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Chapter 1 

Define Your Purpose

“Twenty years from now you will be more disap-

pointed by the things that you didn’t do than by 

the ones you did do. So, throw off the bowlines. 

Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade 

winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.” 
Mark Twain, writer

When I was twenty-one years old, I went through Stephen Covey’s 
“7 Habits of Highly Successful People” program. My college profes-
sor used the material as part of a management class and knew Stephen 
Covey. So he invited him to be a guest lecturer one day. It was shortly 
after the book was published and before it became a bestseller, so none 
of us knew who this very charismatic bald guy from Utah was. We would 
soon learn. During that class, I wrote down a series of values or areas 
that were important to me. Over the years I have refined them a little, 



40

E P I C  P E R F O R M A N C E

but the core of what I wrote then is still true today. It helped me define 
what was important to me and why.

FIND YOUR WHY
During our lifetime, we can all change the world. In some cases, it is 
a profound impact on humanity such as the work of Mother Teresa, 
Mahatma Gandhi, or Bill Gates. In other cases, it is my fourth-grade 
teacher, who impacted the lives of twenty-five children every year for 
thirty years, or my uncle, who tirelessly raised money to take thousands 
of wheelchairs down to needy individuals in developing nations. I think 
of a friend who started a foundation to raise money for local schools 
many years ago that now contributes over $600,000 a year to educational 
programs. While some may have had millions of people supporting their 
cause or billions of dollars to impact change, most of us do not. However, 
all these people had a purpose and stayed focused to accomplish that 
purpose. They had their why.

The most common thread I heard during my interviews was that 
most were clear on why they were trying to accomplish their goal and 
focused their time and energy around achieving that goal. They thought 
big and stayed focused.

Barry Broome is the CEO of the Greater Sacramento Economic Coun-
cil, which is the economic development engine for Sacramento and the 
surrounding area. The region consists of twenty cities, towns, and counties 
with about two and a half million people and is often seen as the stepchild 
of the San Francisco Bay Area. As the state capital for California, which has 
the fifth-largest economy in the world, Sacramento lags behind so many 
cities its size in economic measures. Barry, after turning other economies 
around, was hired to bring life to this region and turn it into a leader. 

Having consulted with his organization for many years, I have come 
to know Barry well. He is wicked smart. He has courageously grandiose 
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ideas. He has a seemingly endless supply of energy. Barry sees his role as 
changing the world and often says, “If you can change Sacramento, you 
can change California. If you change California, you change America. 
And if you change the America, you change the world.” He thinks big.

When I asked him how he does it, he told me that there must be a 
lot of emotion tied to your vision. He went on to tell me a very heartfelt 
story about how his dad lost his job when Barry was sixteen. His dad 
never got another job and lost his dignity. In many cases, a man’s life is 
measured by his career, and his yardstick just broke. 

Barry saw the impact it had on his father and never wanted either 
himself or others to feel the same. So he has focused his career on turn-
ing economies around. For Barry, turning the Sacramento region into 
a booming economy is not just a job; it is a deeply held emotional goal 
so other parents do not experience what his father did. He talked about 
how his vision has made a profound impact and that he isolates his body 
of work around profound impacts. To Barry, his why is clear.

In 1988, Albert Dyrness founded Advent Engineering Services and 
grew it to 130 people. He told me how that same drive and passion 
that allowed him success in business bled into his personal life as well. 
During a routine physical, his doctor told him he needed to lose some 
weight. It is a battle many people deal with every day, but Albert had his 
why, as he told me. He believed that his grandfather died of a bad back 
because the pain kept him confined to a couch. The sedentary lifestyle 
eventually took over, and Albert did not want that to happen to him. 
Albert did “get off the couch” and started to bike and swim. Eventually, 
he went on to finish his first Ironman, which is a one-day event consist-
ing of a 2.4-mile swim, 112-mile bike ride, and 26.2-mile run. During 
the difficult days in the pool, on the bike, or at the gym, he would always 
think of why he was out there. He did not want to die on the couch like 
his grandpa. Albert had his why.
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But not all are tied so closely to one’s family. 
For Alicia Wallace of All Across Africa, her benefits were seeing 

the lives of thousands of African women being improved. She is an 
extremely bright woman and could easily find another job if her com-
pany went out of business. And she would easily double or triple her 
salary. In 2009 on a medical mission in Sierra Leone, she saw crush-
ing poverty and said to herself that she needed to do something to help 
solve the problem. At age twenty-two she decided to do something in 
that space. With a billion people in Africa and 80 percent in poverty, 
Alicia set out to make a difference. 

She has created a business through which thousands of women in 
Rwanda see their income increase four times by weaving beautiful, hand-
crafted baskets. I was fortunate to be in Rwanda when All Across Africa 
conducted its annual celebration, in which over two thousand women 
came together in one place to celebrate the year’s accomplishments. Their 
lives are vastly improved because Alicia and her cofounder Greg Stone 
have found their why and are truly making a difference in the world. 

All four of these people are emotionally tied to their goals. Their why 
has such a strong emotional payoff that it keeps them going during the 
difficult times. It provides clarity in their life.

Ask yourself if you are emotionally tied to your goal and what that 
emotional payoff will be when you reach the end. This will help you out 
of the trough of despair. These benefits come in many forms, including 
emotional, physical, financial, and career. I am sure you can add even 
more payoffs to this list.

I stood at the finish line as a friend completed a fifty-mile run. When 
he ran through the finisher’s arch, he started to cry—not because he was 
disappointed by his time or in great pain but because he was happy with 
his accomplishment. Don’t get me wrong, he was in great pain. But fin-
ishing a fifty-mile run is emotional because of how proud you feel to 
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have accomplished something many do not even dream of. When was 
the last time you cried because you were thrilled with what you finished? 
If your feeling of elation at the finish line is greater than your feeling of 
deflation along the journey, seriously consider taking the journey. You 
may not regret it.

LIVE LIKE YOU WERE DYING
Imagine you were eighty, and the end was within sight. What would 
you regret?

Bronnie Ware spent eight years as a caregiver for people who were 
in their last three to twelve weeks of life. They knew they were dying, 
and Ware would sit and listen to what her patients said. What stood out 
was how many of them had regrets. In her book, The Top Five Regrets of 
the Dying: A Life Transformed by the Dearly Departing, Ware talks about 
what people most regretted. Most regrets dealt with a lack of courage.

Most wish they had more courage to live a life true to themselves 
versus what others expected. They realized that many dreams had 
gone unfulfilled and that they had not accomplished even half of their 
dreams.12 

This is also backed up by a study of two thousand adults out of Brit-
ain by UK nonprofit Remember A Charity, which asked people how they 
feel about their life choices. 

Four out of ten people regret how they have lived their lives so 
far. Spending too much time at work and not traveling enough 
were among respondents’ biggest regrets. Other common 
regrets among those surveyed included neglecting their health 
and not spending enough time with their family. Close to half 
of those surveyed said they regret focusing so much on finan-
cial success as opposed to more meaningful endeavors.
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Many believe all hope is not lost; more than half of respon-
dents say that they know it’s not too late for them to change 
paths and accomplish more in life. Inaction seems to be the 
biggest cause of regret, with three in four adults claiming that 
their regret is mainly caused by things they wanted to do but 
never got around to.13

In summary, we more often regret what we didn’t do versus what we 
did do.

Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon.com, recognized this issue as he 
was trying to decide if he should leave a solid job and pursue a crazy 
idea to create an online book retailer. He used his “Regret Minimization 
Framework” to help him decide. It is a basic model asking one question: 
“In X years, will I regret not doing this? If the answer is ‘no’ then don’t 
bother. If the answer is ‘yes’ then do it.” He goes on to explain:

I wanted to project myself forward to age 80 and say, “Okay, 
now I’m looking back on my life. I want to have minimized 
the number of regrets I have.” I knew that when I was 80, I 
was not going to regret having tried this. I was not going to 
regret trying to participate in this thing called the Internet 
that I thought was going to be a really big deal. I knew that 
if I failed, I wouldn’t regret that, but I knew the one thing I 
might regret is not ever having tried. I knew that that would 
haunt me every day, and so when I thought about it that way 
it was an incredibly easy decision.14

The irony of Bezos’s framework is how simple it is. Having founded a 
company that has conquered the world with data, complex algorithms, 
analysis, and more data, you would have thought his decision-making 
framework would be more robust. But it isn’t. I am a strong proponent 
of using data to measure risk, analyze progress, and determine success, 
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and we will talk about that later, but I love the simplicity of this model. 
Try it next time you are thinking of something bold.

While unaware of Bezos’s framework at the time, I have used the 
same concept. Shortly after I met my wife, I shared with her my goal 
of traveling around the world. I was thirty-seven years old and in the 
prime of my career. The work was exciting and challenging, most of 
my colleagues were great to work with, my boss gave me freedom and 
mentoring, and I was making more money than I needed. But that 1,300-
person company had just been acquired by a 30,000-person behemoth 
based on the other side of the country. Having been through many acqui-
sitions, I expected all this would change as the top-notch leadership I 
was accustomed to would leave, and all decisions would move to a new 
headquarters.

I had to decide to focus on my career—either with the new com-
pany or look for a new opportunity—or travel around the world. The 
answer came quite quickly and easily when I asked myself, “In twenty 
years, will I regret not taking seven months off and traveling around the 
world with this beautiful woman?” Since we were not married and did 
not have kids, now was the time because it was going to be too difficult 
later in life. So I thought.

Twelve years after that once-in-a-lifetime adventure and with nine- 
and eleven-year-old boys, my wife and I were preparing for our second 
trip around the world. “Would we regret not taking our kids out of 
school for one year and traveling around the world?” Again, the answer 
came quickly and easily, as we did not want to miss out on the bond we 
would build with our children and the opportunity for them to be global 
citizens. Like the first trip around the world, I figured we could always 
come home if things were not going well. To this day, I have never regret-
ted taking either of those adventures. But I do feel confident I would 
have regret had I chosen not to go.
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David Alonso, an institutional investor I spoke to, asked similar ques-
tions when he was thinking of leaving his successful career so his wife 
and three daughters could spend one year traveling the world. For him 
it was easy because he too did not want to look back in twenty years 
when his girls had moved out of the house and were focusing on their 
own lives and think, “I wish we would have spent that year traveling.”

I have tried to live my life so that if I died today, I would have lived a 
fulfilling life of someone my age. Coincidentally, the second regret Ware 
talks about is that people say they “wish they hadn’t worked so hard.”15 

However, accomplishing big dreams does not come easy and requires 
a lot of hard work. 

DECIDE WHERE YOU WANT TO BE IN TEN YEARS
Big ideas are not implemented overnight. It took seven years from the 
time John F. Kennedy said we would send a man to the moon to when we 
did. And that was quick. In today’s fast-paced, “get rich quick” world, we 
must realize that big things take time. The entrepreneurs I interviewed 
said they are thinking beyond the next technologies since someone is 
already working on the “next” technology. Their brains are sometimes 
decades ahead of today.

John Newton, who cofounded the software company Documentum, 
which was later sold to EMC for $1.7 billion, says, “I am always thinking 
ten years out, and every five years, I extrapolate out trends in technology 
to see what could be next.” He says that he can predict what technolo-
gies can do in five to ten years using concepts like Moore’s Law, which 
says processing power will double every two years. The adoption of 
new technology and ideas is accelerating at a rapid pace. According to 
a 2019 Harvard Business Review article, “The Pace of Technology Adop-
tion Is Speeding Up”:
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An automobile industry trade consultant, for instance, 
observes that, “Today, a typical automotive design cycle is 
approximately 24 to 36 months, which is much faster than the 
60-month life cycle from five years ago.” . . . It took decades for 
the telephone to reach 50% of households, beginning before 
1900. It took five years or less for cellphones to accomplish 
the same penetration in 1990.16

Because of these rapid changes, one must be able to think outside the 
box to understand how the future will look. We may not be able to see 
the future, but we can make informed guesses about what it may bring.

The roots of John’s company started when he was an undergraduate 
at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1976. Relational databases 
were a new concept, and the courses he took on the subject appealed 
to him. There were no tools at the time to make a better database, and 
he thought he could change that. 
He then started to ruminate on the 
concept that eventually became the 
billion-dollar idea.

A shared trait that John and so 
many successful executives have is 
that they are deliberate in how they 
spend their time, money, energy, 
and processing power. John saw a 
problem and knew he could build 
a better solution. So many people—
not the ones I interviewed—say, “I 
will let fate decide where I will be in 
ten years.” They will get somewhere. It just may not be where they would 
have chosen to go. But the people I interviewed decided where they 
wanted to be and then focused on getting there. Would you want your 

“I am always thinking 

ten years out, and 

every five years, I 

extrapolate out trends 

in technology to see 

what could be next.”

John Newton, cofounder 

of the software company 

Documentum and chief 

strategy officer and board 

member for several tech-

nology companies
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pilot to take off and fly where the wind took her or fly directly to your 
preferred destination? 

In a CNN Business interview, Sheryl Sandburg, chief operating offi-
cer for Facebook, was asked what she wished she had learned early in 
her career. “You don’t have to have it all figured out,” she said. “But I do 
think you can have two goals at once: a long-term dream and a short-
term plan. Set personal goals for what you want to do in the future and 
what you want to learn in the next year-and-a-half. Ask yourself how 
you can improve and what you’re afraid to do—that’s usually the thing 
you should try.”
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ACTIVITIES

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

 › What is most important in your life?

 › What are your four to six core values?

 › Are you living up to those values?

 › What is on your bucket list?

 › What would you want to have accomplished in five, ten, twenty, or thirty years?

 › Is there anything you will regret not doing when you are eighty? 

 › What big idea comes back into your head from time to time?

 › What is one dream you want to accomplish?

 › Where do you want to make a difference in the world?

EXERCISES

 › Write down a list of one hundred things you want to do before you are eighty.

 › Choose five items from that list that really get you excited.

 › Choose at least one item and write the payoff (emotional, physical, financial, 

career, etc.) you will get when you are done. 

 › Write down the eulogy you would want read at your funeral.

 › Write a press release as if you were announcing your accomplishment to 

the newspaper.




