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Introduction 

If you’re already as successful as you want to be, both personally and 

professionally, all you are likely to get from this book is a semienter- 

taining tale about a guy who failed his way to success. But you might 

also notice some familiar patterns in my story that will give you con- 

firmation (or confirmation bias) that your own success wasn’t entirely 

luck. That’s the sort of validation you can’t get from your family and 

friends who see you as a hot mess. 

This is the story of one person’s unlikely success within the con- 

text of scores of embarrassing failures. If you’re just starting your 

journey toward success—however you define it—or you’re wonder- 

ing what you’ve been doing wrong until now, I expect you’ll find 

some novel ideas here. Maybe the combination of what you know 

plus what I think I know will be enough to keep you out of the wood 

chipper. 

Was my eventual success primarily a result of talent, luck, hard 

work, or an accidental just-right balance of each? All I know for sure 

is that I pursued a conscious strategy of managing my opportunities 

in a way that would make it easier for luck to find me. Did my strat- 

egy make a difference, or is luck just luck, and everything else is just 

rationalization? Honestly, I don’t know. That’s why I suggest you 

compare my story with the stories of other people who found success 

and see if you notice any patterns. That’s exactly the process I have 

ria 
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used since childhood, and either it worked for me or I simply got 

lucky. Pll never know which it was. If you pick up some ideas in this 

book and go on to great success, you won’t know exactly what made 

the difference either. But you might think you do, and that reason will 

probably have something to do with your many levels of awesome- 

ness. That’s how human brains work. But hey, maybe in your case it’s 

true. In my case, I prefer to embrace my ignorance and leave it an 

open question. 

This is not an advice book. If you’ve ever taken advice from a car- 

toonist, there’s a good chance it didn’t end well. For starters, it’s hard 

to know when a cartoonist is being serious and when he or she is 

constructing an elaborate practical joke. I’ve crafted pranks that 

spanned years, sometimes when no one was in on the joke but me. 

Some of those pranks are still percolating. I have posed as other peo- 

ple online and even in person. I once wore a professional disguise and 

infiltrated a high-level business meeting just to get material for the 

Dilbert comic strip. ; 

On top of that, ’'m getting paid to write this book, and we all 

know that money distorts truth like a hippo in a thong. And let’s not 

forget I’m a stranger to most of you. It’s never a good idea to trust 

strangers. 

By any objective measure, I might be one of the least credible peo- 

ple on earth. I’m not too proud to admit that given a choice between 

saying what’s true and saying what’s funny, I’ll take the path with the 

greatest entertainment value. 

I’m also not an expert at anything, including my own job. I draw 

like an inebriated howler monkey and my writing style falls some- 

where between baffling and sophomoric. It’s an ongoing mystery to 

me why I keep getting paid. 

To make matters worse, there are inherent problems with the 

whole idea of one person giving advice to another in book form. One 

size doesn’t fit all. I’d be surprised if there’s anything in this book that 

makes sense for all people all the time. 

This is a good time to skip ahead and give you a preview of the 

failing-toward-success topics that will follow. I do this because I an- 

ticipate your curiosity. You won’t learn much from my abbreviated 

list, but if it gooses your interest it might give you a reason to finish 

the book. 
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Book Tease 

. Goals are for losers. 

. Your mind isn’t magic. It’s a moist computer you can program. 

. The most important metric to track is your personal energy. 

. Every skill you acquire doubles your odds of success. 

. Happiness is health plus freedom. 

. Luck can be managed, sort of. 

. Conquer shyness by being a huge phony (in a good way). 

. Fitness is the lever that moves the world. 

© OND NH BW NY . Simplicity transforms ordinary into amazing. 

If I do my job well, I won’t need any credibility to pull this off. In 

chapters in which I refer to studies, I’ll show my sources. I’ll be like a 

race-car driver drafting off the credibility of people who earned it. 

(Good work, credible people!) But most of the time I’ll be describing 

my personal experiences, and I promise those are real. I love a good 

practical joke, but a promise is a promise. Everything you read about 

my life in this book is accurate as far as I know. 

When I was in my twenties, I didn’t know anyone who could tell 

me how to become a cartoonist, how to write a book, or how to be 

successful in general. This was a big obstacle to my success. It seemed 

as if other people were benefiting greatly from the wisdom of their 

friends and families. That’s exactly the sort of inequality that pisses 

me off and motivates me at the same time. As a result, I’ve spent 

decades trying to figure out what works, and what doesn’t, on the 

topic of success. If you want to be successful, in just about any field, 

let me be your starting point. I’ll describe over the course of this book 

a sort of template for success that can serve as your launching pad. I 

won’t always have the right formula for your specific situation, but I 

can help narrow your choices. 

Before you decide whether anything I say in this book is useful, 

you need a system for sorting truth from rubbish. Most people think 

they have perfectly good bullshit detectors. But if that were the case, 

trial juries would always be unanimous, and we'd all have the same 

religious beliefs. Realistically, most people have poor filters for sorting 

truth from fiction, and there’s no objective way to know if you’re 

particularly good at it or not. Consider the people who routinely 
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disagree with you. See how confident they look while being dead 

wrong? That’s exactly how you look to them. 

When it comes to any big or complicated question, humility is the 

only sensible point of view. Still, we mortals need to navigate our 

world as if we understood it. The alternative—acting randomly— 

would be absurd. To minimize the feeling of absurdity in your life, I 

recommend using a specific system for sorting truth from fiction. The 

system will be useful for reading this book, and it could be even more 

important in your life. The system recognizes that there are at least 

six common ways to sort truth from fiction, and interestingly, each 

one is a complete train wreck. 

The Six Filters for Truth 

. Personal experience (Human perceptions are iffy.) 

. Experience of people you know (Even more unreliable.) 

. Experts (They work for money, not truth.) 

. Scientific studies (Correlation is not causation.) 

A BR WwWN . Common sense (A good way to be mistaken with complete 

confidence.) 

6. Pattern recognition (Patterns, coincidence, and personal bias 

look alike.) 

In our messy, flawed lives, the nearest we can get to truth is consis- 

tency. Consistency is the bedrock of the scientific method. Scientists 

creep up on the truth by performing controlled experiments and at- 

tempting to observe consistent results. In your everyday, nonscientist 

life you do the same thing, but it’s not as impressive, nor as reliable. 

For example, if every time you eat popcorn, one hour later you fart so 

hard that it inflates your socks, you can reasonably assume popcorn 

makes you gassy. It’s not science, but it’s still an entirely useful pat- 

tern. Consistency is the best marker of truth that we have, imperfect 

though it may be. 

When seeking truth, your best bet is to look for confirmation on at 

least two of the dimensions I listed. For example, if a study indicates 

that eating nothing but chocolate cake is an excellent way to lose 

weight, but your friend who tries the diet just keeps getting fatter, you 

have two dimensions out of agreement. (Three if you count common 

sense.) That’s a lack of consistency. 
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Once you have your bullshit filter working, think about how you 

begin the process of tackling any new and complicated problem. 

There’s one step you will always do first if it’s available to you: You'll 

ask a smart friend how he or she tackled the same problem. A smart 

friend can save you loads of time and effort. Many of you have a 

smart friend or two already, and you are lucky to have them. But my 

observation is that a startling percentage of the adult population liter- 

ally has no smart friends to help them in their quest for success and 

happiness. 

I hereby deputize myself to be your smart(ish) friend in the form of 

this book. If you already have some smart friends, that’s great. You 

can’t have too many. What I bring to the party is a willingness to 

discuss a wide range of success-related topics that~your in-person 

friends might consider awkward dinner conversation. 

I’m not an expert in any of the topics I’ll discuss here. But Iam a 

professional simplifier. My main job for the past few decades has 

been creating Dilbert. Making comics is a process by which you strip 

out the unnecessary noise from a situation until all that is left is the 

absurd-yet-true core. A cartoonist has to accomplish that feat with as 

few as four short sentences. I’ve performed that trick nearly nine 

thousand times, sometimes successfully. 

YES, 
BECAUSE 

s CIRCULAR 
REASON— 

HOU YOU KNOW 
DO YOU BECAUSE 
KNOW THE BUSI-— 

YOU HIRED NESS IS 
THE RIGHT SUCCESSFUL. 

ONES? 

HIRE 
THE RIGHT 
EMPLOYEES! 

KEY TO 
SUCCESS I 
CIRCULAR SUCCESS? 

REASONING? 

Dilbert.com _DilbertCartoonist@gmail.com 

©2013 Scott Adams, Inc. 

The best example of the power of simplicity is capitalism. The cen- 

tral genius of capitalism is that all of its complexities, all of the differ- 

ences across companies, all of the challenges, decisions, successes, 

and failures can be boiled down into one number: profits. That sim- 

plification allows capitalism to work. The underlying complexity still 

exists in business, but creating a clear and simple measure of progress 

makes capitalism possible. No smart investor would buy stock in a 
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company without knowing its past and projected profits. Profits tell 

management when they are doing something right and when they 

need to do something different. That one simplification—the idea of 

profit—sits atop the engine of capitalism and largely steers it, albeit 

sometimes in the wrong direction. You can debate the morality of 

viewing profits as the top priority in business, but you can’t argue 

that it doesn’t work. At most, you can argue that some companies 

take it too far. But that is the risk of any tool. A hammer is good only 

if you stop pounding after the nail is all the way in. Keep pounding 

and you break the wood. 

Later in this book I will describe a simplification that can inform 

all of the steps you take toward your own personal success. It’s the 

human equivalent of profit. It’s the one simple thing you can measure 

that will give clarity to all of the complicated decisions in your life. 

But that’s later. 

I wish I could give you a surefire formula for success, but life 

doesn’t work that way. What I can do is describe a model that you can 

compare with your current way of doing things. The right answer for 

you might be some combination of what you’re already doing and 

what you read here. You’re the best judge of what works for you, as 

long as you acquire that wisdom through pattern recognition, trial, 

and observation. 

In summary, allow me to stipulate that if you think I’m full of crap 

on any particular idea or another, there’s a healthy chance you’re 

right. But being 100 percent right isn’t my goal. I’m presenting some 

new ways to think about the process of finding happiness and success. 

Compare them with what you know, what you do, and what others 

suggest. Every person finds his or her own special formula. 



The Time | Was Crazy 

In the spring of 2005 my doctor diagnosed me with a form of mental 

illness. He didn’t use those exact words, or anything like them, but he 

did refer me to the in-house psychologist at Kaiser, my health-care 

organization. I can take a hint. 

The psychologist listened to my story and came to the same conclu- 

sion: crazy. But like my doctor, she didn’t use the actual word. The 

psychologist suggested Valium and offered her educated guess that 

reducing my stress level might return me to some sort of normal be- 

havior. 

I declined the Valium because I didn’t feel crazy. I didn’t even feel 

all that stressed, or at least I didn’t feel that way until a doctor and 

a psychologist agreed that I was probably losing my mind. I cer- 

tainly understood why both of these professionals leaned toward 

that diagnosis. By any measure, my recent behavior appeared crazy, 

even to me. 

My symptoms were that I had suddenly lost my ability to speak to 

human beings, even though I could speak normally while alone or 

when talking to my cat. My regular doctor and Kaiser’s in-house spe- 

cialists had systematically eliminated each of the more likely causes 

for my speech problem. Allergies? Nope. Common respiratory prob- 

lem? Nope. Acid reflux? Nope. Tumors or polyps in my throat? Nope. 

Stroke? Nope. Neurological problem? Nope. I was in seemingly per- 

fect health, except that I had suddenly lost the ability to speak to 

other humans. I could speak normally to my cat. I could speak nor- 

red 



8 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

mally when alone. I could recite a poem. But on the phone I could 

barely squeeze out an intelligible sentence. I had some sort of weird 

social laryngitis. Bottom line: crazy. 

Insanity is always a reasonable diagnosis when you’re dealing with 

writers and artists. Sometimes the only real difference between crazy 

people and artists is that artists write down what they imagine seeing. 

In the past few decades, hardly a week has gone by without a reader 

of my blog questioning my mental health. I understand that; I’ve read 

my writing too. The rational part of my brain knows that if enough 

people suggest I might be crazy, I need to consider the possibility. 

I also have some craziness in my genes. My mother’s father spent 

some time in the loony bin, or whatever it was called at the time. If I 

recall, he was the recipient of electroshock treatments. Apparently 

they didn’t work, because my mother and grandmother later left him 

forever, taking nothing but the clothes on their backs, as he chased 

them down the road with a blunt object in his hands and, apparently, 

homicide on his mind. I couldn’t rule out the possibility that I inher- 

ited whatever caused Grandpa to flip out. 

Living as a presumptive crazy person was hard work. When I tried 

speaking to humans, my vocal cords clenched involuntarily on cer- 

tain consonants, giving the impression of a very bad cell-phone call 

that drops every third syllable. Asking for a Diet Coke at a restaurant 

turned into “. .. iet oke.” I usually ended up with a sympathetic look 

and a regular Coke. Or worse, the server would say, “I’m fine. Thanks 

for asking.” And I would get no beverage at all. 

It was a confounding, maddening problem. I could sing fluently, 

albeit hideously, which was entirely normal for me. And I could recite 

memorized pieces without much of a hitch. But I couldn’t produce a 

normal, intelligible sentence in the context of a conversation. 

Like a stutterer, I learned to avoid problem syllables that would 

trip me up. If I wanted gum, I knew it would come out as “. . . um,” 

so instead I would try a work-around, such as “I want the stuff you 

chew.” That approach generally failed. People don’t expect riddles in 

their casual conversations, and no matter how clearly I laid out the 

clues, all I got in return was a puzzled expression and “Huh?” 

Losing your ability to speak is obviously a social nightmare. It’s so 

surreal that you feel like a ghost in a crowded room. And I mean that 

literally; it feels like an actual ghost experience, or at least how you 

imagine that might be. The loneliness was debilitating. Research 
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shows that loneliness damages the body in much the same way as ag- 

ing.’ * It sure felt that way. Every day felt like losing a fight. 

I learned that loneliness isn’t fixed by listening to other people talk. 

You can cure your loneliness only by doing the talking yourself and— 

most important—being heard. For the next three and a half years I 

experienced a total disconnect from normal life and a profound sense 

of aloneness, despite the love and support of family and friends. My 

quality of life was dipping below the point of being worth the effort. 

In the early months of my voice problems I had a more immediate 

problem than my loneliness. In addition to being a syndicated car- 

toonist for Dilbert, 1 was a highly paid professional speaker. And I 

had an event scheduled in a few weeks, the first since I’d lost my abil- 

ity to talk. I couldn’t predict whether my voice would work for my 

canned speech in the same way I could sing or repeat a poem. Would 

my vocal cords slam shut on stage and stay that way? Would I stand 

in front of a thousand people and yammer incomprehensibly? 

I informed my client of the situation by e-mail and gave his organi- 

zation a chance to cancel. They decided to forge ahead and take the 

risk. I agreed to take the chance too. Luckily for me, I don’t feel em- 

barrassment the way normal people do, which I’ll discuss in an up- 

coming chapter. The prospect of humiliation in front of a thousand 

strangers, many of whom would likely be video recording the disas- 

ter, wasn’t as much of a showstopper as you might think. It was worth 

the risk to me because I needed to know what would happen with my 

voice in that context. I needed to find out the pattern. Would my voice 

work if I presented a mostly memorized routine in front of a thousand 

people? There was only one way to find out. 



The Day of the Talk 

I'd given a hundred similar talks. On some level, every speaking event 

was the same: Sign the contract. Book a flight. Show up. Make small 

talk with the organizers. Hit the stage. Make people laugh. Sign some 

autographs. Pose for pictures. Rush to a waiting car service. Ride to 

the airport. Fly home. 

This time the small talk wasn’t working. Backstage, minutes be- 

fore I was introduced to a packed ballroom, the organizers tried to 

engage me in conversation. I did my best, but they couldn’t decipher 

much of what I was trying to say. I whispered and gestured and used 

my work-around sentences, trying to assure them that things would 

be better onstage. But honestly, I didn’t know that to be true. And I 

could see the panic in their eyes. The odds were high that I would 

walk onstage and my throat would snap shut on every third syllable. 

Experts say public speaking is one of the most terrifying things a 

person can do. That wasn’t generally the case for me. I was well 

trained, experienced, a natural ham, and my audiences were generally 

full of friendly Dilbert lovers. But I had never before stood backstage 

waiting for an introduction while wondering if I possessed the ability 

to speak. 

This was new. 

As the host launched into my introduction, I climbed the metal 

steps to the side stage. The sound technicians fiddled with the mixer 

and prepared to go hot on my microphone. The event organizers 

| 10 | 
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faded into the backstage darkness. The audience was restless with 

anticipation. My introduction seemed to last forever. 

I peeked out to see the audience, to get a feel for the room. These 

were my people: technical folks and office workers. I took a few deep 

breaths. The moderator used a joke I’d supplied for my introduction 

and the audience laughed. They were primed and ready. 

I fidgeted with my shirt to get it tucked in just right. I checked the 

microphone cord to make sure the excess was neatly hidden under my 

belt. The moderator raised his voice for effect and bellowed, “Please 

welcome the creator of Dilbert, Scott Adams!” My heart pounded so 

hard that I could feel it in my shoes. I walked into the blinding glare 

of the stage lights. The audience went wild. They loved Dilbert, and 

by extension they were happy to see me. I crossed the stage and shook 

hands with the host. We made eye contact and nodded. Everything 

moved in slow motion. I walked toward the ELMO—a digital video 

device that would display my comics on the big screens. I placed my 

materials on the table and took two steps to the side. I put my hands 

in front of me, fingertips together, as speakers do, while I absorbed 

the applause and converted it to positive energy. The energy felt good. 

I was jacked in to the audience, for better or worse. 

In an instant, and right on schedule, my heartbeat dropped to a 

normal state, just as it had a hundred times before in front of a hun- 

dred other crowds. My training was kicking in, and with it came my 

confidence. In my mind I owned the audience, and they would have 

it no other way. They had come to surrender, in a sense. All I had to 

do was show them I knew it. And to do that, I needed to be able to 

speak. 

I took two deep breaths and looked around. I smiled at the audi- 

ence. I was happy to be there-—genuinely happy. I was born for this. 

The stage always feels like home. 

I waited for the applause to stop. And when it did, I waited a little 

longer, as I had learned. When you stand in front of an audience, your 

sensation of time is distorted. That’s why inexperienced presenters 

speak too rapidly. I mentally adjusted my internal clock to match the 

audience’s sense of timing. I also wanted them to wait in silence for a 

beat or two, to engage their curiosity. I knew from experience that 

audience members often wonder what the creator of Dilbert will 

sound like. That day, I wondered the same thing. 
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At this point in my story, you might have the following question: 

What kind of idiot puts himself in a position to be humiliated in front 

of a thousand people? 

It’s a fair question. The answer is a long one. It will take this entire 

book to answer it right. The short answer is that over the years I have 

cultivated a unique relationship with failure. I invite it. I survive it. I 

appreciate it. And then I mug the shit out of it. 

Failure always brings something valuable with it. I don’t let it leave 

until I extract that value. I have a long history of profiting from 

failure. My cartooning career, for example, is a direct result of failing 

to succeed in the corporate environment. 

I was looking for a pattern with my speech that day. I needed to 

know why I could speak normally in some situations and not in 

others. Why does context matter? Is it something about my adrenaline 

level, or the tone of my voice, or the region of my brain that I access 

for memorization? If I could find the pattern, I thought it might reveal 

a solution to my voice problem. Would my voice be better than normal 

or worse than normal in front of an audience? I was about to find out. 

I opened my mouth and began to speak. My voice wasn’t good, but 

it worked, in a raspy sort of way. Most people probably thought I had 

a cold. I spoke for forty-five minutes, showing comics that had gotten 

me in trouble and telling amusing anecdotes. The audience ate it up. 

When I walked off the stage, I immediately lost my ability to speak. 

When the.context changed from my memorized speech to normal 

conversation, my throat locked up. 

Damn, the problem was definitely in my brain. 

For the next three years I looked for patterns that would reveal a 

solution to my voice problems and free me from my ghostlike social 

existence. Over the course of this book, I’ll tell you how that search 

went, because embedded in that story is pretty much everything I 

know about grabbing failure by the throat and squeezing it until it 

coughs up a hairball of success. 



Passion Is Bullshit 

You often hear advice from successful people that you should “follow 

your passion.” That sounds perfectly reasonable the first time you 

hear it. Passion will presumably give you high energy, high resistance 

to rejection, and high determination. Passionate people are more per- 

suasive, too. Those are all good things, right? 

Here’s the counterargument: When I was a commercial loan officer 

for a large bank in San Francisco, my boss taught us that you should 

never make a loan to someone who is following his passion. For ex- 

ample, you don’t want to give money to a sports enthusiast who is 

starting a sports store to pursue his passion for all things sporty. That 

guy is a bad bet, passion and all. He’s in business for the wrong 

reason. 

My boss, who had been a commercial lender for over thirty years, 

said the best loan customer is one who has no passion whatsoever, 

just a desire to work hard at something that looks good on a spread- 

sheet. Maybe the loan customer wants to start a dry-cleaning store or 

invest in a fast-food franchise—boring stuff. That’s the person you 

bet on. You want the grinder, not the guy who loves his job. 

So who’s right? Is passion a useful tool for success, or is it just 

something that makes you irrational? 

My hypothesis is that passionate people are more likely to take big 

risks in the pursuit of unlikely goals, and so you would expect to see 

more failures and more huge successes among the passionate. Pas- 

sionate people who fail don’t get a chance to offer their advice to the 

a8 J 
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NOTHING 
ABOUT 
THAT 

SOUNDED 
RIGHT. 

I’M DOUBLE—MUGGING 
BECAUSE I HEARD THAT 
PASSION IS NECESSARY 

FOR SUCCESS. 

BY BPM EEE SO 
PASSIONATE I'LL BE 
DATING MY CHAIR. 

©2013 Scott Adams, Inc. 
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rest of us. But successful passionate people are writing books and 

answering interview questions about their secrets for success every 

day. Naturally those successful people want you to believe that suc- 

cess is a product of their awesomeness, but they also want to retain 

some humility. You can’t be humble and say, “I succeeded because I 

am far smarter than the average person.” But you can say your pas- 

sion was a key to your success, because everyone can be passionate 

about something or other. Passion sounds more accessible. If you’re 

dumb, there’s not much you can do about it, but passion is something 

we think anyone can generate in the right circumstances. Passion feels 

very democratic. It is the people’s talent, available to all. 

It’s also mostly bullshit. 

It’s easy to be passionate about things that are working out, and 

that distorts our impression of the importance of passion. I’ve been 

involved in several dozen business ventures over the course of my life, 

and each one made me excited at the start. You might even call it pas- 

sion. The ones that didn’t work out—and that would be most of 

them—slowly drained my passion as they failed. The few that worked 

became more exciting as they succeeded. 

For example, when I invested in a restaurant with an operating 

partner, my passion was sky-high. And on day one, when there was a 

line of customers down the block, I was even more passionate. In later 

years, as the business got pummeled, my passion evolved into frustra- 

tion and annoyance. The passion disappeared. 

On the other hand, Dilbert started out as just one of many get-rich 

schemes I was willing to try. When it started to look as if it might be 

a success, my passion for cartooning increased because I realized it 

could be my golden ticket. In hindsight, it looks as if the projects I 

was most passionate about were also the ones that worked. But objec- 
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tively, my passion level moved with my success. Success caused pas- 

sion more than passion caused success. 

Passion can also be a simple marker for talent. We humans tend to 

enjoy doing things we are good at, while not enjoying things we suck 

at. We’re also fairly good at predicting what we might be good at 

before we try. I was passionate about tennis the first day I picked up 

a racket, and I’ve played all my life. But I also knew in an instant that 

it was the type of thing I could be good at, unlike basketball or foot- 

ball. So sometimes passion is simply a by-product of knowing you 

will be good at something. 

I hate selling, but I know that’s because I’m bad at it. If I were a 

sensational salesperson or had potential to be one, I’d probably feel 

passionate about sales. And people who observed my success would 

assume my passion was causing my success as opposed to being a 

mere indicator of talent. 

If you ask a billionaire the secret of his success, he might say it is 

passion, because that sounds like a sexy answer that is suitably hum- 

ble. But after a few drinks I think he’d say his success was a combina- 

tion of desire, luck, hard work, determination, brains, and appetite 

for risk. 

So forget about passion when you're planning your path to success. 

In the coming chapters I’ll describe some methods for boosting per- 

sonal energy that have worked for me. You already know that when 

your energy is right you perform better at everything you do, includ- 

ing school, work, sports, and even your personal life. Energy is good. 

Passion is bullshit. 



Some of My Many Failures in 
Summary Form 

I’m delighted to admit that I’ve failed at more challenges than anyone 

I know. There’s a nonzero chance that reading this book will set you 

on the path of your own magnificent screwups and cavernous disap- 

pointments. You’re welcome! And if I forgot to mention it earlier, 

that’s exactly where you want to be: steeped to your eyebrows in fail- 

ure. It’s a good place to be because failure is where success likes to 

hide in plain sight. Everything you want out of life is in that huge, 

bubbling vat of failure. The trick is to get the good stuff out. 

If success were easy, everyone would do it. It takes effort. That fact 

works to your advantage because it keeps lazy people out of the game. 

And don’t worry if you’re lazy too. Much of this book involves tricks for 

ramping up your energy without much effort. In fact, the process of sim- 

ply reading this book might give you a little boost of optimism. I de- 

signed it to do just that. So you’re already moving in the right direction. 

I’m an optimist by nature, or perhaps by upbringing—it’s hard to 

know where one leaves off and the other begins—but whatever the 

cause, I’ve long seen failure as a tool, not an outcome. I believe that 

viewing the world in that way can be useful for you too. 

Nietzsche famously said, “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.” 

It sounds clever, but it’s a loser philosophy. I don’t want my failures to 

simply make me stronger, which I interpret as making me better able 

*To be fair to Nietzsche, he probably meant the word “stronger” to include 
anything that makes you more capable. I’d ask him to clarify, but ironically he ran 
out of things that didn’t kill him. 

ji 16} 
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to survive future challenges. Becoming stronger is obviously a good 
thing, but it’s only barely optimistic. I do want my failures to make me 

stronger, of course, but I also want to become smarter, more talented, 

better networked, healthier, and more energized. If I find a cow turd on 

my front steps, I’m not satisfied knowing that I’ll be mentally prepared 

to find some future cow turd. I want to shovel that turd onto my garden 

and hope the cow returns every week so I never have to buy fertilizer 

again. Failure is a resource that can be managed. 

Prior to launching Dilbert, and after, I failed at a long series of day 

jobs and entrepreneurial adventures. Here’s a quick listing of the 

worst ones. I’m probably forgetting a dozen or so. I include this sec- 

tion because successful people generally gloss over their most aro- 

matic failures, and it leaves the impression that they have some magic 

you don’t. When you’re done reading this list, you won’t have that 

delusion about me, and that’s the point. Success is entirely accessible, 

even if you happen to be a huge screwup 95 percent of the time. 

My Favorite Failures: 

Velcro Rosin Bag Invention: In the seventies, tennis players sometimes 

used rosin bags to keep their racket hands less sweaty. In college I 

built a prototype of a rosin bag that attached to a Velcro strip on 

tennis shorts so it would always be available when needed. My 

lawyer told me it wasn’t patentworthy because it was simply a 

combination of two existing products. I approached some sporting- 

goods companies and got nothing but form-letter rejections. | 

dropped the idea. But in the process I learned a valuable lesson: 

Good ideas have no value because the world already has too many 

of them. The market rewards execution, not ideas. From that point 

on, I concentrated on ideas I could execute. I was already failing 

toward success, but I didn’t yet know it. 

My First Job Interview: It was my senior year at Hartwick College and I 

started interviewing for real-world jobs. One day Hartwick hosted 

a career day on campus. The only company that interested me was 

Xerox. They were looking for two field salespeople. At the time, 

Xerox seemed like a good company for the long run. I just needed 

*I should warn you that 75 percent of my analogies involve feces, babies, or Steve 

Jobs. I do not apologize for that. 
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to get my foot in the door with an entry-level sales job and work 

my way up. Several of my classmates were interviewing for the 

same two openings. I was familiar with their academic standings 

and I knew I had the best grades of the bunch. I figured my aca- 

demic excellence would be the advantage I needed for a sales posi- 

tion. That is how ignorant I was. 

As far as I knew at the time, my interview with the recruiter 

went well. I explained that I had no sales experience but loved to 

argue. And what is selling, I asked rhetorically, if not a form of 

arguing with customers until you win? Yes, I really took that 

approach. 

That failure taught me to look for opportunities in which I had 

some natural advantage. When I later decided to try cartooning, 

it was because I knew there weren’t many people in the world 

who could draw funny pictures and also write in a witty fashion. 

My failure taught me to seek opportunities in which I had an 

advantage. 

Meditation Guide: Soon after college, a friend and I wrote a beginner’s 

guide to meditation. I had meditated for years and found a lot of 

benefits in it. We advertised our meditation guide in minor 

publications and sold about three copies. I learned a good deal 

about local advertising, marketing, and product development. All 

of that.came in handy later. 

Computer Game 1: In the early eighties I spent about half of my net 

worth buying a portable computer. This was before the age of 

laptops, when “portable” meant that an adult with good upper- 

body strength could lift it. I spent almost every night and every 

weekend for two years trying to teach myself enough about 

programming to create a space-themed, arcade-type game. I 

managed to design and build the game, and it worked quite well. 

But it took me so long to create it that the state of the art for 

computer-game design had surged ahead, making my simple space 

game look archaic. I advertised the game in the backs of computer 

publications and sold fewer than twenty copies. 

Note: There is a successful and well-known computer game 

designer named Scott Adams. I’m not him. 
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Computer Game 2: I decided to take another run at a space-themed 

game, this time with a point of view from the cockpit of a spaceship 

as you navigated through the stars and hunted satellites to blast 

from the sky. This was a much higher level of difficulty than the 

first, and it took all of my free time for a year. The game worked, 

but I’m the only person to ever play it. The technology of the time 

was too primitive to build the game I imagined. Or maybe my 

skills were inadequate. It was probably a combination. 

Psychic Practice Program: | wrote a computer program to track and 

graph the “psychic” ability of users. It was a simple program that 

involved picking the right on-screen card from a choice of four. The 

idea was to see if you could stay above 25 percent. I don’t believe in 

psychic powers, and my random-number generator was less random 

than I would have liked, but that didn’t matter. It was just for fun. 

The fun was derived from the fact that sometimes, by pure chance, 

you could stay above 25 percent for a brief run. During the above- 

average runs you would have the sensation of being psychic, or at 

least lucky. The way our brains are wired, the lucky streaks feel 

good even if we know they are nothing but chance. 

For months I dedicated all of my spare time to creating the 

program. It worked well, but I decided it wasn’t special enough to 

be worth the trouble of marketing it. It just wasn’t exciting. 

All of my computer-game ideas failed, but in the process I 

learned enough about personal computers to look like a technical 

genius in those early days of computing—the eighties. That 

knowledge transferred to my day job at the bank and later to my 

cartooning career as well. 

Gopher Offer: During my banking career, in my late twenties, I caught 

the attention of a senior vice president at the bank. Apparently my 

bullshit skills in meetings were impressive. He offered me a job as 

his gopher/assistant with the vague assurance that I would meet 

important executives during the normal course of my work and 

that would make it easy for him to strap a rocket to my ass—as the 

saying went—and launch me up the corporate ladder. On the 

downside, the challenge would be to survive his less-than-polite 

management style and do his bidding for a few years. I declined his 
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offer because I was already managing a small group of people so 

becoming a gopher seemed like a step backward. I believe the 

senior vice president’s exact characterization of my decision was 

“FH@*&G STUPID!!!” He hired one of my coworkers for the job 

instead, and in a few years that fellow became one of the youngest 

vice presidents in the bank’s history. 

I worked for Crocker National Bank in San Francisco for about 

eight years, starting at the very bottom and working my way up to 

lower management. That career ultimately failed when I hit the 

diversity ceiling, but during the course of my banking career, and 

in line with my strategy of learning as much as I could about the 

ways of business, I gained an extraordinarily good overview of 

banking, finance, technology, contracts, management, and a dozen 

other useful skills. That allowed me to jump ship to a much higher- 

paying job at... 

Phone Company Career: I worked at Pacific Bell for another eight years, 

mostly doing financial jobs—budgeting and writing business cases 

for projects. But I also worked as a fake (literally) engineer in a 

technology lab, and I had a finger in strategy, marketing, research, 

interface design, and several other fields. That career hit the 

diversity ceiling just as my banking career had, but in the process I 

learned a huge amount about business from every angle. And my 

total corporate experience formed the knowledge base upon which 

Dilbert was born. 

Zippy Ship: I spent about a year writing a program in my free time to 

make modem-to-modem file transfers easier. This was before 

e-mail could easily send large files. I turned my little condo into a 

technology lab. By then I was working my day job at the phone 

company while also producing Dilbert. 

I’m sure the Zippy Ship name is taken, but that was my working 

name for the program. Its coolest feature was the menu. When you 

fired up the program, a zipper appeared on-screen and quickly 

unzipped with an appropriate sound effect. The rectangular menu 

popped out of the zipper sideways in a suggestively phallic manner 

that I thought would get people talking about it. 

I put an enormous amount of work into getting the technology 

to work across all modem types, but it was a lost cause. Modems 
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weren’t standardized enough to pull it off with my meager resources 
and know-how. The best I could accomplish was making it work 

on two specific modems. That was useless. I stopped working on 

the product, and while I didn’t gain any new technical knowledge 

that helped me later, I did gain a clearer understanding of how 

hard it would be to gnaw through a wall to make something work. 

Crackpot Idea Web Site: I like crackpot ideas because I find them 

inherently interesting, and often they inspire ideas that have merit. 

I also like coming up with my own crackpot ideas, sometimes 

several per day. I figured other people might like the same thing. I 

created a Web site through my syndication company for user- 

submitted crackpot ideas. I hoped that perhaps it could change the 

world if someone were to accidentally come up with a great idea 

that wouldn’t have found oxygen in any other way. The site was a 

subsidiary of Dilbert.com, which had plenty of traffic, so it wasn’t 

hard to get exposure. The problem is that the ideas people submitted 

were so awful they didn’t even rise to the level of crackpot. It didn’t 

take long for the site to be populated with so much well-intentioned 

garbage that it became worthless. We shut it down. 

In the process of failing I learned a lot about Web site design and 

implementing new features. That knowledge has served me well on 

several projects. 

Video on Internet: During the dot-com frenzy I was approached by the 

founders of a start-up that planned to allow anyone with a 

computer to post videos on the Internet for the collective viewing 

pleasure of all. They asked me to use my Dilbert spotlight to help 

get the word out. The start-up didn’t have much funding, so they 

offered me a generous chunk of stock instead. I accepted. I talked 

about the new service in my Dilbert newsletter, posted my own 

funny videos, and did some interviews on the topic. 

Several years later, Google bought YouTube for $1.65 billion 

and the shareholders made a fortune. Unfortunately, the video 

service in my story was not YouTube. It was a service that came 

before. The company I worked with was premature because 

Internet speeds were not quite fast enough for online video sharing 

to catch on. The company struggled for a few years and then shut 

down. YouTube got the timing right. This was about the time I 
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started to understand that timing is often the biggest component of 

success. And since timing is often hard to get right unless you are 

psychic, it makes sense to try different things until you get the 

timing right by luck. 

Grocery Home Delivery: An engineer friend and | decided to work to- 

gether to create technology that would make home delivery of gro- 

ceries more practical. The idea was to create technology that would 

allow a delivery van to open your garage door so the driver could 

place the delivery inside even when you were not home, perhaps in 

a cooler. Our plan was to sell the technology to grocery stores that 

wanted to start delivering. I know, I know: lots of security con- 

cerns. I’ll spare the details, but we thought we could design some 

safeguards to bring the risks to nearly zero. We could have a long 

debate on whether that was possible, but it didn’t matter because 

my friend got busy on other projects and bowed out. The idea 

didn’t get far enough to generate any benefits in knowledge or tal- 

ent, but I hadn’t put much effort into it either. 

Webvan: Some years later, in the dot-com era, a start-up called Web- 

van promised to revolutionize grocery delivery. You could order 

grocery-store items over the Internet and one of Webvan’s trucks 

would load your order at the company’s modern distribution hub 

and set. out to service all the customers in your area. I figured Web- 

van would do for groceries what Amazon had done for books. It 

was a rare opportunity to get in on the ground floor. I bought a 

bunch of Webvan stock and felt good about myself. When the 

stock plunged, I bought some more. I repeated that process several 

times, each time licking my lips as I acquired ever-larger blocks of 

the stock at prices I knew to be a steal. 

When management announced they had achieved positive cash 

flow at one of their several hubs, I knew I was onto something. If it 

worked in one hub, the model was proven, and it would surely 

work at others. I bought more stock. Now I owned approximately, 

well, a boatload. 

A few weeks later, Webvan went out of business. Investing in 

Webvan wasn’t the dumbest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s a con- 

tender. The loss wasn’t enough to change my lifestyle. But boy, did 
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it sting psychologically. In my partial defense, I knew it was a gam- 
ble, not an investment per se. 

What I learned from that experience is that there is no such 

thing as useful information that comes from a company’s manage- 

ment. Now I diversify and let the lying get smoothed out by all the 

other variables in my investments. 

Professional Investors: After my Webvan disaster I figured I might need 

some professional investing help. Dilbert royalties were pouring in 

and I didn’t have the time to do my own research. Nor did I trust 

my financial skills, and for good reason. 

My bank, Wells Fargo, pitched me on its investment services, 

and I decided to trust it with half of my investible funds. Trust is 

probably the wrong term because I only let Wells Fargo have half; 

I half trusted it. I did my own investing with the other half of my 

money. The experts at Wells Fargo helpfully invested my money in 

Enron, WorldCom, and some other names that have become syn- 

onymous with losing money. Clearly my investment professionals 

did not have access to better information than I had. I withdrew 

my money from their management and have done my own thing 

since then, mostly in broad-market, unmanaged funds. (That has 

worked out better.) 

Folderoo: In the early days of Dilbert, when floppy disks were still in 

widespread use, it was common to hand a coworker a document 

along with a floppy disk in case the coworker needed to make 

changes. The problem was that there was no elegant way to attach 

a floppy disk to a piece of paper. My brilliant idea was to invent a 

manila folder with a kangaroo-type pocket on the front to hold the 

disk. It wouldn’t cost much more than a regular folder to produce, 

and it would be twice as useful. I figured the product could have a 

Dilbert tie-in because Dilbert has a shirt pocket much like I was 

putting on the folder. I made a prototype (which took five minutes) 

and pitched it to my syndicate, United Media, which I hoped could 

find a licensee who would produce and market the product while 

we collected royalties for the Dilbert association. This idea went 

nowhere because United Media was in the licensing business, not 

the product-design business, and this idea was out of its strike 
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zone. I assume the name Folderoo is owned by someone else at this 

point. Eventually some folder companies made and sold folders 

with pockets for disks. I don’t know how well they did. 

Calendar Patent: I had an idea for embedding ads in electronic calendars 

in a clever way that people would find useful. The idea was for a 

program to read your calendar entries and match your plans with 

vendor offers that made sense for the activities predicted by the 

calendar. For example, if you planned to go car shopping for a 

minivan next month, you would just put that entry on your calen- 

dar and vendors would populate the entry with local deals and 

offers. You would see the offers only if you clicked on them. The 

ads would be managed through a third party (in the “cloud,” as we 

might say today), so vendors would never directly see any user’s 

calendar information. The patent was rejected because a patent 

that was totally unrelated—meaning it had nothing to do with cal- 

endars at all—allegedly included the process I described. My read- 

ing of the existing patent was that it had nothing to do with my 

idea, but I consulted with my patent attorney and let it drop. Inter- 

estingly, the owner of the existing patent probably doesn’t know 

he’s sitting on a gold mine. 

Keypad Patent: I filed a patent on an idea for text entry on a ten-key 

keypad. This was in the pre-smart phone era, when people texted 

on their regular ten-key phones, tapping a key however many times 

it took to designate the character they intended. My idea involved 

mentally projecting a letter on the keypad and creating a two-key 

shortcut for each letter that was based on its shape characteristics. 

The patent was granted, but the evolution of phone technology 

quickly made it obsolete. 

Dilberito: During the busiest years of Dilbert’s climb into popular cul- 

ture, I was often too busy to eat well. I also wanted to give back, as 

the saying goes, to a world that was being more generous than I 

thought my meager talent deserved. I came up with the idea of 

creating a food product that was fortified with 100 percent of your 

daily requirements of vitamins and minerals. I worked with a food 

expert, my only employee, who designed a line of burritos— 

dubbed the Dilberito—and successfully sold them into almost ev- 



SOME OF MY MANY FAILURES IN SUMMARY FORM | 25 

ery major grocery chain in the United States, plus 7-Eleven, Costco, 

and Walmart. In each case the product failed to sell for a variety of 

reasons, mostly related to shelf placement. Few products on the 

bottom shelf sell well, and we didn’t have the clout to earn better 

space. Also, nothing sells when your competitor sends people to 

“bury” you behind their own products on every store shelf—a 

common dirty trick that worked like a charm on us. 

We also didn’t do much in the way of repeat business. The min- 

eral fortification was hard to disguise, and because of the veggie 

and legume content, three bites of the Dilberito made you fart so 

hard your intestines formed a tail. 

Several years and several million dollars later, I sold off the 

intellectual property and exited. 

Restaurant 1: After a chance encounter with an experienced restaurant 

manager, I agreed to partner with her to create a new restaurant in 

Pleasanton, California. We named the place Stacey’s Café because 

I figured she would work harder if her name was over the door. I 

did the funding, mentoring, and legal and financial stuff, and she 

did all of the creative, entrepreneurial, management stuff. The res- 

taurant opened to long lines despite less-than-stellar food and ser- 

vice on day one. Profits poured in. The secret to our initial success 

was the low number of restaurants in the area relative to the popu- 

lation. Every restaurant in the area was busy regardless of quality 

or price. 

What we didn’t expect was that as the food quality and service 

improved from mediocre to among the best in the valley, every- 

thing else trended the wrong way. Operating costs rose steadily 

and new restaurants started opening and nibbling at our customer 

base. While the first restaurant was still profitable, we decided our 

biggest problem was insufficient seating for the busiest nights, 

Sar 

Restaurant 2: We opened a second restaurant five miles down the road, 

with a different menu, higher-end decor, and twice the space. It 

was also nearly triple the rent of the first. We figured that was okay 

because filling a space that large would be a gold mine. What we 

didn’t count on is that people don’t choose a restaurant because it’s 

large. We got our fair share of business, which would have been 
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just enough for a place half the size. Meanwhile, the economy 

tanked and big corporations that had planned on surrounding us 

with major campuses pulled out of the area. Our outdoor seating 

turned out to be a wind tunnel with major traffic noise. And cus- 

tomers found the decor too upscale and expensive for families, 

while not as exciting as a trip to nearby San Francisco for special 

meals. In the worst restaurant luck I have ever seen, a strip mall of 

nothing but restaurants opened within walking distance. The sec- 

ond restaurant bled money from the start and never came close to 

breakeven. 

Meanwhile, the original restaurant turned unprofitable, thanks 

mostly to two major chain restaurants setting up shop nearby and 

cutting deeply into our business. 

Then the legal problems started. We had one lawsuit or threat- 

ened lawsuit after another, mostly for ridiculous reasons. I can’t 

get into details because of settlement agreements, but three of the 

situations would make you vomit in your own mouth. None of the 

legal threats or lawsuits came from customers. It was the sort of 

stuff you’ve never even heard of. I had deep pockets and a big red 

bull’s-eye on my back. 

I sold off the assets and got out of the restaurant business. I have 

to say the richness of the whole restaurant experience was totally 

worth the money. I was-in a position to afford the losses without 

altering my lifestyle, so I don’t regret any of it. Eating dinner at a 

restaurant you own can be an extraordinarily good time. It sure 

beats cooking at home and washing the dishes. Of all my failures, 

I enjoyed the restaurants the most. 

First Attempt at Cartooning: My first attempt at professional cartooning 

involved sending some single-panel comics to the two magazines 

that paid the most: Playboy and the New Yorker. The comics were 

dreadful. Both magazines wisely rejected them. 

Ninja Closet: I had an idea for a Web site that would make it easier to 

know what gifts to buy for kids, especially kids that are not your 

own. Gift buying can be a huge hassle if your kid is getting invited 

to a birthday party every two weeks. Does little Timmy already 

have a particular toy? Does he want one? Who else is thinking of 

buying him the same toy? Who wants to pitch in for a more expen- 
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sive gift? The current process involves too much guesswork and 

too many e-mails and phone calls. 

I decided to hire some inexpensive programmers in India to 

build a Web-based gift registry (essentially) for kids. I called it 

Ninja Closet because the metaphor was that friends and family 

could peek into your secret closet of wishes but also see what 

stuff you already owned, negotiate for shared gift buying, and 

more. I figured kids would love seeing what other kids owned too. 

No one would be able to see a kid’s closet unless a parent granted 

permission. 

I still think it was a great idea, but managing programmers in 

India turned out to be impractical for me because of time differ- 

ences, language issues, and my own time limitations. After too 

much time and expense on this side project, I let it go. 



My Absolute Favorite 

Spectacular Failure 

Most failures involve bad luck, ignorance, and sometimes ordinary 

stupidity. One day in college I managed to combine all three into one 

experience. It was breathtaking. 

In the winter of my senior year I started to think I might have the 

right stuff to become a good accountant and perhaps someday a CPA. 

I figured that career path would be a good way to learn the innards of 

business from the numbers side. I would need that sort of experience 

no matter what kind of business I someday started on my own. All I 

needed was an entry-level position with one of the so-called Big Eight 

(at the time) accounting firms. I managed to line up an interview in 

Syracuse, New York, a two-hour drive from campus. 

The day of the interview featured a typical upstate New York half 

blizzard with ass-freezing temperatures. I decided I didn’t need a jacket 

for the trip because I was only going from building to car and back. 

This was only one of the remarkably stupid decisions I made that day. 

My second mistake was not realizing I should wear a suit and tie 

to an interview with an accounting firm. I figured they knew I was in 

college, since it said so on my résumé, so why not dress like a college 

student? Yes, I was that ignorant. Remember, I didn’t even know any- 

one who worked in a traditional white-collar environment. Nor did I 

own a Suit or a tie. 

My interviewer took one look at me and remarked that apparently 

I didn’t know why I was there. He escorted me to the door and sug- 

gested that the next time I go to an interview perhaps I should wear a 
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suit. I was devastated. But my evening was far from over. So far I had 

only exercised my ignorance and my stupidity. The bad luck part of 

the day was ahead. 

On the way home I took a newly constructed highway through a 

sparsely populated valley in the Catskill Mountains. My engine conked ' 

out and I managed to coast the car into a snowbank on the side of the 

road. There were no other cars on the road in either direction. It was 

after dark and the already-frosty temperature was dropping fast. I saw 

no signs of civilization for miles. The temperature was about zero de- 

grees Fahrenheit. It wasn’t a good day to have left my jacket at home. 

In the days before cell phones, this was the worst-case scenario. 

I knew I couldn’t stay in the car for long. The temperature inside 

started dropping the moment the engine died. I knew couldn’t run 

back in the direction from which I had come because it had been 

miles since I’d seen a house. I wouldn’t make it that far. My only hope 

was to run forward and hope there were homes around a bend or over 

a hill. And so J started running. 

In less than a minute the frozen air sucked the warmth from my 

body and distributed it into the atmosphere. My feet were like blocks 

of ice clunking on the frozen pavement. My breath formed cumulus 

clouds around my head. I lost most of the feeling in my hands. My 

ankles hardened. I figured I was about thirty minutes from falling 

into a frozen death sleep in the nearest snowbank. And now my legs 

were failing. I couldn’t go much farther, and when I stopped running, 

I knew the cold would finish me off. 

As I struggled to stay upright and keep moving, I made myself a 

promise: If I lived, I would trade my piece-of-shit car for a one-way 

plane ticket to California and never see another f@$#!#& snowflake 

for the rest of my life. 

Headlights appeared on the horizon. I stood in the middle of the 

road and signaled, like the frozen idiot I was, for the car to stop. A 

traveling shoe salesman in a beat-up station wagon saved my life. He 

drove me all the way back to campus. 

A few months later, I kept my promise to myself. I traded my car to 

my sister for a one-way plane ticket to the vibrant economy and easy 

climate of northern California. It was the smartest decision I ever 

made. The experience of nearly dying in the frozen tundra of upstate 

New York inspired me to move to California. Thank you, failure. I no 

longer fear death when I go outdoors. 



Goals Versus Systems 

At the age of twenty-one, college diploma in hand, I boarded an air- 

plane for the first time in my life, destination California. I knew one 

thing about success: It wouldn’t be easy to find in Windham, New 

York, population two thousand. A few years earlier, my older and 

more adventurous brother Dave had driven his Volkswagen beetle 

cross-country to Los Angeles, looking for warmer weather and at- 

tractive women. He slept in his car and camped along the way. My 

plan was to fly to Los Angeles, sleep on his crumb-laden couch until 

I could find a job in banking, and make my home in the Golden State. 

A few days before my flight to California I traded my rusted-out 

Datsun 510 to my sister for a one-way ticket to California. I proudly 

donned the cheap three-piece suit that my parents had given me as a 

college graduation present—my first real suit. At the time, I assumed 

everyone dressed in business or formal attire to fly. I grew up in a 

small town and I didn’t know many people who had flown in a com- 

mercial aircraft. My father had taken some flights twenty-some years 

earlier, but he didn’t volunteer much information about them, or any- 

thing else for that matter. He was a man of few words. I had only a 

few relatives nearby and none of them had ever flown. I was mostly 

guessing how the process worked, and I didn’t want to take the chance 

of getting kicked off the flight for being poorly dressed. That’s exactly 

the sort of mistake I make. 

T also didn’t know how I would go about getting my suit ironed if 

it got wrinkled in my luggage. I figured I would be going on job inter- 
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views as soon as I reached California and I needed my one and only 

suit to look relatively less hoboish. It just made sense to wear it on the 

flight. 

I was seated next to a businessman who was probably in his early 

sixties. I suppose I looked like an odd duck with my serious demeanor, 

bad haircut, and cheap suit, clearly out of my element. He asked what 

my story was and IJ filled him in. I asked what he did for a living and 

he told me he was CEO of a company that made screws. Then he of- 

fered me some career advice. He said that every time he got a new job, 

he immediately started looking for a better one. For him, job seeking 

was not something one did when necessary. It was an ongoing pro- 

cess. This makes perfect sense if you do the math. Chances are the 

best job for you won’t become available at precisely the time you de- 

clare yourself ready. Your best bet, he explained, was to always be 

looking for the better deal. The better deal has its own schedule. I 

believe the way he explained it is that your job is not your job; your 

job is to find a better job. 

This was my first exposure to the idea that one should have a sys- 

tem instead of a goal. The system was to continually look for better 

options. And it worked for this businessman, as he had job-hopped 

from company to company, gaining experience along the way, until 

he became a CEO. Had he approached his career with a specific goal 

in mind, or perhaps specific job objectives (e.g., his boss’s job), it 

would have severely limited his options. But for him, the entire world 

was his next potential job. The new job simply had to be better than 

the last one and allow him to learn something useful for the next hop. 

Did the businessman owe his current employer loyalty? Not in his 

view. The businessman didn’t invent capitalism, and he didn’t create 

its rules. He simply played within the rules. His employers wouldn’t 

have hesitated to fire him at the drop of a hat for any reason that fit 

their business needs. He simply followed their example. 

The second thing I learned on that flight—or confirmed, really—is 

that appearance matters. By the end of the flight, the CEO had 

handed me his card and almost guaranteed me a job at his company 

if I wanted it. Had I boarded the flight wearing my ratty jeans, 

threadbare T-shirt, and worn-out sneakers, things would have gone 

differently. 
Throughout my career I’ve had my antennae up, looking for ex- 

amples of people who use systems as opposed to goals. In most cases, 
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as far as I can tell, the people who use systems do better. The systems- 

driven people have found a way to look at the familiar in new and 

more useful ways. 

To put it bluntly, goals are for losers. That’s literally true most of 

the time. For example, if your goal is to lose ten pounds, you will 

spend every moment until you reach the goal—if you reach it at all— 

feeling as if you were short of your goal. In other words, goal-oriented 

people exist in a state of nearly continuous failure that they hope will 

be temporary. That feeling wears on you. In time, it becomes heavy 

and uncomfortable. It might even drive you out of the game. 

WEARABLE COMPUTING 
IS THE NEXT BIG THING. 
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DID YOU JUST TALK 
HIM INTO WEARING A 
REMOTELY CONTROLLED 

SHOCK COLLAR? 

PEOPLE THINK 

PREPARE 
TO BE 

SHOCKED. 

I HAVE NO 
5 GOALS. 

©2013 Scott Adams, Inc. 

= 

: 
E 
jo.) 

8 
8 
& 
oO 

g 
2 
a 

£ 

8 
is 

E 
a 

If you achieve your goal, you celebrate and feel terrific, but only 

until you realize you just lost the thing that gave you purpose and 

direction. Your options are to feel empty and useless, perhaps enjoy- 

ing the spoils of your success until they bore you, or set new goals and 

reenter the cycle of permanent presuccess failure. 

The systems-versus-goals point of view is burdened by seman- 

tics, of course. You might say every system has a goal, however 

vague. And that would be true to some extent. And you could say 

that everyone who pursues a goal has some sort of system to get 

there, whether it is expressed or not. You could word-glue goals 

and systems together if you chose. All I’m suggesting is that think- 

ing of goals and systems as very different concepts has power. 

Goal-oriented people exist in a state of continuous presuccess fail- 

ure at best, and permanent failure at worst if things never work 

out. Systems people succeed every time they apply their systems, in 

the sense that they did what they intended to do. The goals people 

are fighting the feeling of discouragement at each turn. The sys- 

tems people are feeling good every time they apply their system. 
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That’s a big difference in terms of maintaining your personal en- 
ergy in the right direction. 

The system-versus-goals model can be applied to most human en- 

deavors. In the world of dieting, losing twenty pounds is a goal, but 

eating right is a system. In the exercise realm, running a marathon in 

under four hours is a goal, but exercising daily is a system. In busi- 

ness, making a million dollars is a goal, but being a serial entrepre- 

neur is a system. 

For our purposes, let’s say a goal is a specific objective that you 

either achieve or don’t sometime in the future. A system is something 

you do on a regular basis that increases your odds of happiness in the 

long run. If you do something every day, it’s a system. If you’re wait- 

ing to achieve it someday in the future, it’s a goal. 

Language is messy, and I know some of you are thinking that ex- 

ercising every day sounds like a goal. The common definition of goals 

would certainly allow that interpretation. For our purposes, let’s 

agree that goals are a reach-it-and-be-done situation, whereas a sys- 

tem is something you do on a regular basis with a reasonable expecta- 

tion that doing so will get you to a better place in your life. Systems 

have no deadlines, and on any given day you probably can’t tell if 

they’re moving you in the right direction. 

My proposition is that if you study people who succeed, you will 

see that most of them follow systems, not goals. When goal-oriented 

people succeed in big ways, it makes news, and it makes an interest- 

ing story. That gives you a distorted view of how often goal-driven 

people succeed. When you apply your own truth filter to the idea that 

systems are better than goals, consider only the people you know 

personally. If you know some extra successful people, ask some prob- 

ing questions about how they got where they did. I think you'll find a 

system at the bottom of it all, and usually some extraordinary luck. 

(Later in this book I’ll tell you how to improve your odds of getting 

lucky.) 

Consider Olympic athletes. When one Olympian wins a gold 

medal, or multiple gold medals, it’s a headline story. But for every 

medalist there are thousands who had the goal of being on that po- 

dium and failed. Those people had goals and not systems. I don’t 

consider daily practices and professional coaching a system because 

everyone knows in advance that the odds of any specific individual 

winning a medal through those activities are miniscule. The mini- 
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mum requirement of a system is that a reasonable person expects it to 

work more often than not. Buying lottery tickets is not a system no 

matter how regularly you do it. 

On the system side, consider Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Face- 

book. It’s apparent that his system for success involved studying hard, 

getting extraordinary grades, going to a top college—in his case 

Harvard—and developing a skill set with technology that virtually 

guaranteed riches in today’s world. As it turns out, his riches came 

quickly through the explosive growth of Facebook. But had that not 

worked out, he would likely be a millionaire through some other 

start-up or just by being a highly paid technical genius for an existing 

corporation. Zuckerberg’s system (or what I infer was his system) was 

almost guaranteed to work, but no one could have imagined at the 

time how well. 

Warren Buffett’s system for investing involves buying undervalued 

companies and holding them forever, or at least until something ma- 

jor changes. That system (which I have grossly oversimplified) has 

been a winner for decades. Compare that with individual investors 

who buy a stock because they expect it to go up 20 percent in the 

coming year; that’s a goal, not a system. And not surprisingly, indi- 

vidual investors generally. experience worse returns than the market 

average. 

I have a friend who is a gifted salesman. He could have sold any- 

thing, from houses to toasters. The field he chose (which I won’t re- 

veal because he wouldn’t appreciate the sudden flood of competition) 

allows him to sell a service that almost always auto-renews. In other 

words, he can sell his service once and enjoy ongoing commissions 

until the customer dies or goes out of business. His biggest problem 

in life is that he keeps trading his boat for a larger one, and that’s a 

lot of work. Observers call him lucky. What I see is a man who ac- 

curately identified his skill set and chose a system that vastly increased 

his odds of getting “lucky.” In fact, his system is so solid that it could 

withstand quite a bit of bad luck without buckling. How much pas- 

sion does this fellow have for his chosen field? Answer: zero. What he 

has is a spectacular system, and that beats passion every time. 



My System 

When | was six years old, I got hooked on the comic strip Peanuts. 

The drawings fascinated me. They were so simple and yet so perfect 

in an indescribable way. As soon as I learned to read, I devoured every 

Peanuts book I could get my hands on. I declared to my parents that 

one day I would be a famous cartoonist like Charles Schulz. That was 

my goal, clear as can be. I spent countless hours with crayons, pencils, 

markers, and paper. I practiced and practiced. But I never became 

good. I wasn’t even the best artist in my class of forty kids. I didn’t 

give up, though. 

At the age of eleven | applied to the Famous Artists School Course 

for Talented Young People. It was a correspondence course. This was 

perfect for me because I wouldn’t need to leave home, which would 

have been problematic. I filled out the application, drew the assign- 

ments they requested, and answered the multiple-choice questions 

about design. Sadly, I was rejected by the Famous Artists School for 

Young People because their cutoff age was twelve. I was too young. I 

was crushed. 

My mother, in the style of the times, told me I could do anything I 

set my sights on. She said I could be the president, an astronaut, or the 

next Charles Schulz. I believed her because at that point in my life I 

hadn’t yet noticed the pattern of her deceptions. Her lies included 

Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny, and something about 

a whale eating a guy named Jonah.. 
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In time I started to understand something called the odds. Some 

things were, by their very nature, likely, and some were not. I learned 

by observation that people who pursued extraordinarily unlikely goals 

were overly optimistic at best, delusional at worst, and just plain stu- 

pid most of the time. The smart people in my little Republican- 

dominated town made practical plans and stuck to them. Some joined 

the Marines to get experience and education. Some went into the fam- 

ily business. Some married and became homemakers and moms. A 

few superstars studied hard and pursued jobs in medicine and the law. 

At the time, if you had asked me to name twenty different types of jobs 

an adult could have, I would have tapped out after fifteen. The jobs I 

had heard of were the ones I saw around me in my little town plus 

whatever I saw on television. And by television I mean the one channel 

we received (via rabbit ears) that had both a picture and sound. 

My father worked at the local post office and painted houses at 

night when the weather allowed. His advice to my brother and me 

was to pursue a career in the postal profession. The United States 

Postal Service was steady work, it was mostly indoors, and it had 

excellent benefits. Sometimes when my mother was busy, my siblings 

and I would hang out at the post office with my dad. We were fasci- 

nated by the loaded handgun that was always within easy reach. Ap- 

parently the government expected its employees to resist armed 

robberies by reaching for their pieces and blazing away. Those were 

different times. 

My mother decided to try her hand at selling real estate once her 

three kids were old enough to stay alive on their own. She became an 

agent and did well enough to build up some savings that would go 

toward our college educations. My mother told us from the time we 

could understand language that all three of us were college bound, 

like it or not. In my family, only an aunt had ever attended college. 

My mother decided to change that. Later, when the real-estate market 

got saturated with brokers and agents, she took a job for minimum 

wage on an assembly line, winding copper wires around speaker 

magnets for eight hours a day. That money too went toward our edu- 

cation. It wasn’t nearly enough, but it was a step in the right direction. 

My mother decided that I should become a lawyer. She spent a 

good deal of energy convincing me that it was a good plan. The two 

lawyers in our town were doing well, and my grades seemed strong 

enough to make a legitimate run at the legal profession. I didn’t know 
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much about the job of lawyering, but I did like the idea of making 
good money and someday escaping my little town. I signed on to my 
mother’s plan and set my sights on a career in law. All I needed to do 

was figure out how to pay for college. 

One day in eleventh grade health class our gym teacher/health 

teacher mentioned that our small school (there were about forty kids 

in my Class) had never produced a student who earned an academic 

scholarship to college. He explained that one unusually tall and ath- 

letic student had managed to get a basketball scholarship before 

blowing out his knee in his freshman year, but no one had earned a 

college scholarship based on academics alone. The teacher speculated 

with confidence that this was about to change. He announced that 

one student in our grade was likely to get an academic scholarship. 

This news surprised me. I looked around my small classroom and 

couldn’t figure out whom he meant. Curiosity got the best of me and 

I raised my hand. “Who are you talking about?” He stared at me ina 

gym-coach way, either annoyed or surprised by the question. Then he 

answered in a confident voice, “You.” 

I didn’t believe him. He was just one guy with an opinion. But my 

mother told me I was going to college one way or another, so I set 

about the task of figuring out how that happens. This was well before 

the days of highly involved parents. I was pretty much on my own. 

Our guidance counselor pointed to a wall-length shelf that was full of 

college pamphlets and books and gave me this valuable career guid- 

ance: Pick a few colleges that look good and fill out some applica- 

tions. This was not the precise sort of career advice that one would 

hope for. I skimmed a few college books and felt lost. How could I 

possibly know the best choice for me? 

Luckily, a new kid had joined my class a year earlier. New students 

were rare. I attended kindergarten with about thirty-five of the forty 

kids I graduated with, and most of those classes were in the same 

building. This new kid, Peter, came from some exotic city, or maybe 

it was a suburb, where people knew how the world worked. I fol- 

lowed his lead and did what he did. I decided to major in economics 

because Peter told me that would be a good prelaw degree. Then I 

followed him around in the guidance counselor’s tiny library of col- 

lege information and learned that the process for applying to each 

college was described in those books. Eventually I picked two colleges 

that looked good on paper. And by that I mean the schools were lo- 
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cated within driving distance, they offered degrees in economics, and 

the photographs of their campuses were pleasing. 

My first choice, Cornell, had two factors working against it. The 

first was a tragic men-to-women ratio that guaranteed I would gradu- 

ate a virgin. The other was that I applied too late and missed its dead- 

line. Cornell informed me that I was on its wait list. My only chance 

of getting into that school was if some sort of fast-moving plague 

killed all of the people who knew there was a deadline for applying. 

The only other college I applied to was Hartwick College in 

Oneonta, New York. Hartwick had several things going for it. It was 

a one-hour drive from home, so travel would be affordable. It had a 

well-respected nursing major, so there were more women than men. 

And it accepted me. It was my only option. This is when I learned that 

one should not seek life-altering advice from a kid named Peter whose 

primary credentials were that he once lived in a suburb or maybe a 

city. Either way, it was a bad idea to apply to only two colleges and a 

worse idea to choose those two colleges based on the quality of the 

photographs in the brochures. (Full disclosure: Attending a college 

with a favorable male-female ratio turned out to be genius.) 

My next problem was that my parents couldn’t afford to send me 

to Hartwick, which is a-pricey private college. So I applied for an 

academic scholarship. To my surprise, but not the surprise of my gym 

teacher/health teacher, Hartwick granted me a partial academic 

scholarship. I also received some small scholarships from the state of 

New York. With my parents’ savings, plus my own savings from 

mowing lawns and shoveling snow for years, I had almost enough. I 

figured I could work a few jobs at school and close the gap. And so 

my college career began. I would study economics and aim for law 

school later. I escaped from Windham, New York, but just barely. 

Things would not get easier. 

A short time into my first semester at Hartwick, I discovered sev- 

eral interesting pastimes that might fit under the heading of adult fun. 

The drinking age was eighteen in those days, and I was fresh off the 

leash. Soon, thanks to many delightful distractions, my grades dipped 

below the level that Hartwick expected from an academic scholarship 

recipient. The dean sent a letter putting me on notice. The scholarship 

would be rescinded unless I got my grades up. At about that same 

time, I came down with a world-class case of mononucleosis. The col- 

lege nurses were impressed; they had never seen a case so severe. My 
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glands were so swollen that my throat almost closed entirely. Icouldn’t 
even swallow. The college physician advised me that I would be too 
drained and sleepy to study, and my best bet was to pack up my stuff 
and drop out. He suggested that maybe I could come back to college 

someday and start over. It was my choice, he explained, but his med- 

ical advice was to regroup, recover at home, and try college another 

time. I had been in college for only one semester and I was on the 

verge of complete failure. 

This was one of those times when the difference between wishing 

and deciding mattered. I didn’t wish to stay in school; I decided. For 

the next two weeks I stayed in a bed in the college infirmary, strug- 

gling to stay awake long enough to read my textbooks and keep up to 

where I assumed the class would be. Upon release, I discovered I was 

actually a month ahead in some of my classes. My grades climbed 

back where they needed to be and I marched on. 

I had ignored my father’s advice to work for the Postal Service. That 

turned out to be a good idea. I got into college without much help from 

my guidance counselor, and I stayed in school against my doctor’s ad- 

vice. This was about the time that my opinion of experts, and authority 

figures in general, began a steady descent that continues to this day. 

As I learned more about the legal profession, I realized it wasn’t a 

good fit for my personality. I’m not the sort of person who feels com- 

fortable winning when it means the other side loses something of 

equal or greater value. I’d feel even worse if I were to win a victory for 

my client that was ill deserved and accomplished only through my 

weasel-tastic skills. I had been raised to decline offers of candy from 

family friends under the theory that I had done nothing to deserve it. 

I was the kind of person who needed a job that made other people 

happy, ideally with a side benefit of making me rich and famous too. 

And for that I needed a system. 

I decided that my talents would be best suited for creating and run- 

ning some sort of company. To acquire the necessary skills I would 

complete my economics degree and get an entry-level job at a big 

bank. I would take as many company-paid training classes as I could 

and learn all there was to know about business from a banking per- 

spective. I also hoped to complete my MBA at night on the company’s 

dime. I was agnostic about what specific sort of business I would 

someday run. All I knew for sure is that I needed to be ready when the 

time was right. 
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This brings me to my system. I still have the diary I wrote when I 

graduated from Hartwick, in which I outlined my entrepreneurial 

plan. The idea was to create something that had value and—this next 

part is the key—I wanted the product to be something that was easy 

to reproduce in unlimited quantities. | didn’t want to sell my time, at 

least not directly, because that model has an upward limit. And I 

didn’t want to build my own automobile factory, for example, be- 

cause cars are not easy to reproduce. I didn’t want to do any sort of 

custom work, such as building homes, because each one requires the 

same amount of work. I wanted to create, invent, write, or otherwise 

concoct something widely desired that would be easy to reproduce. 

. My plan wasn’t the one and only practical path to success. Another 

perfectly good plan might involve becoming a salesperson who works 

on commission in an industry that handles extraordinarily expensive 

items such as rare art, airplanes, or office buildings. It might take 

years to get into one of those positions, but no one said success would 

be fast or easy. I don’t have the salesperson gene, so selling expensive 

items wasn’t a good plan for me. I figured my competitive edge was 

creativity. I would try one thing after another until something cre- 

ative struck a chord with the public. Then I would reproduce it like 

crazy. In the near term it would mean one failure after another. In the 

long term I was creating a situation that would allow luck to find me. 

It helps a great deal to have at least a general strategy and some 

degree of focus. The world offers so many alternatives that you need 

a quick filter to eliminate some options and pay attention to others. 

Whatever your plan, focus is always important. 

My system of creating something the public wants and reproduc- 

ing it in large quantities nearly guaranteed a string of failures. By 

design, all of my efforts were long shots. Had I been goal oriented 

instead of system oriented, I imagine I would have given up after the 

first several failures. It would have felt like banging my head against 

a brick wall. But being systems oriented, I felt myself growing more 

capable every day, no matter the fate of the project I happened to be 

working on. And every day during those years I woke up with the 

same thought, literally, as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and slapped 

the alarm clock off. 

Today’s the day. 



My Corporate Career Fizzled 

In the spring of 1979, adorned in the same cheap suit I’d worn on the 

flight to California, I walked into a San Francisco branch of Crocker 

National Bank and asked for a job as a teller. The manager hired me 

on the spot. I needed a job right away because all I owned was my 

ill-fitting clothes, a plastic alarm clock, a watch that worked occa- 

sionally, a toiletry bag, and two thousand dollars that my parents had 

scraped together as a college graduation present. My plan was to start 

at the bottom and claw my way to the top. 

My degree in economics made me somewhat overqualified for the 

teller job, and yet I still managed to be dreadful at it. My people skills 

were good enough, but I somehow found a different way to misplace 

money or transpose numbers nearly every shift. I’m not good at any 

sort of task that has to be done right the first time. I’m more of a do- 

it-wrong-then-fix-it personality. 

My supervisor liked me, but my sloppiness at keeping track of peo- 

ple’s transactions—which in those days involved writing down num- 

bers with a pen and paper—made me unfit for the job. My supervisor 

warned me that unless I improved quickly, she would be forced to let 

me go. I knew I wasn’t likely to get better at handling details. I was a 

failure at my first job. 

I figured I had two ways to leave my job. I could get fired or—and 

here’s the optimist emerging—I could get promoted. I wrote a letter 

to the senior vice president for the branch system, who was probably 

seven or eight layers of management above me, and described all of 

Lai} 
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my naive suggestions for improving the bank. My ideas had one thing 

in common: They were impractical for reasons a twenty-one-year-old 

wouldn’t yet appreciate. I closed my letter by asking for a rare and 

coveted spot in the management training program, a fast track to up- 

per management. It was a long shot for a guy who had on his perma- 

nent work record some version of “too incompetent to write numbers 

on a piece of paper.” 

I included in my letter a list of my qualifications that contained a 

witty reference to getting robbed twice at gunpoint in the course of 

my work, which was true. As luck would have it, the senior vice pres- 

ident was a six-foot-ten, red-headed, bearded elf of a man who had a 

great sense of humor. He read my letter and invited me to his office 

for an interview. 

The senior vice president told me that my suggestions for improv- 

ing the bank were underwhelming, but he liked my sense of humor, 

and because of that he had a hunch about my potential. A month later 

I started the management training program. Somehow I had failed 

my way to a much better job. 

In my eight years at the bank, I was incompetent at one job after 

another. At various times I was a branch banking trainee, project 

manager, computer programmer, product manager, lending officer, 

budget supervisor, and a few other jobs I’ve forgotten. I never stayed 

in one job long enough to develop any legitimate competence, and 

I’m not entirely sure additional experience would have helped in my 

case. It seemed as if my only valuable skill were interviewing for the 

next job. I got hired for almost every job I pursued in the bank, and 

each was a promotion and a raise. It was starting to seem as if I 

might be able to interview my way to some sort of senior executive 

position in which no one would notice I was totally skill free. That 

was my hope. 

My banking career ended when my boss called me into her office 

and informed me that the order had come down to stop promoting 

white males. The press had noticed that senior management was com- 

posed almost entirely of white males, and the company needed to 

work harder to achieve something called diversity. No one knew how 

many years that might take, so I put my résumé together and sent it 

to some of the other big companies in the area. I had officially failed 

at my banking career and, against all odds, my incompetence wasn’t 

the cause. 
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The local phone company, Pacific Bell, unwisely offered me a job, 
and I accepted. Once again I got a big raise, thanks to my interview- 
ing skills and the fact that I had nearly completed my MBA at Berke- 

ley, attending classes at night. I looked great on paper. Little did they 

realize that looking good on paper was my best skill. 

A few weeks after I left my job at Crocker, an acquiring bank fired 

everyone in the department I’d left behind. My failure as a banker al- 

lowed me to escape to a new job before the firing. This was one of 

many examples in which the universe makes sure there isn’t much of 

a link between job performance in the corporate world and outcomes. 

Pacific Bell put me on its version of the fast track, which employees 

referred to as being “in the binder.” Higher levels of management 

kept printed lists of the up-and-comers in three-ring binders, so they 

could mentor us and, presumably, so they could hedge their bets in 

case one of us passed them on the management ladder. It’s a bad idea 

to be a jerk to someone who might be your boss in five years. 

About 60 percent of my job at Pacific Bell involved trying to look 

busy. I was in charge of budgeting, and the actual work was far from 

challenging, even for me. Most of my budget spreadsheets had for- 

mula errors, but that didn’t matter because all of the inputs from the 

various departments were complete lies and bullshit. If anything, my 

errors probably smoothed out some of the bullshit and made it closer 

to truth. It was a truly absurd existence. 

My biggest complaint was that smoking was allowed in offices in 

those days, and a chain-smoker was in the cubicle next to me. I sat in 

a cloud of her tobacco stench all day. I tried asking her not to smoke, 

but all that did was turn her into an unfriendly smoker, and that 

wasn’t an upgrade. I asked my boss to relocate my cubicle, but there 

were so many smokers that the new location had just as much of a 

tobacco fog. 

As luck would have it, the company had a robust workplace-safety 

program, and one day management passed around a document listing 

common workplace hazards and asked us to sign it. One of the listed 

hazards was secondhand smoke. The company encouraged employees 

to be proactive about safety, so I did just that. I declared my work- 

place a safety hazard and informed my boss that I would need to stay 

home until it was remediated. I don’t think he took me seriously. 

The next day I stayed home and called in to see if the hazard had 

been eliminated. My boss said it had not, so I cheerily thanked him 
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for the update and said I would keep checking back. I was happy to 

do my part to make the workplace safer. Telecommuting wasn’t yet 

practical because the Internet was still a zygote, so I didn’t even need 

to work from home. So far, I had a paid day off and nothing but fresh 

air to breathe. My plan was working. 

On day two, my boss’s boss called and asked what the problem 

was. I explained the situation and he listened. He was an engineer by 

training, and he couldn’t find a flaw in my reasoning. I was applying 

the company policy exactly as it was intended. He wasn’t a smoker, so 

I think he saw the point. I thanked him for listening and said I would 

check back periodically to see if the workplace was safe for me to re- 

turn. I was professional and upbeat about it, in part because I thought 

it was funnier that way. 

I expected to get fired. And I expected to call the local newspaper 

afterward and see if it wanted an interesting story. This was the first 

time I realized how attracted I am to controversy. 

On day three, if I recall, my boss’s boss called to say he had dis- 

cussed the issue with a few levels of management above and they had 

agreed to make everything but their own private offices smoke free. 

And they had agreed to close their doors when they smoked. I re- 

turned to work, happy in the knowledge that my cubicle was rela- 

tively smoke free, and as a bonus the smokers in senior management 

were closing their doors and turning their offices into extra effective 

carcinogenic hotboxes. It’s hard to imagine a better result. 

I thought my career at Pacific Bell was going well. I finished my 

MBA classes at Berkeley’s evening program and probably moved 

ahead of a few people “in the binder.” One day a district manager 

position opened and I was a contender, or so I thought. My boss’s 

boss’s boss called me into his office and explained that the order had 

come down to stop promoting white males. Pacific Bell had a diver- 

sity problem, and it might take years to fix it, if it was ever fixed. My 

bid for upper management at Pacific Bell was officially a failure. 

On the plus side, I no longer felt the need to give my employer my 

best efforts, or even to occasionally work long hours for no extra pay. 

It was an unwanted freedom, but freedom nonetheless. I took some 

time to work on my tennis game and I started thinking seriously about 

a new direction, ideally one that didn’t require me to have a boss. 

I decided to revive a long-lost interest and try my hand at cartoon- 

ing. But it was an unlikely dream, given my complete lack of artistic 
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4 
talent and the rarity of success stories in that business. So I decided to 

try something called affirmations, which I will describe in more de- 

tail later in the book. I bought some art supplies, practiced drawing 

every morning before work, and wrote my affirmation fifteen times a 

: day: “I, Scott Adams, will be a famous cartoonist.” 
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Deciding Versus Wanting 

One of the best pieces of advice I’ve ever heard goes something like 

this: If you want success, figure out the price, then pay it. It sounds 

trivial and obvious, but if you unpack the idea it has extraordinary 

power. 

I know a lot of people who wish they were rich or famous or oth- 

erwise fabulous. They wish they had yachts and servants and castles 

and they wish they could travel the world in their own private jets. 

But these are mere wishes. Few of these wishful people have decided 

to have any of the things they wish for. It’s a key difference, for once 

you decide, you take action. Wishing starts in the mind and generally 

stays there. 

When you decide to be successful in a big way, it means you ac- 

knowledge the price and you’re willing to pay it. That price might be 

sacrificing your personal life to get good grades in school, pursuing a 

college major that is deadly boring but lucrative, putting off having 

kids, missing time with your family, or taking business risks that put 

you in jeopardy for embarrassment, divorce, or bankruptcy. Success- 

ful people don’t wish for success; they decide to pursue it. And to 

pursue it effectively, they need a system. Success always has a price, 

but the reality is that the price is negotiable. If you pick the right sys- 

tem, the price will be a lot nearer what you’re willing to pay. 

I can’t change the fact that success requires a lot of work. But if you 

learn to appreciate the power of systems over goals, it might lower the 

price of success just enough to make it worth a go. 
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The Selfishness Illusion 

During your journey to success you will find yourself continually try- 

ing to balance your own needs with the needs of others. You will al- 

ways wonder if you are being too selfish or not selfish enough. I’m 

glad I can be here to help you sort it all out. 

For starters, when it comes to the topic of generosity, there are 

three kinds of people in the world: 

1. Selfish 

2. Stupid 

3. Burden on others 

That’s the entire list. Your best option is to be selfish, because be- 

ing stupid or a burden on society won’t help anyone. Society hopes 

you will handle your selfishness with some grace and compassion. If 

you do selfishness right, you automatically become a net benefit to 

society. Successful people generally don’t burden the world. Corpo- 

rate raiders, overpaid CEOs, and tyrannical dictators are the excep- 

tions. Most successful people give more than they personally consume, 

in the form of taxes, charity work, job creation, and so on. My best 

estimate is that I will personally consume about 10 percent of the to- 

tal wealth I create over my career. The rest goes to taxes, future gen- 

erations, start-up investments, charity, and stimulating the economy. 

As a future or current rich person, you might pay far more than 

your share of taxes because of your selfish pursuit of income. Self- 

| 



48 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

ish successful people don’t cause worry and stress for those who 

care about them. As a selfish successful person, you can be a role 

model for others. Selfish successful people can be fun company if 

they’ve squirreled away all they need and have no complaints to 

voice. 

By “selfishness” I don’t mean the kind where you grab the last 

doughnut so your coworker doesn’t get it. That wouldn’t be enlight- 

ened selfishness because that sort of pettiness can bite you in the ass 

later. And it might rob you of some energy if you feel guilty about it 

or you get caught. 
The most important form of selfishness involves spending time on 

your fitness, eating right, pursuing your career, and still spending 

quality time with your family and friends. If you neglect your health 

or your career, you slip into the second category—stupid—which is a 

short slide to becoming a burden on society. 

I blame society for the sad state of adult fitness in the Western 

world. We’re raised to believe that giving of ourselves is noble and 

good. If you’re religious, you might have twice as much pressure to be 

unselfish. All our lives we are told it’s better to give than to receive. 

We’re programmed for unselfish behavior by society, our parents, and 

even our genes to some-extent. The problem is that our obsession 

with generosity causes people to think in the short term. We skip ex- 

ercise to spend an extra hour helping at home. We buy fast food to 

save time to help a coworker with a problem. At every turn, we cheat 

our own future to appear generous today. 

So how can you make the right long-term choices for yourself, thus 

being a benefit to others in the long run, without looking like a selfish 

turd in your daily choices? There’s no instant cure, but a step in the 

right direction involves the power of permission. I’m giving you per- 

mission to take care of yourself first, so you can do a better job of 

being generous in the long run. 

What? 

You might be wondering how a cartoonist’s permission to be self- 

ish can help in any way. The surprising answer is that it can, in my 

opinion. If you’ve read this far, we have a relationship of sorts. It’s an 

author-reader relationship, but that’s good enough. We humans are 

wired to be easily influenced by the people who are in relationships 

with us, no matter what those relationships are. Sometimes we call 

that influence peer pressure. Sometimes it’s called modeling or imitat- 
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ing. Sometimes it’s learning by example. And most of the time it’s just 
something we do automatically, without thinking. 

Luckily most of us have filters that prevent us from being influ- 
enced in the most obviously damaging ways. If I were to encourage 

you to buy a rifle with a high-powered scope and wait on a bridge for 

further instructions, you probably wouldn’t do that. Influence works 

best when the person being influenced has no objection to the sug- 

gested change. Often all one needs is some form of permission to 

initiate a change, and it doesn’t always matter what form the permis- 

sion is in, or if it even makes sense. I’m sure you already want to be fit 

and successful and happy. You already want to skip some of your 

chores at home or at work to take care of your own needs. I’m simply 

your cartoonist friend telling you that generous people take care of 

their own needs first. In fact, doing so is a moral necessity. The world 

needs you at your best. ; 

I should pause here for my more literal readers and explain that 

being selfish doesn’t mean you should let a runaway baby carriage roll 

into traffic if you think stopping it will make you ten seconds late for 

work. Humans are so emotionally and societally connected with one 

another that often the best thing we can do for ourselves is to help 

others. I’ll trust you to recognize those situations. Being selfish doesn’t 

mean being a sociopath. It just means you take the long view of 

things. 

One of the more interesting surprises for me when I started making 

more money than I would ever spend is that it automatically changed 

my priorities. I could afford any car I wanted, but suddenly I didn’t 

care so much about my possessions beyond the utility they provided. 

Once all of my personal needs were met, my thoughts automatically 

turned to how I could make the world a better place. I didn’t plan the 

transformation. It wasn’t something I thought about and decided to 

do. It just happened on its own. Apparently humans are wired to take 

care of their own needs first, then family, tribe, country, and the 

world, roughly in that order. 

I’m sure there are plenty of selfish turds who make billions and 

spend it all on helicopters and mansions with never a thought given to 

the well-being of others. I meet a lot of super successful people in my 

line of work, especially living in the San Francisco Bay Area, and my 

observation is that it’s rare to find a selfish successful person. I assume 

some or even most successful people started out selfishly, but success 
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changes you. It’s not a coincidence that Brad Pitt is helping to build 

homes after the Hurricane Katrina disaster or that Bill Gates is one of 

the most important philanthropists of all time. Success does that. 

The healthiest way to look at selfishness is that it’s a necessary 

strategy when you're struggling. In hard times, or even presuccess 

times, society and at least one cartoonist want you to take care of 

yourself first. If you pursue your selfish objectives, and you do it well, 

someday your focus will turn outward. It’s an extraordinary feeling. 

I hope you can experience it. 



The Energy Metric 

We humans want many things: good health, financial freedom, ac- 

complishment, a great social life, love, sex, recreation, travel, family, 

career, and more. The problem with all of this wanting is that the 

time you spend chasing one of those desires is time you can’t spend 

chasing any of the others. So how do you organize your limited sup- 

ply of time to get the best result? 

The way I approach the problem of multiple priorities is by focus- 

ing on just one main metric: my energy. I make choices that maximize 

my personal energy because that makes it easier to manage all of the 

other priorities. 

Maximizing my personal energy means eating right, exercising, 

avoiding unnecessary stress, getting enough sleep, and all of the obvi- 

ous steps. But it also means having something in my life that makes 

me excited to wake up. When I get my personal energy right, the qual- 

ity of my work is better, and I can complete it faster. That keeps my 

career on track. And when all of that is working, and I feel relaxed 

and energetic, my personal life is better too. 

You might be familiar with a television show that was called The 

Dog Whisperer. On the show, Cesar Millan, a dog-training expert, 

helped people get their seemingly insane dogs under control. Cesar’s 

main trick involved training the humans to control their own emo- 

tional states, because dogs can pick up crazy vibes from their owners. 

When the owners learned to control themselves, the dogs calmed 

down too. I think this same method applies to humans interacting 
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with other humans. You’ve seen for yourself that when a sad person 

enters a room, the mood in the room drops. And when you talk to a 

cheerful person who is full of energy, you automatically feel a boost. 

I’m suggesting that by becoming a person with good energy, you lift 

the people around you. That positive change will improve your social 

life, your love life, your family life, and your career. 

When I talk about increasing your personal energy, I don’t mean 

the frenetic, caffeine-fueled, bounce-off-the-walls type of energy. I’m 

talking about a calm, focused energy. To others it will simply appear 

that you are in a good mood. And you will be. 

Before I became a cartoonist, I worked in a number of awful cor- 

porate jobs. But I still enjoyed going to work, partly because I exer- 

cised most evenings and usually woke up feeling good, and partly 

because I always had one or two side projects going on that had the 

potential to set me free. Cartooning was just one of a dozen entrepre- 

neurial ideas I tried out during my corporate days. For years, the 

prospect of starting “my own thing” and leaving my cubicle behind 

gave me an enormous amount of energy. 

The main reason I blog is because it energizes me. I could rational- 

ize my blogging by telling you it increases traffic on Dilbert.com by 

10 percent or that it keeps my mind sharp or that I think the world is 

a better place when there are more ideas in it. But the main truth is 

that blogging charges me up. It gets me going. I don’t need another 

reason. , 

This book is another example of something that gets my energy up. 

I like to think that someone might read this collection of ideas and 

find a few thoughts that help. That possibility is tremendously moti- 

vating for me. So while writing takes me away from my friends and 

family for a bit, it makes me a better person when I’m with them. I’m 

happier and more satisfied with my life. The energy metric helps make 

my choices easier. 

“Energy” is a simple word that captures a mind-boggling array of 

complicated happenings. For our purposes I’ll define your personal 

energy as anything that gives you a positive lift, either mentally or 

physically. Like art, you know it when you see it. Examples will help. 

For me, shopping is an energy killer. The moment I walk into a 

busy store, I feel the energy drain from my body. The exhaustion 

starts as a mental thing, but within minutes I feel as if my body had 

been through a marathon. Shopping is simply exhausting for me. 
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Your situation might be different. For some people, shopping is a 

high. It boosts energy. So using my example, a person like me should 

seek to minimize shopping (and I do), while a person who gets a buzz 

from it should indulge, so long as it doesn’t take too much away from 

other priorities in life. 

Managing your personal energy is like managing budgets in a 

company. In business, every financial decision in one department is 

connected to others. If the research and development group cuts 

spending today, eventually that decision will ripple through the orga- 

nization and reduce profits in some future year. Similarly, when you 

manage your personal energy, it’s not enough to maximize it in the 

short run or in one defined area. Ideally, you want to manage your 

personal energy for the long term and the big picture. Having one 

more cocktail at midnight might be an energy boost at the time, but 

you pay for it double the next day. 

At this point in the book, allow me to pause and acknowledge your 

entirely appropriate skepticism about my notion that organizing 

your life around the concept of personal energy is useful. I applaud 

your healthy skepticism. But I’ll ask you to hold off on judging the 

usefulness of personal energy as an organizing principle until you see 

how it’s woven into the following chapters. 

By analogy, imagine explaining the idea of capitalism to someone 

who had never heard of it. You’d be greeted with severe skepticism 

and legitimate questions: 

Wouldn’t it cause you to cut expenses now and underin- 

vest? 

Wouldn’t it cause you to become sort of a jerk to your 

employees? 

Wouldn’t it cause you to cheat your customers whenever 

you could? 

The honest answer to all of those concerns is that they are entirely 

valid. Capitalism is rotten at every level, and yet it adds up to some- 

thing extraordinarily useful for society over time. The paradox of 

capitalism is that adding a bunch of bad-sounding ideas together cre- 

ates something incredible that is far more good than bad. Capitalism 

inspires people to work hard, to take reasonable risks, and to create 

value for customers. On the whole, capitalism channels selfishness in 
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a direction that benefits civilization, not counting a few fat cats who 

have figured out how to game the system. 

You have the same paradox with personal energy. If you look at 

any individual action that boosts your personal energy, it might look 

like selfishness. Why are you going skiing when you should be work- 

ing at the homeless shelter, you selfish bastard! 

My proposition is that organizing your life to optimize your per- 

sonal energy will add up to something incredible that is more good 

than bad. 

As I write this paragraph, my wife and our good friends are won- 

dering why I’m selfishly lagging behind and not meeting them for an 

afternoon of sitting in the sun. I’ll get there soon. And when I do, I’ll 

feel energized and satisfied and be far more fun to be around. No one 

will think worse of me in the long run for being thirty minutes behind 

for a full day of fun that they have already started. But everyone will 

appreciate that I’m in a better mood when | show up. That’s the trade- 

off. Like capitalism, some forms of selfishness are enlightened. 

Matching Mental State to Activity 

One of the most important tricks for maximizing your productivity 

involves matching your mental state to the task. For example, when I 

first wake up, my brain is relaxed and creative. The thought of writ- 

ing a comic is fun, and it’s relatively easy because my brain is in ex- 

actly the right mode for that task. I know from experience that trying 

to be creative in the midafternoon is a waste of time. By 2:00 p.m. all 

I can do is regurgitate the ideas I’ve seen elsewhere. At 6:00 a.m. I’m 

a creator, and by 2:00 p.m. I’m a copier. 

Everyone is different, but you’ll discover that most writers work 

either early in the morning or past midnight. That’s when the creative 

writing juices flow most easily. 

When lunchtime rolls around, I like to grab a quick snack and go 

to the gym or play tennis. At that time of day I have plenty of energy, 

and it makes exercise seem like a good idea. I know that if I wait until 

after dinner I won’t have the sort of physical energy I need to talk 

myself into exercising. In my twenties I could exercise at midnight 

with no problem, so keep in mind that you might want to make ad- 

justments to your daily patterns over time. 
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My comic-creating process is divided into two stages to maximize 
my natural energy cycles. In the late afternoon and early evening my 
hand is steady. I’m relaxed from exercising and ready to do some 

simple, mindless, mechanical tasks such as drawing the final art for 

Dilbert or paying bills online. It’s the perfect match of my energy level 

with a mindless task. Without the exercise I wouldn’t have the atten- 

tion span to handle boring tasks. I would be bouncing around from 

one thing to another and accomplishing nothing. 

Most people aren’t lucky enough to have a flexible schedule. I 

didn’t have one either for the first sixteen years of my corporate life. 

So I did the next best thing by going to bed early and getting up at 

4:00 a.m. to do my creative side projects. One of those projects be- 

came the sketches for Dilbert. 

You might not think you’re an early-morning person. I didn’t think 

I was either. But once you get used to it, you might never want to go 

back. You can accomplish more by the time other people wake up 

than most people accomplish all day. 

Simplifiers Versus Optimizers 

Some people are what I call simplifiers and some are optimizers. A 

simplifier will prefer the easy way to accomplish a task, while know- 

ing that some amount of extra effort might have produced a better 

outcome. An optimizer looks for the very best solution even if the 

extra complexity increases the odds of unexpected problems. Allow 

me to compare and contrast the two approaches. 

My wife, Shelly, is a world-class optimizer. I, on the other hand, 

cling to simplicity like a monkey on a coconut. As I write this chapter, 

we have plans tonight for a simple dinner thirty minutes from home 

followed by a movie that is near the restaurant. We’ll stop to pick up 

our friends who conveniently live on the shortest path to our destina- 

tion. Once we get to the restaurant, we won’t even need to move the 

car. Parking will be easy, the drive will avoid all rush-hour traffic, 

and the timing will allow for a leisurely evening with no worries. I, 

the simplifier, made these plans. 

In about an hour the optimizer in the family will return home from 

whatever she is optimizing and potentially introduce several changes 

to my plan. If the changes work, our evening will be even better than 



56 | HOW TO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

l imagined, or perhaps more productive. That’s great! But the changes 

will also introduce new opportunities for things to go wrong. This 

balance works well for Shelly because she has nerves of steel. ’m 

more like a squirrel that wandered into a monster-truck rally. I don’t 

have the constitution to optimize. 

Tonight Shelly might try to complete several urgent tasks before we 

leave, which might make us get a late start, but not too late. No big 

deal. Then perhaps Shelly will recommend that we drive her car, 

which has no gas, so we can refuel it on the way, because she needs it 

in the morning and won’t have much time then. Before we leave the 

house Shelly might produce a shopping bag with an item that needs to 

be returned to the store that is “right on the way.” Perhaps the receipt 

will be misplaced, which means there might be some negotiating in 

the store. All of this would make us fifteen minutes late for our dinner 

reservation and put us at risk of losing our table. That thought would 

spike my blood pressure until my head begins to look like the bottom 

of a thermometer, all red and bulbous. I would need to remind myself 

that Shelly makes her optimized plans work about 90 percent of the 

time. Relax, Scott. Just relax. 

Allow me to predict the rest of the story as if narrating in real time. 

I might be exaggerating:a little just to paint the picture. 

As we leave the house, Shelly suggests we take a shortcut that I am 

not familiar with. I’m driving, and Shelly tells me that all I need to do 

is listen to her directions. No problem. At least I think it’s no problem 

until her cell phone rings just when I need to know which way to go. 

Now Shelly is talking on the phone and solving some thorny issue 

such as missile defense or climate change while occasionally saying 

things that sound as if they might be meant for me. Does “right” 

mean I should turn right, or is she just agreeing with whomever she’s 

talking to on the phone? 

Soon I am lost, and I look to Shelly for help. She waves me off be- 

cause she’s deep into solving whatever problem is happening on the 

phone. I pull over and look at my watch. I get the brilliant idea of 

using GPS to find the store, but I’m not entirely sure which store it is. 

The shopping bag is in the trunk. So now I’m opening the trunk, find- 

ing the bag, and hoping to find the store’s address on my smart phone. 

But my phone has no Internet connection. So I drive while holding my 

phone like a signal meter, waiting for a data icon to appear and hop- 

ing the police are not watching. 
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I find a signal, pull over, and try to find the store’s address, but it 

takes forever on my phone. Finally I get it! Now I enter the address 

into GPS, but I forget to change the route preferences from freeway to 

shortest route. Shelly sees me heading for an on-ramp during rush- 

hour traffic and starts gesturing in a way that means I should go ina 

different direction or possibly means something about chopping 

wood or taxiing a plane. I can’t interpret the gestures. I pull over and 

wait for the call to end. 

By now we are so late that our plan will work only if the restau- 

rant allows us to be thirty minutes late and there is a different movie 

that all four of us want to watch that starts later. This seems unlikely 

to me. 

But as I said, 90 percent of the times that we try to optimize, we 

get several errands completed, get a perfectly good table, have a nice 

meal, and see a movie that might even be better than the one we first 

picked. Optimizing works often enough to reinforce the habit. 

The cost of optimizing is that it’s exhausting and stress inducing, 

at least for people like me. Sometimes I think I’m literally going to 

have a heart attack from all of the optimizing. It also requires full 

concentration. I prefer simple, foolproof plans that allow my heart to 

beat normally and my mind to wander toward blissful thoughts of 

puppies and rose petals. 

(Update: Our dinner and movie followed my simple plan and 

worked flawlessly. Shelly took the night off from optimizing. My pre- 

diction of optimized mayhem did not come to pass. Imagining what 

might have gone wrong makes me look like more of a jerk than usual, 

which is funny, so I decided to leave this chapter intact.) 

I have a bias for simplification, but surely there are situations in 

which optimizing is the better play. So how do you know which ap- 

proach works best in a given situation? 

If the situation involves communication with others, simplification 

is almost always the right answer. If the task is something you can do 

all by yourself, or with a partner who is on your wavelength, optimiz- 

ing might be a better path if you can control most variables in the 

situation. And realistically, sometimes you simply have to get three 

hours of tasks completed in two hours, so we don’t always have the 

luxury of being able to choose simple paths. | 

I prefer simplicity whenever I’m choosing a system to use. People 

can follow simple systems better than complicated ones. I’ll give you 
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some examples of that in later chapters about fitness and diet. The 

most optimized diet plan or fitness plan will also be the most compli- 

cated. But few people have enough willpower in reserve to follow 

complicated plans. 

If you can’t tell whether a simple plan or a complicated one will be 

the best, choose the simple one. If it’s a coin toss, you might as well 

do whatever is easiest. 

If the cost of failure is high, simple tasks are the best because they 

are easier to manage and control. Missing a dinner reservation isn’t 

the end of the world, so doing some optimizing in that case is defen- 

sible. But if you are driving to an important business meeting, you 

don’t want to pile on some errands that are “on the way,” because 

that introduces unwanted stress and uncertainty. 

In my career I’ve always felt that my knack for simplicity was a sort 

of superpower. For example, when I draw Dilbert I include little or no 

background art in most panels, and when I do, it’s usually simple. 

That’s a gigantic time-saver. I assume that other cartoonists retire 

early at least in part because they are optimizers, and that level of 

energy can be hard to sustain in the long run. 

No one reads Dilbert comics for the artwork. I have the luxury of 

being able to do simple-drawings directly on the computer using a 

Wacom Cintiq device (a computer screen on which you can draw). I 

type the dialogue using a’special font I created of my handwriting. 

Over the years I have streamlined the system to the point where I can 

bang out a comic in about an hour if I need to, although I usually take 

longer. Dilbert was designed from the start to be simple to create, and 

I continue to streamline the process. That simplicity has paid off big- 

time because it frees me to blog, write books, do interesting side proj- 

ects, and still enjoy life. 

Optimizing is often the strategy of people who have specific goals 

and feel the need to do everything in their power to achieve them. 

Simplifying is generally the strategy of people who view the world in 

terms of systems. The best systems are simple, and for good reason. 

Complicated systems have more opportunities for failure. Human na- 

ture is such that we’re good at following simple systems and not so 

good at following complicated systems. 

Simple systems are probably the best way to achieve success. Once 

you have success, optimizing begins to have more value. Successful 

people and successful businesses have the luxury of being able to op- 
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timize toward perfection over time. Start-ups often do better by slap- 
ping together something that is 80 percent good and seeing how the 

public responds. There’s time to improve things later if the market 

cares about the product. 

Another big advantage of simplification is that it frees up time, and 

time is one of your most valuable resources in the world. If you give 

an ant infinite time, it can move a mountain all by itself. In my case, 

I can run the equivalent of three separate careers (cartoonist, author, 

entrepreneur) in the same forty-hour week that would normally ac- 

commodate one job. 

Simplification frees up energy, making everything else you do just 

a little bit easier. That’s a huge deal. You don’t want your job inter- 

view to go poorly because on the way to the interview you completed 

four complicated errands that turned you into a ball of stress. When 

you are trying to decide between optimizing and simplifying, think of 

your entire day, not the handful of tasks in question. In other words, 

maximize your personal energy, not the number of tasks. 

As I mentioned earlier, we don’t always have the option of choos- 

ing simplicity, especially if we have a thousand things to complete in 

a day, as Shelly often does. But it’s a good idea to have an overarching 

plan to move toward simple systems as opportunities allow. You can 

chip away at the complexity of your life over time. Simplicity is a 

worthy long-term goal. That’s how you will free your personal energy 

so you can concentrate it where you need it. 

Sitting Position 

Your brain takes some of its cues from what your body is doing. My 

experience is that when I sit in a position I associate with relaxation, 

such as slumping on the couch, my brain will start the lazy relaxation 

subroutine. But if I sit with good posture, both feet on the floor, it 

seems that my body signals to my brain that it’s time to concentrate 

on work. 

Consistency might be more important than the specific position 

you choose. If you train yourself to do deep concentration when sit- 

ting on the couch with your laptop, that might become a good place 

for you to work. Just don’t make the mistake of using the same sitting 

position for work that you use for relaxation. If the couch is where 
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you like to nap or watch television, it will probably be a poor place for 

doing serious work. 

Sleep experts will tell you that the worst place to watch television 

is in bed. If you do it often enough, you won’t be able to fall asleep 

without watching television first. Watching a thought-provoking or 

emotion-grabbing television show is a bad way to relax into your eve- 

ning snooze. A better approach is to use your bed for sex and sleeping 

and nothing else.* ” 

Likewise, it’s a good idea to dedicate certain sitting positions and 

certain work spaces to work and other spaces to relaxation or play. 

That makes your physical environment a sort of user interface for 

your brain, and it becomes a way to manipulate your energy levels 

and concentration. To change how you feel, and how you think, you 

can simply change where you are sitting. 

This is the sort of idea you’re likely to dismiss as unimportant un- 

less you try it yourself for an extended time. In my experience, the 

way I sit makes a huge difference to my productivity. 

Tidiness 

Tidiness is a personal preference, but it also has an impact on your 

energy. Every second you look at a messy room and think about fix- 

ing it is a distraction from your more important thoughts. 

I realize that clutter and messiness don’t affect everyone the same 

way. Some people need to have things just right and others don’t seem 

to mind living in chaos. My experience is that after straightening up 

my office and working through the piles of miscellaneous tasks, I feel 

more clearheaded and energetic. I don’t assume my experience is uni- 

versal, but the cause and effect in my case is so strong that I do recom- 

mend you experiment with it. All you need to do is pay attention to 

how you feel after you have tidied up your work space compared with 

how you felt when it was a mess. 

Cleaning and organizing your space is boring work, and you might 

never see it as a priority. One trick I’ve learned is that I automatically 

generate enthusiasm about tidying up if I know someone is stopping 

by. That’s why it’s a good idea to invite people over on a regular basis. 

It will inspire you to keep your space straightened up, and that might 

in turn cause your mind to have a bit more energy. 
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Knowledge and the Lack Thereof 

One of the biggest obstacles to success—and a real energy killer—is 

the fear that you don’t know how to do the stuff that your ideal career 

plans would require. For example, you might have a terrific idea for a 

small business, but you don’t know how to get a fictitious name, how 

to do your accounting, how to build a Web site, how to outsource 

work to China, and so on. When you don’t know anything about a 

particular topic, it’s easy to assume it would be too hard to learn it 

quickly. I run into that all the time, and I’ve developed a few tricks 

and work-arounds you might find helpful. 

When my first editor of comics called to offer me a contract for 

newspaper syndication, I quickly said yes, but I secretly worried that 

I didn’t know how to do the coloring for the Sunday comics. I was in 

awe of the established cartoonists, who seemed to color within the 

lines so perfectly. And what tools did they use? Were they using spe- 

cial marker pens or watercolors? Why was the color in the newspaper 

so perfect? I was panicked that I didn’t know the basic tools of my 

own chosen profession. And I didn’t think I could learn that skill in a 

reasonable time. I wondered if the skill was taught in some sort of art 

school. 

I decided to confess to my editor my lack of knowledge in the 

comic-coloring arts. She said, “The printer does that.” All I needed to 

do was indicate which colors I wanted where. End of story. (Today I 

use Photoshop and point the paint-bucket icon at the area I want to 

color. It’s probably the easiest work-related thing I do all week.) 

And so it has been with about 90 percent of the topics that have 

intimidated me throughout my career. When you start asking ques- 

tions, you often discover that there’s a simple solution, a Web site that 

handles it, or a professional who takes care of it for a reasonable fee. 

Keep in mind that every time you wonder how to do something, a few 

hundred million people have probably wondered the same thing. And 

that usually means the information has already been packaged and 

simplified, and in some cases sold. But it’s usually free for the asking. 

I’m a big fan of flash research, the type you do in less than a minute 

using Google. You might think a topic is too complicated to master 

for your use, but you might learn otherwise in less than a minute if 

you bother to check. I do that process several times per week; I won- 

der how complicated something is and I check it out. I’m routinely 
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surprised that someone else had the same question and left a simple 

bread-crumb trail for me to follow. 

My business mistakes, of which there have been plenty, were rarely 

caused by not being able to find the information that I knew I needed. 

Most of my problems were caused by my own bad decisions, lack of 

skill, and bad luck. I can’t think of a single instance in which I was 

stopped because there was information I needed and I couldn’t find it. 

I think most entrepreneurs would tell you the same thing. And more 

to the point of this chapter, when you know how to do something, 

you feel more energized to take it on. 

Don’t Be an Asshole 

One of the best ways to pollute the energy in a group situation is by 

being a total asshole. You might succeed in getting people fully ener- 

gized, but it won’t be in a productive way. If you think of your bad 

behavior as a lifestyle choice, as in “being yourself” or “just being 

honest,” you might be ignoring the cost to your personal energy. 

When you piss off the people around you, there is bound to be some 

blowback and wasted effort cleaning up the mess you made. It can all 

be quite distracting and draining. 

I’ve noticed that an alarming number of people have adopted the 

asshole lifestyle and decided it works well enough to stay on that 

path. While the word “asshole” usually makes you think of males, in 

this context I mean it to be gender inclusive. 

There’s no single, agreed definition of what it means to be an ass- 

hole. It might include selfishness, arrogance, mean-spiritedness, or 

any number of other character flaws. You know asshole behavior 

when you see it. And if you’re normal, you’ve probably been one for 

at least a few minutes of your life. 

I would define an asshole as anyone who chooses to make the lives 

of others less pleasant for reasons that don’t appear productive or 

necessary. 

Asshole behaviors: 

1. Changing the subject to him/herself 

2. Dominating conversation 

3. Bragging 
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. Cheating, lying 

. Disagreeing with any suggestion, no matter how trivial 

. Using honesty as a justification for cruelty 

NINH . Withholding simple favors out of some warped sense of social 

justice 

8. Abandoning the rules of civil behavior, such as saying hello or 

making eye contact 

I assume asshole behavior exists because it feels good when you do 

it. In that sense it’s like an addiction. The long-term effect of being an 

asshole can’t be good for the person immersed in the lifestyle, but it 

must feel good in the short term. 

That’s a bad trade-off. Your self-interest is best served by being a 

reasonable person whenever you can muster it. 

Priorities 

It’s useful to think of your priorities in terms of concentric circles, like 

an archery target. In the center is your highest priority: you. If you 

ruin yourself, you won’t be able to work on any other priorities. So 

taking care of your own health is job one. 

The next ring—and your second-biggest priority—is economics. 

That includes your job, your investments, and even your house. You 

might wince at the fact that I put economics ahead of your family, 

your friends, and the rest of the world, but there’s a reason. If you 

don’t get your personal financial engine working right, you place a 

burden on everyone from your family to the country. 

Once you are both healthy and financially sound, it’s time for the 

third ring: family, friends, and lovers. Good health and sufficient 

money are necessary for a base level of happiness, but you need to be 

right with your family, friends, and romantic partners to truly enjoy 

life. 

The next rings are your local community, your country, and the 

world, in that order. Don’t bother trying to fix the world until you get 

the inner circles of your priorities under control. 

The problem, of course, with my neat little model of priorities is 

that life is never that simple. You can’t tell your boss that your assign- 

ment will be late because you want to go for a long, healthy walk. All 
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of your priorities overlap and conflict. What you need is a simple rule 

for keeping your priorities on track while handling all of the inevita- 

ble exceptions. One simple way to keep your priorities straight is by 

judging how each of your options will influence your personal energy. 

It’s not a foolproof gauge, but if you know a particular path will 

make you feel more stressed, unhealthy, and drained, it’s probably the 

wrong choice. Right choices can be challenging, but they usually 

charge you up. When you’re on the right path, it feels right, literally. 

For example, if your boss asks you to work the weekend to finish 

something worthwhile and challenging, you might be willing to give 

up a little of your personal life and health. Meaningful work can be 

energizing. And if things work out, perhaps you will be promoted 

because of your efforts. That’s a trade-off that might charge you up 

in both the short run and the long run. 

On the other hand, if your boss routinely asks you to work over- 

time for no good reason other than to claw through piles of brain- 

deadening administrative work, you probably need to look for a 

new job. 

In both examples your boss is asking for extra work at the cost of 

your higher priorities, but only one of those situations increases your 

personal energy. 

The risk with using energy as your guide is that there are plenty of 

bad choices that also get you energized in the short run. But realisti- 

cally, we all know, for example, that shoving cocaine up our noses 

isn’t a good long-term strategy. The dumb choices are generally quite 

obvious. 

When I speak of priorities I don’t mean that in terms of what you 

love the most. You can love your family more than you love your job 

and still spend all day working so your family has food and opportu- 

nities. Priorities are the things you need to get right so the things you 

love can thrive. 



Managing Your Attitude 

Your brain is wired to continuously analyze your environment, your 

thoughts, and your health and to use that information to generate a 

sensation you call your attitude. You know from experience that you 

do better work, and you more enjoy life, when your attitude is good. 

If you could control your attitude directly, as opposed to letting the 

environment dictate how you feel on any given day, it would be like a 

minor superpower. It turns out you have that superpower. You can 

control your attitude by manipulating your thoughts, your body, and 

your environment. 

Your attitude affects everything you do in your quest for success 

and happiness. A positive attitude is an important tool. It’s important 

to get it right. The best way to manage your attitude is by understand- 

ing your basic nature as a moist robot that can be programmed for 

happiness if you understand the user interface. For starters, pay atten- 

tion to the attitudes of people who have recently exercised. You'll 

discover they are almost always happy and upbeat. Now also look at 

the attitudes of people who have recently eaten versus the people who 

are hungry. You'll see a big difference. Tired people are grumpy, 

rested people are less so. Exercise, food, and sleep should be your first 

buttons to push if you’re trying to elevate your attitude and raise your 

energy. But what if you’re doing everything right on the physical- 

health front and you're still not enjoying life as much as you think you 

should? | 



66 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

A simple trick you might try involves increasing your ratio of happy 

thoughts to disturbing thoughts. If your life doesn’t provide you with 

plenty of happy thoughts to draw upon, try daydreaming of wonder- 

ful things in your future. Don’t worry that your daydreams are un- 

likely to come true. The power of daydreaming is similar to the power 

of well-made movies that can make you cry or make you laugh. Your 

body and your mind will respond automatically to whatever images 

you spend the most time pondering. If you imagine winning a Nobel 

Prize, buying your own private island, or playing in the NBA, don’t 

worry that those things are unlikely. Putting yourself in that 

imagination-fueled frame of mind will pep you up. Imagination is the 

interface to your attitude. You can literally imagine yourself to higher 

levels of energy. 

This is the same reasoning for why you should avoid exposure to 

too much news of the depressing type and why it’s a good idea to 

avoid music, books, and movies that are downers. Show me someone 

who you think is always in a good mood and I’ll show you a person 

who (probably) avoids overexposure to sad forms of entertainment. 

The easiest way to manage your attitude is to consume as much feel- 

good entertainment as you can. 

Realistically, the last advice you want to hear when you are in a 

terrible mood is “Think of something happy.” If you’re experiencing 

genuine misfortune, you probably just need time and distance to re- 

cover. The daydreaming strategy is more of an everyday practice. It 

won’t get you out of a deep slump. For the truly bad moods, exercise, 

nutrition, sleep, and time are the smart buttons to push. Once you get 

back to your baseline level of happiness, you’ll be in a better position 

to get the benefits of daydreaming. 

A powerful variation on the daydreaming method involves work- 

ing on projects that have a real chance of changing the world, helping 

humanity, and/or making a billion dollars. I try to have one or more 

change-the-world projects going at all times. 

As I write this I’m working on an Internet start-up called Calendar- 

Tree (www.calendartree.com) that has the potential to save time for 

tens of millions of people across the world. It’s a simple product that 

lets you create a list of upcoming events and send a link to anyone 

who wants to populate their personal calendars with your informa- 

tion with a few keystrokes. It won’t change the world the way the 

Gates Foundation will, but if things go well, you’ll never want to send 
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out schedules the old, clunky way again. By analogy, do you remem- 
ber sending out party invitations before Evite made it easy? I’m ener- 

gized by the thought of making the world more efficient. 

Also, as I write this paragraph, I’m shopping for money partners to 

launch an idea that has the potential to transform the entire economy 

of the world, assuming it works as planned. Will it succeed? Probably 

not. But the idea of it excites me and raises my energy today. That’s 

my system. 

By the time you read this book, a lot will have transpired with both 

of those start-up efforts. Any new business is risky. But for the past 

several months my attitude and energy have been sky-high because of 

the potential that both projects have for making the world a better 

place. My imagined future acts as a cue to keep my mood elevated 

today. 

You might be thinking this is all well and good for famous authors 

and cartoonists, but ordinary people don’t have many chances to 

change the world. I disagree. Ideas change the world routinely, and 

most of those ideas originate from ordinary people. You might have a 

patent idea, a product idea, or a process idea that could change the 

world. Before my cartoon career, I had plenty of big ideas that didn’t 

work out. When one idea failed, I usually had two more to take its 

place. And every one of my ideas had real-world potential, even if the 

odds were bad. 

Don’t worry if your idea is a long shot. That’s not what matters 

right now. Today you want to daydream of your idea being a huge 

success so you can enjoy the feeling. Let your ideas for the future fuel 

your energy today. No matter what you want to do in life, higher 

energy will help you get there. 

Another benefit of having a big, world-changing project is that you 

almost always end up learning something valuable in the process of 

failing. And fail you will, most of the time, so long as you are dream- 

ing big. But remember, goals are for losers anyway. It’s smarter to see 

your big-idea projects as part of a system to improve your energy, 

contacts, and skills. From that viewpoint, if you have a big, interest- 

ing project in the works, you’re a winner every time you wake up. 

When I consider taking on a new big project, I first ask myself who 

I know who would be helpful and who might want to partner, invest, 

or just give advice. In my universe of contacts, which is fairly huge at 

this point in my career, I would say I met half of those folks in the 
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process of failing at one thing or another. And if I ask myself what 

skills and knowledge I need for my next big idea, invariably that 

means drawing on knowledge I gained while circling the drain in 

some doomed project of yore. 

Let’s say you wake up tomorrow full of energy for your exciting 

new project. Over the course of the day you learn a few things in the 

process of doing your research, and you meet some new people along 

the way. If you accomplish that and nothing more, you’re succeeding, 

no matter what happens with your project. 

The Power of Smiling 

Smiling makes you feel better even if your smile is fake. This is the 

clearest example of how your brain has a user interface. When you’re 

in a bad mood, the physical act of forcing a smile may trigger the feel- 

good chemistry in your brain that is associated with happiness.! 

The smiling-makes-you-happy phenomenon is part of the larger 

and highly useful phenomenon of faking it until you make it. You’ll 

see this two-way causation in a wide variety of human activities. 

Later I'll tell you that putting on exercise clothes will make you feel 

like working out. I’ve also discovered that acting confident makes you 

feel more confident. Feeling energetic makes you want to play a sport, 

but playing a sport will also make you feel energetic. Loving someone 

makes you want to have sex, but having sex also releases the bonding 

chemicals that make you feel love. High testosterone can help you 

win a competition, but winning a competition can also sometimes 

raise your testosterone.” Being tired makes you want to lie down, but 

lying down when you are rested can put you in the mood for a nap. 

Feeling hungry can make you want to eat simple carbs, but eating 

simple carbs can make you feel hungry. 

Understanding this two-way causation is highly useful for boosting 

your personal energy. To take advantage of it, I find it useful to imagine 

my mind as a conversation between two individuals. It feels that way 

because I think in sentences, as if talking to another entity that is also 

me. One of me tends to be rational and reasonable, while the other me 

is a bit more emotional and instinctual. When the rational me wants to 

perk up the emotional me—the part of me that controls my energy— 

the rational me has to act as a programmer and push the right buttons. 
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The next time you’re in a gloomy mood, try smiling at a stranger 

you pass on the street. You'll be surprised how many people reflex- 

ively return the smile, and if you smile often enough, eventually that 

cue will boot up the happiness subroutine in your brain and release 

the feel-good chemicals you desire. 

As a bonus, smiling makes you more attractive to others.? When 

you're more attractive, people respond to you with more respect and 

consideration, more smiles, and sometimes even lust. That’s exactly 

the sort of thing that can cheer you up. 

If you’re not comfortable faking a smile, try hanging around 

friends who are naturally funny. Equally important, avoid friends 

who are full-time downers. You want friends with whom you can 

share both the good and the bad, but you aren’t a therapist. Walk 

away from the soul suckers. You have a right to pursue happiness and 

an equal right to run as fast as you can from the people who would 

deny it. 

Success Premium 

I’ve come to believe that success at anything has a spillover effect on 

other things. You can take advantage of that effect by becoming good 

at things that require nothing but practice. Once you become good at 

a few unimportant things, such as hobbies or sports, the habit of suc- 

cess stays with you on more important quests. When you’ve tasted 

success, you want more. And the wanting gives you the sort of energy 

that is critical to success. 

In my case, I was extra talented at several trivial games: 

+ Scrabble 

+ Pool 

+ Tennis 

+ Ping-Pong 

In each of those activities my so-called talent was little more than 

the result of insane hours of practice. I grew up in a small town where 

there weren’t many ways to stay entertained. We had the world’s 

cheapest and worst pool table in our converted cellar/bomb shelter. It 

was so cheap that it didn’t have a slate bed and it became warped 
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soon after we got it. A soft shot meant your ball would roll to one side 

and stay there. On two ends of the table there wasn’t enough room 

between the table and the wall, so I needed to raise the cue toward the 

corner of the ceiling and shoot down on the cue ball. It wasn’t pretty. 

But I spent so many hours by myself practicing shot after shot that I 

became quite good. At this point in my life, the only people who can 

regularly beat me at pool are the ones who wasted an even greater 

proportion of their youth practicing. 

The same was true for Scrabble, Ping-Pong, and tennis. I’m better 

than 99 percent of the world’ in each of those games because I put in 

more practice time than 99 percent of the world. There’s no magic to it. 

Thanks to my experience with these exceedingly minor successes, 

I have a realistic understanding of how many hours it takes to be 

good at something. That keeps me from bailing out of things too 

soon. But more important, I know what winning feels like (great!) 

and it energizes me to seek more of it. In that sense I’m like any 

trained animal seeking a treat. 

A great strategy for success in life is to become good at something, 

anything, and let that feeling propel you to new and better victories. 

Success can be habit-forming. 

Pick the Delusion That Works 

When my dog, Snickers, wants to play fetch in the backyard, she follows 

me around and stares into my eyes with freakish intensity, as if using her 

Jedi doggy powers on me. More often than not, it works. I know what 

she wants and I take a break from work to accommodate her. The inter- 

esting thing is that I’m not sure she understands that it’s my choice 

whether I go play with her or not. Her mental control of me works so 

reliably that I’m certain she thinks all that matters is how hard she stares 

at me and how vividly she imaginest herself chasing a tennis ball. 

To me, the fascinating thing about Snickers’s flawed view of the 

world is that it works perfectly. She has a system for getting what she 

*[’m including in my estimate babies, coma patients, and people who have never 
heard of those games. 

tT’'m assuming there is such a thing as a dog-brained version of imagination. If 
not, don’t let the analogy derail the point. 



MANAGING YOUR ATTITUDE | 71 

wants, and it seems to work, albeit for different reasons than she 
imagines. The deeper reality is that I’ve learned that her stares mean 
it’s time for some tennis-ball fun. My experience with Snickers begs a 
bigger question: Are humans so different from dogs in terms of hay- 

ing totally flawed assumptions about reality, and do our flawed as- 

sumptions work for reasons we don’t understand? 

Athletes are known to stop shaving for the duration of a tourna- 

ment or to wear socks they deem lucky. These superstitions probably 

help in some small way to bolster their confidence, which in turn can 

influence success. It’s irrelevant that lucky socks aren’t a real thing. 

The socks can still improve an athlete’s performance, even if the 

wearer has a flawed idea of why. 

Our brains have a limited capacity to know the true nature of real- 

ity. Most times our misconceptions about reality are benign and 

sometimes, even helpful. Other times, not so much. 

Physicists tell us that reality seems to depend on the observer. If 

you and IJ were to move through an empty and infinitely large uni- 

verse at the same speed and in the same direction, we would feel as 

if we weren’t moving at all. And arguably, that would be the case, 

since movement only makes sense in relation to other objects. If you 

and I strap identical rockets to our backs in this otherwise empty 

universe, face the same direction and fire them up, it would be a mat- 

ter of debate whether we were moving. You'd feel the rocket press 

into your back, but you wouldn’t know if that was the beginning of 

forward momentum or just a pressure on your back that relaxed af- 

ter some time. (Okay, okay, a pressure on your body in space will 

always cause movement, and you’re smart enough to know that. But 

let’s assume for this example that you didn’t pay attention in science 

class.) 

Reality outside the quantum world of particles and waves might be 

fixed and objective, at least according to most scientists. But how we 

think of our reality is clearly subject to regular changes. We’ve all had 

the experience of meeting someone for the first time and having a 

wildly inaccurate first impression, which in turn drives the way we 

act. Later, once you know more about the person, you start behaving 

differently. The external reality doesn’t change, but your point of 

view does. In many cases, it’s your point of view that influences your 

behavior, not the universe. And you can control your point of view 

even when you can’t change the underlying reality. 
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For over a decade I’ve been semifamous for creating Dilbert, but 

I’m still generally unrecognized in public. When I meet people for the 

first time without the benefit of a full introduction, I’m treated like 

any other stranger. But if the topic of my job comes up, people im- 

mediately become friendlier, as if we had been friends forever. The 

underlying reality doesn’t change, but the way people think of me 

does, and that changes how they act. 

My main point about perceptions is that you shouldn’t hesitate to 

modify your perceptions to whatever makes you happy, because 

yow’re probably wrong about the underlying nature of reality anyway. 

If I had to bet my life, I’d say humans are more like my dog trying to 

use psychic powers on me to play fetch than we are like enlightened 

creatures that understand their environment at a deep level. Every 

generation before us believed, like Snickers, that it had things figured 

out. We now know that every generation before us was wrong about 

a lot of it. Is it likely that you were born at the tipping point of history, 

in which humans know enough about reality to say we understand it? 

This is another case where humility is your friend. When you can re- 

lease on your ego long enough to view your perceptions as incomplete 

or misleading, it gives you the freedom to imagine new and poten- 

tially more useful ways of looking at the world. 

In practical terms, the -reason my dog happily. plays fetch three 

times a day is that she chose an illusion that works. I believe she imag- 

ines she can make me play fetch just by visualizing it. You too can 

sometimes get what you want by adopting a practical illusion. Reality 

is overrated and impossible to understand with any degree of cer- 

tainty. What you do know for sure is that some ways of looking at the 

world work better than others. Pick the way that works, even if you 

don’t know why. 

The process of writing this book is a good example of what I’m 

talking about. Writing a book is hard work—far harder than most 

people imagine, and you probably imagine it to be plenty hard. The 

way I motivate myself to take on a task this large is by imagining that 

I have fascinating and useful things to say that will help people. The 

reality might be quite different. I can’t see the future, so I have the 

option of imagining it in whatever way gives me the greatest utility. I 

choose to imagine that the book will do well because that illusion is 

highly motivating. It increases my energy. 
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The worst-case scenario is that I will spend a lot of time writing a 

book that no one will find useful or entertaining. It wouldn’t be the 

first time. But because of my imaginary future in which the book is 

enjoyed by millions, I’m able to find great satisfaction in writing it. 

No matter what reality delivers in the future, my imagined version of 

the future has great usefulness today. 

Free yourself from the shackles of an oppressive reality. What’s 

real to you is what you imagine and what you feel. If you manage 

your illusions wisely, you might get what you want, but you won’t 

necessarily understand why it worked. 



It’s Already Working 

You already passed the first filter for success. By reading this book 

you've established yourself as a seeker of knowledge. Seekers obvi- 

ously find more stuff than the people who sit and wait. Your decision 

to read this book is confirmation that you are a person of action who 

has a desire to be more effective. I’m reinforcing that thought to help 

lock it in. 

You also get some automatic benefits by reading this book and in 

a sense joining a new group. Specifically, you’re on your way to being 

one of the people who have read this book. When you define yourself 

as a member of any group, you start to automatically identify with 

the other members and take on some of the characteristics of the 

group.' The group of people who read books on how to succeed is an 

excellent group to be in. You’re the people most likely to succeed be- 

cause you’re putting real thought and research into the mechanics of 

success. 

You might fairly ask if this is a trivial point. I suppose everyone 

who reads this book will be influenced in a different way, and there’s 

no way to accurately measure this sort of thing. But I think you’ve 

seen examples in your life in which a person changes dramatically 

upon becoming a member of a group or getting a promotion or any- 

thing that redefines a person. 

The most striking example of this effect happened to me. My car- 

tooning skills improved dramatically within a week of United Me- 

dia’s offering to syndicate Dilbert. The simple knowledge that I had 
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become an official professional cartoonist had a profound effect on 

unlocking whatever talent I had. 

In my corporate career I often marveled at how people changed as 

soon as they got promoted from worker bees to management. I saw 

one of my coworkers transform from a hesitant and unimpressive per- 

sonality to confidence and power within two months of his promo- 

tion. Obviously there was some acting involved, but we are designed 

to become in reality however we act. We fake it until it becomes real. 

Our core personality doesn’t change, but we quickly adopt the man- 

nerisms and skills associated with our new status and position. 

So congratulations on being a person who studies the mechanics of 

success. It’s a bigger deal than you might realize. 



My Pinkie Goes Nuts 

By the early nineties, Dilbert was a modest success, but it was no- 

where near the point where I was tempted to quit my day job at the 

phone company, Pacific Bell. I would wake at 4:00 A.M. to draw be- 

fore my commute, then work all day in my cubicle prison and come 

home to draw all night..My time windows for drawing were always 

compressed, which put a lot of pressure on my drawing hand. The 

overuse took its toll, and my pinkie finger started to spasm whenever 

I touched pen to paper, making it nearly impossible to draw. 

I went to see my doctor in the Kaiser health-care system, and he 

said he might know another doctor in the system who was an expert 

in this very problem. By wonderful coincidence, one of the world’s 

most knowledgeable doctors in this specific condition worked for 

Kaiser, and his office was just down the road from my home. 

Pause for a moment to reflect on that. There were over six billion 

people in the world, and one of the most published experts in the field 

worked within walking distance of my home. Never assume you un- 

derstand the odds of things. 

I met with the doctor and he diagnosed me in minutes. I had some- 

thing called a focal dystonia, common to people who do repetitive 

tasks with their hands, primarily musicians, draftsmen, and that sort 

of job. It wasn’t carpal tunnel. This was different. 

“What’s the cure?” I asked. 

“Change jobs,” he said. “There’s no known treatment.” 
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I walked out of the doctor’s office with my life demolished. My 
dream of being a cartoonist for the rest of my life was over unless I 

found a way to be the first person in the world to beat a focal dystonia. 

What were the odds of that? 

It took a few days for my baseline optimism to return. My opti- 

mism is like an old cat that likes to disappear for days, but I always 

expect it to return. And frankly, cumulatively the events in my life up 

to that point gave me a sensation of being exempt from the normal 

laws of chance, and that is probably the source of my optimism. If 

you need a more scientific-sounding explanation, perhaps I’m just 

bad at estimating the odds of things, or perhaps I have selective mem- 

ory and forget the things that don’t work out. No matter how you 

explain the perception, it leaves room for hope, and hope has a lot of 

practical utility. I don’t need to know why my long shots seem to 

come in more often than my faulty brain expects; I just need to 

perceive—accurately or not—that it happens. 

Realistically, what were my odds of being the first person on earth 

to beat a focal dystonia? One in a million? One in ten million? I didn’t 

care. That one person was going to be me. Thanks to my odd life 

experiences, and odder genes, I’m wired to think things will work out 

well for me no matter how unlikely it might seem. 

At a follow-up visit, the doctor asked if I would be willing to try a 

few experimental treatments, joining some other human guinea pigs 

he was working with. I agreed. For weeks I tried various hand exer- 

cises, went to a physical therapist, tried meditation, galvanic skin- 

response feedback, self-hypnosis, and anything else that seemed like 

it made a grain of sense. Nothing worked, not even a little. 

Meanwhile I tried to draw Dilbert left-handed, which I could do 

with a lot of effort. ’m mildly ambidextrous, but drawing is a high 

level of difficulty for the nondominant hand. I could tell that drawing 

lefty wouldn’t be a long-term solution. My drawings were extra ter- 

rible for a few months during that period. 

I also tried strapping down my pinkie, but that had the odd effect 

of making the rest of my hand dysfunctional. And it hurt like crazy. 

I lost the ability to write simple notes using pen on paper, which 

was obviously inconvenient at my day job. Oddly, the pinkie spasms 

happened only during the specific motions involved in writing or 

drawing. Otherwise my hand was 100 percent normal. Weirder still, 
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when I drew with my left hand, the pinkie on my right hand would 

spasm, so obviously the wiring in my brain was the problem, not the 

architecture of my hand. My experience was consistent with the doc- 

tor’s research. None of the people who have focal dystonias seem to 

have anything abnormal in the structure of their hands. It seems to be 

some sort of short circuit in the brain. 

At my day job, as I sat through endless boring meetings, I started 

practicing my drawing motion by touching my pen to paper and then 

pulling up before the spasm started. I tapped the page hundreds of 

times per meeting under the table on the notepad on my lap. My idea 

was to rewire my brain gradually, to relearn that I can touch pen to 

paper and not spasm. I was literally trying to hack my brain. My hyp- 

nosis training’ suggested this might be possible. 

Over the next several weeks I noticed I could hold my pen to paper 

for a full second before feeling the onset of a pinkie spasm. Eventually 

it was two seconds, then five. One day, after I trained myself to hold 

pen to paper for several seconds without a spasm, my brain suddenly 

and unexpectedly rewired itself and removed the dystonia altogether. 

Apparently I broke the spasm cycle and reinforced the nonspasm as- 

sociation. 

And so I was the first person in the world to cure a focal dystonia, 

at least as far as I know. It’s entirely possible that I’m wrong about 

that, since I can’t know what everyone else is doing or what worked 

for them. Still, it was an unlikely result. 

I went back to drawing right-handed, paced myself, and didn’t 

have a problem again for years. My hand doctor said I’m part of the 

literature on this topic now, although my name is not mentioned. 

In 2004, after once again doing too much drawing in a compressed 

time, the dystonia returned. This time I tried a smarter work-around. 

I made an educated guess that somewhere in the world a company 

was probably making a computer tablet or screen on which I could 

draw my comic. My hypothesis was that drawing on a computer 

would feel different enough from pen on paper that the dystonia 

wouldn’t trigger, even though I would be drawing with a stylus just as 

I would with a pen. 

I did some Google searches and discovered that Wacom was mak- 

ing a special computer monitor for artists. I ordered it the same day. 

*In my twenties, I took a class to learn hypnosis. 
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In a week it was up and running. As I’d hoped, drawing on the com- 

puter was different enough that the dystonia didn’t trigger. And 

through my not reinforcing the trigger and the spasm, the dystonia 

faded away. I’m sure it would come back if I tried drawing or writing 

on paper for a long time, but since that will never happen, it’s a nonis- 

sue in my life. 

By the way, drawing on the Wacom product cut my total workday 

in half. The focal dystonia was a case of extraordinary bad luck for a 

cartoonist. But when I got done beating the dystonia problem to death 

and rifling through its pockets, I came out the other end a far more 

efficient cartoonist. The quality of my drawing improved dramati- 

cally on the Wacom because it’s so easy to make small adjustments. 

On balance, I came out way ahead. 



My Speaking Career 

Here’s an example of how useful it is to have a smart friend. When I 

was a few years into my cartooning career, a Canadian woman called 

and asked if I would give a speech to an organization of petroleum 

engineers in Calgary. I said I didn’t do that sort of work, but she per- 

sisted, saying that the organization had asked for me specifically and 

that there would be a healthy payment involved. I continued to balk, 

because I had very little flexibility in my schedule. At that point I was 

still working my full-time job at Pacific Bell, and creating Dilbert 

before and after work, plus weekends. Traveling to Canada just 

wasn’t a practical option. 

The Canadian woman suggested that I give her a price for my ser- 

vices that would make it worthwhile for me. If my price was too high, 

at least she could take it back to her organization and say she’d tried. 

She made it sound as if I would be doing her a favor to come up with 

a price for something I didn’t want to do. 

But how does one come up with a price for giving a speech? I had 

no idea where to start. So I did what anyone in that situation would 

do: I sought out a friend who might have a template for this sort of 

thing. 

At the time, Dilbert was syndicated by an organization within 

United Media, a large licensing and syndication business headquar- 

tered in New York City. I figured correctly that someone in that hier- 

archy would have experience with professional speaking. I called a 

senior vice president who had once been a best-selling author and had 
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decades of experience that made him far more qualified than I was for 

this sort of topic. 

I put the question to him: “What should I say is my price for speak- 

ing?” I told him that I would be perfectly happy to price myself out of 

the job. He said, “Ask for five thousand dollars. If they say no, you 

avoid a trip to Canada.” I laughed at his suggestion, knowing that I 

wasn’t worth that kind of money. But I had my plan. I practiced say- 

ing “five thousand dollars” until I thought I could say it without 

laughing. I called back my Canadian contact. That conversation went 

like this: 

Canadian: “Did you come up with a price?” 

Me: “Yes .. . five thousand dollars.” 

Canadian: “Okay, and we’ll also pay for your first-class travel and 

hotel.” 

I flew to Canada and gave a speech. 

As time went by and Dilbert became more well known, more 

speaking requests flowed in, often several per day. I raised my price to 

$10,000, and the requests kept coming. I tried $15,000, and the re- 

quests accelerated. By the time I got to $25,000, the speakers’ bu- 

reaus had started to see me as a source of bigger commissions and 

advised me to raise my price to $35,000, then $45,000. The largest 

offer I ever turned down, because of a scheduling conflict, was 

$100,000 to speak for an hour on any topic I wanted. 

All of this was possible because I had access to a smart friend who 

told me how to find the simple entry point into the speaking circuit. 

All I needed to do was overprice myself and see what happened. As 

simple as that sounds in retrospect, I doubt I would have taken that 

path on my own. I think I would have politely declined the invitation. 

It’s a cliché that who you know is helpful for success. What is less 

obvious is that you don’t need to know CEOs and billionaires. Some- 

times you just need a friend who knows different things than you do. 

And you can always find one of those. 
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My Voice Problem Gets a Name 

Six months after losing my voice, in 2005, I still didn’t know what 

the source of the problem was, and it was immensely frustrating. I 

don’t mind a fair fight, but this invisible, nameless problem was kick- 

ing my ass and I didn’t even know which direction to punch back. I 

needed a name for my condition. I figured if I knew its name that 

would lead me down the trail to a cure. 

But how could I find the name for a condition that was unfamiliar 

to two ear-nose-throat doctors, two voice specialists, a psychologist, 

a neurologist, and my general practitioner? There was only one crea- 

ture smarter than all of those doctors put together: the Internet. (Yes, 

it’s a creature, okay?) 

I opened a Google search box and tried a variety of voice-related 

key words. I found nothing useful. My searches were too broad. And 

then something interesting happened. It’s a phenomenon that people 

in creative jobs experience often, but it might be unfamiliar to the rest 

of you. Suddenly, out of nowhere, two totally unrelated thoughts— 

separated by topic, time, and distance—came together in my head. 

For some reason I had a spontaneous memory of the problem with my 

drawing hand that I had experienced several years earlier. In that case 

I'd lost control of my pinkie. Now I was losing control of my 

voice. Could the two problems be related? | 

I entered the search string “voice dystonia” because my hand prob- 

lem was called a focal dystonia. Bingo. The search popped up a video 

of a patient who had something called spasmodic dysphonia, a condi- 
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tion in which the vocal cords clench involuntarily when making cer- 

tain sounds. I played the video and recognized my exact voice 

pattern—broken words and clipped syllables—coming out of the pa- 

tient in the video. Now I had its name: spasmodic dysphonia, which I 

discovered is often associated with other forms of dystonia. As I 

learned with further research, it’s common for someone who has one 

type of dystonia to get another. (Luckily it doesn’t tend to progress 

beyond that.) 

My secret assassin had a name, and now I knew it. It felt like a 

turning point. 

I printed out a description of spasmodic dysphonia and took it to 

my doctor. He referred me back to my ear-nose-throat doctor, who in 

turn referred me to a doctor I hadn’t yet seen in the Kaiser health-care 

system, who turned out to be an expert in that exact condition. 

Within ten seconds of my opening my mouth in her office, the doctor 

confirmed the diagnosis. I had a classic case. 

“What’s the cure?” I whispered. 

“There is none,” she replied. 

But that isn’t what I heard. The optimist in me translated the 

gloomy news as “Scott, you will be the first person in the world to be 

cured of spasmodic dysphonia.” And I decided that after I cured my- 

self, somehow, some way, I would spread the word to others. I 

wouldn’t be satisfied simply escaping from my prison of silence; I was 

planning to escape, free the other inmates, shoot the warden, and 

burn down the prison. 

Sometimes I get that way. 

It’s a surprisingly useful frame of rind. 



The Voice Solution That 

Didn’t Work 

The standard treatment for spasmodic dysphonia involves a doctor 

pushing a needle filled with botulinum toxin (better known by its 

trade name, Botox) through the front of the patient’s neck and 

hoping it finds the vocal-cord region on the back side of the throat. 

Doctors who give the shot use a mixture of experience, guessing, 

and electronics to find the right dose and the right place to put it. 

If all goes well, a patient’s voice can normalize after a few weeks 

and stay functional for several weeks until the Botox wears off. 

Then you repeat. It’s a creepy process because the needle is so 

thick you need an initial shot of local anesthetic just to keep you 

from going through the roof when the second needle goes in. It’s 

not a fun day. 

I tried the Botox treatments for a few months. The first shot worked 

well enough for me to say “I do” when I got married to Shelly, which 

was great, but it wore off in a few weeks. Subsequent shots were not 

nearly as effective. The problem is that no two shots were ever the 

same, in part because I never knew how much Botox was still in my 

system, and partly because the shot never hit exactly the same place 

twice. And the dose was always either ramping up or wearing off. It 

only hit the right dose level by accident for a week or so on the way 

up or down. 

The bigger issue for me was that the Botox masked the impact of 

any other type of treatment I might want to experiment with. I made 
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the decision to stop the Botox and give myself a chance to find a last- 

ing fix. 

With the Botox, I knew I could find a way to talk almost nor- 

mally some of the time. Without it, I was pretty much shut off from 

the world of the living. I was taking a big swing at a ball I couldn’t 

even see. 
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Recognizing Your Talents and 

Knowing When to Quit 

If you have world-class talent—for anything—you probably know it. 

In fact, your parents probably dragged you from place to place when 

you were young to develop your skill. But world-class talent is such an 

exception that I prefer ignoring it for this book. I’m going to focus on 

ordinary talents and combinations of ordinary talents that add up to 

something extraordinary. In the case of ordinary talent, how do you 

know which of your various skills can be combined to get something 

useful? It’s a vital question because you want to put your focus where 

it makes a real difference. 

One helpful rule of thumb for knowing where you might have a 

little extra talent is to consider what you were obsessively doing be- 

fore you were ten years old. There’s a strong connection between 

what interests you and what you’re good at. People are naturally 

drawn to the things they feel comfortable doing, and comfort is a 

marker for talent. 

In my case, I was doodling and drawing obsessively from the time 

I could pick up a crayon. I never became a talented artist, but my high 

level of interest in drawing foreshadowed my career decades later. 

Granted, most kids enjoy art, and some enjoy it a lot more than oth- 

ers. But I was off the charts. I doodled all through my classes in 

school. I drew in the dirt with sticks. I drew in the snow. For me, 

drawing was more of a compulsion than a choice. Childhood compul- 

sions aren’t a guarantee of future talent. But my unscientific observa- 

tion is that people are born wired for certain preferences. Those 
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preferences drive behavior, and that’s what can make a person willing 
to practice a skill. A study that got a lot of attention in the past few 
years involved the discovery that becoming an “expert” at just about 
anything requires ten thousand hours of disciplined practice.’ Author 

Malcolm Gladwell wrote about it in his book Outliers. Few people 

will put in that kind of practice to one skill. But early obsessions can 

predict which skills a kid might someday be good at. 

Another clue to talent involves tolerance for risk. When I was in 

grade school I often drew humorously inappropriate comics involving 

my teachers and fellow students. I would show them to classmates 

and I enjoyed making them laugh, all the while knowing that getting 

caught by an authority figure meant a serious penalty. I was willing to 

take a significant personal risk for my so-called art, and this was in 

sharp contrast to my otherwise risk-averse lifestyle. People generally 

accept outsized risk only when they expect big payoffs. Drawing in- 

appropriate comics made me happy. To me, it was worth the risk. 

I owned a very used, very old motorcycle when I was a teen. I’d 

paid $150 for it from my earnings as an entrepreneurial mower of 

lawns, shoveler of show, and farmer’s incompetent assistant. The mo- 

torcycle was dangerous, of course, especially in the hands of a teen. I 

laid it down a few times on the local back roads. On a number of 

occasions I barely missed deer, angry dogs, and other motorists. One 

day I was barreling across a field and drove the front wheel into a 

woodchuck hole, thus taking flight and miraculously landing on 

nothing hard in a field littered with large rocks. I enjoyed having a 

motorcycle, but it wasn’t an obsession for me. And eventually I con- 

cluded that it wasn’t worth the risk. Clearly I was not destined to be 

a motorcycle daredevil or motocross star. I wasn’t willing to accept a 

high risk in return for the joy of riding. But when it came to comics, 

I eagerly accepted the risk of expulsion and great bodily harm that 

comes with insulting larger kids. My risk profile predicted my future. 

When you hear stories about famous actors as kids, one of the pat- 

terns you notice is that before they were stars they were staging plays 

in their living rooms and backyards. That’s gutsy for a kid. A child 

who eagerly accepts the risk of embarrassment in front of a crowd— 

even a friendly crowd—probably has some talent for entertaining. 

Consider the biographies of Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. As young 

men, both took legal risks in the field of technology. Bill Gates fa- 

mously found ways to hone his technical skills by stealing time on a 
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mainframe.? Jobs and Wozniak’s first product involved technology 

that allowed people to steal long-distance phone calls. Where there is 

a tolerance for risk, there is often talent. 

Childhood obsessions and tolerance for risk are only rough guides 

to talent at best. As you grow and acquire more talents, your poten- 

tial paths to success multiply quickly. That makes it extra hard to 

know which possibility among many would put you in a position of 

competitive advantage. Should you pursue a career that uses your 

knowledge of photography and software, or something that uses your 

public-speaking skills and your gift for writing? There’s no way to be 

completely sure which path will be most fruitful. 

The smartest system for discerning your best path to success in- 

volves trying lots of different things—sampling, if you will. For entre- 

preneurial ventures it might mean quickly bailing out if things don’t 

come together quickly. 

That approach might conflict with the advice you’ve heard all your 

life—that sticking with something, no matter the obstacles, is impor- 

tant to success. Indeed, most successful people had to chew through 

a wall at some point. Overcoming obstacles is normally an unavoid- 

able part of the process. But you also need to know when to quit. 

Persistence is useful, but there’s no point in being an idiot about it. 

My guideline for deciding when to quit is informed by a lifetime of 

trying dozens of business ideas, most of them failures. I’ve also care- 

fully observed others struggling with the stay-or-quit decision. There 

have been times I stuck with bad ideas for far too long out of a mis- 

guided sense that persistence is a virtue. The pattern I noticed was 

this: Things that will someday work out well start out well. Things 

that will never work start out bad and stay that way. What you rarely 

see is a stillborn failure that transmogrifies into a stellar success. 

Small successes can grow into big ones, but failures rarely grow into 

successes. 

To illustrate my point, consider the history of cell phones. Early 

cell phones had bad reception all the time. They dropped calls. They 

had few features. They were expensive. They didn’t fit in your pocket. 

Yet cell phones were successful, at least in terms of demand, on day 

one. Despite the many flaws of cell phones—flaws that lasted 

decades—demand started brisk and stayed strong. The poor quality 

of the product made no difference. Cell phones started as a small suc- 
cess and grew. 
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Fax machines followed a similar path. The early fax machines 
were slow and spectacularly unreliable. They would eat your original 

and only sometimes deliver a legible copy to the other machine. Still, 

fax machines had demand from the beginning that grew until the age 

of computers rendered them less necessary. 

The first personal computers were slow, expensive, nonintuitive, 

and crash prone. And still the demand was explosive. 

In each of these examples, the quality of the early products was a 

poor predictor of success. The predictor is that customers were clam- 

oring for the bad versions of the product before the good versions 

were even invented. It’s as if a future success left bread crumbs that 

were visible in the present. 

When Fox launched The Simpsons in 1989, it was a national phe- 

nomenon on day one. Everywhere I went, the topic of The Simpsons 

came up: “Did you see it?” Interestingly, as much as The Simpsons is 

rebroadcast in syndication, you won’t often see that first season re- 

peated. The reason, I assume based on clips I’ve seen, is that by to- 

day’s standards it would be judged to be embarrassingly bad. The 

original art looked amateurish and the writing was violent, sopho- 

moric slapstick. Compared with today’s episodes, the first season of 

The Simpsons was an awful product. Again, the quality didn’t predict 

success. The better predictor is that The Simpsons was an immediate 

hit despite its surface quality. It had the x factor. In time it grew to be 

one of the most important, most creative, and best shows of all time. 

My experience with Dilbert followed the same pattern. I submitted 

my original samples of Dilbert to several comic-syndication compa- 

nies in 1988. United Media offered me a contract and successfully 

sold Dilbert into a few dozen newspapers at its launch in 1989. A year 

later, sales to newspapers stalled and United Media turned its atten- 

tion to other comic properties. Over the next five years, I found a way 

to generate more interest in Dilbert by writing books and exploiting 

the Internet. The turning point for Dilbert came in 1993 after I 

started printing my e-mail address in the margins of the strip. It was 

the first time I could see unfiltered opinions about my work. Until 

then I’d relied on the opinions of friends and business associates, and that 

had limited value because that group of folks rarely offered criticism. 

But wow, the general public doesn’t hold back. They were savage 

about my art skills—no surprise—and that was just the tip of the 

hateberg. But I noticed a consistent theme that held for both the fans 
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and the haters: They all preferred the comics in which Dilbert was in 

the office. So I changed the focus of the strip to the workplace, and 

that turned out to be the spark in the gasoline. 

But the thing that predicted Dilbert’s success in year one is that it 

quickly gained a small but enthusiastic following. My best estimate, 

based on shaky anecdotal evidence, is that 98 percent of newspaper 

readers initially disliked Dilbert, but 2 percent thought it was one of 

the best comics in the paper despite all objective evidence to the con- 

trary. In other words, it had the x factor on day one. And this brings 

me to a lesson I learned in Hollywood, or at least near Hollywood. 

In the late nineties I spent some time in the Los Angeles area trying 

to get a Dilbert TV pilot off the ground. The first attempt, which 

failed miserably, involved live actors portraying the Dilbert charac- 

ters. During that process I got to observe a test audience watching the 

pilot and registering their opinions in real time. Moving graphs ap- 

peared on monitors so we could see the ebb and flow of the audience’s 

enjoyment at each point in the show. I was chatting with the television 

executive in charge of the project and asking what the cutoff was for 

an acceptable test-audience response. The executive explained that 

for television shows, the best predictor is not the average response. 

Averages don’t mean much for entertainment products. What you’re 

looking for is an unusually strong reaction from a subset of the pub- 

lic, even if the majority hates it. The Dilbert pilot got an okay re- 

sponse from the test audience, but no one seemed enthusiastic. The 

project went no further. But during the process I learned enough 

about making a television show that the next attempt went far better. 

The animated Dilbert show ran for two half seasons on the now- 

defunct UPN and got decent ratings for that tiny network. When that 

show got canceled, for reasons I describe later in this book, I emerged 

with just enough new skills, knowledge, and contacts that my odds of 

someday getting a Dilbert movie made are far higher. I’ve been trying 

and failing to get a Dilbert movie made for about fifteen years. Every 

failure so far has been because of some freakish intersection of bad 

luck. But bad luck doesn’t have the option of being that consistent 

forever. [’ll get it done unless I die first. 

Back to my point, the enthusiasm model, if I may call it that, is a 

bit like the x factor. It’s the elusive and hard-to-predict quality of a 

thing that makes some percentage of the public nuts about it. When 

the x factor is present, the public—or some subset of the public— 
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picks up on it right away. For the excited few, the normal notions of 

what constitutes quality don’t apply. In time, the products that inspire 

excitement typically evolve to have quality too. Quality is one of the 

luxuries you can afford when the marketplace is spraying money in 

your direction and you have time to tinker. 

Consider the iPhone. The first version was a mess, yet it was greeted 

with an almost feverish enthusiasm. That enthusiasm, and the enor- 

mous sales that followed, funded improvements until the product be- 

came superb. 

One of the best ways to detect the x factor is to watch what cus- 

tomers do about your idea or product, not what they say. People tend 

to say what they think you want to hear or what they think will cause 

the least pain. What people do is far more honest. For example, with 

comics, a good test of potential is whether people stick the comic to 

the refrigerator, tweet it, e-mail it to friends, put it on a blog page, or 

do anything else active. 

You might be tempted to think that sometimes an idea with no x 

factor and no enthusiastic fans can gain those qualities over time. ’m 

sure it’s happened, but I can’t think of an example in my life. It’s gen- 

erally true that if no one is excited about your art/product/idea in the 

beginning, they never will be. 

If the first commercial version of your work excites no one to ac- 

tion, it’s time to move on to something different. Don’t be fooled by 

the opinions of friends and family. They’re all liars. 

If your work inspires some excitement and some action from cus- 

tomers, get ready to chew through some walls. You might have some- 

thing worth fighting for. 



Is Practice Your Thing? 

One day a friend’s three-year-old was playing around on our tennis 

court’ along with a bunch of teenagers. Some kids were shooting bas- 

kets at the hoop on one end. A few kids were firing tennis balls at one 

another, and others were slapping volleyballs around. But the three- 

year-old was intensely practicing the art of hitting a tennis ball. He 

would bounce it once, lock his eyes on it, and swing the racket. He hit 

the ball a lot more often than you’d expect for a three-year-old, but 

that wasn’t the interesting part. I watched for several minutes as he 

worked alone, ignoring the older kids around him. He’s an otherwise 

social kid, but this simple task of hitting a tennis ball had all of his 

focus. He hit it again and again and again. 

Then it got stranger. I decided to give him an impromptu lesson 

on the proper way to swing a racket. Remember, he was three. He 

barely had language skills. I asked for the racket, saying I wanted to 

show him how to swing, and amazingly—for a three-year-old—he 

handed it over. He looked at me and absorbed every word I said. I 

demonstrated how to hold the racket and how to swing. He tried it, 

and with some coaching he duplicated my swing, more or less. He 

was fully coachable at the age of three. Some adults—maybe most— 

*Yes, I do realize that mentioning the tennis court at my house makes me sound 
like a gigantic douche bag, but I couldn’t figure out how to tell the story in a less 
douchey way. 
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never have that capability. As I walked away, he went back to his 

solitary practice amid a foaming sea of teenagers. Again. Again. 

Again. 

I know this kid well, and tennis is the fourth or fifth sport he’s 

picked up the same way. He watches how it’s done, on television or in 

person, and then he imitates and practices endlessly. I’ve never seen 

him get bored while practicing. 

There’s no denying the importance of practice. The hard part is 

figuring out what to practice. 

When I was a kid I spent countless bored hours in my bedroom on 

winter nights trying to spin a basketball on one finger. Eventually I 

mastered that skill, only to learn later that it has no economic value. 

In a similar vein, none of my past bosses has ever been impressed with 

my ability to juggle up to three objects for as long as fifteen seconds 

or to play Ping-Pong left-handed. I can also flip a pen in the air with 

one hand while swiping my other hand under it just as it takes off— 

which looks cooler than it sounds—then catch it cleanly after a full 

rotation. These and other skills have not served me well. It matters 

what you practice. 

My observation is that some people are born with a natural im- 

pulse to practice things and some people find mindless repetition 

without immediate reward to be a form of torture. Whichever camp 

you’re in, it probably won’t change. It’s naive to expect the average 

person to embrace endless practice in pursuit of long-term success. It 

makes more sense to craft a life plan for yourself that embraces your 

natural inclinations, assuming you’re not a cannibal. Most natural 

inclinations have some sort of economic value if you channel them 

right. 

The first filter in deciding where to spend your time is an honest 

assessment of your ability to practice. If you’re not a natural “prac- 

ticer,” don’t waste time pursuing a strategy that requires it. You know 

you won’t be a concert pianist or a point guard in the NBA. That’s 

not necessarily a bad thing. You’re not doomed to mediocrity. You 

simply need to pick a life strategy that rewards novelty seeking more 

than mindless repetition. For example, you might want to be an ar- 

chitect, designer, home builder, computer programmer, entrepreneur, 

Web site designer, or even doctor. 

All of those professions require disciplined study, but every class 
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will be different, and later on all of your projects will be different. 

Your skills will increase with experience, which is the more fun 

cousin of practice. Practice involves putting your consciousness in 

suspended animation. Practicing is not living. But when you build 

your skills through an ever-changing sequence of experiences, you’re 

alive. 
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Managing Your 

Odds for Success 

The primary purpose of schools is to prepare kids for success in 

adulthood. That’s why it seems odd to me that schools don’t have re- 

quired courses on the systems and practices of successful people. Suc- 

cess isn’t magic; it’s generally the product of picking a good system 

and following it until luck finds you. Unfortunately, schools barely 

have the resources to teach basic course work. Students are on their 

own to figure out the best systems for success. 

If we can’t count on schools to teach kids the systems of success, 

how will people learn those important skills? The children of success- 

ful people probably learn by observation and parental coaching. But 

most people are not born to highly successful parents. The average 

kid spends almost no time around highly successful people, and cer- 

tainly not during the workday, when those successful people are ap- 

plying their methods. The young are intentionally insulated from the 
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adult world of work. At best, kids see the television and movie ver- 

sions of how to succeed, and that isn’t much help. 

Books about success can be somewhat useful. But for marketing 

reasons, a typical book is focused on a single topic to make it easier 

to sell and packed with filler to get the page count up. No one has 

time to sort through that much filler. 

When I speak to young people on the topic of success, as I often do, 

I tell them there’s a formula for it. You can manipulate your odds of 

success by how you choose to fill out the variables in the formula. The 

formula, roughly speaking, is that every skill you acquire doubles 

your odds of success. 

The Success Formula: Every Skill You Acquire 

Doubles Your Odds of Success 

Notice I didn’t say anything about the level of proficiency you need to 

achieve for each skill. I didn’t mention anything about excellence or 

being world-class. The idea is that you can raise your market value by 

being merely good—not extraordinary—at more than one skill. 

In California, for example, having one common occupational skill 

plus fluency in Spanish puts you at the head of the line for many types 

of jobs. If you’re also a skilled public speaker (good but not great) and 

you know your way around a PowerPoint presentation, you have a 

good chance of running your organization. To put the success for- 

mula into its simplest form: 

Good + Good > Excellent 

Successwise, you're better off being good at two complementary skills 

than being excellent at one. I’m ignoring the outlier possibility that 

you might be one of the best performers in the world at some skill or 

another. That can obviously be valuable too. But realistically, you 

wouldn’t be reading this book if you could throw a baseball a hun- 

dred miles per hour or compose hit songs in your head. 

When I say each skill you acquire will double your odds of success, 

that’s a useful simplification. Obviously some skills are more valuable 

than others, and the twelfth skill you acquire might have less value than 

each of the first eleven. But if you think of each skill in terms of dou- 
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bling your chances of success, it will steer your actions more effec- 
tively than if you assume the benefit of learning a new skill will get 
lost in the rounding. Logically, you might think it would make more 
sense to have either an accurate formula for success or none at all. But 

that’s not how our brains are wired. Sometimes an entirely inaccurate 

formula is a handy way to move you in the right direction if it offers 

the benefit of simplicity. I realize that’s not an obvious point, so allow 

me to give you an example. 

When writing a résumé, a handy trick you'll learn from experts is 

to ask yourself if there are any words in your first draft that you 

would be willing to remove for one hundred dollars each. Here’s the 

simple formula: 

Each Unnecessary Word = $100 

When you apply the formula to your résumé, you surprise yourself by 

how well the formula helps you prune your writing to its most essen- 

tial form. It doesn’t matter that the hundred-dollar figure is arbitrary 

and that some words you remove are more valuable than others. 

What matters is that the formula steers your behavior in the right 

direction. As is often the case, simplicity trumps accuracy. The hun- 

dred dollars in this case is not only inaccurate; it’s entirely imaginary. 

And it still works. 

Likewise, I think it’s important to think of each new skill you 

acquire as a doubling of your odds of success. In a literal sense, it’s 

no more accurate than the imaginary hundred dollars per deleted 

word on your résumé, but it still helps guide your behavior in a pro- 

ductive direction. If I told you that taking a class in Web site design 

during your evenings might double your odds of career success, the 

thought would increase the odds that you would act. If instead I 

only offered you a vague opinion that acquiring new skills is benefi- 

cial, you wouldn’t feel particularly motivated. When you accept with- 

out necessarily believing that each new skill doubles your odds of 

success, you effectively hack (trick) your brain to be more proactive in 

your pursuit of success. Looking at the familiar in new ways can 

change your behavior even when the new point of view focuses on the 

imaginary. 

I’m a perfect example of the power of leveraging multiple mediocre 

skills. I’m a rich and famous cartoonist who doesn’t draw well. At 
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social gatherings I’m usually not the funniest person in the room. My 

writing skills are good, not great. But what I have that most artists 

and cartoonists do not have is years of corporate business experience 

plus an MBA from Berkeley’s Haas School of Business. In the early 

years of Dilbert my business experience served as the fodder for the 

comic. Eventually I discovered that my business skills were essential 

in navigating Dilbert from a cult hit to a household name. My com- 

bined mediocre skills are worth far more than the sum of the parts. If 

you think extraordinary talent and a maniacal pursuit of excellence 

are necessary for success, I say that’s just one approach, and probably 

the hardest. When it comes to skills, quantity often beats quality. 

This would be a good time to tell you what kind of student I was 

in Berkeley’s MBA program. In my first semester I often had the low- 

est grades in the class. I worked hard and rose to scholastic medioc- 

rity through brute force. In the end, all that mattered is that I learned 

skills that complemented my other meager talents. 

When I combined my meager business skills with my bad art skills 

and my fairly ordinary writing talent, the mixture was powerful. 

With each new skill, my odds of success increased substantially. But 

there was still one more skill I acquired in my day job at Pacific Bell 

that ended up mattering a lot: I knew about the Internet before most 

people had even heard of it. 

My day job at Pacific Bell involved demonstrating a new thing 

called the World Wide Web, later known as the Internet, to potential 

customers. I saw the possibilities early, and when Dilbert stalled in 

newspaper sales, I suggested moving it to the Internet to generate 

more exposure, as sort of a backdoor marketing plan. I wanted peo- 

ple to read Dilbert online, then request it in their local newspapers. 

And that’s what happened. Dilbert was the first syndicated comic to 

run for free on the Internet, although in the beginning it ran a week 

behind newspapers. Today it’s hard to imagine that it ever seemed a 

huge risk to put Dilbert on the Internet for free. There were concerns 

that piracy would go through the roof (it did) and that newspapers 

would see the Internet as competition and cancel (none did). In the 

days when more exposure was a good thing, the piracy helped far 

more than it hurt. 

My early comfort with technology helped me in another big way 

too. I was the first syndicated cartoonist to include my e-mail address 

in every strip. E-mail was still a geeky novelty in the early nineties, 
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and some of my business associates worried that client newspapers 
would consider my e-mail address a form of advertisement. But my 

business training told me I needed to open a direct channel to my 

customers and modify my product based on their feedback. That’s 

exactly what I did,” making it a workplace-focused strip, as readers 

requested, and from there it took off. 

Recapping my skill set: I have poor art skills, mediocre business 

skills, good but not great writing talent, and an early knowledge of 

the Internet. And I have a good but not great sense of humor. I’m like 

one big mediocre soup. None of my skills are world-class, but when 

my mediocre skills are combined, they become a powerful market 

force. 

My sixteen years in corporate America added half a dozen other 

useful skills to the mix as well. I managed people, did contract nego- 

tiations, made commercial loans, wrote business plans, designed soft- 

ware, managed projects, developed systems to track performance, 

contributed to technology strategies, and more. I took company-paid 

classes in public speaking, time management, managing difficult peo- 

ple, listening, business writing, and lots of other useful topics. During 

my corporate career I finished my MBA classes in the evening while 

working full time. I was a learning machine. If I thought something 

might someday be useful, I tried to grasp at least the basics. In my 

cartooning career I’ve used almost every skill I learned in the business 

world. 

Another huge advantage of learning as much as you can in differ- 

ent fields is that the more concepts you understand, the easier it is to 

learn new ones. Imagine explaining to an extraterrestrial visitor the 

concept of a horse. It would take some time. If the next thing you 

tried to explain were the concept of a zebra, the conversation would 

be shorter. You would simply point out that a zebra is a lot like a 

horse but with black and white strips. Everything you learn becomes 

a shortcut for understanding something else. 

One of my lifelong practices involves reading about world events 

every day, sometimes several times a day. Years ago that meant read- 

ing a newspaper before work. Now it usually involves reading news 

*Changing art to satisfy customers probably makes real artists ill just to think 
about. I considered myself an entrepreneur, not an artist, so I had no trouble being 
flexible with my so-called art. 



100 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

aggregator sites on my phone or tablet computer whenever I have a 

minute or two of downtime. The great thing about reading diverse 

news from the fields of business, health, science, technology, politics, 

and more is that you automatically see patterns in the world and de- 

velop mental hooks upon which you can hang future knowledge. The 

formula for knowledge looks something like this: 

The Knowledge Formula: The More You Know, the 

More You Can Know 

If your experience of reading the news is that it’s always boring, you’re 

doing it wrong. The simple entry point for developing a news-reading 

habit is that you read only the topics that interest you, no matter how 

trivial they might be. That effectively trains you to enjoy the time you 

spend reading the news, even if the only thing you look at involves ce- 

lebrity scandals and sports. In time, your happy experience reading the 

news will make you want to enjoy it longer. You'll start sampling topics 

that wouldn’t have interested you before. At first perhaps you'll do little 

more than skim the headlines. But in time you'll find yourself drawn in. 

It will feel easy and natural, which is the sign of a good system. If I had 

suggested starting every morning by reading the hard news in the Wall 

Street Journal, it would feel daunting for many people, and it’s unlikely 

you would: follow through. A smarter approach is to think of learning 

as a system in which you continually expose yourself to new topics, 

primarily the ones you find interesting. 

My one caution about reading the news every day is that it can be 

a huge downer if you pick the wrong topics. Personally, I try to avoid 

stories involving tragic events and concentrate on the more hopeful 

topics in science, technology, and business. I don’t ignore bad news, 

but I don’t dwell on it. The more time you spend exposing yourself to 

bad news, the more it will weigh on you and sap your energy. I prefer 

stories about breakthroughs in green technology, even knowing that 

99 percent of those stories are pure bullshit. I don’t read the news to 

find truth, as that would be a foolish waste of time. I read the news to 

broaden my exposure to new topics and patterns that make my brain 

more efficient in general and to enjoy myself, because learning inter- 

esting things increases my energy and makes me feel optimistic. Don’t 

think of the news as information. Think of it as a source of energy. 



The Math of Success 

You can’t directly control luck, but you can move from a game with 

low odds of success to a game with better odds. That seems like an 

obvious strategy and you probably think you already do it. The hard 

part is figuring out the odds of any given game, and that’s harder than 

it looks. 

Several years ago I gave a talk to a fifth-grade class. I started by 

asking them to finish my sentence. The sentence was “If you play a 

slot machine long enough, eventually you will .. .” The class yelled 

out in unison “WIN!” As most adults know, that is exactly the wrong 

answer. Slot machines are engineered to make everyone but the ca- 

sino a loser in the long run. But kids don’t know that. I presume they 

confused the benefits of persistence, which is drilled into them as 

kids, with the actual odds of succeeding. 

If you’re reading this book you’re probably an adult, or close to it, 

and you understand the odds of slot machines. If you play them, you 

probably think of it as recreation and not investment. But are you » 

equally clear about the odds that rule over other areas of your life? 

I'll give you another example about odds, using my favorite topic: 

tennis. For a period of about seven years I played tennis once a week 

with the same friend. He beat me 100 percent of the time. In the early 

years his wins made sense because his game was stronger in every 

way. Eventually, my shot making improved to the point where I felt I 

should have been winning, but I never did. I could get close, but I lost 

every match during those years. I didn’t feel that I was choking from 

| 101 | 
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the psychological pressure, because I typically perform better in 

stressful situations. My natural optimism always tells me I’m going to 

pull a rabbit out of the hat and win against all odds no matter how far 

behind I am. That feeling is so strong in me that the only reason it 

isn’t classified as mental illness is that it works more often than you’d 

expect. 

So I wasn’t getting psyched out by my losing record, and my strokes 

were good enough. Why did I lose every match against this particular 

opponent? I would routinely win against players who seemed about 

the same level as him. My losing streak was a mystery that dogged me 

for years. Apparently I had some sort of blind spot about . . . what? 

How could I learn to see the thing I couldn’t see? And if I saw it, 

would it help me win? 

My tennis partner and I were good friends off the court, and we 

chatted a lot about our matches. I was always on the lookout for him 

to inadvertently spill his tennis secrets. I got little hints here and there 

as we talked about what was working and what wasn’t on any given 

day. All of our tennis conversations swirled around in my brain for 

years until one day the pattern revealed itself. 

Some of the most powerful patterns in life are subtle. This tennis 

pattern was extraordinarily so. The quick explanation is that while I 

was playing tennis, my opponent was doing math. He was a card 

counter with a tennis racket. Over the course of several decades of 

tennis he had learned the odds associated with just about everything 

that can happen on a tennis court. 

Learning the odds in tennis is harder than it looks because so much 

of it is counterintuitive. For example, when your opponent hits a 

forehand-to-forehand shot that takes you wide, leaving half of his 

court unguarded, most amateurs would try for a blistering forehand 

winner up the line into the open court. That shot was almost always 

my choice, and I missed it about 80 percent of the time. It turns out 

that hitting down the line when you’re moving at a right angle to your 

target is exceptionally challenging for a weekend player. The down- 

the-line shot works best when you have time to set up and step toward 

it. Hitting down the line while on the run only feels like it would be 

easy. The illusion is surprisingly strong. Every time I missed a down- 

the-line shot I was surprised, no matter how many times in a row I 

missed the same way. I assumed I would be able to lock in that shot if 

I just tried it a few more times. I was wrong about that for years. 
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I could give a dozen more tennis examples where the odds are ex- 

actly the opposite of how they feel when you are on the court. And I 

could give you a dozen examples of how my opponent always played 

the high-percentage shots while cleverly goading me into one low- 

percentage shot after another. The point is that while we all think we 

know the odds in life, there’s a good chance you have some blind 

spots. Finding those blind spots is a big deal. 

In time I learned to avoid the low-percentage tennis shots more 

often and I won our matches about half the time, exactly as our shot- 

making skills would predict. So how does any of this help you? 

The idea I’m promoting here is that it helps to see the world as 

math and not magic. It would have been easy for me to assume my 

tennis losing streak was due to my lacking the will to win. Or perhaps 

I might have thought my losses were lessons from the Creator of the 

Universe, who realized I needed help maintaining a socially appropri- 

ate level of humility. But no, it was just math. 

If you find yourself in a state of continual failure in your personal 

or business life, you might be blaming it on fate or karma or animal 

spirits or some other form of magic when the answer is simple math. 

There’s usually a pattern, but it might be subtle. Don’t stop looking 

just because you don’t see the pattern in the first seven years. 

The future is thoroughly unpredictable when it comes to your pro- 

fession and your personal life ten years out. The best way to increase 

your odds of success—in a way that might look like luck to others—is 

to systematically become good, but not amazing, at the types of skills 

that work well together and are highly useful for just about any job. 

This is another example in which viewing the world as math (adding 

skills together) and not magic allows you to move from a strategy 

with low odds of success to something better. 

I made a list of the skills in which I think every adult should gain a 

working knowledge. I wouldn’t expect you to become a master of © 

any, but mastery isn’t necessary. Luck has a good chance of finding 

you if you become merely good in most of these areas. I’ll make a case 

for each one, but here’s the preview list. 

Public speaking 

Psychology 

Business writing 

Accounting 
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Design (the basics) 

Conversation 

Overcoming shyness 

Second language 

Golf 

Proper grammar 

Persuasion 

Technology (hobby level) 

Proper voice technique 

V’ll defend the economic value of each of these skills in the remain- 

der of this chapter. 

Public Speaking 

I took one public-speaking class in college. It helped a little. I took 

two more classes in public speaking during my corporate career. The 

company paid for both. Those classes helped a little too. Then one 

day my employer—the local phone company—announced it would 

pick up the tab for any employee who took the Dale Carnegie class on 

his or her own time. Anyone who wanted to learn more could attend 

a presentation in the big lecture room. I was curious and had heard 

good things about Dale Carnegie courses, so I decided to go and see 

what it was all about. 

The regional director for Dale Carnegie, whose name I inexplica- 

bly remember twenty years later—Tony Snow—gave the shortest and 

most persuasive sales pitch I have ever seen. I’ll condense it further 

here, but the essence was this: “Instead of describing the Dale Car- 

negie course myself, I’ve asked two of your fellow employees who 

took the course to tell you what they think.” He introduced the first 

guy and walked off. Tony Snow was done selling. 

My fellow employee bounded onto the stage as if he had just won 

the lottery. His energy and enthusiasm were infectious. He had no 

notes. He prowled the stage and owned it. We, the audience, locked 

onto him like a tail and we let him wag us. He was funny, expressive, 

engaging, and spontaneous. It was the best speech by a nonprofes- 

sional I had ever seen. I could tell he loved every second onstage, and 

yet he had the discipline to keep things brief. 
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When he was done, Tony Snow thanked him and introduced the 
second speaker. The second guy was completely different in style 
from the first speaker but every bit as good. He was enjoying himself. 

He projected. He was clear and concise. He owned us. 

When he was done, Tony Snow thanked the audience and told us 

how we could get more information about the course. Tony Snow: 

magnificent bastard. 

I signed up that day. 

There are several flavors of Dale Carnegie courses. I don’t remem- 

ber what my particular course was called, and it has probably changed 

names by now. The focus was on public speaking, but for reasons that 

took a long time for me to understand, Dale Carnegie didn’t classify 

it as a speaking course. It had a broader agenda. 

On day one our instructor explained the Dale Carnegie method he 

would be employing. Rule one was that no one would ever be criti- 

cized or corrected. Only positive reinforcement would be allowed, 

from the instructor or from the other students. I was immediately 

skeptical. How was I supposed to learn if I didn’t know what I was 

doing wrong? 

The next rule was that every person would speak to the rest of the 

class during each session, but we had to volunteer to go next. This 

rule was more important than you might think, because most of the 

people in the class were deathly afraid of public speaking. The in- 

structor acknowledged that sometimes the class would need to sit 

quietly for long periods waiting for the next volunteer. And wait 

we did. 

On day one we sat like frightened squirrels, hoping someone would 

go first. For some reason, going first seemed extra bad, even though 

we all knew we would go eventually. The instructor stood in front of 

the frozen class and waited patiently, not judging, clearly having gone 

through this before. 

Eventually someone volunteered, and then another. Our speaking 

assignment was something simple. I think we simply had to say some- 

thing about ourselves. For most people, including me, this was a rela- 

tively easy task. But for many in the class it was nearly impossible. 

One young lady who had been forced by her employer to take the 

class was so frightened that she literally couldn’t form words. In the 

cool, air-conditioned room, beads of sweat ran from her forehead 

down to her chin and dropped onto the carpet. The audience watched 
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in shared pain as she battled her own demons and tried to form 

words. A few words came out, just barely, and she returned to her 

seat defeated, humiliated, broken. 

Then an interesting thing happened. I rank it as one of the most 

fascinating things I have ever witnessed. The instructor went to the 

front and looked at the broken student. The room was dead silent. I’ll 

always remember his words. He said, “Wow. That was brave.” 

My brain spun in my head. Twenty-some students had been think- 

ing this woman had just crashed and burned in the most dramatically 

humiliating way. She had clearly thought the same thing. In four 

words, the instructor had completely reinterpreted the situation. Ev- 

ery one of us knew the instructor was right. We had just witnessed an 

extraordinary act of personal bravery, the likes of which one rarely 

sees. That was the takeaway. Period. 

I looked at the student’s face as she reacted to the instructor’s com- 

ment. She had been alone in her misery, fighting a losing fight. But 

somehow the instructor understood what was happening inside her 

and he respected it. I swear I saw a light come on in her eyes. She 

looked up from the floor. She had a reprieve. She was still in the fight. 

The next week she volunteered to speak again. (See how powerful 

this volunteering thing is? She owned the choice.) She didn’t do well, 

but she got through it without perspiring or locking up, and the in- 

structor praised her for her progress. 

By the end of the course, some weeks later, every member of the 

class could have sold Tony Snow’s product. Every time we spoke, we 

got compliments from the instructor and sometimes other students. 

We got applause. It felt great. Today when I see a stage and a thou- 

sand people waiting to hear me speak, a little recording goes off in my 

head that says today is a good day. I’m the happiest person in the 

room. The audience only gets to listen, but I get to speak, to feel, to 

be fully alive. I will absorb their energy and turn it into something 

good. And when I’m done, there’s a 100 percent chance that people 

will say good things about me. 

There are several things to learn from that story. The most impor- 

tant is the transformative power of praise versus the corrosive impact 

of criticism. P’ve had a number of occasions since then to test the pow- 

ers of praise, and I find it an amazing force, especially for adults. 

Children are accustomed to a continual stream of criticisms and 

praise, but adults can go weeks without a compliment while enduring 
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criticism both at work and at home. Adults are starved for a kind 

word. When you understand the power of honest praise (as opposed 

to bullshitting, flattery, and sucking up), you realize that withholding 

it borders on immoral. If you see something that impresses you, a 

decent respect to humanity insists you voice your praise. 

“Wow. That was brave,” is the best and cleanest example I’ve seen 

in which looking at something in a different way changes everything. 

When the instructor switched our focus from the student’s poor 

speaking performance to her bravery, everything changed. Positivity 

is far more than a mental preference. It changes your brain, literally, 

and it changes the people around you. It’s the nearest thing we have 

to magic. 

Another thing I learned from my Dale Carnegie experience is that 

we don’t always have an accurate view of our own potential. I think 

most people who are frightened of public speaking can’t imagine they 

might feel different as a result of training. Don’t assume you know 

how much potential you have. Sometimes the only way to know what 

you can do is to test yourself. 

Psychology 

It’s hard to imagine any business or social activity that doesn’t re- 

quire a basic understanding of how the human brain perceives the 

world. Almost any decision you make is in the context of managing 

what other people will think of you. We’re all in the business of sell- 

ing some version of ourselves. Psychology is embedded in everything 

we do. 

WOW! T FEEL A WEIGHT 
HAS BEEN LIFTED FROM 
MY CHEST. NOW THAT 
MY FAILURE IS GUAR— 
ANTEED, I NO LONGER 
FEEL THE STRESS OF 
TRYING TO SUCCEED! 

I HAD TO LAY OFF 
SEVEN ENGINEERS AND 
... IT NEED YOU TO PICK 
UP THOSE FUNCTIONS. 

3 

1-12-13 ©2013 Scott Adams, Inc. 
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For example, a real-estate salesperson might show you the worst 

house first, knowing it will make you appreciate the better home you 

see later, and it might make you reach deeper in your pockets. A car 

salesman knows that a high sticker price will make the eventual ne- 

gotiated price look better than it would have otherwise. Salespeople 

know they can manipulate buyers by controlling what they compare. 

A building contractor knows that when customers see the house 

during the framing phase the rooms will look too small. Later, when 

the-rooms are finished and furnished, they look: larger. A smart 

builder warns the customers in advance that everything will look 

smaller in the framing phase. That way the customer doesn’t flip out. 

That’s psychology. 

Even an engineer who deals mostly with the material world needs 

to understand how his boss feels, how customers feel, and how users 

will perceive the product. You can’t get away from the need to make 

decisions based on psychology. 

The examples I gave are the common ones that most people figure 

out on their own. But given that the field of psychology is miles deep, 

most people know only the stuff that qualifies as common knowl- 

edge. How much more effective would you be if you had a greater 

understanding of psychology? Answer: a lot. 

Psychology was a huge factor in my eventual success with Dilbert. 

By the time United Media offered me a syndication contract for Dil- 

bert, my confidence had taken some direct hits. The other syndication 

companies had turned me down flat. One editor had suggested that 

perhaps I could find an actual artist to do the drawing for me. Ouch. 

So when Sarah Gillespie, editor at United Media, called and offered a 

contract, I apologized for my poor drawing skills and suggested that 

perhaps she could pair me with someone who could do the artwork. 

Sarah, who evidently understood a lot about psychology, told me my 

drawing skill was fine; no improvement necessary. That triggered a 

highly unexpected change in my actual level of talent: It went up. 

Overnight my drawing skill went from about a three on a scale of one 

to ten to about a six. That’s still not good, but apparently it was good 

enough. The sudden improvement was entirely due to Sarah’s compli- 

ment of my artistic ability. I became a more confident artist—and a 

better one—because she changed what I thought of my own talent. It 

was a Wizard of Oz moment. 

When I look at the list of my personal failures and successes, one 
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of the things that stand out is psychology. When I got the psychology 
right, either by accident or by cleverness, things worked out better. 

When I was blind to the psychology, things went badly. 

For example, after Dilbert became a hit, I briefly considered 

launching a second comic. I posted on Dilbert.com some early sam- 

ples of what I hoped would be a comic about a young Elbonian boy 

who didn’t fit in. His name was Plop and he was the only unbearded 

Elbonian in the world, and that included the women and babies. On 

day one, the Plop comic was a lot better than the first Dilbert comics, 

but not nearly as good as Dilbert had become by that time. What I 

didn’t count on—my blind spot—was that my new comic would be 

compared with Dilbert, not with other new comics. Compared with 

Dilbert, it was flat and lacked an edge. Compared with all of the new 

comics that launched that same year from unknown cartoonists, it 

was fairly competitive. Most of my feedback by e-mail was of the 

“Keep your day job” variety, along with “It’s no Dilbert.” I wouldn’t 

have guessed that being a successful cartoonist would be a barrier to 

launching a new comic, but in my case it was. I could have saved a lot 

of time if I’d understood that in advance. 

Dilbert was the first syndicated comic that focused primarily on 

the workplace. At the time there was nothing to compare it with. 

That allowed me to get away with bad artwork and immature writing 

until I could improve my skills to the not-so-embarrassing level. Since 

the launch of Dilbert in 1989, dozens of cartoonists have tried to en- 

ter the workplace-comic space and gotten clobbered by unfavorable 

comparisons to a mature Dilbert. If | were to disguise my identity and 

launch a new workplace comic tomorrow, with all new characters, 

readers would compare it with Dilbert and it wouldn’t stand a chance. 

Over the past ten years or so I have been in a few dozen meetings 

on the topic of turning Dilbert into a feature film. I always get the 

question of how we could make a Dilbert movie different enough 

from the TV show The Office or the cult movie Office Space. The 

implication is that the quality of a Dilbert movie might be less impor- 

tant to its success than whatever the public reflexively compares it 

with. Quality is not an independent force in the universe; it depends 

on what you choose as your frame of reference. 

When my restaurant partner and I built our second restaurant, we 

decided to make it more upscale than the first so it wouldn’t cannibal- 

ize business, given that the two restaurants were only five miles apart. 
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The upscale-decor strategy seemed like a perfectly good idea until I 

observed women walk in for lunch, look at the upscale decor, look at 

their own casual clothes, and proclaim to the hostess that they were 

underdressed. The self-assessed underdressed customer would turn 

and leave. I saw that scenario repeat itself over and over. None of the 

women who rejected themselves from the restaurant looked under- 

dressed to me. The restaurant wasn’t that upscale. It was still a neigh- 

borhood restaurant in a suburban strip mall. But compared with 

other-restaurants in the area it was a step up in design. It made people 

feel uncomfortable. To make matters worse, our food quality wasn’t 

up to the level people expected for a place with that type of decor. 

The restaurant’s appearance caused us to be compared with the very 

best of fine-dining restaurants. Our business model assumed people 

would prefer eating upscale comfort food in an unusually attractive 

setting. It was a bad idea. Customers were confused. Was the restau- 

rant supposed to be casual or upscale? People compared our decor 

with casual restaurants and decided it was too fancy to be a casual 

eating experience. They compared our food with the top restaurants 

in San Francisco and decided it wasn’t sufficiently special. We failed 

to predict how customers would compare us. 

This book itself presents an especially challenging comparison 

problem. If add too much humor to this book, reviewers and readers 

will compare it with other humor books and it will come up short 

because many of the chapters don’t lend themselves to jokes. If I leave 

out all humor, the book will be compared with self-help books, which 

would be misleading in its own way, but I’d probably come out better 

in that sort of comparison. In other words, to increase your perceived 

enjoyment of the book, I might leave out some humor that you would 

otherwise enjoy. 

When I talk of the comparison problem, I don’t mean a simple 

comparison of one thing with its competition. If the competition is 

simply better than you, your problem is more than customer percep- 

tions. ’'m talking about comparisons that common sense tells you 

should be irrelevant, such as comparing Dilbert the TV show to The 

Simpsons. They weren’t competitors in any real way. They didn’t 

run during the same time or exhaust the limited supply of the pub- 

lic’s discretionary time in any meaningful way. And yet the com- 

parison to The Simpsons was a big obstacle to the show’s success 
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because it contrasted a seasoned, big-budget show against a poorly 

funded upstart that was still trying to find its rhythm. Animated 

shows take longer to “tune” than live action because the writers for 

animation can’t know what worked in a particular show until it is 

fully animated and too late to change. Success in anything usually 

means doing more of what works and less of what doesn’t, and for 

animated TV shows that means you don’t hit your pace until about 

the third season. We got canceled after the second half season. I 

believe that if The Simpsons had never existed as the gold standard 

of animated prime-time TV shows, the Dilbert show would have 

had time to reach the next level. 

I’ve spent a lot of time describing just one psychological phenom- 

enon: the tendency to make irrational comparisons. But how many 

psychological tips and tricks does a person really need to understand 

in order to be successful in life? 

My best guess is that there are a few hundred rules in psychology 

that you should have a passing familiarity with. I’ve been absorbing 

information in this field for decades, and I don’t feel that I am getting 

anywhere near the end of it. And just about everything I learn about 

human psychology ends up being helpful. 

I went to Wikipedia to get a quick list of the psychological and 

cognitive traps that humans often fall into. Psychology is an immense 

field and well beyond the scope of this book. My point is to impress 

upon you how many useful nuggets of information are at your dis- 

posal, and most of them are free. Every psychological trap on this list 

can be used to manipulate you. If there’s something on this list that 

you're not familiar with, you’re vulnerable to deception. In some 

cases, you’re missing opportunities to make your product and your- 

self more attractive to others. 

It’s a good idea to make psychology your lifelong study. Most of 

what you need to know as a regular citizen can be gleaned from the 

Internet. 

Below is Wikipedia’s list of cognitive biases.! It looks like a lot to 

know, but you have your entire life to acquire the knowledge. Think 

of it as a system in which you learn a bit every year. That will be 

easier if you understand how important psychology is to everything 

you want to accomplish in life. On a scale of one to ten, the impor- 

tance of understanding psychology is a solid ten. 



Ambiguity effect 

Anchoring 

Availability heuristic 

Availability cascade 

Backfire effect 

Bandwagon effect 

Barnum effect 
Base rate neglect or Base rate fallacy 

Belief bias 

Bias blind spot 

Choice-supportive bias 

Clustering illusion 

Confirmation bias 

Congruence bias 

Conjunction fallacy 

Conservatism or Regressive Bias 

Conservatism (Bayesian) 

Contrast effect 

Curse of knowledge 

Decoy effect 

Denomination effect 

Distinction bias 

Duration neglect 

Empathy gap 

Endowment effect 

Essentialism 

Exaggerated expectation 

Experimenter’s or Expectation bias 

; False-consensus effect 
Functional fixedness 

Focalism 

Focusing effect 

Forer effect 

Framing effect 

Frequency illusion 

Gambler’s fallacy 

Hard-easy effect 

Hindsight bias 

Hostile media effect 

Hyperbolic discounting 

Illusion of control 
Illusion of validity 

lilusory correlation 

Impact bias 

Information bias \ 

Insensitivity to sample size 



Irrational escalation 

Just-world hypothesis 

Less-is-better effect 

Loss aversion 

Ludic fallacy 

Mere exposure effect 

Money illusion 

Moral credential effect 

Negativity bias 

Neglect of probability 

Normalcy bias 

Observer-expectancy effect 

Omission bias 

Optimism bias 

Ostrich effect 

Outcome bias 

Overconfidence effect 

Pareidolia 

Pessimism bias 

Planning fallacy 

Postpurchase rationalization 

Pro-innovation bias 

Pseudocertainty effect 

Reactance 

Reactive devaluation 

Recency bias 

Recency illusion 

Restraint bias 

Rhyme as reason effect 

Selective perception 

Semmelweis reflex 

Selection bias 

Social comparison bias 

Social desirability bias 

Status quo bias 

Stereotyping 

Subadditivity effect 

Subjective validation 

Survivorship bias 
Texas sharpshooter fallacy 

Time-saving bias 

Unit bias 

Well-traveled road effect 

Zero-risk bias 

Zero-sum heuristic 
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Actor-observer bias 

Defensive attribution hypothesis 

Dunning—Kruger effect 

Egocentric bias 

Extrinsic incentives bias 

Forer effect (aka Barnum effect) 

False-consensus effect 

Halo effect 

Illusion of asymmetric insight 

Illusion of external agency 

Illusion of transparency 

\llusory superiority 

Ingroup bias 

Just-world phenomenon 

Moral luck 

Naive cynicism 

Outgroup homogeneity bias 

Projection bias 

Self-serving bias 

System justification 

Trait ascription bias 

Ultimate attribution error 

Worse-than-average effect 

| MANY ERRORS AND BIASES | 

Bizarreness effect 

Choice-supportive bias 

Change bias 

Childhood amnesia 

Conservatism or Regressive bias 

Consistency bias 

Context effect 

Cross-race effect 

Cryptomnesia 

Egocentric bias 

Fading affect bias 

False memory 

Generation effect (Self-generation effect) 

Google effect 



Hindsight bias 

Humor effect 

lllusion-of-truth effect 

Illusory correlation 

Lag effect 

Leveling and sharpening 

Levels-of-processing effect 

List-length effect 

Misinformation effect 

Misattribution 

Modality effect 

Mood congruent memory bias 

Next-in-line effect 

Osborn effect 

Part-list cueing effect 

Peak-end rule 

Persistence 

Picture superiority effect 

Placement bias 

Positivity effect 

Primacy effect, Recency effect, and Serial position effects 

Processing difficulty effect 

Reminiscence bump 

Rosy retrospection 

Self-relevance effect 

Self-serving bias 

Source confusion 

Spacing effect 

Stereotypical bias 

Suffix effect 

Suggestibility 

Subadditivity effect 

Telescoping effect 

Testing effect 

Tip of the tongue phenomenon 

Verbatim effect 

Von Restorff effect 

Zeigarnik effect 
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Some of the things on the list are common sense, and you might 

know them by other names. I include the comprehensive list just to 

give you a feel for how deep the field is. And I would go so far as to 

say that anything on the list that you don’t understand might cost you 

money in the future. 

You’ve heard the old saying that knowledge is power. But knowl- 

edge of psychology is the purest form of that power. No matter what 

you’re doing or how well you’re doing it, you can benefit from a 

deeper understanding of how the mind interprets its world using only 

the clues that somehow find a way into your brain through the holes 

in your skull. 

When I was in my twenties, I took a certification course in hypno- 

sis. I thought it would be fascinating and maybe useful. I even consid- 

ered making some money on the side as a hypnotist. I decided against 

it because I didn’t want to be in the business of selling my time. But 

the skills and insights I gleaned from studying hypnosis have im- 

proved my performance in just about everything I’ve done since then, 

from business to my personal life. It was time well spent. 

In hypnosis, you don’t spend a lot of time asking why one tech- 

nique works and why another does not. Hypnosis is largely a trial- 

and-error process that uses your own experience plus that of 

hypnotists who have gone before to reduce the number of wrong 

moves. In that sense, hypnosis treats people as if they were machines 

that can be programmed. If you provide the right inputs, you get the 

outputs you want. 

Hypnosis is an inexact process because every brain has a different 

mix of chemistry. For example, if I ask you to relax and imagine a 

forest in the summer, most of you would find that a pleasing image. 

But people who are afraid of bears or afraid of getting lost might get 

agitated by the thought of a forest. A hypnotist learns to detect slight 

changes in breathing, posture, movement, and skin tone to know if 

the images presented are working as planned. Adjustments are made 

accordingly. In the simplest terms, a hypnotist tries to do more of 

whatever works and less of what doesn’t. 

My experience with hypnosis completely changed the way I view 

people and how I interpret the choices they make. I no longer see rea- 

son as the driver of behavior. I see simple cause and effect, similar to 

the way machines operate. If you believe people use reason for the 

important decisions in life, you will go through life feeling confused 
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and frustrated that others seem to have bad reasoning skills. The real- 
ity is that reason is just one of the drivers of our decisions, and often 
the smallest one. 

Recently my wife and I went shopping for a new vehicle. We looked 

at a lot of models online and in person, and none were irresistible. 

Then we came upon a vehicle that was so “us” that I laughed when I 

saw it. I could almost feel my brain make up its mind before we had 

done one iota of reasoning, data gathering, or negotiating. I could tell 

that my wife had the same experience. This car was so obviously go- 

ing to belong to us that seeing it was like peering into the future. 

Predictably, everything we learned about the car after that point 

seemed either good or good enough. We convinced ourselves that the 

price was reasonable. We convinced ourselves that the features were 

just what we wanted. And eventually we convinced ourselves that we 

had negotiated a good deal. 

The normal way people would look at our car-buying experience is 

that we saw a model that looked good enough to interest us then we 

did research and applied our reason and came to a rational decision. 

The reality is quite different. The amateur hypnotist in me knows that 

our visceral reaction to the car was the beginning and end of the 

“thinking” that went into the purchase. Our powers of reason did 

some due diligence to make sure it met our basic requirements, but we 

already knew it would. The purchase was an irrational decision that. 

tried, and failed, to sell itself to me as the product of reason. 

It is tremendously useful to know when people are using reason 

and when they are rationalizing the irrational. You’re wasting your 

time if you try to make someone see reason when reason is not influ- 

encing the decision. If you’ve ever had a frustrating political debate 

with your friend who refuses to see the logic in your argument, you 

know what I mean. But keep in mind that the friend sees you exactly 

the same way. 

When politicians tell lies, they know the press will call them out. 

They also know it doesn’t matter. Politicians understand that reason 

will never have much of a role in voting decisions. A lie that makes a 

voter feel good is more effective than a hundred rational arguments. 

That’s even true when the voter knows the lie is a lie. If you’re per- 

plexed at how society can tolerate politicians who lie so blatantly, 

you're thinking of people as rational beings. That worldview is frus- 

trating and limiting. People who study hypnosis start to view humans 
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as moist machines that are simply responding to inputs with pro- 

grammed outputs. No reasoning is involved beyond eliminating the 

most absurd options. Your reasoning can prevent you from voting for 

a total imbecile, but it won’t stop you from supporting a half-wit with 

a great haircut. 

If your view of the world is that people use reason for their impor- 

tant decisions, you are setting yourself up for a life of frustration and 

confusion. You'll find yourself continually debating people and never 

winning except in your own mind. Few things are as destructive and 

limiting as a worldview that assumes people are mostly rational. 

On an episode of The Bachelorette, a show on ABC, one of the 

contending single men played a practical joke on the young woman he 

hoped to marry. The joke involved taking her to his parents’ home 

and convincing her that he still lived there, which he didn’t. The joke 

was well executed, complete with a fake bedroom that was a disgust- 

ing mess. What the suitor failed to understand is that the bachelorette 

would still feel the scenario in the joke long after the truth was re- 

vealed. In the bachelorette’s mind—the irrational part that we all 

have—the memory of this fellow being a live-at-home loser was like a 

stain that couldn’t be removed. I think the bachelorette genuinely ap- 

preciated the joke and had a good laugh. But my wife and I turned to 

each other and said, “He’s toast.” He was eliminated soon after. We 

can’t know how much impact the joke had on the bachelorette’s deci- 

sion, but my training with hypnosis tells me it was probably huge. 

Apple owes much of its success to Steve Jobs’s understanding that 

the way a product makes users feel trumps most other considerations, 

including price. If Steve Jobs had seen people as rational beings, he 

might have followed a path similar to Dell, selling highly capable 

machines at the lowest possible price. Dell succeeded too, of course, 

but if buyers were rational, there would have been only one computer 

manufacturer left after about a year; consumers would always buy 

the best computer for the money and drive out the bad players over- 

night. Luckily for Dell and several other Windows computer manu- 

facturers, there are enough irrational people with poor information 

to keep several companies afloat so long as their products are confus- 

ingly similar. Jobs’s worldview led him to a business model with high 

margins, whereas Windows computers have become commodities. 

If you feel I’m overstating the case that people are irrational, allow 

me to put some boundaries on that idea. People certainly make the 
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small decisions based on rational considerations. You probably invest 
your money in ways that are prudent, or so you think. But keep in 
mind that the financial meltdown of 2009 happened because even the 

best minds in finance were irrationally optimistic about financial in- 

struments they couldn’t hope to understand. 

Rational behavior is especially useless in any situation that is too 

complex for a human to grasp. Cell-phone companies exploit that 

fact by offering pricing plans that are too complicated to compare 

with the competition. (I coined the word “confusopoly” to describe 

that strategy.) The intent is to prevent consumers from using whatever 

small reasoning power they possess to compare prices and features. 

Instead, consumers make largely uninformed decisions and convince 

themselves they did well. I speak from experience, having moved 

from one cell phone carrier to another recently, while planning a third 

move soon. I tell myself that each of the moves was based on price, 

coverage, and features. But reason didn’t help me the first two times I 

chose a cell phone carrier, and it probably won’t help the next time 

because the pricing plans are intentionally hard to compare. 

I don’t think you need to become a hypnotist to understand human 

psychology, although it helps. But I do think a working knowledge of 

psychology is essential to your success—both personally and profes- 

sionally. Consider it a lifelong learning process. You'll be glad you 

did. Over time it starts to feel like a superpower that allows you to 

understand things that confuse and confound those around you. 

Business Writing 

I never took a writing class in high school or in college. I learned the 

basics in English classes and that seemed good enough. I could write 

sentences that people understood. What else did I need? 

I did notice that some people in the business world wrote with an 

impressive level of clarity and persuasiveness. But I figured that was 

just because those people were extra smart. It never occurred to me 

that there was some technique involved and that we unwashed citi- 

zens could easily learn it. 

One day during my corporate career I signed up for a company- 

sponsored class in business writing. This was part of my larger strat- 

egy of learning as much as I could about whatever might someday be 
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useful while my employer was willing to foot the bill. I didn’t have 

high hopes that the class would change my life. I was just looking for 

some tips and tricks for better writing. 

I was very wrong about how useful the class would be. If I recall, 

the class was only two afternoons long. And it was life altering. 

As it turns out, business writing is all about getting to the point 

and leaving out all of the noise. You think you already do that in your 

writing, but you probably don’t. 

Consider the previous sentence. I intentionally embedded some 

noise. Did you catch it? The sentence that starts with “You think you 

already do that” includes the unnecessary word “already.” Remove it 

and you get exactly the same meaning: “You think you do that.” The 

“already” part is assumed and unnecessary. That sort of realization 

is the foundation of business writing. 

Business writing also teaches that brains are wired to better under- 

stand concepts that are presented in a certain order. For example, 

your brain processes “The boy hit the ball” more easily than “The 

ball was hit by the boy.” In editors’ jargon, the first sentence is direct 

writing and the second is passive. It’s a tiny difference, but over the 

course of an entire document, passive writing adds up and causes 

reader fatigue. 

Eventually I learned that the so-called persuasive writers were do- 

ing little more than using ordinary business-writing methods. Clean 

writing makes a writer seem smarter and it makes the writer’s argu- 

ments more persuasive. 

Business writing is also the foundation for humor writing. Unnec- 

essary words and passive writing kill the timing of humor the same 

way they kill the persuasiveness of your point. If you want people to 

see you as smart, persuasive, and funny, consider taking a two-day 

class in business writing. There aren’t many skills you can learn in 

two days that will serve you this well. 

Accounting 

I found accounting nearly impossible to learn because of the bubbling 

moat of boredom that surrounds the entire field. But a basic understand- 

ing of accounting is necessary to be a fully effective adult in a modern 

society, even if you never do any actual accounting on your own. 
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Accounting is part of the vocabulary of business, and if you don’t 
understand it on a concept level, the world will be a confusing place. 

In particular it’s helpful to be able to create your own cash-flow pro- 

jection on a spreadsheet and feel some confidence that you under- 

stand the tax impacts and the so-called time value of money.” 

Accounting overlaps with the fields of economics and business, and in 

each of those fields you need an understanding of accounting prac- 

tices. 

In my town there’s a tiny restaurant that has changed hands several 

times, always with a new concept and menu. The one thing that all of 

the concepts have in common is that they can’t work because there 

aren’t enough tables in the place to cover their expenses. (I have a 

good idea what their expenses are because I once owned two restau- 

rants in the area.) My guess is that each new operator has plenty of 

culinary skill and no accounting skill. No one with accounting skill 

would get involved with a business model that can’t work on paper. 

You can pay others to do your accounting and cash-flow projec- 

tions, but that only works if you can check their work in a meaningful 

way. The smarter play is to learn enough about accounting and 

spreadsheets that you understand the basics. 

Design 

In today’s world we’re all designers, whether we like it or not. You 

might be designing PowerPoint presentations or a Web site for your 

start-up or flyers for your kid’s school event. You’re also furnishing 

your home, buying clothes you hope look nice to others, and so on. 

Design used to be the exclusive domain of artists and other experts. 

Now we're all expected to have a working understanding of design. 

If you’re like me, you were born with no design skills whatsoever. 

I was amazed to learn, well into my adult years, that design is actually 

rules based. One need not have an “eye” for design; knowing the 

rules is good enough for civilians. 

For example, landscape designers will tell you that it’s better to put 

three of the same kind of bush in your yard, not two and not four. 

*Simply put, a dollar today is worth more than a dollar tomorrow because the 
dollar you have today can be invested. The math of it is more complicated. 
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Odd numbers just look better in that context. You don’t need an eye 

for design to count to three, and you get the same result as the expert, 

at least in that limited example. 

I also learned that art composition for anything from a magazine 

cover to an oil painting to a PowerPoint slide should conform to a few 

basic templates. The most common is the L-shaped layout. You imag- 

ine a giant letter L on the page and fill in the dense stuff along its 

shape, leaving less clutter in one of the four open quadrants. Artists 

call the uncluttered part negative space. In the case of an oil painting, 

you might have a tree going up one side, some landscape on the bot- 

tom, and the open sky in the top left. You can change it up by rotating 

the L and leaving a different quadrant less busy than the rest, but it’s 

still the L concept. 

When you take a photograph, you can use the same concept. In- 

stead of centering the person in the pictures, adjust your field until the 

person is one side of the L and the ground is the bottom. The less- 

busy quadrant might be some landscape or the sunset. 

When you design a PowerPoint slide or a Web page, it’s the same 

idea. You leave one quadrant less busy than the rest. Skim through 

any well-designed magazine and you'll see the L design in 80 percent 

of the art and photography. The other 20 percent will be some special 

cases that I won’t go into here. I’m only trying to convince you of the 

importance of design and the ease with which you can pick up the 

main idea. Learn just a few design tricks and people will think you’re 

smarter without knowing exactly why. 

Conversation 

Few people are skilled conversationalists. Most people are just talk- 

ing, which is not the same thing. The difference is that skilled conver- 

sationalists have learned techniques that are surprisingly nonobvious 

to a lot of people. I was among the clueless about conversation skills 

for the first half of my life. When I was a teen, I thought conversation 

was a complete waste of time and something to be avoided. I was 

aware that there were several alleged reasons for conversation, but I 

didn’t see much value in them. I was a bore. 

There are probably a dozen or more reasons to have a conversation, 

depending on how you slice it. You might start a conversation to. . . 
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Exchange information 

Plan 

Complain 

Entertain 

Feel connected 

Befriend 

Seduce 

Persuade 

Be polite 

Avoid awkward silence 

Brag 

A bad conversationalist will focus on the impoverished part of the 

list, doing a lot of bragging, complaining, and exchanging of infor- 

mation. It’s fair to say that such a person doesn’t understand what 

conversation is or how to do it. I fell into that category for the first 

few decades of my life. 

My first inkling that conversation was a learnable skill, and that 

the benefits of conversation were larger than I imagined, happened 

while I was taking the Dale Carnegie course I mentioned earlier. The 

focus of the class was on public speaking, but we also learned tech- 

niques for making conversation with strangers, such as one might in 

a party or business situation. The technique is laughably simple and 

100 percent effective. All you do is introduce yourself and ask ques- 

tions until you find a point of mutual interest. 

I'll paraphrase the Dale Carnegie question stack as best I remem- 

ber it. It goes something like this: 

. What’s your name? 

. Where do you live? 

Do you have a family? 

. What do you do for a living? 

. Do you have any hobbies/sports? 

. Do you have any travel plans? NonfwWwN 

If you’re like me, the questions seem a bit too awkward and per- 

sonal for someone you just met. Prior to experiencing the Dale Car- 

negie course I would meet someone new and immediately go into 

joking mode because I didn’t know what else to talk about. I discov- 
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ered that perhaps only 5 percent of the general population wants to 

get into joking mode with a stranger. And of that 5 percent, maybe 

only half of them will appreciate whatever you think is funny. Every- 

one else will want you to go away. While most people enjoy humor, 

the typical person doesn’t go directly there before getting to know 

someone. 

The secret to making the list of six questions work without seem- 

ing awkward is in understanding that the person you meet will feel 

every bit as awkward as you. That person wants to talk about some- 

thing interesting and to sound knowledgeable. Your job is to make 

that easy. Nothing is easier than talking about one’s self. I would go 

so far as to say that 99 percent of the general public Jove talking 

about themselves. When you ask a stranger a personal question, you 

make that person happy. Your question relieves the stress of awkward 

silence and gets the conversation moving. Best of all, it signals that 

you have interest in the stranger, which most people interpret as 

friendliness and social confidence, even if you’re faking it. And faking 

social confidence leads to the real thing over time. 

Your job as a conversationalist is to keep asking questions and 

keep looking for something you have in common with the stranger, or 

something that interests you enough to wade into the topic. In my 

entire life I have never met a stranger who didn’t have some fascinat- 

ing life experiences that spilled out if I asked the right questions. 

Everyone is interesting if you make the situation feel safe. Here’s a 

summary of good conversation technique. 

1. Ask questions. 

. Don’t complain (much). 

wd . Don’t talk about boring experiences (TV show, meal, dream, 

etes)s 

Don’t dominate the conversation. Let others talk. 

. Don’t get stuck on a topic. Keep moving. 

. Planning is useful but it isn’t conversation. 

Keep the sad stories short, especially medical stories. 

Nn 

za 

The point of conversation is to make the other person feel good. If 

you do that one simple thing correctly, the other benefits come along 

with the deal. For example, a person who likes you is more likely to 
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be persuaded, to recommend you for good opportunities, to share 
information, and to want a relationship with you. And if you must 

complain, because it’s just too hard to keep it in, you’re better off 

complaining to someone who already likes you; that way you'll get 

the empathy you want. 

So how do you get a stranger to like you? It’s simple, actually. It 

starts by smiling and keeping your body language open. After that, 

just ask questions and listen as if you cared, all the while looking for 

common interests. Everyone likes to talk about his or her own life, and 

everyone appreciates a sympathetic listener. Eventually, if you discover 

some common interests, you'll feel a connection without any effort. 

If you’re physically attractive, it probably isn’t a good idea to talk 

too much. People are predisposed to liking attractive people. Talking 

can only make things worse. If you’re attractive, be sure you’ve cre- 

ated a solid connection before discussing your hobby of collecting 

baby animal skulls or whatever the hell you’re into. The less you say, 

the better, at least in the early stages of getting to know someone. 

If you’re unattractive—and this is my area of expertise—your con- 

versation skills will be especially important. It might be all you have 

to sell yourself unless you’re accomplished in some world-class way. 

You'll need to take your conversation skills up a notch. And that 

means becoming the master of short but interesting stories. 

As a writer, I reflexively translate whatever I observe into a story 

form with a setup, a twist if there is one, and some sort of punch line 

or thought that ties it in a bow. You can do the same thing. Try to get 

in the habit of asking yourself how you can turn your interesting expe- 

riences into story form. I find it helps to imagine telling the story to 

someone in particular—a spouse, friend, or relative. Try a few versions 

in your head, telling the story and feeling how it goes. Was it brief? Did 

you save the surprise for just the right moment? Did you have a way to 

end the story with a punch line or interesting observation? 

It’s a good idea to always have a backlog of stories you can pull out 

at a moment’s notice. And you'll want to continually update your in- 

ternal story database with new material. For example, if I know I’ll 

be seeing friends in a few days, I make a special note to myself to turn 

my recent experiences into story form because I know I'll have a rea- 

son to bust one out. The most popular type of stories is . . . funny 

stories. 
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I think everyone should learn how to tell a funny story. I don’t think 

people realize that storytelling is a learnable skill and not a genetic gift. 

Once you know the parts that compose any good story, you have all 

you need to sculpt your own out of your everyday experiences. 

The most important key to good storytelling is preparation. You 

don’t want to figure out your story as you tell it. If something story- 

worthy happens to you, spend some time developing the story struc- 

ture in your head—a structure I will explain in a minute—and 

practice telling the story in your head until you have it down. 

The basic parts of a good party story are: 

Setup 

There’s only one important rule for a story setup: Keep it brief. And I 

mean really brief, as in “So, I took my car in for a brake job. . .” 

That’s it. Don’t tell us the problem with the brakes. Don’t tell us what 

made you think you had a brake problem, unless for some reason it is 

relevant. Try to keep your setup to one sentence, two at most. 

Pattern 

Establish a pattern that your story will violate. For example, you 

could say, “Whenever I take my car for any kind of service, I’m al- 

ways amazed how expensive it is.” That establishes the pattern. Now 

we know that what follows will be a violation of the pattern. And we 

call that hint of things to come... 

Foreshadowing 

Foreshadowing means you leave some clues about where the story is 

going. The foreshadowing can happen as early as the setup, as in “My 

in-laws in Arkansas have something they call the ‘fraidy hole’ that 

everyone climbs into in case of tornadoes. It’s meant to hold no more 

than four people.” That’s the setup with the foreshadowing built in. 

The Characters 

Every story involves characters, and you might be one of them. For 
people who know all of your foibles, defects, and preferences, no 

-_ 2" =) 2 
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elaboration is required. But if you are talking to strangers or talking 
about unfamiliar others, fill in the story with some character traits 

that will be relevant. For example, “Our friend Bob has been borrow- 

ing our power tools for years because he’s too cheap to buy his own.” 

That sort of brief character profile is essential to any story that in- 

volves people. All good stories are about personalities. 

Relatability 

There is one topic that people care more about than any other: them- 

selves. Pick story topics that your listeners will relate to. If your story 

is about dealing with a stubborn bureaucrat, most adults can relate to 

it no matter the bureaucracy involved. But if your story is about the 

inner workings of competitive quilting, you’d better make it short and 

extra witty. People drift off when you stop talking about stuff that 

isn’t, well, them. 

The Twist 

Your story isn’t a story unless something unexpected or unusual hap- 

pens. That’s the plot twist. If you don’t have a twist, it’s not a story. 

It’s just a regurgitation of your day. That’s fine for catching up with a 

spouse, but it won’t make you the life of a party. 

Topics to Avoid 

It’s important to tell stories about interesting events. It’s even more 

important to avoid telling stories about deadly boring or downer situ- 

ations. Here are a few topics you should avoid. 

Food: People don’t care how good your meal was unless they plan to 

eat at the same place soon. I will agree that some extreme foodies 

can actually get pleasure from hearing about food. But even in that 

case you want to keep it short. 

Television show plots: Talking about TV shows that you and your con- 

versation partner both enjoy can be fun and entertaining. But no 

one wants to hear the entire plot of a television show that you 

watched and they didn’t. 
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Dreams: No one cares about the details of your dream. If you must 

discuss your dreams, keep it to one sentence, as in “I dreamed that 

a chipmunk with a face that looked like Winston Churchill was 

swimming in my cereal bowl.” 

Medical stories: If you are normal, or anywhere near it, you will talk too 

much about your health issues no matter how persuasively I tell you 

that it’s a bad idea. And people will ask about your health if they 

know there’s something wrong with you. So you can’t entirely avoid 

talking about your medical problems. Just keep your stories light, 

funny if possible, and short. Most important, recognize that it’s 

your responsibility to change the subject as soon as you can. Other 

people will feel awkward changing the subject from your health 

problems because there’s no way to do it gracefully. That’s your job. 

And yes, I realize this book has a lot of health-related stories in it. 

But I’m a professional. And if I did my job right, you’re curious how 

my voice problem turned out. 

Smile, ask questions, avoid complaining and sad topics, and have 

some entertaining stories ready to go. It’s all you need to be in the top 

10 percent of all conversationalists. 

Overcoming Shyness 

If you take a human from a remote tribe where no one has ever heard 

of a thing called swimming, and you throw him in the ocean, he’ll 

probably panic and drown. Swimming isn’t entirely natural to hu- 

mans. We need to learn it. Luckily, we humans learn to swim fairly 

easily with a little practice. 

Shyness is analogous to swimming in the sense that we aren’t born 

with the tools to overcome our own shyness, and some of us have 

more natural shyness than others. But as with swimming, we can 

learn to overcome shyness with a little practice. And it’s worth the 

effort; otherwise you'll find yourself socially drowning at every gath- 

ering or public talk. 

I was so shy when I was in my twenties that I would drive to a 

party, park my car, break into a full sweat, then drive home without 
even saying hello. 
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I credit one of my college friends with teaching me the secret of 
overcoming shyness by imagining you are acting instead of interact- 

ing. And by that I mean literally acting. 

It turns out that a shy person can act like someone else more easily 

than he can act like himself. That makes some sense because shyness is 

caused by an internal feeling that you are not worthy to be in the conver- 

sation. Acting like someone else gets you out of that way of thinking. 

When I fake my way past my natural shyness, I like to imagine a 

specific confident person I know well. I do my bad impression of that 

person and it comes off much better than my default routine of break- 

ing into a sweat, laughing too hard at my own jokes, and excusing 

myself to go sit in a corner and perspire. 

I also like to keep a few things in mind when I feel shyness coming 

on. First, | remember that most people feel awkward in social situa- 

tions at least some of the time. Chances are that the person you are 

talking to is feeling just as shy. It helps me to know I’m probably ona 

level playing field. The other person is only pretending to be socially 

talented, just as | am. 

The single best tip for avoiding shyness involves harnessing the 

power of acting interested in other people. You don’t want to cross 

into nosiness, but everyone appreciates it when you show interest. 

You should also try to figure out which people are thing people and 

which ones are people people. Thing people enjoy hearing about new 

technology and other clever tools and possessions. They also enjoy 

discussions of processes and systems, including politics. 

People people enjoy only conversations that involve humans doing 

interesting things. They get bored in a second when the conversation 

turns to things. Once you know whether you are dealing with a thing 

person or a people person, you can craft your conversation to his or 

her sweet spot. It makes a big difference in how people react to you, 

and that in turn will make you more confident and less shy. 

People who appear outgoing are usually employing a learned social 

skill that you think is somehow natural. It probably isn’t, at least not 

entirely. Outgoing people usually come from families with at least 

one outgoing parent. They observe and imitate. Being outgoing is 

partly genetic, but you still need to know what to say when. That part 

is learned. And the good news is that you can learn it too. Observe 

outgoing people and steal their little tricks if you can. I’ve been doing 

that for years. It works great. 
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I also find it helpful to remind myself that every human is a mess 

on the inside. It’s easy to assume the good-looking and well-spoken 

person in front of you has it all together and is therefore your supe- 

rior. The reality is that everyone is a basket case on the inside. Some 

people just hide it better. Find me a normal person and Ill show you 

someone you don’t know that well. It helps to remind yourself that 

your own flaws aren’t that bad compared with everyone else’s. 

I also recommend exercising your ego the way you’d exercise any 

other muscle. Try putting yourself in situations that will surely em- 

barrass you if things go wrong, or maybe even if they don’t. Like any 

other skill, suppressing shyness takes practice. The more you put 

yourself in potentially embarrassing situations, the easier they all 

become. 

In the interest of full disclosure, my own shyness dissipated when I 

realized I was semifamous and I had an interesting profession. Suc- 

cess builds confidence and confidence suppresses shyness. If you can’t 

control your shyness directly through the tricks I outlined, wait until 

you’re rich and famous; the shyness might leave on its own. 

Second Language 

I never learned a second language despite years of trying. I can ace 

written tests in language classes, but when I hear another language 

spoken, it all sounds like a clothes drier full of mumbling clowns. Ap- 

parently my brain doesn’t have the right wiring for learning addi- 

tional languages. 

A second language can qualify you for a large range of jobs and 

opportunities compared with your monolingual peers. Where I live, 

in California, Spanish is the obvious choice for a second language. 

I’ve met quite a few small-business people who use Spanish to manage 

their employees. And if you plan to get a job that involves working 

with the public, Spanish is essential, at least in California. Your situ- 

ation will differ, but it always makes sense to know an extra lan- 

guage. It’s a huge competitive advantage. 

If any of this chapter sounds painfully obvious, keep in mind that 

lots of different folks will read a book like this. And I remember my 

own galactic ignorance as a young man. It’s surprising how uncom- 

mon common sense is. Also, keep in mind that California schools still 
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teach French for some ridiculous reason, so clearly someone hasn’t 
gotten the commonsense memo. 

Golf 

It’s an old cliché that business gets done on the golf course. ’m new 

to the game, but as far as I can tell, no one ever talks business on a 

golf course. The thing that golf does well is that it allows males, espe- 

cially, to bond. Men bond with other men through common activi- 

ties. And for adult men, golf is as close as you can get to a universal 

activity. After a certain age it’s probably the most common sportlike 

activity for men. 

If you’re resisting golf because it doesn’t look fun, you’re likely 

mistaken. Prior to learning how to golf just one year ago, I assumed 

that if the game was fun at all, it was a low-grade fun, and certainly 

not worth the time and expense. I was wrong. It turns out that golf 

transports your brain to another dimension for the hours you are on 

the course. It’s like a vacation for the mind. And while I wouldn’t call 

golf relaxing, especially if you play as poorly as I do, the simple act of 

putting your mind in a completely new and absorbing place can help 

you escape your daily worries. It’s like a brain vacation. It’s extraor- 

dinary, really. 

Women in the business world should learn golf for the same rea- 

sons as men, plus the extra reason that it opens up some tremendous 

dating opportunities if you’re in the market. I don’t know how many 

desirable men would prefer an average woman who golfs over a su- 

permodel who doesn’t, but [’ll bet it’s a substantial number. If you’re 

a woman looking to increase your buying power in the dating pool, 

golf is a great competitive advantage. And you might enjoy it too. 

One more thing: If you find yourself in cocktail conversation with 

a male over the age of thirty, and you’re looking for a topic of com- 

mon interest, golf is a great go-to topic. I can’t tell you how many 

times I’ve been asked, “Do you golf?” It annoyed the hell out of me 

until I learned the game. Now I’m happy that I can so easily find com- 

mon ground on a feel-good topic. 
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Proper Grammar 

No matter how smart you are, educated people will think you’re a 

moron if your grammar is lacking. I’m not an expert in this category, 

but let me tell you the few common grammar errors that make me 

cringe. Each of these is like leaving the restroom with toilet paper 

stuck to your shoe. People notice. 

if! Were... 

When you talk about the hypothetical future, use “were” instead of 

“was.” Don’t say, “If I was to go with you, I would enjoy myself.” Say, 

“If I were to go with you, I would enjoy myself.” This rule of gram- 

mar is a big one. If you get “were”/“was” grammar wrong, it’s a red 

flag to people who know the difference. 

Nonwords 

It’s a good idea to use words that are actually in the dictionary. For 

most of my life I believed “brang” was a word, as in “He brang me 

the ball.” It was common usage in the small town where I grew up. In 

my late twenties I was mortified to learn that I had been speaking a 

hillbilly language for most of my life. “Brang” is not in the dictionary. 

“Brought” is. 

“Supposably” isn’t a word either. Try “supposedly.” 

“Fustrated” isn’t a word. “Frustrated” is. 

“Libary” isn’t a word. “Library” is. 

“Nucular” isn’t a word. “Nuclear” is. 

“Hopefully” 

Most people misuse the word “hopefully.” It’s bad grammar to say, 

“Hopefully, she will bring the dessert.” “Hopefully” should be an 

adverb. Say instead, “We waited hopefully for dessert.” In the latter 

case, “hopefully” is correctly modifying the verb “waited.” In the 

first example, hopefully just sits there like the wrong word choice. 
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a hd and “Me” 

The single most important grammar rule to master is when to use “I” 

and when to use “me.” I’ll bet less than 20 percent of the general 

public gets that right. Normally it wouldn’t matter that 20 percent of 

the public is judging you. That still leaves a strong majority that isn’t, 

and for most purposes that would be fine. The problem is that the 20 

percent in this case tend to be the most well-educated and successful 

folks. Those are the same people you might someday want to impress 

if you’re asking for a job, trying to get venture funding for your start- 

up, Or proposing marriage. 

The simple rule for “I” versus “me” is that the sentence has to 

make sense if you remove the other person mentioned in the sentence. 

For example, if you say, “Bob and I went to a movie,” it would still 

make sense if you removed “Bob and” and said, “I went to a movie.” 

If the sentence is “Please give the documents to Bob and me,” you 

can remove “Bob and” and it still makes sense as “Please give the 

documents to me.” You’ll often hear smart people get this rule wrong, 

so don’t be fooled by how many times you hear it incorrectly. 

“Less” or “Fewer” 

People often say “less” when they should say “fewer.” For example, 

it’s bad grammar to say, “I have less friends than before.” When the 

subject is plural, as in “friends,” you use “fewer”: “I have fewer 

friends than before.” 

It’s okay to say you have less hair than before, but if you were talk- 

ing about your individual strands of hair, you would say, “I have 

fewer strands of hair.” 

Theory Versus Hypothesis 

Nonscientists often use the word “theory” when they should say “hy- 

pothesis.” Without getting too technical, a theory is a scientific expla- 

nation of reality that is so well tested that it is as good as a fact. 

The correct term for an unproven and untested explanation is “hy- 

pothesis.” For example, I think it is possible that humans are the re- 

sult of aliens seeding Earth with life that evolved over millions of 

years. I have no evidence for that idea, so it’s merely a hypothesis. In 
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conversations with friends I might call it a theory. If I blog about it, 

T’ll play it safe and try to remember to call it a hypothesis. I’ve prob- 

ably had more complaints about my inappropriate use of the word 

“theory” than any other thing I’ve done to anger the public, and 

that’s a long list. 

I’ve made most of the grammar mistakes I mentioned, and I often 

hear them from others. Bad grammar isn’t the worst flaw you could 

have, but when you consider how easily you can fix it, the effort-to- 

reward ratio is excellent. It’s well worth your effort to learn how to 

avoid the most common grammatical errors. 

Persuasion 

No matter your calling in life, you’ll spend a great deal of time trying 

to persuade people to do one thing or another. You might be a sales- 

person trying to close deals, a minister trying to save souls, or anyone 

with a boss, a family, or friends. Nearly every interaction with others 

involves some form of persuasion, even if it’s subtle. Wouldn’t it make 

sense to learn how to persuade more effectively? 

A good starting point in learning the art of persuasion is to go to 

your preferred online bookstore and search for “persuasion.” You'll 

see a number of books on the topic. Keep reading those books until 

they seem to be repeating the same tricks. You'll be amazed how 

deep the topic of persuasion is. And you’ll use what you’ve learned 

in just about every business or personal interaction you have for the 

rest of your life. Being a good persuader is like having a magic 

power. 

There is an ethical consideration, of course. You don’t want to 

persuade people to do things that are not in their best interest. And it 

might feel creepy and manipulative if you find yourself too skilled at 

persuasion. I’ve learned so much on the topic of persuasion that I in- 

tentionally dial it back when I feel like I’m in a stick fight with some- 

one who has no stick. I’m sometimes happier not getting my way than 

I would be if I felt manipulative. It’s a powerful skill that should be 

used judiciously. 

Pll give you a taste of the topic just so you know what I’m talking 

about. For starters, some words and phrases are simply more persua- 

sive than others, and that has been demonstrated in controlled stud- 
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ies. I’ve included a few of my own favorite persuasion words, based 
on my own experiences. 

Persuasive Words and Phrases 

Because 

Would you mind... ? 

I’m not interested. 

I don’t do that. 

[havea rule... 

I just wanted to clarify... 

Is there anything you can do for me? 

Thank you 

This is just between you and me. ee he i ie OS 

Allow me to elaborate. 

Because 

Studies by psychologist Robert Cialdini show that people are more 

cooperative when you ask for a favor using a sentence that includes 

the word because, even if the reason you offer makes little or no 

sense.” Apparently the word “because” signals reasonableness, and 

reasonableness allows people to let down their defenses and drop 

their objections. 

If the science is accurate, an effective way to ask for money might 

look something like this: “May I borrow a hundred dollars, because 

I don’t get paid until next week?” That’s not much of a justification 

for borrowing money; no real reason is given. The person asking for 

money hasn’t even said why he needs it. It just feels as if a reason had 

been offered because of “because.” 

I’ve tested this technique and it works surprisingly well. 

Would You Mind... ? 

I’ve found that any question beginning with “Would you mind .. .” 

tends to be well received. My best guess is that asking a person if he 

minds is signaling that you have a reasonable request that might be 

inconvenient. It’s hard to be a jerk and say no to any request that 
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starts with “Would you mind.” The question comes across as honest, 

while also showing concern for the other person. It’s a powerful com- 

bination. 

I’m Not Interested 

Sometimes you need to persuade someone to stop trying to persuade 

you. You are in that situation every time a telemarketer calls or some- 

one tries to sell you something you don’t want. The worst thing you 

can do in that sort of situation is give some logical-sounding reason 

why you don’t want whatever is being sold. People who sell for a liv- 

ing will try to talk you out of your reason with reasons of their own. 

In fact, they are usually equipped with arguments against every com- 

mon objection. Likewise, your friends will badger you forever if you 

offer nothing but good reasons for rejecting their ideas. 

I’ve found that the most effective way to stop people from trying to 

persuade me is to say, “I’m not interested.” You should try it. Don’t 

offer a reason why you aren’t interested. No one can say why a thing 

holds interest for some and not for others. There’s no argument 

against a lack of interest. Repeat your claim of disinterest as often as 

it takes to end the conversation. You might be surprised how effective 

this method is. I’ve been using it for years. It’s a total conversation 

killer. 

! Don’t Do That 

Another good persuasion sentence is “I don’t do that.” It’s not a rea- 

son and barely tries to be. But it sounds like a hard-and-fast rule. If 

someone asks you to attend the annual asparagus festival, don’t say it 

doesn’t sound fun; that’s just begging the asparagus lovers in your 

group to endlessly describe just how joyous it could be if only you 

would try it. Instead, say something like “I don’t do food festivals.” 

And if anyone asks why, say, “I’m just not interested.” Some of these 

persuasive sentences work well in tandem. 

! Have a Rule... 

In a similar vein, another good antipersuasion technique is to say you 
have a rule. For example, let’s say you have a lunch scheduled with a 
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potential client and your obnoxious coworker asks if he can join you. 
Honesty won’t work because you have to coexist with your coworker. 
Instead, say something along the lines of “I have a rule of only doing 

one-on-one lunches with clients.” It will sound convincing and some- 

what polite, while offering no reason whatsoever. 

| Just Wanted to Clarify... 

Sometimes you hear statements that are so mind-numbingly stupid, 

evil, or mean that you know a direct frontal assault would only start 

a fight. People tend to double down when challenged, no matter how 

wrong they are. A more effective way to approach a dangerous social 

or business situation is sideways, by asking a question that starts with 

“T just wanted to clarify...” 

That approach might look like this: “I just wanted to clarify: Are 

you saying you’re okay with an 80 percent chance of going to jail, or 

did I hear your plan wrong?” 

If you phrase your clarification question correctly, it will shine an 

indirect light on the problem and provide a face-saving escape path. 

In many cases the clarification you receive will actually be an entirely 

new and more rational plan. No one likes to be proven wrong, but 

most people will be happy to “clarify,” even if the clarification is a 

complete reversal of an earlier position. It just feels different when 

you call something a clarification. 

Is There Anything You Can Do for Me? 

We all find ourselves in situations where an organization or person is 

preventing us from achieving whatever it is that we perceive as just 

and fair. Perhaps a retail store is refusing to take a return item, or you 

purchased the wrong model and the one you want is out of stock. You 

need to persuade someone to go above and beyond the rules to make 

you happy. 

You know that if you get angry and demanding the person you’re 

dealing with might stick to the rules and try to brush you off. The 

most powerful way to approach a situation like this is to ask, “Is there 

anything you can do for me?” You will discover it to be an extraordi- 

narily persuasive question. 

The question frames you as the helpless victim and the person you 
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are trying to persuade as the hero and problem solver. That’s a self- 

image that people like to reinforce when they have the chance. All 

you’re doing is creating that opportunity. When you deputize some- 

one to be your problem solver, you create a situation in which he or 

she has a clear payoff: Helping nice people always feels good. All you 

need to do is be polite and ask a direct question: “Is there anything 

you can do for me?” You’ll be amazed how well it works. 

Thank You 

“Thank you” can range from a casual “thanks” to an over-the-top 

expression of appreciation complete with details. There’s a big 

difference in how effective each approach is likely to be. 

When I took a class on how to train our dog, one of the first things 

we learned is that the quality of the dog treats made a big difference 

in how cooperative the dog would be. The trainer had the good stuff, 

and I believe she could make those dogs play the piano if she wanted. 

Our medium-quality treats were just barely good enough to keep the 

dogs from turning on us. The trainer admitted that the key to her 

superior results with dogs was partly snack quality. 

A thank-you is like a treat for a human. When you do something 

generous or nice, you like to know it’s appreciated. The quality of the 

thank-you matters as much with humans as the quality of the treats 

matters to dogs. If you want people to like you, for business or for 

your personal life, pay special attention to the quality of your thanks. 

Thank-you notes sent by snail mail are always appreciated and still 

a must for the bigger occasions. But a well-written e-mail is now so- 

cially acceptable for most common situations. No matter how you 

deliver a thank-you, make sure it includes a little detail of what makes 

you thankful. Was it the surprise, the thoughtfulness, or how helpful 

the favor or gift was? Be specific. 

For example, “Thank you so much for the ride. I was worried all 

day about how I would get everything done while my car is in the 

shop. You really saved me.” 

Compare that with a simple “Thank you for the ride.” Any thank- 

you is better than none, but you’re missing an opportunity if you do 

a poor job of it. It’s the sort of thing people remember when they de- 

cide whom they want to work with, pick for a team, or invite to a 

party. It seems like a small thing, but it isn’t. 
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This Is Just Between You and Me 

Research shows that people will automatically label you a friend if 

you share a secret.* Sharing a confidence is a fast-track way to cause 

people to like and trust you. The trick is to reveal a secret that isn’t a 

dangerous one. 

Wrong: “I buried my boss in the backyard.” 

Right: “I probably shouldn’t admit this, but every time Jane serves 

her dip I only pretend to like it because everyone else says it’s to die 

for. 

The right approach to sharing a secret is to start small. Make sure 

” 

the small secrets stay secret before you try anything riskier. One way 

to judge your risk is to be alert for other people’s secrets that are being 

relayed to you. Someone who is bad at keeping one kind of secret is 

probably bad at keeping all secrets. You won’t be exempt. 

Decisiveness 

No one is decisive all the time. The world is a complicated place, and 

often we’re only guessing which path will be best. Anyone who is 

confident in the face of great complexity is insane. 

However, some people act much more decisively than others. And 

that can be both persuasive and useful. Decisiveness looks like 

leadership. Keep in mind that most normal people are at least a little 

bit uncertain when facing unfamiliar and complicated situations. 

What people crave in that sort of environment is anything that looks 

like certainty. If you can deliver an image of decisiveness, no matter 

how disingenuous, others will see it as leadership. 

Don’t confuse your artificial sense of decisiveness with a need to be 

right all of the time. Life is messy and you're going to be right only 

sometimes. You’ll do everyone in your life a favor by acting decisively, 

though, even if you have doubts on the inside. 

Energy 

People respond to energy in others. If you show how much you love a 

particular form of entertainment, it will be easier to persuade others 

to try it. Energy is contagious. People like how it feels. If you show 

enthusiasm, others will want to experience the same rush. 
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Insanity 

In most groups the craziest person is in control. It starts because no 

one wants the problems that come from pissing off a crazy person. It’s 

just smarter and easier sometimes to let the crazy person have his or 

her way. 

Crazy people also take more risks and act more confidently than 

the facts would warrant. That’s a potent combination. Crazy + confi- 

dent probably kills more people than any other combination of per- 

sonality traits, but when it works just right, it’s a recipe for 

extraordinary persuasion. Cults are a good example of insanity being 

viewed as leadership. 

Suppose you’re not insane. Can insanity help you? The answer is 

yes, but you want to use a calculated, emotional type of insanity. In 

any kind of negotiation, the worst thing you can do is act reasonable. 

Reasonable people generally cave in to irrational people because it 

seems like the path of least resistance. 

The way fake insanity works in a negotiation is that you assign a 

greater value to some element of a deal than an objective observer 

would consider reasonable. For example, you might demand that a 

deal be closed before the holidays so you can announce it to your 

family as a holiday present. When you bring in an emotional dimen- 

sion, people know they can’t talk you out of it. Emotions don’t bend 

to reason. So wrap your arguments in whatever emotional blankets 

you can think of to influence others. A little bit of irrationality is a 

powerful thing. 

Is Persuasion the Same as Manipulation? 

If you see persuasion as a form of manipulation, and you see manipu- 

lation as a form of evil, that worldview will keep you from being as 

persuasive as you might be. I think most people hold back their full 

powers of persuasion because it doesn’t feel good to be manipulative. 

It’s one thing to speak your mind and voice your preferences, but you 

hope that other people agree with you because of the thundering 

rightness of your arguments. Sadly, we do not live in a world where 

good arguments always win. Sometimes you need to nudge people 

onto the right path even if they firmly believe it to be wrong. In some 

cases you have a moral obligation to be manipulative if you know it 



THE MATH OF SUCCESS | 141 

will create a good result for all involved. For example, manipulating 

coworkers to do better work is usually good for everyone. 

Technology (Hobby Level) 

Technology once was the exclusive domain of lonely geeks. Those 

days are over. Every adult should have a basic understanding of how 

the Internet works, the steps involved in building a Web site, what the 

“cloud” is, and of course how to use personal computers, smart 

phones, tablets, etc. It’s hard to imagine any profession or start-up 

that wouldn’t require those skills at some level, even if you’re doing 

nothing more than supervising vendors, outsourcing, and managing 

others. It’s a good idea to master technology at what I would call a 

hobby level. You don’t need to be your own tech support for the hard 

stuff, but you also don’t want to be the only person in the room who 

doesn’t understand the topic. 

This is another case in which your personal energy can be your 

guide. Imagine how you feel when you find yourself in a technology 

discussion that you don’t understand. It’s not fun, and it’s not ener- 

gizing. You can feel your soul draining out through your socks. On 

the other hand, being part of the conversation is always energizing if 

you feel you have something to add. Technology is part of the fabric 

of civilization, and you need to jack into it if you haven’t already. 

Learn the basics and you'll be a lot happier. 

Proper Voice Technique 

It’s helpful to have different vocal strategies for different situations. 

Your fun voice might be higher pitched and more rapid paced, whereas 

your serious voice might be deeper and more measured. It’s important 

to keep a lot of distance between your fun voice and your persuasive 

voice. For people who know you, the serious voice will send an unam- 

biguous signal that the topic is important and you might not be open 

to negotiating. 

My guess is that only 20 percent or less of the general public speaks 

with proper voice mechanics. And by that I mean proper breath con- 

trol, tone, and mouth strategies. You probably think any improve- 
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ment to your voice quality would be wasted. After all, the people you 

speak with understand you perfectly. But research shows that voice 

quality is far more important to your overall health and happiness 

than you might imagine.* Studies show a commanding voice is highly 

correlated with success. Other studies suggest that both men and 

women with attractive voices find partners more quickly than those 

with less attractive voices.’ While most of us will never be able to 

speak like Morgan Freeman no matter how diligently we train our 

voices, we’re all capable of improving how we speak, and that’s prob- 

ably worth the effort. 

One of the strangest patterns I noticed during my corporate career 

was that many of the higher-level managers seemed to have distinc- 

tive, interesting voices that commanded attention and gave an inex- 

plicable weight to everything they said. I’m willing to bet that you 

could play voice recordings of employees to a group of volunteers and 

the subjects could accurately predict—at least better than chance— 

who will ascend to power and who will remain a worker bee. One 

study showed that nurse managers tended to have stronger voices, 

and this was correlated with a perceived higher quality of care and 

greater management abilities.° 

Throughout my corporate years I used a serious-sounding tone of 

voice whenever I was in “professional” mode. I was literally acting, 

but it didn’t feel disingenuous because the business world is a lot like 

theater. Everyone tries to get into character for the job they have. 

When I was a bank teller, 1 was obsequious to customers. When I 

managed people, I spoke in a way that I thought sounded authoritar- 

ian and reasonable. In meetings with higher-ups I lowered my tone 

and spoke with the sort of self-assurance that only the insane come by 

honestly. I’m reasonably sure that my fake voice, with its low notes 

and artificial confidence, made me appear more capable than I was, 

and that wasn’t difficult because I was largely incompetent at every 

corporate job I held. Despite my obvious lack of ability, nearly every 

boss I had—and there were many—identified me as a future corpo- 

rate executive. 

Keep in mind that I was poorly dressed, five feet eight inches tall, 

and prematurely balding in my twenties. I certainly didn’t look like 

CEO material, and while I'd like to think my interior brilliance some- 

times shined through, I doubt that was the case. I think my fake pro- 
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fessional voice and body language were at least half of the reason I 

was seen as having management potential. 

I also noticed during my corporate years that women who had 

never met me in person flirted like crazy on the phone whenever I 

used my fake professional voice. I assume the same voice qualities 

that indicate potential for leadership also influence potential mates.’ 

My fake confidence, along with my fake low voice that screamed “tes- 

tosterone,” worked like catnip on the ladies. Unfortunately the flirt- 

ing stopped as soon as anyone saw me in person. That’s why I assume 

my fake voice was the secret sauce. 

At least one voice expert believes that my fake voice, with its arti- 

ficially low tone, was a cause of my later voice problems with spas- 

modic dysphonia. I don’t know that to be true, but it’s worth 

mentioning. 

This book isn’t designed to give you voice lessons, but I’ll include a 

few common methods for developing your best “success voice.” 

For starters, it helps to learn to breathe from the bottom of your - 

lungs, not in the upper chest area. Proper breathing has lots of other 

benefits, including stress reduction, increased and more efficient me- 

tabolism, and better physical stamina, so it’s worth learning.® If you 

put your hand on your belly button and breathe correctly, that’s the 

only part of your torso that should be rising and falling. If your upper 

chest is expanding when you breathe normally, you’re doing it wrong. 

When you get your breathing right, your words will come out sound- 

ing more confident. 

Next, you need to pick a tone. Some voice experts will tell you that 

your best and most natural tone is probably higher than the way you 

normally speak. Many people have a natural tendency to speak lower 

to other humans than they might to a pet, for example. On some 

level, we all understand that lower voices confer some weight to what 

we say. 

The downside of a lower voice is that it’s difficult to hear words 

that match background noise. In my fake-voice era no one could hear 

me above crowd noises. It was hard to order a drink or make conver- 

sation in any noisy situation. I’ve since learned to penetrate back- 

ground noise by using a higher-pitched voice. It’s great for 

communicating, but I don’t expect to get any CEO offers. It’s a real 

trade-off. 
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Another common speaking trick is to hum the first part of the 

“Happy Birthday” song and then speak in your normal voice right 

after. You’ll notice your posthumming voice is strangely smooth and 

perfect. The effect won’t last, but it gives you a target voice that you 

know you can get to with practice. 

Posture is also important for good speech. If you don’t sit up 

straight or stand straight, your vocal equipment will be pinched, and 

it will sound that way even if you don’t notice it yourself. 

-When you’re trying to convey a fake sense of confidence—which is 

often handy—you need to tell yourself you’re acting. Simply speak the 

way you imagine a confident person would speak and you’ll nail it on 

the first try. 

You want to get rid of the hemming and hawing, the “ums” and 

“uhs,” and anything that disrupts your flow. That takes practice. The 

quickest fix is simply to substitute silence where you once had “ums” 

and “uhs.” It will feel uncomfortable at first, but you'll get used to it. 

I also like to form full sentences in my head before I start them, at 

least whenever that’s an option. And when I know a topic is likely to 

come up in the near future, I practice entire conversations in my head 

until I can speak my thoughts fluently. 

My list of combinable skills isn’t meant to be comprehensive. And 

every person is in a unique situation. For you, maybe the right skills 

are photography and botany. You'll recognize them when you see 

them now that your mind is tuned to think in that way. 



Pattern Recognition 

One of my systems involves continually looking for patterns in life. 

Recently I noticed that the high-school volleyball games I attended in 

my role as stepdad were almost always won by the team that reached 

seventeen first, even though the winning score is twenty-five and you 

have to win by two. It’s common for the lead to change often during 

a volleyball match, and the team that first reaches seventeen might 

fall behind a few more times before winning, which makes the pat- 

tern extra strange. 

If the volleyball pattern is real—and that is far from settled—I 

would assume there is a normal explanation for it. Perhaps seventeen 

just feels so close to twenty-five that the team that is behind feels de- 

flated and the team that is ahead feels extra confident. Perhaps at the 

high-school level the coach who is behind feels the need to give the 

bench players some time before the end of the game. Whatever the rea- 

son, the pattern seems to hold. Perhaps it will change before this book 

goes to print. I’ll keep tracking it. 

In amateur tennis one of the oddest patterns is called the 5-2 curse. 

In tennis, the first player to win six games, by at least two, wins the 

set, so you would expect the player who first reaches five to win most 

of the time. What happens instead, far more often than common 

sense would predict, is that the weekend player who is ahead feels he 

can coast, while the player who is behind feels he can play relaxed 

because the outcome seems predictable. That sort of thinking leads to 

a psychological advantage for the player who is behind, who often 

| 145 | 
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closes the gap to 5-3 without much effort. Now the player who is 

ahead starts to think the lead isn’t so secure. Perhaps he feels that the 

momentum has shifted. It only takes a few good shots from the op- 

ponent in the next game to reinforce that impression. The player who 

first gets to five games against a similarly skilled amateur will still 

win most of the time, but not nearly as often as you would predict. If 

you are an amateur player with only two games compared with your 

opponent’s five, it helps a great deal to know you have something like 

a 40 percent chance of prevailing. Knowing the pattern changes how 

you think about your chances, and that change in thinking can then 

improve your performance. 

Successful People 

Countless self-help and business books have tried to find the patterns 

of behavior that make people successful. If we can find out what suc- 

cessful people do, so the thinking goes, we can imitate them and be- 

come successful ourselves. 
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Stephen Covey was probably the most famous of the success-by- 

pattern gurus. His book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 

sold more than twenty-five million copies. I think Covey described a 

good set of patterns for people to follow, but they are only a start. I’ll 

summarize his seven habits and suggest you read his books if you 
want more. 

1. Be proactive. 

2. Begin with the end in mind. (Imagine a good outcome.) 
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. Put first things first. (Set priorities.) 

. Think win-win. (Don’t be greedy.) 

. Seek first to understand then be understood. 

. Synergize. (Use teamwork.) 

SIA MH BF W . Sharpen the saw. (Keep learning.) 

The holy grail of civilization is to someday make all people suc- 

cessful by discovering the formula used by successful people and 

making it available to all. As far as I know, Stephen Covey’s seven 

habits didn’t budge the poverty rate, so there are probably deeper pat- 

terns at play. 

Here’s my own list of the important patterns for success that I’ve 

noticed over the years. This is purely anecdotal. I exclude the ones 

that are 100 percent genetic. 

1. Lack of fear of embarrassment 

2. Education (the right kind) 

3. Exercise 

A lack of fear of embarrassment is what allows one to be proactive. 

It’s what makes a person take on challenges that others write off as 

too risky. It’s what makes you take the first step before you know 

what the second step is. I’m not a fan of physical risks, but if you can’t 

handle the risk of embarrassment, rejection, and failure, you need to 

learn how, and studies suggest that is indeed a learnable skill.' 

As far as physical bravery goes, I don’t know anything about it. But 

I’m glad some people have it so they can shoot the other people who 

have it before those people shoot me. I recommend that you improve 

your psychological bravery but say no to anything that has a strong 

chance of killing you. 

Then there’s education. Do you know what the unemployment rate 

is for engineers? It is nearly zero. Do you know how many engineers 

like their jobs? Most of them do, despite what you read in Dilbert 

comics. And the ones who are unhappy with work can change jobs 

fairly easily. Generally speaking, the people who have the right kind 

of education have almost no risk of unemployment. 

Education and psychological bravery are somewhat interchange- 

able. If you don’t have much of one, you can compensate with a lot 

of the other. When you see a successful person who lacks a college 
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education, you’re usually looking at someone with an unusual lack 

of fear. 

The next pattern I’ve noticed is exercise. Good health is a baseline 

requirement for success. But I’m not talking about the obvious fact 

that sick people can’t get much done. I’m talking about the extra en- 

ergy and vitality that good health brings. I might be getting the cor- 

relation wrong, and perhaps whatever motivates a person to succeed 

also motivates that person to maintain an exercise schedule. But I 

think-it works both ways. I believe exercise makes people smarter, 

psychologically braver, more creative, more energetic, and more influ- 

ential. In an online article about twenty habits of successful people, 

the second item on the list is exercise five to seven days a week.* Other 

studies back this notion—physical fitness and daily exercise are cor- 

related with success in business and in life. 

There’s one more pattern I see in successful people: They treat suc- 

cess as a learnable skill. That means they figure out what they need 

and they go and get it. If you’ve read this far, you’re one of those 

people. You’re reading this book because it offers a nonzero chance of 

telling you something that might be helpful. 



bend 

Humor 

If you see humor as an optional form of entertainment, you’re miss- 

ing some of its biggest benefits: People who enjoy humor are simply 

more attractive than people who don’t. It’s human nature to want to 

spend time with people who can appreciate a good laugh or, better 

yet, Cause one. 

Take it from me when I say a good sense of humor can compensate 

for a lot of other shortcomings in one’s looks and personality. Humor 

makes average-looking people look cute and uninteresting people 

seem entertaining. Studies show that a good sense of humor even 

makes you seem smarter.' One study showed that women seek out 

men with a better sense of humor because it can signal that they may 

be “amusing, kind, understanding, dependable.”” 

Best of all, and central to the theme of this book, humor raises 

your energy, and that can reverberate into everything you do at 

school, at work, or in your personal life. The boost of energy will 

even make you more willing to exercise, and that will raise your over- 

all energy even more. 

Humor also transports your mind away from your daily troubles. 

Humor puts life in perspective and sometimes helps you laugh at even 

the worst of your problems. 

Because humor directly influences your energy levels, it touches 

every part of your life that requires concentration and willpower. 

And for the most part, humor is free and easily accessible. The 

Internet is full of humor. If you don’t have funny friends, find 
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some. If you’re a reader, choose funny books. If you go to movies, 

choose the funny ones first and avoid anything you know will end 

on a sad note. 

Sometimes you want to dispense a bit of your own humor. That 

comes naturally to some people but not most. In my experience, most 

people think they have a sense of humor, and to some extent that’s 

true. But not all senses of humor are created equal. So I thought it 

would be useful to include some humor tips for everyday life. 

In-two of my other books I talk a bit about my formula for writing 

humor, so I won’t repeat that here. If you’re interested in creating 

written humor, check out The Joy of Work, Dilbert 2.0, and Stick to 

Drawing Comics, Monkey Brain! In those books I talk about the 

tricks and mechanics of writing humor. 

You don’t have to be the joke teller in the group in order to demon- 

strate your sense of humor. You can be the one who steers the conver- 

sation to fun topics that are ripe for others to add humor. Every party 

needs a straight person. You’ll appear fun and funny by association. 

When it comes to in-person humor, effort counts a lot. When 

people see you trying to be funny, it frees them to try it themselves. 

So even if your own efforts at humor fall short, you might be free- 

ing the pent-up humor in others. People need permission to be 

funny in social or business settings because there’s always a risk 

that comes with humor. You will do people a big favor when you 

remove some of that risk by going first. For in-person humor, qual- 

ity isn’t as important as you might think. Your attitude and effort 

count for a lot. 

Obviously you want to avoid the label of “tries too hard” when it 

comes to humor. That’s generally a problem only if you laugh too 

vigorously at your own jokes or other people’s jokes. So-called dry 

humor is the best strategy if you plan to go for quantity. 

I say quality is overrated when it comes to humor, but you do need 

to achieve a minimum threshold. And that usually means avoiding a 

handful of traps. If you avoid the traps, you’re golden. Allow me to 

map the traps for you. I’ll start with a summary then explain. 

Overcomplaining is never funny. 

Don’t overdo the self-deprecation. 

Don’t mock people. 

Avoid puns and wordplay. a 
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Some people—and I was one of them—believe that humorous 

complaints about the little aggravations of life constitute humor, and 

sometimes that is the case. The problem comes when you start doing 

too much gripe-based humor. One funny observation about a prob- 

lem in your life can be funny, but five is just complaining, no matter 

how witty you think you are. Funny complaints can wear people out. 

Self-deprecating humor is usually the safest type, but here again 

you don’t want to overshoot the target. One self-deprecating com- 

ment is a generous and even confident form of humor. You have to be 

at least a bit self-assured to mock yourself in front of others. But if 

you do it too often, you can transform in the eyes of others from a 

confident jokester to a Chihuahua. 

Don’t make fun of people too often. If that starts to look like a 

pattern, people will assume you’re talking behind their backs as well. 

Beware of puns and other clever wordplay. The only people who 

appreciate puns are the people who can do them. It’s like water polo; 

it’s hard to appreciate the sport unless you’ve played it. If you don’t 

know for sure that you’re dealing with hard-core pun lovers, avoid 

puns completely. Otherwise you’re just begging for a courtesy snort 

or an eye roll. 

Humor also makes you more creative, at least in the short run.? I 

think it has something to do with the fact that humor is a violation of 

straight-line thinking. Humor temporarily shuts down the common- 

sense program in your moist robot brain and boots the random idea 

generator. At least it feels that way to me, figuratively speaking. Per- 

haps all that is happening is that humor makes one feel energized and 

relaxed at the same time and that is bound to help creativity. 

Tailor Your Humor 

One of the most reliable, albeit sexist, generalizations I’ve noticed 

over the years is that women tend to laugh at stories involving bad 

things happening to people, such as an attractive girl taking a face- 

plant into a mud puddle on the way to the prom. Guys like that sort 

of humor too, but my observation is that men are far more likely to 

enjoy traditional jokelike stories that are more engineered than or- 

ganic. ; 
Know your audience. Some people believe that bathroom humor 
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and references to genitalia are the only valid forms of humor. Others 

look for cleverness. You won’t win anyone over to your preferred 

brand of humor. It’s better to adapt to what others want to hear, as- 

suming your goal is to be liked. 

People generally broadcast their sense of humor from the moment 

you meet. You can observe what people laugh at, what sort of stories 

they tell, and whether they have an edgy personality. If I hear some- 

one say “Gosh” or “Holy mackerel,” I leave out the profanity from 

my stories. If I say something mildly clever and get a reaction, I know 

I can turn the cleverness spigot on full. It’s a good idea to test an ap- 

proach before committing. 

Jim’s Colonoscopy Story 

My friend Jim tells a funny story about his colonoscopy appointment. 

Per his doctor’s instructions, he purged himself the day before the ap- 

pointment by drinking a powerful laxative and spending the better 

part of the day in the bathroom. As Jim tells it, he was “squeaky 

clean” in his backdoor region by the time he visited the doctor. 

At this point in the story you can see the structure developing. As 

the listener, you already know something bad is going to happen to 

Jim, and it will somehow involve his anal area. That’s the sign of a 

good story. Now back to it... 

As Jim tells the story, the cleansing process was a long and unpleas- 

ant one. But since he only needs to do it once every year or so, it’s 

worth the unpleasantness. Jim walked into the doctor’s office and 

proudly announced his readiness for the colonoscopy. The reception- 

ist checked her calendar and said, “Your appointment is . . . tomor- 

row.” 

That’s the punch line, and it illustrates two interesting points about 

storytelling. First, you can probably sense that the story would be far 

funnier in person. You will discover that some types of humor work 

best in written form and others work best in person. Jim’s story is an 

in-person type. As you read it here, you probably managed little more 

than a smile, if that. Told in person, it gets a huge laugh every time. 

The second interesting point is that Jim’s story saves the “bad part” 

for your imagination. His second day of cleansing will obviously be 

unpleasant, but the joke ends with the simple knowledge that un- 
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pleasant times are ahead. In general, you want your punch line to 

inspire listeners to complete the story—including the bad part—in 

their own minds. That allows every person to imagine the ending in 

the way that is most amusing. 

Engineered Humor 

An engineered joke is one that includes an unlikely or surprising solu- 

tion to a problem, much the way an engineer discovers a novel way to 

fix something that is broken. 

For example, in 2010 the world watched the drama of the Chilean 

coal miners who were trapped underground for days. A small hole 

from the surface to their tiny underground space was their only source 

of oxygen, food, and water. The world was emotionally connected to 

these miners, praying for their rescue. 

Meanwhile, stories started emerging that some of the miners had 

both wives and mistresses. My friend Laura heard the stories of the 

mistresses and quipped, “If I were one of those wives, I’d be shoveling 

dirt down that air hole.” 

That’s an engineering solution to a problem not normally solved by 

engineering. You can visualize the angry wife hearing the news of her 

husband’s mistress and shoveling dirt down the hole while cursing. 

It’s a funny image, at least for people who have a warped sense of 

humor. (I laughed for about a week.) 

I realize that my stereotypes about the type of humor that women 

enjoy versus men won’t hold for all people. For example, Laura cre- 

ated one of the best-engineered jokes I’ve heard. But I think you'll find 

the gender generalization about humor to be about 80 percent true. 



Affirmations 

In my book The Dilbert Future, I described my odd experience with 

something called affirmations. You’ll need to know the backstory 

about my experience with affirmations to have a context for under- 

standing my unwavering optimism against long odds, including my 

voice problem. 

Affirmations are simply the practice of repeating to yourself what 

you want to achieve while imagining the outcome you want. You 

can write it, speak it, or just think it in sentence form. The typical 

form of an affirmation would be “I, Scott Adams, will become an 

astronaut.” The details of affirmations probably don’t matter much 

because the process is about improving your focus, not summoning 

magic. 

Apparently I failed badly at my first attempt to write about affir- 

mations in The Dilbert Future. | had intended to make a point about 

the limits of human perception and how they might be holding us 

back. Based on the angry e-mail I got and the buzz on the Internet, 

apparently most people interpreted my point to mean I believe in 

magic. The skeptics of the world were apoplectic about what they 

perceived as my promotion of magical thinking to an irrational and 

gullible public. 

So let me start by clearly stating that I don’t believe in magic. But 

like most of you, I have experienced several events in my life that are 

indistinguishable from magic in the same way a caveman might per- 
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ceive your phone as magic. My point then and now is that you don’t 
need to know why something works to take advantage of it. A cave- 

man could successfully use a phone, assuming someone taught him 

how, while continuing to believe its inner workings were based on 

magic. His faulty perceptions would have no impact on the usefulness 

of the phone, at least until it broke and he started praying to it. 

Affirmations might be a bit like the caveman and the phone. You 

can make your own judgment about whether my story that follows is 

a case of coincidence, selective memory, simple luck, hard work, 

greater focus, tuning my mind, hidden talent, or whatever you like. 

My perception (which I assume for the sake of consistency is flawed) 

is that affirmations are useful and I have no idea why. 

Let me simply tell you what happened when I tried affirmations, 

and you can judge for yourself. But let’s agree to rule out magic as one 

of the options. 

How It Started 

As I mentioned earlier, in my midtwenties I took classes to learn hyp- 

nosis, and I got to know some of the students outside of class. One of 

my classmates called me at home to say she had read a book about 

affirmations, tried it, and experienced some hugely unlikely results, at 

least according to her own estimate of the odds. She strongly recom- 

mended I try it. It would cost me nothing but time, which I had in 

abundance during those years, so I said I’d give it a try. My real 

agenda was to debunk it. I assumed it was complete bullshit. But it is 

my preference to be open-minded when I can manage it, so I went into 

it with the intention of giving it a fair try. 

My first affirmation was “I, Scott, will become rich.” The long ver- 

sion of the story involves two ridiculously lucky stock picks that came 

to me out of nowhere in separate flashes of something that felt like 

intuition. But I didn’t trust affirmations enough to invest heavily in 

stocks that came to my attention through some sort of irrational pro- 

cess. I invested nothing in the first stock because of a paperwork 

*P’m paraphrasing Arthur C. Clarke’s observation that any sufficiently complex 
technology is indistinguishable from magic. 



156 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

snafu, and it subsequently went to the moon. I bought and quickly 

sold the second stock for a respectable gain and then watched from 

the sidelines as it too zoomed up. Both stocks were big stories that 

year and among the top gainers out of a field of perhaps ten thousand 

possible stocks. I didn’t pick any other stocks during that time. 

My affirmation failed to make me rich, at least right away. But I 

wondered: What were the odds that I could pick two of the best stocks 

of the year, back to back, with zero research? Obviously it could be 

pure luck. A monkey could pick two winning stocks in a row at least 

some of the time. But it was enough of a tease to encourage me to try 

again with another affirmation. 

My second attempt involved a girl I perceived to be far out of my 

league. I’ll shortcut that story by saying a series of coincidences lined 

up to make the unlikely happen, albeit briefly. But again, this wasn’t 

proof that affirmations work. Maybe I’m just a good stock picker and 

far more handsome than my lying mirror is willing to admit. What- 

ever the real reason for my success, I got enough of a payoff to en- 

courage me to keep trying affirmations just in case there was 

something to them. 

My next affirmation was more personal than I can describe here. 

But it happened to be the type of thing for which I could calculate the 

odds with some degree of certainty, similar to how you might know 

a lottery winner beat odds of ten million to one. In my case, I beat 

odds that I calculated to be somewhere in the ten-thousand-to-one 

range, and none of it required hard work, skill, or connections. 

I pause here to acknowledge the possibility that selective memory 

is behind my perceptions. Perhaps I tried lots of affirmations and only 

remember the ones that seemed to work. I can’t rule that out. Maybe 

I was a good stock picker, a total stud who didn’t realize it, and lucky 

like a lottery winner. Or perhaps I am terrible at estimating the odds 

of particular events happening. Any one of those explanations is pos- 

sible. 

I tried affirmations again. This time it was in service of a bet. My 

coworker at the bank had signed up for a class to help raise her GMAT 

test scores. That’s the test you take to qualify for a master’s degree 

program in business, better known as an MBA. I had taken the test 

in my senior year of college and scored a mediocre seventy-seventh 

percentile, meaning 23 percent of the people who took the test did 

better. It wasn’t good enough to get into a top school, and so I had 



AFFIRMATIONS | 157 

abandoned that dream. But for some reason that I don’t even under- 

stand in hindsight, I bet my coworker that I could retake the test and 

beat her next score, whatever that might be. And I boldly (stupidly) 

proclaimed I would do it without a prep class. It was a dumb bet, 

given that she had scored in the eighty-sixth percentile on her first try 

and expected to do better because of the class. 

I took some practice tests at home and never scored much better 

than my original seventy-seventh percentile. I decided to put my af- 

firmations to the test. I wanted to visualize a specific result, so I 

picked the ninety-fourth percentile because I thought that would be 

high enough to win the bet. I visualized opening the mail and seeing 

the “94” on my test-result form. 

On test day I felt I did no better than I had on my practice tests, but 

I kept up my affirmations on the ninety-fourth percentile and waited 

for the results in the mail. A few weeks later the results arrived. I opened 

the letter and looked in the box with my overall score. It said 94. 

Perhaps I’m just a good test taker and my bet with a coworker in- 

spired me. And perhaps hitting the exact score of 94 was nothing but 

a coincidence. All I knew for sure is that if affirmations had any kind 

of value, I should set my sights higher. But for the next few years I 

focused on my day job and didn’t use affirmations because things 

seemed to be going generally well without any help. I graduated from 

the Haas School of Business at the University of California at Berke- 

ley and assumed I was on my way to becoming a CEO of something 

important someday, and I didn’t think I needed any help to get there. 

That plan did not work out. 

The next time I used affirmations it was in pursuit of the rarest, 

most desirable job I have ever imagined. The affirmation went like 

this: “I, Scott Adams, will be a famous cartoonist.” 

That worked out better.” 

*The detailed story of how Dilbert grew from a doodle to one of the biggest comic 

strips in the world is detailed in my twentieth-anniversary book, Dilbert 2.0: 20 

Years of Dilbert. 



Timing Is Luck Too 

When you practice affirmations and you happen to succeed in the 

area of your focus, it feels like extraordinary luck. That’s how you 

perceive it, anyway. The Dilbert success story is engorged with lucky- 

sounding events. I’ll describe some of the luckiest parts of my story so 

you can get a sense for how deep luck sometimes needs to run before 

you find success. 

The biggest component of luck is timing. When the universe and I 

have been on a compatible schedule—entirely by chance—things 

have worked out swimmingly. When my timing has been off, no 

amount of hard work or talent has mattered. Dilbert was the best 

example of lucky timing you will ever see. It wasn’t a complete acci- 

dent that luck found me; I put myself in a position where luck was 

more likely to happen. I was like a hunter who picks his forest loca- 

tion intelligently and waits in his blind for a buck to stroll by. The 

hunter still has to be lucky, but he manages his situation to increase 

his odds. 

I did something similar. I tried a lot of different ventures, stayed 

optimistic, put in the energy, prepared myself by learning as much as 

I could, and stayed in the game long enough for luck to find me. I 

hoped a buck would eventually walk by, and with Dilbert it did. 

Let me give you a snapshot of the luck (timing) that needed to hap- 

pen for Dilbert to succeed. 

For starters, I had to be born in a time in which newspapers existed 

and comics mattered. And I had to have the right genetic makeup for 
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the work and the right upbringing. And it helped a great deal that I 
was born in the United States. 

My first comics editor, Sarah Gillespie, immediately saw the poten- 
tial in Dilbert when she looked over the samples I submitted to United 
Media. Sarah was married to an engineer who worked at IBM. When 

he dressed for work, he wore a short-sleeved white button-up shirt 

with pens in his pocket, just like Dilbert. When the other syndication 

companies saw Dilbert and didn’t relate to him, they sent me polite 

rejection letters. When Sarah saw Dilbert, she related to both the 

content and the writing, and she championed the strip against some 

heavy objections within her company. Had someone else been in Sar- 

ah’s job, I believe Dilbert would have been rejected. There were only 

a handful of people in the industry who were gatekeepers for new 

comics. What were the odds that one of them would be married to a 

real-life Dilbert? 

For the first few years after Dilbert’s launch, we had trouble get- 

ting any large metropolitan newspaper to pick it up. You need the first 

big paper to get on board before the others see it as a worthy risk. 

One day an employee at the Boston Globe, whose job included 

looking at syndication submissions and recommending new comics to 

senior management, went on a vacation with her husband. She was 

driving; he was bored. The Dilbert sales packet happened to be in the 

car. The husband, who was—as luck would have it—an engineer, 

picked it up and started laughing. His wife didn’t relate to Dilbert the 

same way, but she trusted her husband’s reaction and recommended 

it for inclusion in the Boston Globe. With that sale in the bag, many 

of the newspapers in the Northeast followed suit. 

But sales in the western United States were comatose. I later learned 

that the salesperson for that region wasn’t a fan of Dilbert. So when 

he went on sales calls he kept the Dilbert sales packet in his briefcase 

and showed other comics. Then the universe got involved: The sales- 

man had a heart attack and died in a hotel room on the road. His 

replacement, John Matthews, identified Dilbert as the most sellable 

comic in United Media’s stable. And sell it he did, to every newspaper 

he visited. John is the best salesman I’ve ever seen. Had he not been 

available for the job, or had the original salesman lived, Dilbert might 

have been a small comic that ran in the Northeast for a few years 

before fading to obscurity. . 

The good timing for Dilbert was relentless. In the mid-1990s the 
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media was focusing on the disturbing trend of corporate downsizing, 

and Dilbert got pushed to the front of the conversation as the symbol 

of hapless office workers everywhere. Dilbert was on the covers of 

Time, People, Newsweek, Fortune, Inc., and more. I modified Dil- 

bert to be more workplace focused than it had originally been, and it 

became a perfect match of a comic with an era. 

At about the same time, technology itself became a celebrity. The 

Internet exploded, the dot-com era happened, and all things technical 

were suddenly fascinating, even to the general public. In the eighties, 

Dilbert would have been nothing but another nerd comic. In the nine- 

ties, Dilbert symbolized the type of technology geniuses who were 

transforming life on planet Earth. Dilbert was unexpectedly and 

ironically “sexy.” 

I had even more luck when Berke Breathed retired his popular comic 

strip Bloom County and opened up hundreds of spaces in newspapers. 

Later, Bill Watterson, the creator of Calvin and Hobbes, retired and 

opened up even more space. It was unprecedented for cartoonists at the 

top of their game, and so young, to retire. And the timing coincided 

with the growing spotlight on Dilbert, making it the most obvious re- 

placement choice. Newspapers snapped it up like candy. 

I mentioned my hand problem—the focal dystonia—in an earlier 

chapter. My career would have been over if not for the simultaneous 

development of Wacom’s Cintiq product, which allowed me to draw 

directly to the computer with no worries. What were the odds that 

the problem and the solution would happen at the same time? If my 

hand problem had happened five years earlier, I might have retired 

from cartooning. 

The success of Dilbert is mostly a story of luck. But I did make it 

easier for luck to find me, and I was thoroughly prepared when it did. 

Luck won’t give you a strategy or a system—you have to do that part 

yourself. 

I find it helpful to see the world as a slot machine that doesn’t ask you 

to put money in. All it asks is your time, focus, and energy to pull the 

handle over and over. A normal slot machine that requires money will 

bankrupt any player in the long run. But the machine that has rare yet 

certain payoffs, and asks for no money up front, is a guaranteed winner 

if you have what it takes to keep yanking until you get lucky. In that en- 

vironment, you can fail 99 percent of the time, while knowing success is 

guaranteed. All you need to do is stay in the game long enough. 



A Few Times 

Affirmations Worked 

A few years into my cartooning career, the Wall Street Journal asked 

me to write a guest editorial about the workplace. That article was 

titled “The Dilbert Principle,” and it got a great response from read- 

ers. An editor for Harper Business contacted me and asked if I would 

be willing to write a book around the same topic. I agreed and started 

writing. During that time, and usually while running on the treadmill 

at the gym, I repeated my new affirmation in my head: “I, Scott Ad- 

ams, will be a number one best-selling author.” 

The Dilbert Principle started strong and within a few weeks hit 

number one on the New York Times nonfiction best-seller list. In a 

matter of months my follow-up book, Dogbert’s Big Book of Busi- 

ness, joined it in the number-two slot. The success of the two books 

brought me a lot of attention and put a turbo boost on sales of Dil- 

bert to newspapers. The Dilbert.com Web site was getting huge traffic 

by the standards of the day, and I had a booming speaking career on 

the side. The licensing business for Dilbert took off too. Suddenly it 

seemed that everything I touched was working. 

With so many good things happening I convinced myself that I 

could do just about anything that I set my mind to. I discounted the 

affirmations as being nothing more than a way to focus, and I figured ~ 

I no longer needed that crutch. 

So I didn’t use affirmations when I worked as coexecutive producer 

of the animated Dilbert TV show that ran for two half seasons on the 

now-defunct UPN network. The first half season did well, but we lost 
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our time slot the following season because of a simple communica- 

tion problem that resulted in the show’s getting moved to a new time 

slot. Viewers had trouble finding the show and the ratings tanked. At 

the same time, the network decided to remake itself as a channel fo- 

cusing on African American viewers. Dilbert was canceled after the 

second half season. I had mixed feelings about the show’s premature 

death because it was a lot of work, and not the fun kind. 

I also didn’t use affirmations when I invested in my first or second 

restaurant, and in the long run, neither of those worked out. 

I didn’t use affirmations when I started my vegetarian burrito com- 

pany, and that never took off. 

I can’t tell you that I believe affirmations caused my few successes, 

or that not doing affirmations doomed other projects to failure. I can 

only tell you what I did and when. As I’ve explained, there are a num- 

ber of perfectly reasonable explanations for the pattern. The one that 

stands out in my mind is that I really had no love for the work in- 

volved in the TV show, the Dilberito, or the restaurants. And I felt 

relief when each ended. The pattern I noticed is that the affirmations 

only worked when I had a 100 percent unambiguous desire for suc- 

cess. If I could have snapped my fingers and made the TV show, the 

Dilberito, and the restaurants successful, I would have done it. But I 

knew I wouldn’t enjoy ongoing management of any one of them. Did 

my mixed feelings matter? I'll never know. 

I used affirmations only one more time. And in that case I had no 

mixed feelings. I wanted something as much as a person can want. 

“T, Scott, will speak perfectly.” 



Voice Update 

Months had passed since my last Botox shot to my vocal cords. My 

voice was so weak and unpredictable that it was a struggle to accom- 

plish the simplest human interactions. I’m a natural optimist, but 'the 

reality was that spasmodic dysphonia had no cure and I was likely to 

go the rest of my life without ever again experiencing a conversation. 

I couldn’t speak on the phone except to people who knew my situ- 

ation and were willing to keep conversations to short yes-or-no an- 

swers. I couldn’t order my own food at restaurants, couldn’t talk to 

people at social gatherings, couldn’t continue my speaking tour, and 

generally couldn’t enjoy life. I was often depressed, which I under- 

stand happens to most people with this condition. The loneliness was 

debilitating. 

Blogging kept me alive. When I wrote a blog post, I was communi- 

cating. People understood me, mostly, and left fascinating comments 

and responses. Blogging made me feel less lonely. It kept me sane, but 

only barely. 

I wasn’t looking forward to the next several decades of life as a 

nontalker. It felt like my personal hell. But I hadn’t given up. I didn’t 

know how to give up. 

Incurable health problems often attract quack cures. I tried most of 

the ones that weren’t dangerous. Drinking a certain brand of cough 

syrup didn’t work. Acupuncture didn’t work. Mineral supplements 

didn’t work. Stutter cures didn’t work. Three different approaches to 
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voice therapy didn’t work. The Alexander Technique’ didn’t work. 

Iron supplements didn’t work. Changing my diet didn’t work. 

I hadn’t spoken normally for over a year. It was slowly killing me. 

But what I did have was a two-part system. In order to identify the 

pattern that caused my voice to be its worst, I created a spreadsheet 

and recorded every factor I guessed might be at work, including diet, 

hours of sleep, exercise, practice talking, and even the number of Diet 

Cokes consumed. If I could find the pattern behind my worst voice 

days, I would know what I needed to change. But no pattern emerged. 

The second part of my system involved scouring the planet for any 

mention of the words “spasmodic dysphonia” in a medical context. 

Luckily, I was born in the right era, so the scouring was done by 

Google, using its Google Alerts function. I just plugged in the key 

words. Any mention of my condition anywhere on the Internet gener- 

ated an e-mail message that went to my phone, which lives in my 

left-front pants pocket. I got several alerts per week, but none looked 

promising. Usually the articles on the Internet discussed the incur- 

ability of the condition, which was no surprise given that the medical 

consensus was that my condition was caused by a brain abnormality. 

Those are hard to fix. 

No one wants to feel lonely and depressed. But on the plus side, it 

totally alters your appetite for risk. If someone had suggested a plan 

for fixing my voice that had a 50 percent chance of killing me, I would 

have taken it in a heartbeat. 

I checked my phone often to see if any Google Alert e-mails had 

come in. And I waited. Homo sapiens have been around for 150,000 

years. My best hope was that one of us, somewhere on earth, would 

figure out a cure for this problem within my lifetime, before the con- 

dition devoured what was left of my optimism. My odds were not 

good. But I was far from giving up. In fact, I was mad as hell, and for 

me, anger is sometimes enough. My attitude was always the same: 

Escape from my cell, free the other inmates, shoot the warden, and 

burn down the prison. 

In my car, every day, I repeated over and over, “I, Scott Adams, 

will speak perfectly.” I believed it would happen because I needed to 

believe it. 

*The Alexander Technique is a method of moving in a conscious way with the 
goal of removing tension from your body. 



Experts 

Many years ago, in my late twenties, I asked a doctor to look at a 

strange lump that had formed on my neck, about half the size of a 

Ping-Pong ball. I asked what it might be, and he said, “Well, two pos- 

sibilities. It’s either cancer or . . . I don’t know what else it could be. 

’ll schedule you for X-rays.” 

I have a vivid memory of sitting in the doctor’s waiting room with 

the other patients who were there for the same reason: maybe cancer. 

The doctor would enter the room with some X-rays in hand and call 

out a name, and if the news was good, he would announce it before 

the patient even rose from his chair. “Mr. Gonzales? Good news. 

Your X-rays are clean.” A few minutes later, “Mrs. Johnson, the X- 

rays look great. It’s all good.” 

Then it was my turn. “Mr. Adams? Please step into my office.” 

Yikes. 

The doctor showed me the X-rays and said that from the looks of 

it, it was probably some sort of neck cancer. I slumped in my chair. 

The doctor explained that it might be something harmless. He ex- 

plained that sometimes a lump looks just like cancer on an X-ray but 

it turns out to be just “one of those things” and no big deal. He sched- 

uled me for a biopsy to settle it once and for all. 

The appointment was set for the following week. For seven days I 

was like Schrédinger’s cat, maybe dead and maybe not. I lived alone 

in San Francisco and didn’t have much of a social-support structure. 
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It was just me and my one-room apartment. My bed was also my 

couch. It was a long week. 

At the appointment, the nurse technician described the biopsy pro- 

cedure. Time slowed to a crawl, and I could hear my own heartbeat. 

The technician explained that he would put a needle into the lump 

and draw out some fluid. If it was blood, I probably had cancer. If the 

fluid was clear, it was just “one of those things” and no big deal. 

The needle went in, and time slowed again as the technician sucked 

out the liquid just beyond my peripheral vision. Say something, you 

bastard! He knew the result in the first second. He made me wait 

until he was done. 

The needle was full of clear fluid. “I guess it was just one of those 

things,” he said. “Let me get the rest of it.” 

I left the hospital a few minutes later with a tiny bandage and a 

new outlook on life. Food tasted better for weeks. Annoying people 

were no longer annoying. Trees were fuzzy balls of wonder. Cold air 

was refreshing instead of painful. And I learned that sometimes ex- 

perts get it wrong on the first try. 

Dealing with experts is always tricky. Are they honest? Are they 

competent? How often are they right? My observation and best guess 

is that experts are right about 98 percent of the time on the easy stuff 

but only right 50 percent of the time on anything that is unusually 

complicated, mysterious, or even new. 

Years later, when a psychologist offered me Valium to fix my voice 

problem, I recognized the situation as the type in which experts are 

wrong half of the time. That made it easy for me to say no to the Va- 

lium and keep searching for a less-druggy solution. When I made the 

decision, it felt like intuition, whatever that is. But I think it would be 

more accurate to say it was the result of pattern recognition plus op- 

timism. 

If your gut feeling (intuition) disagrees with the experts, take that 

seriously. You might be experiencing some pattern recognition that 

you can’t yet verbalize. 



Association Programming 

When | worked for Crocker National Bank, my coworkers and I had 

a good laugh at a summer intern who espoused a wacky theory about 

success being a function of the neighborhood you choose to live in. 

His plan was to get into the best apartment he could afford in an 

upscale neighborhood, no matter how many roommates that might 

require him to have, and let some sort of vague magic do the rest. He 

was willing to work hard, go to school, obey the law, and take all of 

the normal steps to success. But he figured that could only take him 

so far. The real kicker was his brilliant plan to live among rich people 

until he could become one by association. 

I recall cleverly mocking him to the delight of all who were within 

earshot. He seemed like such a rational guy in every other way. But 

this rich-by-association scheme was just plain stupid. Upon interroga- 

tion, I learned that he wasn’t suggesting he would network and make 

important contacts with his well-to-do neighbors. There was no de- 

fined mechanism to explain how proximity to rich people would 

make him successful. The best he could offer was his observation that 

life had patterns and this was one of them: You become like the peo- 

ple around you. 

A few years later I learned more than I wanted to know about the 

workings of Alcoholics Anonymous. My ex-girlfriend had a need for 

its services and I learned that it works better than most alternatives 

for people with drinking problems.' One of Alcoholics Anonymous’s 

rules involves keeping away from people who are bad influences. That 
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seems obvious when you think about it, given the power of peer pres- 

sure and that sort of thing. In this situation, whom you associate with 

makes a big difference. But this is a special case and quite different 

from the rich-by-association hypothesis. Still, there was enough simi- 

larity between the two cases that it began to register with me as a 

potential pattern. 

More recently, I saw a study that said hanging around with over- 

weight people can cause you to gain weight.” I would not have imag- 

ined that to be true. But I can imagine several mechanisms that would 

explain it. If each of your friends is fifty pounds overweight and 

you’re only sporting an extra ten, you probably don’t feel much pres- 

sure to change. And if your corpulent friends keep steering you to- 

ward fast-food joints when you’re together, that can hurt too. So it 

seems entirely plausible that hanging around with overweight people 

can influence your own waistline. Still, that’s very different from the 

rich-by-association theory, which has no obvious mechanism. 

After Dilbert launched, I continued working my day job at Pacific 

Bell for several years. Since then, my old boss, Mike Goodwin (who 

was also the guy who named Dilbert), wrote and published a book 

about his father’s experience in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. 

(Spoiler alert: It didn’t go well.) The book, Shobun, was his first at- 

tempt as a writer. It didn’t strike me as a huge coincidence that two 

cubicle rats from Pacific Bell both became published writers. The 

world is full of such ordinary coincidences. 

After I left Pacific Bell, I learned that another fellow who sat across 

the cubicle wall from me subsequently wrote a book about his stint in 

prison for murder. He’s out of jail now, and because I have a policy of 

being kind to people who strangle acquaintances with belts, I’d like to 

say he’s a fine fellow and his book is excellent. It’s You Got Nothing 

Coming: Notes from a Prison Fish, by Jimmy Lerner. What are the 

odds that three people in one little corner of Pacific Bell could all be- 

come published authors? I understand that coincidences are normally 

just that, but they seem special because we don’t get to see all of the 

things that don’t happen. Still, my pattern detector perked up. Here 

were two guys who worked with me and ended up following a similar 

model. Did their proximity to me matter in some way, perhaps by 

example or inspiration? Or would they have written books anyway? 

There’s no way to know. 

But there’s more to the story. Back up several years to my time as a 
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supervisor in the technology wing of Crocker National Bank, before 
Dilbert was even an idea. One of the employees I managed came to 
me one day and announced his plan to write an article about a spread- 

sheet trick he had discovered. His plan was to submit it to a trade 

magazine and see if it would pay. He had no experience as a writer, 

but his idea was clever and worthy of sharing. I encouraged him to 

submit his work, and to my surprise, the magazine accepted it and 

paid him a hefty (at the time) fee of $1,500. It even rewrote most of 

the article, which it called editing and he called butchering. Still, he 

proved that a guy in a cubicle can become a published writer and 

make money at it. He went on to write several more articles that also 

got published. Did my association with him make it more likely I 

would later pursue a career in cartooning? I think it did. It made suc- 

cess outside my field seem accessible. It made it real. 

Humans are social animals. There are probably dozens of ways we 

absorb energy, inspiration, skills, and character traits from those 

around us. Sometimes we learn by example. Sometimes success ap- 

pears more approachable and ordinary because we see normal people 

achieve it, and perhaps that encourages us to pursue schemes with 

higher payoffs. Sometimes the people around us give us information 

we need, or encouragement, or contacts, or even useful criticism. We 

can’t always know the mechanism by which others change our future 

actions, but it’s pretty clear it happens, and it’s important. 

Years ago I mocked an intern for thinking his choice of neighbors 

would influence his career. If he’s reading this, I’d like to offer my 

apology. I can easily see that where you live might influence the en- 

ergy you put into your career. If you live near optimistic winners, 

those qualities are sure to rub off to some extent. And I advise you to 

consider this fact a primary tool for programming your moist-robot 

self. The programming interface is your location. To change yourself, 

part of the solution might involve spending more time with the people 

who represent the change you seek. 

For example, you'll find it much easier to exercise in an environ- 

ment where others are exercising. When you watch others exercise, it 

activates the exercise subroutine in your own brain. Likewise, it’s of- 

ten easier to work when others are working in the same room, so long 

as they don’t bug you too much. 

Given our human impulse to pick up the habits and energy of oth- 

ers, you can use that knowledge to literally program your brain the 
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way you want. Simply find the people who most represent what you 

would like to become and spend as much time with them as you can 
without trespassing, kidnapping, or stalking. Their good habits and 

good energy will rub off on you. 
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Happiness 

The only reasonable goal in life is maximizing your total lifetime 

experience of something called happiness. That might sound selfish, 

but it’s not. Only a sociopath or a hermit can find happiness through 

extreme selfishness. A normal person needs to treat others well in 

order to enjoy life. For the sake of argument, let’s assume you’re 

normal(ish). 

WORK SO HARD 
THAT IT DESTROYS 
YOUR HEALTH AND 
CROWDS OUT ANY 
CHANCE OF HAVING 
A PERSONAL LIFE. 

WOULDN’T YOU DIDN'T 
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If you want to boost your happiness, it helps to understand what 

happiness is and how it works. You might think the science of happi- 

ness is fairly obvious, but it’s not. Pursuing happiness without under- 

standing the mechanisms behind it is like planting a garden without 

knowing the basics of fertilization, pest control, watering, and frost. 

It’s easy to pop a seed in the ground, but it takes a deeper understand- 

ing of the gardening arts to grow something wonderful. Happiness, 
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like gardening, only seems simple. If you don’t believe me, take a look 

at the tomato plant in my garden. I gave it water and sunlight. What 

more could it need? 

Let’s start by defining happiness and agreeing on what causes it. 

My definition of happiness is that it’s a feeling you get when your 

body chemistry is producing pleasant sensations in your mind. That 

definition is compatible with the science of happiness.! 

It’s tempting to imagine happiness as a state of mind caused by 

whatever is happening in your life. By that way of thinking, we’re 

largely victims of the cold, cold world that sometimes rewards our 

good work and sometimes punishes us for no reason. That’s a helpless 

worldview and it can blind you to a simple system for being happier. 

Science has done a good job in recent years of demonstrating that 

happiness isn’t as dependent on your circumstances as you might think. 

For example, amputees often return to whatever level of happiness they 

enjoyed before losing a limb. And you know from your own experi- 

ence that some people seem to be happy no matter what is going on in 

their lives, while others can’t find happiness no matter how many things 

are going right. We’re all born with a limited range of happiness, and 

the circumstances of life can only jiggle us around within the range. 

The good news is that anyone who has experienced happiness 

probably has the capacity to spend more time at the top of his or her 

personal range and less time near the bottom. In my case, my baseline 

is on the fence between happy and unhappy, so staying near the top 



HAPPINESS | 173 

of my narrow range makes all the difference. To do that I treat myself 
like the moist robot I am and manipulate my body chemistry as 
needed. I also try to improve my situation and circumstances wher- 

ever I can, but I see that as 20 percent of the solution. The big part— 

the 80 percent of happiness—is nothing but a chemistry experiment. 

And it’s hugely helpful to think of it that way. You can’t always 

quickly fix whatever is wrong in your environment, and you can’t 

prevent negative thoughts from drifting into your head. But you can 

easily control your body chemistry through lifestyle, and that in turn 

will cause your thoughts to turn positive, while making the bumps in 

your path feel less important. 

Let’s get to the mechanics of manipulating your body chemistry. 

Obviously your doctor can give you a pill to change your mood. An- 

tidepressants are big business. And you can change your chemistry by 

drinking alcohol or doing recreational drugs. The problem with each 

of those methods is that it comes with risks and side effects you’d 

rather avoid. I advocate a more natural approach. 

For starters, the single biggest trick for manipulating your happi- 

ness chemistry is being able to do what you want, when you want. I’m 

contrasting that with the more common situation, in which you might 

be able to do all the things you want, but you can’t often do them 

when you want. 

For example, you might enjoy eating a delicious meal. But if the 

only time you were allowed to eat delicious food was right after you’d 

already filled your stomach with junk food, the delicious meal would 

not make you happy. A mediocre meal when you're starving will con- 

tribute more to your happiness than an extraordinary meal when 

you're not hungry. The timing of things can be more important than 

the intrinsic value of the things. 

Napping is another perfect example of the importance of timing. A 

good nap can be a wonderful thing, but if the only available time to 

nap is an hour before bedtime, a nap would do you little good. You 

need to control the order and timing of things to be happy. It’s impor- 

tant to look at happiness in terms of timing because timing is easier 

to control than resources. It’s hard to become rich enough to buy your 

own private island but, relatively speaking, it’s easier to find a job 

with flexible hours. A person with a flexible schedule and average 

resources will be happier than a rich person who has everything ex- 
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cept a flexible schedule. Step one in your search for happiness is to 

continually work toward having control of your schedule. 

Parents understand what I’m talking about. Most parents love 

their kids and are glad they had them. At the same time, kids remove 

almost all of the flexibility in your schedule, especially if you’re the 

stay-at-home parent. It’s no wonder that parents who seem to have 

everything—nice house, great kids, and good friends—still find 

themselves in misery during the years their kids are young. Those 

parents might have all the “stuff” they could ask for but no flexibility 

to enjoy what they want when they want. 

As I write this chapter, I’m sitting in a comfortable chair with my 

trusty dog, Snickers, while enjoying a warm cup of coffee. I just came 

from a good workout, so I’m feeling relaxed and in the mood to write. 

By any definition, what I’m doing is work, but because I can control 

the timing of it on this particular day, it doesn’t feel like work. ve 

transformed work into pleasure simply by having control over when I 

do it. 

In your personal life and your career, consider schedule flexibility 

when making any big decision. Realistically, sometimes you need to 

suck it up and work long hours, watch the kids, and do your duty. 

Just remember to keep your eye out for ways to maximize your sched- 

ule freedom in the long term. It’s something you want to work to- 

ward. You won’t all become work-at-home cartoonists, but you can 

certainlyfind a boss who values your productivity over your atten- 

dance. 

That brings me to the next important mechanism for happiness. 

Happiness has more to do with where you’re heading than where you 

are. A person who is worth two billion dollars will feel sad if he sud- 

denly loses one billion because he’s moving in the wrong direction, 

even if the change has no impact on his ability to buy what he wants. 

But a street person will celebrate discovering a new Dumpster behind 

an upscale restaurant because it means good eating ahead. We tend to 

feel happy when things are moving in the right direction and unhappy 

when things are trending bad. 

The directional nature of happiness is one reason it’s a good idea 

to have a sport or hobby that leaves you plenty of room to improve 

every year. Tennis and golf are two perfect examples. With either 

sport, an average player can continue improving well past the age of 

sixty. Slow and steady improvement at anything makes you feel that 



HAPPINESS | 175 

you are on the right track. The feeling of progress stimulates your 

body to create the chemicals that make you feel happy. 

When you choose a career, consider whether it will lead to a life- 

time of ever-improved performance, a plateau, or a steady decline in 

your skills. As a cartoonist, my drawing skills have slowly improved 

over most of my career, and that is a source of happiness for me. If 

you are lucky enough to have career options, and only one of them 

affords a path of continual improvement, choose that one, all else be- 

ing equal. 

The next element of happiness you need to master is imagination. 

I wrote about this in the context of raising your energy, which is 

closely related to happiness, but it bears repeating in this chapter. Pes- 

simism is often a failure of imagination. If you can imagine the future 

being brighter, it lifts your energy and gooses the chemistry in your 

body that produces a sensation of happiness. If you can’t even imag- 

ine an improved future, you won’t be happy no matter how well your 

life is going right now. 

I find it useful to daydream that the future will be better than to- 

day, by far. I like to imagine a future that is spectacular and breath- 

taking. The daydreams need not be accurate in terms of predicting 

the future. Simply imagining a better future hacks your brain chem- 

istry and provides you with the sensation of happiness today. Being 

happy raises your energy level and makes it easier to pursue the steps 

toward real-world happiness. This is another case in which your 

imagination can influence the real world. Don’t let reality control 

your imagination. Let your imagination be the user interface to steer 

your reality. 

The next important thing to remember about happiness is that it’s 

not a mystery of the mind and it’s not magic. Happiness is the natural 

state for most people whenever they feel healthy, have flexible sched- 

ules, and expect the future to be good. 

As I write this next paragraph, a few days have passed, and now I’m 

sitting at a table in my health club. I exercised, I had my healthy reward 

snack, and now I’m thoroughly happy, even though I’m working at re- 

writing and tweaking this chapter. Taking care of my body always in- 

fluences my happiness more than whatever task I’m involved in. That’s 

an important point because normally when you feel unhappy, you 

blame your mood on whatever your environment is serving up to you. 

It’s easy to blame your environment because you know you can inter- 
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pret almost anything as bad news or potential bad news. Just add pes- 

simism and cynicism to any observation and you can manufacture bad 

news out of thin air. If you know anyone who routinely interprets good 

news as bad, you know how easily it can be done. I’m here to tell you 

that the primary culprit in your bad moods is a deficit in one of the big 

five: flexible schedule, imagination, sleep, diet, and exercise. 

I’ve explained to a number of people my observations about how 

exercise, diet, and sleep influence mood. The usual reaction is a blank 

expression followed by a change of topic. No one wants to believe 

aes that the formula for happiness is as simple as daydreaming, control- 

ling your schedule, napping, eating right, and being active every day. 

You'd feel like an idiot for suffering so many unhappy days while not 

knowing the cure was so accessible. I know from experience that you 

might accept the idea that daily lifestyle choices are perhaps a small 

part of what causes your bad moods. But you probably think the ma- 

jority of your crabbiness is caused by the idiots and sociopaths in 

your life plus your inexplicable bad luck on any given day. Based on a 

lifetime of observation, my best estimate is that 80 percent of your 

mood is based on how your body feels and only 20 percent is based 

on your genes and your circumstances, particularly your health. 

Ask yourself this question: At times when you’ve exercised earlier 

in the day, eaten well, hydrated, and had enough sleep, what percent- 

age of those times have you found yourself in a good mood? I’ll bet 

you don’t know the answer to that question because it’s not the sort 

of thing anyone pays attention to. But now that I’ve put the idea in 

your head, you'll automatically find yourself noticing the link be- 

tween daily body maintenance and your not-so-mysterious happi- 

ness. I predict you'll observe that your good moods are highly 

correlated with exercise, diet, and sleep. 

SHOULD I GO TAKE 
A NAP OR SHOULD I 

IGNORE SCIENCE LIKE 
SOME SORT OF POINTY— 

HAIRED BABOON? 

STUDIES SHOW THAT 
WELL—RESTED PEOPLE 
ARE MORE PRODUCTIVE. 

I LIKE TO SYNCHRON— 
IZE MY QUESTIONS TO 
HIS BANANA—EATING. 
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Exercise has two very different benefits that are hard to untangle. 
The exercise itself releases natural pain-relieving substances, endor- 
phins,’ and that gives you a direct feeling of well-being. But exercise 

is also a mental escape from whatever was stressing you before you 

laced your athletic shoes. That’s why I recommend forms of exercises 

that occupy your mind at the same time as your muscles. 

Exercise also helps you sleep better, so that’s a double benefit. 4 Of 

the big five factors in happiness—flexible schedule, imagination, diet, 

exercise, and sleep—my pick for the most important is exercise. If 

exercise sounds like a lot of work, wait for my chapter on the easiest 

way to become active. 

If the list of five elements for happiness seems incomplete, that’s 

intentional. I know you might also want sex, a soul mate, fame, rec- 

ognition, a feeling of importance, career success, and lots more. My 

contention is that your five-pronged pursuit of happiness will act as a 

magnet for the other components of happiness you need. When you’re 

fit, happy, and full of energy, people are far more likely to have sex 

with you, be your friend, and hire you, sometimes all in the same day. 

If you’re chubby, tired, horny, and unhappy, then your best long- 

term solution probably isn’t Match.com. I’m a proponent of online 

dating services because the evidence shows they work. But a smarter 

approach is to take care of yourself first and use that success as lever- 

age to get everything else you need. 

P’ll cap this discussion by telling you the story of how I felt when 

my cartooning career reached its high point. It was the late nineties 

and I had just deposited the biggest check of my life, thanks largely to 

a multibook publishing deal. I had the precise job I had wanted since 

childhood. I was officially rich. I was as famous as I wanted to be. 

And I was suddenly and profoundly sad. What the hell was going on? 

After some self-reflection I realized that I was feeling adrift. I no 

longer had a primary purpose in life because I’d already achieved it. 

It was an eerie feeling, unreal and unsettling. I had no kids at the 

time, so I had no reason to achieve anything more. I’d dipped well 

below my baseline happiness and I wasn’t rebounding. 

The way I climbed out of my funk was by realizing that my newly 

acquired resources could help me change the world in some small but 

positive ways. That was the motivation for creating the Dilberito, 

which I hoped would make nutrition convenient and perhaps contrib- 

ute to a trend. In the long run, the Dilberito didn’t work out. But it 
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was 100 percent successful in giving me a meaningful purpose, which 

allowed my optimism and energy to return. 

Unhappiness that is caused by too much success is a high-class 

problem. That’s the sort of unhappiness people work all of their lives 

to get. If you find yourself there, and I hope you do, you'll find your 

attention naturally turning outward. You'll seek happiness through 

service to others. I promise it will feel wonderful. 

Routine 

Barry Schwartz, author of The Paradox of Choice, tells us that people 

become unhappy if they have too many options in life. The problem 

with options is that choosing any path can leave you plagued with 

self-doubt. You quite rationally think that one of the paths not chosen 

might have worked out better. That can eat at you. 

Choosing among attractive alternatives can also be exhausting. 

You want to feel as if you researched and considered all of your op- 

tions. That’s why I find great comfort in routine. If you ask me today 

where I will be at 6:20 a.m. on a Saturday morning in the year 2017, 

Pll tell you I will be at my desk finishing the artwork on some comics 

I drew earlier in the week. That’s what I was doing last Saturday at 

that time and what I plan to do this Saturday as well. I can’t recall the 

last time:I woke up and looked at my options for what to do first. It’s 

always the same, at least for the first few hours of my day. 

Likewise, I always have a banana at about 6:05 A.M., my first sip 

of coffee at about 6:10 A.M., and a protein bar to keep me from get- 

ting hungry again until late afternoon. I never waste a brain cell in the 

morning trying to figure out what to do when. Compare that with 

some people you know who spend two hours planning and deciding 

for every task that takes one hour to complete. I’m happier than those 

people. 

Recapping the happiness formula: 

Eat right. 

Exercise. 

Get enough sleep. 

Imagine an incredible future (even if you don’t believe it). 

Work toward a flexible schedule. 
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Do things you can steadily improve at. 

Help others (if you’ve already helped yourself). 

Reduce daily decisions to routine. 

If you do those eight things, the rest of what you need to stimulate 

the chemistry of happiness in your brain will be a lot easier to find. In 

fact, the other components of happiness that you seek—such as career 

opportunities, love, and friends—might find their way to you if you 

make yourself an attractive target. 



Diet 

This is a good time to remind you that nothing in this book should be 

seen as advice. It’s never a good idea to take advice from cartoonists, 

and that’s a hundred times more important if the topic is health re- 

lated. I don’t know how many people have died from following the 

health advice of cartoonists, but the number probably isn’t zero. 

So don’t view this chapter, or anything else I write, as advice. In 

the coming pages I’ll make reference to some interesting and useful 

studies about diet. And I’ll describe my own experiences. That will 

address two dimensions of your bullshit filter—scientific studies and 

the experience of a smart friend—but just to be on the safe side, talk 

to your doctor before embracing any ideas in this book. 

My value on the topic of diet, if any, is in simplification. The simple 

diet plan that works for me is this: I eat as much as I want, of any- 

thing I want, whenever I want. | weigh a trim 145 pounds and have 

literally never felt better. My healthy weight is not a genetic gift. In 

years past I have weighed as much as 168 pounds, which looks portly 

on my smallish frame. 

Obviously there are some tricks involved with my too-easy-to-be- 

true diet plan. The tricks are simple, but they will take some explain- 

ing. Let’s start with the part about eating “anything I want.” The 

trick there is to change what you want. Yes, that’s possible, and it’s 

probably easier than you imagine. Once you want to eat the right 

kinds of food for enjoyment, and you don’t crave the wrong kinds of 

food, everything else comes somewhat easily. 

| 180 | 
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You probably need some convincing that people can reprogram 
their food preferences. But consider how different food tastes when 
you are famished versus when you have a full stomach. It’s the same 

food, but your enjoyment level is radically different. The best meal 

I’m ever tasted was a week after dental surgery because I hadn’t had 

solid food for days. An ordinary dish of angel-hair pasta tasted as if 

it had been delivered by a deity and carefully paired to my DNA. A 

month later, the same meal was boring. 

I’m sure you’ve had similar experiences in which bland or even bad 

food tastes great when you’re hungry. Your taste preferences are more 

like a suggestion from your brain than a result of hardwiring. 

You have also observed that your tastes in food evolve as you age. 

A kid who can tolerate nothing but mac and cheese matures into an 

adult who can’t get enough sushi. And I imagine you’ve had the expe- 

rience of getting sick soon after eating a specific type of food and the 

finding that the coincidental association completely alters your pref- 

erence for the food later. 

You also might have discovered that some foods you thought were 

awful tasting can be delightful if prepared and seasoned to your lik- 

ing. Technique has to be factored into your taste preferences as well. 

Your food preferences change continually throughout your life, 

but you’ve probably never put much effort into deliberately changing 

your preferences. I’ll describe some tricks for doing just that. If the 

tricks work, you too can eat “whatever you want” because eventually 

you'll only want food that is good for you. 

I used to crave ice cream in a big way. At one point in my life I 

consumed up to two heaping bowls of vanilla-bean ice cream per day. 

During those years, broccoli seemed like the sort of thing that jailers 

forced prisoners to eat as punishment. Over time I trained myself to 

reverse my cravings. Now ice cream is easy to resist but I’m not com- 

fortable going two days without a hit of broccoli. This transforma- 

tion in cravings was the result of a deliberate effort to change my 

preferences. I set out to hack my brain like a computer and rewire the 

cravings circuitry. 

If no longer craving your favorite food sounds like a sacrifice, it 

isn’t. That’s an illusion caused by the fact that it’s nearly impossible to 

imagine losing a craving of any kind. Cravings feel like they grow 

directly from our core. They feel a part of us. My experience is that 

cravings can be manipulated. I’ve successfully erased cravings for a 
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wide variety of less-healthy foods. I do them one at a time, and it’s a 

lot easier than you might think. 

It also works the other way; I can instill cravings for healthy foods 

where I previously had no such desires. There’s a limit to this trick, in 

the sense that you probably can’t get past a truly nasty taste. But most 

healthy food is closer to bland than obnoxious. 

Healthy food has a bad reputation with most normal eaters be- 

cause we associate healthy food with the worst tastes and textures 

in the category. If healthy food makes you think of tofu, rice cakes, 

and anything that tastes like soap, you’re probably not too keen to 

develop a craving for healthy eating. Think instead of delicious 

salted nuts, a buttery ear of corn, or a banana, and you’re closer to 

the mark. (I’ll talk later about the trade-offs of consuming salt and 

butter.) 

Changing your food preferences is a fairly straightforward pro- 

cess, and it starts the way all change starts: by looking at things dif- 

ferently. It’s my job to do the hard part and show you a different way 

to look at the familiar topic of diet. Your part will happen naturally 

as your own thought process gently nudges your behavior along a 

predictable and controlled pathway of cause and effect. 

My experience, as odd as it sounds, is that I can change my food 

preferences by thinking of my body as a programmable robot as op- 

posed to a fleshy bag full of magic. This minor change in perspective 

is more powerful than it seems. Most people believe there is no strong 

connection between what they eat and how they feel. I call that per- 

ception the Fleshy Bag of Magic worldview. When you think of your- 

self as a fleshy bag of magic, you either assume there is no direct 

connection between what you eat and how you feel or think your diet 

has some impact but it’s unpredictable because life is complicated and 

there are too many factors in play. 

Most adults understand the basic cause and effect of their diet 

choices. They know that overeating makes them feel bloated, beans 

make them gassy, and spicy food might make their noses run. Those 

causes and effects are so obvious that they are hard to miss. But have 

you ever tracked your mood, problem-solving ability, and energy level 

in relation to what you recently ate? For most of you, the answer is 

no. You probably think your mood is caused by what’s happening in 

your life, not the starchy food you ate for lunch. 
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If you look at your life from some distance, you can see that today 
is a lot like yesterday, and tomorrow won’t be that different either. 
Our lives stay roughly the same, while our moods can swing wildly. 
My proposition, which I invite you to be skeptical about, is that one 
of the primary factors in determining your energy level, and therefore 
your mood, is what you’ve eaten recently.” 

Look for the Pattern 

Don’t take my word for it. The food-is-mood hypothesis probably 

doesn’t pass your commonsense filter. It’s the sort of thing you need 

to experience for yourself. You’re wired to believe that your mood is 

determined by whatever good or bad events have happened in your 

life recently plus your genetic makeup. My observation, backed by the 

science, is that the person who eats right won’t be bothered as much 

by the little bumps in life’s road, and he or she will have greater opti- 

mism, too. 

When bad luck comes around, your reaction to it is a combination 

of how bad the luck is plus how prepared your body is for the stress. 

You can’t keep all bad luck from finding you, but you can fortify 

yourself to the point where the smaller stuff bounces off. Your mood 

is a function of chemistry in your body, and food may be a far more 

dominant contributor to your chemistry than what is happening 

around you, at least during a normal day. 

Remember the first time someone told you it would be hard to rub 

your stomach and pat your head at the same time? You probably 

didn’t believe it until you tried it yourself. Some types of knowledge 

can be acquired only by experience. Diet’s connection to mood is one 

of those categories of knowledge that must be experienced. Nothing I 

can tell you in a book will convince you that food is a huge determi- 

nant of mood if you’ve lived your entire life without noticing that 

potatoes make you sleepy, and probably cranky as a result. The only 

way you'll believe that food drives your mood is by testing the claim 

*In the fitness chapter that follows, I’ll talk about exercise and how it influences 
mood. Diet affects mood by influencing your energy levels and by both directly 
and indirectly affecting your brain’s chemistry. Exercise does something similar. 
You need to get both of those things right." 



184 | HOW TO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

in your daily life. By that I mean simply asking yourself how you feel 

at any given moment and then making a mental note of what you ate 

recently. Look for the pattern. 

You might wonder why, if food controls mood, you haven’t noticed 

it already. The biggest reason is that you probably eat meals that are 

a combination of lots of different ingredients. You rarely isolate one 

kind of food just to see how it feels. You probably believe the reason 

you're sleepy after a big meal is simply because you ate a lot and your 

body is diverting its energy from your brain and muscles to your di- 

gestive system. You think you’re sleepy in the afternoon because 

someone told you that’s what lunch does to people. You’re not a sci- 

entist who isolates one kind of food and does rigorous analysis. You 

eat when you’re hungry and try to sleep when you're tired. The deeper 

truths about diet do a good job of hiding. 

The best way to test the food-is-mood connection is to enjoy a 

hearty lunch at a Mexican restaurant—a virtual paradise of carbs— 

and monitor how you feel in a few hours. Check your energy level at 

about 2:00 p.m. Do you feel that you would prefer exercising or nap- 

ping? P’ll tell you the answer in advance: You’ll want the nap. 

Do you think your sleepiness in the afternoon might be a simple 

function of the time of day? That’s easy to test. Wait a few days and 

try the same experiment with breakfast instead of lunch. Order pan- 

cakes and hash-brown potatoes. See if you can stay awake until 

lunchtime. It won’t be easy. That experiment will tell you whether the 

time of day is more important than what you eat. 

If you’re thinking the “heaviness” of the meal or the quantity is the 

cause of your sleepiness, try your Mexican-food experiment again 

another day but only eat half as much. You'll discover that quantity 

doesn’t matter as much as you thought. 

For the sake of comparison, experiment for a few days by skipping 

bread, potatoes, white rice, and other simple carbs. Eat fruits, veg- 

gies, nuts, salad, fish, or chicken. Now see how you feel a few hours 

after eating. I'll bet the idea of exercising will sound more appealing 

after eating those types of foods compared with the day of your 

Mexican-food experiment. 

Don’t take my word for anything on the topic of diet. People are 

different, and it seems we learn something new about nutrition every 

week. You should also have a healthy skepticism about diet studies 

because they are notoriously bad at sorting out correlation from cau- 
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sation. People who eat caviar probably live longer, but it’s not the 
caviar keeping them alive; there’s a known correlation between in- 
come and life expectancy. Diet studies are hard to trust because there 

are so many contradictory ones and often they are looking at specific 

populations and not the average person. 

Whenever it’s practical and safe, consider your body a laboratory in 

which you can test different approaches to health. Eat something spe- 

cific, such as a bowl of white rice, and see how you feel later. Or eat 

lots of carbs and weigh yourself at the end of the week. Look for the 

patterns. Which foods make you energetic and which ones make you 

sleepy? Which ones can you eat without gaining weight and which 

ones make you expand like a Macy’s parade float? When you get a 

handle on your own diet cause-and-effect patterns, you might dis- 

cover they differ from my experience. For example, you might have 

wheat or gluten sensitivity or a lactose intolerance, or maybe you never 

get tired in the afternoon no matter what you eat. It’s important to 

figure out what works for you. And that will require experimenting. 

In my case, eating simple carbs depletes my energy so thoroughly 

that a few hours after consuming them I can fall asleep within thirty 

seconds of closing my eyes. I literally use white rice like a sleeping pill 

on evenings when I’ve had too much coffee. But your body might re- 

spond differently or less dramatically to both coffee and white rice. 

You need to experiment to know for sure. Just remember that it is 

chemistry, not magic controlling your energy. 

I haven’t mentioned pasta in my list of simple carbs to avoid, and 

that’s intentional. In my experience, pasta doesn’t make me sleepy 

and cranky like other simple carbs. I first discovered that pasta was 

mood neutral by eating a lot of it over the years and paying attention 

to how I felt later. While potatoes send me straight to my napping 

chair, pasta is a perfect preworkout snack. When studies later con- 

firmed that pasta isn’t especially high on the glycemic index, the find- 

ing matched my own experience and passed my personal bullshit 

filter. Generally speaking, when it comes to diet, you want to stay 

consistent with science but also look for confirmation in your per- 

sonal experience. 

Peanuts are another example in which science and my own experi- 

ence lined up. The science says that because peanuts have a high con- 

centration of fat, they satisfy your appetite efficiently and provide 

fuel.2 The unpredicted outcome of adding fat-laden peanuts to your 
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diet is that it improves your ability to lose weight. My experience 

matches the science exactly. Peanuts do satisfy my appetite, and the 

pattern I notice is that I eat smaller meals on days I eat peanuts. 

Likewise, I find I can eat as much cheese as I want—I eat a lot of it 

on most days—and it does a great job of satisfying my hunger with- 

out making me tired. And as long as I do a good job with the rest of 

my diet, I don’t gain weight. I don’t believe science backs me up on the 

benefits of cheese, and if my cholesterol were high I would steer clear. 

I have some doubts about cheese, but for now I enjoy the taste and I 

appreciate the hunger-squashing utility of it. Pll keep looking at the 

science as it evolves. Ask your doctor before you follow my lead on 

cheese. I mention cheese only because it illustrates my approach to 

choosing foods, not because I necessarily choose right. I’m trying to 

provide a rational template for diet choices, not a specific prescription 

for each of you. 

Prior to reading this book, the way you probably looked at food 

was in terms of good versus bad, or fattening versus low calorie, or 

maybe carbs versus protein, or some combination of the above. All of 

those ways of looking at food have power to help you steer away from 

bad diet choices. The problem with the common view of food is that 

it will always make youfeel as if you were in a battle with yourself. 

You crave bad foods because they are so darned tasty. You struggle to 

resist. 

Science has demonstrated that humans have a limited supply of 

willpower.? If you use up your supply resisting one temptation, it lim- 

its your ability to resist others. Struggling to do anything has a steep 

price because you don’t want to use up your willpower and energy on 

something as unimportant as staying away from the candy drawer. 

You might need your willpower later for something more substantial. 

What you need is a diet system that doesn’t rely on willpower. And 

that means reprogramming your food preferences so willpower is less 

necessary. I’ll explain how to do that in a minute. 

Some of you will liken the idea of reprogramming your brain to 

self-hypnosis, and that might feel creepy or unlikely to work. A better 

approach, as I mentioned, is to think of your body as a moist, pro- 

grammable robot whose outputs depend on its inputs, not magic. 

Imagine you’re an engineer who is trying to find the user interface for 

your moist robot body so you can make some useful adjustments. It’s 

as if you had one menu choice labeled “Make Sleepy” and another 
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labeled “Energize.” You can choose “Make Sleepy” simply by eating 
simple carbs. 

If the idea of reprogramming your mind sounds like L. Ron 

Hubbard’s Dianetics and the process of “auditing,” which is at the 

core of Scientology, that’s about half right. The part that’s right is that 

Dianetics also attempts to change behavior by changing the way you 

look at yourself and what makes you do what you do. Interestingly, as 

| pointed out earlier in this book, you can get good results by doing the 

right thing for the wrong reasons. For example, if you believe alcohol is 

the devil’s urine, it might eliminate your risk of drinking and driving. You 

can often get good results from inaccurate worldviews. Some famous 

philosophers, some scientists, and at least one cartoonist would 

speculate that inaccurate worldviews are the only kind there is. 

Does Dianetics work in terms of creating good outcomes for 

its followers? | have no data to answer that question. But | wouldn’t 

be surprised if auditing does work for some people. Based on my 

experience, | think you could replace the auditing process in Scientology 

with a Ouija board and still have good outcomes for some people. 

The Food-Exercise Connection 

The traditional view of weight maintenance is that you need to exercise 

and watch your diet to get good results. That’s mostly true, but a more 

useful way to look at the connection between food and exercise is not 

that they are equal partners. A more practical view is that food is the 

fuel that makes exercise possible. When you eat simple carbs for lunch, 

you find yourself wanting a nap more than you want to spend an hour 

on the treadmill. If you stuff yourself for dinner, you might cancel your 

plans to go for a run. If you manage your diet right, you’ll want to 

exercise more, and that will translate into doing so. The starting point 

for good health is diet. Once you get your diet right, your energy level 

will increase and you'll find yourself more in the mood for exercise. 

It can be doubly hard to change your diet and start an exercise 

program at the same time, at least in the usual way people do these 
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things, because both objectives require willpower. A smarter approach 

is to use a system to remove willpower from your diet choices—as I'll 

explain in a bit—and let your increased energy guide you toward a 

natural preference for being more active. I’ll have more to say about 

exercise later. The main point for both diet and exercise is that you 

want to reduce the amount of willpower required. Any other approach 

is unsustainable. 

Breaking the Simple-Carb Addiction 

The willpower you need to resist simple carbs such as white potatoes, 

white bread, and white rice has to come from somewhere, and as I 

mentioned earlier, studies show that using willpower for anything 

reduces how much you have in reserve for other temptations. The ap- 

proach that works for me involves stealing willpower from the part of 

my brain that tries to avoid overeating. You might want to give my 

method a try. For a few months, eat as much as you want of anything 

that is not a simple carb. That frees up your willpower so you can use 

it to avoid those delicious and convenient simple carbs. 

If you were hungry and I said you couldn’t eat the delicious bread 

in the breadbasket in front of you, it would take a lot of willpower to 

resist. But if I said you couldn’t have the delicious bread but you could 

have anything else you wanted, and you could have it right now, sud- 

denly the bread would be easy to resist. An attractive alternative 

makes willpower less necessary. It frees up your stockpile of will- 

power for other uses. Under my system, all you need to do is eat as 

much as you want of anything that isn’t a simple carb and keep on 

that path for a few months. 

Would this plan make you gain weight for a few months? For some 

people it might. But the short term doesn’t matter; you’re in this for 

the long haul. It’s a system, not a diet with a specific weight goal. 

Remember, goals are a trap. You want systems, not goals. The first 

part of the system is to break your addiction to simple carbs. 

My experience is that after you break the addiction it isn’t hard to 

recover from the occasional french-fry binge. Food isn’t like alcohol, 

where one drink can set an alcoholic back to the bottom. Eating a 

piece of bread is only a pebble in the road for someone who has bro- 

ken the carb addiction. 

If for several months you give yourself permission to eat as much 
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as you want of the foods that don’t include addictive simple carbs, 
you'll discover several things. For starters, you’ll have more energy 
without the simple carbs. And that will translate into keeping you 
more active, which in turn burns calories. 

Another change you'll notice after a few months without simple 

carbs is that your cravings will start to diminish. The sensation you 

feel asa preference for certain foods can be in reality more of an ad- 

diction than a true preference. For example, there was a long period 

in my life in which I couldn’t go a whole day without eating a giant 

Snickers candy bar. The first bite created a feeling of euphoria that I 

enjoyed in every particle of my being. But after a few months of eating 

as much as I wanted of healthier food, I lost the craving for Snickers 

bars. What I thought was some sort of deep genetic disposition to like 

chocolate was actually more of an addiction. After a few months of 

staying off the chocolate I lost the craving. Later, when I ate a Snick- 

ers bar just to test what would happen, I barely enjoyed it. It felt like 

nothing but unnecessary calories. 

Just to be clear, I don’t include Snickers in the category of simple carbs 

that sap your energy. My experience was that the combination of choco- 

late and peanuts generally pepped me up, exactly as Snickers commer- 

cials suggest. My only problem with Snickers was that I binged on them. 

I’ve had less success losing my desire for white rice and potatoes. 

Apparently I have a genuine preference for those tastes. But the de- 

sires aren’t so strong that I would pass up an apple to eat poorly. To- 

day when I look at a pile of mashed potatoes, I automatically associate 

it with feeling crappy in an hour. And if that isn’t enough to keep the 

fork out of my hand, I give myself permission to eat as much as I want 

of good food instead. The diversion usually works. 

Diet Coke 

In the interest of full disclosure, over the course of my life I have con- 

sumed far too much Diet Coke. I have routinely consumed as many as 

twelve Diet Cokes per day. All of this was in the context of nearly 

every medical and nutritional expert warning against it. My problem 

was that I truly enjoyed each Diet Coke I drank, and when I looked 

for the science about the health risks, I saw a lot of correlation but no 

clear causation. But I kept an eye on it just in case the science became 

settled on one side or the other. 
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A few months ago, as part of my process for writing this book, I 

put my concept of cravings management to the ultimate test: I quit 

Diet Coke, cold turkey, after forty-plus years of extraordinarily regu- 

lar consumption. The first week was hard, I admit. But I substituted 

coffee, which I also love, whenever I craved Diet Coke, and that 

greatly reduced my need to use willpower. Week one was a challenge. 

By week four, it was easy to resist Diet Coke. Eight weeks later, I see 

Diet Coke as a weird little colored water full of chemicals that I don’t 

need. My cravings are completely gone, and it didn’t require much of 

anything in terms of willpower beyond the first several days. I’m even 

enjoying my greater coffee consumption because I feel more alert all 

day. And coffee in moderation gets high marks from science for pro- 

moting good health.* 

The reason I picked Diet Coke for my cravings-elimination test is 

that while I’m not convinced that diet soda is especially unhealthy for 

the occasional consumer, I wasn’t so sure that drinking twelve cans a 

day was contributing to a healthy life. And while the studies on the 

dangers of diet sodas stop short of being convincing, at least to me, at 

some point the sheer tonnage of negative health correlations reached 

a tipping point for my personal risk profile. So just to be clear, I am 

not personally aware of any proven health problems from an occa- 

sional diet soda. I just don’t like the odds.° 

How to Know What to Eat 

One of the biggest barriers to healthy eating is the inconvenience factor. 

Life is so busy for most of us that convenience trumps most other consid- 

erations. We do what’s easiest even if we know it shortens our lives. 

What you want is for healthy food to be more convenient than unhealthy 

food. I'll give you a few tips that can help. But first let me describe just 

how hard it is to even know what is healthy, much less find it. 

My observation is that most people think they already know which 

foods are healthy. People know vegetables are good for you and 

cheeseburgers are not. But you don’t have to drill far down into the 

details of diet options before even well-informed people become un- 

sure. Are eggs healthy this week? How about rye bread? How about 

butter? How about turkey? You quickly get into gray areas and areas 

in which even experts might disagree. 
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Suppose you are so well informed that you could accurately sort 

food into categories of good and bad and get the right answer every 

time. That’s only a fraction of what you need to know. Within the 

category of healthy foods, can you further rank them? If you can, it 

would make sense to stick with the best of the best and avoid the 

lower quadrant of the so-called healthy foods. Is an apple better than 

broccoli? Is an avocado worse than a banana? How much healthier 

would you be if you ate the best of the healthy foods and avoided the 

less-good but still okay foods? Is it a big difference or a small one? 

How hard is it to get variety in your diet? It might be easy to eat a 

variety of foods that have different names and different appearances, 

but are they that different on a nutritional level? Would you be better 

off eating an apple and an orange or an apple and a tomato? Which 

one gives you a more complete nutritional boost? 

Any doctor or nutrition expert will tell you that eating a balanced 

diet will get you all the vitamins and minerals you need. That opinion 

is nearly 100 percent accepted by all smart people. The problem is 

that it’s mathematically impossible. You can prove that to yourself by 

Googling the nutritional information for everything you eat on any 

given day in which you’re sure you did a good job with both your 

food variety and healthy choices. I’ve done this experiment and found 

that you can’t get anywhere near the U.S. government’s daily recom- 

mended intake levels of vitamins and minerals. You would have to eat 

a wheelbarrow full of food to come close. 

The nutritional shortfall of normal food is what prompted me a 

number of years ago to bring the Dilberito to market. I thought it 

would be a way to do some good for the world that had rewarded me 

so handsomely for Dilbert. The fortified-burrito business failed like 

most of the things I’ve tried. But during the process I learned a lot 

about vitamins and minerals. The main thing I learned is that nutri- 

tion presents itself as science but is perhaps 60 percent bullshit, guess- 

ing, bad assumptions, and marketing. 

In the process of failing at the fortified-burrito business, | learned 

most of what you’ll read in this chapter. That’s what | call failing forward. 

Any time you learn something useful, you come out ahead. In this case, 

my focus on a healthy diet probably increased my life span. 
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In some narrow areas, nutrition science is reasonably solid. Re- 

searchers know that pregnant women need vitamin E. We know that 

vitamin C is needed to avoid scurvy. And the data suggest good things 

about vitamin D. There are other clearly beneficial vitamins as well. 

But if you look at any store shelf of vitamins and minerals, most of 

them haven’t been researched to the level you would want for health- 

related products. 

Further complicating nutrition science is the inconvenient fact that 

no two humans are alike. Does a 120-pound vegetarian woman who 

is trying to get pregnant need the same vitamins and minerals as an 

obese coal miner with gout? No two people have exactly the same 

lifestyle, health, and genetics. 

While my fortified burrito company failed for ordinary business 

reasons, I would have bowed out eventually as I lost my faith that the 

daily recommended intake levels of vitamins and minerals are suffi- 

ciently credible. During the Dilberito years it seemed as if every week 

a new study would come out that challenged what I thought I knew. 

It was deeply unsettling. 

It is impossible to know with any precision what you should be 

eating and how often you should eat it. Nutrition science is shock- 

ingly incomplete. At best, you can avoid the obvious diet mistakes. 

But where science gives us uncertainty, sometimes you can creep up 

on the truth by personal observation and pattern recognition. If you 

know anyone who maintains an ideal adult weight without the ser- 

vices of a personal chef or a personal trainer, wouldn’t you like to 

know how? Ask anyone who has a healthy weight what he or she eats, 

then be on the lookout for the pattern. [’ll get the ball rolling by de- 

scribing my own diet. 

A Diet Template from Your Smart(ish) Friend 

Allow me to tell you what I eat, and what works for me, as a template 

that might be useful in planning your own eating strategies. And yes, 

I realize how egocentric that sounds: “Eat like me!” But I’m not rec- 

ommending that you follow my diet example. Staying consistent with 

the rest of this book, all I’m doing is providing you with some extra 

data within which I hope you can find some useful patterns. For refer- 

ence, my body-fat composition recently tested at about 16 percent, 
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which is good for an adult male. Here’s a fairly complete list of the 
foods that are the foundation of my weekly diet. I can eat as much as 
I want of the foods on this list, which I quite enjoy, and I won’t gain 
a pound as long as IJ stay active. 

Bananas 

Protein bars 

Peanuts 

Mixed nuts 

Cheese 

Whole wheat pasta 

Edamame (soybeans) 

Broccoli 

Cauliflower 

Brussels sprouts 

Fish 

Lettuce 

Tomatoes 

Apples 

Pears 

Carrots 

Radishes 

Cucumbers 

Quinoa 

Brown rice 

i i Berries 

The first thing you might notice about my list is that most of the 

foods I keep at home are convenient. I can grab a handful of mixed 

nuts and an apple and call it lunch. 

I also prepare pasta and keep it in the refrigerator, along with veg- 

gies steamed in the microwave. When I want something warm and 

filling, I just mix the veggies and pasta, add some butter, microwave the 

dish for two minutes, and add pepper and Parmesan cheese. I’ve learned 

to use my own laziness in a positive way. I'll always eat what is most 

convenient during the day, and if the only easy options are healthy, lazi- 

ness takes me in the best direction. Laziness can be a powerful tool. 

As I write this, my fridge is full of prepped, healthy food. There are 

some cut and washed strawberries and blackberries in one plastic 
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container. Another has microwaved and cut brussels sprouts. Another 

has a concoction of quinoa and brown rice (that comes precooked) 

mixed with sautéed edamame, carrots, and broccoli. I literally open 

the lid, drag a small bowl through it and pop it in the microwave for 

two minutes. There is enough variety within the dish itself that I can 

eat it three days in a row for lunch and never feel bored with it. Add 

some pepper and Parmesan cheese and it is delicious. 

We also keep containers of carrots and celery, precut and washed, 

covered with water, in the fridge. On days when the only thing I have 

in mind for food is “more,” the carrots and celery offer a perfectly 

healthy option. I think of carrots and celery as diversions more than 

food. 

The trick to eating right is to keep willpower out of the equation 

for your diet. Laziness can make you choose healthy foods if you are 

clever enough to make those foods the most convenient in your house. 

You can further game your willpower by allowing yourself unlimited 

quantities of the good sort of food, at least until your cravings for the 

bad stuff subside. 

For dinner, which tends to be a social meal, I’m not so stringent 

about avoiding simple carbs, especially near bedtime, when I prefer 

being sleepy. My usual takeout food options are... 

Take out 

* Subway veggie sandwiches 

+ Veggie pizza 

* Chinese food 

* Indian food 

Know Why You’re Eating 

We eat for more than one reason. I find it useful to understand what 

is making me eat so I can adjust my food choices accordingly. 

For example, scientists know that your brain triggers the hunger 

sensation and hunger hormones like leptin and ghrelin when you 

don’t get enough sleep.* The next time you have one of those days 

when you can’t eat enough to satisfy your hunger, ask yourself how 
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much sleep you got the night before. You'll be surprised at how often 

a bad night of sleep leads to nonstop eating. 

When tiredness sparks your hunger but you’ve had all the calories 

you need for a while, try eating peanuts or mixed nuts to suppress 

your appetite. Cheese also works, at least for that specific purpose. 

The fat in those foods acts as an appetite satisfier. Nuts and cheese 

have lots of calories, but you'll find that suppressing your appetite at 

the expense of some extra calories is still a net gain if the alternative 

is to eat until everything in your kitchen is gone. 

I often find myself doing social eating just because someone else in 

the family happens to be snacking in the kitchen. I wander in and start 

a conversation, and the next thing I know something unnecessary is 

heading for my stomach. It’s almost automatic and mindless. I have just 

enough awareness to steer myself toward the lowest-calorie items. I 

don’t need nuts or cheese because I’m not actually hungry. I just need 

something to do while I hang out. So I go for the celery or carrots or 

cucumbers in my fridge that are prepped and waiting. When you eat for 

social reasons, aim for the lowest-calorie options. You don’t need to 

suppress your appetite if the reason you’re eating isn’t hunger. 

How to Make Healthy Food Taste Good 

Perhaps the biggest obstacle to healthy eating is flavor. You might love 

the taste of everything that’s bad for you, while being less enthusiastic 

about so-called healthy foods. As your friend who eats a vegetarian 

diet plus an occasional fish, I’ll tell you how to get the flavor you need 

from otherwise boring food. 

The first rule of eating right is avoiding foods that feel like 

punishment. No one gives out medals for choking down a big bowl of 

boredom. If eating a healthy diet feels unpleasant, you’re doing it 

wrong. And you’re wasting your limited stockpile of willpower. You 

might have your own list of awful-yet-healthy foods. Feel free to 

avoid them so long as that leaves you plenty of other options. 

I find that most people who have poor diets believe healthy food 

has bland or unpleasant flavor. That impression is doubly true if the 

first thing you think of in a vegetarian diet is tofu, and I find that is 

often the case. As a public service, I’ve listed below the condiments, 
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seasonings, and ingredients that can add flavor to most foods that 

would be otherwise bland. These are the taste sensations I live on 

while never feeling the slightest twinge of flavor deprivation. Your 

tastes will differ, so this is just a template to make the point about 

how many flavors you can enjoy in a healthy diet. 

Vegetarian Flavors 

Soy sauce 

Cilantro 

Lemon 

Salt 

Pepper 

Butter (or butter substitute) 

Garlic 

Onion 

Curry 

Cheese 

Tomato sauce 

Salsa 

Vegetable broth 

Honey 

Salad dressings 

Balsamic vinegar 

Black-bean sauce 

+ fF + Fe Fe he he Fe Fh Fe he Fe Fe he he Fe eS Hot sauce 

You'll notice that salt and butter are on my list, and you probably 

associate both of those things with a bad diet. I’d like to make an 

argument in favor of including copious amounts of both salt and but- 

ter in your diet, so long as you’re adding them to otherwise healthy 

food. 

Here I’ll remind you again—because I can’t say it too often—to be 

wary of health ideas from cartoonists. Check with your doctor before 

you install a salt lick in your living room or start eating butter by the 

stick. Read my argument below and run it by your doctor before you 

go off and give yourself a heart attack. 

Let’s start with salt. For years, science has produced conflicting 

reports about the health risks of salt for people who have no special 
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risk for heart disease. Given the number of studies undertaken to 
uncover the hidden risks of salt, I would expect a clear answer by 
now. Science has not provided it. 

Everything in life is a calculated risk, and I’ve decided that using 

salt as much as I want allows me to thoroughly enjoy some healthy 

foods that I wouldn’t otherwise eat. For example, a salted carrot is 

delicious but an unsalted carrot is like chewing on a stick. Steamed 

and salted brussels sprouts are one of my favorite foods, but plain 

brussels sprouts hold no appeal. 

The key to enjoying salt without worrying about a heart attack is 

that you need to have a healthy diet in general, exercise regularly, 

and have a healthy body-fat composition. It also helps if you don’t 

have high blood pressure. If you’re built like a barrel, eat pork for 

breakfast, and lost all of your uncles to heart disease, your doctor 

will probably take salt out of your diet just to be on the safe side. 

Keep in mind that your doctor probably isn’t a salt expert, and cau- 

tion will always be a doctor’s first instinct. You can find plenty of 

information on salt studies on the Internet. Make up your own 

mind, but keep your eyes open because new salt studies come out on 

a regular basis. 

My argument in favor of butter is similar to that for salt. Butter is 

a good appetite suppressant, and like salt, it helps me enjoy healthy 

foods. Steamed broccoli with some butter and pepper is delicious. 

Plain broccoli is boring. If butter helps you eat more vegetables, and 

your weight is under control, butter is probably an acceptable risk. 

Check with your doctor to be sure. 

You can do your own test on the appetite-suppressing quality of 

cheese and butter. Try steamed vegetables with butter and Parmesan 

cheese one day and remember how you felt after. The next day, try 

steamed vegetables with just soy sauce. The soy sauce is a great flavor, 

but you'll find yourself hungry before you swallow the last bite. Soy 

sauce works best when you’re doing social eating or you are eating 

healthy fat in some other form to keep you feeling satisfied. 

Think of healthy eating as a system in which you continually ex- 

periment with different seasonings and sauces until you know exactly 

what works for you. You want to be able to look at a vegetable and 

instantly know five ways to make it delicious, at least two of which 

don’t require much effort. When you change what you know about 

adding flavor to food, it will change your behavior. You'll no longer 



198 | HOW TO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

need much willpower to resist bad food because you will be just as 

attracted to the healthy stuff. 

Adjusting Your Lifestyle for Healthy Eating 

As I mentioned earlier, studies show that having overweight friends 

can make you overweight yourself.’ I don’t automatically trust studies 

that uncover correlations without knowing the mechanism behind them, 

but I-have noticed that my weight does fluctuate depending on the 

company I keep. At the moment, my business partner in a side ven- 

ture is an Ironman athlete. And as I write this paragraph I am sitting 

next to a friend who looks like he stepped off the cover of a fitness 

magazine. For the past year or so I’ve spent more time with unusually 

fit people than at any other time in my life. That’s mostly a coinci- 

dence. But just as the studies suggest, I’ve somehow managed to drift 

into the best physical shape of my adult life. And I don’t feel that I 

used any extra willpower to get there. It feels as if the social influence 

made it easier. I don’t know if the reason is that I feel competitive or 

that people naturally imitate the people around them in the same way 

we adopt accents when we move to other parts of the country. What- 

ever the reason, science, common sense, and my personal experience 

are in agreement: Hanging out with fit people can cause you to be- 

come more like them. It passes my bullshit filter. 

I’m not suggesting that you should stop accepting invitations from 

your overweight friends. But in the upcoming fitness chapter I’ll sug- 

gest joining some organized sports teams if you can. That will ex- 

pand your social circle to include people who enjoy exercise. In time 

your sport friends will play a bigger role in your social life. That can 

only be good. 

The Vegetarian Option 

I was a vegetarian for most of my adult life. Recently I introduced 

some fish into my diet just for the health benefits. When the topic of 

my diet comes up, people often ask how I get enough protein, why I 

became a vegetarian, and how much work is involved in finding 

good vegetarian food. I’ll answer those questions because some of 
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you might be on the fence about giving up a traditional meat-based 
diet. 

I don’t recommend a vegetarian diet, or any other diet, because I’m 

not a doctor. It’s also plainly obvious that hundreds of millions of 

people eat meat, enjoy every minute of it, and end up dying for all 

sorts of nonmeat reasons. I’m also a convert to the thought that dying 

at age eighty isn’t worse than dying at a hundred. If your meat diet is 

a bomb with a long enough fuse, it might kill you at just about the 

time you’d want it to. 

I don’t trust the science behind the vegetarian movement because 

the believers have agendas beyond nutrition. Some vegetarians are in 

the lifestyle to protect animals, some want to address climate change, 

and all are partially blinded by the cognitive dissonance that comes 

automatically with any lifestyle choice. 

Complicating matters, one expects the beef industry to make con- 

vincing arguments in favor of a meat diet, complete with charts and 

graphs, and to debunk vegetarian claims. We citizens can only watch 

the show and use our bullshit filters as best we can. 

My bullshit filter tells me that the health benefits of a vegetarian 

diet are probably real and probably substantial. The studies seem to 

line up in that direction.* Science provides one element of the truth 

filter. The second filter is that whenever I hear of a fifty-year-old guy 

having a heart attack, he’s almost always a barrel-shaped carnivore 

with a well-used barbecue. Granted, there aren’t enough vegetarians 

in the general public for me to fully trust my anecdotal observations, 

but my observations are consistent with the science, and sometimes 

that’s the best we can do. 

Bottom line, I eat a vegetarian diet (give or take a few fish per 

month), because I don’t digest meat well and I think there’s a good 

chance my mostly vegetarian diet is good for my health. But I don’t 

think the person who eats moderate amounts of chicken and seafood, 

with an occasional steak just for entertainment, is necessarily making 

a foolish choice. If a person who eats meat in moderation is generally 

fit and eats plenty of fruits and veggies too, I respect that approach. 

Everyone has a different risk-reward preference. 

The next question people ask is how vegetarians get enough pro- 

tein. The answer has two parts. Part one involves understanding that 

most adults get enough protein, at least in the United States.’ A veg- 

etarian doesn’t need to work too hard to get the minimum.!? Check 



200 | HOW TO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

that assertion against your bullshit filter by asking if you have ever 

heard of a vegetarian getting medical care for a protein deficiency. 

I’ve never heard of it. If vegetarians had no way to get enough protein, 

and it were a health risk, doctors would be all over it. A doctor might 

advise a vegetarian to eat more soy and nuts, but little more is needed. 

What your doctor will do when you confess your vegetarian ways 

is recommend supplements, including omega-3 fats and B,, and B, 

vitamins.!! Those are hard to get with a strict vegetarian diet, and 

studies show you need them. Your doctor might ask some questions 

about what you eat, to make sure it’s not all Wonder Bread and candy. 

But if you follow a sensible vegetarian diet, your doctor likely won’t 

recommend protein supplements. 

The second part of the vegetarian protein question is what foods 

are the best sources. My main protein sources are... 

Edamame (soy) 

Nuts 

Protein bars (whey protein) 

Pasta (whole wheat) 

Cheese 

Vegetables of all types 
+ ¢ & & F&F F&F & Protein shakes after working out 

The next question people ask is about the inconvenience of being a 

vegetarian. In truth, it’s plenty inconvenient, especially when the fam- 

ily eats meat or you get invited to dinner or you travel. Having been a 

meat eater for the first half of my life, I know how daunting it looks 

from the other side. Becoming a vegetarian looks like a lot of work 

and it looks socially awkward. But my experience is that once you 

take the plunge, your attitude about the inconvenience changes. The 

inconvenience never goes away, but there are always work-arounds, 

and as an adult, missing an occasional meal is more of a weight-loss 

Opportunity than a tragedy. You learn to see it that way. I never feel 

like a victim of my diet preferences. I always feel like the lucky guy 

who didn’t overeat at the party and who has the option of scarfing 

down a huge bucket of buttered popcorn later that evening without 

caloric guilt. It all works out. 

It’s easier for me to be a vegetarian in California than it would be, 
say, in the Midwest United States. I once stayed in a hotel in Kansas 
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City that had only two vegetarian choices on the entire room-service 
menu. I chose the french fries and the house salad. When room ser- 
vice arrived, the french fries were covered in beef gravy and the salad 
was covered in bacon bits. I don’t think I could live in that state. In 

California, and in most places that I visit, every restaurant has vege- 

tarian options. 

Once you start on a vegetarian diet, the inconvenience is more 

than paid for by the way your body feels after a meal and the holier- 

than-thou sensation that comes with doing something that looks hard 

to others. Bottom line, becoming a vegetarian looks a lot harder than 

it is. ’ve never once considered it a burden. 

Coffee 

If you don’t drink coffee, you should think about two to four cups a 

day. It can make you more alert, happier, and more productive. It 

might even make you live longer. Coffee can also make you more 

likely to exercise, and it contains beneficial antioxidants and other 

substances associated with decreased risk of stroke (especially in 

women), Parkinson’s disease, and dementia. Coffee is also associated 

with decreased risk of abnormal heart rhythms, type 2 diabetes, and 

certain cancers.’ 13 

Any one of those benefits of coffee would be persuasive, but cumu- 

latively they’re a no-brainer. 

An hour ago I considered doing some writing for this book, but I 

didn’t have the necessary energy or focus to sit down and start work- 

ing. I did, however, have enough energy to fix myself a cup of coffee. 

A few sips into it, I was happier to be working than I would have been 

doing whatever lazy thing was my alternative. Coffee literally makes 

me enjoy work. No willpower needed. 

Coffee also allows you to manage your energy levels so you have 

the most when you need it. My experience is that coffee drinkers have 

higher highs and lower lows, energywise, than non—coffee drinkers, 

but that trade-off works. I can guarantee that my best thinking goes 

into my job, while saving my dull-brain hours for household chores 

and other simple tasks. 

The biggest downside of coffee is that once you get addicted to caf- 

feine, you can get a “coffee headache” if you go too long without a 
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cup. Luckily, coffee is one of the most abundant beverages on earth, 

so you rarely have to worry about being without it. 

Coffee costs money, takes time, gives you coffee breath, and makes 

you pee too often. It can also make you jittery and nervous if you have 

too much. But if success is your dream and operating at peak mental 

performance is something you want, coffee is a good bet. I highly 

recommend it. In fact, I recommend it so strongly that I literally feel 

sorry-for anyone who hasn’t developed the habit. 

Pleasure Unit Hypothesis 

I don’t think it’s a coincidence that celebrities do a good job of staying 

thin. Obviously they have the free time and resources to do it right. 

And for them, fitness has an enormous financial upside. But I think 

celebrities have another ace in the hole too, because their lives are 

fabulous in general. The happier you are in one area of your life, the 

less effort you’ll put into searching for happiness elsewhere. And that 

can translate into caring less about the taste quality of your meal. 

For example, if I gave you a choice between eating your favorite 

food and watching a boring television show, you’d probably choose 

the tasty food. But if I gave you a choice between your favorite food 

and a trip to your dream destination that has everything you want 

except great food, you’d choose the dream destination. Eating right 

depends a great deal on your nonfood alternatives. If you get your 

entire life in order, it will be much easier to have an ideal weight. 

This is a circular problem, of course, because getting to a healthy 

weight is a big part of what can improve the quality of your career, 

health, and social life. You need to eat well to enjoy the rest of your 

life, and you need the rest of your life to be in good shape to more 

easily resist bad food choices. Everything is connected. That’s why I 

include diet and fitness in a book about success. If you get your health 

in order, success will come more easily. And if you get success without 

good health, you won’t enjoy it. 
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The Healthy Eating Summary 

The Simple, No-Willpower Diet System 

1. Pay attention to your energy level after eating certain foods. 

Find your pattern. 

2. Remove unhealthy, energy-draining food from your home. 

3. Stock up on convenient healthy food (e.g., apples, nuts, 

bananas) and let laziness be your copilot in eating right. 

4. Stop eating foods that create feelings of addiction: white rice, 

white potatoes, desserts, white bread, fried foods. 

5. Eat as much healthy food as you want, whenever you want. 

6. Get enough sleep, because tiredness creates the illusion of 

hunger. 

7. If your hunger is caused by tiredness, try healthy foods with 

fat, such as nuts, avocados, protein bars, and cheese, to 

suppress the hungry feeling. 

8. If you’re eating for social reasons only, choose the healthiest 

options with low calories. 

9. Learn how to season your healthy-yet-bland foods. 

In time you will lose your cravings for bad food without feeling a 

sacrifice. 

That’s a system for eating right over the long term. The surest way 

to identify those who won’t succeed at weight loss is that they tend to 

say things like “My goal is to lose ten pounds.” Weight targets often 

work in the short run. But if you need willpower to keep the weight 

off, you’re doomed in the long run. The only way to succeed in the 

long run is by using a system that bypasses your need for willpower. 



Fitness 

As a boy growing up in a small town, it wasn’t unusual for me to play 

four or five sports in a day, ride my bike for miles, go for a swim, and 

finish the evening doing gymnastics on the furniture. Playing sports 

and getting lots of exercise was a huge part of my life. It was hard to 

imagine a day without it. It was fun, so it all seemed easy. 

When I became an adult, life kept getting in the way of exercise. I 

found it hard to carve out the time for fitness and even harder to find 

a way to enjoy it. If I played a pickup soccer game in the park on a 

Sunday, I would be so bruised and sore that I wouldn’t feel good 

enough to exercise again until Thursday. When I tried to turn myself 

into a recreational runner, the rest of my brain and body had other 

plans. It turns out that running only works for me if I’m chasing some 

sort of ball or if something with fangs is chasing me. 

I tried tennis with some success, but finding a partner of equal abil- 

ity and matching schedules and finding available public courts were 

chores. I was lucky to play once a week. I certainly understand why 

so many adults let their fitness slide. Exercise is hard work in every 

imaginable sense. When you add marriage and kids to the mix, exer- 

cise can become completely impractical for many people. I get that. 

So considering all of life’s natural barriers to remaining fit, is there 

any system that can work? 

I think so. After a lifetime of trying nearly every exercise tip, trick, 

and fad and sometimes scientifically proven techniques, I have con- 

densed the entire field of fitness advice into one sentence: 

| 204 | 
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Be Active Every Day 

Allow me to acknowledge how spectacularly useless that sounds. I’m 
sure you already knew that being active is a good thing. You’re prob- 

ably thinking that a cartoonist has nothing to offer on the topic of 

fitness. I’ll be the first to admit that you might be right. But stick with 

me for a page or two and I might surprise you. I’m not a health and 

fitness expert by any stretch of the imagination, but I do have a car- 

toonist’s knack for simplification. And simplification might be just 

what you need. 

Simplification is often the difference between doing something you 

know you should do and putting it off. You don’t mind brushing your 

teeth because it’s simple. But you probably put off finding out why 

there’s a strange smell coming from the attic. That could get compli- 

cated. 

Simplification done right also helps connect the important parts of 

exercise, diet, career, finance, and social life. If any of those things 

becomes too complicated, it forces you to borrow time, willpower, 

and resources from something else you also care about. I won’t try 

too hard to sell you on the benefits of simplicity because you see them 

in your own life every day. 

If you are young and you don’t have crushing responsibilities, you 

probably have everything you need to exercise regularly. But after a 

certain age, life transforms exercise from one of your highest priori- 

ties to the thing you give up first when things get busy, and that can 

literally be a death trap. 

My challenge in this chapter is to convince you that if you get one 

simple thing right—being active every day—all of the other elements 

of fitness will come together naturally without the need to use up 

your limited supply of willpower. 

That last part is the key. In my experience, any form of exercise 

that requires willpower is unsustainable. To stay fit in the long run 

you need to limit your exercise to whatever level doesn’t feel like 

work, just as kids do. When you take willpower out of the equation 

and you achieve a solid baseline of daily physical activity, your natu- 

ral inclination will be to gradually increase your workout. You'll do it 

because you want to, and because it will feel easy, and because you 

know it will feel good. No willpower will be needed. 

If you walk two miles every day for a month and enjoy the leisurely 
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pace, your brain will automatically start to think that walking an 

extra mile might be even more fun or that running half the way and 

walking the rest might be interesting. That’s how you turn boredom 

into a tool. When you are active every day and your body feels good 

about it, it will become easier to increase your exercise level than it 

would be to stop it. Ask any dedicated runner, biker, or swimmer 

how they feel on the occasional off day. They don’t like it. That’s 

where you want to be. And the only way that happens is if you make 

fitness—of any kind—a daily habit. Once exercise becomes habitual, 

you won’t need willpower to keep going because your body and brain 

will simply prefer it to being a couch spud. And your natural inclina- 

tion for variety will drive you to do more stuff over time. 

You probably know someone who is a long-distance runner, put- 

ting in five to ten miles every day. If you’re not that fit yourself, you 

probably think those runners have extraordinary willpower. That’s 

probably more of an illusion than reality. Long-distance runners are 

people who are born with a certain genetic gift that allows them to 

feel good when running. No one needs willpower to do the things 

they enjoy. 

Most normal adults, including me, find running to be little more 

than the most cost-effective way to be bored and uncomfortable. A 

dozen times over the course of my life I have tried to force myself to 

enjoy running, or at least to do it anyway for the health benefits, and 

each time my willpower crapped out a few weeks into it. 

You wouldn’t flap your arms and try to fly just because you saw 

how well it worked for a bird. Likewise, I don’t recommend adopting 

an exercise plan just because people who have completely different 

bodies and brains seem to enjoy it. No matter how charismatic that 

exercise guru on your DVD sounds, don’t believe that someone else’s 

specific fitness plan will work for you. No one is like you. 

What you need is a natural and easy way to evolve into a fitness 

routine that works for your specific brain and body. And you want to 

do it all without drawing on your willpower. The starting point for 

that journey is nothing more than being physically active every day 

regardless of the specifics. 

I did an Amazon.com search on the key word “exercise” and got 

125,508 book suggestions. I’m not trying to be the 125,509th varia- 

tion on largely familiar material. I haven’t read many of those books, 

but I assume most of them require you to use a degree of willpower. 
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That’s a losing strategy no matter how you dress it up and no matter 
how inspirational the author may be. In the long run, any system that 
depends on your willpower will fail. Or worse, some other part of 
your life will suffer as you focus your limited stockpile of willpower 
on fitness. 

The approach to fitness that I prefer differs from the norm both in 

its simplicity and in that it doesn’t require willpower at any stage. In 

fact, if you follow the system of being active every day, you’ll feel 

more energetic, and that may help you avoid drawing down your lim- 

ited supply of willpower. 

I use the word “active” in an intentionally ambiguous way. That’s 

what makes the rule a system and not a goal. As you know, goals are 

for losers. If the rule were “Run ten miles every day,” that would be a 

goal. And it would probably set you up for failure, since most people 

can’t do something specific every day. But almost everyone can be ac- 

tive in some way every day. That could mean anything from playing 

basketball to cleaning the garage to taking a walk. Under my system, 

any physical exertion counts, and none is better than the other. I’ll 

explain in this chapter how all paths can lead to optimal fitness if you 

follow a few simple rules for manipulating your willpower. 

The most important and powerful part of the “Be active every 

day” system is the “every day” part. Everything springs naturally 

from that. And if you have trouble fitting exercise into your busy 

schedule, as most adults do, I’ll give you some suggested fixes for 

that too. 

Fitness is a simple thing made absurdly complicated by market 

forces. If you want to make money as a fitness expert or by selling 

fitness products, you have to make a novel claim about the value of 

your product or service. Each new idea is layered on to the old ideas 

until the entire field is so complicated it becomes intimidating. 

How often should you work out? What should you eat before and 

after working out, and should you have a different diet for cardio 

workouts versus lifting weights? How much should you customize 

your workouts for your age, gender, and condition? Will this abdom- 

inal exercise hurt your back or help it? How much rest should you get 

between days of weight lifting? Is long-distance running enough of a 

benefit to your overall health to justify the pounding on your knees? 

The questions and complexity are literally endless. Here are a few of 

the exercise “musts” you hear all the time. 
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1. Do thirty minutes of aerobic exercise daily. 

2Stretch. 

37-Hydrate. 

4. Eat protein within thirty minutes of strength training. 

5. Carb load the night before a big exercise day. 

6. Do resistance/weight training every other day. 

7. Do three sets of ten to fifteen reps. 

8. Get lots of rest. 

9. Vary your workout to create “muscle confusion.” 

10. Use proper form for lifting. 

That’s just a partial list. The only people who can do all of that 

right are serious athletes, personal trainers, the unemployed, and the 

socially unpopular. For everyone else, it’s simply not practical. 

For married people, an excellent way to fail at exercise starts 

like this: 

you: “Hey, honey, would you like to take a walk with me in an 

hour?” 

YOUR SPOUSE: “It depends. Maybe.” 

(And then life gets in the way) 

Here’s another way to fail. 

YOU: “I’m. going to the gym at two.” 

YOUR SPOUSE: “But that’s exactly when Timmy needs to be 

taken to his birthday party.” 

And another... 

you: “Chris asked me to play tennis at seven.” 

YOUR SPOUSE: “I was hoping to see a movie with you then, but 

if you like Chris more than you like me, fine.” 

By the way, if you assumed “spouse” means “wife” in those ex- 

amples, you’re a sexist jerk. It works both ways. As soon as you try to 

satisfy two schedules instead of one, all of your optional activities, 

such as exercise, get pushed to the “later” bin. So what’s the fix? 
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There are three practical ways to schedule exercise in a marriage or 
marriagelike situation: 

1. Join an organized team. 

2. Always exercise at the same time every day. 

3. Exercise together (if you both really mean it). 

When my wife, Shelly, tells me she has a tennis-league match 

scheduled on a Thursday night, it never makes me feel abandoned. 

For starters, I always have advance notice and I can make my own 

plans, which is great. But even more important, I know Shelly didn’t 

pick the specific date and time of the match. The fact that the game is 

scheduled by some unknown third party makes it okay with me be- 

cause I know that Shelly didn’t make a conscious choice to be away at 

that specific time. Sure, sure, on some level it’s the same thing because 

Shelly knew in advance that matches would be on Thursday nights, 

and she chose to join the team. But it feels different. And that’s what 

matters. Whenever you can, join a team sport that has a set schedule. 

Your spouse will still be inconvenienced, but it won’t feel personal. 

If team sports aren’t your thing, the next-best solution is to sched- 

ule your exercise for the same time every day. Shelly can tell you 

where I will be on any given Tuesday at 12:40 p.m. I will be at the 

gym, just finishing my resistance training and heading for some 

stretching before cardio. Shelly finds my regular exercise schedule in- 

convenient at times, but it doesn’t feel personal because. it’s my sys- 

tem. I don’t decide to be unavailable for a romantic lunch with my 

wife; I simply have an exercise system. On some level it’s exactly the 

same, but it sure feels different. And that’s the beauty. 

I exercise at lunchtime because mornings are better for my creative 

work and afternoons are unpredictable in terms of work and family 

time. Other successful exercisers get up long before the sun to do their 

workouts. Still others go straight from work to the gym. In each case 

the key is to have a predictable system. The method that never suc- 

ceeds is exercising whenever you have some spare time. If you’re like 

most adults, you haven’t seen spare time in years. 
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Motivation to Exercise 

My system for staying in the mood to be active every day has several 

parts. I already explained the importance of diet in keeping your en- 

ergy up. After that, the most important rule is that you should never 

exercise so much in one day that you won’t feel like being active the 

next day. To put that another way, the right amount of exercise today 

is whatever amount makes me look forward to being active tomorrow. 

My old exercise system involved working out so hard that I could 

barely move the next day. No pain, no gain, or so I thought. I figured 

the harder I pushed myself, the better. But pushing takes willpower, 

and if I use up my willpower at the gym, I can barely drive past the 

doughnut shop without being sucked in. 

And soreness is like a penalty for exercising. Humans aren’t that 

different from dogs: If you give me a penalty every time I do some- 

thing, eventually I’ll find a reason to stop doing it. And that reason 

will be something along the lines of “too busy.” 

What you want is for your daily exercise to give you a reward every 

time. Light exercise does just that; it reduces your stress and boosts 

your energy. Over time, as you become fitter, you will naturally in- 

crease your exercise level, but by then your body will be equipped to 

handle it. 

If you want to make a habit of something, the worst thing you can 

do is pick and choose which days of the week you do it and which 

ones you don’t. Exercise becomes a habit when you do it every day 

without fail. Taking rest days between exercise days breaks up the 

pattern that creates habits. It also makes it too easy to say today is one 

of your nonexercise days, and maybe tomorrow too. 
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Reward 

I find it important to reward myself after exercise with a healthy 
snack that I enjoy, some downtime that involves reading interesting 

articles on my phone, or a nice cup of coffee. By putting those plea- 

sures at the immediate end of my exercise, I develop a strong associa- 

tion between the exercise and the good feelings. It forms a habit. 

As I’ve mentioned, but it is worth repeating, a big part of my exer- 

cise motivation is coffee. Coffee boosts athletic performance,! but 

more important, it makes you willing to put in the effort. If you’re not 

exercising every day and you don’t drink coffee, maybe you should 

give it a try. I can’t tell you how many times I ruled out exercise be- 

cause I was too tired, only to completely change my mind after a cup 

of coffee. 

I also find that ibuprofen (found in Advil and other brands) is a 

huge help in reducing my soreness on those days I overdo it. If I take 

the ibuprofen on the day I’m stiff, I have a good chance of being will- 

ing to exercise the next day. Without the ibuprofen I feel like the Tin 

Man in The Wizard of Oz and all I want is my oilcan. I can’t recom- 

mend ibuprofen for you because I’m not a doctor and it comes with 

some risks if you overdo it. Ask your doctor. 

So how do you exercise on those days when all you want to do is 

sit on the couch, eat ice cream, and feel bad? Can you jump-start your 

body when one part of your brain knows that exercise is a good idea 

but another part of your brain is using its veto power? 

The trick I have found to work best takes advantage of certain cues 

in your life, or “keys” as hypnotists like to call them. For example, if 

you were bitten by a German shepherd as a child, every time you see 

that type of dog you might get a little burst of fear. That’s a cue, or a 

key. Your life is full of these little cues and keys that can control your 

attitude. The trick is manipulating your own cues in a way that pro- 

grams your mind. 

Here’s what I do when I know I should exercise but I feel too tired 

and droopy to imagine doing a vigorous workout. Instead of doing 

what I feel I can’t do, I do what I can do—which is put on my exercise 

clothes and lace my sneakers. (You might call them tennis shoes or 

running shoes where you live.) Central to my method is that I grant 

myself 100 percent permission to not exercise, even after getting 

suited up for it. This is important because I know I won’t take the first 



212 | HOWTO FAIL AT ALMOST EVERYTHING AND STILL WIN BIG 

step of donning my exercise clothes if I feel it will commit me to some- 

thing that just seems impossible in my current frame of mind. 

But once the sneakers and shorts are on, a funny thing happens, 

and it happens quickly. The physical feeling I get from my exercise 

clothes triggers the going-to-the-gym subroutine in my brain, and my 

energy kicks up a notch. It’s like Pavlov’s salivating dogs. The exercise 

clothes cause me to think positive things about exercising, and that 

boosts my energy. 

Suddenly the idea of exercising seems possible, if not desirable. 

There’s one more step, and this too requires granting myself permis- 

sion to back out at any time. I drive to my local gym, walk in, look 

around, and see how I feel. About 95 percent of the time this set of 

cues will put me in a sufficiently energetic mood to go ahead and ex- 

ercise, and that in turn boosts my mood. But sometimes—and this 

happened perhaps five times this year, which is typical—I get to the 

gym, look around, turn, and leave. As I drive home Iam not thinking 

I failed. In fact, I feel exactly the opposite. Failure is for people who 

have goals. If my goal is to exercise, leaving the gym without breaking 

a sweat looks and feels like failure. But what I have is not a goal; it is 

a system. And the system allows leakage. It is designed that way. As I 

drive home from the gym, a seemingly wasted trip, I never feel de- 

feated. Instead, I feel I am using a system that I know works overall. 

I win if I exercise, and I win (albeit less) if I use my system and decide 

not to. Either way, my attitude improves. And at least I get out of the 

house and clear my head. It’s all good. 

Don’t be concerned about how much or how little you exercised on 

a given day. All that matters in the long run is that you made exercise 

a daily habit. Studies indicate that moderate levels of exercise are ac- 

tually the best for longevity.” 

Over time you'll naturally gravitate toward adding the variety and 

challenge that your body can handle. 

Hair-Care Death Spiral 

In 2011 the U.S. surgeon general, Dr. Regina M. Benjamin, made 

headlines by saying too many women were skipping exercise because 

of hair-related issues. In her view this qualified as an important health 
issue. The New York Times quoted Benjamin as saying, “Often times 
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you get women saying, ‘I can’t exercise today because I don’t want to 
sweat my hair back or get my hair wet.’ When you’re starting to exer- 

cise, you look for reasons not to, and sometimes the hair is one of 

those reasons.”> 

Dr. Benjamin’s observations match my own, and yours too, I would 

imagine. I don’t think I need to explain why putting your hair above 

your health is a loser strategy in the long run. 

If you’re a woman caught in the hair-care death spiral, nothing I’ve 

said in this book will be much help unless you escape. Allow me to 

offer a possible solution. 

I’m going to start with the assumption that there are three main 

reasons women want great-looking hair: (1) to attract sexual part- 

ners, (2) to improve career potential, and (3) to feel good about them- 

selves. Everyone is different, but those three causes probably cover 85 

percent of the reasons. 

The first two reasons (sexual partners and career options) are 

about influencing how others view you. And I would argue that feeling 

good about yourself has meaning only because you know you are influ- 

encing others to feel the same way. So really, hair care is about influenc- 

ing how other people feel about you. We’re all social animals, so there’s 

nothing wrong with that. The world works only when we care how 

other people think. 

On the topic of women’s hair I can speak only from a heterosexual 

man’s perspective. I encourage you to check with the men in your life 

for confirmation. My best guess is that what I say next is as near a 

universal opinion as men can have: 

We Prefer You Healthy 

I’ve never known a man who would prefer an unhealthy-looking 

woman with movie-star hair over a fit woman with a ponytail. And if 

I ever do meet that guy, I’ll try to avoid him because he sounds like a 

creep. 
A hiring manager will always have a subconscious bias for the 

healthier-looking applicant, male or female. Humans evolved to have 

favorable opinions about anyone who looks healthy because it’s a 

marker for good reproductive odds. That’s why society needs laws 

that limit discrimination against the differently abled. If your main 
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reason for spending time on your hair is to feel good about yourself, 

a healthy body will always trump a good hairdo. 

I won’t pretend to understand the minds of women when it comes 

to hair. And every woman is different. Some women are three differ- 

ent people before lunchtime. But I can tell you with certainty that 

men prefer you to be in good health, even if it means we miss the best 

of your hair potential. 

I would imagine it is very hard to break a hair-care routine that has 

been part of your life for years. But it might help to think of things in 

a different way. If you skip exercise because of your hair, remind 

yourself during those many hours of brushing, curling, straightening, 

and drying that the long-term payoff for your efforts is to become less 

attractive, less employable, and less healthy. When you change how 

you think, it eventually changes how you behave. 

Having great hair is a short-term goal. Fitness is a system. Systems 

are for winners. 

a e 



Voice Update 2 

Three years had passed since I lost my voice. It was getting hard to 

imagine it could ever be fixed. Outwardly my life looked to be on 

track. Dilbert was running in over two thousand newspapers in sixty- 

five countries. I’d married Shelly and we’d started building a home. 

Externally things were great, but on the inside I was badly damaged. 

My optimism was getting its ass kicked twenty-four hours a day, but 

somehow it still had a pulse. 

The simplest things in life were a terror. Every time the phone rang, 

my heart sank. Every time someone asked a question, I died a little on 

the inside. Emotionally it was confusing. Half of my life was great, 

while half was darkly broken. I continued doing my affirmation, “I, 

Scott, will speak perfectly,” but I was running out of potential reme- 

dies to try. My future looked bleak. 

One day a Google Alert showed up in my e-mail in-box that looked 

promising. A doctor in Japan was reporting success treating spas- 

modic dysphonia with a surgical procedure on the neck. I was willing 

to fly to Japan if necessary. I would have swum there if I had to. By 

now I had experienced so many disappointments in my search for a 

cure that Shelly couldn’t muster much enthusiasm for my new long- 

shot hope. I know she didn’t enjoy seeing me get my hopes up, and 

hers as well, just to be thrown against the rocks time and time again. 

Following protocol, I took the news of this new operation to my 

regular doctor, Dr. Smith, who referred me to my ear-nose-throat 

doctor, Dr. Cornelius Jansen III. Dr. Jansen hadn’t yet heard of this 
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new surgery, and he was concerned that the reports of success might 

be exaggerated. He explained that some reports of medical break- 

throughs are more credible than others and I shouldn’t assume that 

this report was accurate. I wasn’t surprised. Realistically, how likely 

is it that you can fix a brain abnormality by rigging up some sort of 

work-around in the neck? It sounded iffy even to me. 

But in the interest of exploring every option, Dr. Jansen recom- 

mended I speak to one of the top professionals in the field, Dr. Ed- 

ward Damrose of the otolaryngology department of the Stanford 

School of Medicine. Dr. Damrose was familiar with the reports com- 

ing from Japan, but he suggested I contact a doctor closer to home 

who was pioneering a different type of surgery for spasmodic dyspho- 

nia. He referred me to Dr. Gerald Berke at the UCLA Medical Center. 

I got off the phone with Dr. Damrose feeling puzzled. How could 

there be a surgical fix for this condition that I hadn’t heard about 

until now? How could this be true if there was no mention of it on the 

Internet on the sites that are dedicated specifically to this question? 

The only explanation I could imagine was that this would be another 

false lead and another dead end. But my system was to follow all 

leads, no matter how ridiculous or unlikely. 

I made an appointment with Dr. Berke for an initial visit and flew 

from my home near San Francisco to Los Angeles*to meet with him. 

Dr. Berke is an interesting character: brilliant, confident, and a little 

bit mysterious. A small herd of doctors from other practices followed 

him from room to room to learn his ways. Dr. Berke and his tagalong 

doctors examined me and confirmed the diagnosis of spasmodic dys- 

phonia. Then he explained that he had been perfecting a surgery for 

this condition over the past several years, with about an 85 percent 

success rate, which in this context meant the patient had a better 

voice after surgery than before—not a perfect voice but substantially 

improved. Unfortunately, some people got worse after surgery, losing 

what little was left of their voices. But Dr. Berke had a good idea why 

some patients were less successful, and he was refining his technique 

to account for it. 

But here’s the interesting part. Dr. Berke’s surgery involved open- 

ing the front of the neck, cutting the nerves that lead from the brain 

to the vocal cords, and building a new path using nerves borrowed 

from elsewhere in the neck. Once the rewiring was done, the patient 

waited three and a half months until the new nerve pathways regener- 
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ated and the voice came back. Until then, the brain and the vocal 

cords wouldn’t be connected. There were no follow-up visits to the 

doctor. It either worked or it didn’t. 

Does that sound like the way you fix a brain abnormality? It didn’t 

sound like a logical solution to me. So I asked for a list of past patients 

as references. I was hopeful but skeptical. The operation didn’t make 

sense to me, and I was still scratching my head as to why none of this 

had appeared on the Internet yet. 

I e-mailed some of Dr. Berke’s patients and set up times to speak 

with them—if you can call it that—by phone. This was the one group 

of folks I could speak to confidently on the phone because they were 

skilled at deciphering my broken, raspy attempts at words, and they 

also understood that the call was mostly about their doing the talking. 

And talk they did. Perfectly. Not one of them had a hitch or a 

hesitation in their words. There was no hoarseness or clipped sylla- 

bles. Each described the recovery from the operation as unpleasant 

because they choked nearly every time they tried to eat or drink for 

quite some time, but they were unanimous in saying it was worth it. 

Obviously I was talking only to the lucky people who’d had the 

best results, but I was feeling good about this possibility. Still, I 

needed to satisfy my curiosity about one thing: I asked Dr. Berke how 

he’d figured out that nerve surgery in the neck could fix a brain ab- 

normality. What evidence had he seen that others had not? 

His answer fascinated me. I suppose it explains why doctors follow 

him around. I’m paraphrasing, but Dr. Berke explained that it was an 

inspiration that somehow emerged from the sum of his knowledge 

about necks and throats and voices and nerves and all the rest. He 

didn’t call it genius, but if this surgery worked, no other description 

would fit quite as well. 

If I decided to do the surgery, there was something on the order of 

a 15 percent chance my voice would not improve, and in that scenario 

the surgery itself might eliminate the chance that I could benefit from 

some future treatment. It was a one-way trip to a destination un- 

known. 

I scheduled the surgery. 



Luck 

Let’s talk about the elephant in the room when it comes to any dis- 

cussion of success: luck. 

My worldview is that all success is luck if you track it back to its 

source. Steve Jobs needed to both be born with Steve Jobs’s DNA and 

meet a fellow named Steve Wozniak. If Bill Gates had been born 

where I was born, he would have been shooting woodchucks on 

weekends to help the local dairy farmers instead of learning to pro- 

gram computers. Warren Buffett makes a similar observation about 

his own skills, saying, in effect, that if he had been born in an earlier 

time, his natural talents wouldn’t have matched the opportunities. 

My worldview is that every element of your personality, from your 

perseverance to your risk tolerance to your ambition to your intelli- 

gence, is a product of pure chance. You needed the genes you were 

born with and the exact experiences of your life to create the person 

you are with the opportunities you have. Every decision you make is 

a simple math product of those variables. 

What good is a book that discusses success if success is entirely 

luck? That’s a perfectly reasonable thing to wonder. And it matters 

because if you believe all success is based on luck, you’re not likely to 

try as hard as if you believe success comes from hard work. No mat- 

ter what genes and circumstances you have, history tells us you still 

need to work hard to pull it off. Does a belief in pure luck work 

against you? 

It can, but it doesn’t need to. 

| 218 | 



LUCK | 219 

This book has just become part of your experience. If I did my job 

right, some parts of it will repeat in your head and be reinforced by 

your own observations. As with any experience, you can’t help but be 

changed by a book, if only a trivial amount. But everyone is different. 

One book can have a profound effect on one person and a tiny impact 

on another. 

In the coming year, assuming you’ve made it through this entire 

book, notice how many times you are reminded of something I wrote. 

Is there a time you don’t feel like exercising but you remember my 

trick of putting on your exercise clothes anyway? Do you steer clear 

of simple carbs for lunch because you’ve noticed they make you sleepy 

during the day? Are you looking for ways to turn your failures into 

something good? 

You wouldn’t buy a book if it didn’t have the potential to change 

you in some way, even if that change is just entertainment or an in- 

crease in your knowledge. Books change us automatically, just as any 

experience does. And if a book helps you see the world in a more use- 

ful way or amps up your energy level, it becomes part of the fabric of 

your personal luck. 

You're a different person now than you were when you started this 

book, literally. Some of your cells have died and been replaced. Your 

body has matured, even if only by a few hours. And your brain has 

modified its internal structure based on its chemistry and all of your 

outside influences, including what you’ve read. If anything in this 

book sticks in your mind, it will probably get reinforced over time. 

You're a new person now. 

You don’t need to do anything as a result of reading this book. 

You’ve already changed. And if I’ve done my job right, you’ve changed 

in a way that will someday make people say you were lucky. 



(an, 

CalendarTree Start-up 

At the same time I was creating Dilbert comics and writing this 

book, I was working with partners on a start-up called Calendar- 

Tree.com. It’s a Web site that helps you create a list of upcoming 

events and share a link so members of your team or group can add 

the events to their calendars with a few keystrokes. Our main selling 

point is that CalendarTree works across Google’s, Microsoft Out- 

look’s, and Apple’s calendars. If your family is juggling a lot of team/ 

sport/activity/work schedules from different sources, CalendarTree 

can be a huge help. 

At the time of this writing, the beta version is being readied for 

launch. I have no idea how successful the company will be because 

luck will surely play a big role. But the project serves as a good frame- 

work for showcasing the difference between systems and goals. 

For starters, my life requires a lot of mental energy. Today I will 

write two comics, a blog post, and a chapter of this book. I will work 

through some complicated real-estate and trust issues, finish some 

legal work for the start-up, do some quality testing, and still make 

time for family. The key to my doing that many things is that I eat 

right, exercise daily, and have lots of control over my schedule, which 

allows me to match my tasks with my mental state. Later today, when 

I’m mentally spent, P’ll do a few hours of mindless drawing for the 

comics I already roughed out. So the first part of my system involves 

managing my mental and physical states so I can do more things with 

the right kind of energy. 
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Another big part of my system involves generating lots of opportu- 

nities for luck to find me and taking the sort of risks that will allow 

me to come out ahead even if the project fails. CalendarTree fits that 

model perfectly. No matter how well the business actually does, I will 

come out of it with a detailed understanding of the start-up process, 

a new network of highly capable contacts, a wealth of new knowledge 

in half a dozen areas, and about seventy-five new jokes for Dilbert. 

No one can predict how a start-up will go after launch. The only 

thing I know for sure is that my partners and I plan to come out 

ahead. Every time we add new skills and broaden our network of 

contacts, our market value increases. 



Voice Update 3 

The nurses rolled me into the operating room on a gurney. I was al- 

ready drugged up with stress-reducing medicines that were working 

wonders. I couldn’t have been happier as the anesthesiologist asked 

me to count backward from a hundred. I made it to ninety-eight. It 

felt like dying happy. 

The recovery period was wretched. I choked on nearly everything 

I tried to swallow, and that situation lasted months. I could whisper 

because that doesn’t involve the vocal cords. But my vocal cords 

might have been on the moon as far as my brain was concerned. They 

weren’t talking to each other. 

Luckily, cartooning doesn’t require speaking. I was back to work 

in a few days, once the brain fog of surgery lifted. And I waited. Dr. 

Berke told me that nerves regenerate at a very predictable rate. In 

three and a half months, if the surgery worked, the nerves would 

make their first full connection between my brain and my vocal cords. 

And after that, it might take a year to speak in a truly normal way. 

And that was only if the surgery worked. 

I often tried to speak during those months, just to see what would 

happen. But indeed, my brain was no longer communicating with my 

vocal cords. It was an odd feeling. So I whispered when I was at 

home, wrote notes when I was in noisy environments, choked on ev- 

erything that went down my throat, and waited. I also repeated my 

affirmations in my head, if for no other reason than to prop up my 

optimism: I, Scott Adams, will speak perfectly. 
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Three and a half months after the surgery, almost to the day, Shelly 
stood in our living room and stared at me with disbelief. She said, 

“You just... talked.” And indeed I had. It wasn’t much of a voice. It 

was weak and breathy and I couldn’t sustain it beyond a few words at 

a time. But right on schedule, my brain and my vocal cords were be- 

coming reacquainted. It wasn’t success. It was just a start. I had 

months to go before knowing if the surgery had worked in any mean- 

ingful way. And I was worlds away from fulfilling my affirmation of 

speaking “perfectly.” But it was something. It was a lot. I cried. 

In the months that followed, my voice steadily improved. The 

dropping of syllables that defines spasmodic dysphonia was 100 per- 

cent gone, but my voice was weak, uneven, and sometimes hoarse. 

Luckily, these were more fixable problems, given time and practice. 

And by that point I was quite knowledgeable about proper voice tech- 

nique, thanks to my many hours of voice therapy while I was search- 

ing for a cure. 

Interestingly, my brain was no longer practiced in vocal fluency. 

Long after my vocal cords were functioning normally, I had trouble 

forming coherent sentences. Speaking fluently in full sentences was 

something I hadn’t done for nearly four years. But over time, my flu- 

ency returned too. 

Today, several years after the surgery, I can’t say I’ve achieved my 

affirmation of speaking “perfectly,” if such a thing even exists. I had 

a weak and nasally voice before I ever got spasmodic dysphonia, so 

after surgery that seemed like the realistic upper limit for my recov- 

ery. And for most of my life people couldn’t hear me over crowd noise 

because my tone seemed to blend exactly with the background. For 

me, getting back to normal meant getting back to a crappy voice. 

That would have felt like success. 

To my surprise, that’s not exactly what happened. Thanks largely 

to all of my voice training before the operation, and what Dr. Berke 

hypothesized might have been a “latent spasmodic dysphonia” all my 

life, I ended up with a far more functional voice than ever before. I 

have no problem projecting in noisy environments, and since much of 

life is noisy, that is a big, big improvement. 

I still get a bit hoarse after exercise. And I’ll never have a radio-quality 

voice. So aesthetically my voice remains less than ideal. But functionally, 

my voice is indeed perfect. I have escaped from my prison cell of silence. 

And life has never been more enjoyable or more satisfying. 
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But there’s one more thing I need to do, if you recall, or perhaps a 

few more things. I wasn’t planning a simple escape from my voice 

prison. I promised myself that if I escaped, I would free the other in- 

mates, kill the warden, and burn down the prison. That was one of 

my big motivations for this book. I wrote it, in part, for some poor 

soul in the middle of nowhere who has lost his voice to spasmodic 

dysphonia, and with it all enjoyment of life. It’s also for anyone who 

has an unsolvable problem, healthwise or otherwise. If you think your 

odds of solving your problem are bad, don’t rule out the possibility that 

what is really happening is that you are bad at estimating odds. 



A Final Note About Affirmations 

| know from experience that readers of this book will be dispropor- 

tionally interested in my stories about affirmations. I’m sure I will be 

proclaimed a witch or a moron or both. So let me answer those in- 

evitable objections in advance. 

When I speak of affirmations these days, I try to say as clearly as 

possible that they appear to have a beneficial value. The reality is that 

if affirmations somehow steered the universe like magic, science prob- 

ably would have discovered that force by now. I don’t foresee the day 

when affirmations get scientific backing, at least not in the sense of 

testing for the existence of magic or psychic powers. 

I think we can all agree that affirmations are a phenomenon of 

the mind and belong in the domain of psychology and perception. 

Viewed in that light, one can imagine that doing affirmations might 

have a predictable impact on the brain, perhaps in terms of focus or 

motivation or any number of chemical reactions. Those reactions 

would, one assumes, be either beneficial or harmful to the pursuit 

of success. So in one sense, affirmations are no more special than 

any form of positive thinking, prayers, visualization, chanting, or 

the like. 

That said, I can tell you that in my case affirmations appear to 

have more power than one might expect from positive thinking. The 

illusion is that the world itself is changing to satisfy the affirmations. 

Allow me to offer some explanations of why affirmations appear to 

be influencing more than just the person doing them. 
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The most obvious explanation for the apparent power of affirma- 

tions is selective memory. There is plenty of science to support the 

idea that we humans tend to remember the things we want to remem- 

ber and forget the things we’d rather forget. With affirmations, one 

might expect to remember the coincidental good luck and forget the 

bad luck. The result of that selective remembering gives us the incor- 

rect impression that affirmations work more often than you might 

reasonably expect from chance alone. 

Another perfectly good explanation of the apparent power of af- 

firmations is that people who report success with it are liars, with no 

more credibility than the people who report being abducted by aliens. 

In my case, I know I didn’t lie about my experiences, but you have no 

way to be sure I’m telling the truth. 

False memory is another possible explanation for why affirmations 

appear to work. Perhaps we remember victories that weren’t so amaz- 

ing in reality, or we remember normal events as being huge coinci- 

dences. False memories are so common that you’ve certainly 

experienced them. For example, you might remember a childhood 

event in some detail and learn later that it happened to your sibling, 

not you. Humans form false memories quite easily, so that has to be 

one potential explanation of why affirmations appear to work. 

Another possible reason that affirmations appear to work is that 

optimists. tend to notice opportunities that pessimists miss.! A person 

who diligently writes affirmations day after day is the very definition of 

an optimist, even if only by actions. Any form of positive thinking, 

prayer, or the like, would presumably put a person in a more optimistic 

mind-set. And because optimists have been shown in studies to notice 

more opportunities than pessimists, the result can look like luck. 

Studies show that you need not be a natural-born optimist to get 

the benefits of better perception.” You can train yourself to act like an 

optimist—and writing affirmations is probably good training—so 

that you get the same benefits as natural optimists when it comes to 

noticing opportunities. 

Whether you are a born optimist or you become one through af- 

firmations, prayer, or positive thinking, you end up with several ad- 

vantages that make it easier for luck to find you. Optimists notice 

more opportunities, have more energy because of their imagined fu- 
ture successes, and take more risks. Optimists make themselves an 
easy target for luck to find them. 
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Another explanation for the apparent power of affirmations might 
be that we have the causation wrong. Perhaps only the people who 
know, deep down, that they have the right stuff to succeed will even 
bother doing affirmations. In my case it means that somewhere in my 
mind, before I had written my first book, my subconscious somehow 
knew I had the talent to write a proper book despite having no rele- 
vant writing experience or training. That explanation sounds reason- 

able to me, but it still means affirmations are useful, just in a different 

way than you might imagine. Under this explanation of the power of 

affirmations, they act as a sort of message from your subconscious to 

your rational mind telling you that you have the right stuff, even if 

your common sense argues otherwise. This would be useful for peo- 

ple who have real talent but don’t believe in it; surely there are a lot of 

people in that camp. 

Another possible explanation for the apparent power of affirma- 

tions is that our tiny human brains have not evolved to the point 

where they can give us an accurate impression of our reality. Instead, 

our little brains create illusions that have survival benefits and some 

sort of internal consistency, nothing more. 

We know the brain creates illusions because there are so many 

competing religions in the world. Assuming you picked the right reli- 

gion, all of those other poor souls are living in a deep illusion. Your 

neighbor might think he remembers his previous life, while you think 

you saw God during your heart bypass surgery. You can’t both be 

right. But you could both be wrong, and both of you might be expe- 

riencing delusions of reality that somehow don’t kill you. 

The point is that affirmations might have a perfectly sensible scien- 

tific explanation that involves anything from multiple universes to 

quantum strangeness or anything else that baffles our tiny brains and 

causes us to invent delusions to compensate for our feelings of uncer- 

tainty. To put it in simpler terms, affirmations might work for per- 

fectly logical reasons our brains aren’t equipped to understand. 

If you’ve read my blog, you know I’m fascinated by the possibility 

that we humans are nothing but holograms living in a computer sim- 

ulation. It sounds ludicrous when you first hear the idea, but the math 

is oddly compelling. Consider what we humans would do a thousand 

years from now if we knew an asteroid was heading our way and 

there was no escape. I think we’d upload our personalities to comput- 

ers, perhaps with our DNA information as part of the code, and 
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launch the computers into space so our culture, memories, and minds 

could live forever. Now for the math: If you pick any point in time, 

there will be infinitely more time transpiring after that time than be- 

fore, assuming the big bang marks the start of time. So if you believe 

humans will someday be on the brink of extinction for any reason, 

there is a vastly greater chance we are already the simulations left 

behind. 

Some have argued that the universe is too young for the hologram 

scenario to have played out. But if we are holograms, the age of the 

universe as we perceive it is nothing but a variable from the program- 

mer. The real age could be trillions of years. 

It’s a fun thought experiment, but I know you don’t buy into it. I 

only include it for completeness. If we are indeed nothing but 

computer-generated entities, affirmations could be nothing more than 

an unremarkable bit of programming code. 

I'll reiterate that I have no objective information to suggest that 

affirmations worked for me or that they might work for you. And 

please don’t e-mail me to ask for the detailed instructions on affirma- 

tions so you can do it “right.” I’ve gotten hundreds of those e-mails 

already, and I always say some version of “I dunno.” But for what it 

is worth, I don’t think affirmations are sensitive to exactly how many 

times you write them, whether you use a keyboard or a pen, whether 

you throw away the paper you wrote on, how many weeks you do 

them for, or any other detail. I can’t imagine the process of affirma- 

tions—if it works at all—is sensitive to the little details. I think a deep 

and consistent focus on what you want is all that is required. But 

that’s just my gut feeling. 

You might see an inconsistency between affirmations and the 

theme of this book, specifically the parts where I say goals are for los- 

ers and systems are for winners. Affirmations look a lot like focusing 

on goals. But I would argue that doing affirmations is a system that 

helps you focus, boosts your optimism and energy, and perhaps vali- 

dates the talent and drive that your subconscious always knew you 

had. If you plan to try affirmations, I recommend keeping your objec- 

tives broad enough to allow some luck. It’s probably better to affirm 

future wealth than to try to win a specific lottery. 

Humans will always think in terms of goals. Our brains are wired 

that way. But goals make sense only if you also have a system that 

moves you in the right direction. 
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So what do I believe about affirmations? 

I believe I tried affirmations on a number of occasions and the re- 

sults that I remember—or think I remember—appear to be borderline 

miraculous. To me, affirmations are an ongoing mystery. All I know 

for sure is that I’ve never heard of anyone being harmed, emotionally 

or otherwise, by affirmations. I tried affirmations out of curiosity, 

and because they were free. I didn’t need a better reason. 

Now you know what I know. 



Summary 

I’ve covered a lot of topics in this book, and I thought it would be 

helpful to provide a summary to wrap it all up. Keep in mind that if 

you skipped to the end of the book to read this section, it will seem 

extraordinarily unpersuasive out of context. 

The model for success I described here looks roughly like this: Fo- 

cus on your diet first and get that right so you have enough energy to 

want to exercise. Exercise will further improve your energy, and that 

in turn will make you more productive, more creative, more positive, 

more socially desirable, and more able to handle life’s little bumps. 

Once you optimize your personal energy, all you need for success 

is luck. You can’t directly control luck, but you can move from strate- 

gies with bad odds to strategies with good odds. For example, learn- 

ing multiple skills makes your odds of success dramatically higher 

than learning one skill. If you learn to control your ego, you can pick 

strategies that scare off the people who fear embarrassment, thus al- 

lowing you to compete against a smaller field. And if you stay in the 

game long enough, luck has a better chance of finding you. Avoid 

career traps such as pursuing jobs that require you to sell your limited 

supply of time while preparing you for nothing better. 

Happiness is the only useful goal in life. Unless you are a socio- 

path, your own happiness will depend on being good to others. And 

happiness tends to happen naturally whenever you have good health, 

resources, and a flexible schedule. Get your health right first, acquire 
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SUMMARY | 231 

resources and new skills through hard work, and look for an oppor- 

tunity that gives you a flexible schedule someday. 

Some skills are more important than others, and you should ac- 

quire as many of those key skills as possible, including public speak- 

ing, business writing, a working understanding of the psychology of 

persuasion, an understanding of basic technology concepts, social 

skills, proper voice technique, good grammar, and basic accounting. 

Develop a habit of simplifying. Learn how to make small talk with 

strangers, and learn how to avoid being an asshole. If you get that 

stuff right—and almost anyone can—you will be hard to stop. 

It might help some of you to think of yourself as moist robots and 

not skin bags full of magic and mystery. If you control the inputs, you 

can determine the outcomes, give or take some luck. Eat right, exer- 

cise, think positively, learn as much as possible, and stay out of jail, 

and good things can happen. 

Look for patterns in every part of life, from diet to exercise to any 

component of success. Try to find scientific backing for your observed 

patterns, and use yourself as a laboratory to see if the patterns hold 

for you. 

Most important, understand that goals are for losers and systems 

are for winners. People who seem to have good luck are often the 

people who have a system that allows luck to find them. I’ve laid out 

some systems in this book that seem to work for me. Your experience 

wiil differ, but it always helps to be thinking in terms of systems and 

not goals. 

And always remember that failure is your friend. It is the raw mate- 

rial of success. Invite it in. Learn from it. And don’t let it leave until 

you pick its pocket. That’s a system. 

The End 
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