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INTRODUCTION

Remove Your Last Obstacle to Ultimate Success in Wealth, Work, and Love




THE ONE PROBLEM THAT HOLDS YOU BACK

I call it the Upper Limit Problem, and I haven’t met a person yet who didn’t suffer at least a little bit from it. Even if you’re already extravagantly successful, I can promise you that your own version of the Upper Limit Problem is still holding you back from achieving your true potential. In fact, the more successful you get, the more urgent it becomes to identify and overcome your Upper Limit Problem. If you don’t clear the Upper Limit Problem out of your way, it will be a drag on you until the day you die. I know those words may sound blunt, but if our positions were reversed, I’d want you to be just that blunt with me.


I’ve taken the risk of speaking that bluntly to many people who were already quite successful. I did so not because they were paying me a consulting fee, but because it is part of my life’s mission to help people go the last distance to claim their full potential. Michael Dell, founder of Dell Computer and one of the youngest self-made billionaires in history, is among the most brilliant people I’ve ever met. I had the pleasure of doing executive coaching with him and other members of his team during the nineties, at a time when the company was beginning to grow by leaps and bounds. The quality I most appreciate about Michael is his openness to learning. Many high-level executives I’ve known are saddled with an equally high degree of defensiveness and a deep need to be right all the time. Not Michael. He doesn’t put on the brakes when new learning is coming at him. He doesn’t have the tendency, shared by many CEOs, to resist change and do more of what obviously isn’t working.

Michael embraces every opportunity to grow, and his remarkable success is testimony to the power of that point of view. That’s the kind of openness to learning I’d like you to bring to our explorations together in this book.

Michael Dell wasn’t born with his gift. None of us is. To get to that level of undefended openness to learning, we have to practice as diligently as a master skier or a master cellist. To make the kind of leaps Michael Dell makes, we must practice a specific skill. That skill is to identify and transcend our Upper Limit, wherever and whenever we encounter it. We will hone this skill ceaselessly throughout the book. As Michael and others now know, the Upper Limit Problem is the only problem we need to solve. They dedicated themselves to solving it and made the Big Leap. The results speak for themselves.

Along the path to the Zone of Genius, all of them learned the same life-changing secret you will learn in this book: the glass ceiling they were operating under is held in place by a single problem—a barrier they didn’t know they had. Once they saw the one problem—and how to solve it—they were free to go beyond ordinary success to a new and extraordinary level of abundance, love, and creativity in their lives.

Once you understand the one problem and how to solve it, you can do far more than increase your net financial worth: you can make quantum shifts in the amount of love you feel and the amount of creativity you express. I mention this point because I’ve learned that it is essential to keep the heart-and-soul elements of life—such as love and creativity—growing in balance as you go to higher levels of material success. It makes no sense to take your Big Leap into greater financial success in such a way that it destroys your relationships, your inner sense of yourself, and your connection to your inner wellspring of creativity. Many people have made that error, and the result is never pleasant to behold. Life is at its best when love, money, and creativity are growing in harmony.

In this book I want to talk to you directly, just as if you were sitting across from me, one-on-one. I may not know you personally, but based on my years of consulting, I believe I know a great deal about you. I imagine that you sense a huge unrealized potential in yourself, an extraordinary level of success you know you can achieve. I also imagine that you worry about falling short of achieving the ultimate success you can see, taste, and smell. If you feel that way, you’re on the threshold of perhaps the greatest opportunity of your life. You’re about to make a discovery that will remove the barrier between you and your ultimate success. I can make that promise to you because long before I helped other people enhance their own abundance, love, and creativity, I was my own best customer. From the moment of discovery until now, I have used the method I describe in this book to make all my own wishes and dreams come true.

THE MOMENT OF DISCOVERY

My original discovery happened early in my career, when I was working as a research psychologist at Stanford University. It was the moment I caught the first glimmer of the realization that would change my life so profoundly. Here’s what happened:

I had just returned to my office from lunch with a friend, and we’d spent a congenial hour talking about the projects we were working on. My work was going well, and I was happy in my relationships. I leaned back in my chair and gave myself a good stretch, letting out a sigh of relaxed satisfaction. I felt great. A few seconds later, though, I found myself worrying about my daughter, Amanda, who was away from home on a summer program she had very much wanted to attend. A slide show of painful images flickered through my mind: Amanda sitting alone in a dorm room, Amanda feeling lonely and miserable away from home, Amanda being taunted by other kids. The inner joy disappeared from my body as my mind continued to produce this stream of images. Thinking something might be wrong, I grabbed the phone and called the dorm where she was staying. Her dorm supervisor told me Amanda was fine; in fact, she could see out the window to where Amanda was playing soccer with some other girls. The kindly supervisor told me it was normal for parents to worry about kids away from home; indeed, she said I was the third parent to call that day with similar concerns. “Really?” I said, surprised. “Why do you think that is?” She gave a wise chuckle: “You don’t realize how much you miss her, so you think she must be hurting somehow. Plus, you probably had experiences yourself of being lonely away from home, so you think she must be having the same experience.”

I thanked her and hung up. I felt a bit foolish, but I also knew that something important had just happened. I sat there wondering, “How did I go from feeling good in one moment to manufacturing a stream of painful images in the next?” Suddenly the light of awareness dawned on me: I manufactured the stream of painful images because I was feeling good! Some part of me was afraid of enjoying positive energy for any extended period of time. When I reached my Upper Limit of how much positive feeling I could handle, I created a series of unpleasant thoughts to deflate me. The thoughts I manufactured were guaranteed to make me return to a state I was more familiar with: not feeling so good. Worrying about children away from home is always a handy way to feel bad, but I knew that if I hadn’t pulled up those particular worry-thoughts, I would have used some other train of thought to dampen my mood.

I remember almost dancing with excitement as I applied this insight to different parts of my life such as relationships and health. Once I saw the pattern, it became obvious how it worked: I would enjoy a period of relationship harmony, then stop the flow of connection by criticizing or starting an argument. The Upper Limit Problem showed up even in my eating habits: I would eat healthy food and get plenty of exercise, feeling great for several days in a row. Then I’d go on a weekend binge of restaurant food, wine, and late nights that would leave me feeling dull and bloated. The pattern was simple: enjoy a period of feeling really good; then do something to mess it up. I also realized that the same pattern had a grip on the world at large. As humans, we would enjoy a period of peace, then plunge into a war; we’d create a time of economic expansion, then go into recession or depression. Everywhere I looked, I saw evidence of the pattern. Eventually I reined in the wild horses of my imagination and focused on the key step every researcher begins with: stating the problem to be solved and the questions to be answered.

The problem:


I have a limited tolerance for feeling good. When I hit my Upper Limit, I manufacture thoughts that make me feel bad. The problem is bigger than just my internal feelings, though: I seem to have a limited tolerance for my life going well in general. When I hit my Upper Limit, I do something that stops my positive forward trajectory. I get into a conflict with my ex-wife, get into a money bind, or do something else that brings me back down within the bounds of my limited tolerance.



The problem looked much bigger than my own small version of it. Our species in general had grown accustomed to pain and adversity through millennia of struggle. We knew how to feel bad. We had millions of nerve connections devoted to registering pain, and we had a huge expanse of territory in the center of our bodies dedicated to feeling fear. Certainly we had pleasure points in various places, too, but where were the mechanisms for ongoing, natural good feeling? I realized that we were only recently evolving the ability to let ourselves feel good and have things go well for any significant period of time.


The first question I wanted to answer was this:

 

How can I extend the periods of contentment in my life?

 

Even better questions sprang up:

 

If I can eliminate the behaviors that stop the flow of positive energy, can I learn how to feel great all the time?

 

Can I allow things to go well in my life all the time? In relationships, can I live in harmony and intimacy all the time?

 

Can our species live in expanding waves of peace and prosperity, free from the pattern of messing things up when they are going well?

 

I owe my life to those questions. In the process of answering them, I was able to create the kind of life I had only dreamed about, as well as to help many others make their dreams come true. The discovery catapulted me out of an excellent life into an extraordinary place I had never imagined. We’ve got happy kids, we live in a house we love, and I haven’t had to do anything I didn’t want to do for so long I can’t even remember what it feels like. If any or all of that sounds good to you, you’re holding in your hands the way to make it happen for yourself.








ONE

Preparing for Your Big Leap

The One Problem and How to Solve It




HOW TO BEGIN

If you would like to make your journey to the Zone of Genius smooth and rapid, please take a moment now to answer four questions. Start with this fundamental one:

 

Am I willing to increase the amount of time every day that I feel good inside?

 

When I use the phrase “feel good,” I’m talking about a natural, inner sense of well-being that’s not dependent on outside factors such as what you’ve eaten or what you might be doing. It’s important to begin with a willingness to feel good inside, because there’s no sense enhancing other parts of your life at the expense of your inner well-being. I’d like you to spend more and more time every day enjoying an organic, deep feeling of body/mind wellness. That’s what I’d like you to say yes to, if you’re so inclined.

If you said yes to increasing the amount of time you feel good inside, let’s extend the question to the outer aspects of your life:

 

Am I willing to increase the amount of time that my whole life goes well?

 

When I use the phrase “whole life,” I’m talking about your work, your relationships, your creative pursuits, and any other aspects that are central to your life. What I’d like for you, if you’re willing, is for all of your life to flow more positively and easefully, for longer and longer periods of time.

If you said yes to those questions, consider going one step further than merely increasing that amount of time:

 

Am I willing to feel good and have my life go well all the time?

 

At first glance, you might ask who wouldn’t say yes to all of these questions. Well, for many of us, the idea of all of this positive emotion seems far-fetched to begin with. It is easy for us to just assume that with the positive comes the negative. To that I say, “Why not get willing, and see what happens?” We humans have a long and wonderful history of transcending our beliefs about what’s possible. In the early days of the steam-powered train, learned scientists urged capping the speed at thirty miles per hour because they believed that the human body exploded at speeds greater than that. Finally some brave people risked going beyond that limiting belief and found that they did not explode. I think we’re approximately at that same stage of development with regard to our ability to feel good and have our lives go well. In my life I’ve discovered that if I cling to the notion that something’s not possible, I’m arguing in favor of limitation. And if I argue for my limitations, I get to keep them. Ultimately we have to ask ourselves, “What’s the payoff for arguing forcefully for our limitations?” In the case of the steam engine, scientists were trying to protect people from harm. The limiting belief was well-intentioned even though it was erroneous. From my experience with a lot of people, as well as myself, over the past few decades, I think we can put our minds at ease: being willing to feel naturally good and have our lives go well is not a safety hazard.

In my view, saying yes to that question is one of the most courageous actions a human being can take. In the face of so much evidence that life hurts and is fraught with adversity on all fronts, having a willingness to feel good and have life go well all the time is a genuinely radical act. Going into space is no longer radical; you can buy a ticket online. However, going into your inner depths, where your most deeply held beliefs about what’s possible reside, counts in my book as a radical act. If we think it’s even remotely possible to feel good all the time and have life go well all the time, we owe it to ourselves to find out how many of us can do it.


Feeling good and having your life go well are wonderful outcomes, and I hope you say yes to both of them. However, I think they are just stepping-stones and launchpads to something really spectacular! If you are willing to feel good and have things go well all the time, consider the ultimate step:

 

Are you willing to take the Big Leap to your ultimate level of success in love, money, and creative contribution?

MAYNARD’S BIG LEAP

Maynard Webb said yes, and his example inspires me to this day. When I first met Maynard, he was the chief operating officer of eBay, serving during the same time period in which Meg Whitman was CEO. Almost everyone knows about eBay and its phenomenal impact, but fewer people know that Maynard Webb was one of the main architects of its meteoric success. By the time I met Maynard, he had already earned the respect not only of the employees and shareholders of eBay, but also of the larger community of high-tech executives across the world. Yet in my view he was operating in his Zone of Excellence, not his Zone of Genius. He had already amassed a sizeable fortune and could easily have rested on the laurels of his accomplishments at eBay. That’s not the way Maynard Webb operates, though.

He chose to confront his Upper Limit Problem and make the Big Leap into his Zone of Genius. He saw how staying within the world of eBay would be staying within his comfort zone. The comfort zone is no place for a person like Maynard Webb, and I hope not for you, either. Your true home, and Maynard’s, is in the Zone of Genius. It’s the only place where we can fully celebrate and express the gifts we’ve been given.

Maynard’s Big Leap took him out of the comfortable niche that had made him wealthy and into the unknown of a new start-up company, Live Ops, which is revolutionizing the field of customer service. As CEO of Live Ops, Maynard has the pleasure of knowing that when he opens his office door every day, he is opening new territory in himself and in the world. He’s using himself fully, using everything he’s learned to make a bigger difference in the world.

Now, contrast Maynard’s story with that of a person I didn’t get to know until after he ran head-on into his Upper Limit. Dr. Richard Jordan had created a successful small business that attracted the attention of a larger firm. The firm made him an offer of three million dollars for his business, plus a generous two-year employment contract for himself. After weeks of negotiation, they were on the verge of signing the deal. Then one morning Dr. Jordan woke up with some last-minute concerns, the main one being that the new employment contract offered him two fewer weeks of vacation than he was used to taking. He got into an angry confrontation with the negotiator over this detail, which resulted in a letter from the company stating that “due to the force of your remarks,” they were no longer interested in acquiring the business.


In a letter to me, Dr. Jordan said, “In that phone call I waved good-bye to three million dollars in cash, salary, and incentives.” Fortunately, Dr. Jordan was able to learn from the experience. His letter continued: “Over the next few years I would awaken many nights with a knot in my stomach. Then I finally found the diamond in the dust. After much work and introspection, I discovered that what I was really saying to that man was ‘Wait a minute! Three million dollars! That’s way more than I’m worth. I cannot allow this!’” He decided to use the experience as, in his words, “the Three-Million-Dollar Gift.” He formed two wonder questions to use in his life going forward:

 

How much love and abundance am I willing to allow?

 

How am I getting in my own way?

 

These questions cleared the way through his Upper Limit Problem, and ultimately he sold the business to another buyer. The story has a happy ending moneywise, but, more important, Dr. Jordan shows us how to turn dust into diamonds by understanding the Upper Limit Problem at work in this kind of situation. Another person might have continued to blame the other company or himself and gone on down that path to bitterness and despair. Instead, Dr. Jordan had the insight and courage to ask big questions and savor the big rewards that come along with them.


FOCUSING ON YOU

Now, turn your attention to yourself. Did you answer yes to those three questions I posed at the beginning of the chapter? If you did, you’ve taken the first crucial step in the journey. If you got a no or a maybe, let’s explore why you might resist the idea.

When you consider the possibility of consistently feeling good and having things go well in your life all the time, you may find yourself thinking, “That’s not possible.” If so, I understand. I once felt that way, too. I urge you, though, not to waste much of your precious time worrying about whether it’s possible. I’ve proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that it is. The only relevant question is whether you will let it be possible for you. If you would be willing to accept that possibility, you’re on the way to experiencing real magic in your life.

I’ve asked thousands of people if they would be willing to feel good and have things go well all the time, and I’ve had the great joy of watching what happens in their lives when they say, “Yes!” I would love for you to enjoy the same results, and it all starts with a sincere “Yes!” to those three questions.

If you feel resistance and would like to explore it, you can begin by letting yourself know that it’s quite natural to feel that way. After all, human beings have very little experience with consciously cultivating the ability to feel more and more positive energy. There wasn’t a class in elementary school or college called “How to Tolerate Longer Periods of Success and Good Feeling.” I think it’s remarkable that we can go all the way from kindergarten to a Ph.D. or MD without anybody mentioning something so fundamental, but that’s the world we live in at present. We’re going to change that world, though, and we’re going to reap phenomenal benefits from doing it.

There’s an even bigger reason you might feel some resistance about transcending your Upper Limit Problem. Speaking personally, I found that my biggest resistance was the fear of owning my full potential. As I explored this fear, I realized that making such a big commitment put everything on the line. It eliminated any excuse I’d ever allowed myself for failing to achieve what I set out to do. In the past, I could always say, “Well, I failed, but I wasn’t really trying hard. Maybe I’d have succeeded if I had really tried.” Or “I failed, but I might have succeeded if I hadn’t gotten sick.” But now, after making the commitment to going the distance, any excuse that crept into my mind sounded hollow, even ridiculous, as if Columbus had sailed back to Europe and said, “Well, we didn’t find land, but we might have if I hadn’t gotten a nasty cold.”

Many of our fears are based on the workings of the ego, the part of us that’s focused on getting recognition and protecting us from social ostracism. In the Zone of Genius, your ego is unnecessary; living there is its own reward. In the Zone of Genius, you cease to care about recognition or ostracism. Once you make a commitment to inhabiting your full potential, your ego is suddenly faced with extinction. It’s been making excuses for you throughout your life. Now, if your commitment to taking your Big Leap is sincere, your ego will need to be shown the door. Unless you’re lucky, your ego will probably not go quietly. It has a lifetime of employment history behind it.

Faced with annihilation, your ego will set off a smoke bomb of fear. It will attempt to sabotage you by telling you tall tales of the terrors you’ll experience if you take the Big Leap into your Zone of Genius. Using the smoke screen of fear as your own inner IMAX, it will project pictures of financial ruin and other disasters sure to befall you. All this is understandable, because fear is always about the unknown. This is unknown territory. Your ego has never been in this fix before. Ultimately, fear will be banished, because fear disappears when you’re fully engaged in the Zone of Genius. Until you get there, though, you’ll find yourself befogged more than once. Fortunately, this territory has been mapped out. There’s something to help you find a way through, although it is probably unlike any navigational tool you’ve used in the past.

THE WAY THROUGH

There’s only one way to get through the fog of fear, and that’s to transform it into the clarity of exhilaration. One of the greatest pieces of wisdom I’ve ever heard comes from Fritz Perls, MD, the psychiatrist and founder of Gestalt therapy. He said, “Fear is excitement without the breath.” Here’s what this intriguing statement means: the very same mechanisms that produce excitement also produce fear, and any fear can be transformed into excitement by breathing fully with it. On the other hand, excitement turns into fear quickly if you hold your breath. When scared, most of us have a tendency to try to get rid of the feeling. We think we can get rid of it by denying or ignoring it, and we use holding our breath as a physical tool of denial.

It never works, though, because as Dr. Perls has pointed out, the less breath you feed your fear, the bigger your fear gets. The best advice I can give you is to take big, easy breaths when you feel fear. Feel the fear instead of pretending it’s not there. Celebrate it with a big breath, just the way you’d celebrate your birthday by taking a big breath and blowing out all the candles on your cake. Do that, and your fear turns into excitement. Do it more, and your excitement turns into exhilaration. I find it very empowering to know that I’m in charge of the exhilaration I feel as I go
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