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We often meet people with amazing potential who don’t realize that potential because of some limiting beliefs about what a career and happiness should look like. We want to encourage people to set themselves free from such myths and pursue their dreams with confidence and optimism. We hope you find inspiration in this book, whether you are a young student embarking on your career, or a seasoned leader looking for new insights.

— Marion Debruyne and Katleen De Stobbeleir
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Preface - Making it, your way

Be the hero(ine) of your own life.

Nora Ephron

A real gentleman does not discuss the women he’s broken up with, the taxes he pays, or what he does to stay healthy. That’s what Haruki Murakami, one of our favorite novelists, wrote in his inspiring memoirs. He, of course, made up this saying. But if there really were such a saying, it would probably also say that a real gentleman should keep quiet about what he does to be successful in life.

We’re not gentlemen. So we shouldn’t be worrying about this in the first place. But we admit that, just as Haruki Murakami felt hesitant about writing his own memoirs, we felt some hesitation about writing this book … a book about career success and living a purposeful life. After all, who are we to tell you what to do? The last thing we wanted to do is to write a recipe book. The type of book that is full of advice that says: ‘Ok, everybody — read this and you’ll be successful. Follow our recipes and, whoosh, all of your troubles will go away.’

Yet we do need to talk about it. About what it takes to thrive in today’s world. That mission is close to our hearts. Because of our work, as a business school dean (Marion) and leadership expert and personal coach (Katleen), we touch the lives of so many students and young professionals. It is our professional duty to think about the messages we want to convey to them. We wrote this book for them. We often meet people who have amazing potential but who don’t realize that potential because of some limiting beliefs about what a career and happiness should look like. We want to encourage people to set themselves free from such myths and to pursue their dreams with confidence and optimism.

We want to encourage people to set themselves free from such myths and to pursue their dreams with confidence and optimism.

In every chapter of this book, we tackle one of those myths that we often encounter. We hope you find inspiration in each of the 15 chapters we have written, whether you are a young student embarking on your career, or a seasoned leader looking for new insights. With this book we hope to stimulate you to live your dream and pursue your goals. That requires living with intention, which is the focus of our first five chapters. Call us naïve, but we believe that dreams can come true. Yet not necessarily like in fairy tales. To live your dream, you need to pursue it, and be willing to stumble and learn every day. And even though we work at a business school, we’re not just talking about the learning you do in the classroom. It’s about challenging yourself in different areas of life. More about that in chapters 6-10. After all, everyone has potential to make it. All it takes is a little bit of guts to take the leap. In chapters 11-15 we discuss how that feels, and the ripple effect that you can set in motion. After all: no guts, no glory. By pure coincidence, you may recognize Vlerick Business School’s Live-Learn-Leap credo.

The journey to happiness in both work and life is most often a messy one. And that’s ok. We are all works in progress.

In an effort to gain insight into our personal experiences and the stories we encounter, we dove into the research. That helped us to discover that personal stories contain universal truths. You will find these under the heading “What we know for sure”. (A shameless rip-off of how Oprah Winfrey describes her personal life lessons.) As academics, in science we trust, so we’re only sure when we find the research to back up our claims.

This book does contain a certain amount of what might be called life lessons: both our own life lessons (and we’re hopefully only halfway through our own lives!), and also the life lessons of the people we were fortunate enough to meet and talk to. They are personal lessons, and that’s also what this book is to us — personal. As professionals, mothers, wives, friends — juggling many roles — there is one thing we really know for sure: every picture-perfect moment hides a less glamorous reality. As Indra Nooyi’s mom told her when she became global president of PepsiCo: ‘Leave the crown in the garage’. So, as ambitious as the title of this book may be, its subtitle reveals the other side of the coin: that the journey to happiness in both work and life is most often a wobbly one. And that’s ok. We are all works in progress.

So we have left our crowns in the garage, in an effort to keep it real and reveal the mistakes, the doubts, and the slip-ups that are part of even the most seamlessly upward career. Many of the lessons we present in this book are lessons that we also had to learn, sometimes the hard way. The things we would like to tell our younger selves. The things we wish we had known. We’ve written honestly about what we think and feel and we have tried to stay true to our own styles. And this book is really the product of two very different styles … brought together in the same way that a jazz combo plays together. Without talking, following each other’s leads, and adding to each other’s written words on the page.

We present the things we would like to tell our younger selves. The things we wish we had known.

“Take it from us” is the message you will find at the end of each chapter. However, the most important take-away is this one: Don’t follow our recipes too closely … add your own grain of salt (or pepper or whatever spice you fancy)! Everybody’s story is unique. There is no recipe book for life. So off you go, carve your own path, and make your own decisions. Making it, your unique way.



Do you even dare to say out loud what it is you are dreaming of?




1

Feel the fire in the belly

The myth: you can be anything you want to be

It always seems impossible until it’s done.

Nelson Mandela

‘Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll still be among the stars.’ That’s how the saying goes. So are you shooting for the moon? Or are you keeping yourself to more modest goals? Do you even dare to say out loud what it is you are dreaming of? It takes guts to do so. Take Felix van de Maele, co-founder and CEO of Collibra. Felix started the company while he was still a student, together with 3 other friends. At the time, the company was a pioneer in data governance. Less than a decade later, the start-up became a unicorn: a company less than 10 years old, but nevertheless valued at more than a billion dollars. This was already a formidable accomplishment. But when asked about how he felt about realizing that milestone, Felix only said: ‘I’m not really thinking about it. I’m now already thinking more about how we will get to 5 billion in value.’

Is this going to be one of those books that tells you how to get to that 5 billion? Far from it. Because that may not be your goal at all. Or you may have no clue what your goal is yet. And that’s ok. You’ll discover it along the way. Very few people have dreams and goals as explicit as Felix’s. Yours may be much less clear. But no matter how big or small, explicit or vague your dreams are, none of them will come true without chasing them.

So, yes, this is going to be one of those books. About the wobbly road to happiness and success, whatever your definition of happiness and success is. We’ll share with you a few things we have discovered along the way. Through the people we were fortunate to meet. Through the research that we, as academics, can’t help but dive into in the search for wisdom. And the many times we learned a lesson ourselves the hard way. Are you coming with us on the journey? Then read on!

The power of dreams

‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ It’s a simple question that virtually every child on the planet can answer in a snap. For many years, Marion wanted to become a ballerina, while Katleen dreamed of being a cook or a fiction writer. Look at how that turned out. Very few of us actually go on and realize our childhood dreams. Not even someone like Richard Branson from Virgin, who dreamed of being a poet. Despite all those unmaterialized childhood dreams, growing up doesn’t mean that we should stop dreaming altogether. In fact, if you think about it, dreams are the source of most human progress.

Dreaming big propels you forward.

President John F. Kennedy (who actually did want to become a president when he grew up) dreamed of putting a (wo)man on the moon … and he mobilized an entire nation to make it happen. It was literally a moonshot project. Pledging to achieve something as big as going to the moon is probably as crazy as buying a lottery ticket against all the odds. So why did a previously unthinkable dream inspire and generate so much human effort that they actually made it happen? For the same reason that people buy that lottery ticket. It gave them an opportunity to dream. And in dreams, we invest.

Dreaming big propels you forward. Even when your dream, or the way that you could realize it, isn’t clear-cut. That’s because small dreams lead to small thinking, whereas big dreams lead to big thinking. That’s the logic behind X, the innovation lab from Alphabet (the mother company of Google), which is literally called the Moonshot Factory. X embodies a radical way of thinking by taking crazy ideas seriously. In order to be considered a moonshot, an idea must fulfill three criteria: it must address a significant global problem, involve inventing breakthrough technology, and result in a radical outcome—at least “10X” better than what exists today. The 10 actually means 10 times better. That’s because making something 10 times better leads to totally different thinking than making something 10% better. Let’s say you wanted to create a car that has 10% less CO2 emissions. Then you would probably work on making the car incrementally better by increasing its fuel efficiency. But let’s say you wanted to make a car that was 10 times better than that. That would force you to adopt a radically different approach and a complete rethink about the way the car works. Like Elon Musk has done by creating Tesla, the entirely electronic vehicle.

During our lives we’ve already witnessed quite a few moonshot businesses, products, and projects that literally changed the world. Tim Berners-Lee did it when he created the internet. Apple’s iPhone was definitely a moonshot project. And, more recently, you have probably also been staring into the night sky to watch the “Starlink train” from SpaceX fly by.

When we witness such human progress, we just feel that anything is possible. Yet, when it comes to ourselves, we see limits everywhere.

So why wouldn’t you shoot for the moon? What is your moonshot project? Naïve, you say? Maybe. But perhaps we should all be a bit more naïve. Think of Boyan Slat, a Dutch inventor and entrepreneur who, at the age of 18, founded The Ocean Cleanup, a project focused on getting rid of all of the plastic in our oceans. The project started when Boyan went diving, but saw more plastic than actual fish. He started a mission to clean up all of the earth’s oceans from the plastic soup that littered them. The Ocean Cleanup gathered millions of euros from crowdfunding and donations, which have been invested in developing a giant floating interceptor to “catch” all of the waste that floats on our waters. Boyan’s moonshot dream spurred a quest of discovery and technological progress, from the early prototype to the current models that are tested in the waters around Jamaica and Malaysia.

What we know for sure: characteristics of successful moonshot projects

Moonshots might sound like long shots, but they aren’t. In an inspiring article, Sue Ashford, who recently received a lifetime achievement award for her own moonshot contributions to management science, uses the 1991 movie Thelma and Louise as a metaphor to disentangle the characteristics of successful moonshot projects. Thelma and Louise is an American road movie about two female buddies who go on a road trip to get a break from their dull lives. During a stop at a roadhouse bar, Thelma gets sexually harassed. Louise murders the harasser in a flare of blind rage. They decide to go on the run, and the movie shows a terrifying escape from being hunted by the police before coming to a dramatic end with the two ladies taking their own lives by driving their car into the Grand Canyon. It is considered to be an epic movie that has globally changed the conversation about gender. Sue Ashford describes some of the ingredients that made the movie so impactful and that are applicable to any successful moonshot project. First, the idea on which the movie was based was important. It was a simple and communicable idea: two women that go on a crime spree. It’s as simple as that. And this goes for moonshot projects as well. The Ocean Cleanup is about removing plastic from the oceans. And the Starlink project aims to provide everyone with internet access. Second, the movie was timely. Even though a female road buddy movie hadn’t been made before, it fit in very well with a growing movement in the US that stood up for women’s rights. Likewise, moonshot projects fit the “zeitgeist”. An app like “Too Good To Go”, which connects consumers with unsold food from a variety of shops and restaurants, would probably not be as successful if there wasn’t a zeitgeist that emphasizes sustainability. The movie was personally relevant to the screenwriter, Callie Khouri, who had been assaulted twice herself. It always helps to be personally involved in whatever moonshot project you pursue. Think of Martine Rothblatt, who was on the verge of retirement after creating satellite radio with a startup that went on to become Sirius XM.

But her daughter’s rare lung disease inspired her to start United Therapeutics and develop an oral medication that changed the lives of thousands of patients. This very personal project made her the highest-paid female executive in the US in 2013. It also made her the nation’s highest-paid transgendered person.

Of course, in a moonshot project, it’s not just the idea that matters. So does the process. Often you’ll hear coaches say “Trust the process”. Advice like this may sound like a lot of empty words to you, but when you think of it, it’s actually phenomenal advice. When you aim for the moon, there will be plenty of moments where you don’t trust yourself. And you don’t need to. If you don’t trust yourself, just trust the process. Stick to a well-grounded methodology, a long-term plan even in the face of short term outcomes and stick to it with determination. Dare to down-value short-term wins in favor of the long term. After all, moonshot projects require intense work, an eye for detail, and overcoming obstacles with the support of others. Of course, a moonshot project wouldn’t be a moonshot project if there wasn’t a little controversy and a little sex appeal. Thelma and Louise was controversial and generated quite a number of reactions. And we don’t need to beat around the bush about it: Brad Pitt helped with the sex appeal.

Perhaps the most important lesson came from the movie’s tagline: “You get what you settle for”. In other words, if you aim low, you’ll also end low. Don’t think you’ll do your important work later. Dare to aim high right from the start.

Ashford, S. J. (2013). Having Scholarly Impact: The Art of Hitting Academic Home Runs. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 12(4), 623–633.

Great expectations

Shooting for the moon is surprisingly hard. It’s scary. To say it out loud that you aim to make it big. You may fall flat on your face. And the thought of those embarrassing comments, such as “Told you so”. Is your dream really worth all of that? With great expectations comes the chance of great disappointment. What we know for sure is that if you don’t think you’ll succeed, then you won’t give it your best shot. And an entire series of half-hearted shots will undermine your chances of ever pulling it off. Yes, your ego might get bruised in the process, but Ross Edgley was right: you should be naïve enough to start, but stubborn enough to finish. (He himself was naïve enough to start a swim all around Great Britain, and apparently stubborn enough to finish it. He swam for an entire 157 days without setting a foot on land in order to swim around the entire 3,200 km coastline).

Interestingly, most of us have an even bigger fear than the fear of failure. We dread success and the price we’ll pay to achieve it.

Interestingly, most of us have an even bigger fear than the fear of failure. We dread success and the price we’ll pay to achieve it. We avoid success because we feel we don’t deserve it or because we don’t like the feeling of defeating others. Success is frightening because it creates expectations, especially the expectation that the success will need to continue. And the bigger your role, the more that people depend on you and care what you do and say.

Don’t underestimate the toll of success. Accomplishments have a tendency to weigh on you … or as Sigmund Freud would say: you can become “wrecked by success”. Think of the many stories about athletes and artists who were propelled from relative anonymity into a public life of glamour, and were not ready for that type of success and ended up sabotaging themselves. But does it really have to be that way?

What we know for sure: why we dread success

We can learn a lot about the fear of success from golden oldie studies on athletic performance. One of these studies, from 1968 (apparently the sixties were productive for moonshot thinking!), explored why athletes worried about aiming high. The study revealed that athletes had five key concerns that held them back from giving it their all. First, many of them worried about the social and emotional isolation that would come with the long road to success … after all, it can get pretty lonely at the top. And what if you put in a lot of “lonely” hard work and you don’t even reach the top? Athletes also expressed guilt about asserting themselves in an aggressive or competitive manner. This concern was particularly strong among women, who felt that it was inappropriate for them to be competitive. Even though this study was done in the sixties, research shows that women in business today often still feel this way. The study also revealed that many athletes worried that their true potential would be revealed (read: that their true limits would be exposed). Others felt concerned about surpassing someone they admired and about being resented by the person they admired the most. The most common source of fear of success, however, was the fear of having to deal with the constant pressure of maintaining success and living up to the expectations of others. It just felt safer to stay in the shadows. Do any of these reasons sound familiar to you? What can you do about it? Admitting to yourself that you are self-sabotaging by being afraid of success is half the battle. And the other half is probably to remember that, in order to really be able to do moonshot thinking, you need to not only embrace your strengths, but also come to terms with your weaknesses. And the two are very related. Being a high achiever can be rewarding, but the behaviors that help you to succeed can also get in your way. If you take for granted the things that make you stand out from the crowd, you’ll never shine. But if you don’t own the weaknesses that come with those talents, this will slow you down. So moonshot thinking requires self-awareness and the ability to accept yourself. And some hard work too.

Ogilivie, B. C. (1968). The Unconscious Fear of Success. Quest, 10, 35–39.

Fire in the belly

Edison said: ‘Vision without execution is just hallucination.’ Simply wanting something is not enough. The way to achieve something big is to start small—the same way that you would build a muscle in the gym. And we know how that works; you start small (unless you like to overstretch yourself) and you start to train that muscle consistently … and patiently! And that’s where we often give up on our dream: because we aren’t pursuing it consistently and with patience. Bill Gates put it well: ‘Most people overestimate what they can do in one year and underestimate what they can do in ten years.’ So having a dream isn’t enough, you also need “follow-through”. And that is hard work. Success really is only 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration. Just having a good idea or raw talent simply doesn’t cut it. You need enough fire in the belly to keep going.

And that fire or determination isn’t genetic, it’s something that you constantly need to feed. All you need is a little spark, but it’s up to you to keep on feeding that spark so that it becomes a raging fire. And that’s part of the process of moonshot thinking: keeping yourself motivated to keep going.

Mette Lykke, CEO of Too Good To Go, calls this “patient impatience”: ‘Every day you have to push yourself and you have to do that for quite a while. We need the sense of urgency in building our company because speed is really important. We want to inspire 250 million people to change their behavior around food waste and we want to save 1 billion meals. It matters if a new account is closed on Friday instead of Monday. The faster we grow, the more meals are saved from being wasted. Then the patience part is about understanding that we have to do this many days in a row to see the impact. We don’t move mountains in twenty-four hours, so we need patience. I initially constantly had this feeling that I was climbing a mountain but I could see the flag at the top. Yet once you get to the top you can actually already see a bigger mountain behind it. And you go again.’

It’s up to you to keep on feeding that spark so that it becomes a raging fire.

Big dreams, small actions

One of the core ideas at Google’s X division is “Monkey First”. What this means is the following: ‘If you were asked to teach a monkey to stand on a pedestal and recite Shakespeare, you should resist starting with the simplest task (building the pedestal) and start with the hardest (teaching a monkey to speak).’

Now, think of yourself as the monkey. Just kidding. Or maybe not. Because we all have “those days”, the days where we would rather do the easy stuff than the hard stuff. The days that distract us from our bigger goals. We get distracted by side projects. Or we just postpone our big dream, because “the time is just not right”. Psychologists would call this procrastination. We often see procrastination as a form of laziness or poor time management. But is that really true? Someone who gets distracted by firefighting or by helping others can hardly be called lazy. Then why do we get distracted? As it turns out, it’s because big dreams come with big emotions. Developing that start-up, developing a solution for climate change, or even achieving a goal such as eating healthily can just feel too difficult, too tedious, or … too scary. Let’s face it: no one dreams of getting up at 5.30 am to go running because their big dream is to do a marathon. That’s just difficult. Our emotions around pursuing big dreams mean that we invest disproportional amounts of time on things that we don’t really care about. Let’s face it, the time you spend on binge-watching the latest Netflix series won’t help you go after what you really want.

So how do you begin working toward that dream? Just do it.

So how do you begin working toward that dream? Just do it! Peter Diamandis, co-founder of Singularity University, put it like this: ‘Lots of people dream big and talk about big bold ideas but never do anything. I judge people by what they’ve done. The ratio of something to nothing is infinite. So just do something.’

The reality of every moonshot challenge is that it consists of lots and lots of small steps. So just start walking. Some self-talk
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