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To all the workers everywhere who get up, get dressed, and go get it done every day. Thanks for all you do. We hope that in these pages you find a way to do it with more purpose, meaning, and joy. You deserve it.

To Eliza, Casey, and Ben, my amazing children.

It is a joy to watch you launch as you design your adult lives.

—Bill Burnett

To Dave & Kim, Robbie & Chrissy, Lisa & Donny, Gabe & Nichole, and Rosie.

My first and foremost life design goal has been to be a dad. I am infinitely grateful to you for allowing my deepest longing to be fulfilled. Joining in the dance of your and your children’s lives is my greatest joy.

—Dave Evans




Preface

Your New Work Life

We wrote two books.

The first, Designing Your Life, was released in 2016. The second, Designing Your Work Life, was released on February 25, 2020.

Little did we know at the end of February, as we did media interviews in Manhattan for the launch of our new book, that life was on the verge of changing in ways none of us could have imagined.

A few weeks later, the governor of New York mandated that all nonessential businesses reduce their workforce density by 50 percent, then 25 percent, and then completely. This partial to total workforce reduction happened over the course of three days.

Not just in New York and in California, but across the United States and around the globe.

Schools closed, unemployment skyrocketed, and work as we knew it changed forever.

So yes, weeks before the pandemic we launched a book with the subtitle How to Thrive and Change and Find Happiness at Work.

We still believe you can thrive and change and find happiness at work, and know that all of our tools in the first edition of our book remain valuable and useful. But we also know that you need more. We all need more.

So, almost a year after we were in Manhattan and discussed how our second book met people where they were, we are changing the title and updating the book to again meet people where they are.

Welcome to Designing Your New Work Life.

We’ve added a whole new section to this book that addresses the work elephant in the room.

And the name of that elephant?

Disruption.

Everything is different, and while we don’t know what the future holds, we do know that whatever comes next—in work and in life—won’t be like what came before.

And now more than ever, we all need some creative and adaptable tools to cope with the disruption. And within all the chaos and change, there are some really big opportunities to redesign your work life and life life for what we believe will be permanent changes to the world of work.

If you are an employee, one benefit of all this change might be more freedom to work in ways that fit your lifestyle better. If you are a manager, this could mean learning a whole new way to work with your employees, managing for outcomes, with more trust, engagement, and productivity all around. And if you are a business owner or a CEO, what’s in the future is an acceleration of where we were going anyway—a more distributed workforce, with talent anywhere, and a far lower cost of operations as the Internet and the home office/kitchen table/camper van replaces those expensive office leases.

For many people—far too many people—there’s nothing about how life after the pandemic of 2020–21 differs from life in 2019 that they would call a “benefit.” If you’ve lost your job, your company, or whole sectors of your industry, it feels a lot like crisis and very little like opportunity. Disruptions don’t land evenly or play fair, and far too many of us are facing big doses of hard acceptance and painful grief. In particular, our hearts go out to those of you who tragically lost loved ones to COVID-19. We don’t pretend that any amount of clever reframing will eliminate the pain of loss, but we do think that handling loss as generatively as possible can help—so you’ll find some design tools for that here, too.

As we’ve said before, designers love problems, and you can’t solve a problem you aren’t willing to have. So here we are, with a whole new world of problems and a whole new world of change that require us to think differently.

It’s time, once again, to think like a designer.

And we are here, in the midst of the chaos, to humbly offer some help.

Some new ideas and tools and reframes.

And while we realize there is no perfect tool kit for everyone’s situation, and no easy way back to a more normal life, we believe there is something in our new chapters that will help you navigate these tough times. Pick what works for you and pass the rest along to someone who may need it.

Welcome to Disruption Design and welcome to your new work life.




Introduction

Making It Work at Work

We wrote a book.

Not this book, another book. Maybe you read it, maybe you didn’t. In that book, we taught people how to use design thinking to design their lives. We showed a lot of people how to get off the couch and prototype alternate versions of their lives and their careers.1 We’ve taught workshops based on the book, and we’ve met and heard from thousands of readers whose lives were changed for the better. They’ve shared their stories with us, and each of their stories is now part of our story. Many of the people who read and loved Designing Your Life were people in transition: entering one of life’s many inflection points. They needed help with choosing their next step—where to go, what to do, and in some cases, who to be. Their work involved trying to imagine a different kind of future or a way to make an unrealized dream real.

That book was about imagining.

This book is about making it real.

We also heard from people who said the Odyssey Plans we suggested were great and all, but it wasn’t feasible for them to run off and become a scuba instructor in Bimini because of, well, things like insurance, mortgages, utility bills, and the children who were still in school.2

Those people asked us for a different kind of book.

They asked for a book that would meet them where they are now, and provide tools and ideas that would help them thrive at work.

Look, today’s workplace is in continual flux. As companies evolve to be more and more nimble and shift faster and faster to meet changing markets, the workplace is less and less predictable. Increasingly, it’s up to workers to define their own happiness and success in this ever-moving landscape. It’s also up to smart managers and companies to meet their workers halfway and offer resources (such as this book) that can help create a culture that allows their ever-changing workers to adapt to the ever-changing demands of the workplace as it adapts to the ever-changing demands of the market. Mostly, though, people need tools to invent their own success—over and over—as they change and grow as humans. (Doubly so for the growing ranks of us who are self-employed.) And it’s becoming clear that Millennials and Gen Z workers especially demand a work experience that is meaningful and that gives them a sense that they are having an impact in the world.

We all want our days infused with meaning and impact.

Most of us spend most of our days at work. So it’s no surprise that the workplace is the number one place we go looking to find meaning and impact. Yet most jobs are built around tasks to get done and transactions to manage, and most managers aren’t comfortable talking about meaning and impact. When you become the designer of your work life, you can help your boss and your company make your job the job you want. If you own your own business, you can invent it over and over again until it gives you meaning and impact. You can design your work life as an employee or a business owner. Design thinking is for people like you, whether you receive the paycheck or sign the paycheck. This book is full of ideas and tools that will help you not only create more meaning in your life, but also build more joy into each workday.

The workplace isn’t just changing—it’s restructuring. The Gig Economy, Artificial Intelligence, and the Robots aren’t coming, they’re already here and they’re poised to reshape everything we think we know about work. So smart workers need to prepare themselves to thrive in this new technological reality. We have lots of practical tools in this book to help you respond like a creative designer to this workplace of the future.

If you read Designing Your Life (DYL), this book will add to your new design thinking mind-sets to help implement a joyful work life, whatever your Odyssey Plan. If you didn’t read our first book (or if you read the first book but didn’t do the exercises), this book stands alone to help you use design thinking to design in place, at work—so you can be happier and more fulfilled during those forty, fifty, sixty hours a week you spend working—without having to change jobs or careers, unless you really want to. If you do, we show you how to do that, too.

So it is time to get off the couch and get unstuck at your job. Mostly, it’s time to make work work for you!

Something’s Not Right

Bonnie is thirty years old and has had five jobs since college. She always begins the same way—with optimism, with excitement, and full of expectations about how this job is going to work for her—but each time she ends up disappointed. The job—each job—lets her down, and she has no idea why. “It just didn’t work out,” she explains to her parents every time she has to borrow money to make the rent. Bonnie knows her reasons for quitting are vague, but for the life of her she just can’t get any clearer than “something is not right, but I don’t know what.”

Louis is a middle manager at a midsize company where he’s worked for fifteen years. Every day he takes the train into work and arrives at the office at exactly 8:15 a.m. He supervises a sales team that sits in perfectly lined-up cubicles, working in perfect disharmony. He’s supposed to manage and motivate them, but day after day, Louis walks onto the sales floor and looks around as if he’s a visitor to a foreign land.

This is not my company.

None of this matters.

Louis leaves for home on the 5:15 p.m. train. He has two kids in middle school. His mortgage is a third of the way paid off. On the train ride home, as he leans his head against the glass window, watching the world pass him by, the lyrics to a Talking Heads song play over and over in his mind.

And you may ask yourself, “Well, how did I get here?”

Marie is a physician, at the top of her field, who is absolutely bored but isn’t about to walk away from a successful medical career. Rajeev is in a job he loves, but there’s too much to do and not enough time to do it. Even his overwhelm is overwhelmed. Bruce drives for an app-based car service and does some gigging as a side hustle. While he loves the freedom of making his own schedule, he doesn’t love not having a steady paycheck, a clear path to advance his career, or a “real job.” Jennifer heads Human Resources at a hi-tech company, and knows the employees are disengaged and underperforming, but nothing in her training has taught her how to help them, so she files away one poor performance review after another.

All of these people we know are unhappy at work. And each has an unhappy story they tell about their job. It’s not working for me. I don’t fit at this job. It’s too hard to change it, or fix it, but I don’t know if I should stay or quit. What should I do next?


Dysfunctional Belief: It’s not working for me here.

Reframe: You can make it work (almost) anywhere.


Disengaged at Work

If you work forty hours a week, fifty weeks a year (with two weeks off for your skimpy “American” vacation), for forty years—you will have worked 80,000 or more hours. Many of you reading this will average more than fifty hours a week and work well beyond fifty years—which puts you over 125,000 hours. Almost nothing in your life takes more of your time and energy than work.

And yet, in poll after poll, Gallup indicates that approximately 69 percent of American workers are disengaged from their work (a percentage that includes the plain “disengaged” and the angry and resentful “actively disengaged”).3 Globally, the number of workers unhappy at the place where they spend most of their lives is an astonishing 85 percent.4 These workers do not go to work with a smile on their face. They often talk about their work as “dreary and boring.” And we aren’t just talking about people with mundane office jobs or blue-collar workers doing repetitive manual labor, or fast-food workers doing the same at your local burger chain. In our many DYL talks and workshops around the country, we’ve heard from teachers, CEOs, coaches, doctors, dentists, farmers, bankers, barbers, private equity gurus, librarians, army helicopter pilots, physical therapists, truckers, government bureaucrats, and lawyers (actually, from lots of lawyers), and from men, women, young, middle-aged, old, single, married, divorced—you name it—people, all saying the same thing.

I don’t like my job!

As we said, worker disengagement is a global issue, and it is even worse in other countries. More than 93 percent of Japanese workers report themselves in the disengaged category.5 The Japanese even have a variety of special names for these extra miserable jobs: a shachiku worker (社) translates to “corporate livestock” or “corporate slave worker,” and kaisha no inu (会社の犬) translates as “dog of the company.” There’s even a word, karōshi (過労死), which can be translated as “death by overwork,” and there have been numerous high-profile suicides by workers who could no longer tolerate their long hours and harsh working conditions.

So count your blessings, it could be much worse. I mean, who wants to feel like corporate livestock?

The reasons people are not happy at work are many.

It’s my job, it’s so boring …

It’s my boss, he’s such a micromanager …

It’s my company, I never get any feedback on how I’m doing …

It’s my career, I think I picked the wrong one …

We hear you. And we are here to tell you that it might not be as bad as you think. If you have a job, that’s a start, and you should count yourself as one of the lucky ones. At least you have a little security, a little income, and a place to start your redesign. Lots of people are living gig to gig, and some people are living in the “chronically unemployed” category of labor statistics, and that’s a tough place. Fortunately, there are ideas and tools in this book that will be helpful for everyone, no matter the situation.

If you don’t have a job yet, there are a lot of great tools in this book to help you find a good one, and also to help ensure that your future job is a place where you can learn, contribute, and grow into who you want to be next.

Our philosophy is that YOU are the designer of your life and your job, and with design thinking, you can make it much better. You can change how your boss reacts to you, change your experience of work altogether, and maybe even have an impact on your company’s culture. We believe that we can all learn to design a way to thrive at work and create a workplace that’s better for everyone. And the good news is, it’s not going to be that hard.


Dysfunctional Belief: I am a cog in the machine.

Reframe: I am a lever that can impact the machine.

Bonus Reframe: I’m a human, not a machine, and I deserve a creative and interesting job.


Think Like a Designer

Before you can start designing and redesigning your work life, you need to learn to think like a designer. We’ll explain how to do this, but first you need to understand one really big point: When designing your work life, you need to know that designers don’t think their way forward. Work designers build their way forward. And in order to do that, you need to understand and begin to cultivate the mind-set of a designer. In our first book we had five mind-sets of design thinking—now, for this book, we have six. (It’s a bonus mind-set and an important one.) The mind-sets are: curiosity, bias to action, reframing, awareness, radical collaboration, and—the bonus—storytelling.


	[image: ]	Be curious. Get curious, about people, work, and the world, because a designer always starts with a beginner’s mind and asks “Why?” Curiosity is your natural human state, and it is the source of the energy you need to get started and get out and meet people who are interesting. Curiosity is the most important mind-set of a designer, because it drives inquiry and action and is the start of almost all design activities. Leave your rational skeptic at home (she’ll come in handy later when you need to evaluate all of your wonderful options) and get curious. It is a very interesting world out there! And when you’re sincerely interested in people and things (i.e., curious), people are happy to engage with you. Remember—interested is interesting.

	[image: ]	Try stuff. This is the bias to action step, where your curiosity and questions turn into action in the world. We showed you how you can prototype conversations and experiences in Designing Your Life; in this book we will show you a lot more ways to sneak up on your future and discover what works for you, at work and at home. When you live into this mind-set there is always something to do, a person to talk to, or an experience to try. In this book we will show you how to experiment with all sorts of “Try Stuff” strategies. Designers build their way forward and discover what’s right for them, in their jobs and in their lives, with a bias to action.

	[image: ]	Reframe problems. Reframing is a big idea, and once you get good at it, you will never get stuck again. Designers always start by reframing the problem they’re given, because, well, it’s hardly ever the right problem. This book is organized around the world of work and the kinds of bad problems that we call “dysfunctional beliefs.” These are things you might believe that are simply not true, or are not helpful, or are keeping you stuck. These are beliefs you have about work and life that just aren’t working for you anymore. We will show you how to reframe these dysfunctional beliefs and make them into actionable challenges. You’ll want to get good at reframing—it is the essential mind-set that helps you get good at solving problems. There’s an old expression, “A problem well defined is half solved,” and reframing will make sure that you define the right problems to work on. And that will lead to some great solutions to your job and life challenges. This is such a big idea, we spend pretty much all of chapter 3 talking about how to do reframing. It’s a design superpower.

	[image: ]	Know it’s a process. In design thinking, you are sometimes out generating lots and lots of ideas. We call this “phase ideation,” and it’s when you flare out, looking for all the good, bad, and crazy ideas you can find. At other times, you are focusing in on a point of view or a prototype you want to try. In this phase, you are focusing in on a good question or a very specific idea you’d like to test. These two parts of the design thinking process, flare and focus, are fundamentally different, and that’s why good designers learn to be mindful of their process. You need to know when it’s time to flare and when it’s time to focus. You need to know when to ask more questions and when to accept the data you’ve generated and commit to a path forward. This is especially important if you are on a design team, because everyone needs to be pulling in the same direction if you’re going to make progress. And paying attention to the process reassures you that you’ve touched all the bases, done your empathy research and ideation, and that you are prepared to make a good decision.

	[image: ]	Ask for help. If we want to figure out how to transform our experience of work, we can’t sit at home and ruminate; we need to interact with the world of work and workers. We need to ask for help. We call this asking-for-help step “radical collaboration,” and when coupled with a bias to action, it results in rapid learning, an abundance of prototype opportunities, and some life-changing experiences. Getting out in the world and talking to lots of different people who are doing interesting things that you are curious about is crucial. This is your design research. And when you radically collaborate, you also discover that you are not alone, that many people are asking the same questions and have the same concerns. When the subject is work, we want to double down on the idea that design is a collaborative process and many of your best ideas are going to come from other people. You just need to ask for help. When you reach out to the world, it’s been our experience that the world reaches back. And that changes everything.

	[image: ]	Tell your story. Here’s the bonus mind-set—storytelling. When you adopt the tell your story mind-set, you are always looking for opportunities to reflect on your conversations and experiences, and looking for new ways to engage the world with your story. Everyone loves a good story, and if you’re curious, have a bias to action, and build a lot of prototypes, you’ll have lots of stories to tell. Becoming a great storyteller is something you can learn, and once learned, storytelling will become one of the primary ways you engage with others and move your job and life design forward. And once you start speaking up, a funny thing happens—the world will start talking back and telling its story, in the form of new friendships, job opportunities, and creative ways to achieve your goals. Remember, in the curiosity section above, we said that interested is interesting—which is true. And the other half of that idea is that interesting is interesting, too. That’s what’s at the heart of the storytelling mind-set. When you combine genuine curiosity with telling your story well, you’ve got a powerful combination working for you. But before the world can respond, you have to speak first and tell your story. We’ll show you how.6



Get Sexier

When you adopt this new storytelling mind-set, you are tapping into an incredibly powerful stream of human experience—the narrative. Storytelling is a natural element of human evolution. It’s how we make meaning of our experience and our lives. It’s how we connect with one another. Lisa Bortolotti, professor of philosophy at the University of Birmingham, England, even suggests that telling stories increases sexual attractiveness and improves our chances to reproduce. Dr. Paul J. Zak, director of the Center for Neuroeconomics Studies at Claremont Graduate University, has research that shows “that highly immersive stories can change attitudes, opinions, and behaviors.”7 Telling a new story, especially to yourself, can be a powerful way to change your experience on the job.

That probably explains why the first cavemen and cavewomen, sitting on rocks around that new piece of technology, fire, started telling stories. And humans have never stopped. A good story, and a good storyteller, is always welcome—around the fire, at the office microwave, or on the sidelines of your kid’s soccer game. We will show you how to be that person.

Tell your story, get sexier.

And if you’re not so happy with your story right now, don’t worry. We are going to help you design the work life you want, and in the process rewrite your life’s story. We will help you to be more curious, to try stuff, and to cultivate a bias-to-action way of being in the world. Ultimately, we want you to be an engaged and creative force at whatever you do for work. The truth is, if you are fundamentally unhappy with your job, you are fundamentally unhappy with your life.

And that’s no way to live.

You need you to be happy at what you do and how you spend your work life. And the world needs more happy and engaged workers.

Throughout this book, we’ll tell our own stories and the stories of readers, workshop attendees, and others who have used life design ideas and tools to redesign their jobs, careers, and companies. People just like you who have made it work at work. We’ll show you how to design a work life that is productive, engaged, meaningful, and fun.

In the future you are happy at work. You just need to know how to sneak up on that future.

Let’s get started …




1

Are We There Yet?


Dysfunctional Belief: Good enough isn’t good enough, I want more.

Reframe: Good enough is GREAT—for now.


There’s a sign over the Design Studio at Stanford that says You Are Here. We love that sign, so much so that we made it a chapter title in our first book. The idea behind that sign is simple—before you can figure out where you are going, you need to know where you are, and once you know and accept where you are, you can design your way to where you want to be.

Are We There Yet? is different. As the title suggests, it’s about not being content with where you are. It’s the same question you hear from kids in the backseat during a long car ride.

Are we there yet?

Are we there?

Are we now?

When will we be there?

Are. We. There. Yet?

There’s no joy in that family car ride. It’s just a boring means to an end. Getting there. Once there, wherever there is, that’s when they will be happy. Not there yet? Then not happy!

We’re not discontented kids in the backseat of the family minivan, but how many of us live our lives, especially our work lives, as if we are?

How often do we find ourselves waiting to get there? That magical place that we wait and wait for—the place where we will finally be content and happy. We think once we have a better job, or more money, or that promotion, we will have finally arrived at the place where things are new and different and magically better. And how many of us make ourselves deeply unhappy thinking this way? The truth is, when we live our lives waiting to get somewhere, the only place we get is stuck.

We have something important to say to you: Wherever you are in your work life, whatever job you are doing, it’s good enough. For now.

Not forever.

For now.

Isn’t that a relief? Good enough for now is one of the big reframes of this book. Cultivating this attitude doesn’t mean life or work can’t get better, or that things never change, or that you stop learning and growing. On the contrary, changing our internal narrative to “good enough for now” makes it possible for everything in our external situation to transform.

But let’s be real: In our society, the message from the media, from our culture, and from all around us is that enough is never enough. That nagging voice in your head, the one that compares you to everybody else, is saying that everyone else has more and I’d be happier if I had more, too. You’re pretty sure that everyone else already has more than you and you’re missing out. You know the voice we’re talking about. It plays in an endless loop in your head.

This idea of always needing or wanting “more” can make us profoundly unhappy, and a little crazy, too. When we’re always chasing after the better job, or car, or house, or city, we never stop running. Ever. And this problem is not limited to just “stuff.” You can get caught endlessly chasing more peace, more mindfulness, or more magnanimity just as easily as more money. It may be a more noble race—but it’s still a trip to frustration and constant not-there-yet-ness. You can use this never-enough, wanting-more, not-good-enough mind-set to ruin just about anything in life.

Psychologists have a term for the endless seeking of more—the hedonic treadmill (hedonic = pleasure-seeking). For our purposes, the hedonic treadmill describes a process of being addicted to new experiences and the acquisition of new things. And, like all addictions, each new “high” comes with a big jolt of happy brain chemicals that quickly die off, creating the need for the next “fix.” And each time, the high is a little less high, making the pleasure-seeker run faster on the pleasure treadmill, compulsively looking for bigger and better highs. But the problem is that you can never repeat the first “high.” Each new thing, each new experience, feels great for a while, and then that feeling fades. In the battle for more, you can never win. Trust us when we tell you this journey on the treadmill rarely ends well.

The real question isn’t: How much money, time, power, impact, meaning, status, retirement savings, [fill in the blank with your favorite thing to want more of] do you have?

The real question is: How’s it going, right now?

A non–life designer, wallowing in the it’s-not-good-enough end of the pool, vaguely malcontent with all they have, answers by saying, over and over again, “Not so good. Are we there yet?”

If asked the same question, a life designer would say, “Life is good.1 Of course, I’m working on my gratitude and managing my Health/Work/Play/Love dashboard, and I’m always trying to make a more meaningful contribution at work, but I can honestly say that things are good and I’m pretty content with what I have. I have what I need, and that is good enough for now.”

The big difference: Life designers have figured out how to get off the “more” treadmill and are living in the point of view that says they have enough, and it is good.

There is plenty of evidence that much of the unhappiness in the world comes from not realizing that we have enough, in many cases more than we need. This unhappiness comes in many forms, but it almost always expresses itself as the feeling that you need …


more money

more recognition

more social status

more Instagram followers

more fun …, etc.



So what are the warning signs that you might be on a hedonic treadmill and going nowhere? If you find yourself sitting on your new couch, watching your big-screen TV, with your 1,000-watt super 7.1 surround-sound system blasting, and you’re feeling lonely—that’s a warning sign. If you just spent an hour retouching photos before you posted them to your social media account, trying to make your life look a little more glamorous than it really is—that’s a warning sign. And if you find yourself wandering around your local mall, wanting something but finding nothing worth owning, bored to death, and wondering how you got there and what it all means—that’s a warning sign. Turn off your computer, silence your smartphone. Run, do not walk, to the nearest beach, forest, or beautiful sunset and stop, take a break, and look around. And to increase your sense of meaning, bring a friend, family member, or other loved one with you. It is a good idea, every so often, to remind ourselves that this is what is real, this is what life is actually all about.

For the last two decades, positive psychology research from the likes of Martin Seligman, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Daniel Goleman, and others has proven that happiness does not come from having “more.” Studies of lottery winners show that within a year or so these lucky, richer folks are not any happier than they were before winning.2 Studies have also shown that people who are happy are enjoying what they get, not wasting their time worrying about getting something they don’t need. Research has made it abundantly clear that one of the secrets to a happy life is to learn how to enjoy what you have.

Another secret to a happy life is found in Harvard’s Grant Study, which is part of the longest-running longitudinal study of adult human development in Western society.3 This seventy-plus-year study found that there is no correlation between happiness and how much money you make, your social status, or other external measures of success (this assumes, of course, that you’re making a living and can sustain the basics—past that, the science says that money doesn’t matter much). What makes life meaningful and what maximizes your happiness and longevity are relationships—who you love and who loves you. And there is a strong correlation between doing something for the benefit of others and living a longer, healthier life. George Vaillant, the last Harvard psychologist in charge of the Grant Study, summarized the entire research with these sentences: “Happiness is love. Full stop.”4

So, as we go along designing jobs that invite our engagement, let’s keep in mind that we are human animals and we work best in relationship with others of our species. Relationships, clubs, churches, communities—that’s really what makes the world go around. Create relationships with people, not things—that’s one way to get you off the hedonic treadmill.

Good enough for now leaves open the possibility of growth and change but doesn’t make changing for change’s sake a goal. And it doesn’t make getting “more” a priority. It is a powerful reframe and a point of view that puts you in control of what you need in life and what you want to choose to invite into your life.

And it is the number one way to maximize your happiness at work right now. This second. No matter what else is going on in your life and before you even read another word of this book, you can move yourself out of the state of “the unhappy, disengaged worker” and maximize the happiness that is already available by changing your point of view to one where things are good enough for now.

Garth’s Good Enough for Now

Garth thought he had done everything right. He’d researched the industry, checked out the company, and talked to all the right people in the organization. His interview went great. Sure, the woman who had previously held the position hadn’t called him back, but because he had had nothing but positive responses from everyone he did speak to, he accepted the job offer when it came. Garth was now officially a group marketing manager and responsible for several product lines in a large telecommunications company. Garth was happy.

On his second day of work, the elusive woman who hadn’t returned his calls during the interview process finally called him back.

“You’ve been really hard to get ahold of,” said Garth.

“Well, don’t you know why?” she replied.

In that moment, sitting at his brand-new desk in his brand-new office, Garth’s stomach flipped. He took a deep breath. “No, I don’t,” he said. “Why?”

“They wouldn’t let me talk to you because they knew that I would be honest and tell you just how horrible the job is that you now have. It’s not at all what it seems. I couldn’t get away fast enough.”

Garth listened as she explained what was really going on behind the scenes of the company and detailed the nature of the political mess Garth had inherited.5 She, of course, was thrilled to have been transferred out of state, not that she wanted to move, but she would have gone anywhere just as long as she could get away from the hell that was her old job, and now Garth’s new job.
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Garth has found himself in about as bad a spot as we can imagine. He made a good choice, based on good information that this new job was going to be great. He made the best decision with the information available. He shouldn’t beat himself up because it turns out that some important information was withheld on purpose. Ron Howard, the Stanford professor who is considered the father of decision analysis, says, “Never confuse the quality of a decision with the quality of the outcome—they are really two different things. The only thing you can control is the quality of your research and the quality of the resulting decision.” This is a critical insight about decisions and worth remembering. Of course, all Garth knew was that he was in trouble …
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Garth hung up the phone and then hung his head. He had no idea what to do. He figured he shouldn’t leave a job on his second day, and besides, he was a new dad, and he and his wife had just bought a house, and between that and the baby there was nothing but bills to pay. He knew he couldn’t support his family without the income from this job. And how would he ever explain the quick turnover on his résumé to future employers? His position had already been announced in the industry. Any new employer would ask what had happened. It wouldn’t look good. There were a million reasons why he had to stay.

He was going to have to tough it out. And after some time he realized that what his predecessor had told him was true—this was a really awful job. Garth’s boss was not a great guy. Not even close. It was a pretty bad situation all the way around, and Garth predicted that over time things would go from bad to worse.

And that’s exactly what happened.

So Garth had a choice.

He could be miserable every single minute of the day. He could beat himself up for making a bad decision (he did not have the benefit of a class with Professor Howard about the difference between decisions and outcomes). He could turn into one of those people we all know—that person who is always complaining about his job, her boss, the company—but never doing anything about it. Or he could change his point of view and find some way to make the job “good enough for now.” So he took the first step designers always take—he accepted the situation and, by accepting his situation, he began the process of designing his work life.

First, he decided to plan positive energy breaks at three-hour intervals every day. He would get up from his desk, take a walk around the grounds of the company, then go to the cafeteria and buy an ice-cream cone. He gained weight, but he also found something that made him happy every few hours and helped him feel reengaged with his work when he sat back down at his desk. The day felt less difficult with these scheduled breaks, and Garth felt less like he was doing time in prison.

Buying an ice-cream cone is pretty doable. That was solution number one.

Second, Garth looked around at this large, vast, complicated company and decided he could learn a lot from the smart people there, particularly those outside his Marketing department. He decided to visit the other parts of the organization and learn as much as possible. He especially connected with the Sales department and learned everything there was to learn from them when it came to telecommunications sales. It turned out that having friends in Sales helped him in his marketing job.

Garth’s job still sucked—it was not the one he had been promised. But Garth got curious and started talking to people and, because he was learning new things every day, the pay was decent, and he was able to get good work done, he was able to live into the “good enough for now” point of view. And after eighteen months—enough time that it wouldn’t look so bad on his résumé—Garth decided to change jobs. Because of some positive recommendations from his friends in Sales, he was able to move to a better job in a much better company. In the end, he left feeling successful, with some great relationships, and with his résumé (and soul) intact.

The good enough for now reframe helped Garth, and it is going to help you stop being one of the disengaged at work, stop being a statistic, and begin designing your work life.

Let’s be really clear here—we’re not trying to tell you to lie to yourself or settle for a miserable job or even for an unsatisfying one. We are suggesting that, to change your point of view and to start moving toward more happiness, it is best to stop waiting for something or someone else to change. You have no control over other people, and little control sometimes of your circumstances (just ask Garth). When we design our work life, we begin by accepting what is, and then find small ways to redesign our circumstances. We get curious, talk to people, try stuff, and start telling a new story. In the process, we find ourselves more engaged, and more energized. All from adopting the point of view that what we have is good enough, for now.

Not for forever.

For now.

Reframe Not Rename

We want to be clear that we are not just telling you to look at the bright side of things, or advising you to blindly choose to decide it’s all okay. We aren’t ignoring the reality of what might be a really bad work situation. Good Enough for Now is a reframe, not a rename.

Renaming is just slapping a new label on the same old mess. Writing yogurt on the side of a carton of spoiled milk does not make it taste good—and painting a new good enough label on your difficult work situation won’t make it better. That’s not what Garth did and not what we’re recommending.

We’ve all heard the advice to just make the best of a bad situation. That’s not bad advice, but if you only make the best of a bad situation, you are still in a bad situation. It doesn’t get at the root of the problem or offer an opportunity to change the situation. You’re more cheerfully navigating lousiness, which is an improvement, but not much of one and rather hard to sustain over time.

When you reframe, you are actually completely reorganizing how you structure your perception of a situation (which of course means a new point of view), which fundamentally alters how you focus your attention and deploy your bias to action. When it works, this results in a substantively different story and experience.

Let’s analyze Garth’s reframe to good enough for now with this understanding of the difference between renaming and reframing. First Garth accepted his situation, and then he reframed it from “getting satisfaction from my job and my boss” to “being around new talented people and learning new things.” He also identified something in his situation that would be of real value to his employer (and to Garth) and focused his attention there (in Garth’s case, getting Marketing and Sales working together). Garth didn’t just put a happy “rename” on a bad job; he designed a whole new outlook and framing (reframing) for his job. He could answer the question “How’s it going?” with “It’s going pretty well, thanks,” and that was an honest answer based on his reframed reality. Sure, the crummy parts of the job persisted, but by accepting his situation and directing his attention to other things, Garth was able to make it work at work.

Now, this doesn’t always work. We are realists, and we fully recognize that there are times when your life isn’t good enough at all. Tragedies happen, people lose loved ones, or live in joyless or abusive relationships, or have terrible and demeaning jobs. We understand that sometimes things are just rotten and sometimes you have to do something about it. If you are in an abusive job, or being discriminated against, or being asked to do things that are immoral, illegal, or both—run, don’t walk, for the exit. Life is too short to put up with that.

But if it is just run-of the-mill bad—a job that isn’t interesting or a company that has a bad culture (or no culture at all)—we advise you to hang in there. We think we know some very effective ways to make a bad job better.

Or at least to make it good enough for now.

Remember, for now implies hope, hope that there might be a better outcome in the future, and it gives us a space to prototype into. That’s how life designers work—they accept the reality of the situation or job at hand, they look for a reframe, and, by applying a bias to action mind-set, they build something—a prototype—then learn something, and do it again. We call this process “building your way forward” and it works in almost any situation. It’s a process for taking small steps that eventually set you up for a big success. (Worst-case scenario, you get an ice-cream cone every day.)

And sometimes the best prototype is to just wait a little bit. We are always in such a hurry—taking a little extra time often opens up new possibilities and ways forward.

Good enough is always relative to your situation and your needs. For now is also relative, and change, and change for the better, is almost always possible.

And when you think like a designer, you always have a choice.

Just ask Garth.


Dysfunctional Belief: To have a good work life I need to “go for it” and really shoot for the moon!

Reframe: The secret to “good enough for now” is to have a bias to action, but set the bar low, clear it, then do it again, and again.


Set the Bar Low

You don’t like your job, you don’t particularly like your boss, you’re bored, you think you’re underappreciated, and you know you’re overworked and probably unknown. Your first impulse is to quit. Start over. Not give a single you-know-what and just let the bridges you burn light your way on out of there.

That’s one way.

This book is about a bunch of other ways.

Design thinking can transform your job and change everything. Including you. We’re not saying it will always be easy or quick, but we do think it will be satisfying and very doable. Behavior change is difficult. Adopting and living into these new designer mind-sets, like bias to action and reframing, isn’t that easy. There’s no shazam and suddenly you think and act differently. But we do know a few things from the positive psychologists on how to make behavior change a little easier.

It is estimated that 90 percent of New Year’s resolutions fail by the time we are three months into the New Year.6 More than two-thirds of all diets fail. And don’t get us started on the number of step trackers and fitness bands that find their way to the junk drawer six months after purchase. At the Stanford Life Design Lab (d.Life) we’ve studied these phenomena. Behavior change is tough, and people try too hard, go for too much, and fail, almost every single time. It is another reason why many people are stuck in unhappy jobs and situations—they think they have to make a BIG CHANGE and have tried and failed to change it.

There’s another way—and it’s called the “Set the Bar Low” method.

Set Small Goals

The Set the Bar Low method is based on some pretty sound psychological studies and behavior change models that suggest that taking small, actionable steps is the best way to establish a new behavior or habit.7

Say you are a typical American couch potato, but you’ve read the studies on the value of exercise for your physical and mental health, and you have decided to start running. You’d like to set a goal of running a marathon, but you’ve also read that setting a goal as lofty as running a marathon is likely to fail. You want to make a change, and do it right, so the first thing you do is accept that this is a problem you are willing to work on. Then, with your bias to action mind-set, you get out a calendar and block out the first two weeks with the goal to “walk 5,000 steps a day.” You turn on your smartphone’s step counter and note every day how far you’ve walked. This is a pretty attainable goal—most people walk about 5,000 steps a day anyway—but it gets you in the habit of noticing how far you’ve walked every day. Noticing is a big deal in behavior change. When you accept that you are working on your fitness goals and start noticing your progress, you get the ball rolling.

As soon as you have successfully met the goal of walking 5,000 steps every day for a week, you celebrate. For Garth, it was going out for ice cream—you might consider setting a healthier goal. Celebrating is critical, as it gives your brain a little dopamine blast as a reward for successfully making a change. Then you up the goal—say, 7,500 steps a day, then 10,000. After a few weeks at 10,000 steps, you might change the goal to something like “jog a quarter mile.” Every two weeks, once you’ve met your previous goal, you make a small, incremental change. If you fall behind, no problem, just reset your goals and start over—but no ice cream. Your brain needs to pay a penalty for messing up.

You can see where this is going. At a certain point you are ready to walk-jog a 5K race. Then a 10K. And on you go, incrementally, toward that marathon. Signing up for a race also introduces another powerful motivator—accountability. It is best to sign up for these races with a friend and make an agreement to show up and finish the race, together. Studies show that when we create accountability, in this case by committing to a race and agreeing to run and finish the race together, the likelihood of our meeting our commitment increases substantially.8

Will you eventually run a marathon? Maybe. But that’s not the point. Along the way, your goals may change, and that’s okay. It may take six months or so to get up to some serious mileage, and running a marathon might not be what motivates you at that point, but the important thing is that you will have established a method you can rely on for making changes.

Start small, set the bar low, and try something.

Notice What’s Working @ Work

In Designing Your Life, we had readers try a basic self-awareness exercise called the “Good Time Journal.” Here, we’d like you to try a variation on this exercise, which we call the “Good Work Journal.” It’s a simple tool for noticing and recording what engages you at work, what energizes you, and what puts you into a state of “flow.” We recommend doing it as a regular daily practice for a few months in order to get a reliable and accurate understanding of what’s working in your work life and what’s not.

The basic principle is the same as the Good Time Journal: You observe and record your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors while at work, and then record what you notice about your work and your job. We have a few different categories of “noticing” that are connected to the research about what makes work “good work,” and they are:

What did I learn?

What did I initiate?

Who did I help?

This process makes your observations about work explicit and tangible when you write them down. Then you see if anything pops out at you by asking the question What do I notice? This will break you out of your stereotypical response to the question How was your day? (Okay, I guess) and gives you a better sense of what is really going on. Practices like the Good Time Journal and the Good Work Journal help you gain awareness of what’s working in your life and what’s not. Over time, these practices contribute to a sense of moving in the right direction. And when you get used to setting the bar low and making the small incremental adjustments that come from noticing what’s working, it all starts to add up to significant changes in your experience of work.

Below is an example of a Good Work Journal. (All of our worksheets can be downloaded from
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	DATE	WHAT DID I LEARN?	WHAT DID I INITIATE?	WHO DID I HELP?

	Monday	Learned how to make a pivot table in a spreadsheet.		

	Tuesday	Learned that Gladys in Accounting just became a grandmother for the first time.		Helped John in the front office—put paper in the copier.

	Wednesday		Organized a “Congratulations card” for Gladys in Accounting.	Helped cleaning staff—put everything on my desk for the carpet cleaners.

	Thursday	Learned how to color-code cells in a spreadsheet based on positive or negative values.	Left the break room cleaner than I found it.	
	Friday			Showed Celia in Accounting how to conditionally color-code cells in a spreadsheet.

	Bonus Day	How to true-up bicycle wheel		Showed a friend in my bike club how to true-up a wheel.

	Bonus Day	How to deposit a check by taking a picture with my phone—saving a trip to the bank—YEA!		Showed my partner how to deposit a check with a phone.





	What did I learn? Reflect on your day and your week and ask yourself the question What did I learn? Look for small things, something that you’ve added to all the things you know. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. It could be a new process or procedure, a new way to make a PowerPoint slide, or something new about Gladys in Accounting. Also be on the lookout for what we call an “unlearning.” That’s when, instead of adding to the things you know, you learned that something you thought was true wasn’t. You thought the United States is bigger than Russia, and you found out that’s not true. (Russia is 1.8 times larger than the United States.) You thought that nobody liked strawberry ice cream, because you don’t, only to discover that it is the fourth-most-popular flavor behind vanilla, chocolate, and butter pecan. (Who knew butter pecan was even on the list?) To feel like your work is working for you, the science says you have to be learning something every day. So notice every day what you learn.

	What did I initiate? In order to feel like a designer in your job, you want to be creating and initiating things, most of the time. When you take it upon yourself to initiate an action, a change, or a new way of doing something, you satisfy what psychologists call an “innate need,” and these needs are uniquely human. And when you are getting your innate needs met you feel like you have more control of your world. The best part—you don’t need your boss’s approval to initiate something. Pick something small, something that you can complete on your own, and you will garner the psychic rewards of being a creator. Some examples: organize everyone signing a birthday card for a fellow employee, clean up the break room after your shift (leave your campsite better than you found it), or build a better spreadsheet with color coding of the most important cells. Set the goal to initiate something new at work at least once a week. You’ll be surprised how good this makes you feel. We’d be surprised if some people at work didn’t take notice of your newfound initiative.

	Who did I help? The science is clear on the value of helping others. In the Harvard Grant Study that we mentioned earlier, doing something in the service of others had a very strong correlation to long life and happiness. And just like our intrinsic need for initiation, humans have an intrinsic motivation toward what psychologists call “relatedness.” We call it being helpful. So take notice, every day or at least once a week, of something that you have done in the service of the people you work with. Again, small interventions count. Loading the copier with paper before it runs out so that your colleagues don’t have to, watering someone’s plants when they are on vacation, helping someone solve that weird color-coding problem with their spreadsheet, bringing coffee for your colleague on the night shift, etc. All of these small gestures build good karma around the office and help satisfy an intrinsic motivation—one you might not even know you had.






A Time for Reflection








	Savoring

	Insight










Wait, Are We There Yet?







Try Stuff

MICRO-GOAL EXERCISE


	Pick a bad habit you’d like to change, or a new habit or behavior you’d like to make part of your daily routine (exercise more, start a mindfulness practice, have a kitchen that is always clean, etc.).

	Set some big goals. Write down a clear and measurable description of your eventual goals. (For example: I regularly get three hours of aerobic exercise a week; I meditate thirty minutes every other day, regularly; there are never dishes in the sink and the kitchen is always clean and ready to go for the morning, before I go to bed.)

	Make the big goals part of your “story.” Write a couple of sentences about what you’d get, what the emotional benefit to you would be, if you were to make this new behavior part of your regular routine. (For example: I’d get better health and sleep and feel good about how I look; I’d get a calm and centered approach to life and manage my anger better; I’d get an inviting place to cook and make nutritious meals for my family every day.)

	Sneak up on the change you want to make with “micro-goals.” Plan the first eight weeks (it takes about eight weeks to establish a new normal) of micro-goals, designed to get you partway (maybe 20 percent?) toward your big goal. Make the micro-goals each week easy, something you think you’re sure you can do. And make sure that whatever goals you set, you can measure the results.

	Make sure you reward yourself, at regular intervals, for accomplishing your micro-goals.

	Do not reward yourself if you slip back. And do not judge. Change is hard. If you’re accomplishing 70 percent of what you set out to do, you’re doing great. You will get better and better at this as you go. Reset your targets and get back to being on track.

	At the end of eight weeks, assess your progress toward your goal. If you have achieved most of what you set out to do (the 70 percent rule), congratulations. Now that you’re feeling confident with your process, keep going. Set the next eight weeks of micro-goals and repeat.






GOOD WORK JOURNAL


	Complete a log of your daily activities, using the worksheet provided (or in your own notebook). Note when you are “Learning,” “Initiating,” and “Helping.” Try to do this daily, or at least every few days, and no less than once a week.

	Continue this daily logging for three to four weeks.

	At the end of each week, jot down your observations. Then ask yourself, What do I notice?

	Are there any surprises in your observations?

	Do you find that you have more entries in one of the three categories: learning, initiating, helping? If so, what do you think that means?

	If you find that entries in one of the three categories are often missing, make a plan to boost your learning, initiating, or helping in the next week.

	Observe how that intervention made you feel—make a note of that in your journal.
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	ONE WEEK “GOOD WORK JOURNAL” WORKSHEET

	Use this worksheet to reflect on your day and your week and ask yourself three questions: What did I learn?, What did I initiate?, and Who did I help? Research shows that noticing these things will help you get more out of work and increase your engagement on the job. Try to have at least one entry a day.

	DATE	WHAT DID I LEARN?	WHAT DID I INITIATE?	WHO DID I HELP?

	Monday			

	Tuesday			

	Wednesday			

	Thursday			
	Friday			

	Bonus Day			

	Bonus Day			




7TH DAY REFLECTION EXERCISE


1. Retreat


	Find a quiet spot where you can sit comfortably for five to ten minutes, either at a table or with a surface you can write on (preferably by hand, but typing is okay if you prefer).

	Close your eyes and just breathe for a moment. Take at least three or four full, calming breaths to slow yourself down and be glad that you’re alive and have this quiet moment to yourself.



2. Review


	Now, while still keeping your eyes closed, let the last seven days flow before your mind’s eye. As you do so, look for two to four moments in your week that you are attracted to and grateful for in retrospect.

	Note: Beware of being “attracted” to problems, conflicts, forgotten to-do items, etc. The mind loves to get caught up in that stuff. When that stuff appears (and it will), just tell yourself, I’ll get to that another time, and let it go. Don’t fight it or attempt to resolve it—both of which will steal all your attention. Just acknowledge it, then let it go and return to your reflection. Yes … this takes some practice to get the hang of.

	As you review your week, being attentive to those two to four moments, very briefly jot down just one or two words for each such moment that stands out, so you won’t lose it. “Cheerful grocer” or “finished essay” or “appeased boss.”



3. Reflect


	When you’ve got your list, look it over.

	Fully savor each of those moments again—getting the most out of them.

	If one particularly pulls your attention, feel free to journal a bit further about the experience. Nothing long or dramatic—just an entry to capture that experience.



4. Reinforce & Retain


	Then reinforce your reflection by saying to yourself something like I’m really glad for these things. With these in mind, it was a good week. This is putting “good enough for now” to work proactively.




Bonus Step—Insights


	If you notice that any of the moments you identified are offering an insight or a learning you want to capture, write that down, too.

	Insights don’t always happen, but they’re lovely when they do, so be sure and get yours when they’re available.



Bonus Step—Tell Your Story


	One way of getting the most out of your life is by giving it away—through storytelling.

	If others in your household are doing this exercise, too, you can share your reflections.

	Most of us get asked, “Hey—how’s it going?” at least once a week, if not more often. You could insert a story from your 7th Day Reflection in your answer. “It’s going pretty well, actually. Why, just last week the checker at the grocery store ran out to the parking lot to return the credit card I’d dropped—how great is that?”
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