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Every breath I take, every word I write, and every presentation I deliver are inspired by the three greatest lights in my life: my wife, Carole, and daughters Kelsey and Jenna. There is more brilliance, beauty, joy, and strength in each of you than you’ve ever dreamed possible. Thank you for filling me with passion and purpose. You make every day an exciting WOO!




PREFACE

I will never forget my first opportunity to sit down and talk with the legendary college basketball coach John Wooden. At the time I was the vice president and general manager of a large training company in San Diego that specialized in delivering leadership and team-building seminars throughout North America. I had grown up in Southern California and was a huge fan of Coach Wooden and UCLA basketball. But as great as his teams at UCLA were—he won ten NCAA championships in his years coaching there—it was his kindness, his humility, and the dignity and respect with which he treated everyone around him that I admired most.

Having looked up to Coach Wooden for so long, I thought it would be inspiring to share his principles and insights with my own team of leaders. So I phoned Coach Wooden and explained what I had in mind. He invited me to his apartment so I could interview him face-to-face. I was on cloud nine.

To this day, the pearls of wisdom I heard from him that afternoon are indelibly imprinted in my mind and my spirit. Looking at me with a gleam in his eye, he told me, “It’s what you learn after you know everything that makes the difference.” Given my own fierce conviction about unselfishness and teamwork, I felt like breaking out into a cheer when he told me, “It’s amazing what’s accomplished when no one cares who gets the credit.” But one statement that afternoon struck me more deeply than any other. I asked him what he thought the difference was between good athletes and great ones, between strong performers and those who excelled. He said: “There are no overachievers. We are all underachievers. Very rarely do we even approach the greatness that God has given us.”

In other words, we all have more in us than we think. We can accomplish more, give more, and be more than we think is possible personally and professionally. That potential already lies within us.

That simple, profound idea has become a driving force in my life as a husband, father, speaker, and author. Since we already have within us the potential to be more and do more than we ever thought possible, what is holding us back? What are the keys, the secrets, that can lift us personally and professionally to new heights? Ever since that first conversation with Coach Wooden—we got together many times afterward, and he would go on to become my mentor—I have been inspired to discover those answers and help others rise closer to their potential.

I wrote There Are No Overachievers to help you discover the greatness within you and build the “maybe I can” spirit. Maybe I can be a great parent. Maybe I can overcome my fear of public speaking. Maybe I can become an outstanding leader and lift everyone around me to new heights. Maybe I can build a successful business and a terrific career. Maybe I can make a difference!

It’s time to break through the barriers we create in our lives. It’s time to disrupt the status quo. It’s time to break through the comfort zones that so often become confinement zones. It’s time to consciously choose happiness, purpose, and possibility over doubt, worry, limitation, and fear. When you do, you’ll generate the momentum and energy that will bring you closer to your true potential. Remember, there is greatness within each one of us. Why not set it free?


INTRODUCTION

The Greatest Gift We’re Given Is Today!

I am so incredibly blessed! For well over two decades I’ve had the privilege and opportunity to speak from the stage to more than half a million people around the world about their possibilities, choices, and potential breakthroughs. I’ve been given the chance to positively impact such leading organizations as Microsoft Worldwide Operations, Lockheed Martin, Kaiser Permanente, Starbucks, Southwest Airlines, PricewaterhouseCoopers, Allstate, Verizon, Boeing, and hundreds of others. Regardless of whether I’m presenting to executive teams, sales, customer service, operations, engineers, or recruits, whenever I talk about my work as a professional speaker I simply can’t help but say, “I love what I do. With a passion!” I’ll bet I’ve said that a thousand times.

What surprises and saddens me, however, is how often my expression is met with a look of longing and defeat. “You are so lucky! I wish I felt that way. Do you know how rare it is for someone to feel that way about their work?” I’m told.

The funny thing is, if you had asked me how I felt about my work when I was in my two previous careers, first as a swimming coach and then as a corporate vice president in the transportation industry, I would have said the same thing: “I love what I do with a passion!” In the years I spent in those professions I hopped out of bed each morning with unstoppable energy and unbridled enthusiasm. When I look back now, I see clearly that the magical ingredient that has always fueled my energy is the passion I have for helping people seize opportunities rather than miss them. It is the ultimate secret required to discover our greatness.

Every day we are given an incredible gift, which I call the WOO. WOO stands for window of opportunity—precious, unrepeatable moments that can impact, redirect, and even reshape our lives if we recognize and choose to seize them. WOOs may come into our lives at any moment. In fact, we all share the most magical, exciting, and important of all WOOs right now. The greatest WOO, right there in front of us, is called today. It is every precious moment.

You never know if the next person you meet today may become your lifelong friend, just as you didn’t know it when you met your current lifelong friends. You never know if the next things you say to your son, daughter, spouse, partner, colleague, friend, employee, or teammate may have so much impact on their lives that their futures shoot off in a whole new trajectory because you helped them see what they couldn’t see with their own eyes. You never know if the next idea that pops into your head or the next choice you make may change your life. The important questions to ask yourself now are “How can I recognize a WOO when I see one?” and “Why have I missed WOOs in the past?”

When you seize WOOs you shake your future, energize and engage everyone you touch, build people, teams, and relationships, strengthen your interactions with others, and ultimately create exciting breakthrough results in your life, both personally and professionally. When you do this consistently you become a shining model of personal excellence, integrity, accountability, and humility.

I want to show you how you can seize more WOOs rather than miss them. In the long run this is the ultimate secret to a rich and dynamic life, a successful and fulfilling career, and relationships that bring you inexpressible joy. Is this a promise? WOO yes!



STAGE ONE
SHAKING THE FUTURE




1
Shake Your Future

One evening my wife and daughters and I were dining in a café in the Bitterroot Valley of Montana, where we lived at the time. The café was on the second floor of an old Main Street brick building and had huge windows that captured the stunning panorama of the Bitterroot and Sapphire mountain ranges enclosing our valley. Everyone in the café was eating or chatting quietly when something caught my four-year-old daughter Jenna’s attention and she walked over to the window. As she gazed out at the mountains a look of pure wonder came over her, and with great excitement and considerable volume she burst out: “Look, Mommy, Daddy, Kelsey … we’re in heaven!”

Well, the whole place went dead quiet. Everyone stared at us, and we turned bright red. Then after a moment the shock gave way to delight, and grins and laughter erupted all around us at the unbridled joy of Jenna’s revelation.

Six months later as I sat in the window seat on my flight to Seattle I looked down at the magnificent puffy cloud formations below me. For some reason the sight made me think of heaven again, which in turn reminded me of Jenna at that café. Grinning, I thought, My daughter is the cutest kid on the planet!

But then something hit me like a thunderbolt. Suddenly right there in that plane I saw for the first time that my little girl was brilliant. She was a visionary. Why? Because she was the only one who saw heaven. It was right there in front of us, but all I saw was my to-do list, my schedule, and my trials and tribulations. At that moment I decided to put on Jenna’s lenses and look for the heaven in everything around me … especially in people!

Most of us have never been taught to look at our lives as shining windows of opportunity, or WOOs. In fact, we are powerfully conditioned to do precisely the opposite. In our first five years of life we hear one word more than any other. Though completely well-intentioned, that word is no. Our parents love us and want to keep us safe and protected. Instinctively they teach us to be on the lookout for danger and uncertainty, so we develop caution and wariness about the unknown. This is important and vital to our well-being as we experience the complex and fascinating world outside the womb. But over time, two other tremendously powerful words become imprinted in our subconscious as a result, and begin to color the way we view the world. Those words are or else: “You better watch out, or else something bad will happen.” Then there’s another set of words that can slam the brakes on any risk taking: “Be careful or you’ll get hurt.”

It is easy to assume that as we get older and more experienced we will stop focusing on obstacles, fears, and doubts. But for most of us this is not the case. When parents joke about their children not coming into the world with an instruction manual, they are on to something important. We are not taught to shift our focus toward windows of opportunity. The wariness we learned as children becomes entrenched in our subconscious as we focus more and more on what could go wrong, rather than envisioning what could go right.

How much of the news that we watch on television or read online is positive, energizing, and uplifting? Instead we are bombarded with impending disasters. We worry about our health, our finances, our children, our security, and most of all the unknown and unexpected new obstacles lying in wait around the next corner. Why do we do this? What do we get out of spiraling downward into worst-case scenarios?

But what if there was another way to view each day? What if we were taught a simple, gracious, and enlivening way to begin our day by appreciating it as the greatest gift we are given? What if we were taught to break the pattern of fearing uncertainty and obstacles? What if we replace all of that with the conviction that windows of opportunity are all around us if we look for and open them? What if we broke through the status quo and learned that happiness is a choice? What if we developed that choice into a fresh new habit? What if that new habit leads us to inner peace, a sense of purpose, loving relationships, and extraordinary energy? And what if by our example we taught our children, our business associates, and our friends to look for the WOO instead of the woe?

I promise that this is all not only possible but also simple, fulfilling, and fun. I’ve been living my life this way for the last thirty-five years, and I know beyond a doubt that WOOs are right there in front of me every day. I’ve laid the groundwork, muddled along through lots of trial and error, and emerged on the other side with a way that will make it easy for every one of us to enjoy every precious moment. The first step is to develop an eager spirit. I learned this lesson from one of the greatest teachers I have ever known.

I once asked John Wooden, “Coach, what’s the difference between a good team and a great one?” The great basketball coach’s answer took me by surprise. He said, “Brian, the difference between a good basketball team and a great one is the same difference between a good leader and a great one, a good parent and a great one, a good life and a great one. I believe the difference comes down to two little words. On good teams everyone is willing to support one another and the greater good. But great teams, teachers, parents, and leaders are eager to do whatever it takes. It’s the difference between being willing and being eager that has the greatest impact on your performance, your character, and your impact on others.”

Just as we all have hearts and minds, we have within us what I think of as an “eager meter.” Picture a speedometer with willing at the zero mark and eager all the way at the other side, at 200 miles per hour. The most important truth about our eager meter is that we each are 100 percent in charge of our own, whether or not we think we have one. No one else controls our hope and faith in ourselves. No one else can ever give up for us. No one else can take us from good to great. We do that all by ourselves.

Why do some people seem to get all the breaks, caught in a perennial upward spiral? Is it merely luck or chance? Could it be that they live at a higher level on their eager meter?

I can always spot someone who has developed an eager spirit because their automatic, lighthearted response to most every WOO that comes their way is “The answer is yes. What’s the question?”

Just as we can build a muscle, we can develop our sense of eagerness. The most powerful, simple, and fun way to accelerate our eager meter is to begin to say yes to more WOOs, especially those that show up disguised as invitations that stretch us beyond our comfort zones. As we elevate our ratio of yeses to nos, we will find that we are choosing faith in ourselves over fear of the unknown. A surefire way to hit the gas and shake our future is by seeing the future through a lens of possibility.

One beautiful autumn evening, my friend Tom was relaxing on his patio thinking about his life after a long but satisfying day’s work. He thought, Wow! I am so lucky! I am living a great life! He had a beautiful home overlooking the ocean in south Florida, and he had a great job. Best of all, he was in love with a woman with whom he intended to spend the rest of his life.

At the time, his focus outside of his own work was on his fiancée’s career. She was an up-and-coming singer, and Tom was her manager. For two years he’d sacrificed every spare moment to the project of landing a recording contract for her. Earlier that afternoon he’d received the call they’d been dreaming of day and night. A top record company was offering her a lucrative deal. They would sign within a week! As he sat there on the patio sipping an ice-cold beer, he thought things just couldn’t get any better.

A couple of days later he was dealt a blow he never saw coming. The woman he loved had found someone else. She wanted Tom out of her life. Just like that, it was over. Her words hit him like a freight train.

A year later he was living in a one-room apartment with only his clothes, a futon mattress, and a television. The breakup had hit him so hard that he just limped away, leaving her the house and virtually all their other possessions. His life had deteriorated rapidly into emptiness, his eager meter hovering precariously close to zero. Listlessly he struggled to work each day, only to return to the tiny apartment and the silence that had become his only companion. Refusing to see friends or family, he had become a social hermit.

That New Year’s Eve, as he sat alone in the darkness, he hit rock bottom. He realized he could no longer live this way. Either he was going to end it all or he would take back control of his life. As he teetered on the brink of suicide, a thought swept over him that would turn his life around. He decided then and there that he was going to make the next 365 days the “Year of the Tom.”

He made a pledge to himself that every single day he would take at least one action that would enhance his life in some way—reading a book, watching a video, or listening to a recording that would help him in his career; spending quality time with a good friend; exercising; or attending a seminar or lecture on a subject in which he had interest. He had no idea where this would take him, but for the first time since the breakup it sparked hope and just the slightest flicker of eagerness.

He told his friends about the Year of the Tom and asked for their help. They had been so worried about Tom that they were thrilled to hear of his new sense of purpose. Several of them got together and brainstormed ways to help Tom. They came up with the inspired idea of forming the Intergalactic Annum Society—the official sponsors of the Year of the Tom. The society’s charter was to “oversee the distribution of annual control” by keeping in constant touch with Tom. They even hosted a black-tie party where they awarded him a special certificate for bringing fresh meaning to his life through the Year of the Tom.

As the year progressed, Tom began to realize that many people go through life feeling helpless and without direction, just as he had when his girlfriend left him. They resign themselves to just getting by, wishing that something better would come along. This helplessness paralyzes them into believing they have no control over their lives and their happiness. They are barely willing to put one foot in front of the other, all eagerness and purpose drained away.

By creating his year of action and celebration, Tom accepted full responsibility for the quality of his life, and gradually empowered himself with the confidence to change it. He also looked at what had gone wrong, how he had overlooked many red flags that could have warned him in that relationship. He thought about the qualities he wanted in a woman with whom he could spend the rest of his life. This filled him not only with fresh hope but also with a resolve to never settle for less. Notch by notch, his eager meter began to rise.

By the end of the Year of the Tom, he had transformed his life in countless ways. He was engaged to a nurturing, intelligent woman who loved him unconditionally. He had been promoted to a management position and loved the new challenge and responsibility. He found he had enormous passion for mentoring and leading others. He had so much energy, he even started a side business in his spare time that generated substantial extra income and introduced him to many new friends. But the most dramatic change in his life was his new-found faith in possibility. He understood that not only do we have choices about what we do each day, but we also have the ultimate choice about the meaning we give to life’s happenings. Tom’s story is proof that even when it seems our lenses of possibility have been shattered, we have within us the special tools to put them back together.

In business, your eager meter has an enormous impact on the trajectory of your career. One of the most vivid examples of the results ignited by a truly eager spirit is the story of legendary director and producer Steven Spielberg. His pathway to one of the greatest careers in the movie industry is testimony to what is possible when you combine nearly off-the-charts eagerness with an unstoppable determination to seize the WOO.

From a very early age, Spielberg was enthralled with cinema. By the age of twelve he was already making what he called “adventure films,” which were short 8 mm home movies. To earn his photography merit badge as a Boy Scout, he wrote and produced a short western he called The Last Gunfight. As he said years later when interviewed about his career, “That was how it all started.” He was hooked on creating movies.

Though passionate and inspired about moviemaking, Spielberg was an unmotivated student in his regular classes. His eager meter was sparked only by his love of the movies. Through a family friend who was an executive at Universal Studios, seventeen-year-old Steven was given a short unpaid internship at the studio offices. However, this internship did not grant Steven admission to the movie lot where the films were being created. Undeterred by something as trivial as official access, and burning to learn everything he possibly could about film, Steven snuck onto the lot virtually every day. He pretended he belonged there and showed up in every department he could sneak into, watching, talking, and networking as if this was exactly what he was supposed to be doing. Though apprehended on several occasions and tossed off the lot, young Spielberg just kept coming back until he became so familiar to many of the crews that they accepted his presence as normal.

When it came to cinema, Spielberg, like the great white shark he would later make famous in Jaws, devoured absolutely everything he could clamp his jaws around. His passion and interest were so extraordinary that he simply couldn’t get enough. He endeared himself to several crew members who were impressed by his unflagging enthusiasm.

Putting all of this hands-on learning to work, he produced and directed a short film called Amblin’. With that same irrepressible energy, driven by his eagerness, Steven kept pushing and pushing until he convinced Universal executives to take a look at his film. They were so blown away by the quality of his work that they signed Spielberg to a seven-year contract. He became the youngest director on contract at Universal Studios.

Forty-nine years later, the results of Spielberg’s eager spirit are staggering. He has won three Academy Awards and his movies have generated over $10 billion worldwide. From Jaws to Close Encounters of the Third Kind, from ET to the Indiana Jones trilogy, from Schindler’s List to Saving Private Ryan, Spielberg has touched hundreds of millions of lives through his stories, characters, and messages.

Some might look at his poor performance as a student growing up and characterize Steven Spielberg as an overachiever. Certainly none of his teachers saw in him someone who would become an American icon, a legend in the movie business. But Spielberg always had it in him to


A WOO for You
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