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How Will You
Measure Your
Life?
by Clayton M. Christensen

BEFORE 1 PUBLISHED The Innovator's Dilemma, I got a call from
Andrew Grove, then the chairman of Intel. He had read one of

my early papers about disruptive technology, and he asked if I

-could talk to his direct reports and explain my research and
what it implied for Intel. Excited, I flew to Silicon Valley and
showed up at the appointed time, only to have Grove say,
"Look, stuff has happened. We have only 10 minutes for you.
Tell us what your model of disruption means for Intel." I said

that I couldn't—that I needed a full 30 minutes to explain the

model, because only with it as context would any comments

about Intel make sense. Ten minutes into my explanation,
Grove interrupted: "Look, I've got your model. Just tell us

what it means for Intel."

I insisted that I needed 10 more minutes to describe how

the process of disruption had worked its way through a very

different industry, steel, so that he and his team could under-

stand how disruption worked. I told the story of how Nucor

and other steel minimills had begun by attacking the lowest

end of the market—steel reinforcing bars, or rebar—and later
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moved up toward the high end, undercutting the traditional steel

mills.

When I finished the minimill story, Grove said, "OK, I get it. What

it means for Intel is and then went on to articulate what would

become the company's strategy for going to the bottom of the mar-

ket to launch the Celeron processor.

I've thought about that a million times since. If I had been suck-

ered into telling Andy Grove what he should think about the micro-

processor business, I'd have been killed. But instead of telling him

what to think, I taught him how to think—and then he reached what

I felt was the correct decision on his own.

That experience had a profound influence on me. When people

ask what I think they should do, I rarely answer their question di-

rectly. Instead, I run the question aloud through one of my models.

I'll describe how the process in the model worked its way through an

industry quite different from their own. And then, more often than

not, they'll say, "OK, I get it." And they'll answer their own question

more insightfully than I could have.

My class at HBS is structured to help my students understand

what good management theory is and how it is built. To that back-

bone I attach different models or theories that help students think

about the various dimensions of a general manager's job in stimulat-

ing innovation and growth. In each session we look at one company

through the lenses of those theories—using them to explain how the

company got into its situation and to examine what managerial ac-

tions will yield the needed results.

On the last day of class, I ask my students to turn those theoreti-

cal lenses on themselves, to find cogent answers to three questions:

First, how can I be sure that I'll be happy in my career? Second, how

can I be sure that my relationships with my spouse and my family

become an enduring source of happiness? Third, how can I be sure

I'll stay out ofjail? Though the last question sounds lighthearted, it's

not. Two of the 32 people in my Rhodes scholar class spent time in

jail. Jeff Skilling of Enron fame was a classmate of mine at HBS.

These were good guys—but something in their lives sent them offin

the wrong direction.
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Idea in Brief

Harvard Business School's Chris-
tensen teaches aspiring MBAs how

to apply management and innova-

tion theories to build stronger

companies. But he also believes
that these models can help peo-
ple lead better lives. In this arti-

Cle, he explains how, exploring
questions everyone needs to ask.

How can I be happy in my career?
How can I be sure that my rela-
tionship with my family is an en-
during source of happiness? And

how can I live my life with in-

tegrity? The answer to the first

question comes from Frederick

Herzberg's assertion that the most
powerful motivator isn't money;

it's the opportunity to learn, grow

in responsibilities, contribute, and
be recognized. That's why man-

agement, if practiced well, can be

the noblest of occupations; no

others offer as many ways to help

people find those opportunities.
It isn't about buying, selling, and

HOW WILL YOU MEASURE YOUR LIFE?

investing in companies, as many
think. The principles of resource
allocation can help people attain
happiness at home. If not
managed masterfully, what
emerges from a firm's resource
allocation process can be very
different from the strategy man-
agement intended to follow.
That's true in life too: If you're not
guided by a clear sense of pur-
pose, you're likely to fritter away
your time and energy on obtaining
the most tangible, short-term
signs of achievement, not what's
really important to you.And just
as a focus on marginal costs can
cause bad corporate decisions, it
can lead people astray. The mar-
ginal cost of doing something
wrong "just this once" always
seems alluringly low. You don't
see the end result to which that
path leads. The key is to define
what you stand for and draw the
line in a safe place.

As the students discuss the answers to these questions, I open my

own life to them as a case study of sorts, to illustrate how they can

use the theories from our course to guide their life decisions.

One of the theories that gives great insight on the first question—

how to be sure we find happiness in our careers—is from Frederick

Herzberg, who asserts that the powerful motivator in our lives isn't

money; it's the opportunity to learn, grow in responsibilities, con-

tribute to others, and be recognized for achievements. I tell the stu-

dents about a vision of sorts I had while I was running the company I

founded before becoming an academic. In my mind's eye I saw one of

my managers leave for work one morning with a relatively strong

3
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level of self-esteem. Then I pictured her driving home to her family

10 hours later, feeling unappreciated, frustrated, underutilized, and

demeaned. I imagined how profoundly her lowered self-esteem af-

fected the way she interacted with her children. The vision in my

mind then fast-forwarded to another day, when she drove home with

greater self-esteem—feeling that she had learned a lot, been recog-

nized for achieving valuable things, and played a significant role in

the success of some important initiatives. I then imagined how posi-

tively that affected her as a spouse and a parent. My conclusion: Man-

agement is the most noble of professions if it's practiced well. No
other occupation offers as many ways to help others learn and grow,

take responsibility and be recognized for achievement, and con-
tribute to the success of a team. More and more MBA students come

to school thinking that a career in business means buying, selling,

and investing in companies. That's unfortunate. Doing deals doesn't
yield the deep rewards that come from building up people.

I want students to leave my classroom knowing that.

Create a Strategy for Your Life

A theory that is helpful in answering the second question—How can I
ensure that my relationship with my family proves to be an enduring
source of happiness?—concerns how strategy is defined and imple-
mented. Its primary insight is that a company's strategy is deter-
mined by the types of initiatives that management invests in. If a
company's resource allocation process is not managed masterfully,
what emerges from it can be very different from what management
intended. Because companies' decision-making systems are de-
signed to steer investments to initiatives that offer the most tangible
and immediate returns, companies shortchange investments in ini-
tiatives that are crucial to their long-term strategies.

Over the years I've watched the fates of my HBS classmates from
1979 unfold; I've seen more and more of them come to reunions un-
happy, divorced, and alienated from their children. I can guarantee
you that not a single one of them graduated with the deliberate strat-
egy of getting divorced and raising children who would become

4
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estranged from them. And yet a shocking number of them imple-

mented that strategy. The reason? They didn't keep the purpose of

their lives front and center as they decided how to spend their time,

talents, and energy.

It's quite startling that a significant fraction of the 900 students

that HBS draws each year from the world's best have given little

thought to the purpose of their lives. I tell the students that HBS might

be one of their last chances to reflect deeply on that question. If they

think that they'll have more time and energy to reflect later, they're

nuts, because life only gets more demanding: You take on a mortgage;

you're working 70 hours a week; you have a spouse and children.

For me, having a clear purpose in my life has been essential. But it

was something I had to think long and hard about before I under-

stood it. When I was a Rhodes scholar, I was in a very demanding ac-

ademic program, trying to cram an extra year's worth of work into

my time at Oxford. I decided to spend an hour every night reading,

thinking, and praying about why God put me on this earth. That was

a very challenging commitment to keep, because every hour I spent

doing that, I wasn't studying applied econometrics. I was conflicted

about whether I could really afford to take that time away from my

studies, but I stuck with it—and ultimately figured out the purpose

of my life.

Had I instead spent that hour each day learning the latest tech-

niques for mastering the problems of autocorrelation in regression

analysis, I would have badly misspent my life. I apply the tools of

econometrics a few times a year, but I apply my knowledge of the

purpose of my life every day. It's the single most useful thing I've

ever learned. I promise my students that if they take the time to fig-

ure out their life purpose, they'll look back on it as the most impor-

tant thing they discovered at HBS. If they don't figure it out, they

will just sail off without a rudder and get buffeted in the very rough

seas of life. Clarity about their purpose will trump knowledge of

activity-based costing, balanced scorecards, core competence, dis-

ruptive innovation, the four Ps, and the five forces.

My purpose grew out of my religious faith, but faith isn't the only

thing that gives people direction. For example, one of my former

5



CHRISTENSEN

The Class of 2010

CAME TO BUSINESS SCHOOL knowing exactly what I wanted to do—

and I'm leaving choosing the exact opposite. I've worked in the private sector

all my life, because everyone always told me that's where smart people are.

But I've decided to try government and see if I can find more meaning there.

"l used to think that industry was very safe. The recession has shown us that

nothing is safe."

Ruhana Hafiz, Harvard Business School, Class of 2010
Her Plans: To join the FBI as a special adviser (a management track position)

"You could see a shift happening at HBS. Money used to be number one in the

job search. When you make a ton of money, you want more of it. Ironic thing.

You start to forget what the drivers of happiness are and what things are re-
ally important. A lot of people on campus see money differently now. They
think, 'What's the minimum I need to have, and what else drives my life?' in-
stead of 'What's the place where I can get the maximum of both?'"

Patrick Chun, Harvard Business School, Class of 2010
His Plans: To join Bain Capital

"The financial crisis helped me realize that you have to do what you really love
in life. My current vision of success is based on the impact I can have, the

students decided that his purpose was to bring honesty and
economic prosperity to his country and to raise children who were as
capably committed to this cause, and to each other, as he was. His
purpose is focused on family and others—as mine is.

The choice and successful pursuit of a profession is but one tool
for achieving your purpose. But without a purpose, life can become
hollow.

Allocate Your Resources

Your decisions about allocating your personal time, energy, and
talent ultimately shape your life's strategy.

I have a bunch of "businesses" that compete for these resources:
I'm trying to have a rewarding relationship with my wife, raise great
kids, contribute to my community, succeed in my career, contribute

6



HOW WILL YOU MEASURE YOUR LIFE?

experiences I can gain, and the happiness I can find personally, much more so

than the pursuit of money or prestige. My main motivations are (1) to be with

my family and people I care about; (2) to do something fun, exciting, and im-

pactful; and (3) to pursue a long-term career in entrepreneurship, where I can

build companies that change the way the world works."

Matt Salzberg, Harvard Business School, Class of 2010
His Plans: To work for Bessemer Venture Partners

"Because I'm returning to McKinsey, it probably seems like not all that much

has changed for me. But while I was at HBS, I decided to do the dual degree

at the Kennedy School. With the elections in 2008 and the economy looking
shaky, it seemed more compelling for me to get a better understanding of the

public and nonprofit sectors. In a way, that drove my return to McKinsey,

where I'll have the ability to explore private, public, and nonprofit sectors.

"The recession has made us step back and take stock of how lucky we are.

The crisis to us is 'Are we going to have a job by April?' Crisis to a lot of people

is 'Are we going to stay in our home?"'

John Coleman, Harvard Business School, Class of 2010

His Plans: To return to McKinsey & Company

to my church, and so on. And I have exactly the same problem that a

corporation does. I have a limited amount of time and energy and

talent. How much do I devote to each of these pursuits?

Allocation choices can make your life turn out to be very different

from what you intended. Sometimes that's good: Opportunities that

you never planned for emerge. But if you misinvest your resources,

the outcome can be bad. As I think about my former classmates who

inadvertently invested for lives of hollow unhappiness, I can't help

believing that their troubles relate right back to a short-term

perspective.
When people who have a high need for achievement—and that in-

cludes all Harvard Business School graduates—have an extra half hour

of time or an extra ounce of energy, they'll unconsciously allocate it to

activities that yield the most tangible accomplishments. And our

careers provide the most concrete evidence that we're moving
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