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INTRODUCTION



I first became interested in the study of aging, maturity, and retirement more or less by accident. I was twenty-three, living and teaching at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, completing my doctorate and working on my first book, Bodymind. I was asked by Dr. Gay Luce, who was working on creating an innovative new human potential training program, if I’d be interested in partnering with her.

This was in 1973, years before the wellness movement, before the holistic health movement, before Pilates or peak performance, even before yoga had really caught on.

I decided to move to Berkeley to join Dr. Luce in crafting this program. It was going to be a year-long comprehensive curriculum, very different from the weekend workshops and two-hour lectures that were becoming popular. Before it even got off the ground, it struck Gay that in our youth-focused culture, nobody was using any of these innovative therapeutic techniques with the elderly. She changed direction and she asked if I’d be open to joining her. As a young man in my early twenties, the idea of working with the elderly didn’t initially hold much charm for me. I liked being with people my own age and also doing programs for people in their thirties and forties. I told Gay I would get the project started and then move on.


But I got hooked—and have been hooked for more than thirty-five years. Once I was in the project, I became absolutely fascinated with older people. I realized that if you could see past the way they dressed, the wrinkles and gray hair, these were often towering figures, seasoned men and women who had a vast perspective on life. Many had a kind of home-grown wisdom that intrigued me.

With funding from the National Institutes of Health, our Berkeley-based Sage Project became the nation’s first preventive health research program focusing exclusively on older adults. Our subjects, who ranged in age from sixty to ninety, were divided into groups of twelve and met twice each week in four-hour sessions over the course of a year. During these meetings, participants were introduced to yoga, meditation, aerobics, stress management, biofeedback, proper nutrition, art, movement and dream therapy, and were encouraged to share their thoughts, feelings, and progress with other group members in an open, “team-like” atmosphere.

Our project became extremely successful. Before I knew it, I was being invited all over the world to speak about a “new image of aging.” Soon I began to be interested not only in the elderly, but also in the journey of aging itself. I was curious about how we get to be the people we become, about the choices we make along the way that make us either healthy, vibrant, and engaged, or unhealthy, impoverished, and disconnected.

Through my research and travels, I would meet people in their seventies who were poor but hadn’t always been so, and they could describe the bad moves that had left them impoverished. I would meet older people who were terribly lonely, and it was clear that along the way, they had not made new friends or tried new activities that would have brought them into a new world of relationships. It became increasingly obvious to me that to a great extent, we ourselves make the decisions, consciously or not, that lead us to who we’ll become in our later years.


When we go on vacation, we usually do a lot of prep work. We plan out where we’re going to be, what kind of clothes we’ll need, what kind of currency we should bring along. Yet for some reason, we don’t do this same kind of thinking about the second half of our lives. We just assume that if we keep barreling away in the direction we’re going, everything will wind up okay. And sometimes it does—but often it doesn’t.

Way back in 1982, I served as adviser to a two-year project launched by the U.S. Congress’s Office of Technology Assessment that focused on how America would be transformed by the aging of our population in the early twenty-first century. The twenty of us on the panel would study all sorts of provocative essays and white papers, and then assemble in Washington every few months to debate and try to make sense of it all.

This was when I was struck by the demographic piece of the puzzle. That was when I first saw the “age wave” coming. I realized that because of increasing longevity and declining fertility, but most importantly because of the aging of the baby boom, America would be undergoing a radical transformation by the beginning of the 21st century, as these 78 million people began moving into their fifties and sixties.

It occurred to me that we had shaped our world in every way around the form and fit of who we had always been—which was young. In the decades to come, I saw that we were going to have a world in which the typefaces would be too small, where doorknobs would have to be replaced by door levers, where the length of time it takes for the traffic lights to change would be too quick and the auditory range on our telephones and televisions would be out of sync with aging ears.

I thought, How will housing and community design be impacted? Is our health-care system prepared for the coming pandemics of chronic disease? What’s going to happen to the pharmaceutical industry? How will foods and beverages be changed to accommodate aging taste palates and bodies with different nutrient requirements? How would the aging nations of the Americas, Europe, and Asia continue to be economically productive with so many dependent older citizens being supported by shrinking numbers of young workers? Could our political system restrain the demands that tens of millions of elder boomers would place on the social and economic infrastructure? Would our democracy become a gerontocracy? And, what about people who will want to reinvent their careers? What will become of retirement? Who might we each become—thanks to increasing longevity? And, who’s going to pay for all of this? All these ideas started flooding my mind, and that flood hasn’t stopped—not for one day in all of these years.

It struck me that all of life was going to have to be re-charted: “old age” would be moved back and there would be a new middle zone of life, which I began calling middlescence. People said, “Hey, you can’t just make up a stage of life!”

But this isn’t the first time this has been done. For example, the idea of adolescence didn’t exist until relatively recently. At the beginning of the twentieth century, people would go from being children to being adults virtually overnight; there was nothing in between. Then, as we began instituting child labor laws and creating a fuller high school experience, adulthood was postponed. A sociologist named Stanley Hall identified this emerging new stage of life and called it adolescence. When the boomers came along in the 1950s, we did it again, further postponing adulthood by creating another new stage of life called “young adulthood.”

Today, as people begin reaching their fiftieth birthdays, they are no longer turning the corner to old age as they had done in my grandparents’ time. Instead, it is becoming a time of continued vitality with an appetite for new beginnings and personal reinvention. So we’re not simply living longer, we’ve invented a new life stage—with more to come. People tend to assume that living longer simply means being old longer. I’m convinced that our entire concept of how we live our lives is shifting. This is an entirely new landscape that we’ve never charted before.

Years ago, an older friend shared an interesting pair of memories. When he was a boy, his grandfather passed away at the age of sixty-two. At the funeral, people talked about how he had led such a long and rich life. Years later, as fate would have it, the man’s son (my friend’s father) died at exactly the same age—but at his funeral everybody said, “It’s so sad…he died so young!”

In a single generation, sixty-two went from “such a long life” to “he died so young!”

Consumed by the massive scale of this challenge and worried by the absence of preparation, I decided to focus all my attention on a Paul Revere–like call that “the aging are coming, the aging are coming.” And, there was an opportunity, I perceived, to join the tools of the nonprofit sector with those of business and media for social good. In 1986, in partnership with my wife, Maddy Kent Dychtwald, I founded Age Wave as a research, consulting, and communications firm. Our corporate mission was to help companies and governments develop products and services for the multiplying numbers of mature adults. The very demographic changes we were proclaiming became wind in our sails. Over the years, Age Wave has worked with more than half of the Fortune 500 companies while continuing to counsel not-for-profit organizations and governments.

From all these experiences, book and film projects, and challenging research and consulting assignments, I am convinced that life’s prolonged second half will provide an opportunity for people to chart a new course. We’ll have the time and resources to reverse past failures or build on past victories, perhaps changing careers, taking a sabbatical, returning to school, or rolling up our sleeves and redirecting our minds and hearts to changing the world.

Historically we have lived what I call the linear life plan: first you learn; then you have a period of intense work, for three or four decades; and then, if you’re fortunate enough to have a bit of longevity, you have a period of time to rest and relax a bit before you die. Learn, work, rest, die—so more longevity simply means stretching out the “rest” part a bit longer.

But that’s not what people are doing anymore. Instead, people are going back to school, or quitting their jobs and starting whole new careers. Finding themselves widowed or divorced at sixty, they’re thinking, maybe it’s not too late to fall in love again. Or they’ve come through a battle with cancer and think, “Hey, rather than assuming I’m in the bottom inning, maybe there’s still time for me to rebuild my health and have a fantastic new life in front of me.”

Instead of assuming that outdated linear life plan, we’re starting to think in terms of a cyclic life plan. It is becoming a story not of the rise and fall of an individual, but of continual rebirth and reinvention.

For example, remember the “midlife crisis”? The idea was that life is like a climb up Mount Everest. When you hit year fifty you reach the summit, look around and see this fantastic view—and that’s the highest point you’ll ever reach. From there on, you’re descending with every passing day, and you’ll gradually move to the sidelines.

I don’t think that’s what anybody wants anymore. I think people are saying, “Hey, I’m forty-five—maybe I have another good forty-five years ahead of me!” Or, “I’m sixty and still feel pretty great; maybe it’s time to reignite my engine and begin the greatest work of my life.”

My company, Age Wave recently conducted a massive study that found about 75 percent of boomers would like to work in retirement. When we asked what kind of work arrangement they’d like, they said, “Maybe I’d like to start my own business, be my own boss.” Many want to work at something that will stoke their fires again. They want more schedule flexibility and a better balance between work and leisure. Fully 60 percent said they’d like to begin a whole new career. When my parents were in their late fifties, they weren’t thinking about new careers—they were happy just to be getting close to the finish line.

All the studies now show that money is not the main reason people want to remain engaged longer. Money is typically the second or third reason, but the main reasons are mental stimulation and the feeling of making a contribution.

Most people now seek a version of maturity that’s still turned on, one where we’re socially connected and our mind is engaged, where we’re continuing to be productive and useful. Too often, our twentieth-century version of maturity left out the crucial element of purpose. For many of us, hanging up our cleats and “retiring” just won’t be enough. We want to keep our minds stimulated and maybe continue earning an income—but we also want to be involved in something that feels meaningful, that has purpose, that allows us to feel lit up and turned on.

For a lot of people, this “encore” can become the most liberating and energizing time of their lives. Rather than being a second choice, I often hear people say, “Why didn’t I do this sooner? I feel so much better doing this!”

In the decades ahead, I believe there will continue to be extraordinary breakthroughs in medicine and the sciences that could very well elevate life expectancy by another five, ten, or twenty years. As a result, living to ninety or 100 will become commonplace. The eighty-year-old philanthropreneur, the ninety-year-old newlywed, the 100-year-old explorer who goes up into space, these will be the new and extraordinary stories of the decades to come.

I also recognize that this age wave will make it increasingly challenging for governments and employers to fund the multiplying numbers of pensioners and retirees, and therefore the responsibility for creating a secure and long life will fall largely on our own shoulders. We’ll see a seismic shift from entitlement to financial self-reliance. This is going to be tough news for some people, but the earlier we come to grips with it, the better.

This longer life span is not ours simply so we can keep being a twenty-year-old for another seventy years. It’s to allow us to grow up and give back. Adulthood and maturity is a time not only to cultivate knowledge and wisdom but also to replant your life and re-fertilize the soil, to give back of your knowledge and wisdom, your experiences and life lessons, to your family and to your community. In the decades ahead, we’ll have the potential to realize our full intellectual, social, and political influence, not as youth, but as elders. If we can step outside the modern tendency toward self-centeredness and wield this power with wisdom and generosity, we could rise to our greatest height and make a remarkable success of history’s first multiethnic, multiracial, and multigenerational melting pot.

To live the coming decades of our lives with purpose or without is a choice. And the choice is ours.

KD, San Francisco, California, September 2009










Chapter 1

ARE YOU USING YOUR LIFE—OR IS YOUR LIFE USING YOU?


There are two ways of exerting one’s strength:
 one is pushing down and the other is pulling up.

—BOOKER T. WASHINGTON




A few years ago I was winding down work on my last major book, The Power Years: A User’s Guide to the Rest of Your Life, when a series of peculiar events, which I’ll describe, overtook me. These events changed the way I look at the world and ultimately led to the book you now hold in your hands. But this book is not about me—it’s about you. It’s about why your worldview may be changing, how you can better understand the shift and find purpose in everything you do. It’s about how you can finally set aside, or at least temper, your focus on personal gain in order to identify with a different kind of success—one that centers on meaning and satisfaction. It’s about doing something significant with the rest of your life, something that will help others and at the same time fill a void you may not even be fully aware of. For many years I wasn’t fully aware of my void. But I knew something wasn’t right. So let me start by explaining what changed that.

The Power Years, which I coauthored with Daniel J. Kadlec, was a new kind of project for me. I’ve made a career out of studying the lifestyles, needs, and aspirations—and the related spending and savings patterns of adults. For three and a half decades, I’ve been writing and speaking both about the lifestyle of maturity and about boomer habits and consulting with global companies eager to capture the attention of this highly influential and wealthy generation. In The Power Years we wanted to fast-forward to gaze into the future. So we set out to examine what boomer lifestyles might look like in the traditional retirement years, which were approaching fast. In the end, we attempted to put forth a groundbreaking vision for what people might become in their fifties and beyond. The message was fairly simple: later life is evolving into an extraordinary period of good health and extended opportunity for people to do whatever they want to do. So what would they do? I loved exploring the future of relationships, leisure, learning, and work, and making sense of how people are going to pay for it all. But for me, the heart and soul of that book was the final chapter, which was called “Leaving a Legacy.”

It is my heartfelt belief that living a longer life, as we certainly will in an age of advanced medicine and unprecedented information about healthy living, isn’t simply a matter of playing longer or working longer—but of reaching a place where you have gathered enough life experiences and perhaps the financial freedom to dedicate the decades of life still before you to doing good things for your family, community, country, and the world. What use could you put your skills to that might give someone else, whether you know them or not, an otherwise missed opportunity to better their life? This was the parting challenge that we presented in our new way of looking at a reinvented retirement.

Not many years ago, when people reached their fifty-fifth birthday they were pretty close to the end of their days. They were concerned mostly with putting their affairs in order and maybe trying to have a little fun before their last sunset. But someone who reaches that age now can look forward to twenty, or thirty, or even forty more years of life. What might be the most satisfying way to spend all of that time?

We concluded that leaving a legacy—not necessarily the financial kind; but doing something memorable to lift others—would emerge as a retirement revolution. Today there are hundreds of millions of men and women around the world approaching a period of life when they’ll have unprecedented amounts of discretionary time and are looking for a new challenge. Maybe they haven’t achieved what they thought they might in their career and are now looking for someplace totally new to invest their energy. Maybe it’s the opposite: they have achieved more than they set out to do and now find at age fifty-one or fifty-seven or sixty-three that they want a fresh purpose for getting up in the morning.

Certainly, greed, deceit, and ambition haven’t vanished from the globe. Corporate scandals, glass ceilings for women and minorities, identity theft, Internet fraud, and other forms of lying, cheating, and stealing are as prevalent as ever. And a lot of us are still rightly concerned with making a decent, honest living and finishing the job of raising happy and prepared children. What I increasingly hear are people talking about what’s next; about what’s in store in the next stage of life. The greed-based economy has failed. Now that we are all looking at life through a different lens—some of us are out of jobs, some of us have delayed retirement for another decade—maybe now is the time to explore opportunities to go in new directions and build a different kind of personal success. There’s something to be said for a reorientation of our goals, a course correction. Perhaps it’s time to make the transition from the pursuit of more to the pursuit of more important.

Life can certainly be draining, whether you are managing a career and paying the bills or seeing to your kids’ health, education, and moral grounding—or, as is increasingly the case in modern societies, doing both. Past a certain age, though, you can loosen up on the reins and let yourself be led down unknown trails. This can be an exciting and liberating time as you begin to think about your life not as a mission accomplished—but as a time for finding a new purpose that will give your life meaning and just might become your most joyous and nourishing time on earth.

This view, I believe, is multiplying in the minds and hearts of people around the world, and not just adults on the crest of retirement, but students and young children as well. People of all ages are warming to the notion of giving something back and in their generosity discovering intrinsic rewards and possibly a whole new purpose to their life. What might it mean for the world and all its problems if an international army of volunteers would emerge, each individual determined to fix just one small—or large—problem?

Humankind’s quest for a meaningful life is hardly new. Aristotle wrote volumes on the subject. Service to others has long been the backbone of the world’s oldest and largest religions, from Judaism to Christianity to Buddhism to Islamism. Yet in the modern world, with a pop culture that has become increasingly awash with superficial concerns, introspective questions as to what amounts to a good and decent life are rarely pondered outside places of worship or some random philosophy class at a university. That is, however, beginning to change. In the United States alone there are now more than a million registered charities—double the number in 2000. There are probably another million unregistered charitable organizations. Registered nonprofits constitute one of the fastest growing sectors of the economy. This movement is global. From nothing, in fewer than ten years some 400,000 charities have sprung up in Russia; 300,000 in China; 500,000 in India. The movement is especially strong in the U.K., which has a blossoming “Third Sector.”

Former president Bill Clinton, in his book Giving, argues that this global outpouring is the result of three factors: the fall of communism and rise of democracies, which has created more opportunity for citizen activism; the development of global trade and information technology, which has provided the means for people to give both time and money; and the build out of the Internet, which has enabled ordinary people to find each other and coalesce around shared interests or causes.

Those are certainly valid observations. But in my view the primary force at work today lies in millions of people the world over reaching an age and a time in life when they’ll have the opportunity to consider a higher purpose—and still have enough good years in front of them to act on their conclusions. No previous generation has had this opportunity; none had the experience of watching their parents and grandparents live so long and waste decades of extra years thinking that each day might be their last. Today we understand that longevity isn’t a fluke; our lives will continue to stretch out, probably much longer—maybe very much longer, than you imagine.

Springing forth is a collective sense of purpose, a realization that individuals can do something worthwhile with the resources and extra time they’re being given on Earth. The world has never been in greater need of kindness and selfless contribution. Hurt in its many forms retains an iron grip on the world—from simple crime and disease to poverty and illiteracy to the many problems associated with terrorism and the environment.


The combination of global need and an emerging army of educated, motivated, purpose-seeking volunteers with their own ideas on how to fix things is a potent mix. Their ultimate force is to be determined, but I believe that we are on the verge of a golden age of giving—and change.

Currents Converge

I’m often taken by the wisdom and depth of thinking of Hindus, whose spiritual leaders have long championed things like service to others and leading a life of meaning. Among their more interesting rites and customs is a celebration they call Maha Kumbh Mela, which means grand pitcher festival. Every twelve years some seventy million Hindu pilgrims meet near Allahabad, India, for six weeks, where they dip, millions at a time, into the water where three different rivers converge—the Ganges, the Yamuna and, in lore, the Saraswati, which years ago went dry.

Hindu mythology holds that gods and demons once fought a war over the nectar of immortality and spilled some from a pitcher into the confluence of those three rivers. By bathing in them, according to Hindu custom, they heal their souls and may become free from the desire for material things, which leads to spiritual purity.

The massive gathering results in a temporary city of 50,000 tents, and the movement of millions of people into the waters at once is so gigantic that it is visible from outer space. But this ritual is more than just a spectacle of humanity. It’s an enormous public profession that there are more important things in life than personal gain. Hindus believe that the world population is one large family, and there at the nexus of three great rivers, every dozen years they celebrate the simple holiness of doing good things for others.

That the festival takes place at the meeting point of three rivers is no accident. These waters flowing from the Himalayas have long sustained life in the region and are a symbol of great power—in this case, at least to Hindus, the power to become better human beings. Why do I mention this ancient rite? First and foremost, it speaks to mankind’s innate desire to lead good and decent lives, which must include some higher purpose.

But I also like the image of three powerful currents meeting in one place, generating enough wattage to foment large-scale change. We are today at just such a confluence, not of three rivers but of three social currents that are coming together for the first time. As the Hindus believe in the magical convergence of the Ganges, Yamuna, and Saraswati, so I believe in the magic of these merging trends:

 

1. Retirement is being retired. As I’ve said, people today are living longer and are healthier than ever, and they want more than a daily golf game or round of pinochle to occupy their time. Today’s retirees feel youthful and vital; they want to stay engaged and relevant. For some, that means staying at work longer because they’ll need the extra money. For others it means working at giving away their money in ways that make them feel good, or giving away their time, skills, and energy to further a cause near to their heart. The days of accepting a gold watch and disappearing into a meaningless leisure-filled sunset for twenty or thirty years are coming to an end. New generations of maturing men and women are coming to view their unprecedented longevity as a time to play, certainly, but also to share not just what they’ve earned but also what they’ve learned. Millions of people are now wondering what the most satisfying balance between leisure and legacy might be.

 

2. Boomers are maturing. This large generation is by no means going it alone in the field of giving back. But boomers are now migrating through their “mature” years, and they will put their unique stamp on philanthropy as retirees—and rehirees. This generation is now entering the sweet spot in life, where their careers are becoming less important, their child-rearing obligations are receding, and they still have the energy and the desire to be engaged and productive. We are on the cusp of the largest class of retirees in history—a staggering legion of well-schooled and accomplished individuals who, if they stay true to form, will leave their mark on this period of life as they have on every other period that preceded it. Will boomers volunteer and otherwise give back in waves large enough to change the world? Only time will tell. But this generation has itched to make its mark on a global scale since the first Vietnam War protest.

Despite their me-first reputation, boomers are a deceptively generous lot. A 2005 study by Craver, Mathews, Smith and Co. and The Prime Group found that boomers gave an average of $1,361 annually to charities and political causes—compared to $1,138 for older Americans, including the so-called greatest generation. Boomers are also the most likely cohort to volunteer, and they compare favorably with older generations when they were at this same stage of life. It is now estimated that the number of older volunteers will increase by 50 percent as boomers reach maturity. Typically, people who volunteer during their working years double their hours of service after retiring. So when boomers really do step back and ponder what’s next they may finally have the cumulative impact longed for in the classic 1970s anthem by Ten Years After: “I’d Love to Change the World.”

 

3. The world of giving has a revolutionary new face. The rich tradition of giving something back dates to prehistoric times and was first given form around 500 BC with Greek writer Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound. According to Greek mythology, Prometheus stole fire from the gods and out of goodness gave it to humans. In so doing, Prometheus incurred the wrath of his less egalitarian superior, Zeus, who then bound him to a mountain for centuries. But Prometheus regarded the sacrifice as well worth the result. The act of selfless giving has inspired countless stories since, cementing philanthropy as a worthy endeavor in the human psyche.

Yet the social purpose of philanthropy has, like the institution of retirement, undergone profound change over the millennia and is today at another tipping point. Those who give their money or their time have become frustrated; despite billions of dollars given each year to eradicate poverty, illiteracy, and other blights it sometimes feels as if relatively little gets accomplished.

Big-money philanthropy increasingly is driven by the new-age rich, who earned their money as hard-driving entrepreneurs—not as the heirs of old-line wealth. Titans like Larry Ellison at the software firm Oracle, Oprah Winfrey, Phil Knight at Nike, and Bill and Melinda Gates at the Gates Foundation are relatively young and bring an entrepreneurial zeal to the world of charity. There are many others, and they span the globe and include titans such as Hong Kong’s Li Ka-shing, who has pledged to leave one-third of his $32 billion fortune to charity; Anil Agarwal, who has committed $1 billion toward creating a new university in India; Malaysia’s Leonard Linggi Tun Jugah, who puts his donations into preserving the culture of the Ibans, an indigenous group on Borneo; and Yang Huiyan, China’s richest person, and her father, Yeung Kwok Keung, who donated $32 million to charities in a single year.

Venture philanthropy is one of the top trends in British charity too, according to trackers at www.philanthropyuk.org, a relatively new and comprehensive clearinghouse of advice, information, and news on the U.K.’s Third Sector. “Changes in amount and source of wealth are giving rise to a new type of donor,” the Web site reports. “One who is younger, typically (but not necessarily) self-made and socially conscious. The new philanthropists want to be engaged in their giving, using their business experience and expertise to support the charity more closely. They also are willing to invest a significant amount of capital—including funding core costs—and take significant risks to test innovative ideas. Importantly, because they are private individuals, they are able to take risks that government and many foundations, who are accountable to other stakeholders, simply cannot.”

Across the globe, a new generation of givers wants solutions, not Band-Aids, and they demand measurable results. Millions of common people—everyday philanthropists, or Everymanthropists—are striking out on their own in a downsized version of what titans are doing. They are using their smarts and energy to fund and launch personalized nonprofits dedicated to causes that speak to their souls. Everymanthropists want results as well, and most want nothing to do with emptying bed pans and cold calling potential donors. They want to give back a talent, share what they’ve learned, and see the impact they make. Traditional volunteer opportunities do not cater to them. So they are crafting their own, a phenomenon that I will return to often throughout this book.

Success to Significance

The potential of a retirement revolution, where millions and millions of long-lived accomplished men and women offer their skills and time to the world, is nothing short of staggering. Yet not nearly enough is being done to harness this vast resource. In study after study people past forty-five indicate their willingness to give of their time—but don’t follow through because they don’t know how to get started. We squander a valuable asset by not finding ways to tap into this desire. “We in the government always think about the aging of boomers in terms of their departure from the world of work and contribution—to being recipients of entitlements,” confesses Robert Reich, the former U.S. Labor Secretary. “We don’t have it as part of our equation that they might be contributors, that they might be givers. Can we imagine an army of ten million or fifty million retirees contributing their skills, time, and energy to transform the world? That would be something.”

So these were some of the many thoughts filling my head as we wound down our work on the book I mentioned and prepared for its launch in September 2005. At the same time, though, I was ramping up to full pre-publication mode, planning the book publicity tour and dreaming about how well the book might sell. Could it be the great book of my career? Might it lead to fame and fortune? (Hey, I said I was dreaming!) Anyway, it was at this moment that Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, and I, like many Americans, sat helpless in front of the TV for many hours, spellbound by the destruction and ruined lives before me. I was stirred by the incredible devastation being brought down on the city and dismayed by our nation’s slow response.

How could we be living in the twenty-first century with all our advanced technology and just watch as the days unfolded and these good people struggled without relief? I still had the “Leaving a Legacy” chapter in my head and began to reflect: how did I, Ken Dychtwald, want to be known when my days ended? What would be my legacy?

I decided rather quickly to donate all future earnings from the book to help rebuild New Orleans. This was no PR stunt. I didn’t talk about it with anyone but my family. I wanted my teenage daughter and son to know that I stood for something bigger than a nice house near the San Francisco Bay with a pool and a view. I wanted them to measure me not by what I said and wrote, but by what I did. So I went to an acquaintance of mine, Jonathan Reckford, the executive director of Habitat for Humanity. Habitat is a fabulous organization that builds shelter for the needy across the globe, and I intended to make this group my primary beneficiary. After telling Reckford about my financial pledge, he shared with me a simple, yet eye-popping observation: “Ken, I see and hear a lot of people your age [late fifties] going through what you’re going through.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You know, you’ve got that gnawing feeling.”

“What gnawing feeling?”

“You’re trying to make the transition—from success to significance.”

There was a long pause. I’ve enjoyed my accomplishments in my life. I haven’t done everything I’ve dreamed of. But I’ve done a lot. I have an enormous amount to be thankful for, and at this stage in my life it’s beginning to matter less to me how much more money I make or how influential I am in my field. What’s becoming far more interesting to me is finding fun, interesting, helpful, and personally rewarding ways to give something back. Sometimes you hear a clever phrase and it sticks with you for a while, and then dissipates. But “success to significance” has stayed with me as a powerful, lasting call to action.

I immediately began to insert this idea about what people might do with the second half of their lives into my speeches around the world and noticed a common response: people would cock their head, raise their eyebrows, and smile ever so slightly—as if a light in their brain just went on. When you speak to 10,000 people a month, as I usually do, and a line in your speech bombs—you know it. This line definitely wasn’t bombing; it was striking a nerve. This idea went right through people’s barriers, their business at hand, their BlackBerrys, their newspapers, their worries and hassles. It seemed to stir them.


When people approach me after my presentations I like to ask them what part interested them most. These days, nearly everyone says something along these lines: “You know, that concept of going from success to significance rocked my world.” Well—just a few more words on this story—let me tell you what further rocked my world:

I’m seldom part of a more impressive speaking roster than the one at a private conference titled “Imagining the Future,” which was held at Pebble Beach in 2006 for the very top executives at media conglomerate News Corp. I was one of four keynote speakers. The others were Bill Clinton, Tony Blair, and Bono, the rock star. Others on the program included Shimon Peres, Al Gore, John McCain, Malcolm Gladwell, and Vinod Khasla. Session topics ranged from international terrorism to global warming to the role of the media in the Internet era. So here I was speaking in a room full of hard-nosed media executives and bona fide dignitaries and stars, and when I inserted the idea of moving from success to significance, I saw it again—those same tilted heads and smiles.

After the speech, Jane Friedman, then the CEO of publisher HarperCollins (a News Corp. division) and who’s been called the most powerful woman in publishing, grabbed me by the arm and said she thought the timing was perfect for a book on the subject. “The idea of making the transition from success to significance,” she said, “is the most powerful thing I’ve heard here.” And the rest, as they say, is history.

How Will You Use Your Life?

So now let me ask: when is the last time you did something significant, did something for someone else or the greater good and didn’t expect a thing in return? Most of us can identify with modest good deeds, mostly for family. We willingly give our time and counsel and often our money so that those closest to us can gain whatever edge we may be able to offer in ways big or small. Helping this way is among the most basic of human instincts. But when goodwill and purpose extend beyond family, their healing power is both a wonder to behold and, in large enough numbers, a potential elixir for many of society’s worst ills.

As a young man years ago, I experienced my first jolt about the importance of leading a life of purpose. I was on a book tour through Denmark in 1977. I was only twenty-seven years old and had just published my first book, BodyMind, which achieved unexpected sales success in Denmark, where it was a national best seller for more than a year. So I was something of a young phenom in that far-off country and had been invited to give a series of lectures on holistic health and self-actualization. Shortly after arriving in Copenhagen I got a call from the offices of Denmark’s renowned octogenarian geriatrician, Dr. Esther Mueller, who was a highly respected physician and philosopher in her home country.

This was all new stuff for me. My book was in the window of bookstores throughout the city. Newspapers were covering my lectures. On top of that, an esteemed doctor and scholar had asked me to lunch. Wow. My life was really taking off. I loved it. I was flying.

Then, with a single question, Dr. Mueller brought me back to planet Earth. At lunch, we exchanged the usual small talk. Soon enough our conversation turned to professional concerns and issues. She wanted to know about my insights and research on preventive health, aging, and human potential. I was interested in her views on health care and medicine in Europe. Things were going well, and then out of nowhere—here’s the jolt—she hit me with a guilt bomb. “Ken, you’re obviously smart and ambitious,” she started. “You have a keen interest in what will become a hugely important field as the global population ages. You have a hit book and can command a fair amount of attention through your lectures. What I want to know is this: how do you intend to use your life?”


I wasn’t sure what she meant and asked, “You mean in terms of what I’m going to make of my career?”

“No.”

“Do you mean in terms of the books I may write?”

“No.”

I thought something was lost in translation. What did she mean?

“Ken, how will you use your life?” she repeated.

Remember, I was just twenty-seven. My mind was stuck in concerns over my emerging career, celebrity, and hopes for a family one day. How would I use my life? I was going to make some money and have a couple of kids, I said to myself. Yet I knew she was getting at something deep, and at that time the meaning of her question didn’t sink in. I fumbled for an answer and ended up telling her that I wasn’t sure; I’d have to see where my career took me. We finished our lunch and then parted ways, and I couldn’t help but feel that I’d betrayed shallowness in my approach to life and that it had disheartened her. Her question—how will you use your life?—haunted me for many years.

With time I came to understand Dr. Mueller’s point. I had one life to live. There might be fifty years of it or eighty or a hundred. But it’s one life and it can have a higher purpose. In fact, it must have a
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