initial idea that those with disabilities can live full lives with others in the community, with the benefit of both the able and dis abled gaining from their partnership. Although now retired from his day-to-day duties at L’arche , Vanier writes and lectures widely on the ideas that led to the creation of this groundbreaking organiza tion. Chief among them is the idea that human beings only reach their highest potential when they are actively helping others, with no thought of reward for themselves. This open orientation, Vanier argues, is the starting point on a road that will see you lose your fear of failure and grow into the truly self-actualized human being you know you can be. 

There is a lesson for us at this point in the A.I.M. process from the examples of Brooks and Vanier. We began the process because there was some underlying unhappiness that was driving us to improve, to do better. While we may have begun to address that issue through the first nine stages of A.I.M., it is in this tenth and final one that we ask you to take a much bigger step. Open yourself up to helping others make their own way. Share your example with those who can learn from it. And in doing so, don’t look for reward or advantage. Do it because you want to make a difference and help others to do so as well. 

Moving up the A.I.M. pyramid 

In his call for people to grow and orient themselves outwards, Vanier was echoing the work of psychologist Abraham Maslow. As any first-year psychology student should be able to tell you, Maslow is famous for identifying what he called a “hierarchy of needs” in human beings. His theory is that people progress upwards through 
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a pyramid of needs. When their fundamental needs for such things as air, water, food, and shelter are met, humans can then begin to think about their safety, developing social relationships and then, self-esteem and self-confidence. When they approach the top of the pyramid, humans enter a phase Maslow called “self-actualization,” where they can be creative and spontaneous, reaching their fullest potential as human beings. 

While this may seem obvious to many, I have always thought there was a rough parallel in this evolution with the various levels of preparation clients have taken as I have led them through the A.I.M. process. Of the hundreds of clients I have coached over the years, I find most, at the starting point, generally fall into one of four levels on our own A.I.M. pyramid: 

 

“A.I.M.ed”: 

I am in charge 

of my life and 

helping others 

“Driver’s seat”: I have a 

method and am moving in the 

right direction 

“Self-starter”: I try to do what I can to steer 

my career, but I often feel lost 

“The football”: Things happen to me out of the blue 

and I have no say or control over them 

 

At the bottom are individuals who have only just begun to think about making change happen for themself. They are somewhat like footballs, being kicked around by the whims of fate and the work place, with little control over what is happening to them. These are the people who show up for work one day to find they have been laid off and have no idea where to turn or what to do next. These people sit at their desks every day and try to get enthused about their work, but are vaguely unhappy and haven’t begun to question why. They are waiting for the next thing to happen and, when it does, wonder why 220 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

it is affecting them the way it does. The bottom line with this group is, until they enter the A.I.M. process, things happen to them—they do not make things happen for themselves. 

When you move up one level in the A.I.M. pyramid, you find what I call the self-starters. They are generally more motivated and more self-aware. They know there is something they can do to make themselves more resilient in the career world and try, with varying degrees of success, to be proactive. These are the people who look for the next course that will make them more marketable, or the proj ect at work that might lead to a promotion. There is little method in their efforts, but they are generally aware that moving ahead takes some kind of strategic thought and are trying what they can to do something about it on their own. 

As we approach the top levels of the pyramid, we find those indi viduals who are more or less in the driver’s seat. They have adopted A.I.M. as a way to organize their lives and are using it to move in the right direction. While they may not have achieved the successes they set out to find just yet, they have realized that any type of life or career change requires discipline and a method to make it happen. With this in mind, they are in full flight towards achieving that goal. 

At the very top of the pyramid are the people I refer to as fully “A.I.M.ed.” These are the people who have successfully worked through the method in their initial go-round, and have adopted it as part of their regular lives. While they may not have quite achieved their life or career goals, they are generally satisfied with their level of success and the direction in which they are moving. Change for them is not something they fear, but something they embrace as a constant companion in an interesting life. They are active givers, open to helping others share in whatever wisdom or perspective their own journeys have given them. 

When you spend time with people who have reached the top level of the A.I.M. pyramid, you quickly realize that there is a defi nite need in our society for more people with this open, giving type of orientation. All around us, we see evidence of the bonds of trust, which have made our society progressive and prosperous over the years, fraying before our eyes. With each election, the number of 
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people who vote declines. Trust in government—and in each other— is declining as well. While crime rates have gone down, sales of security systems have gone up, driven by a perception that there are others, all around us, who would do us ill . Prominent examples of white-collar crime have created the perception that everyone in busi ness is selfish, greedy, and only in it for themselves. Many issues in our society are symptomatic of such views. In my opinion, there is a simple solution: We need more people who are open, giving, and willing to help others. If more people helped others free themselves from worry and stress, then they, in turn, could give back. In short, we need more people who live the example of A.I.M. and can help others begin their journeys. 

Serving as an inspirational example Aside from helping others directly by giving them advice, we can serve as examples to inspire others to begin their own journeys or continue on the paths they have begun until they, too, begin to inspire and make a difference. 

At this point in the process, you may have begun to meet people who have inspired you—people who are self-aware, open, and caring. People who are incredibly successful in their chosen endeavors, yet are still approachable and human. People who, in short, provided you with inspiration as you undertook your own journey. 

We often underestimate the power of others to inspire, to give us ideas about what is possible, and how we could conduct ourselves. Yet human beings are profound followers of examples. Think about the last time you had to visit a memorial service for a friend, rela tive, or colleague. No matter what faith, most memorials are usually solemn affairs. People wear subdued clothing and talk in whispers. Others cry or appear sad. In general, these events are very subdued and reflective. 

Now imagine if you were to take someone to a memorial service who had never attended one before. It would probably be held in a funeral home or at a house of worship that was decorated somberly, and full of people who had come to comfort the family. Within seconds of entering the room—and without you saying 222 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

one word—your guest would quickly determine that this was not a place to be laughing loudly or acting foolishly. They would quickly glean from the faces and behavior of those around them how they should act. Within a few moments, they would probably be emulat ing what they saw around them, talking in the same hushed whispers and adapting a respectful behavior accordingly. 

This is a practical example of how human beings learn how to conduct themselves from the example of others. Commentator and author Malcolm Gladwell argues that behavior that we see in oth ers offers a guideline for how we ourselves should behave. We, in a sense, get “permission” from the environment around us about how we should act. Gladwell cites a number of instances where societies and individuals have sent messages about what is permissible and what is not. He points to the crackdown on crime in New York City in the 1990s and zero tolerance approaches to things such as subway graffiti as ways in which society set a powerful standard about what was, and was not, acceptable—a standard quickly embraced by all those who received it. On a sadder note, he highlights an epidemic of youth suicide in the Pacific Islands that was spurred by one very prominent example of a young man who took his life in response to a romance gone wrong. This event, unfortunately, gave permission to dozens of other young people to emulate the same behaviour. 

A former client of mine, Rowena, found herself serving as an example to countless others without even trying. When I began coaching her, she was the vice president of a multinational medical devices company. She was balancing raising a young and growing family with her partner, along with the demands of her job. She had even found time to complete her Executive MBA. When we met, she was looking to shift from the fast-paced executive life to a posi tion where she was more in control of her own workload and career direction. Through the A.I.M. process, she was able to identify and explore her options and, in a less than a year, had made a successful transition to setting up what would become a very successful stra tegic marketing consulting firm. 

As she settled into her new firm, Rowena was offered a part time teaching position at a local university. Intrigued, she began 
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teaching business courses and quickly found she liked working with the enthusiastic young students—especially the growing number of women who were enrolling in her classes. While she was enjoying the experience immensely, she discovered, quite by accident, that her new role was having completely unintended— but positive—consequences. 

After class one day, she was approached by a small group of her female students who, after some initial awkwardness about approaching their popular professor, asked her for career advice. In the discussion that followed, they confessed that they and their peers all saw her as a role model that they could only hope to emulate. As one student enthusiastically shared with her, “You have had such a great career so far, you’ve worked at the top ranks of a major corpo ration and now you have founded your own company! Do you know what learning about that does for women like us?” 

The example Rowena had set had an enormous impact, and yet she was completely unconscious of it. To her, it was just who she was, but to others who may have lacked role models, she was a shining example of how women could reach the highest levels of the execu tive suite and still craft their life on their own terms. 

Example clearly matters—so think about the example you can set for others at this point in the A.I.M. process. As someone who is in control of his or her destiny and is in a position to help others, you are on the way to becoming a person who can cause others to ques tion their own lives and begin to move in the same positive direction. You may not realize it, but simply by sharing your experience openly and willingly, you can serve as a powerful “permission model” for others who have not yet begun their journey, or even realized that reaching this point could be possible. 

Practical tips for inspiring and  making a difference 

Now that you are primed to begin the final two portions of the A.I.M. process—to “inspire” and “make a difference”—there are practical things you can do to make them happen. Consider the following five simple tips for putting this final stage of A.I.M. into action: 
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1. Don’t say “no,” ask “when?” 

As you begin to become a potential resource and model for others, you will receive calls and e-mails at convenient, and less than con venient, times. Your phone may ring as you are running through an airport or rushing to pick the kids up from daycare. On the other end of the phone there may be someone who, much like you in your initial stages of A.I.M., is making a cold or referred call. They may be a little unsure of themselves. They may think that you have more time to talk to them than is realistically possible. They may, in short, be bothering you—and that may make you frustrated. 

Our gut reaction when asked to do something that we do not have time for, or find inconvenient, is often a simple one. We say “no.” Saying “no” is easy. Researchers estimate that our parents said no to us more than 100,000 times before we turned eighteen. Hundreds of times each day, we answer in the negative to an incredible range of questions and options. Our own internal voices often tell us “no” in response to the many internal conversations we have each day. As life gets busier, we are programmed for “no” as we try to retain control of our schedules. 

So, when you receive that networking call from someone ask ing for your help, you will find yourself looking at your watch or your calendar and saying, “Gee, I’d like to meet you, but . . .” or “I don’t think I am the best person to help you.” In leaping to a nega tive response, you can always find a way to justify saying “no.” “It’s just this time,” you might say to yourself. Or, if you are completely honest with yourself, you could find yourself thinking, “This might be a little awkward, so I don’t really want to do this.” 

That is why, at this stage of A.I.M., your challenge is not to say “no,” but to ask “when.” Your task is to be open to meeting as many people as possible and to doing for them what others have done for you. Do not leap automatically to no; consider when. When can you meet with this person or give them some time on the phone? When are you able to give her or him the benefit of your experience and advice? This does not mean you have to drop everything and schedule the person in on the following day, but it does mean that you should honestly try to find time to talk with the person to help them. 
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“But, Jim,” some people ask, “suppose I know right from the start that I can’t help them?” Well, that is a good question, but let’s come back to it. When you are asked to take a meeting, you have only two options: 1) do it via phone, or 2) do it in person. If, from what they are telling you in their meeting request, you really don’t think you can help them as they are looking to explore an area that is outside your expertise, there is a simple way in which you can help. Sched ule a brief phone call with them. Be supportive and generous with your time as you speak with them, and endeavor to think of some one in your network whom you can refer them to, once you learn more about what they are seeking to do. If your network is active and growing, you should be able to find someone who may be able to help them or connect them with others who could. In the decades I have been practicing the A.I.M. method, I have yet to find someone whom, I absolutely could not help, either with a supportive word or by connecting them with someone else in my network. 

2. Share your network, don’t hoard it 

Human beings are naturally selfish. We often look for the possible negative outcome in any situation that involves giving up something we value in order to justify hanging on to it. In a networking situa tion, this can sometimes lead to what I call “hoarding” of contacts. Just as small children often clutch toys tightly to their chest and say “mine,” people are often reluctant to share their network for no reason other than they do not want others to access resources they think are theirs. 

Just as a child’s logic about being selfish is flawed, so too is this idea that networking contacts are resources that have to be hoarded, not shared. Networking, as a practice, only works well if the network continually grows and provides benefits for everyone in it through the addition of new people. Networking is not like gold—contacts do not maintain their value if you refuse to share them. Networking contacts value their connection to you, in part, because you are help ing connect them with others. Your first reaction when meeting with a new networking contact should be an open and honest feeling of “who can I connect this person with who can help them?” 
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This is not to say that you should immediately connect a new networking contact with every possible person in your network. One of the reasons people in your network value your referrals is that they know you will only refer others to them if you feel it is an appropriate contact. Sometimes, you will meet with people who do not make you comfortable, or who you feel may not represent you well to others. If this is the case, feel free to tell the person, “I can’t think of anyone I know who would be a good contact for you,” but then offer suggestions about where they might go next in following up some of the things you have discussed. Use this option rarely, however. Your default position should be an openness and willing ness to help. 

With such an orientation, the connections you can broker can be quite unexpected and valuable. Through the occasional coach ing I do for business school graduates, I met Sayeed, a young man who was a mid-level executive in the packaging industry who was using the MBA program to explore a possible career change. While we were working through the networking stage of the A.I.M. pro cess, he mentioned one of his former work colleagues who was now moving to a senior position with an overseas bank. As luck would have it, Sarah, another of my student coaching clients, was strug gling to establish some networking contacts in the financial services industry. I asked Sayeed if he could broker a connection between Sarah and his colleague, and he quickly agreed without any hesita tion. Within weeks, the two had met and found common ground. In fact, through her networking with Sayeed’s colleague, Sarah was offered a position in the bank. Both of them were grateful to Sayeed for making the connection and they became the nucleus of a new part of Sayeed’s network that began to reach into the financial ser vices industry. 

3. Share your own example 

Most people are naturally understated. We do not generally walk down the street yelling about our accomplishments at the top of our lungs. Instead, even when we are successful, we tend to downplay our successes lest we be taken for a braggart or someone who is full 

A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N | 227 

 

of their own importance. We are even more likely to do this around others who may not be enjoying a comparable level of success, be cause we do not want to seem competitive or that we are belittling their contributions. 

While these are good cautions, we often err too much on the side of modesty. In keeping our experiences to ourselves, we often deprive others of the example that our success could offer them. If you are truly sincere as you talk about what you are doing and how you have learned through your own experience, others will see that you are not bragging or stretching the truth. 

4. Be open to serendipity 

As people begin to actively network, they often put unconscious filters and barriers up when they are meeting people in their growing circle of contacts. Human beings have an unconscious predisposition to surround themselves with like-minded people—those who share similar educational backgrounds, family types, common interests, etc. This predisposition, when it creeps into networking, can often limit the breadth and depth of your potential network. 

Be conscious of this predisposition. If you can keep it under con trol and not let it limit the scope of people you can possibly meet, you will find yourself experiencing serendipity—random good fortune— quite often with those you meet. 

I recently coached Jessica, a professional magician, and recom mended that others in my network meet with her as she explores her own options. However, when I have asked others to consider meeting with her, many people have raised their eyebrows, saying, “You want me to meet with a what?” Right away, many people doubt there would be value in meeting with someone who pulls rabbits out of hats or saws people in half. A few contacts have politely de clined. But most have been open to meeting Jessica and discussing her own journey of self-discovery. By choosing to take a chance and see what happens, they have met an intelligent and very skilled young woman who takes very creative approaches to solving her problems. They have also met someone who has connected them to a broader network of people that they may never have been able to 228 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

meet before—actors, artists, producers, and entertainers. By being open to the serendipity inherent in meeting many different types of people, they have broadened their networks in ways they never could have imagined. 

5. Find more ways to give (and give  

more as you succeed) 

As you move forward and become the open, networked person that you know you can be, consider the many ways that you can give back in addition to helping others through the A.I.M. process. If you do not regularly give to charities, consider doing so. Think about the issues you care about, find a few charities that deal with them, and plan your giving accordingly. Think about how you can spend your time supporting causes you care about by attending benefits, concerts, or other events that bring together like-minded people who care. If you are at a stage in your career where you can give some of your time to a cause, consider serving on the board of directors for a community organization. You will meet other people who are engaged in their community and are committed to mak ing a difference. 

As most people move forward through their careers and lives, their income increases. If this is the case for you, consider sharing your success with others by ensuring that your charitable dona tions increase as your income does. My co-author Alex and his wife Karen, for example, create a charitable giving plan each year when they do their taxes. This gives them a set time each year when they sit down, review how well they have done in the preceding year, and how they can share a portion of that success with others through charities they support. Other people I know follow the example set by their faith, and tithe a certain percentage of their income to good works each year. The bottom line is that success comes with the obligation to share and to help others. By doing so, you are serving as an example for others to follow. You are also opening yourself up to new experiences, new networks, and new ways to express and reinforce your giving orientation. 
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Henry’s story: The final stages of A.I.M. 

throw an unexpected curve 

Throughout the book, we have been relating portions of Henry’s journey through the A.I.M. process. When we last touched base, he had explored his options through dozens of different meetings and had begun to build a solid network, while maintaining his commit-ment to his current employer as he waited to see what happened to the organization. Despite this commitment, I found Henry was becoming more and more excited about the possibilities he was un covering through his networking. While he had planned to stay with his current employer for the short-term, I found him increasingly interested in moving on. “Jim,” he said one day over coffee, “there is just so much opportunity out there that I think I may leave sooner rather than later.” 

Exactly one week after he made that pronouncement, fate intervened—as it often does—throwing him a curve ball. Henry and the rest of the senior management team were called into the boardroom for an unscheduled meeting with their CEO. He promptly announced that the rumored merger of the firm with a competitor was going ahead sooner than anyone could have imagined. He as sured the executives that they would all have a position of some kind in the new organization. Moreover, as they all held varying stakes in the company, all members of the executive team would receive a 50 percent premium on their shares as a reward for their work with the firm, and as an incentive to stay and support the newly merged company. This generosity came with a catch, however. While mem bers of the senior team, including Henry, stood to make a consid erable amount from the takeover, the company was structuring the payments so that half would be paid once the deal was complete and the remainder would be held back for three years. If the managers left the company during that time, they would forfeit this premium. In the financial world, this is what we refer to as “golden handcuffs”— they may look good, but they trap you nonetheless. 

When Henry settled into the chair opposite my desk on the day after the surprise meeting, his head was swimming. “I’m glad that 230 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

they want me to stay with the company and I think there could be some good opportunities,” he said, “but three years is a long time to wait. I have built up some good momentum with my networking and I don’t want to put that on hold. What am I going to do now?” 

Rather than tell Henry what I thought, I reverted to “coach mode” and asked him a series of questions about how he was feel ing about this sudden development. Henry revealed that he was definitely of two minds about the opportunity. On the one hand, the premium he would receive on his stake in the company was a considerable sum of money—enough to make him and his family financially secure. On the other hand, he recognized that it could be a tough three years with the newly merged company. While they had guaranteed him some form of position, there was no telling where he might end up in the new structure. For all he knew, he might end up relegated to a back office in a position that was com pletely ill suited for him. He was also uncovering some very prom ising opportunities through his networking, and by putting those on hold he might be turning down something that would truly be his “dream job.” 

The more Henry and I talked about his decision, the more I real ized that he had truly moved into the tenth and final stage of A.I.M. While this change could have a tremendous impact on him person ally, most of his comments were about the impact his decision would have on others. He talked about how, by staying, he could help his colleagues weather the change. He discussed whether he would have time for his family in the hectic environment of a newly merged firm. He even talked about the example he might set for others by turning down a lucrative arrangement to pursue his own path. 

I let Henry discuss his feelings for some time, and then tried to focus his thinking with one question: “Henry, if you had to pick an ideal path forward right now, what would it be?” 

He paused for a moment, pursed his lips, and then chuckled. “Jim, it’s probably totally unrealistic, but I’d like it if I could stay at the firm and help them get through the merger, but only if I could keep networking and exploring the world outside. It’s just too much fun to not do that.” 
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“Well, Henry,” I said, “it’s realistic until someone tells you not to do it. Suppose you were to pose that question to your CEO and see what he has to say?” 

Henry quickly agreed, leaving my office with a bounce in his step and a new perspective on his new work situation. The next morning, he met with his CEO over coffee, and sketched out his situation. As Henry later told me, he explained simply that he was excited about what was happening and then asked a basic question: “What can I do to help you make this happen?” 

Henry found that his CEO was incredibly open to his honesty and his offer to help. In the conversation that followed, his CEO outlined the sheer number of details that the company now had to manage with respect to the merger. They were confident of the value that the newly merged company could provide in the market, but they were facing an overwhelming avalanche of details that the team would have to wade through before the deal could be finalized. Issues such as bringing two staff cultures together, amalgamating locations and offices, securing bridge financing for the venture, communicat ing with customers and suppliers—the list was long and complex, and it was clear to Henry that his superior was finding it stressful. “Henry, this merger will be good, but few of us have been through this before,” he confided. “It’s too bad we don’t have someone in either company who has.” 

“Well,” Henry replied, “I haven’t been through a merger, but I do know someone who should be able to help.” 

If you recall from our previous chapter, in the course of his networking efforts Henry had met with Joel, the head of a venture capital firm who had helped him understand the world of financing, mergers, and acquisitions. His advice to Henry had been to gain a few more years of experience before exploring the world of invest ment firms, advice that Henry had taken to heart. He had kept in touch with Joel as his network continued to grow, and now, Henry was in the unique position of being able to offer to connect his CEO with Joel—someone who could help him with the upcoming merger. A quick e-mail from Henry brought Joel into the loop, and a few days later, both of them were having an animated breakfast conversation 232 | A . I . M .  I N   C O N S T A N T   M O T I O N  

 

with Henry’s CEO to discuss some of the issues the company was facing. 

In the next few weeks, things moved fairly quickly. Joel’s firm was retained to advise Henry’s company on the financial aspects of the merger. More importantly, the CEO asked Henry to take respon sibility for liaising with Joel, and gave him responsibility for several of the key stakeholder issues. In asking Henry to shepherd supplier and client relations over the merger period, he specifically singled out his growing external network and ability to broker new relationships as the reason behind his choice. “We need someone who can keep a lot of people happy and in the tent, Henry,” he explained. “And from what I’ve seen, that’s you.” 

Henry was a little dazed as he explained this turn of events to me. “Jim, I could never have done this just a few years ago, and now look where I have ended up.” With this appointment, Henry now had a respected position in his firm that essentially gave him the opportunity to continue to enhance his network while learning more about the broader business world. Moreover, the next three years leading up to his payout would be challenging and full of personal and professional growth. 

When I last touched base with Henry, he was thriving in his new position. The merger had gone more smoothly than people had ex pected. He had also taken on a new and unexpected role in the newly merged company. A younger generation of leadership was moving up the ranks of the firm and now looked to him as a mentor. In addition to his external network, he was actively coaching several protégés within the firm, connecting them with others in his network and advising them on their professional and personal challenges. One of his new colleagues had told him in an unguarded moment that others in the firm saw him as a model of what an executive could be. “You’re out there representing the company, you are on top of your game, yet you always have time for people like us,” he had said. “You have no idea how much we respect that.” 

Henry shared that story with me with some amusement, and then went on to add that he and his wife were already thinking about what they could do with the delayed bonus when the three years were 
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up. “We know we will probably travel and put some aside for retire ment,” Henry confided, “but we’re also thinking about setting up a foundation to promote education. We haven’t thought through the details yet, but we both decided that some of this should go back to where it can do some good for people we don’t even know yet.” 

Rarely in my coaching career have I seen such a complete— and rewarding—transformation. From a person who was unhappy and unsure of what he wanted to do, Henry had grown through the various A.I.M. stages into a confident executive who was in control of his life and loving his work. His open and engaging orientation, and the network he had developed because of it, had not gone un noticed by either his CEO or his colleagues. He now found himself becoming not only a leader within the executive team, but also a role model for other employees across the organization. And to top it off, his financial position had improved to the extent that he and his wife could now think about what they could do to give back to the community. 

“Part of me wants to say I’ve been lucky, Jim,” he confided to me, “but I know that the method helped prepare me for the opportunity that came along. Without that, I would never have been able to even think about what I am doing now.” 

Our journey together is over, 

but yours continues 

With the close of this chapter, our journey together through the A.I.M. process also comes to a close. We began at a starting point of uncertainty and questioning, but began to move forward. We have progressed through a series of exercises that have helped you to get to know yourself better, moving on to others that have helped you begin to identify what you want to do and—more importantly—how to achieve it. You’ve been shown how to prioritize your options and conduct research with respect to them. Through the networking portions of the process, you have begun to build the most impor tant resource to help you explore and realize your new directions—a broad network of people who can connect you with others and provide you with opportunities and information. 
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Finally, in this chapter, we have explained the ultimate conclu sion of A.I.M.—to allow you to inspire others and make a difference not only with respect to yourself, but also those around you. If you have successfully completed the A.I.M. process, you are now a rar ity among others—someone who has identified what they want to do with a method to achieve it. Through this process, you have left the ranks of those who want to make change happen but can’t quite figure out how, and have now become one of those few individuals who can make change happen for themselves. You can now help make change happen for others. As you move forward, take your duty of serving as an inspirational example and as a coach and confidant to heart. By helping others change as you yourself have changed, the world can change in turn. 

As we close this book, consider the following words from the German thinker Goethe: Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it. 

Be bold. Be thoughtful. Be thorough. And A.I.M. high. 
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EPIL It is confidence in our bodies, minds, and spirits that 

allows us to keep looking for new adventures, new directions to grow in, and new lessons to learn— which is what life is all about. 

—Oprah Winfrey 

 

As Alex and I finish our work on this book, the world economy is still very much in flux. Some markets are still experiencing high levels of unemployment, growing uncertainty, downsizing in the workplace, and rising feelings of despair and hopelessness. Others are beginning to show some initial signs of recovery, but many of these signs are tenuous and have yet to take root to the extent that they can overcome the fear and wariness that began to sweep across the world in 2008. 

Such an uncertain economy would seem like an unlikely place for a new beginning for your career and life. But that is exactly what dozens of my coaching clients have found over the years. I have lived and worked through several major and minor recessions. During all of them, the A.I.M. method has helped people focus, overcome their challenges, and move their lives forward. 
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My work with Mike in the recession that followed the horrors of the 9/11 attacks offers a good example. He was a graduate of a business school at one of the major universities I work with. One day when I was on campus coaching some MBA students, a professor approached me to ask me for a favor for a former student of his. 

He explained that Mike had been an exemplary student in the school’s Executive MBA program just a few years earlier. The program took a grueling two years to complete and saw professionals devote thirty hours per week to their studies, over and above their demanding day jobs. Mike, the professor explained, had passed through the program with flying colors, but was now facing some significant challenges. 

I invited Mike to my home for our initial chat. On the surface, he was upbeat and pleasant, discussing his career and professional interests. His expertise was in marketing, but he was well versed in IT. His previous employer, an international retail company, had earmarked him as a high-potential senior manager and paid for his MBA. I could see, however, that Mike’s story was a good front that masked some serious worries on his part. 

After he had completed his MBA, Mike explained, things began to go badly for him. The executive who had encouraged him to do his MBA had left the company suddenly. His new manager didn’t necessarily see value in the MBA the company had paid for—or in Mike for that matter. After some awkwardness and some uncertain performance feedback, Mike decided to move on, joining an entrepreneurial IT company that appeared to have a strong future. Unfortunately, he joined just in time for the dot-com implosion and the downturn that followed 9/11. 

By the time Mike met me, he had been out of work for a year, pounding the pavement between meetings and interviews. He was running short of money and was wondering how he could contrib ute his share to his family’s mortgage payments and support his two growing boys. On the verge of personal bankruptcy, he was working in a lumberyard just to get by. 

In many ways, he was already practicing many of the compo nents of the A.I.M. method. He was an articulate networker who 
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had packaged himself well. But for whatever reason, his efforts were not paying off. And that presented me with a challenge—what more could I do to help this guy? 

After I had heard Mike’s story, I realized that the last thing he needed was another person to feel sorry and empathize with him. Instead, I reviewed every component of his search strategy with him, asking critical questions about what he had, and hadn’t, done. It quickly became apparent that he was lacking in two key areas of the A.I.M. method. His networking approach definitely needed work, and his toolkit could use some serious improvement. 

With respect to networking, he had been active, but had con fined himself to a narrow segment of potential contacts, which he had almost exhausted. It was clear to me that he needed to refresh his efforts and refocus on other markets related to the options he had identified. I was happy to provide him with some additional research suggestions and even offered some initial contacts from my own network that he could explore, which he pursued eagerly and productively. 

With respect to his toolkit, Mike faced some definite challenges. While he was articulate, he had not yet figured out how to position his story to interest those in his network or potential employers. He came across as a little confused and unfocused when he talked about his experience and the possible contribution he could make to a new workplace. We worked on improving his elevator speech about himself, his needs, and what he had to offer others. We also focused on the ways he could approach future networking meetings in terms of their purpose and his expectations. 

After several months of hard work on these and other fronts, Mike had a breakthrough. He landed a contract position back in the retail business and, while impressing his new employer, used it to continue expanding his network and investigating his opportu nities through the A.I.M. method. With this change of fortune, he was pumped, gave great value to his employer, and became quite an expert in the marketing/technology field. As the end of his con-tract approached, he new the odds weren’t great that it would be extended. Re-energized, he hit the ground running and ramped up 240 | A . I . M .  I N   A   S H I F T I N G   M A R K E T  

 

his networking even further. From his growing network of contacts, Mike was able to land another contract position that, in turn, led to a full-time position in the field. Within several months of address ing his issues and renewing his networking, Mike was able to get his career—and his life—back on track. 

Today, many years later, Mike is an A.I.M. success story. Master of his own fate, he is in a senior consulting role with an international technology company, working from his family’s new home in the country. Mike has also turned into a bit of an apostle of the A.I.M. method, and is helping others deal with the same types of circum stances in which he found himself. 

So what worked for Mike? His persistence, diligence, and open ness to outside advice were a perfect match for the rigorous method of A.I.M. Together, these factors helped him address a major challenge that could have kept others stalled in the lumberyard. Today, Mike continues to practice A.I.M. principles and knows that if another downturn comes, he is better prepared than ever to move forward and remain the “boss” of his career. 

As Mike’s journey from the lumberyard back to the top ranks of his career shows, downturns can be opportunities. There are also opportunities if you find yourself starting the A.I.M. process when others would say you are on top of your game. I’ve had numerous clients who needed a process to move ahead, despite appearing to an outside observer to be focused, achieving their dreams, and benefit ing from an upswing in their segment of the economy. 

As the financial crisis began to take hold across the world in 2008, I began coaching Samir, a young executive in his early thirties who, at first glance, didn’t seem to need the help that I could provide. 

Samir came to me upon the recommendation of a colleague of his who had worked with me previously. We met at my home office and, as we settled into the easy chairs over a coffee, I took stock of what appeared to be a very self-assured person. He had greeted me warmly and, in response to my question “tell me about yourself,” had told a very straightforward and well-organized story. After graduating with his MBA several years ago, he had begun working for an insurance company and had risen to a senior position in the 
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financial services department. Married with a small child, he and his wife were looking forward to building a good life together in the coming years, as he hit his stride as a professional. 

As he spoke, I was already feeling challenged and wondered what value I could potentially provide to Samir. In an economy that was moving sideways, he had a good job and seemed to be focused and comfortable enough to move forward in his career. In short, he seemed to have everything under control—so why had he been referred to me? 

When Samir began discussing where he wanted to move in his career path, however, the picture became a little more cloudy. 

“I’ve already identified several possible options I’d like to ex plore, Jim, I just need to get moving—so I’d like some advice.” He then shared a list of possible new career options, all of which were in the alternative energy field. As we talked, Samir told me he was concerned that the insurance company was not dynamic enough for him, and that he was very interested in all the attention that was being focused on newer, environmental firms. He clearly became excited and engaged as he talked about the opportunities in this field, and the long-term nature of the type of business leadership that would be required to help society deal with its environmental challenges. 

“I am really interested in this field,” he added. “I just need a strat egy to explore my options further.” 

While I was impressed with Samir’s passion for this new career options, his idea of making a foray into a new market during a reces sion raised a few red flags for me. Potential employers and networking contacts might think, “Wait a minute—you have a great life now and you want to rush off and try something new in the worst job market in a generation?” If they did respond that way, they might not see Samir as a serious professional—or worse, see him as someone who took his current opportunities for granted. I was also concerned that he had assumed that he would be a fine fit for the alternative energy field, without having first checked on whether he was qualified and would be taken seriously. 

I broached both concerns with him, frankly advising that, unless he dealt with these concerns, his networking strategy might fail just 242 | A . I . M .  I N   A   S H I F T I N G   M A R K E T  

 

as he came out of the gate. “Aren’t you concerned,” I asked, “that if you can’t explain why you want to move on, others might think you are taking a good position for granted? Don’t you think that some firms might think, ‘Wait, he’s an insurance guy.What does he know about alternative energy?’ ” 

Samir gave me a funny look, but then the light began to dawn on his face. “I never thought of it that way, Jim,” he replied. “I’ve been thinking about this from my viewpoint so far, and haven’t thought what others might think. I’m not in a hurry—so let’s do this right.” We rolled up our sleeves and got to work. 

Our first task was to work on his elevator speech to address questions around why he wanted to explore options beyond his current career and why he was interested in alternative energy. With this in hand, we then moved on to his research and net working strategy. I quickly determined that he was looking at all the companies that were in the alternative energy market. With such a breadth of possible areas to explore, this made any effec tive strategy almost impossible to succeed. Through some ques tions and further research, we were able to identify a subset of alternative energy firms that he could explore as a starting point. We then moved on to his networking strategy. Samir already had some networks in place and had made some initial contacts, but had not conducted thorough research or mapped out his course of action. Through our discussion, we identified some sources in the industry he might want to explore, such as associations, universi ties, and venture capital firms. 

With this strategy—and a good elevator speech—in place, Samir was now ready to move on to explore his options properly. As he began meeting with networking contacts, he found many were very sensitive about the uncertain nature of the current job market. In these cases, he found that the work he had done to tailor his message to this market paid off handsomely. Within a few weeks, he realized that he had a lot to learn about the environmental business world. He redoubled his networking efforts and began serving on the board of a non-governmental organization (NGO) working in his area to pick up some more practical intelligence and experience in the area. 
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While Samir’s journey remained a work in progress at the time of writing, it does illustrate that even outwardly successful people who are secure in a shifting market can find value in the A.I.M. method—particularly its emphasis on how your search will be per ceived by those you contact. 

As you consider your own position in the world that is emerging from a recession, think of Mike and Samir. In one case, a profes sional was broadsided by an economic downturn and found himself working in a lumberyard to make ends meet while he got back on his feet. In the other, a professional with everything going for him still needed a method, and some advice, to explore his options during a recession. In each case, A.I.M. gave them a method to follow as they assessed what they wanted and then moved forward—and it can be just as useful to you, no matter where you find yourself in this uncertain economy. 




Further Reading  

Recommendations 

APPENDIX

 

There are literally thousands of books you can read about self improvement, coaching, or identifying what you want to do in life. The books listed below offer a different perspective, asking you to step outside many of the books that are often circular, self-serving and, at the end of the day, tell you things you already know. 

These four books (two of which we mentioned in this book) will give you that different perspective on why people give, the roles people play in society, and how individuals can truly make a difference: 

Arthur C. Brooks. Who Really Cares. New York: Basic Books, 2006. This is a good book about who gives to charity in the United States and why. If you want to learn more about how your own giving behavior may be influenced by your upbringing, religious/secular orienta tion, or other factors, this book works well to provide an interesting perspective that has attracted criticism and praise from different commentators. 
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Bill Cohen. Life Mapping. New York: Harper Collins, 1998. Cohen’s book outlines how you can explore the “four dimensions” of your personality that A.I.M. uses as the basis of the windowpane exercise. As we point out, people often ignore the other dimensions of their lives in favor of focusing exclusively on their professional achievements— something that Cohen’s book does an excellent job of explaining. 

Malcolm Gladwell.  The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. New York: Little Brown and Company, 2000. Gladwell bills this book as one that is about “how little things make a big difference.” Aside from the points we noted in A.I.M. (such as his observations about permission models and the role of connectors), his book offers an engagingly written examination of how he thinks things in society really work. 

Greg Mortenson and David Oliver Relin.  Three Cups of Tea: One Man’s Mission to Promote Peace . . . One School at a Time. New York: Viking Press, 2006. 

If ever you doubt that one individual can overcome significant obstacles and have an unimaginable impact on the world, read this book. Greg Mortensen was a mountain climber who, while working as a nurse, was living out of his car. A change of direction while climbing Pakistan’s K2 saw him begin building schools for deprived communities in the high Himalayas. Now, decades later, reading about the impact that basic education is having on these communities is truly inspiring. 
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