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IN TR O D U C TIO N :
Y E L L O W -E Y E D  C ATS

Paddyôs idea w asnôt the m ost daring
in the class.

W hen you first m et him , you
could tell he cam e from  a m ilitary
background. It w as evident in his
stanceð stoic and som ew hat
intim idating. H e w ent to boarding
school in N orthern Ireland from  age
seven to eighteen and then joined



the Royal M arines, w here he served
for ten years.

C ivilian life scared him , and
after leaving the m ilitary, he quickly
sought out the safety net of a job
w ithin a large corporation and a
regim ented schedule. A journalist,
he m oved around the w orld quite a
bit, finding w ork at places like the
BBC and CN BC. ñIôm  som ething of
a com pany m an,ò he w ould later tell
m e.

W hen I m et him  he w as at
Stanford University on a one-year
fellow ship for m idcareer
journalists. H e w as taking a class of
m ine, ñThe D esigner in Society,ò



w hich encourages students to
exam ine and take control of their
lives. Iôve been a professor of
engineering at Stanford for fifty-tw o
years, and along the w ay Iôve m et
too m any engineers w ho once
dream ed of starting a com pany of
their ow nð and instead ended up
w orking for large Silicon Valley
com panies and never taking that big
step tow ard m aking their dream s a
reality. O nly a sm all percentage
ever follow ed through on w hat they
really w anted to do w ith their lives,
and I hoped to do som ething to
change that. H aving talent and good
ideas is only part of the equation.



The next stepð the harder stepð is
the doing, taking the responsibility
for designing success in your ow n
life.

In 1969 I created m y ñD esigner
in Societyò class as a w ay to
encourage students to think
differently about how  they achieve
goals in their livesð to get them  to
stop thinking w istfully about
possibilities and start actually
doing.1 In developing the course, I
em ployed principles that w e now
call ñdesign thinkingò (a big
concept w eôll get into a bit later) as
w ell as a series of ideas and
exercises Iôve found to be useful in



assisting people to break through
w alls that are m ostly of their ow n
m aking.

A t the heart of the course is a
self-selected term  project: students
m ust either do som ething they have
w anted to do but never done, or
handle som ething that is a problem
in their lives. I am  available to
discuss their choices. I em phasize
that it is their project, how ever, and
that they are doing it for them selves,
not for m e. Ultim ately they decide
w hich projects to w ork on. I donôt
decide w hether theyôre good enough
or big enough, and I donôt grade on
anything other than w hether they do



w hat they set out to do. If they
finish, they pass. If they donôt, they
donôt get credit.

O ne of the m ost im portant
lessons students take aw ay from  the
class is to be honest w ith
them selvesð really deep-dow n
honest. The m ore self-aw are you
can becom e, the happier you can be;
by better understanding your
m otivations and identity, you can
figure out how  to design your life to
be m ore satisfying and fulfilling.

Paddy dug deep and cam e to the
realization that although he had
thrived in every institution he w as
part of, he had never been really



happy. That w as in part because he
had a very conflicted relationship
w ith authority and the large m edia
organization he belonged to. H e had
sought it out because it w as w hat he
knew , yet he also resented and
rebelled against it because he
w anted som ething m ore personally
satisfying. O nce he realized and
acknow ledged this fact, he w as able
to use that know ledge.

For his project, Paddy decided
to produce his ow n radio show .

W hen he com pared his idea to
othersô, he w asnôt sure it stacked up
very w ell. A fter all, w e had
students doing things that seem ed on



the surface m uch m ore exciting (one
student w as going to hurl him self
out of an airplane!), creative
(building a rocket), or am bitious
(students turning their bodies into
m achines to prepare for their first
triathlons).

For Paddy a radio show  w as a
m ajor undertaking, and it took him  a
w hile to realize w hy he w as so
draw n to it. H e had been a radio
reporter, but never a producer. For
the first tim e in his life he w ould be
m aking som ething from  his ow n
ideas, w ithout oversight. It was a
daring choice for him , akin to
starting his ow n business.



I N O W  T EA C H  M Y  class at one of
the w orldôs leading centers for
innovation, the H asso Plattner
Institute of D esign at Stanford,
com m only called the d.school,
w here I am  the academ ic director
and one of the founders. Itôs gotten
pretty fam ousð the W all Street
Journal called it ñthe hottest
graduate program ,ò and w e have
m ore students signing up for our
classes than w e have seats for
them .2 The d.school is not linked to
any particular departm ent but
instead brings together students and
faculty from  m any disciplines to
create an environm ent that fosters



creativity, innovation, and
collaboration.

W hat the d.school does for
students is open up their w orlds,
challenging their ñautom aticò
thinking and assum ptions and
show ing them  the vast m ultitude of
possibilities around them . W e w rite
on w hiteboards, Post-it notes, and
napkins. W e try things. W e fail. W e
try again. W e fail better. W e get
things right in w ays w e m ight never
have im agined, and w e gain a better
understanding about ourselves and
others in the process.

M any w ho have taken m y
course over the years credit it w ith



helping them  achieve significant
personal and professional
successes in their lives, and I have
gone on to conduct w orkshops
throughout the w orld based on the
concepts taught in the class. Itôs
em pow ering to realize you have
m ore control than you ever knew
over w hat you achieve in life. W hen
you are not happy w ith an aspect of
your life, you can change it! Really,
you can.

In m y class students have
designed and built m usical
instrum ents, furniture, vehicles, and
clothing. Theyôve w ritten books,
poetry, and m usic. Theyôve flow n



and jum ped out of various aircraft,
done stand-up com edy, and driven
racing cars. Theyôve learned how  to
cook, w eld, tend bar, speak new
languages, and save lives. Theyôve
repaired relationships w ith parents,
siblings, and friends. Theyôve run
m arathons, lost w eight, and braved
the w ilderness.

O ne of the m ost inspiring
projects I w atched unfold w as that
of a student nam ed Joel w ho
reconciled w ith his father tw o
m onths before his father died
unexpectedly of an aortic aneurysm .
Thirty years later I still feel tears of
joy w ell up in m y eyes w henever I



run into Joel, his w ife, or his
children.

The father of another student,
Cyndie, had alw ays prohibited her
from  riding a m otorcycle because
heôd suffered a terrible accident
w hen he w as younger. N aturally,
Cyndie w anted to learn to ride one.
She decided to buy a m otorcycle
and learn to drive it as her project.
Several m onths after m y class, Bill,
one of her form er draw ing
instructors, w as standing in front of
his design office in Palo A lto w hen
she rode up on her m otorcycle and
asked if he w ould like to go for a
ride. H e got on, thinking she m eant



around the block. Forty-five
m inutes later they arrived at the
beach. That w as tw enty-eight years
ago. They now  have three grow n
children together.

A nother w om an in m y class
overcam e her fear of w ater and
learned to sw im . I ran into her som e
m onths later and she told m e she
w as learning Italian, having felt
em pow ered by her first endeavor in
m y class. A few  years after that she
earned special training certificates
that enabled her to change her
career fieldð all thanks to the
m om entum  and inspiration gained
from  developing her achievem ent



habit.
W hat she and other students

dem onstrate not only in class but
also in their lives after graduation
is that achievem ent can be learned.
It is a m uscle, and once you learn to
flex it, thereôs no end to w hat you
can accom plish in life.

O ne of m y favorite things to do
w ith a group is to ask people to
think about w ho stops them  from
accom plishing the things they w ant.
Itôs alw ays entertaining to listen to
them  explain how  their parents,
spouses, children, colleagues,
bossesð you nam e itð prevent them
from  reaching their goals. These



perceived obstacles are sim ply
excuses; in alm ost every case, w hen
you really dig dow n, itôs you w ho
are sabotaging yourself.

Yes, som etim es there are real
external obstacles, and m ost people
donôt realize that they have the
pow er to overcom e them . I once
interview ed a job applicant w ho
told m e of her encounter w ith
pirates w hen she and her boyfriend
w ere sailing around the w orld.
W hile the boat w as anchored off the
coast of Indonesia, she w as
sunbathing w hile he w ent into tow n.
Suddenly she heard a noise and saw
heavily arm ed m en boarding their



boat. They pointed guns at her and
dem anded m oney. Vulnerable and
alone, w ith no m oney to give them ,
she kept her com posure and w as
able to convince them  that the
pow dered m ilk she had on board
w as a w orthy replacem ent for cash.
She appealed to their parental
instincts, know ing m ilk w as hard to
com e by and that they probably
desperately needed som e for their
children. They accepted the m ilk
w ith gratitude and left her and the
boat unharm ed. A fter hearing her
unique solution and adm iring her
clearheadedness, I hired her on the
spot.



That said, m ost of the tim e there
are no pirates. W e sim ply stop
ourselves.

To dem onstrate this in m y class,
I ask for a volunteer to com e to the
front of the room . W hen he is
standing in front of m e, I hold out a
w ater bottle (or other object) and
say, ñPlease try to take it aw ay from
m e.ò The volunteer w ill tug at the
bottleð at first tentatively, because
Iôm  older and look w eaker, and then
m ore forcefully w hen he realizes I
have it firm ly in m y grasp.
Eventually I ask the student to stop
trying.

I then ask him  to listen carefully



to m y next instruction. This tim e I
say, ñPlease take the bottle from
m e.ò W hat follow s is essentially the
sam e action as before, w ith m ore
force and m aybe som e tw isting
added. Som etim es heôll decide to
change tactics and ask m e to hand it
over. I alw ays refuse.

Finally I ask him , ñD o you have
a younger sibling or cousin?ò I then
ask the student to im agine that I am
that person, w eôre both kids, and
there are no parents around.
Furtherm ore, I tell him  to im agine
the situation has gotten very
annoying, and it is tim e for him  to
reclaim  the bottle from  m e. Then I



repeat the instruction, ñTake the
bottle from  m e.ò

Participants w ho get w hat Iôm
driving at sim ply w hisk the object
out of m y hand, leaving m e no tim e
to resist. I am  overpow ered by their
intention to take the object. They
have m anifested a dynam ic, elegant
flow  of intention to do, w hich is in
sharp contrast to their previous
static, tentative attem pt at doing.
Even better, in taking the object they
usually actually exert less force
than they did before.

I use this exercise to show  that
w hen you do, you are using power;
w hen you try, you are using force.



In life, if you w ant to get things
done, it is m uch better to be
pow erful than to be forceful.

O f course the sw itch isnôt so
easy to m ake in real life. W eôve all
had the experience of m aking up our
m inds to do som ething and then not
doing itð N ew  Yearôs resolutions,
exercise, fidelity, deadlines, and
w ork habits being just a few
exam ples. In order to m ake the
sw itch w e m ust understand our
behavior. The classic m odel (and
popular w isdom ) says that w e think
things through first and then act on
our thoughts. Interestingly, this does
not hold up in clinical testing.



By decoding local patterns of
M RI signals in various brain
regions, clinicians have show n that
the brain can send m otor signals for
actions before the brain consciously
form s the actual thoughts that
account for the actions. You do
w hat you do, and then you m ake up
the reason for doing it. M ost of our
action is m ore the result of habit
than reasoning. So that leads to a
question: H ow  do you bridge the
gap betw een trying and doing,
betw een talking about som ething
and acting on it, and ultim ately
betw een failure and success?

In this book youôll find stories,



advice, and exercises designed to
help you create a different
experience in your lifeð experience
being the real teacher. W hen w e
established the d.school at Stanford,
w e w ere determ ined to create
experiences w here students deal
w ith real people, solve real
problem s, and m ake a difference.
The results have been hugely
gratifying. The students have gained
a sense of purpose, m astery, and
intrinsic m otivation. A m agical
thing happens: the grade is no
longer a useful or m eaningful
m otivator. Intrinsic m otivation has
taken over, and the w ork is its ow n



rew ard.
By the end of the book, as a

reader you w ill understand:

Å W hy trying is not good enough
and how  it is very different
from  doing.

Å W hy excuses, even legitim ate
ones, are self-defeating.

Å H ow  to change your self-im age
into one of a doer and achiever,
and w hy this is im portant.

Å H ow  subtle language changes
can resolve existential
dilem m as and also barriers to
action.

Å H ow  to build resiliency by



reinforcing w hat you do (your
action) rather than w hat you
accom plish, so you can easily
recover from  tem porary
setbacks.

Å H ow  to train yourself to ignore
distractions that prevent you
from  achieving your goals.

Å H ow  to be open to learning
from  your ow n experience and
that of others.

The m ind is trickier than w e
think and is alw ays w orking w ith
our egos to sabotage our best
intentions. Thatôs the hum an
condition. W hat w e have going for



us is that, if w e choose to, w e can
be m indful about controlling our
intentions to create habits that m ake
our lives better.

The ideas in this book are
rooted in the design thinking
tradition. W hereas others have
applied its tenets in organizational
innovation and change,3 I have
chosen to focus on personal
transform ation and em pow erm ent.
Stanfordôs d.school is a pioneer in
the design thinking m ovem ent, and
as one of its founders I have
w itnessed intense interest from  all
sectors of education, industry, and
governm ent.



A w onderful book called The
Adjusted Am erican, a now
som ew hat outdated sociology text,
attem pts to explain the everyday
neuroses of the average A m erican.4
In it is a great story about the
authorsô three-year-old son. The
boy had know n only tw o cats, both
Siam ese, a breed w ith blue eyes.
O ne day a Persian cat appeared and
the boy squatted dow n on the
sidew alk for a better look.
Suddenly he jum ped up and ran into
the house, shouting, ñI saw  a cat
w ith yellow  eyes, M om m y! A cat
w ith yellow  eyes!ò

Encountering a different breed



of cat forever changed a sm all
piece of this childôs w orldview . In
the sam e w ay, w e donôt realize how
m any of our fixed view s of the
w orld are based on lim ited sam ples
of reality. It is m y hope that this
book w ill bring yellow -eyed cats
into your w orld.

Y ELLO W -EY ED  C AT S W ER E
B R O U G H T into Paddyôs w orld.
Until the class, he had not thought of
him self as an innovator or creator.
H e w as achieving in the m ore
com m only accepted senseð that is,
he had becom e an officer in the
m arines and he w as doing w ell as a



journalistð but he had not had any
breakthrough personal
achievem ents that w ere of his ow n
m aking. H e w as just doing a good
job w alking the paths others had
created. In m y class he learned not
to recoil or procrastinate w hen a
new  idea arose, but to act. Just that
sm all insight, w hich w e call bias
tow ard action (w hich w eôll discuss
later), has changed his w orldview
and pushed him  dow n several roads
in the last tw o years. H e prototyped
and produced several new  products
for the radio program  M arketplace,
published a book about econom ics
(M an vs. M arkets), com pleted a



previously abandoned novel, and
started on the road to building his
ow n business.

Today, three years after leaving
the d.school, Paddy is m aking
another gut-w renching leap, from
the safety of being an em ployee to
the w ide-open space of being his
ow n boss. Part of him  is scream ing
in terror at this idea, and the part
that channels w hat he learned in the
class is telling him  to go one sm all
step at a tim e, to prototype his
ideas, and to trust the design
thinking process and him self.

You can do the sam e thing. A s
you read on, you w ill find out how



you can becom e m ore effective at
solving problem s, m ore focused on
things that m atter, and m ore
satisfied w ith your life. This book
w ill open your eyes to the pow er
you have to change your life for the
better. It w ill give you confidence
to finally do things you have alw ays
w anted to do w hile ridding yourself
of issues that stand in the w ay of
your full potential. A nd the
experience of taking control of your
life w ill change your reality, m aking
it possible to achieve alm ost
anything you seriously w ant to do.



A N O TE A BO U T
D ESIG N  TH IN K IN G

So w hat is this design
thinking stuff, anyw ay?

D esign thinking is a set
of general practices a group
of us has developed over the
years that are effective in
solving design challenges. A
design challenge can apply
to just about any kind of
product or experience. Itôs
not just about how  to build
a better m ousetrap (though
thatôs part of it); itôs also
about things that are not
physical objects: how  to
im prove the w ait tim e at a



popular am usem ent park,
how  to clean up a highw ay,
how  to m ore efficiently get
food to needy people, how
to im prove online dating,
and so on.

D esign thinking is an
am orphous concept that w as
given its nam e by D avid
K elley, another Stanford
professor and cofounder of
ID EO , w hen he w as trying to
explain that successful
designers have a different
m ind-set and approach from
m ost people. W e all adopted
and adapted it at the
d.school, and the idea took
off like a shot. Suddenly



everyone w as talking about
this new  concept, design
thinking, som ething Iôd
been practicing for half a
century w ithout having a
proper nam e for it.

Itôs difficult to give an
exact definition for design
thinking, how ever, but
because Iôm  one of its
ñinventorsò I can certainly
give you an idea of the
principles, w hich w eôll get
into throughout the book:

1. Em pathize. This is
w here it starts. W hen
you design, youôre not
prim arily doing it for



yourself; youôre doing it
w ith other peopleôs
needs and desires in
m ind. W hether youôre
designing a better roller
coaster or a better
hospital w aiting room
experience, the idea is to
care about the usersô
experiences and figure
out how  to help. In this
step youôre learning
w hat the issues are.

2. D efine the problem .5
N arrow  dow n w hich
problem  youôre going to
solve or w hich question
youôre going to answ er.

3. Ideate. G enerate



possible solutions using
any m eans you likeð
brainstorm ing, m ind
m apping, sketching on
napkins . . . how ever
you w ork best.

4. Prototype. W ithout
going crazy to m ake
anything perfect (or
even close to it), build
your project in physical
form , or develop the
plans for w hat youôre
going to enact.

5. Test and get feedback.

Though Iôve just given
you a list of principles, it
rarely w orks that neatly or



follow s that specific order.
You m ay get to step 4 and
realize you need to go back
to step 2, or repeat step 3
several tim es. Thatôs built
into the process; one of the
other im portant concepts of
design thinking is that
failure can be a valuable
part of the process. ñThe
only thing to fear is fear
itself,ò said Franklin D .
R oosevelt, and I say the
only thing to fear is not
learning from  your
m istakes. You can fail lots of
tim es as long as you learn
from  these failures and
figure a solution out in the



end.
W e also focus on action

ð doing rather than
overthinking. In one of our
classes, ñL aunchpad,ò
professors lead you through
starting your ow n com pany
in ten w eeks, and by the end
of that tim e youôll be
producing incom e. O r you
can go to a conventional
business school and spend a
year plotting and planning
before taking an actual step.

D esign thinking is very
group-focused. W e practice
radical collaborationð both
as professors and as
students.



W hatôs different about
m y w ork and this book is
that design thinking is
norm ally applied outw ardð
tow ard building solutions
for other peopleôs problem s
in a business or school
setting. M y special interest is
in using it tow ard im proving
your ow n life and
interpersonal relationships,
designing the best version of
yourself.

W hile m uch of m y
teaching is rooted in this
fram ew ork, not all of it is.
There are m any exercises
throughout the book that
you can try on for size. M y



view  is that you take w hatôs
useful to you and spin it in
w hatever direction w orks.
Som etim es Iôll think
som eone has done an
exercise ñw rong,ò only to
find out that he got m ore
out of it than Iôd even
anticipated. Iôm  a big fan of
w hatever w orks.

It is in this spirit that I
say, L etôs get started.





C H A PTER  1

H ow  can I tell w hat I think
till I see w hat I say?

ð E . M . F orster

Your life has no m eaning.
Iôm  not telling you this to m ake

you think about jum ping off the
nearest bridge; instead I m ean it in a
m uch m ore contem plative w ay.
Letôs first acknow ledge that the
m eaning w e find in people, objects,



and our ow n circum stances is
subjective. These things have no
inherent m eaning. Functional and
dysfunctional behavior both result
from  choices people m ake based on
m eanings they create. This also
m eans that w e have the pow er to
alter our perceptions, revising
perceptions that bring us dow n and
enhancing those that help us. Your
outlook on life is deeply entw ined
in your propensity for success.
M iserable blow hards can achieve,
how ever they still w ind up
m iserable. Thatôs not success.
Success is doing w hat you love and
being happy about it.



To learn how  to get a better
handle on your perceptions,
em otions, and behavior, it is useful
to look at how  you think.

YO U  G IV E EV ERYTH IN G  ITS
M EA N IN G
M ike, a graduate student in m y class
at Stanford U niversity, planned to
design a m usical instrum ent for that
sum m erôs Burning M an festival as
his project. The festival is held
each year the w eek before Labor
D ay in the Black R ock D esert in
N evada; am ong the m ain attractions
at Burning M an are m assive art
pieces, m achines, and structures



created by the participants. M ike
got the idea of doing his project in
m y class because w e both attend the
festival. M ike w anted to construct a
w earable pipe organ pow ered in a
m ost unusual w ay: it w ould contain
a sm all fire-pow ered boiler that
w ould then provide steam  that
could be directed through different
pipes to produce m usic.

The project seem ed overly
am bitious to m e, yet I did not
discourage M ike because he
appeared highly m otivated. O ur
agreem ent w as that he w ould com e
to see m e once a w eek and report
on his progress.



Things didnôt go according to
plan. A t first he visited m e
sporadically w ith excuses and little
progress to show , and I soon tired
of w asting tim e for both of us on
these m eetings. I told M ike to forget
about the m eetings unless he needed
m e for som e reason; I w ould w ait to
see the final result.

W hen the festival arrived, I
w ent at a prearranged tim e to
M ikeôs cam psite at Burning M an. I
brought along A drian and Steve,
tw o very capable engineers w ho
w ere part of m y Burning M an group
and w ho had a keen interest in
seeing the final product. M ikeôs



presentation w as a disaster. Clearly
he had not finished, and during his
dem onstration the instrum ent
w orked badly or not at all. M ike
w as em barrassed, I w as
em barrassed, and A drian and Steve
w ere em barrassed for him . H ad I
been asked to evaluate M ike for a
job at that m om ent I w ould not have
been able to recom m end him  in
good conscience.

Fast-forw ard three years. I w as
again at Burning M an w ith A drian
and Steve, w atching a dance
perform ance by a group called the
Flam ing Lotus G irls, done in
conjunction w ith an am azing



anim ated sculpture called Serpent
M other, a 168-foot-long m etallic
sculpture of a skeletal serpent
coiled around her egg. Propane fire
ran dow n her spine from  forty-one
flam ethrow ers that erupted from  the
top of her vertebrae and shot flam es
tw enty feet in the air. H er head and
jaw s w ere hydraulically operated.
The three of us stood there
transfixed, as did thousands of other
participants. Everyone agreed it
w as by far the m ost im pressive
project at the festival. W e w atched
for a w hile and then w andered off.

A few  hours later I returned by
m yself. By this tim e the dancers



w ere gone, and the crow d had
thinned. I w as able to get up close
to look at the details of Serpent
M otherôs construction. The
m echanical engineer in m e becam e
curious about the joints connecting
the m ovable head, and I asked one
of the attendants about its structure.
H e told m e he didnôt know , but ñthat
guy over there holding the
controller know s everything.ò I
looked up, and there w as M ike. I
w alked over to him , and w ithout
hesitation w e hugged and started to
talk.

It turned out he w as very active
in the Flam ing Lotus G irls



organization and their m ission to
bring m ore w om en into the m aker
culture that stands at the intersection
of sculpture, kinetics, robotics,
pyrotechnics, and electronic
technology; they use a collaborative
process that em pow ers participants
to learn new  skills and becom e
active artists. O bviously I w as very
im pressed by w hat he had
accom plished.

O n m y eight-hour drive hom e
after the festival I had plenty of tim e
to think about m y experience. I
rem em bered how  em barrassed I
had felt for M ike about his class
project, and thought of how  proud I



w as now  of his new  endeavor.
Based on m y previous experience, I
did not have a high opinion of his
abilities; yet, if anyone asked m e
now , I w ould not hesitate to give
him  a strong recom m endation.
Clearly M ike w as not w ho I had
thought he w as, and his story
certainly w as m uch m ore nuanced
and com plex than Iôd im agined.

ñD id I redeem  m yself?ò he
w rote to m e afterw ard, and I had to
laugh. Yes, he did.

G etting to know  som eone can
take som ew here around forever.
People are alw ays changing and
evolving for both good and bad, and



w e are all capable of reinvention. I
donôt know  w hat M ike had going on
in his life during m y class. M y
guess is that he w as just a typical
student w ho procrastinated and
didnôt place enough value on his
schoolw ork. A t the tim e, thatôs all
he w as to m e: I had w ritten him  off
as a slacker based on that single
im pression. That w as the m eaning I
had assigned him . I had not stopped
to consider that there m ight be
greatness in him .

The lesson to m e w as clear:
N othing is w hat you think it is. You
give everything its m eaning.



M Y D A U G H TER  H A S N O
M EA N IN G
In m y class, I do an exercise in
w hich I go around the room  and ask
participants to single out som ething
in their livesð anything. Then I tell
them  to say that this thing has no
m eaning. Iôm  show ing them  that
m eaning isnôt inherent in an object
or person. So, for exam ple, during
m y turn, I m ight say m y job has no
m eaning, and the next person m ight
say that his w ife has no m eaning.
This m ight be follow ed by others
saying the d.school has no m eaning,
their shoes have no m eaning, their
shirt has no m eaning, their hair has



no m eaning, their w eight has no
m eaning, their bike has no m eaning,
their m ath ability has no m eaning.
From  m inutiae to things that seem  of
obvious high im portance, theyôre all
lum ped into the sam e category:
things that have no intrinsic
m eaning.

A fter that the entire group starts
m entioning item s all at once so that
no one is listening to one particular
person and everyone is talking at
the sam e tim e, each creating her
ow n list of stuff that has no m eaning
in her life. Itôs a lot of noise and a
lot of fun. The cacophony and
pandem onium  free people, so they



donôt feel as aw kw ard saying out
loud that things they otherw ise hold
dear have no m eaning.

If you are alone you can still do
this exercise. Saying things aloud,
even to yourself, can be very
freeing.

YO U R  TU R N
Take a few  deep breaths. Close
your eyes for a few  m inutes. Then
open them  and m ove your attention
around the room  from  one object to
another. Each tim e you notice an
object, say it has no m eaning (as in,
ñThe chair has no m eaningò). Then
think of people in your fam ily and



in your life and things you hold
dear, such as your biggest
accom plishm ents and m ost prized
possessions. N am e each, saying it
has no m eaning. W hen you are
finished, sit quietly for a few
m inutes and then reflect on your
experience.

M y colleague Sheri found it
difficult to say that her daughter had
no m eaning. O f course her daughter
has m eaning, how ever, the m eaning
Sheri gives her daughter is not
preordained. Som e m others
abandon their daughters. Som e
m others m urder their daughters.
Som e disdain and deride them , and



others cherish and support them .
The variety of possible m other-
daughter relationships and the
m eanings m others attach to these
relationships are endless.

The point of the exercise is not
to get the participants to change any
of their relationships. Rather, it is to
em pow er them  w ith the realization
that they have chosen the m eanings
they give to all of their
relationships. A s a result,
participants often becom e m ore
aw are of how  im portant a person or
item  is to them  (as in the case of
Sheri, w ho cherished her
relationship w ith her daughter even



m ore after this exercise), and they
realize that they have the ability to
change the m eaning som ething has
to them .

For exam ple, experiencing
failure in an endeavor m ay initially
be painful, but it is rarely
catastrophic unless you give it that
m eaning. M y colleague G eorges
w as devastated w hen his son
com m itted suicide after being jilted.
The young lover took events that
w ould probably be forgotten in
short order and m agnified them  into
literal life-and-death m atters. It is
easy to see the tragedy, both in the
event itself and in the lack of



perspective. Yet m any of us lack
this perspective, usually on a
sm aller scale, and itôs hard to step
back and see this in ourselves.

O nce you understand that you
can choose w hat m eaning and
im portance to place on som ething,
you can also understand that it is
you, not external circum stances,
w ho determ ines the quality of your
life.

TH ER E IS N O  PER M A N EN T
R EC O R D
A s is likely true for m ost people,
there have been m any incidents in
m y life about w hich I can now



laugh, even though they seem ed
terrible at the tim e. The earliest I
can rem em ber w as the day I cam e
hom e for lunch in tears from  m y
fourth-grade class. I had been
m aking noise in the stairw ell and a
teacher, hearing m e, told m e that the
offense w ould go on m y ñperm anent
record card.ò I w as devastated,
believing that this record w ould
follow  m e forever. M y m other
attem pted to soothe m e, telling m e it
w as nothing to be concerned about,
but I couldnôt be convinced. O f
course, years later I figured out that
there w as no such thing as a
perm anent record card. A nd the



bigger question is, even if there had
been, w ould it have really m ade a
difference in m y life?

A sim ilar incident happened in
graduate school. I w as m uch older
and should have been m uch w iserð
alas, I w asnôt. I w as studying for m y
PhD  and took an advanced course,
ñM athem atical M ethods in
Physics,ò from  a young N obel Prize
w inner. The final exam ination
relied heavily on som e things w ell
know n to physics m ajors that I had
not heard of and that had never been
m entioned in the class. I got an F.
W hen I talked to the professor about
it, he told m e, ñW ell, you are an



engineer. If I took a m usic course, I
w ould expect to fail too.ò

I didnôt cry to m y m other,
otherw ise the situation played out
alm ost exactly as m y fourth-grade
traum a had. I w as m iserable and
w ent to see m y thesis professor. H e
assured m e that it w as nothing to be
concerned about. Still, it bothered
m e for a long tim e. Eventually, of
course, I discovered that no one
cared about the F grade on m y
transcript. Even if they did, w ould
it really have m ade a m eaningful
difference in m y life? N ope. I did
take the next course in the sequence,
w ith another professor, and earned



an A +. A nd guess w hat? N o one
noticed that either.

In life, typically, the only one
keeping a scorecard of your
successes and failures is you, and
there are am ple opportunities to
learn the lessons you need to learn,
even if you didnôt get it right the
firstð or fifthð tim e.

LEA R N IN G  FR O M  BETR AYA L
D uring a w orkshop I ran in Bulgaria
during the Cold W ar, I show ed a
videotape of som e student robotics
projects to the group. W e broke for
lunch, and w hen I asked for m y tape
back, I w as told it had been locked



aw ay for safekeeping and that they
w ere tracking dow n the person w ho
had m istakenly left w ith the key.

The story seem ed a little odd to
m e. Later in the afternoon I
m entioned this to one of m y friends
w ho w as also in the w orkshop. H e
told m e in confidence that the delay
w as because a professor and his
assistantsð people I knew  as
friendsð had taken m y tape
elsew here to have it copied.
Eventually m y tape w as returned,
and they stuck w ith their original
story about the reason for the delay.
W hat nerve! I w as hurt and angry
that they had betrayed m e and



violated our friendship.
W hen I gave m y second talk at

the w orkshop, I spoke about
scientific interchanges fostering
friendship and trust. W hile doing
this, I looked pointedly at the
perpetrators. I w as sure they
understood that I knew  w hat they
had done and w as slyly
reprim anding them ð still I w asnôt
satisfied. Upset, I w ent off into the
w oods to sulk by m yself, thinking I
w ould show  them  how  w rong they
w ere. I w ould leave early, skipping
the gala closing banquet.

A s I w alked in the w oods, I
kept festering. Eventually, m y



ñnothing has any m eaningò exercise
cam e to m ind. I ran through the
events of the day in m y head, listing
off each item  and repeating that it
had no m eaning. W hen I got to
ñThis tape has no m eaning,ò a light
bulb cam e on in m y head. It could
not have been truer. There w as
absolutely nothing on that tape of
any special value to m e or to them .
W hat w ere they planning to do w ith
it? I still donôt know . G ive it to
their intelligence agency? Show  it
to their students? W atch to get ideas
for projects? I had already show n
the tape; there w as nothing private
or groundbreaking on it. If they had



asked, I w ould gladly have let them
copy it, so w hat w as the big deal? I
had given the tape a m eaning it did
not really possess.

They should have asked, and
they didnôt. Big deal. W hy w as I
about to let this ruin m y night? O nce
I cleared m y head, I returned to the
hotel and ended up having a
w onderful tim e at the banquet that
evening.

This incident w as a vivid
rem inder that w hile I cannot control
w hat the outside w orld does, I can
determ ine m y ow n experience.
O nce you accept that you give
everything in your life its m eaning,



you feel like the m aster of your life,
not a pow erless victim  of
circum stance and chance.

M O D IFIED  R A D IC A L
W hen m y friend A nn got breast
cancer and underw ent a
m astectom y, she w rote ñM odified
Radical,ò a lengthy poem  about her
experience that w as published in
the New England Journal of
M edicine and later incorporated
into a booklet she titled M odified
Radical and O ther Cancer Poem s.
The A m erican Cancer Society
distributed the booklet as a patient
education tool, and it becam e a



source of com fort and inspiration
for m any people. A nn received
letters from  readers telling her how
m uch her poem  had helped them .
O ne very m oving letter cam e from  a
surgeon telling her that even though
he had perform ed m any
m astectom ies, and his w ife had
undergone one, he had not deeply
grasped the psychological aspects
of the experience until he read
A nnôs poem s. That w as w hen I first
noticed that A nn has the knack of
turning personal adversity into
positive experiences for herself and
those around her.

A few  years later Julian, A nnôs



fifty-nine-year-old husband, w as
diagnosed w ith A lzheim erôs
disease. She w as able to care for
Julian at hom e for the first few
years. Eventually, though, his
condition becam e too m uch for her
to handle, so she m oved him  to a
residential care facility about forty
m iles aw ay. She visited him
regularly, and I joined her once a
m onth.

W e w ould pick Julian up at the
facility and drive him  to a nearby
lakeside park. There w e w ould
hold hands and w alk slow ly along
the lake singing old folk songs like
ñO h M y D arling, Clem entineò and,



in honor of Julianôs Scottish origins,
ñThe Bonnie Banks oô Loch
Lom ond.ò Finally w e w ould buy
him  an ice cream  or som ething else
for his still w ell-functioning sw eet
tooth. It w as alw ays a great tim e,
full of w arm  feelings and fun, even
on the days w hen it w asnôt clear
w hether Julian recognized m e. O n
the drive back hom e I alw ays felt
glad to be alive. I left looking
forw ard to m y next visit.

A nn chronicled how  she and
Julian continued to celebrate life in
tw o booksð Alzheim erôs, a Love
Story and A Curious Kind of
W idowð that describe how  after the



initial shock of fear, anger, and
dread, she decided they w ould go
dow n the road together in a spirit of
love. H er books w ere used by the
A lzheim erôs A ssociation to give
hope and guidance to m any
fam ilies. They also led to
invitations to lecture to lay
caregivers and m edical
professionals at w orkshops and
conferences.

W hile Julian w as sick I also
had another friend w ith advanced
A lzheim erôs. H e too had loving and
concerned caregivers, but they w ere
consum ed by a sense of fear,
tragedy, and loss, and he w as



ordered about like a child and kept
under tight control.

W hen I visited m y friend, I
alw ays felt very uncom fortable for
him , and w as glad to leave. There
w as no joy in that place. The
contrast w ith Julian could not have
been greater. Interestingly, pre-
A lzheim erôs, Julian and m y other
friend had been sim ilar in alm ost
every w ay, and their disease
progression w as essentially
identical. Clearly, w hat m ade the
difference w as A nnôs attitude. For
m e it rem ains a strong rem inder of
how  once w e understand w e give
everything in our life its m eaning,



w e can begin to control w hat
happens to us and even convert our
ow n adversity into a gift to
ourselves and our loved ones.

TH E M EA N IN G  O F
A C H IEV EM EN T
A t the risk of sounding im m odest,
Iôve w on a lot of aw ards. I have
draw ers filled w ith them . Theyôre
nice to receive and som etim es the
dinners are fun. H ow ever, the next
m orning w hen I w ake up and look at
them ð the glass paperw eight, the
certificateð they donôt really m ean
anything.

So it is w ith m any of the



hallm arks of ñachievem ent,ò as
people usually use the w ord.
G etting on the honor roll, graduating
from  college, getting a high-paying
job, getting a higher-paying job,
being salesm an of the m onth, getting
the corner office, getting a com pany
car, getting interview ed by the
m edia, w inning aw ards: this is w hat
m ost people think of w hen they
think of achievem ent. To m e all this
m isses the m ark.

Each of those things can be a
genuine achievem entð som ething
that m eans som ething to you for
m ore than a dayð or each could just
be a badge of im portance that you



use to show  people that youôre
som ebody. D o those things m ake
you happy in and of them selves?

I know  m ega-m illionaires w ho
are m iserable. They spend their
m oney getting the fat sucked out of
their love handles and hiring
bodyguards because theyôre
paranoid (m aybe rightfully so) that
people are out to get them . Theyôre
alw ays concerned w ith outdoing
them selves and m aking the next
m illion and the nextð and for w hat?
Conversely, I know  artists w ho
barely scrape by yet are happy and
fulfilled. N either is a sure path to
happiness or enlightenm ent; you can



surely be rich and happy, but one
doesnôt necessarily follow  the
other.

A chievem ent for achievem entôs
sake, then, is pretty hollow . Itôs the
endless pursuit of a carrot on a stick
as you race around a track. For m e,
real achievem ent is traveling to a
foreign country, learning som e of
the language, and finding m y w ay
around on m y ow n. Real
achievem ent is learning to be self-
sufficient. Real achievem ent is
m aking lifelong friends.

In m y m ind and for the purposes
of this book, I define achievem ent
as having a good life; getting the job



of living done in a satisfying w ay
that nurtures the life force w ithin us
and w ithin those w e associate w ith.
It entails developing som e self-
m astery to handle the difficult
aspects of our lives and
relationships. It involves finding
som ething to do w ith our lives that
engages us and gives us positive
feedback. If w eôre doing it right,
life shouldnôt be a debilitating
struggle, even if at tim es it takes
considerable effort.

TH E FA M ILIA R  U N FA M ILIA R
To forge a new  attitude tow ard the
events and relationships in your



life, you m ust learn to look at them
w ith a fresh perspective. Itôs a
com m on practice during creativity
sem inars to give participants a bag
full of m aterials and tools and then
a problem  to solve. The m aterials
and tools are usually everyday
item s. Their nom inal use is obvious
to all. You are then to use those
m aterials in w hatever w ays you
w ant to solve the problem ;
how ever, there isnôt usually an
obvious connection betw een the
item s and your problem . For
instance, m aybe you have to figure
out how  to create a com m unication
device using a box of Cheerios, a



ham m er, tape, cotton balls, a
hairbrush, and a bag of m arbles.

M ost people have a cognitive
bias called functional fixedness that
causes them  to see objects only in
their norm al context. The use of the
m aterials and tools in their ordinary
w ay w ill generally lead to no
w orkable solutions or, at the very
m ost, m undane ones. The really
exciting solutions com e from
overcom ing functional fixedness
and using these everyday item s in
new  w ays. To see the possibilities
it is helpful to take the view point
that nothing is what you think it is.
You need to m ake the fam iliar



unfam iliar.
So, for exam ple, a box of

Cheerios is no longer only a
breakfast cereal. It can be broken
dow n into cardboard and w ax
paper. It is a source of biom ass or a
source of sm all chips and grains. It
also can be m ade into a sludgy
m ixture. Sim ilarly, a ham m er is a
w eight, a source of m etal and
w ood, and it can act as a m andrel, a
seesaw , or a pendulum . Tape can be
used to hold things together, and it
also can be m ade into its ow n
structural elem ent in any desired
shape. There are a num ber of
creative w ays you m ight use these



item s to fulfill the assignm ent.
The sam e dynam ic can be

applied to ourselves. Just as things
in the m aterial w orld can be
transform ed from  their com m on use
into som ething different, so too can
behavior and relationships. Itôs
difficult at first to break through
preconceived notions, how ever
once you do it, youôll find it opens
the w orld up to you. Stop labeling
things in their usual w ay. M ike is
not a failure because his class
project failed. You are not a loser
because you lost your job. M ake the
fam iliar into the unfam iliar, and the
result can be am azing and



delightful, as opposed to dull,
nonfunctional, and ordinary.

M y first experience w ith the
pow er of changing a fixed
perception cam e after a long day
running an intensive creativity
w orkshop. I w as on break, and I
w as com pletely brain-dead. I w as
sitting by m yself, relaxing in front
of a large fountain. Suddenly,
through m y fog of fatigue, the
fountain transform ed from  stream s
of w ater to countless particles
bouncing off each other. It w as an
am azing experience. It w as as if I
w as sim ply too tired to focus on the
label fountain. I w as sim ply there,



experiencing its com ponent parts.
If you stop labeling the w orld,

your job, and your life, you m ay
find that an am azing trajectory is
there for the taking. Several of m y
favorite students never graduated.
They w ere bright and capable, yet
rather than ñplay the gam e,ò they
chose a different path. Their parents
w ere probably not thrilled in the
beginning. Yet, perhaps
unsurprisingly, w hen I occasionally
run into one of these dropouts, I
alm ost alw ays find that she has
m ade good life choices that have
m ade her happy, and often m ade the
w orld better to boot.



You can rem ove labels entirely;
you can also relabel to great effect.
Recent studies reinforce the idea
that relabeling can change behavior.
Experim enters have found
statistical evidence that, for
instance, if you ask people to be
voters, you get m ore voter turnout
than if you sim ply ask people to
vote.1 Sim ilarly, if you ask people
not to be cheaters there is less
cheating than if you just ask people
not to cheat. The inference is that
people are m ore concerned w ith
reinforcing their self-im age than
w ith their actions; thus, to change
behavior, you first change self-



im age.
W e all have ideas in our m inds

of w hat and w ho w e are. W e m ay
have an accurate self-im age, or it
m ay be w ay off. Either w ay, it
strongly colors how  w e respond to
the w orld around us. In her book
M indset: The New Psychology of
Success, Carol D w eck w rites, ñFor
tw enty years, m y research has
show n that the view you adopt for
yourself profoundly affects the w ay
you lead your life. It can determ ine
w hether you becom e the person you
w ant to be and w hether you
accom plish the things you value.ò2

O ccasionally w e have



pow erful, life-changing
experiences; but m ost changes take
place in sm all increm ents. Som e
unexpected positive or negative
experience w ill change your self-
im age slightly. Through repeated
increm ental changes, the entire
im age is altered. D one the right
w ay, this increases your sense of
w hat you can accom plish;
psychologists say your self-efficacy
is increased.

This happened to D oug w hen he
decided he could control his late-
onset diabetes blood sugar problem
by riding his bike three tim es a
w eek from  his hom e on the Stanford



cam pus to the m ountain com m unity
of Sky Londa. The round trip is
roughly tw enty m iles, w ith a change
of elevation of about fifteen
hundred feet. A ll w ent w ell in the
beginning. Then he started to notice
how  m uch trash there w as on the
road. A t first he thought only,
Som ebody should clean that up.
Soon it daw ned on him  that
ñsom ebodyò could be him . So he
started to carry a plastic shopping
bag w ith him , stopping periodically
to pick up som e cans and other
trash. Slow ly this grew  into a new
persona for him . H e eventually w as
hauling large am ounts of trash on



his bicycle, single-handedly
keeping a good portion of the road
trash-free.

A s D ougôs activity becam e
m ore know n, he received increasing
positive reinforcem ent from  people
living in the area. M ore and m ore
drivers called out to him , som e
offering him  m oney to rew ard his
endeavor. H e w as guest of honor at
a com m unity party, stories w ere
w ritten in local new spapers, a
m ovie w as m ade about his road
cleaning,3 and he received
environm ental aw ards from  San
M ateo County. H e becam e a local
celebrity. H is self-im age had



altered considerably from  the D oug
w ho thought only, Som ebody should
clean that up. H e w as now
ñenvironm ental D ougò or, as I
lovingly dubbed him , Professor
Poubelle (ñdustbin,ò in French).

The concept of self-efficacy has
been used to deal w ith phobias and
other lim iting states and, of course,
in m ost psychotherapy.4 Sim ilar
ideas have also been used in
education and in creating pathw ays
to successful living. In an ideal
w orld, self-im age w ould form  the
basis for m uch of w hat w e do and
do not do. In the real w orld, things
are m ore com plicated.



W H O  C O N TR O LS YO U R
BR A IN ?
W e generally like to think w e are in
charge of our actions. Society has a
stake in us believing that, or there
w ould be no w ay to justify
restraining and punishing people
w ith antisocial behaviors.
N evertheless, w e know  that som e of
the things w e do are not controlled
consciously. These are know n as
reflexive or autonom ous behaviors.

It is easy to see these
autonom ous behaviors in other
species. Som e of these can be quite
com plex and are part of anim alsô
D N A . For exam ple, the South



A frican w eaverbird norm ally
builds an intricate nest using
specialized m aterials.
Experim enters rem oved a pair of
these birds from  contact w ith
building m aterials and from  other
m em bers of their species for five
generations.5 The birds w ere not
able to build, or even see,
traditional nests. A nd yet w hen the
sixth generationð still in isolation
from  its speciesð w as given access
to the traditional m aterials, it built a
perfect nest. This m ay be an
extrem e exam ple, yet it illustrates
the point that even som e com plex
behaviors m ay be reflexive and not



quite under conscious control.
You see this at w ork w hen

physical danger and em otional
threats trigger our fight-or-flight
response. By the tim e the signals get
to the parts of our brains that can
reason about them , our em otional
and reflexive brain centers have
already arm ed our bodies, and w e
are in action.

A lthough this quick gut-level
response could be lifesaving, it m ay
not be the appropriate response to
perceived em otional threats in a
psychologically com plex w orld.
N ot all issues can be satisfactorily
resolved by follow ing our first



reactions. Like w hen that jerk cuts
you off by sw erving into your lane
at ninety m iles an hour.

W hat happens w hen som eone
does som ething aggressive on the
highw ay? W ell, m ost people
respond in exactly the w rong w ay.
They decide to fight. They yell,
curse, honk their horns, or even
chase and attem pt to confront the
offending driver. M eanw hile, the
best option for survival is flight. I
have discussed this w ith people
from  m any different backgrounds,
and it alw ays brings the sam e
response. W e all agree that if
som eone is driving aggressively or



dangerously, the best thing to do is
stay as far aw ay as possible. Yet a
lot of us adm it to behaving in the
opposite m anner: w e pursue the
other car. W here does that com e
from ? In this situation there are tw o
options. The first is the initial knee-
jerk reaction triggered by our brain,
w hich is out of our conscious
control. The second is our reasoned
response, w hich can be brought
under control.

The first reaction is often called
a lim bic-abduction reaction or an
am ygdala hijacking because it is
triggered by the am ygdala, a sm all
organ w ithin the brainôs lim bic



system . The am ygdalaôs prim ary
function is to im m ediately signal the
adrenal glands w hen a fear stim ulus
is received. It has a secondaryð
and slow erð connection to the
cortex and the other reasoning
centers of the brain.

It is im portant to realize that the
secondary ñreasonedò reaction is
not a voluntary one. M any of us just
follow  w hat w e have seen our
friends and fam ily do, and that can
brainw ash us into thinking that
dysfunctional behavior is the
norm al or honorable thing. W ith a
bit of effort you can easily change
your secondary reaction. A ll you



have to do is decide you w ant to
change, and then w ork on it. If you
are w illing to ignore the initial
lim bic im pulse, you can get your
cortex to calm  dow n, take charge,
and calm  your w hole body dow n.

A dm ittedly, som e people have
to w ork harder at controlling
them selves than others. It does not
m atter if youôre a hothead by nature
or nurture (or both), you can learn
to control your secondary reaction,
and itôs im portant to do this, so you
donôt end up blow ing up at people.
Som e pow erful peopleð
politicians, actors, singers, CEO s,
even a book publisherð have



ruined their careers because they
didnôt get their lim bic im pulses
under control. M om entary tem per
flare-ups can cost you everything.

H arvard University neurology
professor Rudy Tanzi recom m ends
a four-step process to handle
situations in w hich w e are in the
thrall of a lim bic abduction:

Å Stop yourself from  doing w hat
your initial reaction dictated.

Å Take a deep breath.
Å Becom e aw are of how  you are

feeling.
Å Recall a past event that gave

you a feeling of happiness and



peace.6

In term s of design thinking,
youôre breaking dow n the fight
response and looking at it as a
problem  to be solved, then using
ideation to bring you to a better
place. These steps bring you into a
state of em otional w ell-being, in
w hich you regain control over your
behavior.

In m ost cases you only need to
take the first three steps to get the
situation under control. It takes
practice (i.e., in term s of design
thinking, m aking prototypes), and if
you keep at it every tim e a negative



behavior presents itself, it
eventually becom es easier and
easier to gain control and stop
doing it. In any event, taking a deep
breath in any situation never hurts.

U SE YO U R  BR A IN
W hat about other, less im m ediate
situations? Can these techniques
help us respond m ore positively to
a m ore general stressful state? The
answ er is yes. If you take tim e to be
aw are of your current m ental state
and then deliberately alter it, you
can force your brain into m ore
balanced activities. Eventually, this
de-stressing becom es autom atic.



Various types of dysfunctional
behavior are associated w ith a lack
of balance in the use of different
parts of our brains. So, for exam ple,
pathological eating is associated
w ith the reptilian part of your brain
(the brain stem ). N arcissistic or
overly dram atic behavior is
associated w ith being stuck in the
em otional (lim bic) part of the brain.
O verintellectualization is
associated w ith being stuck in the
part associated w ith higher
intellectual functions (the
neocortex).

W e can stop ourselves from
getting stuck by practicing self-



aw areness. In this w ay w e can train
our brains to give us greater
sensory aw areness, body
aw areness, and social aw areness.
This is generally referred to as
m ind over m atter, the m ain
principle behind cognitive
behavioral therapy, a school of
psychology that believes if w e can
change our thinking, w e can change
our behavior. Though it doesnôt
alw ays w ork for everyone, itôs a
m ethod I encourage. N o m atter w hat
got you to the state youôre in,
consciously changing the w ay you
think about it can help solve the
problem .



YO U R  TU R N
W ho am  I? W hat do I want? W hat
is m y purpose? A sk yourself each
of these questions repeatedly and
respond w ith w hatever com es to
m ind. You can w rite out your
answ ers in a journal or notebook,
or just say them  to yourself. D onôt
overthink; just answ er the
questions. Itôs okay to repeat
yourself, and itôs okay to say things
that donôt m ake a lot of sense. Each
question should be repeated for at
least five or ten m inutes. If you have
som eone available to w ork w ith,
you can take turns w here one person
repeatedly asks the sam e question



and the other person answ ers. O f
course, if there are tw o people, the
questions need to be rephrased:
ñW ho are you?ò ñW hat do you
w ant?ò ñW hat is your purpose?ò (I
m ight answ er: I am  a father, I am  a
husband; I w ant to finish m y book, I
w ant m ore tim e; m y purpose is to
teach, m y purpose is to live. A ll of
these are, for m e, on a superficial
level. Usually it takes a little w hile
to com e up w ith insightful rather
than m undane answ ers. D o it! You
m ight be surprised w ith w hat you
com e up w ith, and how  it
contributes to your achievem ent
habit.)



The effect of this exercise is to
get you to devote tim e to thinking
deeply about the m eaning of your
life. W hat m atters m ore than your
specific answ ers is that you open
yourself to these questions. D oing
this exercise generally prom otes
relaxation, builds internal energy,
and nurtures an increased sense of
aliveness.

Sim ilar benefits can be derived
from  other types of m editation.
Experim ent to see w hich w orks best
for you. I rarely m editate in a
form al m anner; instead I do things
that are m editative. I take w alks. I
ride m y bike. I m ake tim e to be



alone in nature w hen I need to quiet
m y m ind. A nother thing that w orks
for som e people is repetitive
activities that require little focus.
K nitting, crocheting, gardening, and
doodling can all be m editative. O r
m ake it even sim pler! If youôre
feeling scattered, you can just take a
few  m inutes to be still and focus on
your breathing. Be m indful of each
breath: in and out, in and out. Try to
m ake your exhalation last tw ice as
long as your inhalation. Pay
attention to a fixed object around
youð books, a picture on the w all;
donôt analyze, just ground yourself.
Ultim ately you w ill benefit from



increased concentration, decreased
anxiety, and a general feeling of
happiness.

R IG H T A N D  W R O N G
In life w e w ill often find ourselves
playing the gam e of right and
w rong. The rules seem  quite
sim ple: I w in if I am  rightð and you
are w rong.

I once had a heated
disagreem ent w ith m y w ife, Ruth,
about som ething silly just as I w as
leaving to w alk over to m y friend
D ougôs house. A s I w as w alking, I
w as consum ed w ith thoughts of how
right I w as and how  w rong she w as.



She w as w orse than w rong. She
w as dow nright pigheaded and
stupid about it. I w as consum ed by
such thoughts for about tw o blocks.
A nd then I looked up.

It w as a beautiful clear w inter
day, and the bare trees had a
fantastic presence. I w as aw estruck.
I felt a surge of w onderm ent and
joy. Still consum ed by m y feelings
about the argum ent, I shook m y head
and descended back into m y self-
righteous annoyance. I put m y head
dow n and kept w alking and thinking
about how  stupid she w as being.
Then I looked up again, allow ed
m yself to experience the



w onderm ent, and again shut it
dow n. I couldnôt seem  to let m y
feelings go.

Finally enlightenm ent cam e. By
continuing to play m y solitaire hand
of right and w rong, I w as being
dow nright pigheaded and stupid.
The w orld w as offering m e a m agic
m om ent, and I w as turning it dow n.
W ith that realization I w as able to
laugh at m y stupidity and enjoy the
m om ent. I arrived at D ougôs house
in a euphoric state. That incident
took place over tw enty years ago. I
have no m em ory of w hat the
argum ent w as about, and each
w inter I again feel the w onder of



that experience w hen I look up at
the bare trees.

This w hole situation is kind of
like gam bling in a card room . The
room  gets its percent off the top the
m inute you start to play each hand
ð itôs how  it m akes its m oney.
Clearly, regardless of w hether you
w in or lose specific hands, at the
end of the night the playersô total
w orth w ill have been dim inishedð
it is the price of playing. If I had
continued playing the right and
w rong gam e that day, I w ould have
lost a peak experience, and the card
room  w ould have gotten m uch m ore
from  m e than its usual fee.



W henever I find m yself
challenged to a gam e of right and
w rong, I stop playing. N ext tim e
you find yourself playing right and
w rong, rem em ber: You give
everything in your life its m eaning,
so you can choose to end the gam e.
It does not m atter how  right you are
or how  w rong they are; you lose
just by playing.

SIM ILA R LY, Y O U  C A N  M O D IFY
the w ay you react to experiences.
O ne little trick is that by
exaggerating your reaction, you can
m ake the experience better. For
exam ple, if you are at a boring



m eeting, just tell yourself that it is
the m ost boring m eeting you have
ever attended. It is in fact so boring
that it is am azing. If you are
depressed, do not get depressed at
the idea of being depressed. G et off
on it. A dm ire the fact that you are
having this am azing depression.

Itôs the opposite of w allow ing;
itôs allow ing yourself to becom e
am used by the terribleness of your
situation. You know  how  som e dogs
are so ugly theyôre cute? This is
like that. Think of the m etaphors a
com edian w ould use to describe
just how  bad the m eeting is. W rite
your troubles into a com edic



country song. D eliver your ow n
stand-up routine about depression.

Itôs incredibly em pow ering to
realize that you have the pow er to
change your attitude tow ard
anything. D o you hate w ashing
dishes? If you think about it, there is
a lot that is nice about w ashing
dishes. Putting your hands into
w arm  w ater is soothing. Rinsing
and soaping can be a pleasure. A nd
getting rid of a m ess and adm iring
your clean kitchen is alw ays
satisfying. Try out a new  attitude
tow ard dish w ashing. You m ight
just find enjoym ent in it.



O N C E Y O U  LEA R N  T H AT it is
possible to change your habits and
develop new  attitudes about things,
you have a new  tool to use in both
your professional and your personal
life. For m ost people it is probably
easier to change their attitude
tow ard dishw ashing than their
attitude tow ard depression. Yet if
you start w ith the sm all stuff, you
w ill find it easier to tackle the
harder stuff in life.





C H A PTER  2

O bviously the truth is w hatôs
so.

N ot so obviously, it is also so
w hat.

ð W erner E rhard

The problem  w ith reasons is that
theyôre just excuses prettied up.

I alw ays used to be late to the
board m eeting of W orking
M achines, a corporation located in
Berkeley, an hour from  w here I



live. Invariably, after a frantic hour
of aggressive and dangerous
driving, I w ould arrive w ith an
apology, explaining that the
highw ay w as unusually congested.
The board chairm an alw ays
graciously assured m e that the m ain
thing w as that I had arrived safely.
Still, I had held things up, and the
other board m em bers, w ho had
arrived on tim e, w ere clearly not
thrilled. D eep dow n I knew  that the
highw ay traffic w as not the real
issue.

Yes, the traffic on highw ay 880
w as often heavier than I had hoped
it w ould be, and the traffic getting



out of Palo A lto and into B erkeley
w as excruciatingly slow . Yet how
unusual w as heavy m idday traffic,
really? I m erely failed to allow
enough tim e. I tried to leave earlier.
Yet I w ould alw ays squeeze in a
few  last-m inute e-m ails and phone
calls. Then, after leaving m y office,
I w ould see a colleague at the
elevator and get caught up in a
discussion.

It all cam e dow n to this: I did
not see the m eeting as a high
priority in m y life. It w as that
sim ple. It had nothing to do w ith the
traffic. A lthough there w ere no
negative business consequences, it



w as bad for m y self-esteem : I felt
guilty for alw ays being late. I didnôt
like how  it felt to have all eyes on
m e for the w rong reason w hen I
w alked into the room . I gave it
som e thought and realized that there
w ere other people in that room
facing the sam e traffic and the sam e
ñlife happensò stuff that I w as, yet
they m anaged to be there before m e
because they cared enough to do so.

O nce I had that insight, I
decided that from  then on I w ould
give the m eeting the priority it
deserved. Thereafter, I gave the
m eeting the attention it required
and left early enough to get there on



tim e. N o m ore last-m inute e-m ails
or phone calls, no cutting it close. I
stopped w aiting until the last
m inute, and decided that it w as
w orth it to stop everything else
early and get in the car ten m inutes
before I ñhad to.ò

If I w as lucky, and the traffic
w as very light, I had tim e to enjoy a
little of the Berkeley scene before I
w ent into the m eeting. If traffic w as
norm al, I w as a little early and
could schm ooze w ith som e of the
other board m em bers. If traffic w as
really ugly, I w as just on tim e. The
positive effects of elim inating the
stress associated w ith getting to the



m eetings on tim e w ere life-
changing.

A nd it didnôt end there. I began
to change m y attitude tow ard tim e
overall. I used to be late to m ost
things in m y life. N ow  I am  know n
as the pain in the ass w ho is alw ays
on tim e and expects others to be. I
m ake it a point to start every class
and every w orkshop session on
tim e. It turns out that m y life w orks
better w hen I do not need to com e
up w ith reasons for w hy I am  late.

O ur society loves reasons.
Perhaps the illusion that there is a
single know n reason for each thing
w e do is com forting. Unfortunately,



the w orld doesnôt w ork that w ay.
Thereôs the story of the m an w ho is
standing in the m iddle of Tim es
Square in M anhattan, snapping his
fingers. A w om an com es up to him
after som e tim e and says, ñPardon
m e, sir, w hy are you snapping your
fingers?ò

H e replies, ñI am  keeping the
tigers aw ay.ò

She says, ñSir, except for the
zoo, thereôs not a tiger for thousands
of m iles.ò

ñPretty effective, isnôt it?ò he
says.

This joke uses w hat is called a
causal fallacy. The fallacy com es



because the finger snapper
m istakenly believes that correlation
im plies causation. This is just one
of several logical fallacies in w hich
tw o events that occur at the sam e
tim e are taken to have a cause-and-
effect relationship. This version of
the fallacy is also know n as cum
hoc ergo propter hoc (Latin for
ñw ith this, therefore because of
thisò) or, sim ply, false cause. A
sim ilar fallacyð that an event that
follow s another w as a consequence
of the firstð is described as post
hoc ergo propter hoc (Latin for
ñafter this, therefore because of
thisò).



Reasons are bullshit. I know  it
sounds harsh, how ever, itôs a good
categorical stand to take, as youôll
see. Reasons exist because if
people didnôt explain their
behavior, they w ould seem
unreasonable. So w e are faced w ith
a paradox: w e need reasons so w e
appear reasonable, yet w hen w e use
reasons w e are not taking full
responsibility for our behavior.

Letôs say I w alk up to a stranger
and punch him  in the face. H eôll ask
w hy I did that. If I say, ñFor no
reason,ò I am  clearly unreasonable.
If instead I say he rem inds m e of the
m an w ho abused m y sister, I am



now  a (som ew hat) reasonable
person.

Reasons are often just excuses,
how ever. W e use them  to hide our
shortcom ings from  ourselves. W hen
w e stop using reasons to justify
ourselves, w e increase our chances
of changing behavior, gaining a
realistic self-im age, and living a
m ore satisfying and productive life.

M any reasons are sim ply
excuses to hide the fact that w e are
not w illing to give som ething a high
enough priority in our lives. For
exam ple, a student m ight com e into
m y class late, saying, ñIôm  sorry
Iôm  late. I got a flat on m y bicycle.ò



Even if it is true that her bicycle has
a flat tire, the bottom  line is, getting
to class on tim e is not a high enough
priority in her life. If I had a rule
that any student w ho cam e in late
w ould fail the class, she w ould
have m ade sure to be on tim e, flat
tire or not. If the rule w as you got
expelled from  school for a single
lateness, she w ould have been there
even earlier!

A G O O O O O D  R EA SO N
In the D esign G roup at Stanford
University, m ost colleagues have
participated in m y w orkshops, and
they all know  how  I feel about



ñreasons.ò So anyone w ho starts to
give reasons at a m eetingð say, for
exam ple, ñI could not do that
because the dean . . .òð is often
treated to a sarcastic chorus of
ñThatôs a goooood reason,ò after
w hich he gets a bit em barrassed.
H ow ever, he has received, as a gift,
the insight that the dean is not the
reason.

Letting go of the need for
reasons to justify your behavior is
useful in every part of the design
thinking process. It can get you
unstuck from  dead ends, and lead to
new  approaches and insights.



YO U R  TU R N
This exercise ideally involves a
partner, though you can do it alone,
playing both roles. O ne partner
gives a statem ent, starting w ith
ñThe reason I . . .ò The other
partner responds, ñThatôs a
goooood reason.ò D o this for about
five m inutes, then reverse the roles
so that the second partner starts the
conversation w ith ñThe reason I . . .
,ò and the first partner now  affirm s
each such statem ent as being a
goooood reason. (To get the m ost
out of this exercise, use your current
behaviors. For exam ple, this
m orning I m ight say, ñThe reason I



am  w riting this book is that I w ant
to share m y know ledge.ò M y
partner w ould respond, ñThatôs a
goooood reason.ò Then I w ould
say, ñThe reason I am  tired is that I
got up too early.ò M y partner w ould
respond, ñThatôs a goooood
reason.ò A nd so on.)

You w onôt have to search w ithin
your answ ers very long to find the
bullshit. If you find that you resist
the idea that all your reasons are
goooood reasons, it w ill be useful
for you to think of several
additional reasons for each
behavior. M any factors contribute
to a given behavior, so the entire



concept of em phasizing one
particular reason for som ething
becom es m uddled. In assigning
relative im portance to our reasons,
w e introduce a lie into our analysis
ð w e add a high w eighting factor to
the reasons that m ost support our
version of the story or our self-
im age.

Som etim es people hide behind
heart-w renching reasons. It is
im portant to understand that this
doesnôt m ake them  any m ore useful.

Steve, m y oldest son, w as born
w ith cerebral palsy, w hich in his
case m eant both m ental retardation
and m uscular spasticity. A lthough



he has a tough tim e doing things that
others find easy, he can m anage
m ost everyday things. W hen his
m other reprim ands him  for bad
m anners, such as not using a knife to
cut his food, he gets angry and says,
ñI canôt help it. I w as born that
w ay.ò W henever he says that, m y
heart goes out to him . Still, it is in
his best interest to realize that he is
giving us a goooood reason.

R EA SO N S A N D  TH EIR
C O M PLIC ATIO N S
Studies have show n that people are
selective w hen it com es to
recording w hat really happens to



and around them . N o m atter how
strongly you feel you have the true
picture, you are probably w rong.
You canôt know  the reason for
anyoneôs behavior.

To com plicate m atters further,
som etim es w e are actively
dishonest about the reasons for our
behavior.1 A classic exam ple
com es from  a Japanese professor in
one of m y w orkshops. H e claim ed
he w anted to spend m ore tim e w ith
his fam ily, but he w as too busy at
w ork. W hen I asked a few  questions
and elicited som e details about his
daily activity, it w as clear that he
w asted a lot of tim e at w ork. H e



chose to stay late at the university,
socialize w ith his colleagues during
the evenings, and then appear
m acho by having it know n that he
w ent hom e later than everyone else
w hile receiving sym pathy for not
being able to spend m ore tim e w ith
his fam ily. Clearly he had m ade a
choice, and being too busy at w ork
w as, of course, bullshit as a reason.
This w as im m ediately obvious to
everyone in the w orkshop, yet it
took m e a full half hour to get a
glim m er of recognition out of him .

Things happen; w e do things,
and others do things. If you like
w hat happens, keep doing w hat you



are doing and hope it keeps
w orking w ell. If you do not like
w hat happens, do it differently next
tim e. Reasons get in the w ay of this
sim ple pragm atic approach.

W e are far better off w ithout
reasons. They provide people w ith
excuses to keep behaving
dysfunctionally. The w orld w ould
be a m uch better place w ithout
reasons, right?

O kay, yes, not having reasons
w ould lead to a strange existence.
W ithout reasons, you w ould look
like an unreasonable person to
everyone else. So w here does this
leave us?



I have a tw ofold approach to the
problem : one for the external
persona, and one for the internal
self. Externally you use reasons in
everyday conversation w hen you
need to, and thus appear to be
perfectly norm al and reasonable.
Internally you look at the reasons
your external self offers, and
question each of them . The internal
self also looks at the reasons given
by the people you are interacting
w ith. Sim ply by noticing how
reasons are used, you can gain
insight into your ow n behavior and
your relationships w ith others.

This approach w orks w ell to



change your ow n actions. It canôt be
used to change others, how ever! It
is not your job to tell anyone else
her reasons are bullshit unless she
is actively seeking your advice
(like taking your class or, say,
reading your book); doing this
w ould m ake you a pretty unlikable
person pretty quickly. The best w ay
to fix the w orld is to fix yourself.
A s I alw ays caution m y students and
w orkshop participants, do not try
this (on anyone else) at hom e!

M ake a pact w ith yourself to not
use reasons unless you have to. This
is actually an incredibly
em pow ering position to com e from .



Be confident enough in your actions
not to need to explain yourself.
Trust yourself and act.

I get a lot of requests from
students around the w orld w ho w ant
to join m y research group at
Stanford. If I know  I w ill not accept
them , I sim ply thank them  for their
interest and say I am  sorry that I
w ill not be able to accom m odate
them . This invariably ends the
conversation. I get at m ost a thank-
you note. H ow ever, if I justify m y
action w ith a reason, then the
conversation drags on as the student
attem pts to w ork around m y reason.
In the past I have given a bullshit



reason; it feels like Iôm  being nicer
som ehow . Sure, it m ay be true that
Iôm  too busy or going on sabbatical
soon, or w hatever else Iôve told the
student, yet if I felt strongly enough
about that person, Iôd m ake it
happen. In truth, it is difficult to
think of a goooood reason I could
not w ork around if I really w anted
to.

A ctions speak louder than
reasons. D onôt give reasons unless
you have to!

SAYIN G  TH E O PPO SITE
O ften w e say the opposite of w hat
w e really m ean w hen faced w ith



beliefs or behavior w e find
troubling. I recall a very aggressive
young colleague of m ine w ho had
developed a grievance against a
prestigious and long-standing
robotics conference. H e launched a
new  conference m eant to be in
direct com petition w ith the original
one. W hen I asked w hat his
m otivation w as, he said, ñThe last
thing I w ould w ant to do is
underm ine the existing conference,
but there is a need for a new
conference.ò

It had not occurred to m e that
his m otivation w as to underm ine the
existing conference until he said



that. O nce he denied the unm ade
accusation, it w as clear that
underm ining w as indeed w hat he
intended. H e had projected his ow n
guilt onto m e in the form  of an
accusation that I had never m ade.

H ave you heard the expression
ñH e doth protest too m uchò? O ften,
if som eone goes to great lengths to
tell you that he is not a liar, a crook,
a troublem aker, or green w ith envy,
he probably is those things.

I am  sure w e all have at one
tim e or another said the opposite of
w hat w e m eanð and letôs face it, as
m uch as w e like to convince
ourselves that our m otives are pure,



w e are generally m ost concerned
about ourselves. To keep this in
check, do a reversal in your head.
A nytim e you or som eone else gives
a m otive for behavior, just
substitute in your head the opposite
of that m otive. So, for exam ple, if
you say, ñI am  telling K athy w hat
her cow orker said about her for her
benefit, not m ine,ò try out the
reverse m otivation in your head: ñI
am  telling her for m y benefit, not
hers.ò O ften you w ill find that this
is your true m otive.

PR O JEC TIO N
Projection is a com m on response. It



happens w hen som eone attributes a
feeling or trait to another person,
w hen itôs she herself w ho ow ns that
particular trait or feeling. A lthough
psychologists usually use the term
projection to connote a negative
behavior, projecting both the
positive and the negative aspects of
ourselves onto others is an
im portant part of life that can be a
m ajor influence on our interactions
w ith others. It is the experience of
seeing traits in others that helps us
to see them  in ourselves. If you
notice a flaw  in another person, it
probably m eans youôve had that
sam e flaw  yourself.



Projection colors alm ost every
aspect of interpersonal relations. A
genuinely naive, truthful person w ill
think all people he encounters are
truthful. A person w ith a
background of duplicity and
dishonesty tends to be w ary of
others because he projects his ow n
m anipulative behavior onto them .
O nce w e project a behavior onto
others, it gives us a goooood reason
to think w e know  w hat accounts for
their behavior.

A s you now  know , I cannot
stand to be late because lateness is
an issue in m y life. So I assum e that
others share the sam e concern.



W hen people are late, I cannot
understand how  they could be so
irresponsible. H ow ever, only after I
becam e obsessed w ith being on
tim e did I even notice lateness in
others.

YO U R  TU R N
O ne w ay to see how  prevalent
projections are is to m ake a list of
things that bother you about other
people in your life. Then take these
sam e things and think about how
they appear in your ow n life. For
exam ple, Iôd say, ñI hate how  m y
son Elliot bickers w ith his friend
Claudiaò since, not surprisingly, ñI



hate how  I bicker w ith m y w ife.ò
There are countless things to

like or dislike about people. That I
chose to m ention bickering first
says som ething about m e. It tells m e
that bickering is such an im portant
issue to m e that I project m y
feelings about it onto m y son.
Realizing this provides a great tool
for self-aw areness, and such
insights m ake us m ore em pathetic
about othersô difficulties.

Self-hatred plays a large part in
this aspect of our personalities. In
chapter 4 of The Adjusted
Am erican, the book I m entioned
earlier, Snell and G ail Putney



explore this concept: ñM en hate in
others those things and only those
things w hich they despise in
them selves. It is possible to
disapprove of other people in a
rational and dispassionate m anner,
how ever, to hate them  is an
irrational and im passioned act. The
passion betrays the underlying self-
contem pt. . . . The origin of hatred
lies in the individualôs attem pt to
disow n certain potentialities of the
self.ò

In other w ords, if w e sense,
even subconsciously, traits w ithin
ourselves that w e w ould rather not
acknow ledge because they are alien



to our self-im age, w e deny their
existence and project them  onto
others. Thus our hatred of others is
really the hatred of our ow n
unw anted or feared capabilities
projected onto them . To get beyond
the self-destructive effects of
hatred, it is necessary to be able to
accept a basic truth about
ourselves: we are all potentially
capable of any hum an act.

LO V E A N D  M A R R IA G E
Projection also plays a large role in
Putney and Putneyôs provocative
assertion that m arriage for love is
a bad idea (chapter 10). Put in our



term s, they are saying that getting
m arried for love is a goooood
reason. For m any of m y students,
this is a version of the
aforem entioned yellow -eyed cat
story. They have all been brought up
w ith the notion that m arrying for
love is not only desirable, it is also
one of lifeôs highest possible
attainm ents.

A friend once told m e he w as in
love w ith falling in love. I knew
w hat he m eant. It can be a great
feeling to fall in loveð especially if
your love is reciprocated.
Incidentally, w hen he did eventually
m arry for love, it turned out to be a



disaster. The problem  is that people
often confuse love w ith m arriage.
Falling in love is heavily reliant on
projection, w hile a sound m arriage
is relatively free of projection.

Just as hatred is the result of
projecting our ow n negative
qualities onto another, love is the
result of projecting our ow n
positive qualities onto another.
W hat w e fall in love w ith are the
qualities that w e w ish w e had or
qualities w e have and w ish to share
w ith the other person. Usually these
adm ired qualities are at variance
w ith our self-im age, so w e avoid
consciously possessing them



ourselves and instead project them
onto another. In tim e these idealized
projections are w orn aw ay by lifeôs
realities. A ny m arriage based
m ainly on projected qualities is
bound to flounder.

A successful m arriage results
w hen both partners can just be
happy being w ho they are and in so
doing add to the enjoym ent of each
other. A s the Putneys point out,
ñEach is seeking candor and
w arm th, and the exploration of self-
potential (sexual capacities and
m any others), all of w hich is
facilitated by cooperation of
som eone else engaged in a sim ilar



developm ent. Such persons are not
preoccupied w ith being loved or
w ith m aintaining rom antic illusions.
They are trying to enjoy lifeð
together.ò

Love is the ultim ate
unreasonable activity. W hen asked
w hy you love your significant other,
you m ight say, ñSheôs sm art and has
a great sm ile and is kind to
anim als,ò but clearly those reasons
are only half true. You could find
lots of w om en w ho are just as sm art
and w ho have great sm iles and also
love anim als. W hy donôt you love
all of them ? N o one know s exactly
w hy he falls in love. The Putneys



call it projection; you can call it
chem istry or fate or w hatever you
w ant; youôre draw n to w hom  youôre
draw n to and attracted to w hom
youôre attracted to, and w hatever
reasons you give yourself are
probably bullshit.

I used to look dow n on the
institution of arranged m arriage;
surprisingly m y attitude changed
com pletely w hen I visited India and
spent tim e in the hom es of the
people there. I saw  just as m uch or
m ore genuine affection betw een
husbands and w ives there than I did
in A m erica. I now  feel that young
Indians are quite lucky to have a



culture w here people w ho love
them  and know  them  w ell set about
to assist them  in finding suitable
m arriage partners.

The idea that m arriage is a
joining of entire fam ilies, not just
tw o isolated people, is also very
attractive. It is not a perfect system :
there can be com pulsion and
ulterior m otives on the part of the
parents. In m y experience, how ever,
that is rare am ong educated
fam ilies. If both parties are given
veto pow er, then I believe the
system  is in m any w ays superior to
online dating and the bar scenes that
seem  to be the m ajor options these



days for single people in A m erica.
The basic difference is that in
A m erica, a m an m arries the w om an
he loves; in India, a m an loves the
w om an he m arries.

D EC ISIO N  A N D  IN D EC ISIO N
W hen you m ake a decision about
som ething, you alw ays need a
goooood reason. Itôs easy to
agonize over even the sm allest
decisions. M y w ife and son are
incredibly indecisive. M y son
alw ays w aits until the last m inute.
H is m ind-set is, W hy com m it before
you absolutely have to? A better
opportunity m ay com e along. It m ay



w ork for him , how ever, it is tough
on the people around him . M y w ife
sees the negatives in every option,
so is reluctant to choose som ething
that is not perfect.

M y w ife and son are victim s of
the Buridanôs ass paradox, nam ed
after the fourteenth-century French
philosopher Jean Buridan and
based on an old fable about a
donkey that dies because it cannot
m ake a rational choice betw een tw o
equally appealing alternativesð eat
hay or drink w ater. This fable has
given rise to the Buridanôs ass
m ethod, in w hich the decision is
based on elim inating the option that



has the m ost negatives so that you
donôt end up like the donkey. M y
w ife has essentially reinvented this
m ethod, w hereas m y son is often in
danger of starving to death by virtue
of indecision.

I still chuckle over the tim e I
w as in France and cam e to a T
intersection. The sign pointing to
the left and the sign pointing to the
right both had the nam e of the sam e
village. I pulled over and spent
m any m inutes, brow  furrow ed,
w ondering w hether to go right or
left. O f course, in the end it didnôt
m atter w hich w ay I w ent; both
roads led to the sam e place! W e



w ould all do w ell to rem em ber the
old saying ñIf you donôt know
w here you are going, it doesnôt
m atter w hich road you choose.ò

M aking im portant decisions
only after due consideration is a
good w ay to live oneôs life.
H ow ever, people often let the agony
of deciding go on far too long. Like
the fabled donkey, they have all the
relevant inform ation, yet they canôt
decide.

In advising m y students on
m aking a big life decision, I find
that after theyôve laid out the
problem  in question and w e have
discussed the pros and cons of each



option, itôs best to introduce w hat I
call the gun test. Itôs very scientific,
you see. I point m y fingers, in the
form  of a gun, at the studentôs
forehead and say, ñO kay, you have
fifteen seconds to decide or Iôll pull
the trigger. W hatôs your decision?ò

They alw ays know  the answ er!
Even if they do not ultim ately take
that path, this exercise usually
releases the pressure built up
around the decision-m aking process
and gets them  closer to a resolution.

Iôve nam ed another tool I use
the lifeôs journey m ethod. If a
student presents a problem  w ith tw o
possible paths to a solution, I ask



the student to take one of the
choices and then im agine w hat life
w ould look like as a result of that
choice. It m ight go som ething like
this:

ST U D EN T: O kay, I decide
to go for the PhD .

M E: Then w hat happens?
ST U D EN T: I get the PhD .
M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I graduate and
get a job as a professor.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I get m arried



and buy a house.
M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I have
children.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: M y children
grow  up and get m arried.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I get older.
M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I die.

Then I ask the student to



im agine her life if she took the other
path. It m ight go like this:

ST U D EN T: I w ould leave
school after m y m asterôs
degree.

M E: Then w hat happens?
ST U D EN T: I get a job in
industry, or I start a
com pany.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I m ake a lot of
m oney.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I do the



m arriage, kids, house
thing.

M E: G reat; then w hat
happens?

ST U D EN T: I get old and
die.

M E: So the end is the
sam e. N o m atter w hat
path you take, in the end
you die.

The point of this is to get people
to realize that there is no w ay to
know  w here a decision w ill lead.
The best w ay forw ard is em bedded
in the design thinking m ethodology:
m anifest a bias tow ard action, and



donôt be afraid of failure. I believe
it serves people best in life to
accept that decisions are part of the
process of m oving forw ard, and that
there are so m any variables that itôs
a w aste of tim e to try to see the
endgam e. O nce w e realize that m ost
decisions are not life-or-death, w e
can m ake them  w ithout undue stress.

N ow , m uch of this flies in the
face of decision analysis theory,
w hich presents analytical m ethods
to m ake good decisions even in the
face of im precise inform ation.
Unfortunately, for decisions on
personal m atters quantitative tools
can be inadequate to capture the



subtleties, and thus yield m isleading
conclusions.

M any years ago I w as living in
India, in the guest house of the
Indian Institute of Science in
Bangalore. K um ar, a young engineer
w ho visited m e every few  days,
told m e that he w as leaving and
w ould be gone for three w eeks.
H eôd be taking the train to his
native village in the north to choose
a bride. H is fam ily had located six
eligible candidates, and he w as
going to m eet w ith them , decide
w ho w as the m ost suitable, and
m arry her.

A m onth later K um ar



reappeared, carrying a rolled-up
w indow  shade. W hen he unrolled it,
I saw  that he had crafted a large and
com plex w eighted decision table, a
standard tool used in decision
analysis theory. O n it w ere listed
the nam es of the six prospective
brides, each row  representing one
of the w om en. Each of seven
colum ns w as headed by an attribute
he w as m ost interested in. Each
w om an had been num erically rated
for each attribute, from  1 to 10, and
each of these num bers w as
m ultiplied by the w eighting factor
heôd given that attribute, according
to w hat he deem ed its relative



im portance. The seven w eighting
factors w ere chosen so that they
added up to 10. If he had rated the
attributes equally, all the w eighting
factors w ould have been 10/7
(w hich w e can round off to be
approxim ately 1.4).

The colum n at the end show ed
the sum  of the seven num bers in that



row . The w om an corresponding to
the colum n w ith the highest totalð
the second w om an in the tableð
w ould be the chosen bride. Very
rationalð just w hat I w ould have
expected from  a good engineer.
H ow ever, the m ore he told m e
about his m eetings w ith the w om en,
the clearer it becam e that this w as
not as rational as he pretended.

There w ere tw o m ajor
departures from  objectivity: first, of
course, w as the fact that the scores
that he gave each w om an w ere
totally subjective. Second w as that
he w as not com pletely honest w ith
him self about his w eighting factors.



For exam ple, he told m e he gave
ñw ealthò a low  w eighting factor of
1 because he did not care about his
w ifeôs w ealth. Yet he w eighted
ñfam ilyò tw ice as high. W hen I
asked w hat he looked for w hen he
rated the fam ily, his answ er told m e
that he w as looking for things that
indicated that the fam ily w as
w ealthy.

The m ost confused of all
seem ed to be the ratings for
ñcareer.ò K um ar told m e he
definitely w anted his w ife to have a
career and not stay at hom e, and he
also w anted her to be available to
take care of dinner if, at the last



m inute, he decided to invite som e of
his w ork colleagues to his house.
So he gave this a low  w eighting of
0.9.

W hen all w as said, it w as clear
that he had fudged the num bers in
favor of the w om en he felt m ost
connected to during their short
m eeting. So m uch for analytical
thinking! (A s it turned out, intuition
w orked just fine: K um ar and his
w ife have been happily m arried for
over tw enty-five years.)

D ecision m aking has becom e a
big business, and new  tools are
being developed all the tim e. A ll of
them , how ever, rest on a belief and



a value system  that require logical
system atic thought. This approach
appeals to people w ho are naturally
judgm ental and value so-called
rational thought. If it could deliver
good decisions at m ost of lifeôs
crossroads, it w ould be terrific.
Unfortunately, it often canôt.

In m y experience, quantitative
m ethods and feelings both have
their places. I tend to be pragm atic,
and I donôt discount m y intuition. If
a tool gives m e good answ ers, I use
it. In either case, w hen m aking
decisions, it couldnôt hurt to keep in
m ind Captain A habôs realization
about his pursuit of M oby D ick:



ñA ll m y m eans are sane, m y m otive
and m y object m ad.ò

The best scientific m ethods for
decision m aking w onôt help if your
question is one that canôt be
answ ered rationally. A hab w as
follow ing a logical course of
action, but he w as doing that in
pursuit of som ething irrational.
M ake sure that your m otive is a
good one before bothering to figure
out how  youôll find an answ er.

D O N ôT LISTEN  TO  YO U R
PR O FESSO R
I had a PhD  student from  Bulgaria
w hose father w as a w ell-know n



professor, and the student had led a
fairly privileged life in his country.
H e w as very bright and inquisitive.

A fter a w hile he started asking
m e questions about things in this
country that confused him . For
exam ple, in Bulgaria there w as one
nationw ide price for gasoline. H e
could not understand how  som e gas
stations in the United States could
charge m ore than the others and
survive. H e asked, ñW ouldnôt
everyone go to the least expensive
station?ò

A t the tim e I didnôt really know
the answ er to that question. O f
course, now  that I have the d.school



m entality, I w ould probably tell him
to go ask the people buying gas at
the expensive stations! Regardless,
it w as fascinating to see A m erica
through his questioning eyes.

Then one day he cam e to m e
w ith a serious problem . H e had
begun to realize that it w as
im possible to do lots of things
w ithout a credit card. H e couldnôt
rent videos or a car, and m any
places w ould ask for a second form
of identification, w hich he didnôt
have. The problem  w as that he
couldnôt get a card unless he
already had credit. I decided to let
him  apply for a joint card w ith m e.



The deal w as this: I w ould not
use the card, and paying the bill
w ould be his sole responsibility.
W e received tw o cards in the m ail,
and I destroyed m ine. A few  days
later he cam e to m e w ith a m ailing
he had received. A s a bonus for
applying for the card, w e w ere
eligible to buy a packet of tickets
for the Canadian lottery in British
Colum bia. For only tw enty dollars
w e had the chance to w in valuable
prizes. H e asked m e w hat I thought.
I gave him  m y best N ew  York
streetw ise explanation of w hat a
sucker play it w as. I told him  to
throw  the offer in the garbage.



Furtherm ore, even if it w as an
honest offer, he w as certainly sm art
enough to figure how  ridiculously
poor the odds of his w inning w ere.
Certainly these w ere goooood
reasons not to do it.

Close your eyes and im agine the
end of this story.

G ot it? O kay.
H ere is w hat actually happened.

H e sent in his tw enty dollars, and
he w on the grand prize: a luxury car
or $80,000 Canadian. H e took the
m oney, w hich cam e tax-free
because he w as an alien. H e and his
fianc®e used the m oney for their
w edding and for a dow n paym ent



on a house. They soon had children,
and they are now  living happily
ever after in California.

This w as yet another tim e Iôm
glad som eone did not listen to m y
rational voice of experience and
expertise. I guess w hen it com es to
the accidents of real life, not even
professors know  m uch. The point of
the story isnôt to ignore all advice.
Itôs that you have to live w ith the
consequences, good or bad. D o
som ething or donôt do it. Follow
advice or ignore it. In m aking your
decisions, keep in m ind that even
w hen the odds are against you, you
still m ight w in. Life is a gam ble,



and ultim ately you have to decide
for yourself.

W H O ôS R EA LLY STO PPIN G
YO U ?
If thereôs som ething you really w ant
to do, often itôs as sim ple as just
doing it. Rem em ber, I am  talking
about the real stuff, not pipe
dream s. In the end you donôt need
tricks or gim m icks. It com es dow n
to the difference betw een trying
and doing, betw een talking about it
and acting; and ultim ately it
depends on the double bottom  line:
intention and attention. D o you
really intend to do it? A re you



w illing to give it the attention it
requires?

If so, then you sim ply need to
start. In design thinking parlance,
itôs tim e to enact w hat w e call the
bias toward action and determ ine
how  you can m ove tow ard your
goal.

Letôs say your goal is to w rite a
book.

Checking Facebook five tim es a
day is not getting your book w ritten.
Talking about w riting is not getting
your book w ritten. Texting your
friends . . . w ell, you get the idea.
Even joining a w ritersô group or
going to a w ritersô conference isnôt



going to get you there. W hat gets
you there is putting your butt in the
chair and your fingers on the
keyboard for extended lengths of
tim e. You need to com m it to w rite,
even if the first draft com es out
terribly.

W hen I set out to w rite this
book, I began by w aking up earlier
so that I could get in som e w riting
tim e before m y w ife, Ruth, aw oke.
Even w hen that m eant I got very
little sleep, I did it anyw ay. I took a
few  days off here and there, but they
w ere the exception. The rule w as
that I w as there at m y com puter,
show ing up each m orning, until I



had finished. I chose to m ake it m y
priority over anything that m ight
distract m e from  it.

W hen people talk about w hoôs
stopping them  from  achieving their
goals, itôs often a critic. A fam ily
m em ber m ight once have said
som ething thoughtlessly insulting, a
teacher m ight have given you a bad
grade, a form er boss m ight have
thought you w ere a dunce. Yet none
of these critics can actually stop
you, nor do negative people
deserve any spot in your path. Even
if they have stolen your keyboard
and broken all your pencils, they
donôt have any actual pow er to stop



you.
In reality, no oneôs usually

trying to prevent us from  achieving
our goals. The situation is m ost
often one like that brilliantly
portrayed in the British TV series
The Prisoner. Throughout the series
the hero, identified as N um ber Six,
is trying to escape from  evil people
w ho are w orking for the villain,
N um ber O ne. Finally, in the last
episode he understands the answ er
to his question ñW ho is N um ber
O ne?ò W hen he first heard the
answ er in episode 1, it sounded like
ñYou are N um ber Six.ò N ow  he
understands that the answ er to



ñW ho is N um ber O ne?ò is ñYou
are, N um ber Six.ò H e had
m etaphorically im prisoned him self.
A s Franz K afka put it, ñIt w as a
barred cage that he w as in. Calm ly
and insolently, as if at hom e, the din
of the w orld stream ed out and in
through the bars, the prisoner w as
really free, he could take part in
everything, nothing that w ent on
outside escaped him , he could
sim ply have left the cage, the bars
w ere yards apart, he w as not even a
prisoner.ò

Even w hen there is a real
obstacle, it is possible to get around
it. Years ago m y w ife, Ruth, and I



w ere traveling in India, and w e
changed our departure date via
telephone so that w e w ere leaving
one day earlier. W hen w e arrived at
the D elhi airport at about 2:00 a.m .,
the guard w ould not let us enter the
term inal because our paper ticket
w as for the follow ing day. W e
explained that w e had changed the
flight date, but he w ouldnôt budge.

I pointed out to him  that the
United A irlines desk w as w ithin
view , and if he allow ed m e to go
there, I could get the date changed
on m y ticket and com e back to show
him . H e refused. I offered to leave
m y passport w ith him  as a



guarantee. H e refused. I offered to
leave m y w ife w ith him  as a
guarantee. H e refused. I offered
both m y w ife and passport. H e still
refused!

Then I m ade a bold choice. I
had seen his rifle; it looked like it
w as old, possibly preindependence,
and likely useless. I figured the
chances of it blow ing up in his
hands w ere greater than the chances
of the bullet actually reaching m e.
So I calm ly took Ruthôs hand and
just w alked past him . H e did not
shoot, and I did not look back.

M ost tim es there are no arm ed
guards; w e sim ply stop ourselves.



W e are N um ber O ne. You are
responsible for deciding w hat you
do or donôt do. D onôt blam e others,
and donôt use reasons to justify or
rationalize your behaviors.
A lthough excuses m ay seem  to get
you out of difficulty at the m om ent,
in the long run they are often
counterproductive.

TH E ISSU E O F TIM E
O ne of the biggest excuses w e have
for not getting things done is a lack
of tim e. W e all have the sam e
tw enty-four hours in a day, and yet
w hat M other Teresa, A lbert
Einstein, Bill G ates, and M artin



Luther K ing Jr. accom plished in
their days is a lot m ore than w hat
m any others have.

The difference com es back to
intention and attention. Itôs not that
they had extra tim e; itôs that they
m ade tim e. W hen som ething is a
priority in your life, you have to be
w illing to w alk aw ay from  anything
thatôs standing in its w ay. If thereôs
som ething useless thatôs stealing
your tim e, w hy are you letting it?
Understanding that extra hours are
not going to appear on your clock,
how  can you m ake the tim e to
accom plish w hat you need to?

It m ay be helpful to w rite in a



journal for a few  days, noting
(truthfully) w hat youôre doing all
day long and how  long you spend
on each task. A re you spending
m ore tim e than you realized getting
show ered and ready in the m orning,
texting, e-m ailing, surfing the W eb,
gam ing? Even positive things like
reading or cooking can take up too
m uch tim e w hen youôre trying to get
som ething done. W hen you need to
finish a report or you still havenôt
turned in a long application, instead
of procrastinating and sitting around
thinking about it, invoke your bias
tow ard action by putting your
norm al activities aside. G et the job



done. Instead of cooking, open a
can. Instead of reading the
new spapers, save them  for later or
sim ply toss them .

In the m odern w orld w e have an
endless supply of tim e sinkholes.
D onôt fall into them . Steal back
your tim e to support your intentions.
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If itôs not w orth doing, itôs
not w orth doing w ell.

ð A nonym ous

A drunk m an is w alking along the
street and collides w ith a lam ppost.
H e bounces backw ard, and after
regaining his com posure again
m akes his w ay forw ard, only to
again collide w ith the sam e
lam ppost and experience a sim ilar



backw ard bounce. A gain he regains
com posure, and then suffers another
backw ard bounce. These actions
are all repeated several m ore tim es.
Finally, in frustration, he sits dow n
on the ground and says, ñI give up.
They have m e surrounded.ò

If w eôre not drunk, once w e see
an obstacle in our path, or
experience our first bounce or tw o,
w e w alk around that obstacle.
Unfortunately w e som etim es still
have difficulty. W e often think w e
are surrounded, and respond in the
sam e w ay as the drunken guy.

So, assum ing you are sober,
how  do you w alk around obstacles?



G ETTIN G  A R O U N D  TH E
LA M PPO ST
The answ er lies in changing the
w ay you think about the problem .
A s an assignm ent in one of m y
design courses I asked each student
to find som ething in his life that
bothered him  and fix it. O ne student,
K rishna, volunteered that his bed
w as broken, and he could not seem
to get a good nightôs sleep. H is
assignm ent w as to solve the
problem . This started a saga that
lasted several w eeks.

The first w eek K rishna reported
not being able to find the correct
w ire to fix the fram e. The second



w eek he reported not being able to
find the correct tools. The third
w eek he w as unable to find som e
sm all springs. Finally I lost
patience and told him  that if he did
not solve the problem  by the
follow ing w eek, he w ould fail. H e
cam e in the next w eek w ith a big
sm ile on his face; I knew  the dram a
had ended. W hen I called on him  to
report on his project, he sim ply
said: ñI bought a new  bed.ò

It is a w onderful exam ple of the
m istake w e m ake by w orking on an
answ er as though it w ere a
question. D esign thinking
em phasizes that you alw ays m ake



sure you are w orking on the real
problem . H is m istake w as that he
originally tried to solve the w rong
problem . H e started by w orking on
the question ñH ow  can I fix the
bed?ò The real question, of course,
w as ñH ow  do I get a good nightôs
sleep?ò This opened the solution
space considerably and allow ed a
m ove aw ay from  the difficulties
encountered in fixing the bed. O nce
K rishna started w orking on the right
problem , the solution becam e easy:
G et a new  bed. This enabled him  to
w alk around the self-im posed
lam ppost called ñfixing the bed.ò



M O V IN G  TO  A H IG H ER
LEV EL
H ave you ever had a problem  you
couldnôt seem  to solve? You
probably pondered solutions over
and over, m aybe losing sleep. I bet
you w ere trying to solve the w rong
problem . W hen you canôt find the
answ er, it is often because you are
not asking the correct question.

To illustrate this, letôs take the
question ñH ow  m ight I find a
spouse?ò

Just because it ends w ith a
question m ark, that doesnôt m ean
itôs a question. D rop ñhow  m ight Iò
and you get a declarative statem ent:



ñFind a spouse.ò This could be
regarded as an answ er. So w e see
that finding a spouse can be
regarded as either an answ er or a
question.

W hat question is ñFind a
spouseò the answ er to? There could
be m any. Som e possibilities are:

H ow  m ight I get
com panionship?

H ow  m ight I get taken care of?
H ow  m ight I stop w orking?
H ow  m ight I have (m ore) sex?
H ow  m ight I get m y parents to

stop nagging m e?
H ow  m ight I m ove to a better

econom ic situation?



H ow  m ight I im prove m y social
life?

H ow  m ight I keep up w ith m y
friends?

Each of these questions,
regarded as a problem , has m any
possible solutions. Finding a
spouse is just one possible solution
to each of these. In actuality, it m ay
not be a very good solution to any
of these problem s.

Experience has show n m e that
one of the m ain causes of losing
sleep over a problem  is that w e
think w e are dealing w ith a question
w hen in fact w e are dealing w ith an
answ er (a solution) that turns out



not to be a good fit to our actual
problem .

A w ay around this dilem m a is to
ask, ñW hat w ould it do for m e if I
solved this problem ?ò The answ er
to this can then be converted into a
new , m ore generative question.

If I believe that I w ant a spouse
to satisfy m y need for
com panionship, the real problem
(question) is ñH ow  m ight I find
com panionship?ò

Finding a spouse now  becom es
sim ply one of m any possible w ays
to find com panionship. By changing
the question I have altered m y point
of view  and dram atically expanded



the num ber of possible solutions.
The situation can be illustrated

diagram m atically as:

Because I havenôt been able to
find a spouse thus far, I can take a



different tack: I can ask w hat
finding a spouse w ould do for m e.

I believe it w ould give m e



com panionship. So the new
question is ñH ow  m ight I get
com panionship?ò The diagram
below  show s possible answ ers.



I am  no longer stuck w ith trying
to find a spouse. Itôs that sim ple.

Identifying w hat you expect
from  the solution to the problem
youôre stuck on brings you to a
higher level and, ultim ately, a better
question.

Changing the question is often
enough to lead to a satisfactory
resolution and to m ake the original
difficulty disappear. In this
exam ple, if I figure out how  to get
com panionship w ithout getting
m arried, the issue of finding a
spouse becom es m oot.

This procedure can be repeated
starting at the higher level. If the



question of how  I m ight find
com panionship becom es difficult to
solve, I w ould ask, ñW hat w ould it
do for m e if I found
com panionship?ò

Possible answ ers m ight be:
I w ould feel less bored.
I w ould get social stim ulation.
I w ould get intellectual

stim ulation.
I w ould feel less lonely.
I w ould feel m ore secure.
By choosing the one that seem s

m ost resonant (I w ould feel less
lonely) and converting it into a
question, I get a new  question.
ñH ow  m ight I feel less lonely?ò is a



long w ay from  the original
question: ñH ow  do I find a
spouse?ò

M any m arried people feel
lonely w ithin their m arriages, so
clearly even solving the original
problem  (finding a spouse) m ight
not solve m y actual problem  of
being lonely.

N ow  the situation looks like
this:



Use this procedure w henever



you find yourself stuck and losing
sleep over an issue. O ften it can
open up a w ide range of new
solutions. The original problem
disappears, and the w ay to proceed
is im m ediately obvious.

For this to w ork you need to be
honest enough not to hang on to the
original question, no m atter how
com fortable you have becom e w ith
hitting the lam ppost. You need to be
aw are that there is a tendency to
rationalize our dysfunctional
behavior w ith excuses. Rem em ber,
w e shy aw ay from  labeling them  as
excuses; instead w e call them
reasons. O f course, they are



goooood reasons, right?
There isnôt alw ays a single

answ er to the question ñH ow  w ould
I benefit if I had a solution to m y
problem ?ò It is sim ply a m atter of
using a different how -m ight-I
question and repeating this
procedure until you feel the Aha!
that com es from  recognizing your
actual issue.

Iôve had students say that they
felt that this m ethod does not
actually solve the original problem ;
it sim ply replaces it w ith one you
can solve. W hat they do not realize
is that letting go of a problem  is
often the best solution. This is



especially true w hen youôre
addressing the w rong problem .

Blocks to success w ith this
exercise happen w hen w e canôt let
go of the original question. For
exam ple, in one of m y w orkshops a
w om an asked, ñH ow  do I m ake sure
m y daughter gets into a good
college?ò She had to struggle to
adm it that the m ain payoff for her in
solving this problem  w ould be to
reduce her level of anxiety. O nce
she m ade that leap, the question one
level higher becam e ñH ow  do I
becom e less anxious?ò The new
problem , at heart, w as a long w ay
from  her daughter getting into a



good college. In fact, it had very
little to do w ith that. In all
probability, once the daughter got
into college, the m other w ould
quickly find another issue to be
anxious about. So if the m other
w ere honest enough, she w ould start
to w ork on the real problem : her
anxiety.

YO U R  TU R N
To experience the process of
w alking around the lam ppost, think
of a problem  you have been losing
sleep over. This should be
som ething that keeps bothering you
and is directly related to your life,



your relationships, or your job, not
som ething abstract or global such as
how  to achieve w orld peace.

W rite this item  dow n as a short,
sim ple how -do-I question. Then ask
yourself w hat it w ould do for you if
this problem  w ere solved. In other
w ords, if it w ere som ething that you
no longer lost sleep over, w hat
w ould it do for you? W rite dow n
the answ er to this above your
original question. N ow  change the
answ er into a question and take a
few  m inutes to consider possible
solutions to this new  question.

If you are open-m inded, chances
are you have just w alked around the



lam ppost.
A lternatively, letôs assum e you

are still stuck and do not see how  to
solve your new  problem . N ow  w e
go up one m ore level. Take your
new  question and ask yourself w hat
it w ould do for you if you solved
that question, and w rite dow n the
answ er above the new  question. W e
now  have a new  question. Consider
possible solutions to the new er
question. You should soon realize
that you just w alked around another
lam ppost. N ow , if after all this, the
original problem  has not
disappeared or you still do not see
your w ay clear to the solution, there



is a very good chance that you are
not telling yourself the truth about
w hat the real problem  is and w hat it
w ould do for you if you solved it.
G o back and start again!

R EFR A M IN G
O nce w e are aw are of a problem ,
w e tend to plunge ahead in search
of a solution, yet often w eôd do
better to first reconsider the
question. Refram ing problem s can
lead to m uch better solutions.
M ental health professionals also
use refram ing; it is a pow erful
therapeutic technique. The basic
idea behind refram ing is to



introduce a change of perspective
into your thinking. This is
illustrated in a variant of the classic
light bulb joke:

Q uestion: H ow  m any design
thinkers does it take to change a

light bulb?

A nsw er from  a design thinker: W hy
use light bulbs?

There are various form s of
problem  statem ents. In the business
and design thinking w orld they have
nam es such as opportunity
statem ents, how -could-w e
statem ents, and points of view .



The form  I favor is point of
view  (PO V). It is not a rigidly
defined concept.1 Its purpose is to
define w hat a person needsð not
w hat we think she needs, rather
w hat she actually needs. If you
w ant to find som ething new , it is
im portant to start w ith a problem
and not w ith a solution. O nce you
introduce solutions prem aturely,
you shut dow n the discovery
process.

Refram ing a problem  is
essentially a change of PO V. A t the
d.school w eôve had several
instances w here refram ing led to
spectacular results.



Students from  the
ñEntrepreneurial D esign for
Extrem e A ffordabilityò course w ere
asked to go to M yanm ar to w ork on
a project having to do w ith
irrigation. A s part of this w ork they
spent tim e w ith poor farm ers to
determ ine the farm ersô basic
problem s w ith w atering their crops.
The students noticed that because
there w as no electricity, farm ers
used candles or kerosene lanterns
for lighting. The students could
sm ell the toxic fum es in the poorly
ventilated farm ersô huts. They also
learned that candles and kerosene
consum ed about 25 percent of the



farm ersô annual incom e.
In som e cases the farm ers had

old car batteries rigged to lam ps so
their children could do hom ew ork
after dark. In these fam ilies,
m others w ere forced to repeatedly
m ake tedious bike trips of several
hours to get the batteries recharged.
A ll in all, the Stanford students
learned that lighting w as a big issue
for these farm ers, so they convinced
the teaching team  to let them  change
their PO V from  dealing w ith the
need for irrigation to dealing w ith
the need for lighting.

The students developed solar-
pow ered LED  task lights that w ere



affordable and m ore user-centered
than alternative solar lights. They
established a for-profit com pany
called d.light that by the end of
2013 had sold over tw o m illion
lights in forty-tw o countries. They
expect to continue to grow  and
provide affordable solar lighting to
places in the w orld that have either
no electricity or only interm ittent
service. In this case it w as a good
thing that the students did not charge
full speed ahead into the w ater
issues. Rather, they refram ed their
PO V to m eet the needs they found
on the ground.

A different type of refram ing



w as done by students in a project
nam ed Em brace. A t the request of a
m edical nonprofit organization,
students from  the ñEntrepreneurial
D esign for Extrem e A ffordabilityò
course w ent to N epal to deal w ith
problem s related to incubators for
prem ature infants. The incubators
cost about $20,000 each and are
equivalent to the ones used in
A m erican hospitals. The problem
the students w ere asked to deal w ith
w as tw ofold: the incubators w ere
difficult to repair locally, and
pow er disruptions often
com prom ised their perform ance.
W hile still at Stanford the students



thought in term s of battery backups
and of redesigning to sim plify the
num ber of parts. Interestingly, once
they got to N epal they noticed that
the usage of even the fully
functioning incubators w as low .
The m ore they traveled around the
country, the m ore they noticed that
only in tow ns did clinics have
incubators; m any w om en living in
the m ountains w ould have great
difficulty getting to them  in tim e to
save their prem ature infants.

The students thus refram ed their
PO V. They realized that rather than
solving the doctorsô problem  of
keeping the incubators functional,



they should be solving the m othersô
problem  of keeping their prem ature
babies alive by providing the
necessary w arm th w here and w hen
it w as needed. This led to the
design of w hat is essentially a
m iniature sleeping bag w ith a
rem ovable pouch containing a block
of w axlike m aterial that, w hen
heated, becom es a liquid that
rem ains at the required tem perature
for nearly five hours. The heat
could be supplied by boiling the
pouch in w ater, w hich could be
accom plished w ithout electricity.

The device they developed sells
for 1 percent of the price of the



conventional incubator and offers
lifesaving availability far beyond
the dom ain of traditional
incubators. The studentsô big
breakthrough cam e w hen they
realized that the initial question they
w ere presented w ithð how  to
im prove the incubatorsð w as in
fact an answ er that could not w ork.
By asking them selves w hat it w ould
accom plish to have the incubator
im proved, they cam e to the real
question: H ow  could they keep
babies w arm  enough to stay alive?

By A pril 2014 Em braceôs infant
w arm ers w ere being used in eleven
different countries on three



continents. The w arm ers provided
innovative, low -cost, lifesaving
technology for over fifty thousand
low -birth-w eight and prem ature
infants. The num ber of surviving
infants is increasing daily.

Refram ing can also be useful in
m aking im provem ents after a
solution has already been found.
D oug D ietz is a longtim e designer
of m edical diagnostic equipm ent at
G E H ealth Care. H e had a life-
changing experience w hen he w ent
to a local clinic that used an M RI
m achine that he had designed. H e
introduced him self to a
technologist; she told him  how



highly regarded his m achine w as,
and he felt ten feet tall. Then a
fam ily appeared, trying their best to
calm  a scream ing child. A s soon as
the young girl w as exposed to the
scary room , strangers, and the huge
M RI scanner, she broke into tears
and had to be sedated to hold still
for the exam . D oug had no idea
children w ere being sedated as a
m atter of course. W hen he found out
that close to 85 percent of the
children betw een three and eight
years of age had to be sedated, he
felt like a failure.

Shortly thereafter, w hile
participating in a three-day



intensive executive education
w orkshop at the d.school, D oug got
an insight about a shortcom ing in
his design process. H e realized that
although he had consulted w idely
w ith custom er engineers, m arketing
people, salespeople, technologists,
and doctors, he had actually never
spent m uch tim e w ith the fam ilies
and the young patients in need of the
equipm ent he had designed.

W hen D oug w ent back to w ork,
he consulted hospital child-life
specialists, child psychologists,
teachers, parents, and children. H e
enlisted staff from  a childrenôs
m useum ; they spent tim e w ith kids



and parents. H e organized an
advisory team  of children w ho had
undergone a lot of health treatm ents.
W orking w ith the childrenôs
m useum  and the children, he
designed a series of M RI
experiences he calls the A dventure
Series.

The A dventure Series refram es
the M RI experience as an adventure
and not a m edical procedure. D oug
did this by having the room s, floors,
and M RI m achines redecorated. H e
also developed coloring books to
explain the procedure for the child
at hom e the night before. O ne
adventure w as going aw ay to cam p



and being in a tent, w here if you lie
very still on a sleeping bag (table)
you can see the stars. A nother w as
being in a ship lying very still,
hiding from  pirates.

Refram ing the situation from  a
m edical procedure into an
adventure w as a huge success. The
child sedation rate dropped to
alm ost nothing. A part from  the
savings in tim e and cost, there w as
a notable positive difference in the
experience for the children and
their fam ilies. D oug reports that
after their M RI exam ination, som e
children w ould ask their m others
w hen they could return to have



another adventure!
The device w as exactly the

sam e; only the user experience w as
refram ed.

These three inspirational results
illustrate an im portant basic
principle: W hen thinking about how
to achieve your dream , donôt sim ply
charge ahead. Pause and think about
w hat the problem  really is. G o to a
higher level and consider w hat else
m ight be at the heart of the problem .
N ow  refram e it. Change your point
of view . Then change it again and
see w here you are. The real
problem  w ill reveal itself to you.



W H Y IT W O N ôT W O R K
A nother useful technique for getting
unstuck w hen youôre solving a
problem  is one I accidentally
stum bled upon w hen I w as w riting
m y PhD  dissertation. I had
com pleted m ost of m y research and
had been invited to present a
sem inar on m y w ork at Yale
University. I had given a som ew hat
inflated title for the sem inar. The
evening before the talk I started to
think about m y presentation and got
a little nervous. I thought I should
start off by com ing clean about m y
title. I im agined m yself saying,
ñA lthough m y title im plies I can



solve the general case, the fact is
that I can only do it for special
cases. I cannot solve the general
case w here N is any integer. The
reason for this is . . .ò

Then a m iracle happened. A s I
w as explaining to m y im aginary
audience w hy I could not solve the
general case, it suddenly occurred
to m e how  I could do it. I w as
thrilled! The next day at Yale, I
gave m y talk and it w ent w ell. I felt
good about the presentation and the
fact that I didnôt have to hide behind
an inaccurate title. I still think it
w as one of the greatest Aha!
m om ents in m y life.



Tw o im portant lessons em erged
from  this incident. The first is
perhaps som ething youôve heard
before: if you get stuck w hile
w orking on a problem , try putting it
aside for a w hile. This process of
m entally clearing the decks w ill
allow  your subconscious to have a
crack at the problem , often resulting
in new  and better solutions.

The second is to take the tim e to
explain (w hether to yourself or to a
friend or fam ily m em ber out loud)
exactly w hy you canôt solve the
problem . In m y case, w hen I
explained to m y phantom  audience
w hy I could not solve the general



case, I w as able to see that the
reasons w ere not actually valid and
that I could do it easily, using
m ethods I knew  quite w ell.

PR EM ATU R E C LO SU R E
W hen w eôre searching for solutions
to our problem s, w e tend to choose
the first decent idea that w e com e
up w ith. O nce w e have an idea w e
feel w e can fall back on, w e tend to
stop w orking hard and just go
through the m otions of pretending to
look for better solutionsð or
perhaps w e stop entirely. Yet this
too is a form  of getting stuck. W e
are denying ourselves the



opportunity to find a m ore practical,
elegant, or inexpensive solution.

This idea of prem ature closure
can rear its head during any phase
of any design or problem -solving
process. W hen it occurs at the
problem  form ation or PO V
generation stage, it leaves us
w orking w ith the original concept
for the problem  statem ent. This
severely lim its the refram ing, w hich
is often the key to m ore effective
and delightful solutions.

If it occurs during the ideation
phase, it can doom  the project to a
m undane brute-force solution.
Better results can often be obtained



if m ore ideas are generated and
used to enhance or replace the
original concepts.

Consider the follow ing
problem : H ow  do I increase m y
purchasing pow er? If I reach into
m y pocket and I find a dollar bill, I
have a solution. If I keep looking
and find a five-dollar bill, m y
situation has im proved. Further
searching m ight reveal a tw enty. If I
am  lucky, upon opening another
com partm ent in m y w allet I find a
blank check and m aybe various
credit cards. N ow  I have a lot of
options to choose from , and I could
com bine or use any single one that I



feel is best for the given
circum stances. Either w ay, I have
com e a long w ay from  m y first
solutionð a single dollar bill.

The proper state of m ind is one
that w elcom es each subsequent
solution w ith as m uch joy as the
first one, and then puts each aside
and keeps looking. Ultim ately
youôll face restrictions that w ill end
the solution-seeking process. Youôll
run out of tim e. Youôll run out of
resources. O r youôll find the
solution that youôre sure is exactly
the right one and no longer be
tem pted by the challenge to find
som ething better.



W H AT W E D O N ôT H AV E
O ne spring day I w as riding m y
bicycle in D eath Valley w hen I
cam e upon an astonishing sight. A
section of the roadw ay w as covered
w ith thousands of dead caterpillars
squashed flat by cars as they
attem pted to cross the road.
Looking m ore closely, I could see
m asses of caterpillars on each side
slow ly m aking their w ay tow ard the
road. There w ere as m any on the
left side of the road headed to the
right side as there w ere on the right
side headed tow ard the left.

This w as barren country, and as
far as I could m ake out, the



landscape w as identically em pty on
both sides of the road. W hat
m otivated the caterpillars to cross?
I have no idea! Probably
entom ologists have a goooood
reason. Yet the m em ory has stayed
w ith m e as a constant rem inder of
analogous, m eaningless
dysfunctional behaviors in m y life.
H ow  m any tim es have I crossed a
road pointlessly w hen staying
w here I w as w ould have been fine?

Like those caterpillars, w e are
often m ore interested in w hat w e do
not have than in w hat w e have. W e
m ay strive for som ething, and the
effort m ay consum e us. O nce w e



have obtained our goal, it tends to
lose its hold on us, and w e are off
to the next pursuit. Currently in
A m erica, approxim ately 50 percent
of m arriages end in divorce. M any
of these are follow ed by
rem arriages. W e are alw ays looking
for som ething different, som ething
better.

People change jobs because
they get bored. They travel not for
the joy of traveling but sim ply to get
aw ay. It is com m on for people
traveling to other cities and
countries to visit m useum s, even
though they never bother to go to the
ones in their ow n hom etow ns. In



som e peopleôs lives there is
constant change for changeôs sake,
like the caterpillars crossing the
road to reach an identical piece of
D eath Valley real estate. M aybe
going from  one place to another
does no harm , or m aybe you get
flattened w hile you are crossing the
road.

Som e professions have
m otivation for road-crossing
behavior built in. In sports there is
alw ays the next gam e and the next
season to w ork tow ard. In research
there is the next project and the next
paper, alw ays m ore know ledge to
achieve. In school, there is alw ays



the next exam , class, and term . Then
there are the various levels to
graduate from : grade school, junior
high school, high school, college,
and graduate school. In jobs w e
w ork our w ay up the ladder, alw ays
looking ahead. In these exam ples, at
least, there seem s to be som ething
bigger and better on the other side
of the road.

In all these exam ples you w ill
see that w hat has been left behind
w as at one point som ething you
desired m ost in life. Yet now  it
hardly m atters to you. There is
nothing w rong w ith change and
m oving forw ard in life if it gets you



to a better spot. Unfortunately, all
too often in our search for the next
big thing w e donôt take the tim e to
appreciate the satisfaction of
achieving a goal, or the process
itself. W e are so busy being enticed
by our next endeavor that w e forget
to savor w hat is already there and
could be deeply m eaningful. It is
useful to rem em ber the adage ñThe
m ore things change, the m ore they
rem ain the sam e.ò

A good case in point com es
from  a colleague of m ine w ho m ade
som e im portant discoveries and
becam e very prom inent in the area
of applied m athem atics.



Periodically he w ould w in som e
aw ard or receive an honorary
degree. Invariably he w ould tell m e
about the next honor he w as hoping
for. Then, w hen he got it, he w ould
tell m e he w as pleased because he
could use it to get a pay raise in the
com ing year. In fact, he w as
unm arried, very w ell paid, and had
no need of extra incom e. In spite of
his m any successes and his m any
raises, he w as basically an unhappy
person. Sadly, he rem inded m e of
the caterpillars, alw ays hoping to
find som ething on the other side of
the road, although it w as all around
him  already on his side of the road.



O ften the things w e strive for
only represent m ore of som ething
w e already have: m oney, fam e,
appreciation, love. Itôs an endless
chase; as the saying goes, You canôt
get enough from  m ore. For som e
people itôs the thrill of the chase
that they really enjoy, so once they
get w hat they have been seeking, it
becom es irrelevant. Thereôs nothing
inherently w rong w ith this, as long
as you are honest w ith yourself
about your goals. O therw ise you are
bound to spend your life frustrated
and unhappy, like m y friend.

There is an ethos regarding
change in Silicon Valley. W ithin



m any com panies there is alw ays a
fierce struggle to develop
som ething new  in an effort to stay
ahead of com petitors. Silicon
Valley people believe their
com panies w ill stagnate and die
w ithout continual innovation: itôs
the ultim ate w hat-have-you-done-
lately? culture. To m aintain status in
such a culture, people alw ays need
a new  and evolving story. If they
donôt deliver, they feel they lose
face. These people are under a lot
of pressure, and in their desperation
they som etim es act like those
caterpillars, taking their
organizations on m eaningless road-



crossing journeys in pursuit of a
new  story to tell their friends.

The m oral is that change for
changeôs sake is not necessarily
good. Som etim es it is okay to fail in
the pursuit of a m eaningful goal. But
it is never okay to com m it
organizational suicide just to save
face w ith your friends or im press
your latest love interest.

TW EN TY-TW O  W AYS TO  G ET
U N STU C K
O nce you have a problem  statem ent,
there are m any form al m ethods that
can assist you in generating
solutions.2 M oreover, as you m ove



forw ard in the problem -solving
process, it is im portant to keep in
m ind that all problem  statem ents
(including PO Vs) are best regarded
as provisional. Subsequent w ork
often leads to m ultiple revisions of
the problem  statem ent.

O ften just getting a good
problem  statem ent is enough to set
you on the road to a great solution.
A t other tim es a satisfying direction
is not apparent, and frustration sets
in. M y dear friend Rolf Faste
created the handout that follow s for
our creativity w orkshops, listing
tw enty-tw o things to try if you find
yourself hitting the lam ppost. I have



never lost m y adm iration for Rolfôs
incredible ability to use sim ple
sketches to bring com plex ideas to
life. In only one page he succeeded
in beautifully sum m arizing the
m ajor tools from  the product design
culture that developed into the
design thinking m ovem ent. (The
follow ing tw o pages each form ed
one colum n on the original 8.5" x
11" handout.)

Rolfôs draw ing is supplem ented
by m y short explanation about each
of the item s. It is useful to m aster a
few  of these m ethods.

H ard W ork



This is m y m ost productive
technique. Som etim es things com e
to m e in a flash. But m ost of the
tim e the flash is preceded by a lot
of hard w ork and frustration. There
are no m agic m ethods that substitute
for attention and intention.

C reate a Supportive Environm ent
Take tim e to unclutter your w ork
area, and keep supportive supplies
handy. M ake your surroundings
rem arkable and stim ulating.
A braham  Verghese had a poster
printed, saying that the book he w as
w orking on had w on a N obel Prize
and been on the New York Tim es



best-seller list for over a year. H e
did not get the N obel, but the other
part cam e true.

R elax
To allow  your subconscious to do
its w ork, you m ust relax. There are
m any stories of people having
breakthroughs during their dream s
and daydream s. M y favorite has to
do w ith the Irish astronom er and
m athem atician W . R. H am ilton, w ho
w as w alking w ith his w ife w hen the
solution to a long-standing problem
popped into his head.3 H istory does
not say if his w ife knew  he w as
daydream ing w hile supposedly



spending tim e w ith her. W ithout
exposing the detailsð w hich m ight
put m y m arriage in jeopardyð I can
affirm  that this m ethod w orks.





Illustrations by R olf Faste


