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Dare to Dream … with Passion

By David Jones

Are you are trying to change your world for the better? Are you looking for ideas that will help to improve the quality of your life and the life of your family? Are you in search of strategies that will make your community stronger, safer, and healthier? 

If you answered yes, you are trying to make a big difference, but you may also be facing big obstacles. You may not  have enough money or time. You may need more  cooperation from other people. Your circumstances may make it difficult to  create programs that make things easier.  Your problems may seem invisible to the people around you. Sometimes it probably feels like the odds are really stacked against you. 

When we face big obstacles it’s tempting to get frustrated and doubt our chance of success—even  when we care deeply about our goals and people are relying on us. But frustration and doubt will not help us to be successful in the face of adversity. So what will? Passion! Whenever people accomplish important things in the face of adversity, passion is always present. 

We’ve spent years researching what creates passion and what sustains it when the going gets tough. Our work has led to this definition: “Passion is a strong emotion that happens within each of us when we are doing meaningful work that makes us feel better about ourselves at a pace that feels like real progress.” Said another way, “Meaning x Progress = Passion.” 

Most people think that if they care deeply about the product of their work, they will automatically be passionate. But meaningful goals alone won’t sustain passion. Our research demonstrates that a high sense of meaning without progress actually creates feelings of frustration and anger. If we want to sustain passion in our work, we need to feel like we are moving our meaningful goals forward. Without progress, we are cut off from passion and the power it gives us to endure when others give up. 

Progress is an interesting thing. It’s hard to quantify because it is more a feeling than a fact. The events that create feelings of progress for me might not create those feelings in others at all. For instance, I might be trying to build a school in my community. Today I get a local business to donate books for the school and that makes me feel like I’m making progress because I believe that “books are the fountain of knowledge.” Someone else is  also trying to build a school and they get the same donation of books but this doesn’t make them feel like they are making progress at all because “books don’t pay for teachers.”  Similar circumstances do not necessarily create similar feelings of progress.

So how do we make sure that we are experiencing feelings of progress on our meaningful goals? What can we do to make sure those around us are feeling the same way? Here are three things we can do right now to elevate feelings of progress, especially when our goals are big and the obstacles even bigger.

1. Measure action. Regularly and publicly, measure the activities that will help to make our dream a reality. Let’s take that school building goal as an example. Start tracking enabling actions like community meetings, fund raising, student books, teachers, land acquisition, building plans, construction materials, community support, and government permit applications. Within each of these enabling actions, we can measure what it will take to create success. For example, to secure funding we might track the number of meetings we have with NGOs, or the preparation of funding applications, or the number of community fundraising events, or the number of private sector partnerships we create. When we measure these types of activities, we can create feelings of progress during the long struggle between the point where we dream of a new school and the day it actually opens.

2. Be realistic. Frequently our feelings of progress are stifled because we think goals will be realized faster than is possible. Let’s say that we and our team believe that it will take one year to build that school. And let’s say that in every other community in our country it has taken three years just to secure funding and government approvals. How are we and our team going to feel when at the end of year one our school isn’t open and we don’t even have the money to get started? Well, progress and passion aren’t likely. If our timeline for achieving our goals is realistic, we are far more likely to be able to feel progress and sustain passion during the journey to making our dream a reality.    

3. Celebrate regularly. Every day, we should get into the habit of acknowledging our efforts, and the efforts of colleagues, to move our goals forward. That’s a lot harder to do than it sounds. We are always tempted to focus more on what is going wrong and less on what is going right. For example, let’s take a look at the following mathematical formulas. What do we notice? 

2+2 = 4

3+1 = 7

4+5 = 9

 Like the thousands of people who have attended our workshops over the years, we probably said, “the middle one is wrong.” We didn’t say “two of them are right.” All of us are well trained to focus on what’s wrong and try to fix it, but doing that alone prevents us from seeing progress where it exists. If every day all we do is focus on the things that went wrong we will cut ourselves off from progress. Instead, we should take time every day to recognize the two thirds of actions that went right. When we celebrate those actions as progress, we will be able to sustain passion even when things don’t go exactly as planned—which most likely will be a normal state of affairs when we are dreaming big dreams in the face of big obstacles. 
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