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Try Stuff

Health/Work/Play/Love Dashboard

1. Write a few sentences about how it’s going in 

each of the four areas.

2. Mark where you are (0 to Full) on each gauge.

3. Ask yourself if there’s a design problem you’d 

like to tackle in any of these areas.

4. Now ask yourself if your “problem” is a gravity 

problem.
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Designing Your Life20

enjoy my quality time with the twins. This dashboard validates 
my choice to stop working for money while my kids are little.”

So there are Fred’s and Debbie’s stories; let’s get started with 
your dashboard.

Your Health Gauge

As we said, healthy to us means being well in more than just your 
body; you might want to take into account your mind and spirit, 
too. The relative importance of each area is entirely up to you. Make 
a quick assessment of your health and then fill in your gauge— are 
you a quarter full, or half, or three- quarters, or really full? (Bill 
has also filled in the gauges for his dashboard as an example to 
reference.)

How you rate your health will factor significantly into how you assess 
the quality of your life and what you might want to redesign going 
forward.

Health
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Designing Your Life22

Your Work Gauge

Make a list of all the ways you “work,” and then “gauge” your 
working life as a whole. We are assuming that there are things on 
your list that you are getting paid to do. This will include your  
nine- to- five job, and your second job if the first isn’t enough, and 
any consulting or advising you do, etc. If you are a regular volunteer 
in any organization, figure that in, too. If you are a homemaker, like 
Debbie, make sure you remember that raising children, providing 
home- cooked meals for your family, taking care of aging parents, and 
doing housework are all forms of “work.”

Work

Bill’s example:

Work: I work at Stanford and do some private consulting, I  
teach Designing Your Life workshops, I’m on the board of VOZ, 
a socially responsible start- up (noncompensated).

Burn_9781101875322_3p_all_r1.j.indd   22 6/14/16   2:20 PM



4

 Start Where You Are 23

Your Play Gauge

Play is about activity that brings joy just for the pure sake of 
the doing of it. It can include organized activity or productive 
endeavors, but only if they are done for fun and not merit. We 
contend that all lives need some play, and that making sure  
there is some play in our day is a critical life design step. Make a 
quick list of how you play and then fill in your gauge— are you a 
quarter full, or half, or three- quarters, or really full?

Play

Bill’s example:

Play: I play by cooking meals for friends and throwing big out-
door parties— but that’s kind of it.

(By the way, Bill considers this to be a red light on his dashboard.)
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Designing Your Life24

Your Love Gauge

We do think that love makes the world go around, and when we 
don’t have any, our world isn’t as bright and alive as it could be. We 
also know that we have to pay attention to love, and that it arrives 
in a wide range of forms. Our primary relationship is where we go 
first for love, children typically come next, and then it’s a flood of 
people and pets and community and anything else that is an object of 
affection. And it is as critical to feel loved by others as it is to love— it 
has to go both ways. Where is the love flowing in your life, from you 
and from others? Make a list, and then fill in your gauge.

Love

Bill’s example:

Love: Love shows up in a lot of places in my life. I love my  
wife, my children, my parents, my brothers, and my sister, and I 
receive love back from all of them in their own ways. I love great 
art, painting especially, and it moves me like nothing else. I love 
music in all its forms— it can make me happy and can make me 
cry. I love the great spaces in the world, man- made or in nature, 
that take my breath away.
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Try Stuff

Workview and Lifeview

1. Write a short reflection about your Workview. 

This should take about thirty minutes. Shoot 

for about 250 words— less than a page of typed 

writing.

2. Write a short reflection about your Lifeview. 

This should also take no more than thirty 

minutes and be 250 words or so.

3. Read over your Lifeview and Workview, and 

answer each of these questions:

a. Where do your views on work and life 

complement one another?

b. Where do they clash?

c. Does one drive the other? How?
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Designing Your Life34

and that matters, loving and meaningful relationships, and a hell 
of a lot of fun along the way— but how we think we’ll get them is 
very different.

Workview Reflection

Write a short reflection about your Workview. We’re not looking 
for a term paper here (and we’re still not grading you), but we do 
want you really to write this down. Don’t do it in your head. This 
should take about thirty minutes. Try to shoot for 250 words— 
less than a page of typed writing.

A Workview should address the critical issues related to what 
work is and what it means to you. It is not just a list of what you 
want from or out of work, but a general statement of your view 
of work. It’s your definition for what good work deserves to be. A 
Workview may address such questions as:

• Why work?
• What’s work for?
• What does work mean?
• How does it relate to the individual, others, society?
• What defines good or worthwhile work?
• What does money have to do with it?
• What do experience, growth, and fulfillment have to do 

with it?

In the years during which we’ve been helping people with this 
exercise, we’ve noticed that a Workview is a pretty new idea for 
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Designing Your Life36

Lifeview Reflection

Just as you did with the Workview, please write a reflection on 
your Lifeview. This should also take no more than thirty minutes 
and be 250 words or so. Below are some questions often addressed 
in a Lifeview, just to get you started. The key thing is to write 
down whatever critical defining values and perspectives provide 
the basis for your understanding of life. Your Lifeview is what 
provides your definition of what have been called “matters of ulti-
mate concern.” It’s what matters most to you.

• Why are we here?
• What is the meaning or purpose of life?
• What is the relationship between the individual and 

others?
• Where do family, country, and the rest of the world  

fit in?
• What is good, and what is evil?
• Is there a higher power, God, or something 

transcendent, and if so, what impact does this have on 
your life?

• What is the role of joy, sorrow, justice, injustice, love, 
peace, and strife in life?

We realize that these are somewhat philosophical questions, 
and we did just mention the “G” word. Some readers will see 
God as unimportant; others may have wanted us to address this 
up front as the most important issue. You’ve probably figured out 
by now that design is values- neutral, and we don’t take sides. The 

Burn_9781101875322_3p_all_r1.j.indd   36 6/14/16   2:20 PM

Just as you did with the Workview, please write a reflection on 
your Lifeview. This should also take no more than thirty minutes 
and be 250 words or so. Below are some questions often addressed 
in a Lifeview, just to get you started. The key thing is to write 
down whatever critical defining values and perspectives provide 
the basis for your understanding of life. Your Lifeview is what 
provides your definition of what have been called “matters of ulti-
mate concern.” It’s what matters most to you.

• Why are we here?
• What is the meaning or purpose of life?
• What is the relationship between the individual and 

others?
• Where do family, country, and the rest of the world  

fit in?
• What is good, and what is evil?
• Is there a higher power, God, or something 

transcendent, and if so, what impact does this have on 
your life?

• What is the role of joy, sorrow, justice, injustice, love, 
peace, and strife in life?



9

Try Stuff

Good Time Journal

1. Complete a log of your daily activities, using 

the worksheet provided (or in your own 

notebook). Note when you are engaged and/or 

energized and what you are doing during those 

times. Try to do this daily, or at the very least 

every few days.

2. Continue this daily logging for three weeks.

3. At the end of each week, jot down your 

reflections— notice which activities are 

engaging and energizing, and which ones  

are not.

4. Are there any surprises in your reflections?

5. Zoom in and try to get even more specific 

about what does or does not engage and 

energize you.

6. Use the AEIOU method as needed to help you 

in your reflections.
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ation (some activities may only come around every few weeks). 
Then we recommend that you do your Good Time Journal reflec-
tion weekly, so your reflections are based on more than just a 
single experience of each activity.

Write your weekly reflections on blank pages in your Good 
Time Journal.

We’ve included a page from one of Bill’s recent Good Time 
Journal Activity Logs.

Bill’s reflection included these observations:
He noticed that his drawing class and office hours reliably 

created flow states, and that teaching and “date night” were the 
activities that returned significantly more energy than they con-
sumed. Doubling up on those activities would certainly be one 
way to energize his week. His weekly faculty meeting is some-
times full of interesting conversations and sometimes not, so he 
drew two arrows on his energy diagram. He was not surprised 
that budget meetings sucked energy out of his day— he’s never 
liked the fiscal side of things much (though he appreciates that 
they’re crucial).

Bill adjusted his schedule to surround these less engaging  
activities with more engaging activities, and to give himself small 
rewards when he completes “energy- negative” tasks. The best  
way to deal with these energy- negative activities is to make sure 
that you are well rested and have the energy reserves needed to  
“do them right.” Otherwise, you might find yourself doing them 
again— costing you more energy than they should.

Bill was surprised that coaching master’s students, the stu-
dents he likes and spends the most time with, was such a drain 
on his week. After journaling a bit on that subject, he discovered 
two things: (1) he was trying to coach in a bad environment (the 
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AEIOU

Getting great insights out of your Good Time Journal reflections 
isn’t always easy, so here’s a tool designers use to make detailed 
and accurate observations— part of getting good at the curiosity 
mind- set. It’s the AEIOU method that provides you five sets of 
questions you can use when reflecting on your Activity Log.

Activities. What were you actually doing? Was this a structured 
or an unstructured activity? Did you have a specific role to play 
(team leader) or were you just a participant (at the meeting)?
Environments. Our environment has a profound effect on our 
emotional state. You feel one way at a football stadium, another 
in a cathedral. Notice where you were when you were involved 
in the activity. What kind of a place was it, and how did it make 
you feel?
Interactions. What were you interacting with— people or 
machines? Was it a new kind of interaction or one you are familiar 
with? Was it formal or informal?
Objects. Were you interacting with any objects or devices— 
iPads or smartphones, hockey sticks or sailboats? What were the 
objects that created or supported your feeling engaged?
Users. Who else was there, and what role did they play in 
making it either a positive or a negative experience?
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Try Stuff

Mind Mapping

1. Review your Good Time Journal and note 

activities in which you were engaged, 

energized, and in flow.

2. Choose an activity that you were engaged in, 

an activity that you felt highly energized from, 

and something you did that brought you into 

flow, and create three mind maps— one for 

each.

3. Look at the outer ring of each mind map, pick 

three things that jump out at you, and create a 

job description from them.

4. Create a role for each job description, and 

draw a napkin sketch.
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Mind Mapping

Mind mapping is a great tool for ideating by yourself, and a great 
method for getting unstuck. Mind mapping works by using  
simple free association of words, one after another, to open up 
the idea space and come up with new solutions. The graphical 
nature of the method allows ideas and their associations to be  
captured automatically. This technique teaches you to generate 
lots of ideas, and because it is a visual method, it bypasses your 
inner logical/verbal censor.

3. Making secondary connections and creating 
concepts (mashing it all up)

 Getting Unstuck 71

The mind- mapping process has three steps:

1. Picking a topic
2. Making the mind map

3. Making secondary connections and creating 
concepts (mashing it all up)

The image above is of Grant’s mind map, which he made while 
being stuck on the problem of how to find the “perfect” job. You’ll 
remember that when Grant looked over his Good Time Journal 
the only positive experiences he could find had something to do 
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 Getting Unstuck 71
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The image above is of Grant’s mind map, which he made while 
being stuck on the problem of how to find the “perfect” job. You’ll 
remember that when Grant looked over his Good Time Journal 
the only positive experiences he could find had something to do 
with hiking in the redwoods near his house. So he decided to 
mind- map around that. 

You can see he put being outdoors in the center of his mind 
map and drew a circle around it. This is step one.

Step two is making the mind map. For this, you take the origi-
nal idea and write down five or six things related to that idea. Be 
rigorous in writing down the first words that come to mind. Now 
repeat this process with the words in the second ring. Draw three 
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or four lines from each word, and free- associate new words related 
to these prompts. The words that come up for you do not need to 
be associated to the words or question in the center, only the word 
in the second ring. Repeat this process until you have at least three 
or four rings of word associations.

The whole process of creating layers and word associations 
should take three to five minutes; you want to give yourself a time 
limit so you do this fast and bypass your inner censor. The next 
step is to take this random association of words and highlight  
a few things that might be interesting (or that jump out at 
you) and mash them together into a few concepts. You want to 
pick from the very outer layer or perimeter of the mind map, 
because that is the stuff that is two or three steps away from your  
conscious thinking. 
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Mind Mapping with  
Your Good Time Journal

If you didn’t do your Good Time Journal, please go back and do it 
now; you are going to need it for this exercise. We are going to do 
three different mind maps, each one extending out at least three 
or four layers, and with at least a dozen or more elements in the 
outermost ring.

Mind Map 1— Engagement

From your Good Time Journal, pick one of the areas of great-
est interest to you, or an activity during which you were really 
engaged (e.g., balancing the budget or pitching a new idea), and 
make it the center of your map. Then generate a bunch of con-
nected words and concepts, using the mind- mapping technique.

Mind Map 2— Energy

From your Good Time Journal, pick something you’ve identified 
as really energizing you in your work and life (e.g., art class, giving 
feedback to colleagues, health- care access, keeping things running 
right) and mind- map this out.
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Mind Map 3— Flow

From your Good Time Journal, pick one of the experiences when 
you were in a state of flow, put the experience itself at the center 
of a mind map, and complete your mapping of your experience 
with this state (e.g., speaking in front of a large audience or brain-
storming creative ideas).

Now that you’ve done these three mind maps, we’re going to 
invent an interesting, though not necessarily practical, life alterna-
tive from each.

1. Look at the outer ring of one of your maps and pick 
three disparate items that catch your eye. You’ll 
know which ones they are intuitively— they should 
literally “jump out” at you.

2. Now try to combine those three items into a 
possible job description that would be fun and 
interesting to you and would be helpful to someone 
else (again, it need not be practical or appeal to 
lots of people or employers).

3. Name your role and draw a napkin sketch of it  
(a quick visual drawing of what it is), like the one 
shown here. For example, when Grant (who was 
languishing away at the car- rental agency) did this 
exercise based on when he was engaged in his  
life (hiking in redwoods, playing pickup basketball, 
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helping his niece and nephew), he ended up 
drawing a sketch of himself leading a Pirate Surf 
Camp for children.

4. Do this exercise three times— once for each of your 
mind maps— making sure that the three versions 
are different from one another.
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 Design Your Lives 105

And you get to choose which prototype to start working on 
next.

Try Stuff

Odyssey Plan

1. Create three alternative five- year plans, using 

the worksheet provided.

2. Give each alternative a descriptive six-word 

title, and write down three questions that arise 

out of each version of you.

3. Complete each gauge on the dashboard— 

ranking each alternative for resources, 

likability, confidence, and coherence.

4. Present your plan to another person, a group, 

or your Life Design Team. Note how each 

alternative energizes you.
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Odyssey Planning 101

Create three alternative versions of the next five years of your life. 
Each one must include:

1. A visual/graphical timeline. Include personal and 
noncareer events as well— do you want to be 
married, train to win the CrossFit Games, or learn 
how to bend spoons with your mind?

2. A title for each option in the form of a six- word 
headline describing the essence of this alternative.

3. Questions that this alternative is asking— preferably 
two or three. A good designer asks questions to 
test assumptions and reveal new insights. In each 
potential timeline, you will investigate different 
possibilities and learn different things about 
yourself and the world. What kinds of things will 
you want to test and explore in each alternative 
version of your life?

4. A dashboard where you can gauge
a. Resources (Do you have the objective 

resources— time, money, skill, contacts— you 
need to pull off your plan?)

b. Likability (Are you hot or cold or warm about 
your plan?)

c. Confidence (Are you feeling full of confidence, 
or pretty uncertain about pulling this off?)

d. Coherence (Does the plan make sense within 
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 Design Your Lives 97

itself? And is it consistent with you, your 
Workview, and your Lifeview?)

• Possible considerations

° Geography— where will you live?

° What experience/learning will you gain?

° What are the impacts/results of choosing this 
alternative?

° What will life look like? What particular role, 
industry, or company do you see yourself in?

• Other ideas

° Do keep in mind things other than career and 
money. Even though those things are important, 
if not central, to the decisive direction of your 
next few years, there are other critical elements 
that you want to pay attention to.

° Any of the considerations listed above can be 
a springboard for forming your alternative lives 
for the next five years. If you find yourself stuck, 
try making a mind map out of any of the design 
considerations listed above. Don’t overthink this 
exercise, and don’t skip it.
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Martha’s Many Lives

What follows is an example of three five- year Odyssey Plans  
from a participant in one of our Mid- Career Workshops. Mar-
tha is a technology executive who was looking to try something  
more meaningful for the latter half of her life. She came up 
with three very different plans for her future, each a little more 
risky and innovative, but all involving some kind of community 
building.

Her three plans were: doing her first Silicon Valley– style start- up,  
becoming the CEO of a nonprofit working with at- risk kids, 
and opening a fun and friendly neighborhood bar in the Haight- 
Ashbury district of San Francisco, where she lived. Note that each 
example has a six- word headline describing the plan, a four- gauge 
dashboard (we really like dashboards), and the three questions 
that this particular alternative plan is asking.
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and opening a fun and friendly neighborhood bar in the Haight- 
Ashbury district of San Francisco, where she lived. Note that each 
example has a six- word headline describing the plan, a four- gauge 
dashboard (we really like dashboards), and the three questions 
that this particular alternative plan is asking.

Example 1

Title: “All In— The Silicon Valley Story”

Questions

1. “Do I have what it takes to be an entrepreneur?”
2. “Is my idea good enough?”
3. “Will I be able to raise venture capital money?”

Burn_9781101875322_3p_all_r2.j.indd   99 6/23/16   2:48 PM

Questions:

1. “Do I have what it takes to be an entrepreneur?”
2. “Is my idea good enough?”
3. “Will I be able to raise venture capital money?”
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Example 2

Title: “Using What I Know— Helping Kids!”

Questions

1. “Will my skills translate to the nonprofit world?”
2. “Can I really help at- risk kids with a nonprofit?”
3. “Will this be meaningful?”
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Example 3

Title: “Creating Community— One Drink at a Time!”

Questions:

1. “Am I ready to take this much risk?”
2. “Can I really create true community with a bar?”
3. “Will this be profitable?”
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Odyssey Plan Exercise

Now complete three alternative five- year plans of your own,  
one on each of the three worksheets here or downloadable at  
www . designingyour.life.

Odyssey Plan Exercise

Now complete three alternative five- year plans of your own, one 
on each of the three worksheets here or downloadable at www 
. designingyour.life.

Sharing the  
Three Versions of You

We’re going to ask you to share your Odyssey Plan alternatives. 
Don’t freak out. There is huge magic in having three versions 
of you. Mostly, it helps you realize that there isn’t a single right 
answer to what’s next for you. Consider which alternative rates 
high on resources, likability, confidence, and coherence. Which 
version of you gives you that jazzy, feel- good, light- my- fire kind 
of feeling? Which version feels draining?

The best way to interact with your alternatives is to share 
them aloud with a group of friends— ideally, with your Life 
Design Team (see chapter 11 for more on team and community) 
or the group you are reading this book with, as we suggested in 
the introduction. The most fun and effective way to go through  
the life design process is to do it in a group of three to six people, 
including yourself, who meet as a team. It can work fine if the 
only person doing life design is you, but a group is highly prefer-
able, with everyone both doing the work and supporting the oth-
ers’ life designs. It may be easier than you think to find two to five 
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Odyssey Plan Exercise

Now complete three alternative five- year plans of your own, one 
on each of the three worksheets here or downloadable at www 
. designingyour.life.

Sharing the  
Three Versions of You

We’re going to ask you to share your Odyssey Plan alternatives. 
Don’t freak out. There is huge magic in having three versions 
of you. Mostly, it helps you realize that there isn’t a single right 
answer to what’s next for you. Consider which alternative rates 
high on resources, likability, confidence, and coherence. Which 
version of you gives you that jazzy, feel- good, light- my- fire kind 
of feeling? Which version feels draining?

The best way to interact with your alternatives is to share 
them aloud with a group of friends— ideally, with your Life 
Design Team (see chapter 11 for more on team and community) 
or the group you are reading this book with, as we suggested in 
the introduction. The most fun and effective way to go through  
the life design process is to do it in a group of three to six people, 
including yourself, who meet as a team. It can work fine if the 
only person doing life design is you, but a group is highly prefer-
able, with everyone both doing the work and supporting the oth-
ers’ life designs. It may be easier than you think to find two to five 
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Try Stuff

Prototyping

1. Review your three Odyssey Plans and the 

questions you wrote down for each.

2. Make a list of prototype conversations that 

might help you answer these questions.

3. Make a list of prototype experiences that might 

help you answer these questions.

4. If you are stuck, and if you have gathered a 

good group, have a brainstorming session to 

come up with possibilities. (Don’t have a team? 

Try mind mapping.)

5. Build your prototypes by actively seeking out 

Life Design Interviews and experiences.
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Prototype Conversations—   
Life Design Interview

Once you’ve committed yourself to life design prototyping, how 
do you do it? The simplest and easiest form of prototyping is a 
conversation. We’re going to describe a specific form of prototype 
conversation that we call a Life Design Interview.

A Life Design Interview is incredibly simple. It just means get-
ting someone’s story. Not just anyone and not just any story, of 
course. You want to talk to someone who is either doing and living 
what you’re contemplating, or has real experience and expertise in 
an area about which you have questions. And the story you’re after 
is the personal story of how that person got to be doing that thing 
he or she does, or got the expertise he has and what it’s really like 
to do what she does.

A Life Design Interview isn’t an “interview” at all— it’s really 
just a conversation. So, when trying to get a meeting with some-
one, you don’t use the term “interview,” because that person will 
assume you mean a job interview (unless you’re a journalist, and 
that will make him even more nervous, for other reasons). All 
you’re doing here is identifying people who are currently doing 
things that you’re interested in and whose stories you want to get. 
This is way easier than you think. As soon as you’ve determined 
that Anna is a cool person doing really interesting work, you and 
Anna have something in common— you both think that she and 
what she’s doing are two of your favorite topics! The essence of 
the request for a meeting to have this conversation is: “Hello, 
Anna, I’m so glad to connect with you. John said you were just 
the person I needed to speak with. I’m very impressed with what 
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I know of your work, and I’d love to hear some of your story. 
Might you have thirty minutes to spare, at a time and place con-
venient to you, when I can buy you a cup of coffee and hear 
more about your experience?” That’s about it— really. (And, yes, 
it’s important to mention Anna’s respected friend or colleague 
John if at all possible. John is the guy whose referral made all the 
difference in your finding Anna, and in her being more inclined 
to accept your request for coffee. There are lots of Annas in the 
world who will have coffee with you even if you weren’t referred 
by John, but it works a lot better if you can get that referral.

Prototype Experiences

Prototype experiences allow us to learn through a direct encoun-
ter with a possible future version of us. This experiential version 
could involve spending a day shadowing a professional you’d like 
to be (Take a Friend to Work Day), or a one- week unpaid explor-
atory project that you create, or a three- month internship (obvi-
ously, a three- month internship requires more investment and a 
larger commitment). If you’ve conducted a good number of pro-
totype conversations using Life Design Interviewing, then you 
will have met people along the way who you may be interested 
in observing or shadowing. So that variety of prototype should 
be pretty accessible for you. You just have to ask— and remember, 
people enjoy being helpful. Most people we work with are sur-
prised how well their Life Design Interviews go. The people they 
meet with really seem to enjoy it. Asking to shadow someone at 
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work is a much bigger favor than a thirty- minute cup of coffee, 
but after a dozen or so prototype conversations, you’ll be ready to 
make a bigger request. Try it— even if you have to try a few times. 
You’ll learn a great deal.

Brainstorming  
Prototype Experiences

Just about everyone has done something called “brainstorming” 
before.

The most common form is group brainstorming. A group of 
individuals, typically four to six, get together, select a focal question 
or problem on which to brainstorm, and then spend a period of 
twenty minutes to an hour generating as many ideas as possible to 
solve the problem posed in the focal question. The goal is to come 
up with ideas that can be prototyped and tried in the real world.

Brainstorming requires a group of people who want to be help-
ful and who have some practice with the technique. It isn’t easy 
to find good brainstormers, but once you have a good group, you 
can make a lot of progress generating life design ideas that you 
want to prototype. 

Life design brainstorming has four steps, and a very structured 
approach to coming up with lots of prototypable ideas. Typically, 
if you are the facilitator who brings the group together, you might 
have already framed the brainstorming topic. You want a team 
of no fewer than three and rarely more than six people who have 
all volunteered to help. Once the group is convened, the session 
proceeds as follows.
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1. Framing a Good Question

It is important to frame a good question for a brainstorming 
session. The facilitator uses the process of coming up with the 
question as a way to create a focus for the group’s energy. When 
coming up with the question, the facilitator needs to be aware of 
some guidelines.

If the question isn’t open- ended, you won’t get very interesting 
results and not much volume. We tend to start all of our life design 
brainstorms with the phrase “How many ways can we think of 
to . . .” to make sure that we haven’t limited our potential output.

You also want to be careful not to include your solution acci-
dentally in your question. This happens all the time with some 
of Bill’s clients. They want to brainstorm “ten new ways to make 
a ladder for a stockroom.” This isn’t a very good framing ques-
tion, because a ladder is a solution (and they only want ten 
ideas). A better framing would be to focus on what a ladder does: 
“How many ways can we think of to . . . give a person access to 
inventory in high places?” or “How many ways can we think of  
to . . . give a stockperson three- dimensional mobility in a ware-
house?” These questions do not assume that ladders are the only 
way to solve the problem, and they open up the solution space 
for more creative answers (user- controlled stockroom drones, 
anyone?).

Also, be careful that you don’t frame a question so broadly that 
it is meaningless. We sometimes sit in on life design brainstorms 
where the question is “How many ways can we think of to . . . 
make Bob happy?” This vague question fails for a couple of rea-
sons: First of all, “happiness” means too many different things to 
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different people. And positive psychology tells us that happiness 
is context- dependent, so, without a context— such as “my work” 
or “my social life”— no one knows where to start.

2. Warming Up

People need a transition from their hectic, event- driven workday 
to a state of relaxed, creative attention if they are going to do a 
good job brainstorming. People need some support and a tran-
sitional activity to move from their analytical/critical brain to a 
synthesizing/nonjudgmental brain. It’s a mind- body problem and 
it takes some practice to get good at making such a transition. A 
good facilitator takes the lead and makes sure everyone is warmed 
up and feeling creative. This is essential if the brainstorm is going 
to be high- energy and generate a lot of ideas.

You can visit our website, www.designingyour.life, for a list of 
exercises and improvisational games that we use all the time with 
our students. Here’s one quick idea that always works: give every-
one in your brainstorming group a can of Play- Doh. Bill’s been 
in love with Play- Doh since his days at the toy company Kenner 
Products; it is a magic material that turns adults into children 
again. If you just let your brainstormers play with the Play- Doh 
while they are brainstorming, we guarantee you will get more and 
better ideas.
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3. The Brainstorm Itself

As we mentioned at the start, brainstorming sessions need to be 
facilitated. The facilitator sets up the room and makes sure there 
are pens and sticky notes or paper for every participant, and that 
the space is quiet and comfortable. The facilitator also helps frame 
the question, manages the warm- up, makes sure everything that is 
said is recorded, and manages the rules.

We recommend that all participants have their own pens and 
notepads and write down their ideas. That way, the group isn’t 
constrained by how fast the facilitator can record ideas, and there 
is less chance of losing a potentially great idea.

The Rules of Brainstorming

1. Go for quantity, not quality.
2. Defer judgment and do not censor ideas.
3. Build off the ideas of others.
4. Encourage wild ideas.

4. Naming and Framing the Outcomes

This is perhaps the most important part of a brainstorm, and the 
one activity that we notice most groups leave out. They might 
take a cell- phone picture of their wall full of sticky notes, high- 
five all around, and then leave. The problem with this is that the 
information on the wall is pretty fragile, and if it isn’t processed 
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right away, the freshness of the ideas and their interconnections 
get lost. Later, participants often feel that nothing happened, and 
they can’t remember what the brainstorm accomplished.

Ideas should be counted— you want to be able to say, “We had 
141 ideas.” Group similar ideas together by subject or category, 
name those categories, and frame the results with reference to the 
original focal question. Every unique category is given a descrip-
tive and often funny name that captures the essence of that group 
of ideas. Then vote. Voting is important, and should be done 
silently, so that people aren’t influencing one another. We like to 
use colored dots to cast votes, and we also like to use categories 
such as:

• Most exciting 
• The one we wish we could do if money were no object 
• The dark horse— probably won’t work, but if it did . . . 
• Most likely to lead to a great life 
• If we could ignore the laws of physics . . . 

Once the voting is complete, the selections are discussed, and 
potentially regrouped and framed again; then decisions are made 
on what to prototype first.

At the end of our four- step process, the goal is to say something 
like “We had 141 ideas, we grouped those into six categories, and, 
based on our focal question, we selected eight killer ideas to pro-
totype; then we prioritized the list, and our first prototype is . . .” 
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Try Stuff

Reframing Failure

1. Using the worksheet below (or downloading it 

from www.designingyour.life), look back over 

the last week (or month or year), and log your 

failures.

2. Categorize them as screwups, weaknesses,  

or growth opportunities.

3. Identify your growth insights.

4. Build a habit of converting failures to growth  

by doing this once or twice a month.
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Failure Reframe Exercise

It’s easy for us to describe the lofty goal of attaining failure immu-
nity, but getting there is another matter. Here’s an exercise to help 
you do just that— the failure reframe. Failure is the raw material 
of success, and the failure reframe is a process of converting that 
raw material into real growth. It’s a simple three- step exercise:

1. Log your failures.
2. Categorize your failures.
3. Identify growth insights.

Log Your Failures

Just write down when you’ve messed up. You can do this by look-
ing back over the last week, the last month, the last year, or make 
it your All- Time Failure Hits List. Any time frame can work. If 
you want to build the habit of converting failures to growth, then 
we suggest you do this once or twice a month until you’ve estab-
lished a new way of thinking. Failure reframe is a healthy habit 
that leads to failure immunity.
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Categorize Your Failures

It’s useful to categorize failures into three types so you can more 
easily identify where the growth potential lies.

Screwups are just that— simple mistakes about things that you 
normally get right. It’s not that you can’t do better. You normally 
do these things right, so you don’t really need to learn anything 
from this— you just screwed up. The best response here is to 
acknowledge you screwed up, apologize as needed, and move on.

Weaknesses are failures that happen because of one of your abid-
ing failings. These are the mistakes that you make over and over. 
You know the source of these failures well. They are old friends. 
You’ve probably worked at correcting them already, and have 
improved as far as you think you’re going to. You try to avoid 
getting caught by these weaknesses, but they happen. We’re not 
suggesting you cave in prematurely and accept mediocre perfor-
mance, but we are suggesting that there isn’t much upside in try-
ing to change your stripes. It’s a judgment call, of course, but 
some failures are just part of your makeup, and your best strat-
egy is avoidance of the situations that prompt them instead of 
improvement.

Growth opportunities are the failures that didn’t have to happen, 
or at least don’t have to happen the next time. The cause of these 
failures is identifiable, and a fix is available. We want to direct our 
attention here, rather than get distracted by the low return on 
spending too much time on the other failure types.
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Identify Growth Insights

Do any of the growth opportunity failures offer an invitation for a 
real improvement? What is there to learn here? What went wrong 
(the critical failure factor)? What could be done differently next 
time (the critical success factor)? Look for an insight to capture 
that could change things next time. Jot it down and put it to 
work. That’s it— a simple reframe.

Here are some examples from Dave’s almost endlessly long failure 
log.
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Try Stuff

Building a Team

1. Make a list of three to five people who might be 

a part of your Life Design Team. Think of your 

supporters, your intimates, your mentors or 

possible mentors. Ideally, these will be three to 

five people also actively engaged in designing 

their lives.

2. Make sure everyone has a copy of the book  

(or buy books for everyone), so all the 

members of your team understand how life 

design works and have reviewed the team 

roles and rules.

3. Agree to meet regularly and actively to co- 

create a well- designed life as a community.

Burn_9781101875322_3p_all_r3.j.indd   215 6/30/16   7:53 AM



42

Identifying Your Team

Supporters. Supporters come in all flavors, ages, proximities, 
and sizes. Supporters are just those go- to people you can count 
on to care about your life— people close enough to you that their 
encouragement helps keep you going and their feedback is of 
real use. Most of your supporters are people you think of as your 
friends, but not all friends are supporters, and some supporters 
are not friends (they are there for you in your life design, but you 
don’t hang out with them).

Players. Players are the active participants in your life design 
projects— especially your ongoing work- related and avocational 
projects and prototypes. These are the people you actually do 
things with, your co- workers in the classic sense.

Intimates. Intimates include your immediate and close 
extended family members and your closest friends. These are 
likely the people most directly affected by your life design, and, 
whether or not they are actively involved with your life design 
project, they are the most influential people in it. We encour-
age you at least to keep your intimates informed, if not directly 
involved, in your life design work. These people are a big part of 
your life, so don’t leave them out.

The Team. These are the people with whom you’re sharing 
the specifics of your life design project and who will track with 
you on that project over time at regular intervals. The most likely 
candidates for your team are among the people you invited to 
your feedback session to present and discuss your three alternative 
five- year Odyssey Plans.
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Team Roles and Rules

First of all, keep it simple. The team’s focus is on supporting an 
effective life design— no more and no less. The team members are 
not your therapist, your financial adviser, or your spiritual guru. 
They are your co- creators in your life design. The only role that 
really needs to be defined is that of the team facilitator— the per-
son who organizes when you get together and what you do when 
you meet. Usually, that’s you.

As far as rules go, we use just four in our Stanford teams (which 
we call sections).

Keep it:

1. Respectful
2. Confidential
3. Participative (no holding back)
4. Generative (constructive, not skeptical or judging)


