
  



Praise for 
The Business of Wanting More 

 
Brian’s insightful and direct style has made him a helpful guide and coach for me and members 
of my team. His book is classic Brian: he reveals his personal story and, in the process, gets you 
to think of your own. The approach to leadership and personal growth he describes in The 
Business of Wanting More is practical and simple, yet transformational. 

—Andrew M. Miller 
President and Chief Executive Officer, Polycom Corporation 

 
Brian is an exceptional executive coach, and The Business of Wanting More brings to life the 
foundation and framework for all the work we’ve done together. He has a gift for breaking 
through the clutter of assumptions, misperceptions, and seemingly logical but incorrect belief 
systems that so many of us live with. The resulting clarity creates an opportunity for success and 
fulfillment at a new and higher plane than I ever thought possible. 

—Bill Hughson 
President, Healthcare Group, DeVry Inc. 

 
The Business of Wanting More begins where so many other books end because it charts the path 
beyond success. For this reason, it is priceless. 

—Mark Gerzon 
Author, Leading Through Conflict: How Successful 
Leaders Transform Differences into Opportunities 

 
There is a religious way of saying wise things—and there is a way of saying wise things that is 
more broadly effective. Brian Gast has found that way! This excellent book will speak to any 
person of sincerity, search, and struggle. It will speak deeply to people who might never read a 
theologian or a “spiritual” writer, as well as to those who will. 

—Fr. Richard Rohr, O.F.M. 
Founder, Center for Action and Contemplation 

 
Gast has a unique ability to offer a different perspective on critical life issues that allows you to 
break through deep-seated beliefs and clearly see paths to true happiness. In The Business of 
Wanting More, he takes very complex subject matter and presents it in a way that’s easy to 
understand and practical to implement. This book is for people who really want more out of life. 

—Randall Mays 
Vice Chairman, Clear Channel Communications, Inc. 

 



Brian Gast is probably the most grounded, humble, and authentic man I know. Brian has a gift 
for coaching and teaching business leaders about what’s really important. I know this firsthand, 
as Brian made a tremendous impact on my life when he served as a board member of a company 
when I was its CEO. The Business of Wanting More will not only become a bestseller, it will 
become a game-changer in the lives of many. 

—Tommy Spaulding 
Author, New York Times bestseller It’s Not Just Who You Know: 

Transform Your Life (and Your Organization) by Turning Colleagues 
and Contacts into Lasting, Genuine Relationships 

 
What a rare opportunity and gift The Business of Wanting More is to the business world. Brian 
not only eloquently shares this great tale of his personal Hero’s Journey, from quintessential 
ruthless capitalist to business mystic, but also offers us a precise philosophical and emotional 
map of theory, skills, and practices that can liberate other business leaders from their pain and 
turmoil while allowing them to remain in the business world. 

—Zen Master Jun Po Denis Kelly Roshi 
Founder, Hollow Bones Order 

 
The Palu, Micronesian wayfinders, navigated vast oceans without instruments, guided by 
awareness, mindfulness, and courage. Brian’s core lessons in The Business of Wanting More 
provide similar guidance to navigate the inner landscape and the journey of a fulfilling life. 

—Elizabeth Lindsey, Ph.D. 
First Female Fellow, National Geographic Society 

 
Brian’s Q7 coaching process helps us understand our core and thus helps us be independent of 
the short-term conditions we face. I recommend The Business of Wanting More to any CEO or 
other senior leader with broad responsibility who wants to grow his business success, his 
happiness, and himself in parallel. 

—Georg Wiebecke 
Former Head, Global Chemical Manufacturing, 

F. Hoffmann-La Roche, Ltd. 
 
The journey of high achievers can be far more complex than we think. In The Business of 
Wanting More, Brian Gast shines a clear bright light on the mysterious struggles that can plague 
our soul. His exceptional insight comes not from theory or speculation, but from his own 
extraordinary life experiences. Having ridden the roller coaster to many of its highest and lowest 
points, Brian is uniquely qualified to share the subtle and somewhat surprising insights he has 
discovered along the way. 

—Zane Robertson 
President and Co-Founder, Active Minds; 



Young Presidents’ Organization 
International Forum Committee member 

 
The Business of Wanting More is for anyone who has worked hard and made sacrifices to 
achieve their career ambitions only to discover that what they were seeking left them empty, 
unfulfilled, and lost. In writing this deeply personal book, Brian Gast is writing for an 
audience—the successfully unhappy—that has been largely ignored and not talked about in 
business and management publishing. Interview the many commuters on the trains, planes, and 
busses into and out of any big city, and you’ll find that Brian’s story will resonate with them. As 
a former coaching client, I can attest to the profound personal and professional impact of being 
led by Brian through the transformative steps described in this book. 

—Brian Watson, Ph.D. 
Former Global Head, Operational Excellence and 

Capability Development, Credit Suisse 
 
The message and specific direction delivered in The Business of Wanting More couldn’t be more 
timely or appropriate for today’s business climate. Business leaders are facing increased stresses 
as they work tirelessly to achieve ongoing success. I firmly believe that leaders who read and 
implement the tactics outlined in this book will live more satisfying lives and be more effective 
leaders, regardless of inevitable fluctuations in their financial achievements. 

—Tom Filippini 
Co-Founder, Exclusive Resorts, Inc. 
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Why We Don’t Get What We Really Want 
 

It is often tragic to see how blatantly a man bungles his own life and the lives of 
others yet remains totally incapable of seeing how much the whole tragedy 
originates in himself, and how he continually feeds it and keeps it going. 

—Carl Jung 
 

When I first met Steve, his company had reached $100 million in annual revenues, a level of 
performance well beyond what he’d envisioned ten years earlier. A pioneer in a growing 
segment of the health-care industry, he finally had his management team in place such that he 
could step out of the day-to-day operations. Forty, married for ten years, with two smart, healthy 
kids and a spacious home in an affluent Dallas suburb, Steve loved his cigars and wine, and had 
recently taken up golf and the study of single-malt scotch. He liked his success, he said, but was 
growing tired of his anxiety and loneliness; and his wife was growing scared of how 
disconnected he’d become from her and their children. He’d tried a number of strategies to 
resolve these issues, including upgrading a key management position and joining a country club 
and an exclusive networking club for local executives. Nothing was working. 

Steve didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in his mouth. After leaving an alcoholic home at 
eighteen and completing a less than noteworthy undergraduate education, he sold cheap life 
insurance and built a multimillion-dollar company around it, applying his ambition, innate 
smarts, and creativity. Steve was a survivor, his scrappy resourcefulness, street smarts, and 
defiant independence palpable behind his $1,500 suit and $60 haircut. Like me, he looked like he 
had it all. 

As did Maggie. She and her business partner had built a very successful marketing and 
branding company from scratch. Maggie lived with her husband and their children in an 
elegantly appointed historic home in an exclusive suburb of Philadelphia, a ten-minute drive 
from Merion Country Club, where she was a member. 

An only child and a classic overachiever, Maggie had resolved in high school to get out of 
her small upstate Pennsylvania hometown and family poverty. Conscientious and focused at an 
early age, she dedicated herself to her schoolwork, three sports, and student government, earning 
a scholarship to a prestigious west-coast college. Still, she couldn’t escape her mother’s voice in 
her head: “Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know.” From her first day as an analyst at a large 
consulting firm, Maggie socked away every dollar she had, accumulating a significant, mostly 
liquid net worth by the age of forty. 

What Maggie never earned was her father’s engagement and approval. Now, at forty-five, 
she saw herself in the shadow of another man, her business partner. Bored and unmotivated, she 
knew that the relationship with her business partner was draining the life out of her. She also 
believed she couldn’t succeed without his unique skills and connections. If she just doubled the 



size of the business, she thought, she’d finally feel wealthy enough to step off the treadmill, 
secure and content. 
 
The High Achiever’s Paradox 
Like me, Steve and Maggie used their accomplishments, primarily work-related, to try to 
overcome the pain of not feeling accepted, feed their hunger for approval, and ultimately feel 
whole. But the harder they worked and the more successful they got, the worse they felt. They 
were stuck in a frustrating, futile pattern that I call the High Achiever’s Paradox. 

The High Achiever’s Paradox is, well, paradoxical because the high achiever doesn’t achieve 
what they really need: to be seen and affirmed for who they are—and to feel worthy of that. 
They excel and, once at the top, are naturally seen, but only for what they do. The people closest 
to them at work and at home, however, seldom acknowledge them even for that, instead taking 
their accomplishments for granted. If anyone is expected to dish out praise, it’s the high 
achiever; they’re the supreme cheerleader. Indeed, it’s lonely at the top. In spite of the high 
achiever’s confident exterior, their behavior is driven by an unmet internal need for self-worth—
which doesn’t get met through achievement, so the achiever scales even higher. 
 
The Bubble: Why Smart People Do Stupid Things 
To better understand how our unmet needs influence our life, consider that, in response to feeling 
vulnerable, we encase ourselves in a bubble. This metaphorical bubble protects us from the 
world, from all the emotional and psychological pain of being human, in both directions: outside 
in and inside out. We unconsciously construct our bubble from our beliefs, most of which we 
either inherited from our parents or culture or made up in reaction to a painful childhood incident 
or circumstance. In fact, the word “vulnerability” comes from the Latin word for “wound.” 
Outside in, our bubble presents to the world a constructed identity, a self we feel safer allowing 
others to see. Inside out, it presents the world we consciously or unconsciously want to see, the 
one we can feel safe in because it conforms to our beliefs. In both directions, our bubble is a lens 
distorting what’s real. 

Growing up, we make sense of, or interpret, things about the 
world with a child’s limited, self-referenced understanding: 
everything painful that occurs in our immediate environment must 
have something to do with us. That is, such-and-such wouldn’t 
have happened if we were something-or-other enough. This (and 

every) interpretation, or “story”—a subjective, dynamic, contextual perception—registers in the 
child’s mind as a belief, static, absolute, true. Some believe that we come into the world holding 
a core belief about our inadequacy. Depending on your perspective, life experiences create the 
belief or confirm it. However we come to it, the belief at the core of our bubble, then, is this: I 
am not enough. Which triggers shame. When we feel shame, we believe we are bad, unlovable, 
unworthy. (When we feel guilt, we feel bad about our behavior but don’t necessarily believe we 

Your bubble most 
vigilantly protects you 
from the reoccurrence of 
childhood wounds. 



are bad.) The shaming messages and self-shaming beliefs in our bubble cause us to create an 
identity—high achiever, for example—that we believe will be accepted by others. And being 
accepted by others, belonging, being liked and loved means—bottom line—that we’re safe, 
we’re not in danger, so we’ll survive. 

Until we consciously devise new strategies for surviving life, our bubble is actually our ally. 
It screens out experiences, people, thoughts, and ideas that cause us pain, so that we can function 
in the world as constructively as our capacities will allow. This strategy gets some of us pretty 
far in a culture that values external symbols of success (career, money, status, stuff) over internal 
measures (emotional, psychological, and spiritual well-being).At some point, however, we can 
no longer deny our chronic, low-grade discontent(“I should be happy, but I’m not.”), and we 
wake up to our bubble’s existence, its distortion of ourselves and the world around us—and what 
we forfeited to stay safe inside it: the expression and fulfillment of our deepest, truest needs. 
Until that wake-up call, smart people do stupid things. We make change after change, buy this 
and do that, trying to increase our satisfaction and happiness, only to remain stuck in old patterns 
that keep us from getting what we really want or need. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our Bubble Resists Our Growth 
“Brian, when you make comments in staff meetings, people seldom argue that you have the right 
answer. But the way you deliver the content…” Dale, one of my senior managers at American 
Telecasting, paused to find the right words to tell his boss, twenty years his junior, that he was 
arrogant and his communication skills sucked. Like most of my inner circle, he walked on egg 
shells around me, despite my invitation, in all our quarterly performance-review meetings, to 
give me feedback on my style and effectiveness as a leader. 



“It’s the way you say it that makes others feel like they’re idiots.”I thanked Dale for his 
comments and made a mental note to think before I speak and give my feedback privately. I 
effectively changed my external behavior—except when I was under a lot of stress, in which 
case I reverted to delivering what my staff called a Gast Blast. 

Because I hadn’t yet discerned my bubble, I didn’t make the connection between my arrogant 
tone—my constantly having to prove I was the smartest guy in the room—and my vulnerability 
whenever I thought I wasn’t being perceived as intelligent and quick with the answers. My 
bubble also screened out Dale’s feedback. To admit that Dale was right was to admit that I was 
insecure, which was to risk my being judged as inadequate and feeling shame. To prevent such 
vulnerability, my bubble led me to receive critical feedback only after judging and dismissing the 
source before they opened their mouth. I then analyzed the feedback through the filter of my 
bubble and denied whatever didn’t corroborate what I already believed about myself. My bubble 
had brought my internal growth to a standstill. Rather than examine my belief system to uncover 
the core belief underneath my vulnerability—that I wasn’t enough—I manufactured a sense of 
self-worth with more power, more money, more stuff. 
 
Embracing Vulnerability and Emotions 
Our seeking more and more of what doesn’t fulfill us is really a quest for safety. Consider that 
we’re born vulnerable and never lose our connection with that primal vulnerability. Picture an 
infant—a little bundle of vulnerability, completely dependent on others for care and survival. 
Picture a young child—completely dependent on others for acknowledgement and validation. 
Picture a teenager—completely dependent on others while trying to separate from their family 
and establish themselves as an individual. Picture an adult—completely dependent on others for 
a job, a raise, a deal, intimacy. 

Our vulnerability never goes away. No matter how experienced, rich, or powerful we 
become, meeting our needs depends heavily on our interaction with others, which essentially 
means that our survival isn’t entirely in our control, which makes us feel unsafe. So, if feeling 
safe means never feeling vulnerable, it ain’t gonna happen. When we recognize and accept our 
innate vulnerability, however, we can consciously create safety by tending to our emotional 
needs. Otherwise, we’ll relentlessly pursue and accumulate illusions of safety—money, titles, 
homes, stuff—and remain unfulfilled. This mature relationship with our vulnerability allows us 
to see its gift: it connects us with our heart and soul, with other people, nature, and the divine. 
When it comes to fulfillment, vulnerability is both the problem and the solution. 

The most reliable indicator that your bubble is distorting what you see is the presence of 
difficult emotions. Your mind can create a lot of confusion and distortion about what’s going on 
around you. Your feelings, however, provide valuable information for identifying your limiting 
thinking. In short, they’re sure signs that core needs are going unmet. Unfortunately, many 
people react irrationally or violently when they have a painful emotion, or they ignore it 
altogether. 
 



Moving from Success to Fulfillment 
Perhaps you’re a high achiever like Steve and Maggie. You’ve achieved success, and now you’re 
looking for fulfillment. Perhaps you’d mistaken success for fulfillment until more—more 
accomplishments, more money, more toys—wasn’t enough to make you feel safe inside your 
bubble. The journey to fulfillment begins when you start examining your bubble—all the beliefs, 
stories, and messages that went into forming it. 

Fulfillment is simply the state of being that arises when these four 
universal, human core needs are met: acceptance, connection, 
purpose, and service. Behind every thought, feeling, and action is 
our desire to meet one or more of these needs. For example, the 

drive to succeed in our career is often fueled by the need to be accepted or have value. But when 
we pursue career success at the expense of our health, marriage, or even morality, our bubble is 
at work, leading us not to more acceptance but to more work. 

If your bubble has you struggling to establish a better balance between work and home, you 
may have airtight justifications for why you need to keep working: “I can’t delegate more work 
because these projects are too critical, and my staff isn’t strong enough to do these things without 
me.” “I’ll stop working these hours as soon as my stock options vest or I sell the business.” 

Or you rationalize that your impact on others isn’t that bad: “My wife is used to these hours, 
and she appreciates the lifestyle my work affords us.” “I may be on the road a lot, but I spend 
every Sunday morning with my kids, and I’m totally present when I’m with them.” 

Meanwhile, your needs aren’t getting met, so you conclude that more, more, more will do the 
trick , upping the ante over time. I know the game; I played it for years. Your bubble turns you 
into someone who can’t say “enough” or “no”—in a word, an addict. Whether it’s substance 
abuse, overworking, compulsive shopping, or obsessive worrying or complaining, your addiction 
will leave you perpetually unsatisfied. 

Your bubble leads you off the more vulnerable path of directly meeting your core needs. 
Judith Wright, in her book The Soft Addiction Solution: Break 
Free of the Seemingly Harmless Habits That Keep You from the 
Life You Want, distinguishes between hard (life-threatening) and 
soft addictions. She highlights patterns of behavior that we might 
not consider to be harmful addictions and connects these 
addictions to our unconscious hungers for something deeper. A 
soft addiction, she writes, is a “misguided attempt to take care of 
ourselves…The problem is that soft addictions don’t add to our 
life; they actually drain us of the precious resources that could be 
used toward fueling our dreams.”1So, if you want to find 
fulfillment, start by noticing your addictive patterns. This self-scrutiny will help you identify 
your unmet needs and recognize how your bubble blocks you from meeting them. 

An addiction satisfies a desire or a compulsion in our attempt to meet one or more core 
needs, leaving us feeling empty after the temporary high. When addicted, we’re preoccupied 

The biggest block to your 
fulfillment is not knowing 
what fulfillment is. 

Your bubble contains 
voices that rationalize 
and justify your 
addictions—voices 
established when you 
were young, and shaped 
and reinforced by a 
culture that believes that 
more is better. 



with what we’re convinced will make us feel better, anesthetized to what’s really missing that 
would sustainably meet our deeper needs. 

Need? The word conjures “neediness” in a culture that’s taken its pioneering tradition of 
hardy individualism to an extreme, conditioning us to believe that independence and self-
sufficiency are necessary virtues, that depending on others is being weak and needy. Many of us 
don’t ask for what we need, let alone know what we need or acknowledge that we have needs. Of 
course, there’s a big difference between having needs and being needy—just stop eating for a 
day. Though not critical to our physical survival, our needs for acceptance, connection, purpose, 
and service are essential to our aliveness; they evoke emotion and affirm life. Neediness, on the 
other hand, is the voice of a younger, hurt part of you. It’s critical, then, to our full human 
potential, individually and collectively, that we develop needs literacy and the acuity to discern 
when our needs are being met and when they’re not. 

Our language has different ways of expressing our four core needs: 
 
1. Acceptance: being good enough, validation, affirmation, approval, support, respect, 

being seen, being heard, being of value, having self-worth 
2. Connection: empathy, closeness, touch, inclusion, belonging, community, trust, 

emotional safety, intimacy 
3. Purpose: meaning, reason for living, right livelihood, understanding of one’s place in the 

world 
4. Service: contributing, giving, making a difference, leaving a legacy 

 
We humans use hundreds of addictive strategies to try to meet our 
core needs. When not being unconsciously driven to meet a need, 
the same behavior, thought, or attitude can be perfectly 
constructive. For example, making money is a sensible pursuit; 
overtrading and unnecessarily engaging in high-stakes business 
deals that create stress and chaos may signal an addiction to risk-
taking. Considering downside scenarios facilitates contingency 

planning; obsessing about what could go wrong to the point of immobility and catastrophic 
thinking is an addictive pattern. Sharing accomplishments demonstrates a healthy self-regard; 
bragging and upstaging others is a counterproductive strategy to score attention and approval. 

Marshall Rosenberg, author of Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life, was a 
pioneer in relating our behaviors, thoughts, and feelings to our human needs. He posits that 
everything we do and say is an attempt to meet a human need and that every addictive behavior, 
thought, and feeling, and every form of violence—all of which don’t lead to fulfillment—is a 
tragic expression of one or more unmet needs.2 

Our addictive strategies don’t correspond with specific needs. For example, being a 
workaholic doesn’t necessarily mean you’re short on acceptance and approval; you may 
overwork to connect with certain people and feel a sense of belonging, to seek more meaning 

The first question to ask 
in the midst of a reactive 
feeling or before making 
a decision or taking 
action is: What core need 
am I trying to meet? 



and purpose in your life, or to serve others or leave a legacy. Whatever the need, if you sense that 
you’re stuck in an addictive pattern of seeking more and more, you can be pretty sure your 
strategy isn’t meeting that need. 

Our addictive strategies fall into one (or more) of these four categories: 
 

1. Feeling: disconnecting from one’s emotions, withdrawing, isolating, numbing out in 
front of the TV or computer, drinking, using drugs, lying, avoiding conflict, being aloof 

2. Acting: working, over-scheduling/committing, sleeping, procrastinating, breaking 
commitments, inertia, excessive physical activity, shopping, hoarding, bullying 

3. Thinking: worrying, complaining, criticizing, overanalyzing, having to be right, black-
and-white thinking, perfectionism, lying, victim thinking 

4. Being: insecurity, boasting, grandiosity, self-diminishment 
 
Which addictive strategies you employ is a function of your bubble-based beliefs. For many, just 
the awareness of a limiting belief (e.g., “I don’t deserve to be in this group.”) or catching 
yourself in the act of compensating for such a belief (e.g., “I am over-selling my point to these 
people.”) can transform your bubble. Some beliefs are harder to identify and change. I developed 
a process designed to surface and change limiting beliefs called the Q7 Process. To learn more 
about the Q7 Process, click here or read my book, The Business of Wanting More: Why Some 
Executives Move from Success to Fulfillment and Others Don’t. 
 
The Limitations of External Fixes 
In spite of, or because of, my limited leadership maturity, I had little motivation to evolve. I was 
capable enough to help American Telecasting outperform its competitors and industry peers by 
most measures. Employees and customers seemed very happy. And, as long as the stock price 
held up, board members and shareholders were happy, too. 

But Dale’s comments nagged at me. Committing to growing as a leader, I attended several 
weeklong leadership development programs at well-known business schools and institutes over 
the next two years. Like my university education and post-graduate training, however, these 
programs were external fixes. A cadre of organizational psychologists monitored and interpreted 
my every word. They profiled and “typed” me using psychological instruments that revealed my 
thinking style and behavioral tendencies. They pointed out my insensitivity to the feelings of 
others when I’m under pressure. They acknowledged my gifts and abilities when remarking that 
no previous trainee had been voted to lead so many processes. They correlated desirable 
leadership behaviors with popular leadership models. But they never worked at the level of my 
core beliefs, my motivations for doing what I did. I left with my bubble intact. Fewer than five 
years later, I was acting out of my need to be seen and accepted and made several disastrous 
business decisions. I substantially increased the scope of our business plan resulting in huge 
financial risk and hired a decorated industry veteran to run the business who proved to be a 
cultural misfit and lacked the skills he needed to run our company. 

http://quadrantinternational.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Q7IntensiveBrochure_v3.0.pdf�


When you get to the point of recognizing that something isn’t working and you need to fix it, 
perhaps you make the changes I used to make: you change where you work or whom you work 
with; you modify your behavior when you think of it; you seek more education and training. 
These external fixes and new sources of information don’t get to the root cause of your decisions 
and actions. In resisting an internal investigation, nothing about you really changes. And nothing 
in your life changes. 
 
The Way Out: Revisiting Steve and Maggie 
Steve was finished with living in the future. He no longer wanted to be disconnected from his 
family and insecure around his friends. Committed to breaking his addictions and bursting his 
bubble, Steve hired an executive coach and went through the Q7 Process, transforming his 
vulnerability into anally and his pain into a gateway to his core needs—and to his heart, 
aliveness, and spirit. 

Maggie jumped into the Q7 Process with both feet and broke patterns that had controlled her 
life for over thirty years. She ended her toxic business partnership, deepened her commitment to 
her marriage, and launched a consulting practice focused on process improvement, an area she 
loved and excelled in. Her financial insecurity faded as she exposed her limiting beliefs for the 
lies that they were. Integrating new beliefs into her worldview, she is now able to generate an 
enduring feeling of security from within. 

Steve and Maggie both started their journey to fulfillment by taking one vital step: they 
opened their heart. Embracing their vulnerability, they made the move, though counterintuitive, 
to look inward and confront their pain. In examining their life from 
the inside out, in acknowledging their bubble and the beliefs and 
addictive patterns it contained, they had to risk the short-term 
satisfaction of their four core needs in order to truly meet them. They 
had to risk looking in the mirror and concluding that they were of no 
value, not good enough, that they’d been an imposter to themselves 
and others. To come out as their authentic self, they had to speak 
from their heart to the people around them and risk being rejected for 
their deeper truth, the lie of their false life, or both. 

You’re reading this book presumably because you’re ready to make a change. You’ve come 
to the right place if you: 
 

• Have achieved some level of success yet feel something is missing. 
• Know you have talents you’re not using. 
• Have hit rock-bottom and tried everything else to pick yourself up. 
• Hunger for the aliveness that comes from an internal awakening. 
• Want to burst your bubble and live a life of clarity and fulfillment. 

 

Our conditioned mind 
wants to derail us 
from the real path to 
fulfillment—to our true 
self, our authenticity, 
our heart—because it 
perceives this path as 
less safe. 



Seeking fulfillment as your measure of success requires moving straight into some 
counterintuitive and countercultural headwinds on the proverbial road less traveled. If you’re 
ready to hit that road, in this next section, you’ll learn about the foundation of a fulfilling life: 
meeting your four core needs. 
 
How to Move from Success to Fulfillment 
 

The more faithfully you listen to the voice within you, 
the better you will hear what is sounding outside. 

—Dag Hammarskjöld 
 

Ron’s clients trusted and counted on him. Eight years earlier, at thirty-two, leveraging his 
business relationships, he founded a regional accounting firm that serves small businesses and 
individuals throughout the Bay Area. Part über-salesman, Ron created instant rapport with 
prospective clients. He intuitively knew what was important to people, and his staff were 
awestruck when they watched him close a sale. Part accounting genius, Ron assessed problems 
quickly and developed creative solutions that saved his clients a lot of money. Those who 
generated significant fees for his company often became his personal friends. 

Yet, Ron’s relationship with his staff was fraught with contradiction. He valued mentoring 
young associates; he took the time to get to know the interests of his employees; and he always 
showed compassion for their personal crises. But he demeaned them for not working hard 
enough and for making the smallest of errors. Whenever someone got in the way of his success, 
Ron turned into a human steamroller. His inconsistent behavior was draining the life out of his 
team—and out of him. 

The culture Ron had created was also hampering his company’s productivity and growth. 
Fearing his critical, controlling style, managers and lower-level employees alike took little 
initiative. Plus, the firm was having difficulty attracting and retaining high-performing staff. If 
Ron wasn’t driving a task, it didn’t get done. So he put in eighty hours a week, spending a lot of 
his time on tasks he didn’t enjoy. 

As Ron was backing his Porsche out of the driveway one Monday morning, his wife called 
his assistant, Addie, to warn her of her husband’s foul mood. Hanging up the phone, she thought 
to herself, “If this is the way he leaves the house when business is good, I’d hate to see what he’d 
be like if he wasn’t successful.” 

Ron’s staff was used to his bad moods. Over the weekend, they collectively received fifty-
plus emails from him, many critical of their work. And earlier that morning, he fired off a few 
caustic directives to his senior team members. By the time Ron arrived at the office, his team 
was prepared for yet another miserable day with the boss. 



Was Ron successful? Yes, if success is measured by client revenue and profit growth. Was 
Ron fulfilled? If fulfillment means feeling content, emotionally grounded, and passionate about 
work, far from it. 
 
Meeting Our Four Core Needs 
Like Steve, Maggie, and me, Ron excelled at meeting his basic physical and security needs but 
had neglected the four core ones: acceptance, connection, purpose, and service. He was climbing 
the proverbial ladder, chasing after wants—more clients, more power, a higher net worth—that 
are illusory. True happiness and fulfillment come not from satisfying externally measurable 
wants, but from meeting our four core needs. And that starts with an understanding of these 
needs and why they’re so important. 
 
The Need for Acceptance 
Being accepted by others feels great, but that feeling won’t be sustainable if you don’t accept 
yourself. Believing yourself to be unacceptable may have come from an early caregiver’s 
negative message or your then-interpretation of a childhood event or circumstance. Inside a 
bubble-based low self-concept, you’ll unconsciously discount, distrust, sabotage, or not even 
recognize another’s acceptance of you, all the while trying to earn the acceptance of those whose 
opinions you value by becoming who you think they want you to be. 

When you’re meeting your need for acceptance, you completely accept yourself—that is, you 
consider yourself inherently worthy, whole, regardless of what you do, how you look, what you 
own, and who likes you. You’re able to affirm yourself even when others are questioning your 
ability, criticizing your performance, or skeptically waiting on you to deliver the goods. You end 
the relentless chase for external validation. 

A lack of self-acceptance tends to be endemic among high performing executives. Jim Loehr, 
co-author of The Power of Full Engagement and co-founder of the Human Performance Institute 
(HPI), in Orlando, Florida, relies heavily on his research data to coach his clients—among them 
some of the country’s top athletes, politicians, and CEOs. Dr. Loehr found, based on research 
with HPI attendees, that fifty-six percent of high-achieving leaders are driven by the desire for 
power, control, achievement, and recognition—that is, their wants. Despite that achievement and 
recognition, thirty-six percent see themselves as imposters (e.g., “I’m afraid that, if someone 
discovers how incapable I really am, I’ll be fired.”), and thirty-eight percent are chronically 
disappointed in themselves.3 

If you feel fraudulent or disappointed in yourself, inside the bubble you’ll either inflate 
yourself by showing off or deflate yourself by downplaying your accomplishments. And what 
you don’t accept in yourself, you won’t be able to accept in others—which doesn’t mean 
condoning or supporting behavior that runs counter to your values. 
 
  



The Need for Connection 
We humans are social and emotional creatures who naturally seek connection with others. But 
connection doesn’t happen just from spending time together. True connection occurs in the 
moment, when two people, intimates or strangers, exchange empathy and vulnerably share their 
true selves. 

When you’re meeting your need for connection, you have meaningful relationships with 
yourself, others, and the environment; you share from your heart even if doing so moves you out 
of your comfort zone; you give and receive empathy and compassion; you’re part of a 
community of people who care for and support one another; and you experience emotional safety 
and trust. 
 
The Need for Purpose 
When you’re meeting your need for purpose, you believe there’s a reason for your existence, that 
your life has meaning even if you haven’t discerned it yet. Some people find their purpose in 
what they do in the world (e.g., parent, teacher, entrepreneur); others believe that existence itself 
is the purpose of life (e.g., “I exist to love and be loved.” “I exist to live full-out.”). 

With a sense of purpose, you’ll feel more than motivated: you’ll feel inspired. You’ll 
evaluate nearly all your thoughts, choices, and actions in terms of whether or not they advance 
your purpose. Such clarity, discrimination, and inspiring humility is why Warren Bennis, in his 
book On Becoming a Leader, asserts that purpose beyond oneself is an essential quality of an 
effective leader.4 

There is no shortage of ways to discover your purpose. Some do it through crisis; others, 
through divine intervention; and others, via an exercise at a workshop or in a book. Right now 
you can take five minutes and complete this sentence: “My purpose is to…” Include one or two 
core values (something you would die for or at least keep doing no matter what) and a few action 
words or skills at which you are highly competent and enjoy. This first cut at a purpose statement 
could change your life. Once you identify what core values you stand for, your purpose makes 
decision-making easier. If something or some activity does not align with your purpose then you 
don’t pursue it. Your purpose will likely reflect our greatest struggle. If the world you grew up in 
was not safe it would stand to reason that creating safe places for others is part of your purpose. 
If you discovered that you seldom saw healthy relationships you may be uniquely equipped to 
form them. If you struggle to feel accepted a core part of your reason for being may be to help 
others feel accepted. Once you clarify your purpose, you can control the tendency to focus on 
your ego, holding instead the big picture, maintaining a grounded perspective in the face of 
change or chaos. 
 
The Need for Service 
When your needs for acceptance, connection, and purpose are met, you’ll naturally be compelled 
to serve because you’ll have “enough to go around.” In finally feeling accepted, connected, and 



purposeful, you’ll view yourself and the world differently, and become more other-focused, 
which is a return to your natural state. If you don’t feel a need to serve others, your other core 
needs probably aren’t being met—which may mean that you’re still perceiving your survivability 
through your culturally programmed bubble, buying in to the belief that one must operate 
competitively and independently to secure enough of the scarce resources for oneself. While 
serving doesn’t mean giving others what you literally have a surplus of, you can’t, as the saying 
goes, fill another’s cup if your own is empty. 

Service is typically an outgrowth of purpose because most authentic purposes serve other 
people in some way, directly or indirectly. Your service, whether you identify it as a personal 
mission or a calling, will be an expression of your purpose. Volunteering at a nursing home or 
homeless shelter, opening the door for a stranger, sending a quick “I love you” text message to a 
friend—every act of service, large or small, makes a difference—for others and yourself: you’ll 
experience your deeper humanity and an enduring sense of belonging in the world. 

Service heals both giver and receiver. When you spend time with the homeless, the dying, at-
risk youth, you deepen your appreciation for what you have and gain perspective on your own 
wounds, fears, and disappointments. You get inspired and strengthened by another’s humanity as 
you witness their surrender, courage, and resilience in the face of their situation. 

Service also leads to fulfillment when it helps build your legacy. Some leave their legacy by 
donating money to their alma mater or their local library’s expansion fund. Others leave their 
legacy via the non- or for-profit organization they founded, led, or served. Most of us will create 
our legacy through teaching and mentoring in any number of settings. 

You can bring a philosophy of service to your marriage, family, and workplace. You can 
become what Robert Greenleaf calls, in his book Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature 
of Legitimate Power and Greatness, a “servant leader”—one who serves as the humble steward 
of an organization’s physical, financial, human, and intangible resources. Servant leaders see 
their job as serving employees, not the other way around, and they take the same approach in 
their relationships with suppliers and other stakeholders.5 

The paradox of service is that, while it feels good to serve, it feels better when you’re not 
serving in order to feel good. The less self-centered your motive to serve is, the more fulfilling 
service becomes. 
 
Our Core Needs Are Sequential and Interactive 
Our four core needs—acceptance, connection, purpose, and service—are usually met in a 
sequential, building-block manner. When you accept yourself, you feel accepted by others, 
which makes you more willing to be vulnerable with them, which creates connection. When you 
feel connected, you consider others as much as yourself, which naturally causes you to think 
about your purpose in life. And, in finding and expressing your purpose, you provide service to 
others. 

This sequence isn’t linear, however, but circular: the four core needs are interrelated. Finding 
your purpose can feed your need for acceptance. Serving others can foster a connection with 



them. Connection with others supports your need for acceptance. Each need builds upon and 
reinforces the others. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
From Success to Fulfillment and Back Again: 
Revisiting Ron 

Ron wasn’t a servant leader. He took care of his clients to the detriment of his staff. He put 
himself before the needs of his employees and built his business around trying to affirm himself. 
His strong technical and sales skills could no longer offset his limited effectiveness as a leader. 
When he read the summary, unfavorable but accurate, of an employee feedback survey, he knew 
he was at an existential crossroads. 

After doing the work to meet his four core needs, Ron set about to recreate his company’s 
culture. He put his associates first; he focused on what he did best and shifted the day-to-day 
management to others; and he took a collaborative approach with his employees to create a 
company purpose bigger than making himself look successful. The firm resumed its rapid 
growth, with happier, engaged employees and a happier leader who lives and leads from his head 
and his heart. 

What’s missing in your life? What needs or yearnings have you ignored, hoped would go 
away or be met once you completed that next deal, married the right person, or achieved just the 



right things? The truth about fulfillment is that it always comes from within. It comes from the 
way we view the world. Change your bubble and your whole world changes. 

Fulfillment is your native state. It is what existed before you thought you had to do or get 
something in order to be whole. What you really want and need is not that complicated and the 
fear that you won’t get it is driving everything you do. There is enough, you are enough. When 
you lead and live with these beliefs, not only will you be fulfilled, you just may be successful as 
well. 
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