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Tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?
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Introduction

The Work of Our Lives

Thank your lucky stars, this is not another book about happiness!

Don’t get me wrong, I want you to be happy. It’s better if you are, of course it is. I would like everyone, everywhere to be happy. Surely that would make the world the better place it’s been trying to be since, oh, the dawn of time.

But the achievement of happiness is not my area of expertise, and, frankly, I’m not sure happiness is even possible for prolonged stretches of time, given life just being the way it is, with love and loss, not to mention difficult children, parents, partners, bosses, coworkers, neighbors, friends, and—wait, isn’t everyone difficult at some point or another? And happiness is so tied up in personality and genetics, too, isn’t it? Also: the culture and the zeitgeist and the economy. Those little things. People with dogs are said to be happier, so maybe that’s it after all? Or maybe happy people are just the ones who get dogs?

Whatever! Even forget happiness for a moment. I am writing this book to help you answer the question, “What should I do with my life?”

Just that.

Pesky thing, that question, isn’t it? Except for the handful of people who are born knowing they have to play in the Super Bowl, belt it out on Broadway, operate on brains, or walk on the Moon—and who actually have the talent, grit, and good fortune to do those things—most of us struggle with this question our whole lives long. Some of us even wrestle with it until the very end.

Did I ever do what I was meant to do?

I hope we can avoid that fate for you. I think we can.

Thus, hi, it’s Suzy. Welcome to Becoming You.

This book presents a methodology I have spent the past fifteen years developing, researching, testing, and teaching, and which has proven—somewhat to my surprise and utterly to my delight—to work very well.

And by “work very well,” I mean it appears to be exceptionally effective in helping people discover their authentic purpose.

Sometimes that discovery does indeed result in happiness. The poet Mary Oliver famously asked, “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” And what a relief it can be to finally figure out the answer! And then, over time, to actually do the thing you’re meant to do! That’s good stuff. That probably feels like happiness. But Becoming You is not about that particular emotional deliverable.

It’s about teaching you who you are when you’re standing still, so that when you get moving, you know which way to go. It’s about building the bridge between the life you’re living and the life you want to be living.

It’s about you telling people you actually love, like your kids or your parents or your partner, “Okay, you had your time, and now it’s mine, and I know what I’m going to do with it.” Or informing your boss that you’re moving on to a job for which doing Wordle is not the highlight of the day, although you may put it differently than that.

It’s about you waking up, opening your eyes, and thinking, I. Am. So. Excited. About. Today.

Can you just taste the possibility of that? The I am so alive and that is freaking fantastic of it?

I think we all can.

Because it’s a feeling that we, as human beings, have always sought. That yearning is in us, somehow, some way. It is. Some scholars believe that the hand stencils that appear in prehistoric cave paintings—we’re talking 32,000 BC—suggest even the earliest Homo sapiens pondered identity and meaning, along with hunting and gathering. Or consider Homer’s Iliad, the fifteen-thousand-line epic poem written around 800 BC. Technically, it traces the history of the Trojan War, but if you were forced to read it in high school, as I was, you know it’s actually about the warrior Achilles, and his search for purpose amid the chaos of battles, land grabs, plagues, fires, and every variety of treachery under the sun.

Between pride, hubris, and fate, there’s probably not a theme on which The Iliad does not touch, but in the end, let me just repeat what I told my kids as they marched into their own Iliad exams year after year: “Remember, Achilles is trying to figure out what he was born to do. Just like teenagers. Just like all of us. That’s why they make you read it.”

The search for meaning may be as old as humanity. But today, it also feels newly urgent, doesn’t it?

There is an epidemic of purposelessness upon the land, the headlines tell us, particularly afflicting young adults, who are beset with historic levels of anxiety and depression. The renowned social psychologist Jonathan Haidt attributes this alarming phenomenon to childhoods spent immersed in digital worlds that rob us of the ability to connect and cope. He cannot be wrong; we’ve all seen it with our own eyes. But other factors are surely involved. The general decline of cultural institutions, like houses of worship and bowling leagues and knitting circles, that once gave us instant community and a sense of belonging. The rise of geopolitical chaos. The fact that economic and technological change have accelerated so much that virtually no one works at one company for more than a few years anymore.

If you put all of these ingredients in a pot and stir, you get a sense of what I experience every day as a teacher, mentor, and employer of twenty- and thirtysomethings, and what I hear as an adviser to CEOs at some of the world’s largest corporations. You get the synopsis of virtually every piece of research I see as the director of the Initiative on Purpose and Flourishing at the NYU Stern School of Business.

In sum, people are saying: Things feel broken. Which way is up? Which way is forward? Which way is right? For me, for my community, for any and all of us?

People are yearning for meaningful lives, at work and outside of it, with an urgency that cannot be denied. We desire flourishing in the here and now. The long-held notion that you work hard and suffer your whole life for a final chapter of freedom and fun where you finally get to be yourself is, to use the technical term, kaput.

In my Becoming You class at NYU, I summarize this yearning with a slide showing Proverbs 13:12.

“Hope deferred makes the heart sick,” it reads, “but a dream fulfilled is the tree of life.”

A dream fulfilled is the tree of life.

As in: Finding and living our purpose is life itself in all its glory.

You want that, I want that, we all want that, since time immemorial—and very much right now.

Incidentally, I follow that Proverbs slide in class with a video clip of Disturbed in concert. Yes, that Disturbed, the heavy metal band with all the pyrotechnics and quite a bit of screaming in their songs, which have titles like “Ten Thousand Fists” and “Parasite.”

In class, however, I skip those cheerful bangers to show a video of the band performing its beautiful, not-screamy-at-all cover version of Simon and Garfunkel’s “The Sound of Silence.”

“Watch the drummer in this song,” I tell my students when the video starts. “Watch his face.”

And soon enough, they see what I’m talking about.

He looks so rapturous he might levitate.

He is, I hypothesize, the perfect example of a person who has found his purpose.

Or as I put it in the lexicon of Becoming You, he is in his Area of Transcendence (AOT).

He is doing what he wants to do. That is, he’s living according to his deepest, most authentic values

He is doing what he’s uniquely good at. That is, he’s living in alignment with his strongest aptitudes

And finally, he is doing work for which he is rewarded, emotionally or financially or both. That is, he is pursuing an economically viable interest (EVI)

For you visual thinkers, here’s what I just said graphically:
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Identifying the center section at the intersection of values, aptitudes, and interests—identifying your Area of Transcendence—is the goal of the Becoming You methodology.

Does that sound easy? Of course not! Are you kidding? Indeed, if you are looking for a hack with Becoming You, I love you very much, but, as the great send-off goes, “Bye, Felicia.” The pages ahead are filled with ideas and exercises that work only if you are digging deep enough and self-examining hard enough that it hurts a little. Or a lot.

But if you can forge through, insight can happen. Transformation can happen.

I am thinking of Tachi, a student of mine a few years ago. (Like most of the examples in the pages ahead, Tachi’s name and some of his identifying details have been changed for privacy.) Tachi came from a Taiwanese family that directed him into a career in finance before he could even say the words credit default swap. Math tutoring starting at age five, a specialized computer-science high school, an undergraduate business degree. It was a straight march from there to seven years as a financial analyst in London before Tachi himself pulled the rip cord to go back and get his MBA, ostensibly to pivot into investment banking.

I say “ostensibly” because why else would Tachi have enrolled in Becoming You, an elective? The last people in the world who need Becoming You are I-bankers, the levitating drummers of Wall Street.

Unless, that is, they have an inner voice whispering, This cannot be enough, or maybe even, They will never find me in Antarctica.

Tachi had one of those going on, an inner voice. Although, to be totally honest, he was a quiet student who handed in rather cryptic homework assignments, and I did not know about his semester of revelations until the last day of class. That’s when students in Becoming You present their Area of Transcendence, and tell the story of their lives for the next forty years as they hope those lives will unfold.

Tachi got up in front of the class with an expression I could not read. Was I seeing a mixture, I wondered, of glee and terror? Indeed, I was.

“So, surprise,” he said to begin, “my Area of Transcendence is that I am going to dress Kim Kardashian.”

The other students in the class, who knew Tachi by the suits he always wore because he was off to one banking interview or another, broke into laughter and applause. Meanwhile, I was on my perch at the back of the class, imagining Tachi’s parents calling the dean of the business school for a refund. Oh, my God, I told myself, I am dead.

As it turned out, over the course of the Becoming You process, Tachi had realized that wealth was something that mattered a lot to his parents, but not to him. Like, not at all. He didn’t care about prestige either. He knew he would likely fail long and hard before he broke through in the fashion business, if he ever did. No, his values were creative self-expression and an expansive life of excitement, even to the point of chaos. The thrill of the runway called him. Beauty and glamour called him. A cocktail dress cut properly on the bias called him.

I mean, hello, magenta velvet called him.

There is no magenta velvet in I-banking.

Values are one thing, but what about Tachi’s aptitudes, the second part of the AOT methodology?

Tachi shared with the class the results of some of the aptitude testing we do over the course of the semester. He was off the charts on spatial visualization and linear thinking, both essential to fashion design. “And I’ve always been very good at drawing,” he said, recounting that, as a child, he had handed his parents a notebook filled with his fashion sketches, which promptly vanished forever. He kept drawing afterward, hiding the books in his closet, eventually switching over to CAD/CAM software, and then AI tools. He shared a few of his latest designs with the class to another round of applause.

The third sphere of Becoming You is economically viable interests, e.g., the generally stable or growing areas of the economy that call you emotionally or intellectually. We’re talking, essentially, about work that you like that can also, hooray, pay you enough.

For Tachi, as noted, “enough” wasn’t very much. “I just want to survive,” he said. His dream of a life, in other words, did not include a house with a helipad in the Hamptons.

No, his dream of life was Kim K. breaking the internet clad in a design by the House of Tachi. Or as he put it, his AOT was: “To be a part of the creative process of making clothes that make women impossible not to look at.”

Just like I-banking, right?

At the end of his presentation, Tachi acknowledged he had some unwinding of his current life to do before he could start the journey and eventually cross the bridge to his new one. There was a finance job he was obligated to muddle through for twelve months, due to a hefty signing bonus he had already spent. There were some fashion design–related classes that he needed to enroll in right away. But as I sat in the back of the room during his presentation, I was the most worried about his family putting a kibosh on this whole thing.

“What do you think your parents will say?” I managed to ask.

Tachi paused for a moment. His classmates gazed at him with a lot of empathy.

After a pause: “I think they’ll say, ‘At last,’” was his unexpected reply.

Sometimes our authenticity isn’t as hidden as we think. We just have to admit it to ourselves.

A dean at NYU once introduced me to a group of alumni, saying, “Suzy has built a factory with Becoming You. Students go in lost and they come out found.” He was kind of joking—because schools aren’t factories, ha ha ha!—but honestly, I took it as a compliment anyway. And I will add this particularly important observation. Not everyone enters the Becoming You process “lost.” Indeed, some people are this-close to their Area of Transcendence already. They just need to figure out why.

Take Anna.

Anna was a student in one of my executive MBA programs in Washington, DC, where NYU has a satellite campus. She was forty-four and the single mother of an eight-year-old daughter whose father was not in the picture. She owned and ran a collection of med-spas, and was in the process of acquiring more, and was getting her MBA because her company was growing so fast she sensed she needed more CEO skills, such as how to integrate acquisitions and attract private equity. Her résumé was impressive.

Before every semester starts, I ask students to tell me why they’ve decided to take Becoming You. No answer is ever the same, but usually I hear some version of “I still haven’t found what I’m looking for,” to quote the U2 anthem.

Anna’s was a bit more fraught than that, to put it mildly.

“I find myself in a constant state of anxiety,” she wrote. “If I am good at work, I am a terrible mother, and if I am a good mother, I am terrible at work.

“Because I am in a business that requires regulation, my job involves a lot of politics,” Anna’s essay went on. “I often feel I am compromising myself too much. Also, I just feel so alone. I wrack my brain for what I can do differently, but nothing comes to me.”

“I need this class because I am in a lot of pain,” her essay concluded. “Please help me.”

Reading this last line, I turned to my assistant and said, “I think we’re going to need a bigger boat.” With Anna, I felt that I had met my match, or that the Becoming You method had.

Anna showed up to the first class quiet and almost openly despondent. But as the semester went on, and we dug deep into values, aptitudes, and economically viable interests, her mood seemed to lighten. She joined the class conversations more often, and with increasing verve. One day, she stayed after class to show me a photograph of her daughter, who was adorable. We found ourselves laughing so much, I did not want to break the spell by asking her about the pain she had so frankly expressed just a few weeks before.

On the last day of class, Anna was the first to present her final project, by her own request.

Her Area of Transcendence—her answer to “What should I do with my life?”—was, Exactly what I’m doing now.

The process had shown Anna not that she needed to upend her life but that she needed to make peace with it.

The truth was, she was living by her authentic values: She desired a great deal of wealth, total independence from her parents, and renown. She loved being a CEO. She loved the exotic vacations she got to take with her daughter. She loved meeting new people and running an organization with nearly a thousand employees. She bought herself a BMW every year, and, as she told the class with a laugh, “I guess it turns out a German car is one of my values.”

Anna’s aptitudes were also aligned with her current work. “I am one hundred percent doing what I am best at,” she said during her presentation. The testing was conclusive, she noted, but the success of her company was data enough.

As for economically viable interests: “I love my industry,” Anna told the class. “I help women feel good about themselves, and with the aging population, growth will only accelerat in the next ten years.”

In other words: check, check, and check.

I will never forget Anna standing in front of her final AOT slide with a joyful smile, while I sat in the back of the classroom, once again thinking, Wtf?

Do I just let it go? I wondered, recalling Anna’s initial desperation. I felt I couldn’t, and shouldn’t, because I sensed there might be a teachable moment in the room.

“So Anna,” I started in gently, “given where we started this journey together, I’m wondering if—”

“Hold on, Professor Welch!” she interrupted me. “I’m getting to that!”

Well, phew, I thought.

And here’s what she said, in so many words.

That pain she had described in her preclass essay had sprung from how infrequently she saw her daughter, which was sometimes just an hour or two each day. Sometimes she feared her nanny knew her child better than she did.

But when Anna had taken a hard look at and prioritized her values with the Values Bridge, an assessment you, too, will use shortly, she realized that working less and seeing her daughter more was a trade-off she wasn’t willing to make.

“I am a good-enough mother, and I will be a better one if I allow myself to live authentically,” Anna explained. “I choose to accept my values and let go of my guilt.” She went on to describe the “liberation” she had felt after going through Becoming You. Anna didn’t need change; she needed self-awareness and self-compassion.

And so Anna’s affirming experience in class was a complete 180 from Tachi’s total reinvention.

But that’s the beauty of the Becoming You process.

It’s customized to you and for you.

Purpose has to be.

Speaking of purpose, let me return for a moment to something I mentioned in passing earlier, the fact that I am the director of the NYU | Stern Initiative on Purpose and Flourishing. IPF is an academic community, working closely with business practitioners, to advance the discovery and pursuit of authentic purpose.

Leading IPF is a huge honor, but an ironic one, too. Because, as everyone who knows me can attest, it took me long enough to find my own authentic purpose.

Hear now my personal Iliad, the abridged edition:

As a little girl, I had no idea what I wanted to be. Watching a lot of TV, as we were wont to do in those days, I became vaguely enamored of the idea of becoming a judge. I think I liked the robe-and-gavel action. Also: ordering everyone around. In this time frame, I also came to realize that I was good at writing, mainly because teachers told me so, and also because it felt easy to do. So, novelist? That pursuit, however, struck me as very lonely. Who could go hours on end not talking to people? Definitely not Suzy Spring! Thus, rather randomly, I decided to study art history in college, and that got me thinking, again vaguely, Hmm, museum curator?

Luckily, in college I also found The Crimson, Harvard’s daily newspaper, and, working there twenty or thirty hours a week, I basically just followed along with my classmates as they started applying for reporting jobs. I assure you that I never once pondered, “Should I be a journalist? Does it match my values and aptitudes? Is it an economically viable interest of mine?” No, I just thought, Wow, it seems I can write and get paid for it. That’ll do!

My first job was with the Miami Herald. It was 1981, and the city was beset by riots, drug wars, and boat lifts. It was reporter nirvana, with crazy-big headlines dropping out of the sky on a daily basis. I loved it. Loooovvvvved it. The intensity. The we-are-at-center-of-the-universe! vibe we all shared, and by “we,” I mean the pack of ambitious young reporters I ran with there. We were passionate friends and feral competitors, comrades and warriors. I still get goose bumps thinking about the times we had, exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. This was Miami, after all.

But.

But journalism can be mean. It can be great—yes yes yes. It can save the world. But it can be mean. You have to have a certain skepticism about humanity to do it right. That bugged me from the first day. It wasn’t me; I knew that—somewhere deep in my cortex. So deep, in fact, that I just kept plugging away as if the thought didn’t exist at all. Eventually, I left Miami and ended up working for the Associated Press in Boston. There, I looked straight ahead and continued to do my job. I liked all the parts except the scolding, righteous indignation of the trade. Well, and the intrusiveness. And, come to think of it, the way we reporters lost sight of the humanity of our subjects while we chased the next big headline. The day I was part of the pack shouting questions at Christa McAuliffe’s parents after the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster was the day I checked out of journalism, emotionally at least. Even knowing all the good it can do in the world, I knew, values-wise, it was not for me.

So I went to business school. Oh, I know it seems like a wild left turn, and it was, but the facts are, I had been covering business as a reporter for a while at that point, and covering it quite poorly due to utter ignorance. I knew I was out of my depth.

Business school and I got along very well. Who knew? I graduated at the top of my class and marched off to become a management consultant. Once again, it wasn’t a particularly well-thought-out decision. I was following the pack, as was becoming my pattern. But how could you complain about a pattern that led you right to gobs of money? And smart people. And shiny offices. And to be honest, at the start, I loved everything about consulting. It was about as far from journalism as you could get. My colleagues actually liked people. They were friendly and kind. They said things like, “Let’s have a meeting to discuss alternatives and see if we can come to a shared solution.” Very civilized!

But.

But I was not particularly good at management consulting. Oops! I mean, I could get by, and the clients liked me pretty well, but there were better people in the world to be analyzing supply chain economics. It took me seven years to admit that to myself, and even then I didn’t really. I just thought, I can’t keep up all this traveling with four little kids.

Yes, I had four kids by that time, and they were all under the age of six.

And so, quite by happenstance, I became the editor of a business magazine, which was technically the perfect “shared solution.” I got to be a journalist without being mean, and I got to do work I was particularly good at, writing and editing. And to make matters even better, everyone around me agreed, at least at the beginning, that I was the right person for the job. The world needed me at the helm. No one could do it better!

But then I got fired.

Do not recommend! It wasn’t my performance as editor that killed me, by the way, it was that I met a CEO during an assignment, and we fell in love. His name was Jack Welch. Nowadays, I bump into a young person who has not heard of Jack, but in 2001, everyone had. They’d also heard that he was married, with virtually no one also knowing he was separated. Thus, Jack and I created a terrible meshuggaas for the magazine, and a lot of heartache for me professionally, but after the substantial dust settled, we did end up having the happiest marriage in the world. That I would recommend.

In the wake of my firing, I forged a new life, not entirely defined by work. My four kids were teenagers by then, and they wanted me around all the time, and one in particular needed me around all the time, to pick her up from jail when she and her animal-rights friends got a little carried away at certain protests involving fur. You haven’t enjoyed parenthood fully, I like to say, until your child has been fingerprinted!

My husband also wanted me around all the time, mainly because he liked me a lot, but also, later, because his health was beginning to fail. For those myriad reasons, which might be summed up by the word love, I bounced between part-time gigs for years. Broadcast journalist on the Today Show and CNBC, specializing in careers coverage. Magazine columnist for Businessweek and O, The Oprah Magazine. Somehow, there were three bestselling books mixed in there, too. And then, through a series of crazy events, I found myself running a music-tech start-up launched by my son and my husband’s grandson, plus a small army of Gen Zers.

I loved all these jobs.

I was good at them. They were fun. They had impact. But none of them was exactly right, and I knew it. Because finding that “right” thing was not possible. My life was not my own—our lives are often not our own—and so I was doing the best I could under the circumstances.

In March 2020, late at night, lying by my side at home, my husband passed away. It was peaceful and expected, but utterly devastating, as these things are. What can I say? (Spoiler alert: I will say more later.)

Two weeks afterward, the pandemic landed in the US. And, oh, the music tech company I was running went into a tailspin. Why? Because our customers were college students, and our business model was based on live events on college campuses. “I’ve never seen such an existential crisis,” as one board member grimly noted.

After Jack’s funeral, with my kids and their spouses in tow, I left New York City for the woods of upstate New York. No one knew anything at that time, but I was pretty sure I would never return to civilization. This is called “grief,” but at the time, it felt like “logic.”

Of course, time passed. In late 2021, the world came back, and my kids returned to it.

I stayed in the woods with my dogs.

I had no idea what to do except walk them. Which I did, a lot. Miles a day, until sometimes they would simply lie down in the middle of the path and look at me like, Are you effing kidding? The late Happy Welch, my Great Pyrenees, a dog breed designed by God (and shepherds) to herd sheep on mountaintops for months on end, took to giving me side-eye.

The irony of my aimless wandering, and it’s a biggie, is that I knew I could do almost anything. I was fortunate enough to be well educated, well connected, and financially secure, and I had a list of accomplishments it would be hard to sneeze at. My kids were grown and annoyingly self-sufficient. My husband’s needs, which had been my organizing principle for years and years, were no more. Heart-achingly gone, but gone.

I was free to answer “What should I do with my life?” any way I wanted.

But how would I even know?

I was free to be me.

But which me?

A pastor of mine once reminded me that it was okay to not be one big thing in life, but to give yourself the grace to be a “series of commas.”

Beautiful and true advice.

Except here’s the thing. And once again, it’s a biggie. We generally have to go to work every day as one thing.

Becoming You is a methodology to help you find that one thing.

Because by probing values, aptitudes, and our economically viable interests, it somehow gets us from “What do I want to do with my life?” to “This is where I’m going with my life.”

I say “somehow” because even I don’t understand the full alchemy of why the Becoming You methodology works, just that it proves effective more often than I can humbly deny.

I myself am proof.

One day after a long walk in the woods with my devoted dogs, I found myself at my desk staring into my computer, fixated on an email from a friend. I actually unearthed it the other day, just to be sure I was remembering the story right.

He was writing to check in on me, but also, to say this:

“I wanted you to know that I quoted Jack the other day in class to my students. I’m teaching at NYU’s business school these days.”

I read that last line about sixty times.

Teaching?

At a business school?

Maybe I could do that? Maybe I should do that? Oh my God, I can not tell you how much I suddenly knew I wanted to do that. It was an ineffable feeling, to be honest, but an intense yearning nevertheless.

A few weeks later, I found myself in the office of NYU Stern’s then-dean, Raghu Sundaram, explaining the concept of a class I wanted to call “Becoming You.”

“I want to teach the class I wish I had taken in business school myself,” I told him. “It’s a method that helps you make deliberate decisions about your life’s work and direction and purpose. It won’t save the world, but it could save students a few years on wrong turns and detours.”

“But we don’t have that class,” Raghu said, appearing genuinely dis-appointed.

“But I have it!” I assured him. “It’s in my head!”

Long story short, with Raghu’s encouragement, I created the class, and in a testament to the goodness of humankind, a bunch of students thought, I’ll take a chance and enroll in this thing!

To those original fellow travelers in the Becoming You journey, thank you.

It is hard to talk about what happened afterward without sounding like an asshat, so I will be quick. The class was a success. So much so that I was invited to join NYU’s faculty full-time. Like, as a professor.

When that happened, tears streamed down my face in a way that reminded me of the weeks after Jack died.

Except these were happy tears.

Happy. There, I said it! Because I was happy. Once I found my authentic purpose. I became me in the process of creating and teaching Becoming You, and the outcome was, well, it was transcendent.

It still is.

Since those early days with the methodology in the classroom, I have taken on teaching other courses in the MBA program, like good old management. But I have also had the joy of bringing Becoming You not just to undergraduates and MBAs but to students of life outside NYU, from teenage coders to retirees in the midst of writing their wills. I have shared the process with moms reentering the workforce and with longtime executives asking, “Is this all there is?”

I have shared it, whenever possible, with anyone who comes around asking, “What should I do with my life?”

I believe that question is the very work of our lives. And in a way, it is never done.

That’s okay.

Discovering your purpose is a journey. Hard, messy, joyful, exhausting, exhilarating, bumpy, scary, life-giving, and—did I mention—hard?

That’s okay, too. We will live. It will help us live.

Let’s get started.
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Becoming You: A User’s Guide

If you have surmised by now that the Becoming You methodology has three parts, which this book will explicate in turn, then you are correct. Was this seventh-grade suburban soccer, you’d get a trophy! But since it’s my book, you’ll just get more of me talking, and, more specifically, me talking about how this book is organized and how to approach its ancillary parts. Plus, toward the end of the chapter, I will let you in on the big secret to getting the most out of Becoming You—except it’s not really a secret, since I will flat-out tell you.

Here’s how Becoming You is organized.

In Part I, we will conduct your values excavation.

In Part II, we will turn to the identification of your aptitudes.

In Part III, we will open the aperture on your economically viable interests.

Along the way, we will meet people of all walks of life, at all stages of their journey, as they put together their values, aptitudes, and interests to create their Areas of Transcendence. I predict that a few of them, or perhaps many of them, will remind you of someone you know pretty well.

And someone who, through this very process, you are getting to know a lot better.

We will spend four chapters talking about values. Maybe that sounds like a lot, but the truth is, most people don’t even know what is meant by the term values. Chances are, you might not. That’s actually entirely typical. Over the course of six months in 2024, I conducted surveys of three tranches of five hundred subjects, professionals aged twenty-five to forty-four. One open-ended question asked respondents to write down their top three values, thus generating forty-five hundred responses. Now, from my work as a journalist covering careers and from my experiences in the classroom, I suspected that there would be quite a bit of vagary in the responses. But, hello, about 80 percent of the answers weren’t values at all. They were personality traits, like optimism and curiosity; or virtues, like integrity or generosity; or big umbrellas of needs, like love and respect.

For the record, values are the desires, motivations, and beliefs that animate our actions and decisions.

Wanting a very big and interesting life is a value, for instance.

Wanting to be wealthy is a value.

Wanting to be the person who ends world hunger is a value.

A value, to put it in shorthand, is something inside you—a yearning, an intention, a creed—that is strong enough to influence which job you pursue, with whom you decide to spend your life, where you love to live, and even what you love to do on vacation.

Along with delving more into the meaning of values in Part I, we will explore why, even when we do know our values, we so often don’t live by them. I have dubbed those reasons the Four Horsemen of Values Destruction, to invoke how deadly they can be. Emotionally deadly, that is, and unfortunately, I suspect you will recognize them all.

Perhaps most important, though, is that Part I of this book presents a values-identification rubric I created based on empirical and research data and codified as part of my PhD research at the University of Bristol. It posits that there are fifteen core human values, each one existing along a continuum. Every individual, you very much included, has some level of each value—high, low, and in between—and thus, each one of us has a values DNA profile, so to speak. This profile has the power to tell us who we are now, who we want to be, and, drumroll please, the distance between those two points.

Wait, did I lose you at “rubric”? Or was it “continuum” that made your head fall to the side? Look, I promise you are actually going to understand my values-identification tool, which I call the Values Bridge, because it turns out that for many people, when they use it for the first time, they:


	Actually understand what values are; and,

	Actually find themselves able to fully identify their own.



Indeed, by the time you finish Part I of this book, I’m going to further promise that you will have compiled a list of your very own personal values, and it is very likely not the same as the one in your head right now.

You’ll also end up with a list at the end of Part II of this book, of your aptitudes. As it turns out, people tend to understand the concept of aptitudes better than values, but not by a landslide. In the same research I just mentioned, subjects were also asked to identify their top three aptitudes. Frankly, I could not understand 14 percent of the responses. Another 16 percent were personality traits, which can be aptitudes, but usually aren’t, and 51 percent of the answers were trained skills, which are not irrelevant but also are not aptitudes. Ultimately, about 19 percent of the answers in my research were technically aptitudes, but most responses were still very generic, such as “creativity,” “communication,” and “computers.”

The Becoming You process abhors such a vacuum. Or more precisely, it vastly prefers when aptitudes are defined in ways that are gritty, specific, and actionable.

Being able to take pieces of seemingly unrelated information and synthesize them into a step-by-step solution is an aptitude, for instance.

Being able to generate a lot of ideas without self-editing and ego-attachment is an aptitude.

Being able to plan out huge, gnarly future projects without losing your place is an aptitude.

There are many more examples, but an aptitude, to put it in shorthand once again, is something inside you, and usually born into you—call it a gift, a propensity, a talent—that comes as naturally to you as writing with your dominant hand.

By the end of Part II of this book, you will know yours better than you do now, or perhaps for the first time.

Part III of this book endeavors to help you uncover what kind of work, job, or industry calls to you emotionally or intellectually, and can pay you enough, albeit in an economic environment that has never been more unsettling. Consider: LinkedIn recently reported that we can expect most jobs going forward to have “50 percent annual skill churn.” Translation: In your current job, let’s say you need to know how to do ten things to be successful. By this time next year, half of those skills will be unnecessary, and you will need to have mastered five entirely new skills. Wash, rinse, repeat, to the point that, in a few years, everything about the skill and expertise requirements for your job will have changed.

This new reality begs the question, “Why even try to figure out what kind of work calls you intellectually or emotionally? Nothing is staying the same anyway.”

It’s a legitimate question. When I started as a young reporter, almost everyone read the newspaper every day. Some people read two or three. I thought I could work in print journalism forever if I just accumulated enough mileage, scoops, and awards. And if someone had told me, “Guess what, newspapers are going to die off like dinosaurs before your very eyes, rendering everything you believed about success moot,” I would have felt defensive, angry, and flummoxed.

Which kind of sums up how many people feel today about picking a career path.

But the truth is, you cannot be an opportunity agnostic. Even with skill churn
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