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Preface

The Growth Mindset

This is a very short book about a very big subject. The 
reason it can be so short and still be effective is that it 
works at the level of mindset, where change can hap-
pen in an instant, at the speed of thought. If you’ve 
ever had an “aha” moment that changed your thinking 
from that point forward, you know what we’re talk-
ing about. What we’ve discovered in our work is that 
growth is a function of mindset. Change your think-
ing, and in moments you can go from not growing to 
growing, which we define as making your future bigger 
than your past.

The other reason it can be short is that you’ve done 
this before. We all have lots of experience to draw on 
when it comes to growth. Because we can remember 
what it feels like, we can do it again, we can do it in 
new areas, and we can learn to do it consciously and at 
will, as long as we can get into the right frame of mind. 

Today, even more than in 2006 when this book first 
came out, having a growth mindset is not just an ex-
traordinary advantage; it’s often the difference between 
struggling and thriving. The world is changing faster 
than ever, which offers an abundance of challenges 
and opportunities. Some people choose to shut down in 
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the face of uncertainty and change, while others blos-
som. The difference is mindset. If you’re looking for an 
abundance of opportunities to grow that lead to great 
rewards, this is a tremendous time to be alive, but you 
need to be thinking about things in a way that lets you 
see and maximize the opportunities around you. The 
Laws of Lifetime Growth will help you do this. They 
can help you find your own growth path in what might 
otherwise seem like an overwhelming sea of opportuni-
ty by simply keeping your focus on growing day by day, 
week by week, continuing to make progress towards a 
bigger future that is all your own and endlessly fasci-
nating and motivating.

You might wonder where these laws come from and 
how we’re able to define a growth mindset in just ten 
short statements. The answer lies in the unique per-
spective gained from our work in the world of highly suc-
cessful, achievement-oriented entrepreneurs. Though 
they come from many different backgrounds and parts 
of the world and their goals are equally diverse, these 
entrepreneurs all share one thing that they had long 
before we met them: a desire to grow that has propelled 
them to unusual levels of achievement. However, many 
entrepreneurs become trapped by their own success, 
especially by the complexity it creates in their lives. On 
top of this, they, like all of us, are living in a world char-
acterized by increasingly rapid change and unpredict-
ability. So, while they’ve already “made it” according to 
most people’s definitions of success, they still want to 
keep growing, not just in business but also in life, and 
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they want to increase their freedom while they do it. 
This is why they come to us.

Every tool and concept created at Strategic Coach 
comes from first principles. Dan has a special talent for 
being able to observe people and the obstacles to their 
growth (including his own) and to zero in on the root 
cause in their mindset. He then asks questions, pro-
vides new context, and develops simple and powerful 
tools and structures to help them see and transform 
their thinking. The laws and many of the coaching tips 
in this book are the product of that process, and they 
apply to everyone, not just entrepreneurs. Anyone can 
use the wisdom in this book at any stage in life. Look 
in any place, in any culture, in any situation, at people 
of any age, and you’ll see that where there is growth, 
these laws are in action. 

As an example, we also live this every day in our 
company culture with our team of about 120, spread 
over two continents. “Always be growing” is our own 
short form of our larger purpose statement (which you 
can find at the end of Law Nine), and through her lead-
ership Babs Smith, Dan’s wife and business partner, 
supports the whole Strategic Coach team in doing this.

Though shifts in thinking can happen very quickly, 
the ability to maintain a growth mindset through even 
the most challenging of circumstances comes with 
practice and awareness. The simple structure of the 
laws can bring you back to that mindset every time. 
Once you read the chapters, a glance at just the ta-
ble of contents, where the ten laws are listed out, can 
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be enough to keep you on track or help you find your 
way back if you feel stuck or in need of a boost. In this 
edition, we’ve added more coaching at the ends of the 
chapters and a new thinking tool, The Growth Focuser, 
at the end of the book to help you cultivate your growth 
mindset even more proactively. 
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Introduction

The Desire to Grow

Growth is a fundamental desire of all human beings. 
No matter what kinds of goals you have or what you 
strive for, whatever you want to see in your life that’s 
not there now is a sign of this desire. Growth is at the 
root of everything that gives us a feeling of accomplish-
ment, satisfaction, meaning, and progress. It is mak-
ing your future bigger than your past.

Yet sometimes people do stop growing. We all have 
images we can call to mind. The movies and literature 
are full of them, as is real life. Been to a school reunion 
lately? There are people who haven’t changed much in 
the last 10, 15, or 20 years. Depending on where you’re 
at, this may be comforting or shocking. You may be 
familiar with the retiree who’s driving his wife crazy 
because he suddenly doesn’t know what to do with him-
self; the addict whose life has become solely focused on 
whatever it takes to find the next fix; the man who is 
still treating women the same way he did 40 years ago 
and doesn’t understand why they don’t respond the 
same way; the person whose life consists of clocking in 
and out day after day at a dead-end job, going home, 
sleeping, and then doing it all over again. 

There are examples all around us of people who for 
some reason have stopped growing, either temporarily 
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or indefinitely. If you’ve picked up this book, chances 
are you don’t want to be one of them. Maybe you’re feel-
ing a bit stuck. Maybe you’re in the midst of a partic-
ularly challenging period of growth, so you’re looking 
for insight, encouragement, or direction; or maybe you 
just want all the resources you can get on your side as 
you pursue your own growth path. Most of us struggle 
with issues related to growth at various points in our 
lives, because as much as we desire it, growth is often 
not easy. The entrepreneurs we work with at Strategic 
Coach are some of the most successful and internal-
ly motivated people on the planet, and yet they face 
just as many challenges in their growth as anyone else 
does.

In a world where technology continues to speed 
up change exponentially, the ability to keep growing 
has become a basic necessity for anyone who wants to 
consistently thrive. The good news is that those who 
master it have access to unprecedented abundance. 
The road to such mastery lies in cultivating a growth 
mindset so that you naturally choose growth more of-
ten than not in the countless opportunities that life 
presents us every day.

The ten laws in this book are like mirrors you can 
use to reflect your behavior so you can see if it’s sup-
porting or undermining your growth. Use them as you 
would a hallway mirror on your way out the door—do a 
quick check to make sure everything looks good, adjust 
if necessary, and then carry on. Or take a longer, more 
studied look to reveal areas that might take more work 
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to transform. The laws are useful for this purpose be-
cause it’s often hard to tell whether you’re on the right 
path just by how you feel. Every once in a while, we can 
all use a “mindset reset” (as one of our team members 
calls it) when it comes to growth.

Harvard professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter has wise-
ly observed that, “everything looks like a failure in the 
middle.” Sometimes growing pains can feel like failure 
—and sometimes failure is a part of growth. Success-
ful entrepreneurs know this well. Most of them fail be-
fore they succeed. Dan refers to his experience of going  
bankrupt and getting divorced on a single day in August 
1978 as “market research.” That doesn’t mean these 
events felt any less like failures at the time, but instead 
that the lessons he took out of them were essential to 
building the growing multimillion-dollar company  
he and his life partner, Babs Smith, run today. 

Checking in with the laws can help you to stay on 
course or renew your commitment when growth is diffi-
cult. In many of the examples in this book, challenging 
or seemingly less-than-ideal situations offered people 
rich opportunities to grow their way into much better 
circumstances. The laws can help you to extract the 
maximum value from experiences you might otherwise 
try to avoid or forget.

It also pays to check your behavior against the 
laws when things are going well. Getting what you 
want or achieving your goals can make you feel good, 
but it won’t necessarily keep you on the path to fur-
ther growth. In fact, it can often lead to growth traps. 
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Things like money, applause, rewards, comfort, and 
even a brilliant past can be quite seductive. If these 
means to growth begin to overshadow purpose, per-
formance, contribution, confidence, and the sense of 
a bigger future—things that drive growth—they can 
quickly undermine your ability to keep growing in the 
future. 

These laws come from our observations about what 
makes growth happen. If the word law makes you 
uncomfortable, try thinking about this message on a 
tongue-in-cheek T-shirt we saw recently in the neigh-
borhood: It had a picture of a policeman holding up his 
hand, accompanied by the caption “Obey gravity! It’s 
the law.” Of course, natural laws operate whether you 
obey them or not. If you disregard gravity and jump off 
a rooftop, it won’t be the “gravity police” that get you. 
Likewise, no “growth police” are going to come after 
you if you don’t follow these laws. You’ll just find that 
you probably won’t grow as much. 

You might want to imagine each law as being pref-
aced by “You will continue to grow if ….” For example, 
you will continue to grow if you always make your fu-
ture bigger than your past. That’s the way life works. 
You can rely on it. By understanding these principles, 
you can more consciously and predictably keep your-
self growing, just as scientific laws help us to predict 
the outcomes of actions in the physical world. 

Aligning your behavior with these laws gives you 
more control over your own future, which allows you to 
increase your freedom and self-determination. It also 
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places the responsibility for your growth squarely on 
your own shoulders. You can choose to engage with life 
in this way, or not. Growth is not always easy, but its 
rewards are great. Life presents us with opportunities 
to grow almost constantly, so when you make growth 
a central goal, life will always appear to be full of op-
portunity.

As you become more growth oriented in your be-
havior and thinking and as you begin to experience 
how this impacts your life and the lives of others, it 
becomes increasingly clear that the rewards of main-
taining a growth mindset greatly outweigh the chal-
lenges. The desire to grow is nothing less than the love 
of existence—a passion for being here and a deep de-
sire to fully explore life. When you commit to aligning 
your actions with the principles embedded in these 
ten laws, you also commit to making the most of the 
life you’ve been given—all of it. And, after all, what 
greater gift could you possibly give to yourself, or to the 
world, than that?
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Always Make Your  
Future Bigger Than  
Your Past

A bigger future is essential for lifetime growth. The 
past is useful because it is rich with experiences that 
are worth thinking about in new ways—and all these 
valuable experiences can become raw material for 
creating an even bigger future. Approach your past 
with this attitude, and you will have an insatiable 
desire for even better, more enjoyable experiences.  
Use your past to continually create a bigger future, 
and you will separate yourself from situations, 
relationships, and activities that can trap you there. 

Your future is your property. Because, by definition, it 
hasn’t happened yet, it exists only in your mind. This 
means that you can choose to make it whatever you 
want. The act of making your future bigger than your 
past is the very act of growth itself: the bigger future is 
the vision, and growth is what makes it real. A bigger 

Law  
One
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future is your own vision of what you would like to be 
true at some point down the road (whether it’s a week 
or 25 years from now) that is in your estimation bigger, 
better, more satisfying, or more enjoyable than what’s 
true now. It can include anything you want to see 
that somehow improves your present reality: greater 
learning, contribution, opportunities, capabilities, un-
derstanding, confidence, quality of life, compassion, or 
connectedness. The list goes on and on, limited only by 
what you can imagine. Some people’s bigger futures 
are mostly about themselves, while others’ encompass 
contributions to many other people and things. 

Believing in a Bigger Future

Creating a future that is bigger than your past is es-
sentially an act of imagination. However, you have to 
be willing to let your imagination go there. For many 
reasons, people often don’t. Instead they imagine life 
either staying the same or progressing in a predictable 
fashion based on what others in their family or com-
munity have done. Some even wish that life would go 
back to the way it was at some golden point in their 
past, which we know is not possible in today’s rapidly 
changing world. Either way, their history ends up dic-
tating their vision of the future. 

In order to make your future bigger than your past, 
you first have to want and believe that it’s possible to 
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have a bigger future, no matter what stage you’re at in 
life or what your circumstances are. Often, this belief 
alone is enough to keep you growing. And often it takes 
a great deal of courage.

The Courage to Think Big

Take the case of Hilda, Catherine’s mother. Hilda grew 
up in a very poor family, the third youngest of eight chil-
dren. In fact, her family was so poor that her parents 
couldn’t afford to support their children while they fin-
ished school once they reached legal working age. All 
of Hilda’s older brothers and sisters had quit school at 
16 and taken whatever jobs they could get to help earn 
their keep. In the 1950s, the prospects of a decent future 
for a girl of 16 without a high school diploma, especially 
coming out of such poverty, were grim. However, Hilda 
was a good student and, fortunately, quite headstrong. 
She had a burning passion to become a teacher, but of 
course to do this she would have to complete her educa-
tion, a lofty goal considering her circumstances. So Hil-
da made a brave decision: she decided to leave home and 
go it on her own, supported by scholarships that some 
encouraging teachers helped her to find. At 16, her belief 
in herself and her bigger future was strong enough that 
she left her family home forever and went to live at the 
YWCA. She finished high school and then university, 
became a teacher, and taught for more than 30 years. 
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The world is full of stories of people who, like Hilda, 
grew up without a lot of resources or encouragement 
but nonetheless believed that a bigger future was pos-
sible. We may wonder why some people seem to rise 
above crushing circumstances or very modest begin-
nings while others get swallowed up by them. If we 
look closely, the answer almost always lies in how peo-
ple use their past. 

Every past is rich with raw material. Joe Polish is a 
successful and high-spirited entrepreneur who keeps 
reaching bigger goals in his businesses and helping 
more and more people along the way. Considered a bril-
liant marketer and interviewer by many, Joe brings an 
ease and sense of fun to interviewing giants of the mar-
keting and entrepreneurial worlds for his Genius Net-
work† series and various podcasts, and he consistently 
attracts top entrepreneurs to every coaching group and 
event he runs. He has a unique talent at connecting 
with people and getting them to open up by catching 
them off guard with his zany sense of humor and very 
real, down-to-earth presence.

What a lot of people might not realize about Joe 
(though he makes no secret of it) is that the turning 
point that led to this life of contribution and entrepre-
neurial success came decades ago, when he suddenly 
realized in one particularly crazy moment that if he 
didn’t get out of his current circumstances, he would 
die. At a critical moment in his life, he chose a bigger 
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future, even though at that point it just meant sur-
vival. Struggling with addiction, the product of a trou-
bled youth, he left a house of other addicts to go live 
with his father in another city, where he began to turn 
his life around. Years of dealing with pain from the 
death of his mother when he was four years old, bully-
ing, sexual molestation, and moving from place to place 
left him withdrawn, lonely and struggling to fit in as a 
teenager, until he discovered escape through drugs and 
increasingly rebellious and out-of-control behavior. 

Yet even while he was doing drugs, he was also 
reading a lot of psychology books. He had a fascination 
with understanding why people behaved the way they 
did. Like many kids trying to protect themselves from 
unpredictable, threatening people and painful circum-
stances, he was becoming incredibly empathetic. He 
was also learning that he was not wired to do harm to 
people. What he really wanted was to help them. He 
just didn’t know how yet. At a young age, he’d already 
had a lot of intense experience—a lot of past which, 
with much effort, would become the foundation for a 
unique and ultimately very rewarding future.

After moving into a trailer with his father, Joe got 
a sales job and found he was really good at it. A friend 
soon encouraged him to try the carpet cleaning busi-
ness. He started reading books on marketing, which he 
describes as “just applied psychology,” and kept deep-
ening his understanding of human behavior. Within 
six months he was able to take his sales from $2,100 
a month to $12,300 a month. Soon he began teaching 
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other carpet cleaners the marketing techniques he was 
honing, and his career as a marketer and consultant 
began to take off. 

One day, he ended up joining a high-profile group 
with a lot of famous people and saw that some of the 
world’s leaders—billionaires, Academy Award win-
ners, famous athletes and politicians—were very bro-
ken. He realized that though the world admired these 
people, in truth, they were painfully lonely, not unlike 
the broken people he had encountered in his past. The 
same was true of many top entrepreneurs: “A lot of en-
trepreneurs are workaholics. ‘Workaholism’ is the re-
spectable addiction.” 

Joe’s life path has given him insight into and per-
spective on this pain that very few people get to see. 
His own painful past and being witness to the pain of 
others became the raw material for a desire to con-
nect people and opportunities that he’s funneled into 
all his business endeavors. His current bigger future 
involves several new projects that draw on his unique 
combination of hard-earned skills, resources, insights, 
relationships, and compassion to help entrepreneurs 
and addicts to improve their lives and reduce suffer-
ing. Hope, which he was blessed with from childhood, 
helped him to always see a bigger future even amidst 
all the craziness and to take action to move first to-
wards surviving, then learning, and then growing his 
capabilities along with his positive influence and im-
pact on others. 
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Small Steps Keep You Growing

So we’ve seen how people can choose a bigger future 
when they’re young and dramatically alter the trajec-
tory of their lives. But what if you’re older or in poor 
health, and you have many great memories and expe-
riences behind you but perhaps only a few years left? 
How do you make your future bigger than your past in 
that case? Even if you suspect that only months, weeks, 
or even days remain after a fully lived life, you can still 
make your future bigger than your past. Growing can be 
as simple as making an effort to learn something that 
increases your perspective on the world or using the 
time you have left to make a new kind of contribution. 

In the last years of his life, Antonio Pijuan was a 
spry 98-year-old Spaniard, living outside Toronto, who 
still had strong opinions and an appreciation of pretty 
women. Earlier in his life he was a farmer in Catal-
onia, and he experienced the Spanish Civil War and 
two world wars firsthand. Antonio remained intensely 
curious about the world despite having lived through 
almost a century of history. Because he was no longer 
as agile as he used to be, television had become his 
window on much of what was new and interesting. Af-
ter seeing a feature on the Bata Shoe Museum in To-
ronto, he asked his granddaughter, Lisa, to take him 
there. He couldn’t believe that there could be so many 
shoes in one building! At the end of the day, he said to 
her in Spanish, “Thank you. I learned so much today.” 
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This is an example of how a bigger future doesn’t 
have to be grand or flashy. It doesn’t have to involve 
great leaps forward. Most growth happens as a result 
of many small steps. The key is to keep taking them.

Making the Most of the Future You’ve Got

Sometimes people’s futures get cut short by events be-
yond their control. But a bigger future is not about how 
much time you have left; it’s about what you do with 
that time. Here’s where we pick up the story of Hilda 
again. 

Hilda truly loved teaching and learning. Both were 
intrinsic to who she was. She knew she was making a 
contribution to her students’ lives, and their success 
and appreciation were her greatest rewards. It often 
seemed that she learned as much from them as they 
did from her. Once, after going missing in a hill tribe 
village on a trek in Thailand, she was located sitting 
outside a hut surrounded by all the local children. 
They were teaching her words in the Lahu language, 
and she was teaching them words in English. Bursts of 
laughter had given them away. 

At 59, Hilda was diagnosed with a rare, untreat-
able form of cancer. By the time the tumor was found, 
she had only a few months to live. Within moments of 
receiving this news, she made a decision to turn her 
remaining time into the most significant learning and 
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teaching contribution of her life. She resolved to han-
dle her situation with all the grace she could muster 
and to give others an example of how to deal with dy-
ing in a dignified, conscious, and thoughtful way. Her 
first student was a young doctor who had jumped the 
gun and told her the night before her official diagno-
sis that she didn’t have cancer. Gently but clearly, she 
explained to him how his misinformation had affected 
her, and her family and friends. It was a lesson he 
would surely not forget. 

She went on to inspire many people over the follow-
ing months with her attitude and courage. Dying is a 
difficult subject to educate people about because most 
of us don’t want to face it. Somehow, she managed to 
balance hope with pragmatism—not giving up, not be-
ing in denial, but realistically and calmly talking about 
the future and what might happen. 

When Hilda died five months later, the funeral 
home had to open an additional wing to accommodate 
all the unexpected visitors. More than 300 people went 
to pay their respects and celebrate what her life had 
meant to them. As bravely as Hilda had lived, start-
ing with her big decision to leave home at 16, she died 
even more courageously. She had been determined to 
squeeze every opportunity for growth out of her last 
few months, even though in many ways her physi-
cal quality of life had been severely diminished by 
the disease. No matter what your circumstances, you 
can always make your future bigger than your past. 
Use what you’ve learned and done as a foundation for 
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something bigger—bigger questions, bigger contribu-
tions, bigger achievements, bigger learning. The next 
nine laws will deepen your understanding of how to 
do this. Allow what you know to point you toward the 
vastness of what you have yet to discover. All of these 
things will keep you growing to the very last days of 
your life.
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Where Do I Start?

  Ask yourself a future-focused question. If you’re 
wondering how to think about what your bigger 
future might look like, try starting with a ques-
tion. Here’s one we like: If we were sitting here 
three years from today, looking back on today, 
what would have to have happened in that time 
for you to feel happy with your progress? In The 
Strategic Coach Program™, we call this The 
R-Factor Question, where R stands for relation-
ship. In this case, it’s helping you to establish 
your relationship with your own bigger future.

  Set goals. Creating goals for yourself automati-
cally takes you out of the past and creates a big-
ger future. If you’re having trouble coming up 
with meaningful goals, a good way to start is to 
write down five or ten of your accomplishments 
from the past year and then think about what 
would represent a further achievement in each 
area. If building on what you’ve accomplished re-
cently doesn’t excite you, think about what you 
love to do most that gives you energy (go back as 
far as you have to, to remember) and ask your-
self, “How can I do more of that?”
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  Take a long view. In Strategic Coach, we like to 
work with 25-year time frames when thinking 
about really big goals. Creating your future is, 
after all, a mental exercise, so you can make the 
time frame anything you like. We like 25 years 
because it offers you the freedom to imagine real-
ly big change. Committing to do something really 
big over 25 years doesn’t seem as daunting be-
cause of the time you have to get it done, and also 
committing to do something for 25 years makes 
you really think about what you’re committing 
to. If you had 25 years to develop a new capabili-
ty or build something extraordinary, what would 
it be? What would you do now to get started?

  Do something with Laws Two to Ten. Law One is 
the definition of growth itself. You can think of it 
as the master law with all the other laws falling 
underneath it, helping you make your future big-
ger than your past in more specific ways. If you’re 
having trouble with the big picture, keep reading 
and look for something in the subsequent laws 
that resonates better with you. If you’ve already 
read through the whole book, the exercise at the 
end will help you find a law that you’d like to fo-
cus on. 
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Another trick is to look back at the table of 
contents where you’ll see all the laws. You’ll no-
tice a formula in how they’re written. All the 
words that fall under the word “future” are things 
that you can focus on to keep you growing. All 
the words at the ends of the laws (just before the 
period) are potential growth traps. For instance, 
focusing on future, learning, contribution, per-
formance, gratitude, and the other words in the 
middle of the laws will help you make your fu-
ture bigger than your past. Focusing on the past, 
experience, rewards, applause, success, and the 
other words at the ends of the laws can trap you. 
When you look at the laws this way after you’ve 
read the book and understand them, it often hap-
pens that a word jumps out immediately that you 
know you want to focus on more, or that is at the 
root of the feeling you have of being stuck or frus-
trated. Read the full definition of that law again 
(handily on the page number listed right there), 
and you’ll likely get some ideas about what to do.
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