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�  The Big Idea                   
Marilyn Tam has had an extraordinary life. From her birth 
into a traditional Chinese family in Hong Kong to her 
meteoric rise through the executive ranks of the 
international business world to become an influential 
corporate leader, speaker, consultant, author, and highly 
respected philanthropist, Marilyn has lived a life of failure 
and accomplishment, reward and renewal. 
 
Her long and distinguished career includes prominent 
executive roles at world-class companies, including 
Aveda, Reebok, and Nike. At each position, Marilyn 
solidified her reputation as an accomplished strategist 
and singularly effective leader, learning from her mistakes 
as well as her triumphs, and building the wisdom and 
philosophy that have enabled the next steps on her path 
to greater accomplishments. Marilyn took what she had 
and used all of it to make her life the way she wanted – to 
do good simultaneously in the world and do well 
professionally. 
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�  Why You Need This Book 
Marilyn Tam’s amazing book puts the secrets of Marilyn’s success – in business and in 
life – in your hands. Marilyn’s philosophy for living has kept her on course and has given 
her the tools to prosper in every business and social interaction she has faced.  
 
In short, this book could very well be what you need to take your work and life to new 
heights. 
 
This book is for all of the intelligent, hardworking and good-intentioned people who work 
for a living, provide for their families, face real challenges, and yearn to lead a fulfilled 
and happy life. This book is for you. 
 
 
 
�  Part 1: What You’ve Got 
 
YOU’RE GOOD ENOUGH JUST AS YOU ARE 
The first thing to understand is that you are good enough right now – good enough to 
start making a positive change in your life!  
 
You don’t have to wait for anything, anyone, or any situation before you can start fixing 
up your life. You don’t have to wait until you get a new job, lose 15 pounds, move to a 
new house, start a new relationship – or hold out for any other reason. The time and 
place to begin working toward your goals is here and now. 
 

 
IN YOUR BUSINESS 
To get what you want, you first have to know what 
you’ve got. Sometimes what you’ve got may be 
obscured by pride, conflicting data, or temporary 
circumstances. You need to ask the tough questions 
and be ready to deal with the good and the bad that 
surface when you confront the truth.  
 
The good news is that facing the truth now is always 
better in the long run than hiding from it. Once you 
know what you’ve got, you can go get what you want.  
 
So what have you got? 

 
 
 
�  Part 2: What You Want 
 
FINDING YOUR MISSION 
These are the big questions that you need to answer in order to proceed in life. Some 
people find the answers by taking time to meditate and reflect. Other people find them 
after encountering some life-threatening incident. And others find them after being hit by 
some emotional or financial disaster.  
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The key to finding it is to ask yourself honestly and fearlessly: What really makes you 
happy? What gives you inner peace?  
 
Equipped with the answers to these questions, you can then organize your life to bring 
you peace and happiness. 
 
 
STAYING TRUE TO YOUR MISSION 
The realization you should come to is that your mission lies inside you, not in a particular 
job. You can follow your mission and make a difference by doing everything with 
integrity. You can approach each task through the lens of making the world a better 
place.  
 
By choosing to work with people and companies with principles and harmonious 
missions, you can create positive change in whatever it is that you do.  
 
 
 
 
�  Part 3: How to Get It 
 
 
WISDOM TO LIVE BY 
Have you ever noticed that some people remain 
calm and centered in a crisis? How do they do it? 
The answer lies in how grounded and centered 
they are. People who are confidently living in 
integrity and following their mission find that 
details become much easier to deal with. 
 
The secret to being centered is to be present in 
the moment, neither looking back with fear to 
what may have happened nor looking forward in 
dreary expectation of what might occur. 
 
 
 
 
 
IF YOU BUILD IT, THEY WON’T NECESSARILY COME 
The first rule you have to learn is one that seems negative, but is tremendously 
important: If you build it, they won’t necessarily come.  
 
When you are enamored with an idea or are passionate about something, it’s easy to 
assume that others are equally excited about it. If you hope to avoid unexpected and 
unpleasant outcomes, you must first establish what you expect in return for that 
particular expression of your mission, and be sure that you have the support structure to 
carry the project through to completion. 
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IDEAS ARE GOOD, BUT EXECUTION IS EVERYTHING 
It’s all in the execution. For every homerun of an idea, there are untold hazards to 
getting it out there. The only sure way to reach your goals is to be diligent and creative in 
the follow-through.  
 
To reach new heights of achievement, you have to be present and mindful in the 
planning and implementation of the strategy. 
 
Doing things the same old way is not going to get you anywhere except to the same old 
place. Having a firm commitment and passion for the idea will carry you through the 
times when you are weary of trying “one more time.” For all you know, the next time may 
be the time you finally succeed. 
 
 

YOU’VE GOT TO HAVE PASSION 
Ego and willpower will take a person far, but they 
can be hard and joyless taskmasters. By itself, no 
goal is compelling. No matter how good the idea, 
no one will go through the inevitable – and often 
painful – ups and downs of making it happen 
unless they really care. Those who reach their 
goals must have a passion driving them, a 
personal fervor. When you are following your 
mission, the setbacks become lessons to be 
learned in order to do better next time. 
 
The joy and desire to be doing what calls to you 
will make any journey much easier to travel. It’s 
simpler, more effective, and certainly more 
satisfying to find your passion and follow it.  

 
 
 
CHARISMA IS ESSENTIAL, HAVE IT OR HIRE IT 
You may not be able to define it, but charisma is 
like talent: You know it when you see it. It’s the 
magic that makes people believe, the difference 
between making a hard sell and having people 
clamoring to buy your products. When you’re in 
the presence of someone who has it, you just 
know it. 
 
All entrepreneurs need charisma. That makes 
people believe them. You’ve got to have 
something to get people jazzed about what you’re 
doing. If you don’t have it, either work on 
developing it or get someone who has it. It’s 
critical. 
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ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 
Ask questions, get answers; it seems simple but it’s often not. Frequently, we don’t ask 
the right questions. The questions we didn’t ask would have given us information, helped 
us modify our strategy, and made a positive difference in the outcome. 
 
Ask as many questions as you can – in as many ways as you can – and then do the best 
you can with what you’ve got. Adjust your strategy as you get new information. Be ready 
to sail straight ahead or tack as the wind shifts, always keeping your goals in sight. 
 
 
 
ONCE YOU GET INTO SOMETHING, DO IT 100% 
Have you heard the old riddle: What is the difference between bacon and eggs? The 
chicken is interested but the pig is committed.  
 
In life as well as in business, giving 100 percent makes a dramatic difference. 
Devoting 100 percent to the job or situation at hand does not mean that you should be 
mono-focused. To put your head down and keep doing things the same way with little 
rest will not get you innovative or superlative results. You run the risk of burning out, 
falling into a creative rut, and not being aware of additional input and resources that may 
make your task much easier. 
 
 
 
DON’T BE “DO OR DIE” 
The racecar driver has such a passion for racing that he’s willing to take the risk that it 
may, literally, cost him his life. How much passion do you have for your work? Or for 
your life? 
 
Everything in life entails a choice. Why not choose something that you have a real 
passion for? If you are aligned with your life mission, it’s a sure way to ensure that you 
are in the flow of what calls to you. Otherwise, you will have a high probability of feeling 
that you paid too high of a price in time, energy, and resource to pursue something that 
gives you little inner peace.  
 
 
 
FORGET ABOUT GLASS CEILINGS, WORRY ABOUT GLASS WALLS 
The path to advancement is first sideways, not up. If you are trained or have expertise in 
only one area, you will not be able to rise to any position of significance in a company. 
The higher you go in a company, the more diverse and comprehensive an 
understanding of the whole operation you need. When you get to the top – past the 
“glass ceiling” – it will mean you have already gone through all the glass walls of the 
different operational areas in the company. 
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In the twenty-first century, each person will have an average of six careers in their 
lifetime. Prepare now to learn, grow, and move from department to department, from 
division to division, from company to company, and from industry to industry. Do your 
best in each position, give it 100 percent, learn, collaborate, create, innovate, inspire, 
share, and enjoy the journey. 
 
 
 
DON’T WAIT ‘TIL YOU KNOW HOW TO DO SOMETHING 
Don’t wait. Do it now. You will never be as ready as you feel that you should be.  
 
You will always feel a bit of anxiety when you do something challenging, whether for the 
first or the fiftieth time. It’s natural and actually desirable – extra adrenaline keeps you 
alert and more attuned to what you are doing. You perform better under a hint of stress 
than when you are too complacent.  
 
 
 

MAKE A DIFFERENCE, ONE “STARFISH” 
AT A TIME 
When you make a difference, whether it is 
one “starfish” at a time or one piece of 
debris at a time, the ripple effect is magical.  
 
It may not create global change. It may not 
make you the richest person in the world. 
And it may not be the thing that wins you a 
Nobel Prize. But it will have a positive 
impact.  
 
And in the end, that’s all we can do – make 
change one step, one person at a time.  
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