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It’s not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves.

— SIR EDMUND HILLARY
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INTRODUCTION

Sitting at the front of the auditorium, waiting to deliver a speech at an undergrad business conference at Harvard, I began to have an uncomfortable feeling. I was to be the keynote speaker, the “opener” at this event, with about a thousand attendees from universities around the world, and my bloody MacBook would not connect to the conference organizer’s projection equipment. Yep, that’s right—hundreds of young people were streaming through the doors and taking their seats as I stood there with sweat bullets on my forehead wondering what kind of interpretive dance I was going to have to do for them if the damn projector wouldn’t connect.

To add a little more pressure, Donna Karan, a business hero of mine and a legend of the business world, was to be the “closer.” She wasn’t even due to speak for another five hours, yet her “people” had already arrived to make sure her presentation was all set to work. Oh, God—why didn’t I have “people” to take care of such issues? This wasn’t the first time that the tornado that is Sarah Robb O’Hagan had blown into an auditorium attempting to look perfectly polished and professional when in fact behind the scenes I was anything but.

The young woman who had organized the conference stood up to introduce me. She read out my bio word for word, and of course I knew what it said. It was the bio used in the promotional materials for the conference, the bio I gladly distributed because it gave the impression that I was a serious success story—a “reinventor of brands” who’d worked at Virgin and Nike, a “workout queen” who “brought an athlete’s mind-set to business problems,” one of Fast Company’s Most Creative People in Business, Ad Age’s Women to Watch, a three-time recipient of SportsBusiness Daily’s Forty Under 40 Award, and named by Forbes as one of the Most Powerful Women in Sports. Many of those accolades had come to me when I had served as global president of Gatorade, one of the world’s most iconic sports brands, and led that brand through a major turnaround—a transformational journey from sports drink company to sports performance innovator, returning the once-struggling business to healthy growth. After that I had gone on to be president of Equinox, the world’s premier fitness lifestyle company, named by Fast Company as one of 2015’s Most Innovative Companies in Fitness, and now I am the CEO of Flywheel Sports—the awesome, fast-growing indoor cycling company.

But as I listened to this aspiring young businesswoman describe me, something felt very wrong. What bothered me was not what she said but what she left out. My bio made it sound as if I were this polished, perfect business fem-bot. It certainly didn’t mention what most of my colleagues see in me—the wild storm of enthusiasm and determination, tempered by plenty of embarrassing trip-ups as I work hard to try to hold it all together.

My bio also neglected to mention that for much of my life the results I had delivered had been, at best, average. Sometimes I’d not quite “made the team.” Other times I’d been a disappointment. At still other times, I’d been what I can only describe as an epic fail. Yep, I’m that person who got fired not just once but twice in my twenties. The first time I was singled out as a rabble-rouser and nearly deported from the United States back to my home country of New Zealand because I didn’t have an employer and a work visa to keep me here. The second job ended when I was laid off as part of a larger restructuring. Three years of what I fondly refer to as my “canyon of career despair”—hardly a picture-perfect journey.

On the job, too, I’ve had plenty of seriously embarrassing screw-ups—ideas that seemed huge in my mind but shriveled to nothing in the marketplace. Despite all of that, though, by my late thirties, I was giving speeches at conferences where audience members would line up to meet me, asking, “How do you do it? Tell us your secret.”

My secret, if you really want to know, is that I’m about as far from perfect as you can get—but in my experience perfection is overrated. Yes, I made it to president of a $5 billion global sports brand at a pretty early age. But I think all that happened exactly because I wasn’t scared of my imperfections, contradictions, and attitude. Listen: I’m a big, bold, over-the-top, laugh-till-ya-snort, opinionated, don’t-sit-on-the-sidelines, mega-enthusiastic kinda gal. Simple things such as my giant, man-sized feet were an early clue that I was never going to be perfect the way society defines it for us. But I figured that if I kept trying and experimenting to find where I was great and where I sucked, if I kept believing that I could excel somewhere, somehow, eventually I’d find my own path to my own kind of greatness. I chose the path of living my personality to its fullest to get where I wanted to go. And I’ve come to realize that I’m not alone.

Angela Ahrendts. Bode Miller. Condoleezza Rice. Mister Cartoon. Angela Lee Duckworth. Sam Kass. Casey Wasserman. Bozoma Saint John. You might wonder what a business leader, a downhill skier, a former secretary of state, a tattoo artist, a psychologist, a chef, a sports business founder, and a music executive have in common. They just happen to be the best in the world at what they do, but none of them started their careers knowing exactly where their true greatness would lie.

One of the great benefits of my career journey is the amazing opportunity I have had to meet and work with so many successful people from many different walks of life. I’ve had the chance to observe how they do what they do. Behind the accolades and the glowing media articles that say how awesome they are, you’ll find that they have had an extraordinary impact by embracing every aspect of themselves—the good and the bad—because they took risks and worked through the sometimes tough negative consequences. They didn’t expect their greatness to just happen; instead they worked their asses off to outperform everyone around them with a potent mix of drive and humility. They are Extremers, those who reach the summit of their potential by developing their unique mix of abilities in their own personal way.

Anyone can do this. I call it developing Extreme You—becoming the best you can be as only you can. Extreme You is not one fixed goal. It doesn’t depend on the typical early indicators of success (high test scores, star turns in sports or the arts, membership in elite social and professional networks) or on flashy short-term achievements. The fact is, most of us don’t make a big splash early, and most achievements, as the world judges them, soon fade. Nor is Extreme You just a style or an attitude. Extremers have a ton of attitude—do we ever!—but it goes far beyond surface dazzle.

Extreme You is a lifelong method for discovering and making the most of what’s in you, starting from wherever you are with your own diverse mix of interests, skills, and experiences—and yes, that includes setbacks, losses, weaknesses, and failures. Extremers discover that the more they develop themselves, the more new potential they find. They learn to embrace the support of others in making their Extreme efforts and to collaborate by bringing out the Extreme in others. They are successful, yes, but on their own terms, almost as a by-product of developing Extreme You.

 

Are you a dreamer? I know I was. As a kid growing up in New Zealand, I imagined I could have a big impact on the world. I was constantly searching for my calling, trying on different visions of my future. I dreamed I could be a famous tennis player, but then I had the small problem that I never won any tournaments. I thought I could win an Olympic swimming medal, but my parents weren’t “those” kind of parents—they showed no interest in taking me to a pool at five every morning. I wanted to sing as beautifully as Dame Kiri Te Kanawa at the royal wedding (though I still don’t think we should forgive Diana for that dress choice . . . ), but the choir director never picked me for solos. I thought I could be a famous actress, and I was certain my moment was coming when I tried out to play Sandy in our high school production of Grease. But—you guessed it—I didn’t even get picked to be one of the Pink Ladies. I was in the section of the chorus for people who don’t belong on the stage.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I think I was considered “bright,” and my personality definitely stood out as bold and bossy. (Oh, if I had a dollar for every time in high school I heard the line, “Sarah and company, would you please stop talking!”) But no one ever found me reading chapter books in my crib or playing chess in my high chair. And despite what felt to me like herculean efforts, if I’m going to be honest, I never really excelled at anything. I never made the top team in any sport or won a scholarship to university. I barely scraped by with “B”-level grades. I wasn’t a jock or a homecoming queen or singled out as most likely to succeed. I definitely wasn’t model beautiful—big feet, rugby-player thighs. Thanks, Dad! I didn’t have any well-connected uncles to help me skip over the line to a great internship. I never even earned an MBA.

By now you may be wondering, “Who is this crazy New Zealander lady? Why is she talking to me?” I’m writing this book because it’s high time someone talks about a different, more fun, and more uniquely ownable path to making the most of our potential, a path open to most everyone. That day at Harvard, my own bio with its list of accomplishments proceeding logically, one to the next, made me feel uncomfortable because, like so many of the success stories people tell, it left out the most important part. Those stories so often make it sound as if the successful are the ones whose gifts and advantages become clear early and lead them to early, inevitable victories. Then they step confidently from one triumph to the next, building on those early wins. But that’s definitely not how it happened for me or for the many Extremers I have talked to.

I know there is another way.

It was exactly because I didn’t have one clear, natural gift, because I was bold and loud and no one’s stereotype of a perfect petite female, and because I lacked dramatic early successes that I had to watch others win their accolades from the sidelines and feel, so strongly, I want some of that. Because success didn’t come easily, and because I kept bumping into authority figures telling me that I was too loud, too talkative, too mischievous, too bossy, I gained the hunger and the determination to fuel my inner drive. With that magic drive as my engine, I pressed on, and as an adult I discovered that I actually did have a unique combination of characteristics, experiences, and skills that was distinctly and extremely me, and because I honed and developed them as my unique formula I was able to overcome my average start and become world class. I created my own special way of finding success.

The secret I found, after my early disappointments, was that when you aim for oversized achievement, you must make a choice. Every challenging situation, personal or professional, that comes with the possibility of serious success or failure will also come with pressure from others and from yourself. Pressure to conform to the accepted norms. Edit yourself down. Fit in. Do what is usual and comfortable and in so doing make yourself seem more average, more expected, and less threatening to the status quo—less of yourself. If you make that choice, you may find that you are well rewarded in the short run because you don’t make anyone around you feel nervous or look bad. But it’s also like playing a game of tennis on the defense, putting all your effort into not making mistakes and not losing points. It becomes very hard to break through and win because you’re not playing your own game.

The other choice is to embrace what I call Extreme You, to confidently put all that is distinctive and relevant about yourself into everything you do. I bring a huge amount of passion to my work—and I have very little patience for those who don’t. I show up intense. I give my all. I care. And although you might say that not everyone is wired that way, I would answer that many people, from colleagues to friends, have said the same thing to me: “I never in a million years would have done ____, but now that you’ve encouraged and pushed me to do it”—try harder, push further, care more—“I’m doing it!” And that’s not only a good thing when you win; it’s a good thing, period. Because in the end, playing the game your way, full steam ahead, means that you have a much greater chance to live your full self at work and at home, in everything you do. That’s a whole lot more fun and more satisfying than pretending to be something you’re not.

WHAT EXTREME YOU IS NOT

Extreme You is definitely not about being a reckless loudmouth. It’s not about being persistent to the point of harassment, and it’s definitely not about “my way or the highway.” I remember when I was five years into my Air New Zealand career. Now based out of Los Angeles, I got some great news during a performance review: I was getting a big promotion! For the first time in my life, I was going to hire people to report directly to me. My boss told me about my new position, my new salary, and it all seemed good. Then he said, “You’ve got real talent, Sarah. But—you need to start presenting yourself in a more mature, more respectable way. You just don’t dress well enough.”

I was mortified. I mean, to be clear, this dude was hardly a fashion icon, and in my mind he had absolutely zero idea what was hip and happening in the world of popular culture. But dammit, his comments were also familiar. Even back on high school choir trips, I had always been the one getting into trouble because I was too immature—not respectful enough, too loud, talking too much. And now the same embarrassment had followed me into my performance review. As if it weren’t bad enough to be told publicly that my appearance was unprofessional, my boss went on to suggest a solution: his “partner”—that is, his girlfriend—would take me shopping and help me pick out clothes.

Of course, I wanted the promotion and the new responsibility. He even offered me a onetime clothing stipend to help “clean myself up.” For about a week, I was smarting in my corner, planning my perfect comeback to tell him how wrong he was. But though that might have qualified as a kind of Extreme Me, it would also have been Extreme Unemployed. So after I had a chance to think it over, I decided, All right. I’m going to man up and look at Ann Taylor suits with this lady. They were giving me a clothing stipend, so in my mind there was money to be spent on clothes, and, Lord knows, I love clothes. (Nothing like a bit of retail therapy to get the party started!) But no one could make me buy anything I didn’t want. They weren’t going to dumb me down or turn me into someone I was not, but my boss had given me advice for a reason and I knew I needed to acknowledge that reason. So the right question was: How can I mash it up and make it into something that will still be me?

His lady friend was actually pretty cool about the whole crazy situation. Can you imagine being told, “Honey, go take this misguided young thing shopping for some decent clothes?” We met and we looked at the “appropriate” suits, from the midlevel heels—not too high or too low!—to the match-matchy suit and skirt that announced to the world, “Yes, I am boring.” I would rather have shot myself than look as conservative and as expected as that. But I thanked the lady friend and received the message my boss had sent. I committed in my mind to upping my game and acting more like a manager.

In the end, on my own and at boutiques of my choosing, I bought myself some business suits (blazer and pants) but with a far more me kind of look. Clothes that said, “I have a point of view. I am wearing bold black boots because I am about to kick some ass, and I give a shit about styling myself in a way that makes me stand out from the crowd.” I went back to the office with new clothes to show that yes, I had listened—but I had taken the advice in a way that was Extremely Me.

Extreme You has been my approach all the way, and in this book I’ll explain how what worked for me and the awesome Extremers I’ve interviewed from all walks of life can work just as powerfully for you. In the first half of this book, I’ll show you how to develop the five essential qualities of Extreme You. You’ll learn to Check Yourself Out, to discover your own unique mix of Extreme skills and interests. Then you’ll Ignite Your Magic Drive to build the stamina and the confidence to power you through any challenge that comes your way. I’ll show you the importance of knowing when to Get Out of Line, to put your Extreme qualities to use even when others around you don’t appreciate them, and the equal importance of learning to Get Over Yourself, so your Extreme strengths don’t become liabilities. Finally, I’ll reveal the secrets of Pain Training, which can turn even your biggest failures into an awesome personal trainer guiding you to future success.

In the second half of the book, once you’ve developed your Extreme nature, I’ll guide Extreme You to meet and crush challenges alone and with others, making use of what I call the Extremer Cycle. I’ll share my own stories of learning by trial and error to develop Extreme Me, and I’ll share the epic stories and insights of Extremers I’ve interviewed. Then I’ll end each chapter with a section called Extreme Moves, to give you practical insights and action-oriented advice to help you step up your game.

Along the way, I’ll reveal some secret weapons. One is to look for examples not just in other individual Extremers, but in the Extreme brands and organizations and teams you most admire. To me, the questions of how to make the most of what’s in you and how to make the world recognize what you’ve got are a lot like the questions that great leaders grapple with when figuring out how to build the best teams, brands, and businesses. In this era of social media, people talk a lot about “personal branding”—building your profile out in the world so people know who you are. But to me it’s so much deeper than that. Personal branding is less about attracting legions of followers on Facebook and more about knowing who you are and what you stand for, and I’ll share many lessons from great brands and businesses that apply to Extreme individuals.

Another Extreme secret weapon is support. Again and again, in my stories and those of others I will share, the Extremer has succeeded only because someone else was providing support, air cover, coaching, mentoring, or lead parenting. In today’s media-driven era, we tend to focus on individuals instead of celebrating the team of supporters necessary to bring out the Extreme in an individual. But extreme success depends on extreme support from those around you.

Here’s an awesome example. Being a New Zealander, I am enormously proud to come from the country that boasts the first man to summit Mount Everest. It speaks to the adventurous and pioneering spirit of our country that is observed in Kiwis the world over. But Sir Edmund Hillary’s epic climb to the top of the mountain is even more relevant today because there are no photos of him at the summit. When he reached this pinnacle of human exploration, his Sherpa, Tenzing Norgay, didn’t know how to work the camera to take a photo. And Sir Ed was just fine with that because in his mind they had reached the summit together. He took photos of the majestic brilliant views in front of him so that he could share an experience that no human in the world had ever seen. He didn’t need a selfie.

You might still be wondering why I take the risks of disruptively, unabashedly being Extreme Me. If my story says anything, it’s that this approach has enabled me to overcome my own average level of talent and my history of average results to unlock unique but unrecognized inner potential. It also says that on the day I gave that speech at Harvard, even with the technical issues with my MacBook and the sweat bullets on my forehead, I knew that even if I didn’t get my presentation on the screen, I would still give those young business students an inspiring, unforgettable speech.

Why? Because I know in my heart what I believe so deeply, and no technological glitch will ever stop me from sharing it passionately. In every company where I have ever worked, and in organizations of every type around the world that I have visited, there have been employees with extraordinary potential who went to the office each day and put their best efforts not toward making the most of their gifts and knowledge, not toward reaching their personal best in the service of what was best for the organization, but toward fitting in and not getting fired. The Gallup organization’s 2016 “State of the American Workplace” report confirmed this, finding that a truly scary seven out of ten American workers are either “not engaged” in or “actively disengaged” from their work.

There are so many managers and leaders out there who are capable of developing creative ideas and performing remarkably, but that potential is not being realized. Even for aspiring entrepreneurs, as I have seen in my own business experiences, there’s a lot less real innovation than meets the eye. I’ve experienced what feels like a gazillion young whiz kids try to get meetings with me because they believe they can partner with my company. They think they have invented the next Fitbit, the next Jawbone, the next Facebook, the next Uber, the next Lululemon—but so many of their “innovations” are really just copycat products, and a big reason many of those entrepreneurs are even in business is that there has been so much cheap capital funding available. When I speak at business schools, I’m amazed by how many of the students reveal that their life plan is simply to walk the safest path that their parents can find for them. When I speak to middle managers, I hear them reveal in a thousand different ways how they believe that their real job is just to please the boss, never mind realizing their potential or improving their company’s results.

I’m so passionate about the approach I call Extreme You because investing all of our distinctive selves in everything we do is the only way to unlock our untapped resources of innovation, energy, and potential reinvention. Any person, any team, any company, and any country will reach a higher level of performance if it stands on its own unique foundation.

I have written this book for believers who want more—for those who are at the start of their career journey, choosing a life path and a way to walk it, and for those who are stuck in a rut in the middle, feeling constantly pressured by the mantra “Don’t take risks for big wins; just make sure you don’t lose.” I write for anyone who wants to find the courage and the means to get out of the middle of the road, to go for it—and own the consequences.

That’s Extreme You.


ONE
CHECK YOURSELF OUT

Sam Kass is a badass. You might know him as the White House chef—the guy that cooked for the Obama family and all of their high-rolling guests—but I’ve come to know him as a wicked Extremer who explored many corners of the world (including New Zealand . . . yeah!) on his way to one of the coolest jobs on the planet. Sam’s served as assistant White House chef and as the White House food initiative coordinator, helping First Lady Michelle Obama to grow the first substantial White House vegetable garden in more than a hundred years. He was also part of the First Lady’s Policy Office, working with the Departments of Agriculture and Education and the White House Domestic Policy Council in their efforts to reduce childhood obesity. I bonded with him when we had our first lunch together, riffing on how we must end this obesity crisis once and for all, and my Extreme radar went on high alert. In my mind Sam had an incredible gig, but not one that I can remember the guidance counselors at my high school putting on the list of “things you could be.” I simply had to know: how had he figured out it was in him to become chef to the most powerful man in the world, and how had he developed the knowledge and skills to do it?

I wondered if he was one of these people who had known where he would wind up from the day he could sit up and look around. Nope. “Growing up,” Sam told me, “all I dreamed of was becoming a professional baseball player.” He played ball at the private school where his father was a teacher. Many of his classmates went on to big-name universities to pursue professional careers, but Sam went to community college in Kansas City, Kansas, in the hope of getting drafted by a baseball team, taking courses such as Techniques in Baseball and Sprint Practice. (BTW—who knew you could study baseball in college?) But after a couple of years of effort, he said, “I realized I was a good player but not better than everybody else. At the same time, I realized I could probably use an education, as my mom had been telling me the whole time.”

Sam transferred to the University of Chicago, where he studied history. One summer, he worked at an Italian American restaurant, 312 Chicago, which had a focus on local agriculture and organic ingredients. He loved food, but he felt no wish to become a chef. With no idea what he wanted to do besides baseball, he followed a desire to see the world and spent his final semester of college studying abroad in Vienna, Austria. While there, he mentioned his enthusiasm for food to someone who introduced him to the sous chef in one of the top restaurants in the city. Sam told the chef that he had thought at times of studying cooking just to learn to cook for his family, when he had one. “The chef said, ‘Don’t be a fool and go to culinary school and waste all that money! Just come into the kitchen and hang out.’ So on my third day in Vienna I was in this Michelin-starred restaurant kitchen. There’s a wonderful ethic in kitchens where if you’re young and you show a strong work ethic and willingness to learn and show some promise, they’re willing to tolerate you messing up a lot of stuff. So they let me do a little bit and I had fun, and at the end of the night they said, ‘You’re welcome back anytime.’ I said, ‘Be careful, I’m the kind of guy who will take you up on that. I’m the kind of guy who will keep showing up.’ ”

Now, here’s the really cool part. It turns out that the way the kitchen staff works together in a restaurant is just like the intense team dynamics of a baseball team. “It’s a team sport, and nothing happens if everyone doesn’t work together, but it’s fundamentally individual. If you burn something and mess up the order or you’re late, everyone knows who made the mistake. It doesn’t get lost in the flow.” It was also like baseball in that there were many at-bats, many “plays,” and no matter what mistakes he made on one dish, he had to turn around and keep cooking for the rest of the night. And it was hard work: “You’re moving fast for hours, like you’re sprinting, and you’re cutting yourself, burning yourself, and your back hurts. It’s brutally, brutally hard work, physically and mentally, and that’s what sports teach you: to work your ass off. I was definitely ready to work hard.” As I said—Sam is a badass!

He worked in the kitchen for free, getting “paid” in the form of a free room in the chef’s apartment and meals in the restaurant. “They threw me a little pocket money, but basically I got paid in knowledge.” He couldn’t get a work permit, and the authorities eventually made him leave, but by then the ball was rolling. Through boatloads of hard work he’d discovered a passion and a talent in himself that he hadn’t known he had—and he’d started developing it into the skill that would shape his entire career.

WHAT BLOWS YOUR HAIR BACK?

If you are going to live Extreme You, you need to know what that looks like for you, but let’s be real: for most people, it’s not that obvious. In hindsight, Sam’s years of baseball training were perfect preparation for a restaurant kitchen, but who knew? His enthusiasm for food and his summer job at a Chicago restaurant had nurtured his passion to be a chef, but he hadn’t been aware of it; he had even told the chef in Vienna that he wanted to learn to cook only so his family could eat well at home. He discovered his Extreme Chef over time, by allowing his curiosity to be his guide, by following what grabbed him, and by working his ass off at the opportunities he chose to pursue. He took off the baseball uniform, and then, just because the opportunity came along and it spoke to him somehow, he tried on the chef’s apron. Then he checked himself out—took a fresh look in the existential mirror—and what he saw was someone who fit into the high-pressure team environment of the kitchen and loved the “game” of gourmet cooking.

For Sam, checking himself out revealed new skills and a possible career path. But sometimes, for some people, it reveals not a formal skill but rather a new way of approaching situations, a different way of bringing one’s personality into the world. For me, one critical moment came when I was fresh out of university. Working our first full-time jobs, my girlfriends and I grew tired of the typical Friday-night grubby gathering at the pub. We dreamed of dressing up in sexy evening dresses and going to a glamorous dance party. I could picture the night in my head: the hot guys in tuxes, some decent champagne to kick the night off instead of the “Marquee Spew” that we had become accustomed to drinking in college, and of course some bloody good fun on the dance floor. Now that we were out of university, though, we hit an obstacle: there were no formal social events being organized for us anymore. Still, I couldn’t let go of the mental picture I had of my friends and me dressed up in our fab dresses at a ball.

Finally I thought, What the hell are we waiting for? Nobody else is going to do this for us. Let’s friggin’ make it happen for ourselves! I started drawing up a project plan. Some people, I figured, would buy tickets for a glam event, but it would be more broadly appealing if we were raising money for, let’s say, a charity supporting cancer research. Then I put out the word to my friends and asked who would pitch in.

I still have a scrapbook of all the planning memos. I deputized ten friends as ticket sellers, with a free ticket offered as a prize to whoever sold the most, and I sent out frequent email updates on the sales standings. I found someone to help us hire a band, someone else to take photographs that we could offer for sale, and others with more event experience to hire coat check attendants and a bouncer. We had to be sure not to trash the rented room! I printed up tickets and receipts and convinced my bank to let me open a separate account just for the event. A friend had a friend who would handle the decorations (lots of balloons!). And to keep it all moving forward, I scheduled and ran the meetings—always including plenty of beers for motivation—and cheered everyone on.

Sample email from twenty-one-year-old me: “Hi there all budding ticket sellers!! The decision has been made and there’s no stopping us now. The ball is going ahead so we have one hell of a lot of work to do to sell those 200 tickets. Enclosed is your ticket selling kit and expectations for sales by week.” Looking back, it’s amazing that my friends could deal with how bossy I was. But it worked! Together we put on a fund-raising ball, and we had one of the most epic nights of our young lives. And all this despite the fact that the afternoon of the event I discovered a zit on my forehead that made me look like fucking Cyclops!

I did it for fun. And except that I made generous use of the Air New Zealand marketing department photocopy machine to print posters and tickets, to me it had nothing to do with my career. No one had ever said about me, “Oh, yes, this Sarah is a future business leader. This is a young woman who could one day run an international company with tens of thousands of employees.” Or even two employees. Believe me, the thought was in no one’s mind, not even mine. But in my future job interviews and in early discussions with supervisors, if the question of organizational leadership experience came up, I had something to talk about: I had organized a charity ball.

It wasn’t just that I now had a little management experience; I had begun to discover a talent that I’d never really known mattered, because it certainly did not appear on my university transcript or my résumé: and that was my own rather unique style of collaborative and imaginative leadership. I had imagined a goal and a way to reach it, then inspired and prodded and cheered others along to pitch in and make it happen together. That approach would turn out to be one of my lifelong specialties, but I first found it, as I would find other key skills and areas of special expertise, by being open to whatever floated toward me during new experiences. (OK, if I’m honest—because I had the selfish goal of wanting to go to a hot dance party with some good champagne and great-looking guys!)

My discoveries, and the successes they led to, were made possible by a fair amount of randomness. I went for the dance party, but I came away with the discovery of the start of a lifelong talent. Who could have predicted? No one. So we need to rely less on predicting our Extreme path and more on trying out new experiences and observing the results. Franz Johansson, the author of The Click Moment: Seizing Opportunity in an Unpredictable World, analyzed breakthrough success stories in business and found that success depends much more on serendipity and surprise than we might want to think. “When it comes to our career or developing a strategy for a business,” he says, “we think we can circumvent this notion of randomness by analyzing or strategizing, and that’s a mistake. If you scratch underneath the glossy exterior of success stories, you’re going to find behind those things an unexpected meeting, a surprising insight. . . . It follows then that we should court those types of things, we should try to get unexpected meetings, we should try to find unexpected insights.” Again, developing Extreme You is like matchmaking: you can’t predict who will fall in love with whom, but it helps to throw a party and show up.

YOUR PERSONAL MOON SHOT

Here’s the thing that gets me so fired up. It’s not as if people who don’t check themselves out walk around knowing what they missed. The fact is, some of the most accomplished people in the world are people who stumbled onto their Extreme areas of skill—and until they did, all signs suggested that there was nothing remarkable about them. I think of Angela Ahrendts, who told me, “I thought I wasn’t smart.” Now, if you know her reputation, you’re probably thinking, What the freaking frock? Are you kidding me? In 2016, Angela was ranked fifteenth on Forbes’s list of the World’s Most Powerful Women. She was the CEO of Burberry from 2006 to 2013, during which time the company’s value increased over 300 percent to £7billion. Then she joined Apple, becoming one of its highestranking executives, charged with leading its entire retail business—the single most valuable retail business of any company in the world. You don’t get much more accomplished than that! Which is why it still blows me away that Angela took time out of her insanely busy schedule back in 2012 to return my email. You heard me right. There I was, just stepping into my role at Equinox and desperately looking for some advice about the technology transformation that I was embarking on at the company, and Angela not only got back to me but took the time to sit with me for a good hour or two to give me her candid insights and learnings from the technology transformation she had led at Burberry. OK—I’ll be honest—I did send a flattering email and play the woman president–to–woman CEO card, but that one single meeting with Angela gave me more confidence to meet the challenge ahead than months of listening to external consultants. It was a pivotal time for me both professionally and personally. In Angela, I had found my first ever female CEO mentor.

How could that person have ever assumed she wasn’t smart? I for one assumed that she had been a superstar from the day she was born. But she told me, “In a left-brain, analytically oriented school system, I was a rock-solid B student no matter how hard I worked. My mind was not wired to think in a linear way, not wired to pick up all those patterns or algorithms. Nor could I conquer languages—so even though I took French for three years, I struggled to correctly structure a decent sentence. When you have this experience year after year in school, you get a little insecure. So I was incredibly blessed to stumble on fashion. All of a sudden things made sense to me and my entire right, creative brain became unlocked. For the first time I could use my whole mind and everything connected to it.”

Moving to New York City to work in the fashion industry, she wound up eventually working for the luxury brand Donna Karan. There she developed not just her “right-brain” fashion and leadership skills but her “left-brain” strategy and business skills, which led her to Fifth & Pacific Companies, then Liz Claiborne, where she helped acquire and oversee more than twenty brands, including Juicy Couture, Laundry by Shelli Segal, Lucky Brand Dungarees, and DKNY jeans. With each step, she checked herself out and dramatically broadened her Extreme skills and knowledge, excelling like never before. “I moved from loving fashion to the business of fashion, to the marketing of fashion, to creating great global brands. I don’t think it’s any different from a great athlete discovering she was in the wrong sport. I tell kids when I interview them: Know who you are. What do you love to do every morning when you wake up? Don’t let someone else tell you what success is. Success is understanding who you are, how you are naturally wired, and what moves you. That’s the lane we need to get you in. If we do, and you work hard, you’ll go to the moon!” Checking Yourself Out is what makes the difference between getting into the moon shot lane and just puttering around town, wrongly imagining that you aren’t that smart.

GET READY TO RECEIVE THE BALL

There’s a pattern here. Not once but several times, Angela was able to Check Herself Out, apply her drive to what she had freshly discovered in herself, and then, as if on cue, a new opportunity popped up right in front of her. For Sam Kass, too, checking himself out was not a onetime fix but a recurring process with the unexpected power to coax opportunity out of even the most barren situations. Checking himself out in Vienna, Sam discovered that within the disappointed ballplayer was an up-and-coming chef. His turning point came during his study abroad semester when he was working as a volunteer at the restaurant, showing up every night and trying to learn everything he could. The chef responsible for all the sauces suddenly needed surgery, and the executive chef was forced to do his work because no one else knew how. “He was really unhappy about having to do all that prep,” Sam told me, “so he pulled me over to teach me how to do it as fast as possible. I got great training really fast. When you put yourself in the right position and start doing the work, then the opportunities start to manifest.” So watch for them. As my field hockey coach told me all those years ago, if you expect someone to pass you the ball, you better get into position to receive it.

Sam spent much of the next five years living his dream of traveling the world, funding his travels by working as a private chef. Most of us would expect that at the end of his travels he might have returned to the United States to work in a restaurant he admired or start one of his own. Right? Nope! Not Extreme Sam. While he was cooking and traveling around the world, he was also continuing to check himself out. He was finished with school, which for most people means no more studying, but he found that his interest in history and politics, especially the politics of how we get what we eat, only grew stronger. He wondered: What were the political implications of what he was cooking? How does the way we cook affect the land, the people who grow the food, the health of those who eat it? So school or no school, he kept on studying. That was before you could load a portable device with as many book titles as you like, and so, he said, “Two-thirds of my bag was packed with food-policy books that I lugged all over the world.”

After five years of travel, feeling “a little lost” and aware that his former classmates were establishing careers and moving on with their lives, he returned to Chicago. A family he had cooked for in New Zealand turned out to know the family of Senator Barack Obama, and because of the work he’d been doing as a private chef and the political reading that had been shaping his thoughts, he saw the chance to cook for a political family as his big moment. “I saw the opportunity quite clearly,” he told me, “because I’d done the hard work and the research. If I hadn’t done the work, it wouldn’t have seemed like an opportunity.” He was in position to receive the ball and he grabbed it, eventually becoming not just the White House chef but a strategist and policy maker on health. Why? Because the last six years of learning to cook and studying the politics of food had made him the perfect candidate. With that Extreme combination, he was better qualified than any other chef they might have considered.

Sam cooked for the Obamas for a year and a half, and when Barack Obama won the election he naturally followed them to the White House. By checking himself out repeatedly, working hard to develop his new skills and areas of knowledge, he found not just a new skill set or a new trade but a career that was extremely him. Transitioning from a baseball player to a chef seems like a pretty big leap to me, but moving from a chef to a lifetime of influencing and driving policy on health and nutrition is huge. I love Sam’s story so much for the fact that it proves that when you follow the stuff you’re passionate about, you just never know the places you might land—places you probably didn’t even know existed when you started.

A RANDOM WALK TOWARD AN ARCTIC ENEMA!

Because checking yourself out requires an openness to surprise and a sensitivity to whatever intrigues and grabs you, it can often happen unexpectedly on a vacation or a break from the formal world of work. Like my story of planning the charity ball, it may sound like a goof-off and a big party. But it’s just as possible to check yourself out by design, with practical goals in mind. Either way, buckle your seat belt because it may well involve uncertainty and painful self-examination. That was the case for Will Dean, the founder of the Tough Mudder obstacle course events. If you don’t know Tough Mudder, it’s a ten-to-twelve-mile event involving bizarre obstacles such as jumping into giant Dumpsters full of ice cubes or sliding through a ring of fire, and let me tell you it’s the most crazy fun you can ever have with a bunch of mates. I’m one of the more than two million people who have participated in a Tough Mudder challenge, and I just had to track down and meet the guy who came up with the thing. With hindsight, the idea seems like a clear winner, but I think we can all imagine that proposing an obstacle course with names such as “Electroshock Therapy” or “Arctic Enema” would have been met with more than a few naysayers.

Before he checked himself out, Will Dean hardly seemed like the person who could make it succeed. A British citizen who completed university and then joined the prestigious UK Foreign Service, he worked as a counterterrorism officer, working as far afield as Washington, DC, and New Delhi, India. But as he told me, “Although I had some success and won some plaudits, in other ways I irritated people. It seemed to me that they say they want people who are going to be ‘entrepreneurial in mind’—until you say something that doesn’t fit in. Then they say, ‘You’ve got a lot of growing up to do, young man!’ ”

Feeling that he would never fully fit in, he left his job and enrolled in the Harvard Business School. His goal was to use the two years of the MBA program to conceive and launch a business that would be more meaningful to him and a better fit with his nature. Essentially, he was telling himself: You’ve got two years—go check yourself out.

Looking back, he can say that the experiment worked. “Harvard treated me well,” he told me. He came up with the plan for Tough Mudder, which was a semifinalist in the school’s annual business plan competition. He made friends and even met his future wife. But like the boarding school he had attended in England, which had almost convinced him never to go to university, business school struck him as rigid, conformist, and expensive. The constant emphasis on head-to-head competition for student rankings (so unlike the approach he had known in England, where schools compete but individual students do not) spoiled the working atmosphere. “I wanted something that would be less of a rat race, something to force people to laugh at themselves and be more collaborative.” Maybe for those reasons, his search for the right business idea proved harder and more uncomfortable than he had imagined. “It was quite a painful personal journey, looking under lots of rocks and not quite finding the thing I wanted. Many days I thought, my gosh, maybe I’m never going to find it.”

By leaving the job where he didn’t belong and checking himself out at an American business school, you might say, Will discovered that he didn’t belong in B-school, either. The formal, structured educational environment was even less like the entrepreneurial culture he yearned for than the Foreign Service job he had left. But over time, seeing all the ways he did not fit helped him to imagine Tough Mudder. In a Tough Mudder the obstacles on the course are seriously challenging, but they are also outrageous and funny. Teams can’t complete the course unless the teammates work together, and the atmosphere is one of camaraderie, humor, and mud in places you did not know could get muddy. “I wanted to build something with a clear set of values around teamwork, camaraderie—and, yes, something kind of countercultural.” The business he dreamed up was like an answer or an antidote to the rigid, isolating world he had wanted to leave since boyhood.

But Will pointed out to me that this “answer” had not come in any bolt of inspirational lightning. “If one day someone makes a TV movie about Tough Mudder, I’m sure they will create a scene where there is an ‘Ah-ha moment,’ ” he said. “But the reality is, getting brought onto a mission and internalizing it, knowing that it makes sense and believing in it—that all takes time. It isn’t like picking from a menu. Getting to Tough Mudder took a lot of introspection, a lot of asking myself who I am, what I engage with, and what fulfills me. It was a painful and lonely process, with huge moments of self-doubt.” His mother would remind him that William Hague, the former foreign secretary and former leader of the Conservative Party, had come from their part of England and had used business school to launch a career in management consulting. Why, she would ask, couldn’t Will do that? As he told me, “There
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