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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
I write a lot of these UbooksÔ, but this 
one is special. First, you’ll notice that 
it’s formatted to make it easy to read 
on a smartphone or tablet, hopefully 
without downloading any other apps.  
 
This UbookÔ runs about 11,500 words, 
which roughly works out to about 45 or 
50 minutes of reading time. 
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What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
But the “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
 
As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in April 2021. If 
you’re reading a while after that, you 
might want to see if there’s an updated 
edition at Understandably.com. 
 
What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
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anything like remove the author name, 
the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
That wouldn’t be too cool. It would also 
look kind of silly, given the subject 
matter.  
 
If someone sent this to you, please 
think about signing up for 
Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily newsletter (which has 
thousands of 5-star ratings), it’s also 
where you’ll find out about other free 
UbooksÔ as they’re released.  
 
You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
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Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea? Fire off an 
email to help@understandably.com. 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
April 2021 
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Introduction 
 
Thanks for downloading “Best Stuff So 
Far.” 
 
My name is Bill Murphy Jr. I write a 
daily email newsletter at 
Understandably.com. For more than a 
decade, I’ve also been writing about 
entrepreneurship — starting first with a 
series of books, and then as a writer for 
media brands like Inc.com. 
 
I realized recently that it all adds up to 
more than 2,000 columns: a heck of a 
lot of writing. I also realized that while 
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I’m proud of all my work, there are 
some columns that really stand out to 
me in retrospect. 
 
These are the ones that tell a story 
together — both about my life and my 
journey, and about the things I’ve 
learned that I’ve been lucky enough to 
share with others.  
 
Now, as part of Understandably, I’ve 
been putting together a series of free 
ebooks that I call Ubooks. These are 
continually updated digital-only books 
on various topics that interest me: 
things like a Ubook about Warren 
Buffett, one about how to train yourself 
to improve your emotional intelligence, 
one that contains the results of 
scientific studies on how to raise 
successful kids — heck, even one on 
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why Tom Brady of the Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers is so successful (and what 
other people can learn from him).  
 
So, to celebrate a decade of doing this 
kind of work, I decided to pull together 
this special Ubook that you’re currently 
reading, which contains the top dozen 
of my favorite columns.  
 
For the most part, I’m including these 
as they were written, so if you read 
something like, “For 2020, I predict that 
we’ll all be getting out of our houses 
more and spending lots of time with 
the people we love,” you can guess 
that it’s a pre-pandemic article that I’ve 
included without revision.  
 
(That’s a made-up example; I don’t 
think there’s anything that far off.) 
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Like all my Ubooks, I suspect I’ll update 
it over time. For one thing, it was really 
hard to pick the top dozen. There are a 
lot more than 12 columns that I’m really 
proud of and would like to keep 
sharing.  
 
That means I’ll probably either put 
together another edition of “Best Stuff 
So Far,” or revise this edition. Not sure 
which yet. But, I’ll let subscribers know. 
 
I should mention a bit more about that. 
My big project right now is 
Understandably.com. It’s a daily email 
newsletter, and you most likely signed 
up for it when you downloaded this 
Ubook.  
 



 

 
 

- 12 - 

If not, maybe go there right now: 
Understandably.com. I hope you’ll 
check it out. 
 
Finally, everything is a work in progress 
with these books. You might find a 
typo here or there, or have a 
suggestion for future editions. Heck, I 
might even change the title. If you do 
have ideas, just send them to me at 
bill@understandably.com. 
 
Be kind, though. That’s important. See 
you in your email. 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
April 2021 
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The Rule of 3 
 

Some of the columns in this Ubook will reveal a 
bit more about my personal and professional story. 
For now, I just want to point out that I was an avid 
reader of Inc. Magazine long before I began 
writing for Inc.com. I like the story you’re about to 
read because of nostalgia, but also because it 
contains some really good advice. 

__________ 

This is a story about the U.S. Marine 
Corps, the Rule of 3, and how to avoid 
getting overwhelmed.  

It's also about the first article I ever 
remember reading in Inc. magazine 
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back in 1998 -- and how that simple 
rule has served me well and helped me 
accomplish my goals for more than 21 
years. 

The article was headlined "Corps 
Values," and it asked this: 

The U.S. Marines are trained to 
make split-second decisions 
based on incomplete information, 
in life-or-death situations. Can they 
provide clues to running a faster-
reacting business? 

Here's the part I remembered almost 
verbatim, even before looking it up to 
write about it today: 

In a nutshell, the rule is this: Each 
marine has three things to worry 
about.  
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In terms of organizational 
structure, the "rule of three" means 
a corporal has a three-person fire 
team; a sergeant has a squad of 
three fire teams; a lieutenant and a 
staff sergeant have a platoon of 
three squads; and so on, up to 
generals. 

The functional version of the rule 
dictates that a person should limit 
his or her attention to three tasks 
or goals. When applied to 
strategizing, the rule prescribes 
boiling a world of infinite 
possibilities down to three 
alternative courses of action.  

Anything more, and a marine can 
become overextended and 
confused. The marines 
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experimented with a rule of four 
and found that effectiveness 
plummeted. 

There are three reasons why this has 
stayed with me so long. (Yes, three!) 

The first reason is the Rule of 3 itself.  

I've used it almost automatically since 
reading that article. I've found that for 
me too, three is the maximum number 
of things I can focus on at once.   

Right now, for example, I have three 
professional projects: 

• my work for Inc., 
• a new publication I'm launching 

called Understandably, and 
• a digital technology product that 

I'm developing with a colleague. 
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(Ed. Note: this last project didn’t 
survive the pandemic. I probably 
need another one.) 

More projects than that would just be 
too much. 

The second reason I remember it so 
well is simply because it was in Inc. 
magazine. I've been a loyal reader 
going back many years.  

I'd started a couple of small businesses 
by then, but this publication was a big 
way that I stayed connected to my 
entrepreneurial dreams in those days. 
It's pretty wild to me that I write for it 
now.  

Finally, there's how I happened to have 
read it: I had just moved to Washington 
for my first job as a lawyer. My brother 
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had just gotten out of the Marines and 
was living with me. A 

And it was my dad who gave me the 
magazine with this article on the cover. 
He and my mom were visiting, and it 
was something to read while I was 
waiting for them at their hotel. 

It's not just the Marine Corps that 
recognizes the Rule of 3.  

More recently, my Inc.com colleague 
Jessica Stillman tackled it from a 
different perspective: "Work, Sleep, 
Family, Fitness, or Friends: Pick 3."  

And throughout history, great 
communicators have known that the 
Rule of 3 makes messages more 
memorable —and sometimes even 
funny. It's the linguistic theory behind 
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everything from "Veni, vidi, vici" to the 
Three Little Pigs. 

Since this article stayed with me so 
long, I thought I'd reach out to its 
author, David H. Freedman. He told me 
the story led to him writing a book 
called Corps Business: 

Glad you reached out. Funny, and 
of course gratifying, that you 
remember that article. [It] came 
about when I was visiting in-laws, 
and went out for a jog with my 
brother-in-law, who was a captain 
in the Navy Reserve. 

Knowing that I wrote for Inc., he 
told me I should write an article 
about Marine management 
wisdom, and as an example he 
gave me the rule of 3. I was sold 
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on the spot, and contacted the 
Marines soon after. 

It's a simple rule, it's easy to remember, 
and I think it's truly helped me stay 
focused.  

Hey, what do you know--that's another 
list of 3.i 
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I Quit 
 

Oh, the things that happened as a result of this 
article—and for that matter, as a result of the 
things that led to it. Every day, it seems, I get at 
least one message from someone who has recently 
heard about my 2019 appearance on CBS Sunday 
Morning, when I talked about this article.  

I love this article, because it’s truly about one of 
the worst days of my life—but more importantly, 
what happened afterward. 

__________ 

I quit my new job after one just day. 
This was a "real job," with a six-figure 
salary and a legitimate career path, and 
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I'd beaten hundreds of other 
applicants to land it.  

I'm still not exactly proud of the 
experience. However, it was absolutely 
the right decision, and I'm sharing the 
story now, years later, because I 
imagine it might help someone else in 
a similar position. 

Here's what happened, plus how 
quitting affected my career, and the 
lessons I learned that I can share with 
you now.  

The background 

The story starts in early 2009. I was 
finishing a book project and living in 
Washington, but it was also the height 
of the Great Recession, and I craved a 
steady paycheck. 
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I saw that the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs was hiring attorneys at 
its headquarters. I'm a lawyer (I hadn't 
practiced law in a while, but I still kept 
my bar license), and a military veteran.  

Maybe it would be a fit for a while. 

I applied and heard nothing back. But, 
a few months later the job was 
advertised again.  

I resubmitted my application. Then, I 
learned that a friend of mine was 
dating a woman who worked in the 
office I'd applied to. I asked if she'd put 
in a good word for me. 

This time, I got an interview in August, 
a job offer in September, and a start 
date in October.  
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However, the whole process had taken 
eight or nine months, from first 
application to start date. During that 
time my personal situation changed 
quite a bit. 

Within hours of arriving on Day 1, I 
knew I'd made a big mistake. 

11 years, 4 months and 22 days 

The Department of Veterans Affairs 
does important work. But it's a giant 
government bureaucracy. One thing I 
should have admitted to myself: I do 
not thrive in bureaucracy.  

My first task that day was to attend 
new-employee orientation. I remember 
one speaker made a crack about 
knowing exactly how much time he had 
left before retirement. Then some of 
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the other speakers picked up on him, 
introducing themselves like: 

Hi, I'm Jane Smith. I have 11 years, 
four months, and 22 days until 
retirement. I'm here to talk about 
information security. 

One after the other after the other.  

It was black humor, sure, but they all 
seemed so down on their situation and 
resigned to their fates. I really felt bad 
for them. 

Later, I settled into my shared office, 
where the desk was covered with a 
huge stack of files that I was supposed 
to start working on.  

When I stepped out for a cup of coffee 
that afternoon, somebody commented 
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that I took 10 minutes longer than we 
were allowed. 

Oh, man, I thought. Just one day, and I 
was already chafing. Plus, I'd still have 
to go home each evening and work on 
edits for my latest book.  

This wasn't going to work. 

I steeled myself for the tough 
conversation I knew I was going to 
have to have. 

Day 2 

The next morning, I arrived at work at 7 
a.m., to be sure to catch my new boss 
first thing. I thanked him for the 
opportunity, but told him I would not 
be staying. 
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"As bad as I feel about quitting," I said, 
my voice shaking, "if I don't do this 
now, we'll probably be having this 
conversation in six months. At 
least now, you still have a stack of 
resumes from people who would be a 
better fit." 

I knew that there had been hundreds of 
applicants, so this seemed likely.  

I also remember I added: "Could I get 
a mulligan?" meaning go back in time 
as if I'd never accepted the job--not 
even accepting pay for the one day I'd 
spent in the office.  

That was it. It wasn't even 7:30 a.m. on 
Day 2, and I was on my way home for 
good. 

 



 

 
 

- 28 - 

The aftermath 

My first priority afterward was an 
apology phone call to the employee 
who had highlighted my application for 
me.  

Then, I got down to business. I had 
some savings, but I'd been assuming 
I'd be getting this paycheck. So, 
economic fear lit a fire under me.   

I'd had a lot of unsolicited requests to 
work as a ghostwriter over the 
years, mostly from people who'd read 
some of my books and articles. I hadn't 
really thought of this as a business 
before. 

But now, I started accepting clients for 
the first time. 
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Some of the work was fascinating, 
other parts less so, but it more than 
paid the bills. Eventually, I built it into a 
real, lucrative business that could be 
done from anywhere. 

That business ultimately led to quite a 
few other opportunities, including my 
job at Some Spider, where I just 
celebrated my four-year work 
anniversary, and this column on 
Inc.com.  

It traces its history back to 2012, when 
the top editor here (he's now the CEO 
of Inc.com's parent company) recruited 
me after reading one of the books I'd 
collaborated on. 

So if you ever find yourself quickly 
realizing your new job was a big 
mistake... 
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To be clear, quitting a job soon after 
starting is risky. A lot of people will tell 
you that you should wait it out and see 
if things improve. 

I'm not saying they're never right, but it 
would have been the wrong choice 
in my situation. 

So, even though I hope you never need 
this advice, here's what I'd say to do if 
you accept a new job and realize 
quickly that it's a bad fit: 

1. Don't wait. 

If you're 100 percent certain you're not 
going to last at a new job, I think it's 
better to make the decision and act 
quickly. It's better for you, and it's 
better for the employer, who at least 
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hasn't yet invested much time and 
money in you. 

However, in retrospect, I am glad I 
came in on Day 2 and gave the news in 
person, rather than just sending an 
email or making a phone call.  

2. Accept that some people won't 
like you. 

Most of us like to be liked, but it's hard 
to quit a job quickly and not leave a 
bad impression.  

However, sticking around because you 
don't want to be disliked for 
leaving seems like a recipe for failure. 

Besides, your co-workers probably 
aren't going to think much more highly 
of you in that case anyway. Better to rip 
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off the Band-Aid, so to speak, and let 
them meet some new co-workers.  

3. Accept that it doesn't look good. 

I've never written about this before, 
because it's normally not the kind of 
thing you brag about.  

However, "now it can be told," so to 
speak. It's been almost a decade, and 
besides, I've been very successful 
working at other jobs and business for 
years—both before and after this weird 
experience. 

Even if you don't include the short 
tenure job on your resume or your 
LinkedIn profile (why would you? I 
don't), here's one thing I've learned:  
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You'll likely work twice as hard at 
whatever you do wind up doing 
afterward, because you'll appreciate 
the opportunities more.  

4. Ultimately, you'll be forgotten. 

It might take a little bit of time, but like 
most things in life, your quick-quit will 
ultimately be forgotten. Or at least your 
name will be forgotten, if not the story 
itself. 

The woman who helped me when I 
applied for this job reached out to me 
on LinkedIn recently. It was nice to hear 
from her, and I had to ask what 
happened after I left so quickly. 

"You became a little bit of office lore," 
she said, laughing, the kind of story 
that gets told over drinks at an after-
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work happy hour. "But it was always 
with good humor." 

I have no problem with that. How could 
I?  

She also added: "I absolutely 
understand why you had to do it." 

5. Plan as well as you can, and work 
your tail off. 

I can think of one situation that might 
have made me stick around longer at 
this job: if I had already become a 
parent, and if I'd been counting on the 
salary and health insurance for my 
family's sake.  

I still would have been plotting quickly 
to move on, but I probably would not 
have done it quite so fast.  
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In real life, several more years passed 
before my daughter was born, so that 
wasn't an issue for me at the time. 

Overall, quitting quickly was a very 
tough thing to do, but I'm much 
happier and more successful than I 
would have been otherwise.  

Also, I was extremely motivated to 
make my business work afterward. 

And without the flexibility of that 
business, it would have been hard for 
me to pack up and move to New York 
quickly, when I later got together with 
my future wife.  

So it turned out to be the right decision 
for other reasons, too. 
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Still, the job probably was a good fit for 
someone else. So, if you're reading 
this, and you happen to be a lawyer 
who got a job offer from the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs in late 
October 2009:  

You're welcome. I hope it's worked out 
for you.ii 

  



 

 
 

- 37 - 

 
 

 
 

Find a Way to 
Do What You 

Love 
 

I’m glad to be able to include this story about my 
wife’s grandmother. She’s since passed away, but 
when I think of her, I think of three things. 

First, she was just a really nice person. Second, my 
daughter is named after her (partially; her middle 
names). And third, she gave me the chance to write 
this fun story, which an awful lot of people read 
and have asked me about over the years.  

---------- 
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My wife and I were in New Hampshire 
recently, visiting family and celebrating 
the Fourth of July. We went to see her 
95-year-old grandmother while we 
were there.  

She's frail now, but still beautiful, living 
in a nursing home. Toward the end of 
our visit, her grandmother locked eyes 
with me squarely across the room. 

"Do what you love!" she exclaimed. 

Wow, I thought. That was a poignant 
and unexpected piece of advice. 

Then, I remembered what I was 
wearing: a t-shirt I'd gotten last year 
when my startup was working out of 
a WeWork temporary office space in 
Manhattan.  
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"Do What You Love" is WeWork's 
slogan, and the phrase was written in 
stylized script across the front of my 
shirt. 

It's a beautiful idea, right? We hear 
versions of it all the time-as if it were 
the key to success and happiness.  

("Follow your passion," or "If you love 
what you do, you'll never work a day in 
your life.") 

However, after nearly a decade of 
interviewing some of the world's 
most successful entrepreneurs and 
launching a few ventures of my own, 
I'm here to tell you that those four 
words are only the second half of a 
more complete sentiment. 
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"Find a way to..." 

For the advice to really be great, you 
have to add a preamble, like this:  

"Find a way to do what you love." 

"Find a way... " is really important. It's 
the action you need to take to achieve 
the goal.  

So many times, people are tempted to 
think of "pursuing their passions" as a 
process, rather than the ultimate 
destination. That's a trap. 

I'll give you a hard-won lesson from my 
own life. Almost 15 years ago, I realized 
I had chosen the wrong career-being 
a trial lawyer for the U.S. government.  

So, I packed everything I owned and 
moved to Los Angeles, where I was 
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determined to do what I loved: 
become a professional writer.  

I took classes at UCLA Extension 
School and joined acting and writing 
groups. I met great people and had 
fun.  

But what I didn't do was find a way to 
make that way of life successful. Look 
me up on IMDB... (psych!) you won't 
find me, because I never had a movie 
produced. 

(Ed. Note: Actually, since then, I’ve had 
a few little credits, so I do have an 
IMDB page. I’m still not famous 
though.) 

Granted, life got in the way. Among 
other things, the attacks of 9/11 
happened. I'd joined the U.S. Army 
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Reserve a few years before, and now 
they came calling for me.  

Back in the civilian world afterward, I 
was determined now not just to do 
what I loved, but also to find a way to 
make it practical and effective.  

For me, that meant moving back to 
Washington D.C., networking the heck 
out of the journalism and publishing 
worlds, and leveraging my experience 
as a lawyer and a military veteran. 

I was much more successful in my 
second attempt.  

Not to rattle off my resume, but I 
wound up working for Bob Woodward 
at The Washington Post, heading to 
Iraq as a reporter, and then, ultimately, 
writing my own books and starting a 
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company that helps people find a 
ghostwriter.  

Now, I'm an editor for a really cool 
startup, and I truly love writing these 
columns for Inc.com. 

"...do what you love" 

No, life isn't exactly what I thought it 
would be when I dropped everything 
and headed to Los Angeles. In fact, it's 
immeasurably better.  

It's an ongoing process, sure. If I have 
anything to share in this world, it's that 
it's possible to achieve a life where you 
spend your days doing things that you 
truly love--but it takes real work and 
unplanned experiences to get there. 
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This applies no matter what your 
passions are.  

If you love art or music, find a way to 
make them work for you. I 

If you love being a leader, find a way to 
become a better one.  

If you love entrepreneurship, find a way 
to build things. 

That's the journey--the joyous struggle-
-and it's why victory is sweet.  

Do what you love, sure. But, more 
importantly, find a way to make it 
work.iii 
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National Intern Day 
 

Oh, I just like this story. Maybe it’s because I had 
such a circuitous route in my own career. Anyway, 
I almost don’t want to give away the ending. 

---------- 

Thursday marks National Intern Day in 
the United States, so, I assume you 
have big things planned for your 
interns: maybe a cake, some presents, 
even a team outing or a surprise 
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announcement that everyone is free to 
take the afternoon off. 

Just in case you're caught by surprise 
however, we have something even 
better to share: the story of perhaps 
the luckiest intern ever -- an intern who 
picked up something very valuable 
without realizing it--and then carried it 
with him for decades as he moved 
around the country. 

For Gary George, who interned at 
NASA when he was studying 
engineering at Lamar University in 
Texas long ago, that kind 
of packrattedness ultimately paid off 
big time--to the tune of almost $2 
million in a single day. Here's the story.  

'Apollo 11 EVA' 
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George had a side hustle while he 
worked at NASA. He'd buy things from 
government auctions and resell them. 
One day in 1973, he bought a truck full 
of used raw video tape from 
government agencies. 

He realized that he could sell it at a big 
markup to local television stations, 
which recorded over old tape in 
order save video of their programs. 

George paid about $218 for more than 
1,150 videotapes (about $981 today). 
He then sold eight of the tapes for 
$400, and planned to donate the rest 
to a church for the tax write-off. 

"I had no idea there was anything of 
value on them," George said in an 
interview with Reuters. But his father 
noticed that three of the remaining 
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video tape boxes had similar notations 
on them: "Apollo 11 EVA" 

Of course, that referred to the moon 
landing, and the NASA abbreviation for 
"extra-vehicular activity." 

They were dated July 20, 1969.  

His father was "really into the space 
program," George recalled. "He said, 'I 
think I'd hang onto those. They might 
be valuable someday.'" 

'Damn, I have those...' 

With no way to watch the videos--
George didn't have the proper 
equipment--he simply held onto them 
for decades, taking them every place 
he moved during his career as a 
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mechanical engineer. (He's now retired 
and living in Las Vegas.) 

Then, two things happened. 

First, in 2006, NASA admitted that 
it could not find its original 
recordings of the 1969 moon 
landing. 

Second, in 2008, George said he 
happened to be on vacation with 
a friend who was a NASA 
employee, and who was part of 
the team trying to find the old 
moon landing videos. 

"Quite frankly, I was sitting at the table 
drinking a beer and I said, 'Well, damn, 
I have those,'" George told Reuters. 
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Eventually, he opened negotiations 
with NASA over the videos he'd 
bought fair and square, back when he 
was an intern. He finally got to watch 
them, too, after flying to a studio in 
California that had the right vintage 
equipment. 

Sure enough, he learned, he'd 
unwittingly held onto the oldest and 
best-quality recordings of the moon 
landing. 

'Unrestored, unenhanced, and 
unremastered' 

The videos have only been watched 
three times since they were originally 
recorded in 1969: first, when George 
watched them in California, and next, 
when he had contents of the videos 
copied and digitized. 
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The third time: When officials at the 
Sotheby's auction house viewed them 
recently to verify what was on them. 

Oh that's right, Sotheby's--which 
offered them for sale as "the best 
surviving NASA videotape recordings" 
from Apollo 11:  

Viewed only three times since 
June 1976, the three reels of 2-
inch Quadruplex videotape 
transport viewers to the big screen 
monitor at Mission Control, with 
images clearer and with better 
contrast than those that the more 
than half-billion-person television 
audience witnessed that 
momentous July day on their 
home sets. 
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Unrestored, unenhanced and 
unremastered, the significance of 
the videotapes was recognized 
during NASA's fruitless search at 
the time of the 40th anniversary of 
the lunar landing for its original 
SSTV recordings. 

They sold last Saturday (the 50th 
anniversary of the Apollo 11 landing) 
for the cool price of $1.82 million (plus 
Sotheby's commission). 

It's not known who the winning bidder 
was. The winning intern, however, is 
pretty clear. 

The moral of the story is clear, too: 
Time to clean out those boxes in the 
attic.iv  
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Why Do You Want to 
Work Here? 

 

I know so many people who wind up working 
entire careers that they never really planned. 
Here’s a story about the question they – and you – 
should ask many times beforehand.  

---------- 

They say it's harder to get a Chick-fil-A 
franchise than it is to get into Harvard, 
and the numbers bear that out. 
 
Fewer than 1 percent of Chick-fil-
A franchise applicants who make it past 
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initial screening will ultimately become 
an owner/operator with the company. 
Compare that with a 4.5 percent 
admission rate at Harvard last year.  
 
Wanting to know more, I reached out 
to both the franchise team at Chick-fil-
A and some of its "owner/operators," 
which is what the company calls its 
franchisees. 
 
The most striking thing I learned: the 
single, key question that Chick-fil-A 
asks applicants over and over, in 
interview after interview.  
 
That deceptively simple question is:  
 

"Why do you want to own a Chick-
fil-A franchise restaurant?" 
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Yes, you might expect them to ask this 
question. But again and again and 
again? Over an interview process that 
can easily take six months or a year or 
more? 
 
The reason, explained executive 
director of franchisee selection for 
Chick-fil-A Maureen Donahue, is that 
they expect that a potential 
franchisee's answers will change.  
 
And the way in which they change over 
the process tells you much more than 
you might expect. 
 
"There are all kinds of layers that we 
can extract from that kind of a 
question," Donahue told me. "We're 
always curious what they come to the 
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table with, but definitely how the 
responses shift and mature." 
 
Chick-fil-A's franchise arrangement is 
unusual for several reasons:  
 

• The financial threshold to get into 
their program is tiny compared to 
competing restaurants: a total of 
$10,000 (of which $5,000 is a 
refundable deposit), versus 
hundreds of thousands or more to 
buy into competing chains. 
 

• Chick-fil-A owner-operators are 
required to give their "full-time 
best efforts" to their franchise, 
which means you can't land a 
Chick-fil-A franchise, hire a bunch 
of managers, and become a 
passive investor. 
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• Most Chick-fil-A franchisees are 

limited to owning only one 
restaurant. (You can even quibble 
with the word "owning," because 
franchisees don't get any equity in 
their restaurants.) They can't sell 
them or pass them down to their 
family. If they decide they no 
longer want the franchise, Chick-
fil-A just takes it back. 

 
Still, it's highly competitive, and a 
lengthy process. Take a look at the 
compendium of applicants' 
experiences on Glassdoor, for 
example. 
 
According to QSR Magazine, 
restaurants have the greatest per-store 
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revenue figures by far of any restaurant 
chain: $4.17 million a year per store.  
 
For context, McDonald's comes in fifth 
at $2.77 million. 
 
That said, it's clear that when Chick-fil-
A asks applicants its repetitive "Why do 
you want to do this?" question, they 
don't hope to hear an answer like "For 
the money." 
 
Instead, Chick-fil-A says it looks for five 
things in owner/operators: character, 
chemistry, and competence ("the 3 
C's"), along with entrepreneurial spirit 
and a growth mindset. 
 
We'll dig a bit deeper into those 
criteria in a separate article. But for 
now, it's fascinating how they believe 
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that asking the same key question, over 
and over and over, can lead to 
important insights. 
 
Frankly, it sounds like the kind strategy 
any business owner or entrepreneur 
should consider -- and the kind of 
question you should copy when you're 
recruiting or hiring.   
 

• What are the key things you're 
looking for in an employee? 
 

• What are the one or two questions 
that would give you good insight 
into whether an applicant has 
those attributes? 

 
• How can you ask those questions 

(or similar ones) over and over, 
and track how the candidate's 
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answers change as he or she 
learns more about you and your 
company? 

 
• And bluntly, finally (repeatedly?): 

"Why do you want to work for us?" 
 
"I see it as I look at all the interview 
notes as I'm preparing to meet with 
them for the last time," Donahue told 
me. "It's tremendous to see what 
they've learned about themselves, and 
the brand, and what the work actually 
means. It actually becomes more 
profound in most cases, as they 
respond later in the selection 
process."v 
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Are You With Me? 
 

A few years ago, I began to get very interested in 
the concept of emotional intelligence. In fact, I 
have an entire Ubook on the subject, which you 
can download at Understandably.com.  

One of the key things I’ve learned is to take a good 
look at your word choices, and your verbal habits, 
to determine whether they’re working for you or 
against you in communications. 

That led me to this surprising conclusion. 

---------- 

I'm going to ask you to consider your 
reaction to a very common verbal 
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habit that many other people have -- 
and that they get pilloried for, unfairly. 

People say they lack confidence. They 
say they're weak or unsure of 
themselves. They say they're opening 
the door to not be taken seriously. 

But people who react like this are 
wrong. At the very least, they're 
missing a tremendous opportunity 
because of their own insecurities. 

The speaking habit I'm talking about 
here is what's known as "high rising 
terminal."  

It has other names too, like "uptalk," 
"rising inflection," or "high rising 
intonation." 
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Practically, it's the phenomenon that 
results in people speaking declarative 
sentences with a rising pitch that is 
more commonly applied to asking a 
question.  

Sometimes, they wind up dividing 
declarative sentences into shorter 
phrases, each with its own rising pitch. 

You'll understand what I mean with a 
quick example. A person who does not 
speak with a voice marked by a high 
rising intonation might offer the 
following suggestion: 

"Looking at all the variables, and 
the uncertainty in the world right 
now, I think we should reach out to 
existing customers so we know 
where we stand. At the same time, 
we can figure out which future 
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opportunities to double down on, 
and which to delay pursuing." 

But for a person whose speaking style 
tends toward uptalk, the rising 
inflection sounds a bit more like this: 

"Looking at all the variables? And 
the uncertainty in the world right 
now? I think we should reach out 
to existing customers. So we know 
where we stand? At the same time, 
we can figure out which future 
opportunities to double down on. 
And which to delay pursuing?" 

Those are intentionally generic 
examples. You can replace the specific 
statements with things that would be 
more relevant to your business to make 
it more familiar. 
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Now, there are some studies that 
suggest women are more likely to 
speak with this kind of uptalk in their 
voices, although most of those 
analyses are at least a few years old.  

Other studies suggest it's more 
common in younger people. 

My siblings and I used to call it 
"speaking Canadian," as it's a bit of a 
common inflection in Canada. (We 
were attuned to this since our mom 
was from Montreal.)  

But as I've grown older and more 
experienced, and as I've gotten to 
know colleagues who have this 
tendency in their voices--but who are 
neither insecure, nor lacking in 
confidence, nor less competent than 
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their peers--I've realized something 
important. 

Rather than suggesting a lack of 
confidence, people who naturally 
speak in this style may be 
extraordinarily tuned in with their 
audiences. 

Doing so--focusing on the effects your 
words actually have on people, and 
what they understand, as opposed to 
what you intend to say--is in turn a sign 
of very high emotional intelligence. 

So, let's return to the generic example 
above, in which the speaker 
acknowledges a dynamic situation and 
proposes a strategic course of action. 

I'm not sure there's anything 
intrinsically wrong with the initial 
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iteration, in which the declarative 
sentences are spoken declaratively.  

But when you think about why the high 
rising terminal speaker's sentences can 
sound like a string of questions, it 
makes a lot more sense. 

In short, the question marks in that 
string of sentences don't signal 
insecurity. Instead, they signal:  

"Are you with me? Are my words 
reaching you? Do you understand 
the concepts I'm explaining?" 

When the phrases "looking at all the 
variables," and "the uncertainty in the 
world right now" end with an uptick, 
the implied message is:  
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"Do you understand that the 
course of action I'm about to 
suggest is informed by some big 
changes in the world?" 

And when the speaker 
proposes reaching out to existing 
customers to find out where we 
stand (?), and figuring out which 
opportunities to delay (?), with a high 
rising intonation, I think they're 
applying one of the most insightful, 
effective methods of making tough 
decisions. 

It's one I've written about that Jeff 
Bezos advocates: acknowledging that 
hard decisions will always have 
multiple, reasonable solutions, and so 
deciding is less about reaching 
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consensus, and more about 
encouraging commitment. 

Back to the example, would it be a 
good idea to focus on existing 
customers? Well, it's a hypothetical, so 
who knows? 

But it's probably not a 100 percent 
right-or-wrong decision, right?  

So the speaker's goal here is not just to 
advocate for an outcome, but to get 
buy-in from others.  

(It's also likely he or she doesn't have 
the practical power to insist 
simply: Here's what we're going to do.) 

Instead, it's: "I know there's another 
argument, but I think we should double 
down on existing customers. Are you 
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with me? Can we do this? Can I get 
your support?" 

It's a lot to pack into an implied 
question mark. And I'm not saying it's 
intentional, as much as instinctive.  

But it's also highly emotionally 
intelligent. 

So what do you think? 

Do you understand the argument? 

And do you understand that if you 
dismiss people because they 
sometimes talk like this, maybe you're 
missing out on some smart 
contributions? 

And maybe you're the one who needs 
to reassess?vi 
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Second Act 
 

As someone who has had a lot of different careers, 
I’ve never believed the old F. Scott Fitzgerald 
quote about how there are no second acts in 
American life. 

Actually, I’ve read some Fitzgerald scholars who 
say he didn’t really believe that either.  

Here’s why I think one of the most interesting 
second acts in America is the second act of none 
other than Bill Gates. 

---------- 

If you're looking for an historical model 
or mentor, especially as an 
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entrepreneur, you could do a lot worse 
than Bill Gates.  

Co-founder of Microsoft, one of the 
wealthiest people, and among the 
most devoted philanthropists in 
modern history. 

But there are actually two versions of 
Gates. 

He's the rare person who has had the 
chance to live two entirely different 
lives—either of which would have been 
enough for most people to think of him 
as an icon. 

It's a gift, really.  

It's also the result of a crucial decision 
he made exactly 20 years ago last 
month—a milestone it seems almost 
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nobody has even noticed. And one that 
entrepreneurs at any scale might want 
to pay attention to. 

Then and now 

First, the two versions of Bill Gates. 
Let's start with Gates version 1.0. 

This is the young Gates--the 
entrepreneur who left Harvard, 
launched Microsoft, and built one of 
history's most successful companies, 
the Gates the world knew from when it 
first heard his name, through the end 
of the 20th century. 

It's Gates, the obsessive taskmaster, 
the CEO who never took vacations, 
and who literally memorized his 
employees' license plates so he could 
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know who was dedicated enough to 
work weekends (and who wasn't). 

But now, there's Gates version 2.0.   

This is the older, wiser, gentler version. 
It's the man who has emerged as one 
of the world's most successful 
philanthropists.  

It's also the Gates who preaches about 
things like the importance of love and 
relationships and says that flexibility 
is the most important thing any 
company can offer its employees. 

How do you square the two versions? 
Partly, this is the natural growth and 
evolution of any thinking human being 
over a lifetime. 
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But it's also the result of what Gates 
decided in January 2000. 

Giving back to the world 

Within weeks, Gates actually did two 
related things that shaped his next 20 
years (and his likely legacy): 

• First, on January 13, 2000, Gates 
announced he was stepping 
down as CEO of Microsoft. 

• Next, on January 24, 2000, he 
announced that after combining 
his charitable efforts into the 
single Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, he'd made a $5 
billion donation to supercharge 
its efforts. 

A lot of successful people say they 
hope at some point to change gears 
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and give back to the world. But many 
of the biggest icons never actually do 
it. 

Some simply run out of time. 
(Example: Steve Jobs.)  

Others never quite move on. 
(Example:  Warren Buffett. He started 
the giving pledge with Gates, but he's 
still running Berkshire Hathaway.) 

For others, well, the jury is still out. (Jeff 
Bezos has been CEO of Amazon for 
26 years. Will he keep going forever? 
Gates was CEO at Microsoft and its 
predecessors for 24 years.) 

We could go on. Yes, some of these 
other oft-mentioned icons do other 
things (or did other things) besides 
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building and running their 
conglomerates. 

But still, they kept at it, building the 
same entity, doing more or less the 
same thing. Dedicating their lives to 
their work. 

Bigger than a Twitterversary 

Gates is different. There was a time 
when nobody would have predicted it.  

But since stepping back from Microsoft 
(and especially since leaving all day-to-
day work there, a few years later), he's 
basically dedicated his life, and his 
fortune, and his influence, to two 
things: 
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• self-improvement (like all those 
book reviews and 
recommendations), and 

• the proposition that, to quote 
the mission statement of the Bill 
and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, there is "equal value 
in all lives," and "to improving the 
quality of life for individuals 
around the world." 

It's not something everyone would 
have predicted. Not when Gates 
became a billionaire at age 31, not 
when Microsoft went public in 1986, 
and not when his mother suggested 
then that he turn to philanthropy. 

He reportedly snapped at her: "I'm 
just trying to run my company." 

Now, he's almost a different person. 
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I admit, I started considering this idea 
of the two versions of Gates, and only 
then did I realize that it had been 
exactly two decades, almost to the day, 
since he stepped down as CEO.  

With few exceptions, the anniversary 
went unmarked. 

Heck, Gates commemorated his 10th 
anniversary of joining Twitter the 
other day. 

But I don't see anything on his Twitter 
or his Gates foundation blog about the 
much bigger anniversary from 20 years 
ago. 

The decision he made then was 
arguably the most important decision 
of his entire life, and it's what made his 
second act possible.  
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He's more than made the most of it. 
And it's the one thing to copy over a 
lifetime—if you can figure out how to do 
it.vii 
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Dress Appropriately 
 

Most days now, I wear the same thing: a blue t-
shirt, jeans or shorts, sneakers. 

It’s an appropriate dress code for my current 
circumstances. (Don’t forget, I’m writing this 
during the pandemic.) And, as this Fortune 500 
CEO would agree, that’s the key word: 
“appropriate.” 

---------- 

This story is about three things: dress 
codes, leadership, and common 
sense.  
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It's about a $62 billion company with 
roots going back 100 years--the kind of 
giant, legacy organization you might 
think would get bogged down with 
bureaucratic minutiae.  
 
And it's about how it wound up with a 
dress code running only two words 
long. 
 
The company: GM. The dress code, in 
case that's all you want out of this 
article: "Dress appropriately." 
 
But there's more to the story. 
 
Like, for example, how the code got 
pared down to something that's barely 
9.5 percent as long as than this 
sentence. And what that pared-down 
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language means for its managers and 
the CEO who leads them. 
 
And why it's a policy that could be both 
brilliant--and also kind of dangerous. 
 
"Dress Appropriately" 
 
Like other companies its size, GM used 
to have a long, complex dress code 
policy, one that ran 10 full pages. But 
when the company emerged from 
bankruptcy in 2009, then-vice 
president of global human resources 
Mary Barra seized upon the dress code 
as a symbol. 
 
She took a linguistic machete to the 
policy, as part of a desire to change 
company culture, recalled Barra, who 
later, in 2014, became the company's 
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CEO. It was a chance to send a 
message that big didn't have to mean 
bureaucratic. 
 
So, just those two words: "dress 
appropriately." And yet, some high-
ranking managers, who'd been used to 
the longer, much more comprehensive 
policy, pushed back.  
 
To them, "dress appropriately" 
sounded in practice like another two-
word phrase: "anything goes." 
 
One manager complained to Barra that 
a female employee was dressing too 
skimpily or provocatively under the 
new policy. Another manager 
complained that his employees were 
interpreting the new rule too liberally. 
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As, Barra told Adam Grant in an 
interview in April, some of 
their concerns weren't totally 
unreasonable. For example, the 
manager who was concerned about 
employees dressing too casually said 
his team sometimes had to deal with 
government officials.  
 
"He was worried that if they were in 
jeans or something, that wouldn't be 
appropriate," Barra recalled. 
 
The Big "A-Ha" 
 
Barra began her career at GM as an 18-
year-old intern, and she'd risen 
through the ranks like almost nobody 
before her. So she had some sympathy 
for those whose careers had advanced 
under the old style culture. 
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Still, she pushed back against the 
pushback, insisting, for example, that 
the manager with the jeans-wearing 
employees try to work out a solution.  
 
A few weeks later, they talked again, 
and the manager said his team had 
reached its own easy solution--come to 
work in jeans, but keep some nicer 
clothes at work in case they needed to 
change for an outside meeting. 
 
"Problem solved," Barra said, adding 
that "the big 'a-ha' was that you need 
to make sure your managers are 
empowered, because if they can't 
handle 'dress appropriately,' what 
other judgment decisions are they not 
making?" 
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Good point. But it doesn't mean that 
paring down guidance and driving 
decision-making to lower levels is 
always the right call. Less leadership 
from the top means less uniformity in 
execution. 
 
Sometimes the leadership that arises 
from the chaos is a really good thing. 
But other times, it 
can become dangerous.  
 
Common Sense Versus Leadership 
 
As a nation, we don't like bureaucracy. 
We like the idea of a two-word policy, 
and the idea that people can apply 
common sense to interpret it.  
 
Besides, if you have a simpler code, 
but different managers interpret it 
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differently, it's likely not the end of the 
world. 
 
Maybe you get a few jealous 
employees wondering why their peers 
can wear jeans but they can't. Maybe a 
few 40-something dads who work for 
you wind up looking silly and out-of-
date because they haven't really 
updated their casual wardrobes since 
1999. 
 
But what if you tried to strip down 
other, more crucial policies, and issue 
similar bare bones guidance? 
 
What if the sexual harassment policy 
just became something like "act 
appropriately"? Or if a company's 
annual review policy was just "treat 
people fairly." 
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Different interpretations could lead to 
disaster. And this is where true 
leadership comes in. 
 
We talk a lot about the big picture 
leaders, who define objectives, 
develop strategy, and inspire people. 
It's crucial work. 
 
But we sometimes give short shrift to 
the less glamorous side of leadership--
things like being the kind of leader 
who can get everyone in an 
organization to execute the difficult, 
sometimes boring, stuff that nobody 
really wants to deal with. 
 
Knowing the difference between these 
two dimensions--and being able to 
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lead people in both of them? That's 
truly brilliant leadership.viii 
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Great Escape 
 

This column ran on Understandably.com, instead 
of Inc.com. I like to run these sometimes with no 
preamble, hoping that I’ve done a good enough job 
writing to carry the reader’s interest. 

---------- 
Seventy-seven years ago this morning, 
around 4:55 a.m. local time, the last of a 
group 76 Allied prisoners of war managed to 
tunnel out of a German camp, as part of a 
“great escape” that was later immortalized in 
a 1950 book and a 1963 movie. 

The whole thing has a sad ending, in that 
only three of the prisoners made it home, 
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and 50 of those who were recaptured were 
murdered by the Nazis. However, the 
resourcefulness and resilience that they all 
showed in getting out of the camp to begin 
with has proven to be an inspiring and 
lasting story. 

I read the book version of this about a 
decade ago, when I was also writing a book 
about Harvard Business School, and a 
professor there gave me his official 
definition of entrepreneurship:  

“the pursuit of opportunity without 
regard to resources currently 
controlled.” 

That’s a nice, academic mouthful, but I 
quickly applied it to The Great Escape.  

If you can get past the fact that the book has 
nothing to do with starting a business, it 
might be the best book out there about 
entrepreneurship. 
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The backstory is that German air force got 
the idea of putting all of the true escape 
artists among the Allied airmen together in a 
single camp, where they’d be closely 
watched.  

Arriving with only the clothes on their back, 
however, the prisoners spent a full year 
digging tunnels, and came up with a plan to 
get more than 200 prisoners out all at once.  

(The Germans caught them about a third of 
the way through the actual attempt, so the 
remainder never made it outside.) 

When the Germans inventoried the camp 
afterward, they found the prisoners had not 
only built three giant tunnels (on the 
assumption that at least one or two would 
be discovered), but they’d also produced 
everything from civilian clothing and fake 
German uniforms to forged identity papers, 
maps, and compasses.  
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Among the missing loot they'd used to build 
and shore up the tunnels were: 

• 4,000 bed boards 
• 90 full double bunk beds 
• 635 mattresses 
• 192 bed covers 
• 161 pillow cases 
• 52 tables built to accommodate 20 

men each 
• 10 smaller tables 
• 34 chairs and 76 benches 
• 1219 knives, 478 spoons, and 582 forks 
• 69 lamps, 246 water cans, and 30 

shovels 
• 1,000 feet of electric wire and 600 feet 

(180 m) of rope 
• 3424 towels, 1,700 blankets, and my 

personal favorite: 1,400 empty tins of 
powdered milk. 

 

Of course they also had the most important 
resource — talented, motivated people. 
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As I say, there’s a largely tragic ending to 
this story. And frankly, there were other 
stories that might prove some of the things 
we’re talking about here even more 
effectively.  

Some of them involved escapes from much 
more dire conditions — a few from 
Auschwitz, for example, and the mass escape 
of about 300 prisoners from Sobibor 
concentration camp. 

I went down the rabbit hole of wondering 
why it was that this story endured over so 
many others. The short version why is that 
one of the men in the camp — an Australian 
journalist-turned-pilot named Paul 
Brickhill—made it a mission to tell the tale. 

He shared it in several formats before writing 
the book version, which became a massive 
best-seller.  
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That led to the movie (quite Hollywood-ized, 
however, with big liberties taken—including 
the fact that in real life, there were no 
Americans involved in the actual escape).  

But, on this anniversary, maybe make it a 
point to remember: never give up, scrounge 
what you need, and finally, be sure to write it 
all down. I can probably help with the last 
part, if you need it.ix 
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My Dad 
 

This was fairly early on in my tenure as a writer, 
maybe just a few years in. I think my father 
thought it was neat that I wrote so often (nearly 
every weekday), and so he could read something 
new each morning. 

---------- 

The other day my dad sent me an email with 
the subject line, "YOUR COLUMN." (My dad 
is sometimes big on all-caps.) It began: 

Bill: 
In the tradition of 12 step programs and your 
excellent columns, I offer the following for 
your use, adaptation, or rejection. 
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My dad (Bill Murphy Sr., if you're doing the 
genealogical math) has enjoyed business 
success as a lawyer who built his own firm, 
and who has worked for himself since the 
early 1970s.  

He and my mom raised five kids together, 
and they're still going strong. They're 
devoted to their grandchildren, and 
moreover my dad is a man who enjoys both 
his work and the rest of his life. 

In fact, as I read his email, it occurred to me 
that he's achieved many of the things that 
younger people tell me are among their 
goals in life.  

(Of course, I've been too close to realize it.) 

My dad went on to offer four daily habits, 
each of which made great sense to me, and 
which I know he's backed up with 
experience.  
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However, I also know my dad well enough to 
realize that offering only four pieces of 
advice isn't exactly his nature, so I racked his 
brain. Here's what we came up with. 

1. Carpe diem. 

You know that this is Latin for "seize the 
day," right? This is the first daily habit on my 
dad's list. No matter how yesterday went-
whether you had great triumphs or whether 
you wish you'd spent the whole day in bed, 
remember that every new day is a new 
opportunity.  

You can't rest on yesterday's 
accomplishments, and you never have to 
repeat yesterday's mistakes. 

2. Spend as much time as you can with 
the people you love. 

Your spouse, your kids, your parents, your 
close friends-whoever they are-make sure 
that you find lots of time to spend time with 



 

 
 

- 100 - 

the people you truly care about. If you want 
to feel really guilty about this, check out the 
calculator at seeyourfolks.com, which will 
calculate how many more times you're likely 
to see your parents based on past 
experience and life expectancy.  

(We'll wait here while you go give them a 
call afterward.) 

3. At the same time, love the ones you're 
with. 

There are many different kinds of love, and 
here my dad is talking about showing 
respect and concern for the people you 
spend your days with.  

"That is simply, love everyone," is how my 
dad put it, and he added a quote from 
Thomas Merton:  

"Love is our true destiny. We do not 
find the meaning of life by ourselves 
alone-we find it with another." 



 

 
 

- 101 - 

4. Work hard. 

You can't always determine what you get out 
of something, but you can often control 
what you put into it.  

When I was growing up and I'd be anxious 
over some school assignment or other 
project, my dad would usually ask me the 
same question afterward: "Did you give it 
your best shot? Then forget about it." 

5. At the end of the day, go home. 

This one seems simple, until you start to 
realize how most of us are almost 100% on 
and accessible all the time now. Now, I'm not 
going to pretend that either my dad or I 
truly live up to this advice, but it's a good 
goal to have. 

6. Later, go to bed. 

"Get the rest you need. Your body needs 
sleep-not just 'rest and relaxation'-for it to 
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work well," my dad insists. He's right of 
course-and it's even become fashionable to 
admit that people need sleep. 

7. Get some exercise. 

My dad's sport is swimming, and while he 
came to it late, my dad has the zeal of a 
convert. A few years ago he did a half-mile 
open water swim off the beach in 
Narragansett, R.I.  

Regardless of what sport or activity works for 
you, my dad advises, your day will be 
improved if you do something 
athletic. Science backs him up. 

8. Have a little faith. 

As a lawyer-the kind of lawyer who takes on 
real clients and tries real cases in court-dad 
has pretty much seen it all. He also has 
stronger religious (Catholic) faith than most 
people I know, perhaps in part because he's 
had his faith tested in many ways.  
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It helps immensely if you believe in 
something bigger than yourself. 

9. Learn another language. 

My dad studied ancient Greek and Latin in 
high school. More recently, in his 60s, he 
decided to try to learn Farsi, I guess to better 
understand what some of our nation's 
adversaries were saying about us.  

Whether you're literally learning another 
language or simply learning how to do new 
things and to challenge your 
preconceptions, the lesson is clear: Keep 
learning. 

10. Read every day. 

In a few weeks, guess what I'll get my dad 
for Father's Day: a book, most likely 
something on the top of the New York 
Times nonfiction bestseller lists. It's what I've 
been doing for decades, so why stop now?  
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I can't think of many people I've known who 
read more than my dad. Importantly, he 
usually reads about things that have nothing 
to do with his work. 

11. Keep your wardrobe simple. 

My dad gave me this advice years ago when 
I first started working, so of course I 
completely ignored it at the time.  

However, had I gone ahead as he'd 
suggested and bought a handful of white 
and blue shirts, for example, and worn them 
every day, it would have been one fewer 
decision to have to make in the morning. It 
looks like that kind of simplification worked 
for Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg, 
anyway. 

12. Shine your shoes. 

Shined shoes make you stand out these 
days, because most people are so casual. 
You can probably substitute something else 
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for this habit. Just pick things that advertise 
to the world that you take care of small 
things. So maybe you also take care of 
bigger things. 

(Here's a text from my dad a few hours 
before this column ran: "Just read it again. 
On point 11, change 'one less decision' to 
'one fewer decision.' Your grammar is wrong. 
Then, point out this message as an example 
of point 12.") 

13. Tell the people you love that you love 
them. 

Hey, we're back to love. Don't just spend 
time with the people you love, as advised 
back in No. 2.  

Make sure you actually tell them that you 
love them. For example, when I talk to my 
dad, he'll tell me to tell my wife that he loves 
her.  
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Unnecessarily but amusingly, he'll add that I 
should be sure to mention that he means he 
loves her "appropriately." 

14. Don't worry. 

This is one of those do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do 
pieces of advice, as my dad is in fact pretty 
good at worrying about things.  

That said, worrying rarely improves the odds 
of good things happening, and can actually 
diminish those odds. 

15. Be kind to animals. 

My dad has had dogs since he was little. He 
treats animals well.  

His advice? If you want to treat a dog well, 
treat it like a dog. Don't try to make it into 
something it isn't, and doesn't want to be 
(for example, a little human being). Help it 
become the best possible version of itself. 
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16. Find good assistants. 

For many years, my father had the same, 
excellent secretary. He taught me long ago 
that even during the times when you're 
working by yourself, you have to be willing 
to depend on others for help.  

The most productive people in the 
world often succeed because they refuse to 
do some things. 

17. Repeat as needed. 

This is perhaps the most important bit of 
advice on my dad's list, so it's fitting to have 
saved it for last. None of these items are 
actions so much as they are behaviors. The 
first time you commit to them, you won't see 
results.  

Over a lifetime, however, they can greatly 
improve your life. Aristotle (maybe) put it 
best: "We are what we repeatedly do. 
Excellence is not an act, but a habit."x 
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My Mom 
 

You’re almost at the end! (Well, this one plus one 
more.) I think this summary column is a good one 
to wind down on. 

Thanks for reading. Please let me know if you 
have ideas how to make this book better (or if you 
catch typos or other mistakes; it’s the preview 
edition, after all). And if you haven’t signed up at 
Understandably.com, here’s my second-to-last 
shameless plug to ask you to do so. 

---- 

Recently, my column, 17 Daily Habits 
My Dad Insists Will Make You Happier 
and More Successful was one of the 
most popular articles on Inc.  
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This was very gratifying both to me and 
to my dad, whose words of wisdom 
inspired the article. 

It got me thinking, though: My siblings 
and I have also learned a lot 
of success and happiness lessons from 
my mom. 

So, just in time for Mother's Day, I 
reached out to my four brothers and 
sisters and asked them to help me 
compile a list of the best life lessons 
we've learned from her. 

We had quite a few of them. However, I 
realized that there was one item on the 
list that was so simple, direct, and yet 
profound that it's worth an entire 
column.  



 

 
 

- 110 - 

Our mom has said this advice often, in 
two different but related ways. We 
heard it while we were growing up, 
and still do now that we're all adults 
and my parents have become 
grandparents. 

So, with her permission, I'm focusing 
this entire article on that one piece of 
advice (said in both ways).  

If you can follow my mom's precepts, I 
guarantee that you'll be happier and 
more successful in life. 

"Be in the driver's seat." 

Just about every time I went out with 
friends during high school, my mom 
would tell me on the way out: "Be in 
the driver's seat."  
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She meant this literally, figuring that I 
was a careful kid, a decent driver, and 
that I didn't drink alcohol or the like. 
My friends were good people, but she 
didn't know them the way she knew 
me. 

However, she also meant this 
figuratively: Control your own 
destiny. Don't let other people make 
your choices for you, in matters big and 
small.  

This applies in just about every 
circumstance I can imagine: 

• Don't let someone else choose 
your career. 

• Don't let someone else choose 
your friends. 

• Don't settle in your relationships. 
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• Don't choose your fashions and 
passions just because "everybody 
else does it." 

We're social beings, and so this isn't 
always easy. Sometimes it seems we're 
hardwired to seek approval, to be 
insecure, and to follow the crowd.  

Nobody adheres to this advice all the 
time, but the more you do, the happier 
and more successful you'll be. 

"Remember who comes first." 

Fast-forward to college, when I spent 
my summers working as a lifeguard.  

(Thank God I'm just old enough to 
have missed the generation where 
everything has to be a résumé-building 
experience.)  
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I liked the job a lot. We got to be 
outside all day in the summer, and the 
pay wasn't bad. 

For the last few years that I did this, my 
brother and I worked at a lake in a state 
park that could be quite chaotic.  

Swimmers actually got into trouble, 
and we made rescues. Eventually, I got 
promoted to captain, supervising all 
the other college kids. We even had a 
motorboat.  

It was like a low-rent version of the old 
TV show Baywatch. 

Every morning on the way out the 
door, my mom offered the same 
parting words of advice: "Remember 
who comes first." 
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She wasn't telling us to be self-
centered but reminding us that if you 
don't take care of yourself first, you're 
probably not going to be of much use 
to anyone.  

I think of this every time I'm on an 
airplane now, when the flight 
attendants say that if there's an 
emergency, you should put on your 
own pressurized air mask before 
helping someone else. 

Of course, the irony about my mom 
offering this great advice over and over 
is that she doesn't really live it herself.  

Having raised three sons and two 
daughters, she certainly doesn't put 
herself first. Happy Mother's Day to 
her--and to all the moms reading this!xi 
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Not Today Dave 
 

You get to a certain age, and you lose some 
friends. It’s life. It happens. But, I wanted to end 
on this note — from an early edition of the 
Understandably.com newsletter — for reasons that 
will become apparent. 

Have you signed up at Understandably.com? Don’t 
forget to do so — and also let me know your ideas 
and improvements at bill@understandably.com. 

---- 

 “The walk over here was the longest of my 
life,” Judd Hirsch once said to a woman in a 
1983 episode of Taxi. “But the walk back will 
be even longer if you don’t smile.”  
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Not the worst line ever, I guess, but it 
doesn’t work out for Hirsch’s character. 

The woman he wants to meet shoots him 
down. When he persists, she sprays him in 
the eye with Binaca.  

Ahh, the ‘80s. 

It’s funny that I remember that. It’s funny 
how your mind works. 

I probably saw the scene once—a rerun 
during high school, decades ago. Yet the 10-
second line has stayed with me all these 
years.  

An old friend sent me an email: 

Hey man, how's things? Today's the 10 
year anniversary of Dave's passing. Can't 
believe he's been gone that long. I 
remember when you called and just 
hearing the tone in your voice and 
knowing what had happened even before 
you said it. 
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I had two close friends in high school: John 
and Dave.  

Dave died young. John wrote the email 
above. 

I wouldn’t have predicted Dave’s future back 
then. Among the three of us, he’d been the 
athlete—the muscular guy who took fitness 
and nutrition very seriously. You wouldn’t 
have wanted to mess with him.  

One Friday night in high school, the three of 
us were walking on Thayer Street in 
Providence, R.I. We liked going there. Record 
stores, fast food, people. Lots of girls. 

(Lots of my weak version of: “The walk over 
here was the longest of my life…”) 

I hadn’t mellowed yet, and this one night, I 
got into an argument with some other guy 
from some other school.  
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I have no idea what it was about, but I 
remember Dave stepped in, got me out of it 
with my teeth still intact.  

Later, he was highly amused. He told me: "If 
you're going to keep mouthing off to people 
like that, I'd better keep lifting weights." 

It’s funny that I remember that. It’s funny 
how your mind works. 

I read an idea that people die three times: 
when their body stops working, when they’re 
buried, and after the last time anyone says 
their name. 

Not today, Dave. 

Dave. Dave. Dave. Dave. Dave.xii 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in April 2021. 
Check out to see if there’s an update 
at: understandably.com. 
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Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
Notes and links follow below. Where 
you just a URL, it’s where you can find 
the original version of these columns 
on the Internet: 

 
 

i https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/the-us-marine-corps-uses-rule-
of-3-to-organize-almost-everything-heres-how-learning-it-21-years-
ago-changed-my-life.html 
 
ii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/i-quit-my-new-job-after-1-
day.html 
 
iii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/these-8-simple-words-add-up-
to-the-most-important-advice-you-ll-ever-hear.html 
 
iv https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/nasa-intern-moon-landing-
video-millions-sothebys.html 
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v https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/chick-fil-a-just-revealed-1-
question-they-ask-over-over-in-almost-every-interview-its-utterly-
brilliant-and-yes-you-should-definitely-copy-it.html 
 
vi https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/people-hate-this-common-
habit-but-its-actually-a-sign-of-high-emotional-intelligence.html 
 
vii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/20-years-ago-bill-gates-made-
most-important-decision-of-his-life-somehow-almost-nobody-even-
noticed.html 
 
viii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/this-giant-company-has-a-2-
word-dress-code-its-actually-kind-of-brilliant.html 
 
ix https://www.understandably.com/p/great-escape 
 
x https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/17-daily-habits-my-dad-insists-
will-make-you-happier-and-more-successful.html 
 
xi https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/my-mom-gave-me-best-advice-
i-ever-got-she-had-to-say-it-over-over-before-i-listened.html 
 
xii https://www.understandably.com/p/not-today-dave 
 


