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he first block to personal mastery—
and one of the biggest—is our unques-
tioned mental models. These are our
fixed ideas of how the world works
and how things should or shouldn't
be done. We accept these models so completely that we
live our lives according to them. Everyone has mental
models, but we call them by
other names, like “the truth”
or “reality” or “the facts.” We Dr. Srikumar Rao
believe them absolutely. We
have different mental models
for different situations—rfor
work, for love, for our families.
We have dozens of them that
we use, and some of them may
actually be in direct conflict
with others and we may not
even know it. Much of the
stress in our lives arises from
this lack of awareness. But that
doesn't stop us from believing
that everything our mental
models tell us is true.
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Your life is a jumble of mental models.
You use them for everything. You have one
model that tells you whom to fall in love with, another that evaluates how you
are doing in your job, a third that lets you know if your child is growing well,
a fourth that spurs you into getting a divorce, a fifth that picks your friends,
and so on. You have constructed dozens of these structures over the years and,
collectively, they rule your life.

I now further suggest that many of your old mental models do not serve you
well. They, and especially the ones that are at odds with each other, are the
cause of the angst in your life. But not all mental models are unhelpful. Indeed,
I am going to present you with some new ones now that are radically different
from anything you have encountered before.

Do not pause and look too critically at the mental models that will be
presented to you. Your natural tendency when you come across something that
contradicts what you know to be “reality” is to back off and ask, “Is this true?”
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Transforming Lives

Srikumar Rao’s business course helps students discover their life’s purpose.

by Sandra BienkowskKi

Srikumar Rao says the number of
people who aren’t turned on by

what they do is epidemic. He knows
because he used to be one of them.

Now a best-selling author, Rao worked
in corporate America for five years as
a marketing consultant at prominent
companies and as an executive at
Warner Communications. “I fluctuated
between terribly disliking and mightily
disliking what | did,” he says.

Tired of playing politics, he decided to
make a change. He entered academia to
teach marketing at Columbia University.
He thought he’d feel more fulfilled. “By
the time | found out how wrong | was, |
was already in academia,” Rao says.

“| started reading. | read a lot of spiritual
books that would take me to a really
nice place, but I'd come back to the real
world and it sucked.” He wasn’t doing his
life’s work. Then one day he had an idea
that made him come alive. He decided
to create a business class from all the
material he was reading. He launched
his class called Creativity and Personal
Mastery in 1999 and was soon teaching
it at London Business School as well.

The unconventional business class

is about the creativity of the human
mind, its immense potential and how
we can harness it to achieve goals.
Rao wants his students to discover the
unique purpose for their existence.

Rao, 57, says too many people settle into jobs
instead of discovering their purpose. “You
aren’t bound by your history. People drift
because they don’t know how to take charge
of their lives or don’t have the vision.” When
people find and turn their passion into their
life’s work, they become happier and are able
to contribute to society, which continues to
foster their sense of fulfillment. “You need
the work you do to express your values and
be of benefit to the larger society,” he says.

Rao’s course was an immediate hit, even
with an extensive reading list that includes
business titles and Eastern philosophies.
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There is such demand for the class,
students have to bid for it, providing
essay answers to questions such

as: Tell me something about yourself,
something that will make you come

alive as a person. You get to decide what
you reveal and at what length. “Getting
into the course is a pain, and if you
aren’t willing to jump through the
hoops, then you aren’t ready for the
class. ‘The door is always closed if
you don’t knock hard enough.””

Born in Bangalore, India, Rao majored
in physics at Delhi University, received
an MBA from the Indian Institute of
Management and earned a doctorate
in marketing from Columbia’s business
school. Today he only teaches

his course privately to qualified
candidates in New York, San
Francisco and London, with more
locations to come. Many of his
course’s teachings are included
in his best-selling book Are You
Ready to Succeed?, published in 2006,
and his Personal Mastery Program on audio.

Rao’s course, covered in The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal and
international publications, is the only
business class in the world that has

an alumni association. “This doesn’t

just happen. Most businesspeople don’t
want to be associated with a course once
school is over. There is lasting value in being
associated with this course,”Rao says.

The course includes many exercises,
including documenting your mental
chatter and categorizing it, treating every
person you meet as if it were your final
day on Earth, and writing down your
minor miracles. His students refer to his
teachings as “Raoisms,” and he receives
weekly testimonials from former students.

MBA student Brandon Peele says the
course changed his life in profound ways.
“Not many experiences have that power.

| have a completely new outlook on life,
happiness and self-worth. | am grateful
that | have begun to rebuild my relationship

Rao with wife Meena, daughter
Gowri, and son Gautam
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with my mother as a consequence of the
readings and teachings of this course.”

Student Jessica Vitalis had a similar
perspective about the value of the course.
“I was able to examine my personal and
professional aspirations from a long-term
perspective and make a series of career
decisions which, although sharply divergent
from the typical MBA path, are congruent
with my now better defined sense of self.”

Rao has helped many students find their
way to happy and productive lives. He’s
also found his own. Married with two
children attending Columbia University,
Rao says creating and sharing this
course with his students has changed
his life. “I get up in the morning and |

do it because | cannot not do it.”
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