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To my two bold children, Dylan and Sydney. Keep asking, reaching, and chasing  for bigger, bolder, and better now  and forever. Mommy loves you both more than anything in the world.
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My Promise to You

I know what it takes to get what you want in life.

It’s a habit that anyone can learn, a skill you can develop, a gift you don’t need to be born with.

It’s the key to unlocking success.

I discovered its power when I was a girl in a small town, chasing a big dream.

I will teach it to you, step-by-step, in the 16 Principles in this book.

I’ll coach you as you practice this. I’ll help you get back up again when you fall.

I’ll motivate you to keep going, even when you get knocked down and want to give up.

Because even when you fail, you’ll start to feel stronger with each try you make.

The more experience you get, the more confident you’ll be.

And then one day, you’ll start to get good at it. Really good.

If you make it a habit starting right now, if you practice, if you keep going even when you fail,

I guarantee that eventually you will get what you want—at work, at home, virtually everywhere your life unfolds.

It takes work but it’s worth the effort.

I practice this skill every day in my continued pursuit of a bigger, better, bolder life filled with fascinating people, places, and things.

I consider this skill to be my superpower. Here it is:

I am bold.

I take action.

I chase what I want, instead of taking what I can get.

Be bold with me. It works. And it really will change your life.

—Jennifer Cohen


Introduction

NO MATTER HOW YOU’VE SPENT the last few years, whether you were able to work from home, were still in school, struggled finding employment, or headed to your in-person job each day, there is no denying that the global pandemic was one hell of a wake-up call, and the alarm still seems to be going off. The world changed forever, and the old cliché proved true: turns out life really is short. But as we settle into what now passes for normal, how many people will go back to settling for what they have, even if it’s not enough? And how many will listen to that little voice that urges them to go after what they really want?

After everything we’ve been through, why settle for what you can get, instead of chasing what you truly want?

Ask yourself: What do you want most in life? And why don’t you have it?

I’m going to help you answer those questions, and then I’m going to show you how to go after what you want, with a promise that you will eventually get it if you follow my lead. And if you don’t get exactly that one thing? Well, you may wind up with something much better—maybe something that you never even knew existed.

Before we dive deeper, for the purposes of this discussion let’s focus on the meaning of “want” and “things.” I’m not referring to a burning desire for a flashy car or an indulgence like a luxe vacation. If that’s what you’re after, put this book down and pick up your credit card, because there’s always someone ready to take your money. This may be a book about getting what you want, but it’s not a book about getting all the material things and money that you desire. This isn’t a get-rich-quick book. It’s a make-your-life-rich book.

When I ask what “things” you “want,” I’m referring to those intangibles that enrich our lives, like new and interesting experiences, satisfying relationships, and the ability to become who we believe we are meant to be. I’m talking about the things you want right now and others you’ve yet to discover. A bigger, better, bolder life is filled with rich experiences—and zero regrets.

Why don’t we chase what we desire most? It’s because we’re stuck in the good-enough trap. At some point we start to live our lives by default, taking whatever we can get. We get used to a so-so state of affairs, whether we’re talking personal or professional, because it’s “good enough.” It’s OK. It’ll do. Besides, if I ask for something better, if I try to change this, if I go for what I really want, it might not happen. I could lose what I already have. So, what I have in front of me, it will do. It’s good enough.

The good enough mindset is fueled by fear and self-doubt—by thinking that you’ll fail if you reach for something you really want, that you’ll be rejected, that someone will tell you no, that it’s just too hard to pull off. So yeah, it’s easier to take what you can get and avoid the disappointment and humiliation of missing your target. That’s why you don’t act. But not taking those chances—not asking, not trying, not deciding to go for it—is going to cost you, because settling for good enough never leads to something better.

Good enough is how we wind up with relationships that sputter out or grow toxic. Good enough is why we stay in crappy jobs that don’t pay us what we’re worth. Good enough is why we let our physical health go and our spirits sink. Good enough is why we don’t take action to get what we want, and why we are content to remain complacent with what we have.

Screw good enough. That’s no way to go through this one life we’re given. Instead of good, go for better. Instead of what you get, go for bigger. Instead of fearing failure, be bold—and then be bolder.

When you become bold, good things start to happen. Then better things start to happen. You break free from what’s holding you back, you aren’t afraid to fail, and you learn from every shot you take, even when you miss the target—­especially when you miss the target. And you definitely bust out of the good enough trap.

When you become bold, you ask for what you want—and more often than not you get it.

Why You Should Take Advice  from a Former Olive Garden Employee

I know exactly how it feels to go from settling to chasing after what I really want—and getting it. It was worth it, but it took a lot of trying, a lot (a lot) of failing, and it’s a never-­ending process. I still work at it, every single day. I’ve been in your shoes, taking what life handed to me before I grew bold enough to chase what I wanted, and sometimes I still slip those old shoes on. But they’re not broken in—they’re just broken.

Becoming comfortable with failure was an early lesson for me growing up, starting with school, where I struggled academically. I was regularly sent to the “resource teacher” for extra tutoring just so I could keep up. One day, my mom told me that my teacher said I was “average, at best.” Mom wasn’t trying to hurt my feelings, but average at best? Ouch. Not only was I not keeping up in school, not only was I not keeping up with my family’s standards of academic success, but I was barely average. At best.

I could stand to be just about anything but . . . average? To me, “average” translated to “good enough,” and good enough wasn’t good enough for me. That teacher’s brutal assessment of my intelligence (just my book smarts, as it turns out) at such a young age lit the proverbial fire under my butt. Starting then, I made up for my lackluster grades with grit and determination.

Not being able to rely on straight As (or even Bs . . . or sometimes Cs . . . ) meant I had to hone my skills in other areas, so I figured out what I was good at early on: trying, persevering, getting comfortable with failing so that I wasn’t afraid to go back and try again. One game-changing lesson I learned early on was this: If I wanted something—­particularly something that seemed to come so easily to others around me—I would have to ask for it. And when people told me no, I would have to ask for it again. And again, and again, and again . . . until I got a win. And guess what? I got really good at asking! Asking and failing and asking again is the foundation of boldness.

When I was twelve, I desperately wanted to earn my own money (and not by babysitting, the default), so I marched into the Olive Garden restaurant near my house and asked for a job as a hostess. The manager laughed, explaining I was way too young for that position, and because of our liquor laws I wasn’t even old enough to work where alcohol was served. To get around this, I suggested he hire me to work outside, where I would greet patrons and open the door. “No, that’s not a job for a kid!” the manager said.

But I didn’t give up. I came back after school the next day and asked if he’d reconsider. “No.” I went back again the next day. “No.” And I went back again . . . until finally I wore him down and he hired me as the Olive Garden Door Opener and Greeter. I was not allowed to go past the restaurant’s entrance due to the liquor laws, but I held that door open, smiled brightly, and greeted my customers like I owned the place. And I got the better-than-babysitting paycheck I wanted.

A few years later, I would take a career skills assessment test in high school. The results suggested that with my record, my best bet at career success was to become a forest ranger. That’s not to say that being a forest ranger doesn’t take skill and intelligence, but in Canada, where I grew up, apparently it didn’t require those elusive good grades. Clearly, the universe was still hell-bent on telling me, “Don’t get your hopes up.” I did anyway! I was always working on some scheme to keep myself moving forward, no matter how crazy it might have seemed to just about anyone else. My mom would say I was like “a squirrel always looking for a nut.” I was always chasing better. Something bigger. I’ve been looking for those nuts my entire life.

Like the teacher who pronounced me “average, at best,” that lousy assessment test was yet another pivotal moment in my life, perhaps the pivotal moment. I was a young adult by then, not just a pesky kid who wanted spending money. I knew that college and the “real world” were on the horizon. And when I took that test and got those results, I finally understood that I did not have to settle for whatever life (or life’s career-assessment-test designers) handed me. I may not have had ideal grades, but I had determination and perseverance. Even if my dreams were still coming into focus at that young age, I had bigger, better, and bolder aspirations for myself.

I gradually learned something else, too, and I rethought my distaste of being labeled average. It turns out “average, at best” could be turned into an asset. Mediocrity, as you will learn, can work for you, not against you.

After graduating high school, I earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology and topped that off with a master’s in sports management. Yes, I had to work harder than my college classmates, but by then I’d had years of practice! I would go on to land jobs with the National Basketball Association, several major record labels, and a media-training firm, among others. And eventually I found my niche in the fitness industry, writing best-selling books, creating a weight-tracking app, launching a fitness shoe that celebrities loved, and working with music and movie stars, and with world-famous athletes as well.

As a trainer, I helped all my clients up their game, from the glitterati I trained in person to the everyday people who wore my shoes and worked out to my DVDs or read my books. The goal was the same for all of them: not just to improve their physical performance but to strengthen their mindset as well. And now I’m going to help you.

I’ve found joy and success helping people set goals they can reach, motivating them, helping them grow stronger and hit their targets through good habits, healthy practices, and hard work that pays off. But the lessons I impart have never been limited to improving only the body. They train the brain as well. My clients take their newfound strengths—physical and mental—into the real world. They become bold.

I’m the host of a weekly podcast, Habits & Hustle, where my guests are a fantastic mix of entrepreneurs, best-selling authors, thought leaders, and visionaries across a range of fields. My show, and my obsessive curiosity, has enabled me to study how extremely successful people set goals and reach them—how they get what they want, what makes them successful, and what makes them happy.

To a person, one thing always holds true: All my guests have faced rejection and failure at some point on their journey, but they acted and reacted with boldness. They just keep asking, keep trying, keep changing, and keep tweaking until they get what they want—or they find another opportunity, a better one, that they didn’t even know existed. It’s what I’ve done, and it’s what you can do too. (The story of how I wound up with a top-ranked podcast is in itself a story of failure and then acting with boldness—it was supposed to be a network TV show—but I’ll save that for later.)

What’s the Worst That Can Happen?

In addition to embracing failure and using it to propel you forward, it helps if you ask yourself a game-changing question—the same one I asked myself as a teenager growing up in the sleepy city of Winnipeg, Manitoba, when I’d set my sights on my dream job. I wanted to be a VJ, a “video jockey”—remember those?—on Canada’s version of MTV, and producers were welcoming local talent to apply. But I needed one essential thing to get an audition: a killer demo tape, with me on camera, interviewing people like a seasoned pro. Hmm. By that point in my young life, I had bravado, I had chutzpah, and I had grit—but I had no clue how to make a demo tape!

I was more than a little afraid to take a shot at my biggest dream ever. Despite my scrappy personality, I was still a bit of an awkward small-town kid. But then again, by that time I was comfortable with failure. I’d had plenty of practice and I knew that if a door was closed, it paid off to look for a window—and one day I spotted one that was cracked open just enough.

I dreamed up a plot to get that killer demo tape—a plan that involved the family video camera, my best imitation of a celebrity interviewer with her own show, and my ability to corral a super-famous Hollywood star who happened to be visiting my hometown. I was right on the brink of carrying out my plan, but I was oh-so-scared of blowing it.

I hesitated. I agonized. I thought of all the reasons why my plan would flop. And then I asked myself this question that turned it all around: What’s the worst that can happen? Turns out, I had nothing to lose, and everything to gain. But I’ll tell you more about my Keanu Moment (yes, that Keanu) later.

When I was approached a while back to do a TEDx talk on being bold, which would be taped for online viewing, I admit to being a little nervous, as the format was all new to me. What if I was immortalized on camera for internet posterity and I looked and sounded like a tongue-tied dope? What if I became a bad meme? But when I asked myself that all-important question—Jennifer, what’s the worst that can happen?—I realized I had absolutely nothing to lose by sharing my experiences and my lessons on boldness. And millions of YouTube views later, it turns out a lot of people had much to gain.

My TEDx talk was built around the transformative power of boldness, and why I think it’s the strongest predictor of success—more so than intelligence. Smart people are good at many things, but unfortunately one of those “talents” is overthinking all the ways something or someone will fail. Bold people, on the other hand, think of all the good things that will happen when things go right. I’m not saying that smart people can’t be bold, or that bold people aren’t intelligent. But when it comes to getting what you want? It’s boldness—not brain power, connections, or money—that’s the secret sauce.

Almost immediately after that talk, I knew I’d delivered a major message that resonated across a wide range of ages and professions. Besides the requests for formal speaking engagements (from the country’s top business schools like MIT, Harvard, Wharton, and Columbia, from Fortune 500 companies, and from many others), I have fielded thousands of requests from everyday people who have wanted to know more: How can I chase what I want? How can I be bold?

That’s when I knew I had to write this book and share the 16 Principles you’re about to read, all designed to set you on your journey for a bigger, better, bolder life. This is the ultimate guide for chasing what you want, not taking what you can get.

Ready? Set? Bold!

Principle by Principle, you’re going to learn how to reset your mind and prime yourself to be bold. Here’s a taste of what’s ahead.

Principle #1: Strive for Bigger and Better

Principle #2: Discover Your Bold Type

Principle #3: You Gotta Believe

Principle #4: Change Your Mind

Principle #5: Practice Bold Habits

Principle #6: Don’t Stop Before You Start

Principle #7: Choose a Direction, Not a Destination

Principle #8: Be Obsessively Curious

Principle #9: Naivete Is a Strength

Principle #10: Mediocrity Is a Superpower

Principle #11: Bundle Your Bold

Principle #12: Fix It, Farm It Out, Forget It

Principle #13: Ask for What You Want

Principle #14: Be Bold, Not Smart

Principle #15: The 10 Percent Target

Principle #16: Bold Is for Life

You’ll find a useful tool at the very end of this book— The 16 Principles Workbook—designed to help you per­­­sonalize and explore each Principle one at a time and to reinforce everything you’re about to read. (I suggest you wait until you’ve read through the entire book before you use the workbook, though if you feel you need a little extra help with a specific Principle, you can flip to the back and focus on it.) You can write your answers in the space provided or use a separate journal if you want to write more. 

Throughout these Principles, I’ll be your coach. I’ve already shared that as a fitness trainer, my job was never limited to helping clients build up their physical strength. Everything starts in your brain. You can do a lot more squats if you have the right mindset. But if you aren’t mentally bringing it, you won’t be able to do a single one.

I start with the brain, not the body, because I’ve always approached physical training from a mental angle. Before I received numerous certifications as a trainer, I earned a degree in psychology—and I would have pursued psychology as a profession if I hadn’t fallen in love with the work I do now, motivating people from the inside out.

I’ve helped thousands—from famous names to ordinary men and women—set realistic goals, build up their strength, and learn how to maintain their newfound levels of fitness. But in every instance—whether the goal was 20 pounds or 120 pounds, whether I was training a star like Christina Aguilera, an athlete like Dennis Rodman, or a regular person who used my workout app, books, or DVDs—success hinged on having the right mindset, on knowing how to push through the failures and make progress through incremental changes, and on getting up and trying again the next day if they missed their targets. Building up that muscle in the mind has always been part of my job.

Building up your “bold muscle,” as you can think of it, works much the same way. You start by figuring out what you want, and then you begin to take action through small, doable steps. You build up your skill, you practice, you get confident, you fail, but you go back and do it again till you get what you’re chasing.

Bold people come in all shapes and sizes and ages and have different definitions of personal success. Some are famous and have houses on both coasts, some live right next door to you. One may have happily handed you your morning coffee. Another may be sitting in the corner office at your company. One bold person may host a talk show, while another did the host’s makeup. But beneath the surface, bold people have one thing in common: they don’t stop trying, even when they fail. If they can’t go through the door, they go through the window. It’s what I’ve done, and it’s what you can do too. Let me show you how.
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