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			Nothing succeeds like success.

			—Alexandre Dumas

			Express yourself! Whatever you do, uh, do it good.

			—Charles Wright & the Watts 103rd Street Rhythm

		

	
		
			AUTHORS’ NOTE

			How This Book Came to Be

			The inspiration for this book came from an unusual person, unusual because she doesn’t exist. Gigi Gaston, ’60s French pop star, was invented by coauthor and fine artist Josh Gosfield, who documented her fictional career with everything from meticulously created LP covers to music videos. The art project prompted the questions, “What is success?” and “Who gets it?” and “Why do people care about it?” Armed with these queries and an insatiable curiosity about the lives of other people we came up with the very simple idea for this book. Instead of theorizing on success Gladwellian-style or offering up some easily digestible, quick-tip formulae, why not go straight to the source? Why not simply ask successful people how they do what they do?

			We dreamed that this book could be a version of the world’s most fabulous dinner party. “Your guests should be remarkable for something—either beauty, wit, talent, money,” wrote Lady Constance Howard in her 1885 book on etiquette. “You should be certain of such a flow of bright conversation that no one can be bored or feel in any way neglected.” Although a bit dated, Lady Constance’s advice summed up our own philosophy about our fantasy guest list for this book. We wanted brilliant, accomplished people at the top of their field, and of course a mix that would include people in business and art, media and sports, the young and old, the highbrow and low and the revered as well as some rogues.

			Take a look at our table of contents—the world’s most famous dog whisperer, Cesar Millan, is sandwiched between an opera diva and the winningest game show champ in history. A vintner is next to a civil rights lawyer who is next to an extraterrestrial hunter. Alec Baldwin has tennis champion Martina Navratilova on one side and cultural gadfly Simon Doonan on the other. And after all, what’s a dinner party without a big game hunter, a rock band, a hostage negotiator, a bestselling author and Will Shortz, the crossword puzzle editor of the New York Times?

			Many people asked us, “How did you get to all of those people?” Our strategy: Never say never. Successful people are busy people. We hit dead ends. But we never took “No!” from a handler for an answer. (At least not until we heard it for the fifth or sixth time.) We employed a vast network of family, friends, semi-acquaintances, insta-pals, colleagues, even exes, chasing down every lead, including one example of six degrees of separation when we got in touch with Camille’s sister’s high school friend’s daughter’s speech therapist whose best friend was married to a Zen billionaire whom we desperately wanted for the book. Did he say, “Yes”? No, he didn’t. But maybe we’ll get him next time. Meanwhile, we’re still waiting to hear back from Hillary Clinton and Lady Gaga!

			Since we had no preconceived notions of what our participants would say, our conversations with them were often part tango, part wrestling match. We tried to both draw out our interviewees and challenge them on their beliefs of what led to their success—their work habits, turning points, experiences, insights and goals. As we accumulated interviews about these amazing people’s vocational lives, the book began to feel like Studs Terkel on steroids. And then we did our best to distill their thoughts, experiences and principles into 10 concise strategies—written in their own words—to reveal not only how they do what they do, but how they do it so well.

			And since a collaboration is a lot like a marriage, we’d find ourselves saying, “I do” all the time—I do like that idea, or I do like that suggestion, or I do like that turn of phrase. Except when one of us would say, I don’t. Then, just as in a marriage, we’d have to compromise. But because we actually are married, we had the advantage of already knowing (at least in theory) how to do that. We also had the pleasure of sharing the thrilling and mind-altering moments of speaking with some of the world’s superachievers. And then discussing it afterward, at home, over dinner, often so excessively that our six-year-old would plead, “Could we please stop talking about The Art of Doing?”

			Reading about how to produce a smash hit on Broadway, write a runaway bestseller or start a start-up, you may feel inspired and think: I’m going to get off this couch and go do one of these things!

			Or, you may think: Actually, I’m not likely to do any of these things, but I can use some of these strategies in my own work.

			Or, you may simply flip through these pages, delighted to be entertained by the achievements of others.

			Whatever your motivation, whether you are a college student, middle manager, entrepreneur or retiree, we hope you enjoy the opportunity as much as we did of hearing directly from these extraordinary people and peeling back the layers of their vocational and life experiences to discover their Art of Doing.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			What Superachievers Have in Common

			In the beginning, our goal was to uncover what was unique about each one of the dozens of superachievers we interviewed for this book—what were the particular qualities or approaches that vaulted them above others in their fields? But after months of research and over 100 hours of conversations, we were often surprised to discover how much a tennis champion, for instance, and a rock band think alike, or how a race car driver and an extraterrestrial hunter share similar traits. Our participants’ vocations, goals, philosophical perspectives and personalities could not have been more different, but as their responses to our questions accumulated, we began to see patterns. We came to realize that these extraordinary people shared many core principles and practices that had led to their great successes.

			Here you will read about the 10 most important strategies we discovered. Perhaps learning about what our superachievers have in common will inspire you to reflect on your own work habits and approaches—it certainly did with us.

			1. Dedication

			What does a young Frenchman leafing through a magazine in his dentist’s office have in common with an African-American teen ironing her family’s clothes as she watches the Watergate Hearings on TV in the basement of her home?

			The Frenchman and the African-American teen, now grown up, told us of experiences in which they’d had visions of their vocational futures. Philippe Petit (Chapter 22), reading the magazine, came across a rendering of the not-yet-constructed World Trade Center that inspired him to embark on his six-year odyssey to walk on a wire 110 stories high across the void between the towers. Constance Rice (Chapter 14), the teen at the ironing board watching the Watergate Hearings, was transfixed by the black congresswoman Barbara Jordan who rose up and in a booming voice addressed the Senate Committee and the nation. At that moment Rice not only burned a hole through her father’s shirt, but she knew what she was meant to do—fight for justice.

			In the aftermath of their visions, Petit and Rice could not have imagined all that would be required of them. Neither Petit’s dream of crossing the towers nor Rice’s of fighting for justice came with an instruction manual. To accomplish their feats they’d have to overcome fear, test their plans against reality and maintain an unwavering focus on what their visions had revealed to them about their future selves.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Others that we spoke with were similarly inspired by visions, as varied as the individuals themselves. They received messages about their future selves encoded in natural phenomena, great societal events, chance encounters, books, movies, inner voices—one was even inspired by a humble bowl of soup. Some of their inspirations were instantaneous flashes; others occurred in phases or as a series of ephemeral nudges. They came at different stages of life—from childhood to middle age.

			By their very nature, these visions are so mercurial and mysterious that there may be no satisfactory way to define them. But what we wanted to know was, what does one do when called to fight for justice or to walk a wire 110 stories in the sky? Once you’ve devoted yourself to a calling, can anything else matter? Accumulation of wealth, material goods or fame? Even daily life? What we found in our conversations with these superachievers was that success did not come to them in the thunderclap of their Eureka! moments. Talent was just the beginning. Their sustained success depended on many factors—some in their control, and some not—but the first steps of these superachievers were to know themselves and to assess what they had to work with. Then, their progress toward their goals was furthered by their fierce dedication to the day-to-day struggle for achievement.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Beyond venturing into the desert for forty days and nights, popping peyote or donning a “God Helmet” (designed by a neuroscientist in Ontario to induce mystical experiences), there is no surefire way to call a calling.

			But, when you do have glimmerings of something that you might like to do one day—if you only had more time on your hands or more money, or were in the right place at the right time—you can take heart from the people you will read about in this book. Just like any one of us, they started with no road map or guarantee of success. But they went out and picked up the ball or the pen, the guitar or the kitchen knife, and took the first step. And then, the next.

			2. Intelligent Persistence

			In the early ’90s a beautiful young Russian soprano who loved music was studying opera at the St. Petersburg Conservatory. She told us how despite her single-minded focus on developing her voice, her teachers thought that perhaps, at best, one day she could sing in a chorus somewhere.

			But the soprano wasn’t going to let her teachers’ low opinion of her stop her from achieving her goal. While becoming a part-time janitor may not seem like a brilliant career move for an aspiring opera star, she took a job mopping floors at St. Petersburg’s Kirov Opera, the greatest opera company in Russia. Still working hard in the conservatory, she earned the chance to audition for the Kirov and was accepted into the ensemble. During rehearsals, when the lead singer became ill, the stage director asked the soprano if she knew the part. “Of course I knew it,” she told us. “I knew all the parts. I was ready.” She had worked hard; she had worked smart by putting herself in the right place at the right time. And she peformed well. Her once-skeptical teachers never could have imagined the career that the soprano, Anna Netrebko (Chapter 2), would go on to have, becoming an operatic superstar and the reigning diva of the twenty-first century.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Anyone pursuing a goal is likely to be given the conflicting advice to “Hang in there and persevere” on the one hand and “Always be ready to shift gears” on the other. Reid Hoffman, the CEO of LinkedIn, and others have discussed this strategic dilemma, suggesting that a key factor in success is having the flexibility and intelligence—as Anna Netrebko did—to be able to follow both pieces of advice; to know when to pivot, to rethink your plan, while still maintaining the mission.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			David Chang (Chapter 27), who had trained in New York City’s best kitchens, was persistent, too. He worked insane hours to realize his dream of opening up a restaurant in which he served a humble meal—noodle soup—prepared with four-star technique. But not enough people came. On the verge of going out of business, Chang could have kept working just as hard at the same thing, but instead he “pivoted.” Deciding to go for broke, he and his partner began to cook as if it were their last days on earth—throwing everything they had ever learned and anything they had ever loved about being chefs into creating dishes they’d want to eat. The critics came and customers followed. Now, Chang is an award-winning food star who owns 11 critically acclaimed Momofuku restaurants and bakeries on two continents.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			We have all known the doggedly persistent types who work hard but not smart—the Wile E. Coyotes of the workforce. In fact Wile E.—for those who have never watched Saturday morning cartoons, the foil of the Road Runner whom he was never able to catch—operated under a set of rules that determined the laws of his universe, made up by his creator, animator Chuck Jones. Theoretically, Coyote could stop his futile pursuit of the Road Runner at any time; only his own ineptitude (or the faulty strategies he employs) can harm him; and he is never allowed to achieve his ultimate goal—to catch the Road Runner. It is a fair description of many people who persist unthinkingly.

			Every one of the people we interviewed practices a resolute persistence, but what distinguishes them from the Wile E. Coyotes of the world is an intelligent application of persistence. In other words, if the Road Runner can’t be caught, go chase an armadillo.

			3. Community

			In 1992, when the Baltimore Orioles’ ballpark, Camden Yards, was built, the typical sports stadium was a multipurpose, hulking, generic concrete mass that owners, players and fans took little pride in. But Camden Yards was the first of the so-called neo-retro ballparks, an eclectic, intimate park that was so fan-friendly that the Baltimore Sun wrote, “No matter where they sit fans will benefit from design ideas that sprang from the goal of building a paradise for baseball lovers.”

			Joseph Spear (Chapter 9), the architect of Camden Yards (and many other MLB parks), is too humble to call the millions of fans who visit his ballparks his partners, but even though only a tiny fraction of them would know him or his firm by name, in a sense they are. They have voted overwhelmingly for the Spear-designed ballparks with their dollars spent on tickets, hot dogs and beer, radically increasing attendance and bringing such positive attention to the teams that all but a few MLB owners who have built or renovated a park in the last 30 years have hired Spear’s firm, Populous (formerly HOK Sport), to do the job—a staggering 19 (of a total 30 MLB parks) that host over 60 million fans annually.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			With his satisfied baseball fans and team owners, Spear has built an analog version of what business guru Guy Kawasaki (Chapter 34) calls an ecosystem—a community of people whose “success is intertwined with yours.” Kawasaki, a sort of digital age Dale Carnegie, explains: “An ecosystem is a community of people—partners, friends, allies, evangelists—who work with you and align themselves with your cause’s success. You can apply this to a rock band, a muffin store or a billion-dollar start-up. First you have to create something worthy of an ecosystem. Then pick your evangelists. Give people something meaningful to do. And create a dialogue with blogs, Web sites or social media.”

			Our participants cited teamwork—in the traditional sense of a group working together for a common goal—as an important criterion of success. But many have expanded their vision of what teamwork can mean beyond the traditional us vs. them version practiced within the confines of an organization. They have actively sought community with as large a network as possible, including customers, investors, bloggers, advertisers, fans, fellow enthusiasts, critics and even perceived competitors.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			One of the pluckiest examples of someone who used this new paradigm of community was an 11-year-old Australian, Jessica Watson (Chapter 31). Watson spent five years of her life bringing together experts and mentors and veteran solo circumnavigators who both taught her how to become sea-ready and bought her the boat to help launch her plan. They also kept her informed and inspired during her solo, nonstop, seven-month voyage around the world at the age of 16. Watson told us she was overwhelmed with how many friends and strangers donated time, labor, education and sponsorship to her cause. And with a satellite dome and cameras donated by Panasonic, the young sailor kept in touch with the community she had formed via video blog as she sailed around the world.

			4. Listening

			One day, Erin Gruwell (Chapter 21), an idealistic white student teacher hoping to make a difference with her mixed-race class of remedial students at a school in Long Beach, California, went ballistic. As she faced a roomful of hostile teens she had been unable to reach, let alone control, Gruwell intercepted a racist caricature of an African-American student that was being passed around. The caricature reminded her of anti-Semitic images of Jews in Nazi propaganda. When she found out that her students had never heard of the Holocaust, she was so angry, she challenged them for the first time: “How many of you have been shot?” In response, the students pulled up their shirts, showing their scars—bullet wounds and stitches. They began to talk. As Gruwell listened to their harrowing stories of gang-related violence, she felt something inside her shift. Her anger turned to empathy. She began to see their lives from their perspective.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Without having heard the term, what Gruwell was practicing that day was active listening, a concept pioneered by psychologists Thomas Gordon and Carl Rogers. Active listening is not at all the passive pursuit we may associate with listening. It requires one to listen without judgment, to hear from the speaker’s point of view and to let the speaker know you understand the content of what he or she is saying as well as the feeling behind it. Rogers explains that active listening not only builds “deep, positive relationships,” but changes the attitude of the listener.

			What Gruwell heard that day convinced her that to reach her class, she would have to become “a student of the students.” And she was not the only one to change. “One of those simple but beautiful paradoxes of life,” Thomas Gordon wrote about the result of active listening, “is when a person feels that he is truly accepted by another . . . he is freed to move from there and to begin to think about how he wants to change . . . how he might become more of what he is capable of being.”

			No one could have guessed from Gruwell’s simple act of listening that her students, who had entered school believing that no authority figure would have any interest in their points of view, would not only go on to academic success but would collectively author a bestselling book that was made into a movie based on the stories they wrote about their lives.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			“Enough about me. Let’s talk about you. What do you think of me?” is the classic line of a conversation hijacker. It’s just one of the many habits of poor listeners along with interrupting, ambushing, glazing over and pseudo-listening. Although all of our participants are so highly focused and hardworking that you may think they have little time to listen, every one of them credits listening as an important aspect of their work. Some use it to validate others, but they all listen to learn.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh (Chapter 10), for example, created a listening experience in his company’s digital space. Rather than hole up with top executives to formulate a list of company values for the online shoe store, Hsieh sent out an email to all of the Zappos employees asking, “What should Zappos’ values be?” Knowing that their points of view were valued, the employees responded with a deluge of ideas. Through a year-long back-and-forth, the responses were eventually shaped into the list of company values. And now, because Hsieh “listened,” Zappos’ company culture is a true reflection of all the employees, resulting in a company that is not only perennially on lists of the “best companies to work for,” but has grown into a billion-dollar business.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Some of our superachievers practice surprising forms of listening. What they hear does not necessarily involve actual sound, but just the same, it requires an active receptiveness and open-mindedness. They describe how these alternate forms of listening have been key to performing well in their fields. The visionary vintner Randall Grahm (Chapter 13) told us that to cultivate the wine of his dreams, he actually listens to the land to divine which varieties of grapes to grow so that his wines will reflect and embody a sense of place.

			Award-winning actress Laura Linney (Chapter 1) described her unique process of preparing for roles—how she pores over and immerses herself in scripts, waiting and listening for a moment when a “magical line” will “ring” in her brain, unlocking the story.

			5. Telling a Story

			The wife of a hugely successful rock star came to Michael Sitrick (Chapter 30), a crisis manager and reputation rehabilitator for entertainers, sports figures, CEOs and other high-profile clients. She told Sitrick how she had been drugged and beaten and was left convulsing on the floor by her husband and how she was trying to negotiate a divorce—but his lawyers wouldn’t even return her lawyers’ calls. After listening, Sitrick picked up the phone and offered People magazine her story. The editors put her on the cover. The impact was predictably huge.

			Sitrick, who has been a lifelong student of the press, broke down this process for us. It was not a legal fight over the facts with her lawyers that he believed would achieve his client’s goals, but her story. First he chose the ideal venue, the celebrity-focused, mass-market People magazine. Even though the magazine readership was not the target audience, the story would influence public opinion of the rock star. And when that public opinion reached Sitrick’s actual target audience, the rock star’s record company executives, they would take action to protect their financial investment in their recording artist. After the story broke and became a media sensation, that’s exactly what happened. The record company immediately put pressure on the rock star’s lawyers to settle. The divorce was negotiated soon thereafter.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Richard Gerrig, an author and professor of psycholinguistics at Stony Brook University who has researched the cognitive effects of narrative, explained to us how one can be “transported” by a story. “You are so immersed in the narrative and involved with the characters that you are not just identifying with them, you become part of their world and have a stake in the story.” Gerrig cites studies that demonstrate how, in the grip of a story, we encode the narrative contents in the same way we would if we were actual participants in that story. As a result, our rational powers of cognition and reason can be so weakened that an effectively told story, as Gerrig describes it, can seem to become proof of its own content.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			But stories can be told in ways that might not be as obvious. We found an unusual example of this when we spoke to the founders of the online dating site OkCupid (Chapter 16), four math nerds from Harvard who told us that the most important piece of advice they can give to anyone trying to find a partner online is to “create a conversation.” In essence, to start a narrative or tell a story. “If a profile picture is a close-up of someone’s beautiful face, the viewer knows that person is attractive,” one of the founders, Sam Yagan, told us. They “can say something like, ‘Nice glasses . . . I wear glasses, too.’ But . . . if you’re playing a guitar up on stage, then we know something about you. You’re in a band. Now, we have a conversation: ‘Oh, you play guitar? I do, too.’ If you’re standing in front of the pyramids of Egypt, someone can say, ‘Oh, I’ve been there.’ Now you’ve got something started.” And, in fact, evaluating the site’s statistics, OkCupid’s founders have determined that the profile pictures that tell a story lead to a much higher quality of contacts.

			Gerrig discusses these alternative forms of storytelling, such as a user of a dating site creating an online profile to attract potential partners. “There’s no fictional narrative involved as there would be if created by a writer or filmmaker. But it is a similar experience. The only difference is in these cases someone is trying to get you to believe that if you enter their story, your actual life will change in a material way.”

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			No matter what the people interviewed aspire to do—create a brand, sell a product, promote a cause or increase their visibility—they understand that shaping their message into a believable and compelling story will help them communicate with their target audience, whether it be their customers, investors, fans, colleagues or potential dates. As Michael Sitrick puts it bluntly, “If you don’t tell your story, someone else will tell it for you.”

			6. Testing

			In 1998, Bill Gross (Chapter 33) had an idea—to sell cars online. This was “back when people were still nervous about giving credit card information to Web sites,” said Gross, founder of Idealab, an incubator for start-ups. “People said, ‘You’re crazy! Who’s going to buy a car online?’” Gross hated going to the auto mall and haggling with a car dealer, so he knew that he, for one, would buy a car online. What he didn’t know was, would anybody else? “Let’s put up a site and see what happens,” he told his colleague, an entrepreneur who was working with him on the idea. The morning after the site went up, the entrepreneur called Gross in a panic: “We sold four cars last night!” Gross shouted, “Turn the site off! Now!” He had done the minimum to test if the premise was right. Then he went ahead and built the site, CarsDirect.com. And after some ups and down, the company went on to become Internet Brands, one of the largest online retailers.

			Gross, who has started nearly a hundred companies, explains his philosophy of testing: “You’re biased toward your company’s ideas and success, so test your idea as soon as you possibly can—before you invest too much time or money to find out if people will open their wallets and give you their cash.” Gross and anyone else who tests their ideas are simply trying to resolve the gap between what they think will happen and what will happen. Testing is a way to close that gap by letting reality speak for itself.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			We couldn’t have predicted the varied forms of testing our interviewees practiced to improve their skills and learn more about their products or services or the environment in which they would be used. When big game hunter Chad Schearer (Chapter 20) practices for a hunt, he doesn’t just stand and shoot. He throws down his weapon, runs forty yards to get his heart pumping and adrenaline flowing as they would during an actual hunt, then picks up his weapon, tries to control his breath, steadies himself and shoots.

			Stephen Dubner (Chapter 36), the bestselling author of Freakonomics, told us, “Writing was originally a way to preserve oral speech, and I’ve never forgotten that.” Dubner has written five books and hundreds of articles, most of which will be read silently by his readers, but after writing every sentence he reads it out loud, personally testing every phrase for how it sounds as spoken word.

			7. Managing Emotions

			Gary Noesner (Chapter 26), a former FBI hostage negotiator who has spent much of his adult life interacting with right-wing zealots, armed militias, murderous cult leaders, cold-blooded killers and terrorists, told us, “The most important trait of a hostage negotiator is self-control. . . . Even when lives are on the line, I have to think clearly. . . . If someone is yelling and screaming at me and I overreact to everything he says, how can I expect to be a positive influence?”

			For Noesner to successfully negotiate a crisis situation he must also help others around him keep their cool. But the SWAT teams and tactical forces he partnered with did not always see things the same way. Noesner told us that he’d seen commanders of these operations lose patience and get angry. “So when a negotiation takes time, sometimes their viewpoint is, ‘Why should we let this despicable character control the situation? I’ve trained my guys. They’re ready to go. This guy’s a problem. Let’s go in and get him.’”

			Dr. Richard Restak, a neuropsychiatrist (Chapter 28), explained to us how every event we experience is accompanied by what psychiatrists call an “emotional valance,” a positive or negative reaction based on the event that occurs in the brain’s emotional processing area, the limbic system. Even in a highly stressful situation, Noesner, who has what Restak would describe as a well-developed “observing ego,” can both recognize and regulate the emotions he feels. This enables him to view the perpetrator objectively as a man in distress who could do harm to others, but if handled well, could be coaxed out of violent acts. A less accomplished negotiator or an overly gung ho SWAT team commander may experience the hostage taker as someone who is disobedient, disrespectful or embarrassing to them. That negotiator’s or commander’s highly emotional response to the perpetrator will likely create a situation where others on the scene will respond to the emotion itself and not the crisis. If anger is unexamined, Restak explains, “our limbic system can override the rational alternatives suggested in our prefrontal lobes.” In life-and-death circumstances like Noesner’s, the stakes are so high that a loss of self-control can lead to needless loss of life, but all of us, even in our much less dramatic lives, have experienced the sort of overwrought situations that can spin out of control.

			Restak urges us to train our observing ego, explaining, “Eventually you will recognize the first stirrings of emotion and be able to not only recognize your emotions but to use them as personal inquiry, asking yourself, ‘Why am I responding with such anger to this situation?’ And then you can begin to determine if there are actions you can take to clear up situations. Your ability to observe your emotions objectively puts you at a tremendous advantage in emotionally charged situations.”

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			The emotional struggles described by our interviewees—overcoming fear, dealing with disillusionment, controlling anxiety, gaining confidence, avoiding hubris, learning acceptance and keeping a sense of humor (the list goes on)—were as varied as the people themselves. But what they shared was an awareness of the powerful emotions they felt. And then, when these emotions compromised their goals, they had the commitment and the skills to examine those emotions and figure out effective ways to cope with them.

			8. Evolving

			One spring, at 24, Martina Navratilova (Chapter 6), the Czech-born tennis player, had a nightmare about her upcoming match. It was the night before she was to play Chris Evert. The match was as bad as the dream. She lost to Evert 0-6, 0-6. Sportswriters called it “a career worst.” Only two years earlier, she had been ranked number one in the world, but since then her play had become inconsistent and she faced the distinct possibility of a steady slide down the ranking ladder. Navratilova wondered if she would ever be the champion she’d hoped to become.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			In the 1970s, Harvard University Business School professor Chris Argyris studied how people (and organizations) react when blocked from achieving their goals—just the sort of situation that Navratilova found herself in. Argyris discovered that those unable to reach their goals first try to detect what the problem is. Next they attempt to correct the problem based on that information. But people go about this in two very distinct ways. The most common response is an insular, self-protective process Argyris called single-loop learning—a process where only external or technical causes are questioned and none of the underlying assumptions are examined. For example, if Navratilova was not becoming a champion, perhaps she believed it was due to a technical glitch or that she just needed an attitude adjustment. The second response, a deeper and much rarer form of the questioning process, Argyris labeled double-loop learning, a method that requires self-awareness to recognize deeply held assumptions, brutal honesty to assess what is or isn’t working, and accountability to take action on what is learned.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Shortly after her match with Evert, Navratilova began working with a new, aggressive trainer. At a workout session, after only five wind sprints, Navratilova collapsed on the ground in pain and tears. Recognizing her physical limitations for the first time, she became aware of her hidden assumption that she could become a champion based on instinct and talent alone. Navratilova saw that her problem was not a technical glitch or needing a minor attitude adjustment. Her problem was that she had not made training a critical part of her game. When Navratilova made this realization, she became the first tennis player to create what was at the time a revolutionary cross-training regimen to improve her strength, endurance and speed. With this physical advantage over others she began to win consistently. She applied this same intensity to evolving the tactical aspect of her game, as well as her diet, leading to a full-scale transformation in which she became the most successful female tennis player of her time and the champion she wanted to be.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			OK Go (Chapter 25), a band hoping to live out their rock star dreams, underwent a similar transformation. Operating under the late twentieth-century paradigm of rock band success, they signed with a major label, toured, made music videos and promoted themselves. But with the collapse of record sales and altercations with their record company, their assumptions about what would make them successful were failing them. What distinguished OK Go from other bands was their ability to confront these assumptions and adapt. YouTube was still in its infancy when they circumvented their record company and reached out directly to their fan base by uploading a DIY video of themselves doing a dance routine on treadmills for the song “Here It Goes Again.” It exploded, with 700,000 views on in its first day, catapulting them into the public consciousness and inspiring them to invent a new business model for a rock band.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			“In the struggle for survival, the fittest win out at the expense of their rivals,” wrote Charles Darwin, over 150 years ago, “because they succeed in adapting themselves best to their environment.” When the high achievers we spoke to for this book were confronted with setbacks as they worked to fulfill their goals, they could have defaulted to those strategies that hadn’t worked in the first place with minor tweaks and adjustments. But because they possess a willingness to challenge their deeply held assumptions and the courage to act on that information, they have been able to overcome obstacles by discarding what doesn’t work and evolving entirely new ways of thinking about their lives and goals.

			9. Patience

			A young Brazilian boy who began racing when he received his first go-kart on his 11th birthday wanted to lead every single lap of every single race. His father tried to break him of the habit, telling him, “You don’t have to win on the first lap.” A few years later, for the first time, the racer found himself cruising in the middle of the pack. He waited. He surveyed the situation. It wasn’t until he suddenly saw an opening—a strategic moment to go full throttle—that he floored the accelerator to pass the three cars in front of him to win the race. He had finally understood his father’s advice to take a longer-term view. But more important, he had developed the ability to take action—or, as in this case, to not take action—based on that insight.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Evolutionary psychologists describe this kind of decision as a choice between a short-term reward (the pleasurable high of being in front of the pack) and the more valuable, long-term reward (increasing one’s chances of winning the race). Race car driver Helio Castroneves (Chapter 35) came in second that year in the Brazilian Karting Championship, and although he faced many obstacles in life, he went on to become one of the world’s most celebrated race car drivers, winning the Indy 500 three times.

			Castroneves’ story tells us that one important milestone on his road to long-term success was his ability to overcome the natural inclination to take actions that favor short-term rewards. To be sure, many other factors entered into his achievements, but drivers who lacked this strategic insight were at a distinct disadvantage to drivers like him.

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Many of our superachievers cited patience as a critical skill. But their practice of patience took place over varying durations of time, from fractions of seconds in a competitive sport to days, months, years or even decades for other endeavors.

			Jill Tarter (Chapter 15) is our poster child of patience. For almost half a century, Tarter, an astronomer, has been searching for extraterrestrial intelligent life in an expanse so large that if it were the equivalent of all the world’s oceans, what she and her team have examined so far amounts to only a single glass of water. And she has done this in the face of having no certainty of what she is searching for or how long the search will take—decades, even centuries—with no guarantee of success. Individuals such as Tarter with visions much larger than themselves must have the extraordinary patience to forego the short-term reward of achieving conventional success in their lifetimes for the much longer-term reward of furthering a cause they believe in—in her case, a deeper understanding of the universe. Tarter, a leader at the SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) Institute in Mountain View, CA, told us, “Fifty years of silence doesn’t mean SETI is a failure; it means we’re just getting started.”

			10. Happiness

			George Clinton’s career as the front man of one of the most important and influential funk collectives of all time, Parliament-Funkadelic and the P-Funk All Stars, has been anything but smooth going. Clinton (Chapter 17) has spent decades handling scores of headstrong musicians who came and went, would come back, mutiny and go again; record companies that reneged on deals; and bands that fell apart while he produced and performed at a hectic pace. He’s had to fight for publishing rights to his music, some of his band names and compensation for the samples of his music on hundreds of hip-hop tracks. And yet he loves the struggle of trying to make great music. “It’s easy to get tired at 70 years old, but I’m not successful yet,” he told us. “If you get to the top and catch up with happy, you got a real problem because you’ll get bored. I’m not trying to catch up with being happy—because it’s the pursuit of happiness I’m after. I want to be so close behind it I can almost touch it. That’s what keeps me looking forward to moving ahead.”

			•   •   •   •   •   •   •

			Sonja Lyubomirsky, who conducted a meta-analysis of 225 studies on well-being, describes what Clinton is experiencing as “upward spirals,” the more successful someone is at their job, the happier
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