
		
			[image: image]

		

	


What Is Your Lifes Work?


Answer the big question about
what really matters
and reawaken the passion for what you do.
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What Is Your Lifes Work?


An Owners Manual





You are holding our collective lifes work: that is, how we continually figure out what matters, and what doesnt.


What Is Your Lifes Work? captures the intimate exchanges between mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, and caring teammates and friendsall talking about what matters at work, and in life. Its pages are filled with the personal letters and journal entries of well-known leaders, struggling managers, and heroic people in workaday jobs.


It is a practical guide for work-weary souls trying to get unstuck, as well as those who already do a lot of what matters, and just want to do more. Exposed are the raw truths weve all experienced, the personal frailties and mistakes wed like to hide, and the proudest achievements wed like to celebrate.



How to Use This Book 


Find the few that speak to you.



1. Do not read cover-to-cover. Find three to five letters that speak directly to you. Not every one will. Thats OK. Your job: Find the letters that grab you, inspire you, teach you, and challenge you. (To search letters by themes, see page 223.)


2. The book is divided into five discoveries youll experience in your lifes work. Which discovery contained two or more of the letters you selected in Step 1? Thats the theme for writing your own letter


3. Write a letter to a loved one. Take something from this book and pay it forward. Youll get back even more than you give. (Field Guide for Getting Started is on page 209.)





Continue Your Journey 

Visit www.ourlifeswork.com 


	Personal stories from diarists, unpublished letters, plus
 
	full versions of those letters edited for space
 
	Workshops and presentations available for your group
 
	Additional how-to tools and support for letter-writing
 
	Community space for sharing stories and experiences
 
	Bonus: Get YOUR letter into the paperback version!
 

We are taking submissions for additional letters. We will select the most powerful letter(s) for inclusion in the paperback version of What Is Your Lifes Work? Cool, huh?!











Your Lifes Work

You are about to experience something extraordinary









Imagine having a profound, plain-spoken conversation with your loved ones. You share how you figured out what matters and what doesnt. You speak with absolute conviction: This is what I stood for, believed in, struggled with, and accomplished. This is my lifes work, and what I want to be remembered for.


Never before have you experienced such clarity. Suddenly, everything makes sense. Wow! Where did all this clarity of purpose come from? The answer lies in the magical journey within this book.


Never in my life have I been so clear about what really matters. Everyone who shared their biggest lessons-learned discovered something for themselvesprofound clarity, and reawakened passion for what they do. You can find that, too!


Thats because this book does not shy away from difficult introspection. Every page deals with one powerful question: What would you tell your kids or grandkids or dearest friends about what really matters at work? If they asked:



	How do I know Im making a difference?


	Whats the real reason Im here?


	Is this all there is?


	How much is too much?


	How do I decide: Stay or go?



How would you answer? Would you tell the whole truthincluding all the naive mistakes youve madeto help them figure out what did and didnt matter?


What Is Your Lifes Work? reveals it all: The poor choices weve made and the lessons weve learned from those choices, as well as our proudest moments.


Put simply, this book is about what we learn about ourselves when we teach our loved ones, especially our kids, what matters, and about the powerful need we have to leave something behindwhat we want to be remembered for.




The Surprising Discovery Behind This Book


Ive spent my career listening to people just like you and mecollecting our stories, and studying how we work. During the past two decades, Ive interviewed and surveyed more than 400,000 people in over 1,000 companies around the world. My first questionWhat really matters here?never failed to jumpstart insightful conversations. That is, until a few years ago.


After the economy took a painful nosedive, lots of people backed away from that question. They did not want to admit that what mattered to their companythe bottom line and corporate survival above all elsewas suddenly quite different from what mattered to them. And that they were slogging through every day just to keep their job.


So I tried changing the question. I asked instead, What is the single most important insight about work that you want to pass on to your kids? Or to anyone you truly care about?


BAM! The floodgates opened.


A happy accident: Changing my question to something much closer to home, Why do we do what we wouldnt want our kids to do? Which of our mistakes should they not repeat? unleashed completely new conversations.


After just a few interviews, I asked people to put their thoughts on paper: Write a letter to that loved one. Or keep a journala work diary. One that would help your kids or someone else who is close to you understand whats truly important at work.


The invitation to write something for a loved one spread through word of mouth and email. Soon, what began as a small experiment grew into a global collection of several thousand letters, gathered over a four-year period. You are holding a representative sampling from that collection.


Why were so many so willing to spend time on these letters? Because as they were writing to change their childrens future or to help others, something magical happened. They got back more than they gave.


Thats what makes this approach to discovering what really matters so different from anything youve experienced. You end up getting what you wantdeeper clarity around whats most important to youby giving it to someone else. Your work diary for others ends up being a tool for self-discovery.


Thats how an administrative assistant discovered that she was actually a leaderby writing to her unborn daughter. And how the son of a tuna fisherman and how a former go-go dancer uncovered the power of saying yes to their dreams. And how a lawyer rediscovered rights and wrongs.


In their letters, we see ourselves.


From a student we learn about hard work and passion. From a teacher about distinguishing between your own goals and those imposed upon you. From a prison guard we learn about caring, forgiveness, and limitless possibilities. We learn about shattered trust from the entire family of an executive who was fired over politics. About the power of asking questions and listening to poor performers from a former monk, now an executive. About the cost of over-investing in an employer from a former corporate lifer.


In their struggles, we see our own.




Our Struggle to Figure Out What Really Matters


Most of us experience a disconnect between what were supposed to get done at work and what truly matters.


According to over 40 Gallup studies, about 75% of us are disengaged from our jobs. That shows up in our pursuit of what really matters: According to the most recent U.S. Job Retention Survey, 75% of all employees are now searching for new employment opportunities. Were voting with our feet! And the New American Dream Survey found that more than four out of every five of us (83%) wish we had more of what really matters in life.


Traumatic touchstones such as 9/11 and the tsunami in Asia have connected us all in a collective search for what truly matters. This search is no longer a nice-to-do. Its real. Its urgent.


And then theres work complexity. My own research shows that the biggest reasons we work so hard have a lot less to do with the economy, or market forces, or the competition, than we are led to believe. Much of our work, as well as the processes and tools were handed, are unnecessarily complicated, unfocused, poorly designed, and confusing! Result: Most of us are sleeping less, stressed out more, trying to cram too many to-dos into every day, and are still left wondering which of our actions really mattered.


In my travels, I not only compile statistics like these, I also feel everyones utter exhaustion. Whether its in Atlanta or Albuquerque, Stockholm or SingaporeI see the stress on everyones faces, and hear it in their pleas for change. And whats our payback for working this hard, this much? Almost two-thirds of us havent received a meaningful Attaboy! in the past year. Half of us are very concerned about job securitytwice as many as five years ago. Companies are even sending sheriffs to deliver court summonses to retireeswere now suing past employees so we dont have to pay their promised pensions! GeezWhere are we heading?


Work is not just an eight-hour interruption in our day. Most of us will spend most of our adult lives and most of our waking hours focused on our jobs. Whether we like it or not, we are defined by the choices we make at work. How we behave during that time is often the most documented record of who we are, what we stand for, and what we believe. One senior vice president at a Fortune 50 company has resorted to bringing home pictures of her coworkers so she can explain to her four-year-old why Mommy spends so much time away from him. Is this the record we want to leave for our kidsa photo album of team meetings?


Theres an irony in all the warm and fuzzy business talk of the past decade. Despite a heightened emphasis on people issues, our work contract still carries this built-in conflict: Individuals are constantly asked to sacrifice their own needs for the good of the company (or customer or boss). And most of us really struggle with this conflict.


Which means that the need to look deep inside ourselves has never been more critical, more urgent.


What wont change is the pressure; the drive for ever-higher productivity will not go away. Everyone is being asked to do more with less. And most of the more is not what we really want to do.


Whats got to change is the choices we make. And the personal values we choose to follow instead of the constant pressure to produce morebetterfaster. With every choice we make at work, we take a stand for what we believe. Or not. We practice what we preach. Or not. We focus on what really matters to us. Or not. We adhere to the same guiding principles that we follow when were outside of work. Or not.


We need to be more aware of the hundreds of tiny choices we make every day that lead us away from, or toward, what really matters. We need the guts to understand and learn from those choices. To find the steel and the compass that reside in us all.




My Lifes Work:
Personal Discoveries Behind This Book

 Over ten years ago, a wake-up call completely changed my lifes work, and pulled me into this project.


In July 1994, I came home one night just as the phone was ringing. It was my sister. Mom just had a massive stroke. Wed better get to the hospitalfast.


We got there just in time for the emergency room doctor to inform us that Mom wasnt expected to make it through the night. None of us was prepared for this shock. Mom was the cornerstone of our family. Suddenly, we had to say goodbye.


Since there was nothing more that could be done, we were told she would be moved from Emergency to the Intensive Care Unit on another floor. We were asked to go to the ICU waiting room, and assured that we could rejoin her in just a few minutes. Five minutes went by: No Mom. Ten minutes. Twenty, thirty, almost forty minutes passedno Mom. Finally, I went ballistic. I stormed into the nurses station, screaming, cursing, demanding to know where she was.


What happened? Poor communication between the two departments. Nobody in the ICU knew that Audrey Jensen was supposed to be moved there. The doctors apologized profusely, and got us to her bedside as quickly as possible. A few hours later, Mom passed away.


For months, I scribbled down what I was going through and thinking about. Eventually, a new kind of clarity emerged for me. I found a new callingwhat really mattered in my own work became crystal clear.


Those notes thrust me into a discovery that no one else was talking about. I realized that everything a company does uses a portion of its peoples lives, and it is a leaders responsibility to make sure that their time is used wisely. Because once time is gone, its gone forever. There are only 1440 minutes in every day. No do-overs. Time stolen from you at work means less time for whatever really matters to you.


You see, most business people would unpack my experience in that hospital from a communications perspective, or cost or process-failure perspective, or customer (patient) care perspective. Yes, all those views are rightbut theyre not what really matters!


Even though it wasnt intentional, when that hospital screwed up, they stole from me 40 of the last minutes I would ever have with Mom. I will never get those minutes back.


I now apply what I discoveredthat we must all be respectful of how work uses the precious time in peoples livesas a guiding principle in whatever I do every day. Ive fired clients because a dozen senior execs werent willing to talk to each other for a few hours (creating alignment among the leadership team), but were willing to ask employees to use millions of person-hours to accomplish company goals without that alignment. Ive cut communication programs from hundreds of pages down to one. Ive upset some executives because my research found their best practices to be too complicated and disrespectful.


I can draw a direct line between what happened in the hospital that night, my diary about the experience, and how that changed what really mattered for me. I used to just help managers and execs lead more effectively; now I also battle for businesss soul. Im a passionate defender against anything that wastes your time at work, so you can take more control of your life.


However, your moment of clarity doesnt have to come from some life-altering, traumatic experience. It can be drawn out by something as painless as writing a letter to a loved one. Ive found that people just like you have created the space they needed to uncover their calling and truly hear their own voice simply by writing down the choices theyve made, and how those choices got them where they are today. As I pored over thousands of letters, a pattern emerged: There were not one or two, but five moments of deep clarity in everyones search for what really matters. Five basic discoveries we all can experience.





The 5 Moments of Clarity


The 5 Discoveries on Your Journey


No matter where you go, there you are: at the point of discovery. Ive found teenagers who have encountered the final discovery of finding joy, serenity, and fulfillment, and retirees who are just now making time for the first onefinding themselves. These discoveries are not bound by career moves or age or life experience. They reveal themselves to you whenever you are open to them. What I can say is that the people who felt they were consistently focused on what really mattered had experienced three or more of these discoveries, and could clearly articulate the how, when, and why of each of those experiences.


Discovery 1 : Finding Yourself 


Most everyone already knows what really matters, at work and everywhere else. We just let all the daily excuses and conflicting priorities cloud our judgment. 
Yet the people who are truly focused on what matters to them rarely have this problem. They know how to listen to themselveshow to quiet all the outside noise long enough to hear their own heartbeat and their own wisdom. Use the letters in this section to jumpstart deeper thinking about who you are and what matters to you.


Discovery 2 : Finding the Lessons to Be Learned, the Questions to Be Asked 


You have a lifetime of hard-won wisdom, and youve spent years figuring out what to ask when tough choices are thrown at you. But its easy to forget all that when confronted with the daily pressures in todays morebetterfaster workloads. Use this section to help you remember all the lessons youve learned, and pass that on to others.


Discovery 3 : Finding the Choices That Really Matter


Every day you face hundreds of tiny choiceswhich things to do, which people to see, what meetings to attend, what to say, how quickly to respondall of which seem terribly urgent and pressing. But only a precious few choices will lead you to what really matters. Use the letters in this section to consider which choices in your day really do matter. Start a list: on one side, Urgent and Pressured; on the other, Important to Me. Compare how often you choose one side over the other. Is it time to choose differently?


Discovery 4 : Finding the Courage to Choose


Saying no to your boss, or just telling her something else she doesnt want to hear; taking on a project thats beyond your current skills; walking away from overtime when there are bills to be paid; finding a better job; or just ignoring that deluge of emails, all require some kind of courage. Most of these letter-writers discovered that once they found their inner clarity, courageous choices that had seemed hard became easy. Use this section to think about how that kind of clarity would make difficult choices a lot easier.


Discovery 5:Finding Joy, Serenity, and Fulfillment


Its time to find the grace in most every challenge you face, most every choice you make, most every person you encounter. You can do it. There is a higher level of what really matters. Everyone who finds it will experience a transformational leap of knowing themselves and how they are connected to something bigger than themselves. The letters in this section provide a jumping-off point for you to know what that might look like for you. Keep in mind that this final discovery is different for each of us. One letter-writer described it as the joy of toil and hard work, another as the fulfillment of giving to others, and another as focusing on family above all else. What is your statement of grace? Who do you want to be?


Finding Your Voice: A Field Guide for Getting Started


Somewhere on these pages are three to five letters that speak so directly to you, its as if they were authored by you. Their story is your story. Once you find those letters, its time to jump to the Field Guide.


Pay it forward. Take something from this bookan inspirational story, a new way of thinking, a big Aha! about mistakes youve made, or one of the discoveries that meant the most to youand write a letter to your loved ones.


The last section in this book is a guide for sharing what matters to you. It includes the gifts you can give to yourself and to others, as well as exercises designed to take you step-by-step through your own discoveries, and how to share them with your loved ones.


Believe me, youll get back even more than you give.




Jump into an Extraordinary Experience


You are holding our collective lifes work: that is, how we continually figure out what matters, and what doesnt.


By sharing what usually stays private, the letter-writers have opened a space that never existed beforea new way to see and know ourselves. Exposed are the raw truths weve all experienced. The personal frailties and mistakes wed like to hide. And the proudest achievements wed like to celebrate.


In their letters, you will find yourself.


Jump in!


Bill Jensen


bill@ourlifeswork.com

















1
DISCOVERY


FINDING YOURSELF




I want to reach inside myself through the muck and mire and live more with love and less with fear. 
Im tired of waiting for that right person or company to recognize the talent that I can offer.



Im a workaholic.
I cant remember a time when I wasnt striving for full-throttle success. 


As it turns out, I failed in one critical area.


I had turned my back on life.


The opposite of play is not workits psychosis.



Weve all been there. Weve felt feelings like these letter-writers have, and thought the same thoughts.




Most of us already know what 
really matters.


We just let all the daily excuses and 
conflicting priorities cloud our judgment.
 I find this most everywhere I go 
as I research how we get stuff done. 
Yet the people who are truly focused 
on what matters rarely have this problem. 
They know how to listen to themselves
how to quiet all the outside noise 
long enough to hear their own heartbeat 
and their own wisdom.





No one gives you inner knowing, 
but heres a chance to discover it.




Hear what you think as you read 
these letters. Allow each one to speak 
for a portion of your own life. 
Risk seeing yourself.




Face what you fear; its safe here. 
Get grounded; others are like you. 
Let go; nobodys watching. 
Suspend judgment; 
other peoples Ahas can reveal a lot. 
Find your passion; write it down. 
Laugh at your own excuses; a sense of humor 
will make Discoveries 25 a lot easier! 
Rewrite the script, because you can.


Let No One Tell You
It Cant Be Done


Lisa Hesmondhalgh


Work: Helps and believes in societys rejects, where most of us would not




Lisa Hesmondhalgh has survived several lifetimes of renovating human psyches. As a police officer in Dade County, Florida, she learned the importance of performing CPR on a corpse. During her years as a prison guard, before she turned social worker, she discovered that shooting to stop and shooting to kill have more to do with luck than skill.



TO ALL MY CHILDREN,


Before I was 25, my sons and daughters were rapists, car jackers, burglars and robbers. I watched the true birth of my favorite childon the day he turned 50from behind peeling beige paint and pockmarked prison bars. He stood in the hallway with a cardboard box ringed with twine. I opened the heavy metal door and stepped in to meet him.


I want you to take care of yourself and the life you have left, I said. Theres nothing youre leaving here that matters at all.


I put my hand out and he shook it gently. He picked up the box, turned to walk outside, and said, And you. Promise me youll leave before they change you, before they get you, too.


Keith was being paroled after 28 years in prison, after 12 years on Death Row for murdering a store clerk with a shotgun. He had earned his G.E.D. and an Associates degree. He became a journeyman plumber. He would eventually marry, keep a good blue-collar job, go to church twice each week, and probably never think of me again.


Before I was 30, my sons and daughters were crack addicts, embezzlers, child molesters, thieves and forgers. I went to their houses every week to make certain they were behaving. I went to see their teachers, their bosses, their lovers. They would telephone me after midnight when their uncles beat them with baseball bats and in the morning when they needed a ride to English-as-a-Second-Language class. They would come to see me when their last pair of shoes melted at their day-labor roofing job.


And when I was 35, my sons and daughters changed again. They were crumbled and torn and splintered and lost. My children were burned, raped, rented to ex-boyfriends for the weekend, and fed on cockroach cereal with bloodied heroin spoons.


I would find my children new homes with new families. And learn that their new families were forcing my daughters to give nude massages and were paying my sons to have sex with neighbors. I would find other homes, and my children had nightmares that were too loud, daymares with explosive hoofbeatstempests of memories. My children had tears louder than their screams.


This letter is to those I have lived my life for. The convicted felons, the probationers and parolees, the ones who were called clients by my peers and treated like sewage.


Every introduction speech from me began: I will not call you a client. You are a criminal. But I promise that I will treat you as a person, as an individual. From now on, you will not fail unless you want to.


Offenders are the people you see in the next grocery aisle. They stand in the church pew behind you. And for ten years I was proud that I was never threatened, cursed, or assaulted by anyone on my caseload.


But jumping from Floridas criminal justice system to Child Protective Services in California was not a great career move. It was my personal San Andreas Fault.


I left social work to the better socialized. I was not tough enough, careless enough, or thoughtless enough to survive what my children were living through.


I retired to a small military base with my husband and one biological child. A child whose only nightmares include a domineering third-grade teacher and an occasional tarantula.


These are nightmares I can soothe with a hug. I can brush them away with explanations. The teacher is an oversized toothache. And the tarantulas name is Quentin. He makes films. And my childs laughter is my cue for survival.


To my other childrenthe ones behind barsI bequeath my spirit of unrest. I send you a nagging, gnawing ability to harass anyone who tells you it cant be done, that you will never succeed, and that you cannot pull free from your past.


Now and forever, I gather each of you to a wake in honor of our collective failures. Lets bury them and dance on the graves of past Self-fulfilling Prophecies! Lets walk out and away from our bruised past. To a new future.



Lisa Hesmondhalgh recently moved from her last gigliving quietly with her family on a barren plantation in Guantnamo Bay, Cubateaching Ethics and Art Appreciation to heavily armed individuals. She now enjoys the Byronic weather patterns of the Pacific Northwest. Her current project is a true fictional account of her six years in Gitmo. And avoiding generic men with dark suits and Raybans in oversized SUVs with government license plates.




After Love, Its All About Trust 


John Harvey

Work: Fishmonger, transitions coach, trusted friend



John Harveys most recent position in corporate America was Senior Vice President of Global Talent at American Express. He left under difficult circumstances. He now pays the bills by selling fish. Hes writing to his four kids.


DEAR JOHN, CORINNE, JANEAN, AND JULIA, 


I have a new urgency in devoting my time to the most important things in life. This is why I made one of the most difficult decisions of my professional lifeto leave American Express. Once I realized that I worked with some people who did not value what I had to offer, and whom I could not trust, I knew I couldnt waste another day there.


The one most significant lesson I could pass on to you is about trust. Specifically, Be someone who can be trusted and know who you can trust.


I have learned that it starts with me, not with other people.


Being trusted means that I am willing and able to take responsibility for my actions and behaviorall the time. Being trusted means that I have earned honor and dignity because people have confidence that I will do the right thing. Trust means that my commitment to strong relationships with other people is grounded in honest, direct communicationtelling the deepest truths. Trust means that I am true to my word and my values. Being trusted means that I honor my commitments, I am personally accountable, and I am willing to forgive.


I learned all these lessons because, during my last few years at American Express, I had the misfortune of working for someone who could not be trusted. It made my work very difficult, ineffective, and sad.


However, when you find people who you can trustand they trust youit is a wonderful feeling. Next to love, its the best feeling in the world. Trust becomes the foundation for the relationships that will become the most important in your life.



After much soul-searching about what to do with the rest of his life, John Harvey recently became the proud owner of Freemans Fish Market, in his hometown of Maplewood, New Jersey. But the process of his being fired and needing to figure out what to do so affected his family that they, too, decided to contribute letters. On the following pages are letters from Johns wife, Helen, and three of his four children, Janean, Corinne



































































































































































	 I matter.  I deserve to have time to myself and to eat healthy and be an active participant in the world around me.

	  My husband matters.  I had been seeing less and less of him and I missed our relationship.

	 Doing the work I love matters. There had to be a way for me to get paid for doing something that I am passionate about without consuming me whole.

	 A place to call home matters. While moving around so much, buying a house never made any sense and apartment living never gave me a good feeling of being home.


	 Meeting new people and exploring local cultural opportunities matters. What do people do outside of the office? Im going to find out!






























































































































































































































































































	Embrace opportunity and see the potential in each new experience. You never know when or where a new opportunity may present itself. Change is good, it is how we grow and develop.


	Be true to yourself. Never compromise your values or morals for the good or advancement of your position. Be honest and genuine in all that you do.


	Work hard and play hard. Regardless of what you do, do it with conviction, passion, and pridethis is how excellence is achieved! Also strive for balance in your life. Dont give up your hobbies and the things you love to do because of work. These diversions will sustain and nurture you when work fatigue sets in.


	Prioritize what is most important in your life. Dont abandon your family and friends as you pursue your professional goals. Important people in your life will support and love you during difficult times in your career, and motivate and inspire you to succeed.














































	How should I think and act when faced with defining moments?


	How do I resolve them in ways I can live with?


	Do I think I can lead/manage innocently?


	Who am I?


	What is my moral center?
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