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Introduction
Answer this question: what can you do that will have the 

biggest positive impact on the world? If  you did whatever 
just came to mind, do you think it would make you happy? 
If  it meant that you were working all day and night forever, 
it probably wouldn’t make you happy. Let’s try a different 
question. What can you do that will have the biggest positive 
impact on the world that also involves doing something that 
you love? Will that make you happy? Now we’re getting clos-
er to something that you might actually consider doing, right?

People that know me know that Nelson Mande-
la is one of  my heroes (and I don’t have many). There 
are a lot of  Mandela quotes I could put into this book 
but I decided on this less famous quote about passion:

“There is no passion to be found playing small - in set-
tling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of  living.”

You probably know that pursuing your passion is import-
ant. However, your passion alone is not enough. If  you pursue 
your passion in a way that has the maximum positive impact on 
the world, it will be extremely difficult for you not to be happy.

The purpose of  the iimagine Project is to have the big-
gest possible positive impact on the world, and this involves 
developing the best information and resources to help peo-
ple achieve their biggest positive impact. A critical part of  
the iimagine Project and the Maximum Positive Impact 
(MPI) philosophy is to avoid dogmatic proposals or theo-
ries for how life works, because otherwise we would end up 
wasting time and effort defending dogma when the same 
time and effort should be spent researching and improv-
ing the philosophy. We will not defend our views; we will 
seek the best views. We don’t care if  our view turns out to 
be wrong. We do care about having the best view that we are 
aware of  and achieving our purpose one way or another. .
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Again, the objective of  the iimagine Project is to have the 
biggest positive impact on the planet, and it will achieve it by 
helping its members to have the biggest positive impact on 
the planet and on themselves. This means that it will adapt, 
self-regulate, and crowdsource its way toward the best theo-
ries, concepts, views, and tools required to achieve this goal. 
In this sense, MPI is the world’s first open-source philosophy. 
Although I’ve created the first version, it is not my philosophy. 
It’s a philosophy to be refined and improved by all of  you, for 
all of  us. It also means that the iimagine platform will be a place 
to crowdsource solutions to all of  the world’s major problems.

The Origin of Maximum Positive Impact
In 2004 I decided that I wanted to complete a nonprofit 

project. I didn’t have something specific in mind, but my attitude 
was that the world had a million problems, so it would be very 
easy for me to figure out which one would become my focus. It 
turns out that it was not easy to figure out which one for me to 
focus on, and it set me on a journey that ultimately led to creating 
the iimagine Project and the writing of  this book ten years later.

As a result of  having this issue on my mind, I started play-
ing closer attention to people in the news who were working on 
some kind of  nonprofit project. I noticed that most of  them 
were working on projects that related to an issue directly affect-
ing their own lives or the lives of  those close to them. When 
I discussed it with people, I noticed that most of  them got in-
volved in nonprofit projects because of  a friend’s recommen-
dation, or they responded to some kind of  advertisement, or 
perhaps saw a cause that caught their attention on the news. In 
other cases, their involvement in the project seemed to be noth-
ing more than an opportunity to manage their public profile. 

Like most people that get involved with a nonprofit proj-
ect, I wanted to feel comfortable that the project would be 
worthy of  my time, effort, and money. Since my mother 
had died of  breast cancer, I felt a strong personal connec-
tion to nonprofit organizations that focus on this disease. 
It would have been easy to simply allocate my time, effort, 
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and money to one of  these organizations. When I care-
fully considered this possibility, I felt that I would be hon-
oring my mother by doing this; however, I felt like there 
was still something missing that I couldn’t quite identify.

It eventually occurred to me that deciding to help one group 
of  people meant deciding not to help another group of  people. 
When I thought about the people I wouldn’t be helping, I real-
ized that this very small decision could mean life or death for 
them. This wasn’t because I was planning on doing something 
so big that it would have a major impact on many. In fact, I 
knew that just a few dollars could buy a vaccine that could save 
someone’s life. Therefore, this is not an issue for people who 
are in a position to spend large amounts of  money. It’s a predic-
ament that almost all of  us in developed countries need to ad-
dress when we decide to get involved with a nonprofit project.

When I applied this logic to the idea of  helping the non-
profits focusing on breast cancer I realized that I would be 
mostly helping women in developed countries who had lived 
relatively comfortable lives and were the beneficiaries of  all 
of  the opportunities that come from growing up and living 
in a developed country. I felt like I should be looking to as-
sist people in underdeveloped countries rather than people 
in developed countries. This felt unusual. On the one hand, 
I felt an emotional pull from the breast cancer organizations 
as a result of  my mother’s death. On the other hand, I felt 
that I could do more to help people in underdeveloped coun-
tries, even though I had no relationship with them. I had to 
choose between an emotional strategy and an intellectual strat-
egy. Of  course, I also have the option of  doing a combina-
tion of  both. The question is, what is the best approach? Is 
there a right and a wrong answer? I don’t know the answer 
but I did decide to help people in underdeveloped countries. 

As you would expect, the next question was: Which group 
of  people will I try to help? I decided that I would find the 
poorest people in the world and try to help them. I didn’t 
know if  this was the best answer to the question but it was 
the best answer that I could come up with. While research-
ing the world’s poorest people, I discovered the Human De-
velopment Index (HDI), a publication of  the United Na-
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tions. It essentially ranks all of  the world’s countries from 
the richest to the poorest using metrics such as life expectan-
cy, GDP per capita, infant mortality rate, and other factors.

Sierra Leone was at the bottom of  the list. Because of  
the violence there, I did not choose it. Although my own 
safety didn’t concern me, I was planning to take other peo-
ple with me, and I didn’t want to put them at risk. The low-
est-ranked country on the list that was not violent at the time 
was Mali. This West African country was the fourth poorest 
country in the world, according to the HDI (although us-
ing a different mix of  metrics, I could easily argue that the 
bottom ten countries on the list are in fact equally poor).

After doing some research on Mali I discovered that teen-
age boys were being abducted and sent across the border to 
Côte d’Ivoire (formerly the Ivory Coast), where they were 
forced to work in cocoa fields. This was forced labor bordering 
on modern-day slavery. I discovered that a nonprofit organiza-
tion, Save The Children – Canada, had established a presence 
in Mali that was focused on recovering the abducted children 
from Côte d’Ivoire and assisting them with their recovery and 
reintegration back into life in Mali. I contacted them and let 
them know that I was looking to do some kind of  nonprofit 
work in Mali but had not made any final decisions about what 
that work would be. They were kind enough to meet with me, 
and I spoke to several of  their people on the ground in Mali. 

I created a team of  six people (including myself) to shoot 
and document the two-week trip to Mali. I called this trip 
the “listen-and-learn trip.” The objective was to set aside 
our preconceived notions of  what these people needed and 
let them tell us what they needed. I could write an entire 
book about the people that we met and how they managed 
difficult situations, but that book will have to wait for now.

After returning home I realized there were several projects 
that I could pursue in Mali and I had to decide what to do. 
One of  the first decisions to make was how much time and 
money to spend. Should I focus on a specific health solution? 
Should I focus on a specific education solution? What about 
infrastructure? Water? A combination of  some or all of  these? 

Adam Radly
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Which specific group of  people in Mali will I help? Although 
I was struggling to put it into words at the time, it eventually 
occurred to me that the question that I was really trying to 
answer was: What can I do that will have the maximum pos-
itive impact? Out of  this question came a clarity that wasn’t 
apparent in all of  the previous questions, and this question 
would turn out to be a significant inflection point in my life.

I decided to set a budget of  $10,000 and try to figure out 
how far I could make it go. While in Mali, I noticed that the 
people who lived north of  the capital city Bamako were poorer 
than the people who lived south of  there. (The south region 
received considerably more rainfall.) So I decided to assist the 
northern village of  Djeguena, population approximately 1400. 
Their most pressing need was for a health center. The Malian 
government had established a program that would contribute 
funds to build a health center there if  the village put up a portion 
of  the money itself. As you might expect, most Malian villagers 
are engaged in subsistence living, so there is no surplus money 
to be spent on a health center—or anything else for that matter. 
I saw on my first trip to Mali that a health center would be criti-
cal to any village that didn’t have one. At the time, one in every 
five children in Mali would die before the age of  five, primarily 
from complications at birth or malaria. This village was also 
off  the grid and had never had electrical power of  any kind. 

The program that we developed allocated the $10,000, 
which provided the money required to get the government 
funding for the health center, but it also purchased additional 
drugs and medical consumables for the health center, includ-
ing malaria drugs, a plug-and-play solar kit that would give the 
village electricity for the first time, energy-efficient lighting that 
would give villagers light at night, and a computer and printer 
that could be operated with solar power. We also provided sev-
eral smaller but still important items, such as a shortwave radio 
that can be recharged with a crank mechanism. This allowed the 
remotely located village to stay in contact with the capital city 
and learn about events or anything that might affect them. At 
the time, I joked that the villagers would not know if  a military 
coup had taken over their government until troops showed up 
on their doorstep. (This ceased to be a joke in 2012, when there 
was, in fact, a military coup in Mali). I made a second trip to 
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Mali in 2006 to deliver all of  these items to the village directly. 

After waiting two years, I went back to Mali for a third time 
to see if  our little project had an impact. The short answer was 
yes and it was beyond my most optimistic expectations, it had. 
The first thing I noticed was that none of  the equipment had 
been stolen—it was in perfect order and was all being used. I 
toured the health center and met its three employees—a mid-
wife to assist with childbirth, a nurse, and an administrator. 
They explained that it was important for the health center to be 
able to sustain itself  and not rely on additional external fund-
ing. So they created a system in which people paid to use the 
health center. But they quickly discovered that they could not 
rely on payments from people who were sick, so they arranged 
for everybody in the village to contribute a small amount of  
money each year, and those who used the health center would 
pay a little more when they used it. They had essentially cre-
ated their own health care program without any outside help. 

Although I did not request any statistical data, the admin-
istrator of  the health center gave it to me. It included two 
critical statistics: The health center had delivered forty-two 
babies, all of  whom survived. And 210 people were success-
fully treated for malaria. Compare these statistics to the one 
already cited—that one in five children die before age five 
due to complications at birth or malaria. It doesn’t take a 
mathematician to figure out the impact of  the health center.

The objective behind providing the computer and the 
printer was to allow the mayor and his staff  to create any offi-
cial documentation for the village. They showed me ID cards 
that were created with the computer and the printer. On a pre-
vious trip to Mali, I asked a young man how old he was, and 
he responded, “towards twenty.” When I asked what he meant 
by this, the translator explained that most people in Mali don’t 
know their exact age; they just count the rainy seasons, hence 
the answer “towards twenty.” The ID cards now allow them to 
know their dates of  birth and can be used to make decisions re-
garding education and healthcare can be made more accurately.

I had answered my question: What can I do that will have 
the maximum positive impact on this village? Shortly after-

Adam Radly
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ward, in 2004, I registered the domain name MaximumPosi-
tiveImpact.com. Intuitively, I knew that there was much more 
to this concept than helping a village in Mali, but it took many 
years to really figure it out. My initial thinking was that the 
concept of  MPI could be, and perhaps should be, applied to all 
nonprofit projects. Then it occurred to me that it should also 
be applied by governments. Eventually I asked myself: What 
can I do that would have the biggest positive impact on the 
world? At that moment, I realized this is not just a methodol-
ogy for nonprofit projects—it’s potentially a purpose for life.

Although this was exciting, my initial attempt to apply it 
to life more broadly uncovered one obvious problem. In my 
specific experience, as described above, I essentially answered 
the MPI question by a process of  elimination by doing the 
following: the starting point was answering the question, what 
could I do to have the biggest positive impact? I answered the 
question by deciding that I would help the world’s poorest peo-
ple. I found them in a country that was listed at the bottom of  
the Human Development Index. After visiting Mali, I deter-
mined that the people in the north were poorer than the peo-
ple in the south, so I narrowed my global search in the quest 
to achieve MPI to a specific village in northern Mali. If  all 
seven billion people in the world answered the MPI question 
the same way, then all seven billion of  us would be assisting a 
specific small village in the north of  Mali. Clearly, that would 
not be an optimal result for humanity or the world. All seven 
billion of  us will have different answers to the question “What 
can I do to have the biggest positive impact on the world?” 
We all come from different backgrounds, have different skills, 
different resources, different views about what would have the 
biggest impact, different ways of  solving problems, and so 
on. Therefore, we all have different answers to this question.

There was still one more major problem that needed to be 
resolved in order for me to reach a point where I could genu-
inely believe that MPI could be a legitimate and practical philos-
ophy for life. Theoretically, if  I wanted to have the biggest pos-
sible impact, then I would work all day and night, and I would 
not eat, drink, or sleep. This could result in the biggest positive 
impact for a day or two, but then the needs of  the human body 
will eventually require some attention and, if  they don’t get it, 
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my body will shut down. It’s clear that living in a way that has 
the biggest positive impact on the world requires us to be the 
best version of  ourselves that we can be. It doesn’t take much 
research or thought to figure out that becoming the best ver-
sion of  ourselves is a lot more complicated than simply getting 
food, water, and sleep. Humans need a long list of  things in or-
der to live an optimal life, including time with friends, laughing, 
down time, individual expression, learning, having fun, and so 
on. These are not just things that we think are nice to have 
so that we can have some balance in our lives. As you will see 
later in this book, these are things that have been scientifically 
proven to be required by humans in order for a human to func-
tion and perform at optimal levels. These are all things that 
we have to do in order to have a positive impact on our own 
lives. Therefore, we need to live in a way that has maximum 
positive impact on our own lives in order to then be able to 
have the maximum positive impact on the world, however, we 
also need to live in a way that has a maximum positive impact 
on the world in order to have the maximum positive impact 
on ourselves. Therefore, theoretically, they are also one and 
the same. This is the Maximum Positive Impact philosophy.

Redefining success
If  we agree that we should be living in a way that has max-

imum positive impact on our own lives and on the planet, then 
we have no choice but to redefine success. The Industrial Age 
flourished during the twentieth century as a result of  the as-
sumption that life revolved around material things the more ma-
terial things we accumulated the more successful we would be. 
It’s time to declare an end to the Industrial Age and welcome a 
new era where success is defined by the impact we have on each 
other and on the planet. In fact, one of  the primary objectives of  
the iimagine Project is to redefine success to be something that 
is based on impact rather than accumulation of  material things. 

However, this new definition does not mean that we can 
use a simplistic, linear measurement to determine success based 
on impact. For example, compare someone who inherits $1 
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million and gives it away to charity to someone who starts with 
nothing, earns $10,000, and donates it to charity. If  success is 
measured by the amount donated, then the one who inherited 
money would be deemed more successful than the person who 
earned and donated the smaller amount. Therefore, the mea-
surement of  success under this new definition must allow for 
each human’s unique circumstances. Each of  us comes into the 
world with a unique genetic composition and are dropped into 
an environment that includes a unique set of  circumstances. 
This combination of  unique genetic composition and unique 
environmental circumstances can be used to calculate a the-
oretical maximum positive impact that a person can achieve. 
The level of  success can be theoretically measured by calculat-
ing the actual impact of  this person as a percentage of  the the-
oretical maximum positive impact. This is obviously not some-
thing that can be calculated empirically. Only you know how 
useful your unique talents really are. Only you know the extent 
to which your circumstances can be used to springboard you 
to great heights. Only you know if  you have done everything 
you can possibly do to have the biggest impact. You are your 
own judge, and at the end of  the day you cannot fool yourself.

This is also the reason I call MPI a philosophy. Achieving 
the theoretical MPI that your genetics and environment will al-
low is a state of  perfection that can never be reached, but MPI 
is a guide that allows us to achieve as much of  it as we can. 

There’s really no point in reading this book from an intellec-
tual point of  view. Its value is in the alternative perspectives that 
may cause you to interpret your reality a little differently and the 
extent to which this minor adjustment may represent one step to-
ward the utopian destiny that you know your inner self  deserves. 

When you push yourself  to hone your unique talents to 
the highest possible level and use them in a way that has the 
maximum positive impact on the world, you will have under-
taken a process of  self-discovery that is unique to you. How-
ever, we are all one. Each step you take in your journey of  
self-discovery counts toward self-discovery for humanity. 
What contribution will you make to humanity’s self-discovery?
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We all want happiness. When you read that statement, 
you probably partially agreed and partially disagreed because 
the word happiness likely does not adequately describe what 
you really want. Wikipedia describes happiness as “a men-
tal or emotional state of  well-being characterized by positive 
or pleasant emotions ranging from contentment to intense 
joy.” Although I love Wikipedia, that definition is inadequate. 

The magical thing that we all want is a combination of  
pleasure, fulfillment, and connection. We all want to feel 
as much pleasure from as many of  the things that give us 
pleasure as possible. We also all want to feel a sense of  ful-
fillment that comes from being totally satisfied with who 
and what we are. We all want to feel as connected as possi-
ble with everyone and everything around us. And we want all 
of  this rolled up into an overall state of  being where every-
thing in our world is in perfect harmony. It’s something that’s 
difficult to put into words, but we all know it when we see 
it and feel it. There is no word in the English language that 
adequately describes this state of  being. For the purpose of  
this book we will use the word happiness, but we will define 
it as ultimate pleasure, fulfillment, and connection (UPFC).

To further our understanding of  this concept, I will ex-
pand on each of  these UPFC components further. Pleasure 
refers to temporary feelings that come from activities like 
sex, great food, music, entertainment, and so on. Fulfill-
ment refers to the extent to which we have become the per-
son we want to be. Connection refers to the extent to which 
we feel as one with everyone and everything around us. 

We are using loaded words and phrases that require the defi-
nition of  happiness to be broken down into much more detail, 
and this will happen throughout this book. However, you should 
also feel free to adjust or refine the definition of  happiness for 
your own purposes. It is critical that you work on developing 
your own understanding of  what happiness is for you and then 
work on achieving it. As I mentioned in the Introduction, this 
book is not a vehicle to impose my views on you. The objec-
tive of  this book is to act as a catalyst that helps you develop 
your own views about what you should be doing and how you 
fit into the big picture. When I refer to happiness you should 
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be picturing a perfect state of  being as defined by you. If  you 
don’t have that vision yet, don’t worry—you will by the time 
you finish this book. You can use my definition in the interim.

By adopting the UPFC definition of  happiness (or some-
thing close to it) you are acknowledging that you are looking for 
more than just a good mood or experiencing temporary plea-
sure. You know that you have to dig deeper to uncover a more 
meaningful understanding of  what you really want in order to 
be able to decide what specific actions you should take tomor-
row, and everyday thereafter. You also know that the search for a 
more meaningful understanding will eventually need to include 
an understanding of  what you think the purpose of  life really is.  

The purpose of  life
So, what is your life’s purpose? Let’s start by considering 

the common question What is the meaning of  life? This ques-
tion seems to be asking for a definition of  life but could also 
be asking many other things. This question is very vague. I 
do not believe it can be answered (because it doesn’t make 
sense) and therefore should not be asked. Further, if  there 
is an answer, I don’t believe it would be very useful. When 
people refer to the meaning of  life, they are usually looking 
for an answer to the question What is the purpose of  life? 
Therefore we will discard any discussion of  the “meaning of  
life” and replace it with a discussion of  the purpose of  life. 

Why is it so important that we find an answer (not nec-
essarily the answer but an answer) to the question “What is 
the purpose of  life?” It is because we all have a fundamen-
tal desire to know that what we are doing is what we should 
be doing. Many of  us fear waking up one day and discover-
ing that we should have been doing something different with 
our lives. We want to mitigate regrets. What is the purpose 
of  life? This book attempts to find an answer, or, at the very 
least, learn where and how to look for the answer. Many peo-
ple think that this question cannot be answered or that any 
proposed answer will be inadequate. Even if  that were true, it 
doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try. In fact, after reading this 
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book, you may find that the answer to this enormous ques-
tion is, in fact, in the trying—otherwise known as the journey. 

It makes sense to commence our search for the purpose 
of  life by observing our universe in order to determine what 
it has been hardwired to do. (It’s difficult to imagine that 
the purpose of  life is to do something that we cannot do.) 

The universe is one giant system (I will refer to it as the 
ultimate system or Nature) that is made up of  smaller com-
ponent systems (e.g., planets, humans, animals, the environ-
ment). These smaller component systems appear to have 
two concurrent roles. One of  them is to survive, and the 
other is to contribute to the ultimate system. However, these 
roles are the same in the sense that surviving and thriving is 
the contribution to the ultimate system. The obvious exam-
ple is that a byproduct of  plants surviving is the generation 
of  oxygen, which animals (including humans) use to survive 
and make their own contributions to the ultimate system. Ev-
ery component system is playing a role in, and contributing 
to, the ultimate system. In some cases, such as humans con-
suming the oxygen generated by plants, the relationship be-
tween components is direct, but in the vast majority of  cases 
the relationship is very indirect. One conclusion to draw from 
this is that we are all part of  one system, and each part of  
the system relies on every other part of  the system. Although 
some people use the expression “we are all one” in a philo-
sophical way in order to create a warm and fuzzy feeling, the 
more important fact of  the matter is that this is a literal truth. 

If  these components really do rely on each other then log-
ically, the universe / ultimate system has been designed so that 
its components are rewarded when they make a positive con-
tribution to the ultimate system. In the case of  humans, the 
reward we receive is happiness. For example, if  you do some-
thing that has a positive impact on another human, animal, or 
the environment, you have been designed to react by feeling 
good about yourself  (you are rewarded with happiness). If  
this is true, we can conclude that actions that create the largest 
positive impact on humans, animals, or the environment will 
result in being rewarded with the largest amount of  happiness. 
Therefore, for the sake of  spelling it out, you need to do the 



i imagine 19

things that will have the MPI on the ultimate system in order 
to be rewarded with  as much happiness as possible. However, 
as mentioned in the Introduction, living in a way that has the 
maximum positive impact on the ultimate system requires you 
to be the best version of  yourself  that you can be. Therefore, 
you also need to live in a way that has the maximum positive 
impact on yourself  in order to become the person that is ca-
pable of  having the maximum positive impact on the ultimate 
system. Therefore, living in a way that results in MPI on your-
self  and living in a way that results in MPI on the ultimate 
system are all one and the same. This is the MPI philosophy. 

Our life’s purpose is the pursuit of  the happiness, and 
we will get it when we help Nature and humanity to flour-
ish. This is the “big picture” starting point. As we progress 
through this book we will drill down into more and more 
detail until we reach a point where you can start using the 
tools at iimagine.org to plan out your day and understand 
how everything, from the most mundane activities to the 
most significant events, fits together and enables you to have 
the biggest positive impact on yourself  and on the planet.

Now let’s go even deeper into our understanding of  how 
happiness really works day to day. Again, we will look to Nature 
for clues. There are three concepts that occur in nature and 
permeate our lives that are very helpful when trying to analyze 
and understand how happiness works. (I am presenting these 
as general concepts and not necessarily the specific scientific 
theories that are generally associated with them). I call them the 
“REC” concepts. They are Relativity, Equilibrium, and Cycles.

Relativity
How do we recognize happiness when we experience it? 

The simple answer is that we know it feels good. How do 
we know it feels good? We know that happiness feels good 
because we compare it to other situations in our lives that 
feel bad and the good feeling feels better relative to the bad 
feeling. If  we did not have challenging or painful experiences, 
we would not recognize happiness. If  we were in a state of  
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permanent happiness, we would not know that it was hap-
piness because we would not have anything to compare it to 
(and therefore it would not be happiness that we are seek-
ing). It would just be neutral. As a result of  living in a uni-
verse where this relativity exists, permanent happiness is not 
physically possible. To put it another way, feeling good every 
waking moment is impossible. More importantly, you don’t 
want permanent happiness because it does not feel good—it 
can only feel neutral—forever. Humans have been designed 
to move back and forth between feeling good and feeling 
bad—and everything on the continuum in between. This is 
life. Embrace the good and the bad—it’s infinitely better than 
feeling permanently neutral.

Although I have presented this concept in the form of  
relativity, a related concept is the “polarity” of  life. There is 
no up without down or left without right (or, in terms of  the 
relativity concept above, left is considered to be left due to its 
position relative to right). This polarity also tells that there is 
no good without bad. When something bad happens to peo-
ple, we often hear them say, “why is this happening to me?” I 
don’t mean to diminish the bad experience or its significance 
on the lives of  these people, but the answer to that question 
is that “it is happening to you because you are a live human”. 
However, there is no need to fear these challenges. Every one 
of  them is a great opportunity to show the world (and our-
selves) what we are really made of, and what we stand for.

Everybody loves people that overcome a serious challenge, 
because it’s really hard! The bad experiences create the dra-
ma that is your life. They create the challenge that you must 
overcome in your own hero’s journey. Think about it in terms 
of  a movie. The bigger the challenge, the more interesting 
the movie. Imagine watching a movie where someone was 
being congratulated for two hours and literally nothing else 
happened. It would likely be the worst movie you have ever 
seen. If  you are never challenged, your life will be like a bor-
ing movie and you will eventually get tired of  it and seek out 
a more interesting movie (life) that included new challenges, 
drama, struggles, and situations. We are all seeking the right 
amount of  drama. Some of  us want more and others want 
less. We all know that the dose of  happiness that we receive 
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after overcoming a major challenge can be extreme. It can be 
life changing and life affirming. It’s more than worth the ef-
fort but we have to develop the courage to be the hero in our 
own drama and walk through the metaphoric fire that stands 
between us and that magical dose of  extreme happiness. 

The polarity of  life tells us that some bad things must 
happen in our lives. If  we accept this indisputable fact we 
can then move to the next step – deciding how we will react.

Another example of  “polarity” that generates fear is 
death. Most people think of  death as the opposite of  life. 
In reality, however, it is merely the moment through which 
we transition from life to whatever is “after death” (and 
I don’t know what that is). It’s just the end of  this particu-
lar drama. Is this really a problem? Regardless of  whether 
we are confronting serious challenges or death itself, it can 
be extremely liberating to remind ourselves that, at the most 
fundamental level, there is really nothing to worry about. 

Equilibrium
The amount of  happiness that we feel and the frequency 

with which we feel it is obviously influenced by what happens 
to us and what we do to ourselves. However, humans are hard-
wired to adapt to their current situation and eventually form 
a new equilibrium around a “new normal”. People adapt to 
both good and bad situations and, over time, begin to accept 
them as normal. This process of  adaptation from the old nor-
mal to the new normal (finding a new equilibrium) means that 
the happiness we feel after something good happens in our 
lives will eventually fade and we will need to take more ac-
tion to get more happiness. Then that happiness will fade, and 
we will need to take yet more action to feel happy, and so on. 
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Cycles
As a result of  how relativity affects the way we recog-

nize happiness (it can only feel good compared to something 
that feels bad) and equilibrium causing our perception of  
happiness to fade over time, it follows that achieving a per-
manent state of  happiness is not possible. Rather, we move 
in and out of  states of  happiness. When we do something 
that has a positive impact on ourselves or other people or 
the planet, we are rewarded with a dose of  happiness. Once 
this becomes the new normal, we need to do more things 
that will have a positive impact on ourselves, other peo-
ple or the planet in order to get the next dose of  happiness. 

Therefore this is a cycle. Cycles do not have destina-
tions, so the purpose of  life is not a destination. The pur-
pose of  life is in the journey, and the journey is this cy-
cle that oscillates between good and bad experiences. 
Therefore, pursuing permanent, uninterrupted happiness 
is not possible and therefore cannot be the purpose of  life.

In the graph below, UPF is ultimate pleasure and fulfill-
ment, the X-axis represents time and the Y-axis represents 
happiness. The jagged line represents pleasure, which fluc-
tuates between extreme pleasure (represented by the peaks) 
and extreme displeasure (represented by the troughs). The 
area underneath the pleasure line represents fulfillment. 

In this graph, happiness is increasing over time. We can see 
that the high end of  the graph on the right shows a dip in this 
person’s pleasure, but this is occurring while there is a large 
amount of  fulfillment. This explains how and why we can be 
in a bad mood or have a tough day but still feel happiness as a 
result of  being satisfied with the overall state of  our lives and 
what we have done (fulfillment). Another version of  this graph 
could be created by replacing fulfillment with connection (or 
adding connection as a third dimension) and seeing how all 
of  the variables in UPFC contribute to overall happiness. 
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The graph below shows an example of  somebody who 
is experiencing peaks and troughs based on pleasure alone, 
while fulfillment remains static over time. Pleasure can be 
sought and experienced quickly, but its effect is temporary 
and shallow, in the sense that it is not very meaningful and 
does not contribute to all aspects of  your happiness. The 
graph is flat because this person is not building fulfillment. 

The difference between fulfillment and pleasure can be ex-
plained as follows. Some people feel a sense of  fulfillment when 
they get a university degree, either because they think it is use-
ful or because it represents an achievement, or perhaps both. 
This sense of  fulfillment will persist over time and will only 
dissipate if  this person develops a negative view of  the degree 
(deciding it is useless or no longer a significant achievement). 
If  this person feels the same way about a PHD then going on 
to get a PhD will build upon the fulfillment created by the first 
degree and result in more total fulfillment. This is in contrast 
to getting pleasure from eating chocolate where the sense of  
pleasure is fantastic but disappears after you’ve swallowed it , 
leaving you with nothing more than a pleasant memory (and 
possibly a dangerous craving). Fulfillment requires much more 



work, builds over the course of  a lifetime, and is long lasting and 
meaningful while pleasure gives us in instant (but temporary) 
“hit” of  happiness. Pleasure gives us happiness along the jour-
ney. Fulfillment gives us happiness at the destination. (Or more 
specifically, at the milestones along the way to the destination). 

 

The peaks and troughs in the graphs above represent 
cycles of  action resulting in positive impact followed by re-
wards of  happiness. After the feeling of  happiness fades and 
we adapt to our new normal, we crave more happiness, spur-
ring us to take more action that will have a positive impact 
on our lives, humanity, and/or the planet. However, repeat-
ing the same success does not generate as much happiness as 
improving on our previous success, because we always want 
more. So, we will want to have an even bigger positive im-
pact when we move on to the next positive impact action. 

In order to do this, we need to undertake some self  devel-
opment and become better versions of  ourselves in order to 
have the ability to generate this bigger impact. This process can 
be very challenging and uncomfortable (we need to learn, train, 
practice, etc.), and this is why we feel a temporary backward 

24 Adam Radly



i imagine 25

step in our level of  happiness during this phase. However, we 
are incentivized to get through it because we expect to be re-
warded with another dose of  happiness, maybe an even bigger 
dose of  happiness, after we successfully execute the next MPI 
action. In order for people to have the biggest possible im-
pact on themselves and on the planet, they have to learn about 
themselves and life generally. Therefore, this process of  self  
development is, in fact, a process of  self-discovery specifical-
ly focused on MPI on ourselves, humanity, and the universe. 

Let’s put it all together. We all want as much happiness 
as possible. We have been hardwired to feel happiness not 
only when we have a positive impact on ourselves but also 
on humanity and the planet. The bigger the impact, the 
more happiness we get in return. Therefore we will execute 
an MPI action to receive our happiness reward. Then happi-
ness fades, and we crave our next dose of  happiness, so we 
develop a better version of  ourselves that is capable of  exe-
cuting an even bigger MPI action to get the next happiness 
reward, and so on. This is represented in the MPI cycle below.
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If  the MPI cycle consists of  self  development, fol-
lowed by action designed to have a bigger positive impact, 
and then it repeats, the cycle becomes an upward spiral of  
self-discovery and happiness—even though the sequence it-
self  is a cycle of  two steps forward and one step ‘backward’. 

The cycle also results in your learning what can be 
done to have the biggest possible impact on your own life 
and the planet. You learn from your experience and your 
self-development activity, then the cycle repeats. This spe-
cific learning process is self-discovery and it applies to an 
individual, to humanity, to the planet, and to the universe. 

Self-discovery occurs through cycles of  learning (where 
we form a view) and action (where we test the view in real 
life). Happiness is only possible with self-discovery, and 
the reverse is also true. They are the front and back of  the 
same conceptual coin and cannot exist without each other. 

However, if  you want your impact to be bigger (and you 
do, because you will be rewarded with bigger and more fre-
quent doses of  happiness), you will need more personal de-
velopment. The more personal development you achieve, the 
more self-discovery occurs. Therefore, maximum self-discov-
ery, maximum positive impact on the planet, and maximum 
positive impact on oneself  are all the same thing. The more 
you want of  one of  them, the more you need of  the rest.

We have a desire to constantly seek and experience happi-
ness. Satisfying that desire first involves self-discovery, to iden-
tify the goals we think will result in happiness. The second step 
is additional self-discovery, required to plan how to achieve 
these goals. The third step is to take action to achieve the goal. 
After achieving the goal, this cycle of  self-discovery can be 
completed by asking ourselves if  this achievement did, in fact, 
lead to happiness. If  we achieved the goal and it lead to hap-
piness we have learned that we are on the right track and we 
are rewarded with a dose of  happiness. If  not, we can review 
and adjust the goal as required based on what we have learned.

There are two elements of  self-discovery—learning the 
theory (from a book, course, friend, mentor, etc.) and learning 
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from experience. You need to learn from theory because it is the 
fastest way to accumulate knowledge. You don’t have enough 
time in your life to literally learn everything from experience. 
On the other hand, you cannot achieve happiness from learning 
theory alone because you will not have done anything that has a 
positive impact on anyone or the planet. Accumulating knowl-
edge and doing nothing is like accumulating money and doing 
nothing. In both cases, the potential for maximum positive im-
pact is never realized, so there is no reward of  happiness, and an 
opportunity to do something positive for the world is wasted.

Only a limited amount of  personal development can be 
achieved by accumulating knowledge. Personal development 
involves accumulating knowledge then making “judgment 
calls” about how to apply it in life. Then having the courage to 
put your “judgment call” to the test by taking action to apply 
the knowledge. Then learn. Then repeat. The entire cycle is 
required for optimal personal development to occur and to ac-
cumulate doses of  happiness rewards. Then the cycle repeats.

The point of  this chapter is to put it all together. 
You’ve probably seen many articles that include the top ten 
things you need to do to make you happy. This is like pro-
viding only a portion of  the ingredients required for the 
happiness pie and failing to give them the recipe. You 
need all of  the ingredients, and you really need the recipe.

The Life Wall 
The self  development discussed above includes not only 

learning and training but also relaxation, rejuvenation, and all 
activities that contribute to creating a well-balanced and happy 
human. As mentioned in the Introduction, there is increasing 
scientific evidence indicating that humans perform much bet-
ter and feel happier when they spend time with friends, laugh a 
little, have fun, and spend time just being themselves. Achiev-
ing optimal performance and getting the most out of  life is 
not something that happens by getting the minimum amount 
of  sleep we can get away with, swallowing a multivitamin, then 
using some kind of  multitasking technique to manage our day. 



This ridiculous and very narrow view of  life has no place in 
the MPI philosophy. The Life Wall is a tool that enables us to 
see snapshots of  all aspects of  our lives and make adjustments 
as required. This is the practical side of  the MPI philosophy.

At some point the theoretical rubber has to hit prac-
tical the road, and you have to develop a plan that allows 
you to figure out your life’s purpose, develop your pas-
sion, and use it to have the biggest possible impact on the 
world—all the while somehow paying the bills and spend-
ing quality time with friends and feeling good about it all. 

In order to achieve happiness (UPFC) most of  us need 
to transition from where we are to where we want to be. 
You know that you are not the first person to be in a situa-
tion where you have to work at a job that you don’t neces-
sarily like in order pay the bills and can only do what you re-
ally want to do at nights and on weekends.  However, if  you 
use your “imagination” to create a plan for how to best use 
your “time” on those nights and weekends and put some 
“energy” into actually executing a plan you can eventually 
depart from the unfulfilling journey associated with the an-
noying job and replace it with a journey of  passion and pur-
pose (that also pays your bills). This is where the dreams we 
have for ourselves and our current reality need to intersect 
and this is why the Lifewall and its components are so critical.

In order to get as much happiness in your life as possi-
ble, there are many aspects of  life that must be addressed 
ranging from survival to thriving and everything in between. 
All of  the aspects are components of  an MPI life that must 
be addressed and are represented on the MPI Life Wall. 

The MPI Life Wall is an adaptation of  (and, I hope, an 
improvement on) Maslow’s hierarchy of  needs. Abraham Har-
old Maslow was a psychologist who developed a concept that 
described human needs, ordered in a hierarchy.  The more 
pressing needs, such as those relating to survival, would need 
to be mostly satisfied before one could direct attention to 
higher levels of  need, such as those relating to personal de-
velopment. Although Maslow himself  never created a visual 
representation of  the hierarchy of  needs, it is often presented 
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in the form of  a pyramid where physiological needs such as 
breathing, food, water, and sleep are at the base of  the pyr-
amid, immediately below safety related needs. Above those 
are the needs relating to love and belonging, which are be-
neath needs relating to self-esteem. At the peak of  the pyr-
amid was what he called self-actualization. Although sever-
al of  Maslow’s assumptions break down when the concept 
is applied in certain scenarios, the model is a helpful tool. 

Obviously we need to prioritize breathing over sleep-
ing, and sleeping over learning to read and write, and so on. 
There are many aspects to our lives. Some of  them are critical 
every minute of  every day (such as organ functions), while 
others are important but not required for our survival (such 
as giving and receiving love and respect). We are constant-
ly deciding how to allocate time and energy to different as-
pects of  our lives in an attempt to achieve optimal results. 

However, the hierarchy of  the various aspects of  our lives 
is not linear and not necessarily even hierarchical (and this 
is where Maslow was justifiably criticized). For example, it is 
possible and common for people who have low incomes (so 
low that basic needs may not be met) to allocate time and 
some money to charitable projects. They do not have to wait 
until they have reached a higher achievement level in Maslow’s 
hierarchy to act this way. I also believe that the description of  
self  actualization is perhaps a little inadequate and deficient. 
Therefore, I am avoiding the pyramid structure and adding 
categories to allow for a more practical analysis of  the vari-
ous aspects of  our lives. Departing from the pyramid struc-
ture allows for the possibility that we can do anything (take 
any step) at anytime if  we want to. In the Life Wall exam-
ple below, we can see how a person rates Life Wall compo-
nents on a scale of  one to ten for each component. These 
ratings are snapshots in time and totally subjective. The Life 
Wall can be used as a starting point to understand the sta-
tus quo and then to develop goals. (Free tools are available 
at iimagine.org to create and manage your own Life Wall).
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The section below is a summary of  the MPI Life Wall 
components, designed to create context for the chap-
ters that follow, in which we will go into much more de-
tail. The Life Wall components are divided into three 
broad categories: survival, comfortable life, and pinnacle. 

Level 1 Existence—Survival
The components in this section include body functions, 

safety, food, water, and sleep. Clearly we need to address these 
most basic aspects of  our lives first. It’s very difficult for us to 
turn our attention to anything else if  we are concerned with our 
survival or our safety is legitimately threatened. If  we are hun-
gry and dehydrated to a point where it threatens our survival 
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than we cannot turn our attention to anything else other than 
solving this immediate problem. If  we want to have a positive 
impact on our own lives, on the lives of  people around us, and 
on the planet, then first and foremost, our goal is to stay alive.

Level II Existence—Comfortable Life
This is, on the Life Wall spectrum, where the vast ma-

jority of  people who live in developed countries exist. As a 
result of  Industrial-Age thinking, we have been led to be-
lieve that achieving commercial or academic success result 
in earning the respect of  others and that this was the pin-
nacle of  life. While there is nothing necessarily wrong with 
commercial and academic success, it is a long way from be-
ing the pinnacle of  anything significant and merely creates 
potential for success (defined as MPI) and nothing more. 

Level III Existence—Pinnacle
The pinnacle level is where we finally get the opportu-

nity to let the world see who we really are and what we re-
ally think, and do something about it. This is where we 
have the ability to act on what we have learned, teach oth-
ers what we have learned, and figure out how to make sure 
the world is a better place as a result of  our being in it.
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21 Life Wall components

Level 1 existence: Survival
The four survival components are body func-

tions, safety, food, water, and sleep, and our need to ad-
dress them is obvious so I won’t discuss them here.

Level 2 existence: Comfort
Shelter
The immediate environment in which we live can have an 

enormous impact on our daily lives. Is it a safe place? Are you 
sharing the place with people that you like or don’t like? Is the 
energy in the house pleasant, stressful, positive, negative? At 
one extreme, it is just shelter. At the other extreme, it can be 
an oasis that has been designed specifically to enable you to 
indulge in every pleasure you desire while also allowing you 
to rejuvenate, contemplate, and plan your level-III existence.

Health
Health ranges from basic survival to provid-

ing the physical and mental energy required to excel.

Income
At the low end, a minimum amount of  income is required 

to pay for food, water, shelter, health, and so on. At the high 
end, a large income has the potential to be used in a way than 
can have an enormous impact on your own life as well as 
the lives of  the people around you and the planet (As I have 
mentioned many times, a critical principle in this chapter, the 
MPI philosophy and the entire iimagine project is redefining 
success based on impact as opposed to money – money us 
just one of  many tools that can be used to make an impact 
and succeed according to the MPI definition of  success). 
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Friends
Although we do not need friends to survive, we do need 

them to thrive. Because humans are social animals, we have 
been hardwired to be interested in the lives of  other humans. 
We want to know what’s going on in their lives and we want to 
tell them what’s going on in our lives. Research indicates that 
having good friends has similar benefits to having a healthy diet, 
and having bad friends has similar effects to having a poor diet. 

Assets
Humans don’t need many assets. In some cases, as-

sets are just a stored form of  wealth (e.g., houses, shares, 
cash). In other cases, assets are gadgets and devices that 
perform various functions in our lives. Some of  these 
make our lives more pleasant, while others make us 
more productive. Some are necessary and some are not.

Sex
Sex plays two important roles in our lives. It gives us 

pleasure, and it allows us to replicate ourselves. (It could be 
argued that sex should be in level-I existence since the surviv-
al of  the human species depends on it, but if  one adopts the 
view that sex is not required for the survival of  one individual 
human, then it belongs in level II.)

Love
Humans are hardwired to want to love and be loved. There 

are different forms of  love. The love of  a spouse, for instance, is 
different from the love of  a parent, or the love of  a pet or friend.

Achievement
Humans want to achieve, and there are many forms of  

achievement. Accomplishing anything that involves some de-
gree of  difficulty demonstrates our potential to be useful, proves 
that we are capable, and makes us feel better about ourselves, be-
cause we can direct this capability to helping people (whether it 
is toward the MPI on our lives, the lives of  others, or the planet).
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Level 3 existence: pinnacle 
Being present
We all spend far too much time in the past and the future 

and not enough time in the present. The reason that this is a 
problem is that the past and the future don’t really exist. In real-
ity, there is no past or future. All we have is a never-ending now. 
The present can be a very peaceful place that allows us to con-
nect with ourselves and nature, as well as to rejuvenate, while the 
past and the future are places where we worry and get anxious. 
The internal chatter in our minds usually wants to spend time 
in the past or the future. However, if  our minds are running on 
autopilot and roaming around the past and the future, we will 
be constantly anxious and worrying. It’s critical that our minds 
do not run on autopilot all the time and only spend time in the 
past or the future if  we deem it necessary for some construc-
tive purpose, such as learning from the past or planning for 
the future. We should not allow bad experiences from the past 
to run on an endless loop; nor should we continuously project 
negative future possibilities that have no constructive purpose.

Gratefulness 
As discussed earlier, happiness fades after humans adapt to 

their circumstances, which creates a need to do something new 
to receive more happiness. Part of  this process involves convinc-
ing ourselves that life will be better once we achieve a particular 
goal or obtain a specific object. Although this may be true, it is 
relative. Consider the reverse to trigger the opposite reaction. 
Instead of  comparing our lives now to what they will be like in 
the future when we have what we want, we can practice the art 
of  being grateful, which involves comparing our current lives 
to what they could be if  our circumstances were much worse.

Flow
Flow is a state of  being in which we are one hundred 

percent immersed in an activity that is meaningful to us, 
one that we enjoy so much that we may even have trou-
ble putting it into words. When we are in a state of  flow, 
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we are unaware of  anything else, including time itself. Flow 
appears to be the highest state of  consciousness (assum-
ing it is conscious) that can be achieved by a human. We 
should all be seeking as much flow as we can possibly get.

Stillness
Humans need to balance physical and mental ac-

tion with physical and mental stillness. Stillness plays a 
critical role in rejuvenation and often creates an enor-
mous amount of  happiness by simply indulging in it.

Connecting with nature
We have been made by nature for nature. So it should be 

no surprise that humans have positive physical and mental re-
actions when exposed to nature. The MPI philosophy and the 
iimagine Project have been totally designed and based on na-
ture. The more you indulge in nature, the better. The more 
you are aligned with nature, the better. The more nature there 
is in your life, the better. The more time you spend under-
standing nature, the better prepared you are to achieve MPI.

Personal development
Personal development is perfectly aligned with self-discov-

ery and is therefore a critical step on the path that leads to 
fulfilling one’s purpose in life. Clearly the person who seeks 
to live in a way that has maximum positive impact needs to 
allocate a significant amount of  time and energy to many 
forms of  self-development. This personal development is 
obtained through a combination of  learning from experience 
and learning from other people, books, courses, and so forth.

Individual expression
At some point, we all feel the need to participate in some-

thing that allows us to express our true selves. Our perspec-
tives and joys are reflected in the clothes we wear, the way we 
talk, our hairstyles, the music we listen to, and more. We are in-
complete as humans if  and when we are, repressed, oppressed, 
or inhibited from being able to be who and what we really are.
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Morality
Most of  us live in countries that have some laws we don’t 

agree with. The reason is that one’s individual morality and its 
accompanying views will never be one hundred percent con-
sistent with the laws of  the country one inhabits. Our own 
morality reflects principles that we personally think should be 
applied to ourselves, to other people, and to the planet. Ev-
erybody’s morality is slightly different, so it’s not possible for 
laws to be perfectly aligned with everybody’s morality. How-
ever, it is our morality that is expressed through the decisions 
that we all make that affect other people.

Impact
What does it mean when people say that they simply want to 

leave the world a better place than when they found it? It means 
they want the net effect of  their existence to be a positive impact 
on the planet. This simple statement is an excellent starting point 
for all of  us. This Life Wall component is the most important 
one of  all. Everything gets much more interesting and much 
more challenging when, instead of  being content with having 
a positive impact, we decide that we want to have the maxi-
mum positive impact. We should start with the end in mind.

Impact and purpose of  life are obviously related. Al-
though the purpose of  life was covered earlier in this chap-
ter, it is not enough to simply have an intellectual grasp of  
what it is. It’s critical to actually have a real sense of  purpose, 
meaning that you feel like you are important to somebody or 
a group of  people or that somehow your life matters. One 
of  the objectives of  this book is to help you understand 
what you need to do to make your life matter. The more 
your life matters to other people, the more it matters to you.

As discussed earlier, it is important to note that the Life 
Wall is not presented as a hierarchy or a pyramid. A hierarchy 
implies that a person must reach one level before being able 
to move on to the next. The Life Wall example above shows 
how a person can be doing very well with level-III compo-
nents even while struggling with some level-II components. 
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The Life Wall and its MPI components are not absolutely 
accurate representations of  reality. The Life Wall is a reason-
able starting point subject to improvement and refinement by 
the iimagine Project and its members. In fact, everything in the 
iimagine Project will be subject to improvement and refinement. 
(There will be more information about this later in the book.) 

It’s important to remember that the objective of  the 
iimagine Project is to have the biggest possible positive im-
pact on the planet, and it will achieve this by helping its 
members to have the biggest positive impact on the world 
and on themselves. This means that the project will adapt, 
self-regulate, and crowdsource its way toward the best theo-
ries, concepts, views, and tools required to achieve this goal.

MPI & Science
Now that the framework of  the MPI philoso-

phy is laid out, let’s test it against the available science.

Happiness and money
A frequently cited study aimed at researching happiness 

was published in 1978 in the Journal of  Personality and Social 
Psychology.1 Researchers compared the winners of  the Illinois 
State Lottery with non-winners and with people who had suf-
fered an accident that left them paraplegic or quadriplegic. Peo-
ple in each category answered questions designed to measure 
their level of  happiness. The results indicated that the overall 
happiness levels of  lottery winners increased temporarily after 
winning, then subsided to initial levels after a few months. When 
measuring overall happiness, the lottery winners were not sig-
nificantly happier than the non-winners. The accident victims 
also appeared to have the same level of  happiness, although it 
did drop very slightly. The study concluded that most people 
have a certain level of  happiness and tend to return to that lev-
el of  happiness even after life-changing events, good and bad. 
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The graph below shows that the percentage of  Amer-
icans who are very happy has been steady at approxi-
mately 30 percent for several decades despite the fact that 
the inflation-adjusted average income has almost tripled. 

 

Synthesis of  happiness
Dan Gilbert is a social psychologist at Harvard Uni-

versity and author of  the book Stumbling on Happiness.2 

He cites research that indicates that events that happened 
more than three months ago generally have no impact on 
one’s happiness. He says that humans have a “psycholog-
ical immune system” that works by helping them change 
their view of  the world so that they can feel better about 
the new circumstances in which they find themselves. 

Gilbert cited several examples of  this. One man who 
had already served a lengthy prison sentence was found in-
nocent and released, yet he said that he had no regrets about 
his wrongful imprisonment. Then there is the case of  the 
original drummer for the Beatles (later replaced by Ringo 
Starr), who claims that he would have been less happy had 
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he stayed with the Beatles. Another example is that of  a for-
mer Speaker of  the House (the leader of  the United States 
Congress) who was fired after a shady book deal. All of  these 
people were convinced that they were better off  in their 
current circumstances than the alternative scenario. Gilbert 
says that our usual response when hearing people in these 
situations make these comments is that we think they real-
ly do have regrets, and we are not inclined to believe them. 

Gilbert’s experiment involved presenting a group of  people 
with six different Monet prints and asking them to rank these 
from “most liked” to “least liked.” Then he offered them either 
the third or fourth ranked print. Most people opted for the 
third-ranked print. After some time has passed, ranging from 
fifteen minutes to fifteen days, the same people were asked to 
rank the same six pieces again. This time they ranked the piece 
that they had previously received as either the best one, or at 
least higher than its previous rank. This experiment has been 
replicated many times. Further, in order to validate the results, 
Gilbert did the same experiment with people who had amnesia 
and got the same results. Even when people didn’t remember 
that they already owned it, they ranked it higher the second time.

Gilbert conducted another experiment at Harvard where 
students would be allowed to learn how to use a darkroom 
to develop black-and-white photographs. The students took 
some pictures and selected the pictures that were most mean-
ingful to them. Then the students were asked which one they 
would like to give up. Half  of  the students were told that 
they could change their minds within four days. The oth-
er half  were told that they must make a final decision now. 
The results showed that the students who were stuck with 
a picture and could not change their minds ended up liking 
that picture a lot. The students who were given the oppor-
tunity to change their minds eventually did not like the pic-
ture. Why? Gilbert reasons that it is because the irreversible 
condition is not conducive to the “synthesis of  happiness.” 

Flow
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi teaches psychology and manage-

ment at Claremont Graduate University, focusing on human 
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strengths such as optimism, motivation, and responsi-
bility. He’s the director the Quality of  Life Research Center 
there. He has written numerous books and papers about the 
search for joy and fulfillment. Csikszentmihalyi  began his 
research by studying creative people, including both artists 
and scientists.3 One composer described his state of  flow this 
way: “You are in an ecstatic state to such a point that you feel 
as though you almost don’t exist. I have experienced this time 
and again. My hand seems devoid of  myself, and I have noth-
ing to do with what is happening. I just sit there watching it 
in a state of  awe and wonderment. And the music just flows 
out of  itself.” So his state of  flow is an ecstatic state. Csiksz-
entmihalyi notes that in Greek, ecstasy means to stand at the 
side of  something. “So ecstasy is essentially a stepping into an 
alternative reality.”

Our nervous system is not capable of  processing more than 
approximately 110 bits of  information per second, says Csiksz-
entmihalyi. In order to understand what somebody is saying, 
you need to process approximately 60 bits per second. This is 
why you cannot understand more than two people talking to the 
same time. So when you are completely engaged in the process of  
creating something new, it consumes all of  the available process-
ing power, and there’s nothing left to allocate to thinking about 
other problems in your life. Your body and identity disappear 
from your consciousness and, according to Csikszentmihalyi, 
your awareness of  your existence is temporarily suspended. 

Csikszentmihalyi interviewed a poet who said, “It’s like 
opening a door that is floating in the middle of  nowhere and 
all you have to do is go and turn the handle and open it and 
let yourself  sink into it. You can’t particularly force yourself  
through it. You just have to float. If  there’s any gravitation-
al pull, it’s from the outside world trying to keep you back 
from the door.” This describes the same effortless and ecstatic 
feeling that you get when you enter into this state of  flow. 
When Masaru Ibuka was establishing Sony, Csikszentmihalyi 
says, his idea was “to establish a place of  work where engi-
neers can feel the joy of  technological innovation, be aware 
of  their mission to society and work to their heart’s content.”
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Through numerous studies, Csikszentmi-
halyi has discovered seven conditions that he says 
are required in order to enter into a state of  flow:

1. To be completely involved in what we are doing–
focused, concentrating, and possessing a sense of  
clarity. 

2. A sense of  ecstasy–being outside everyday reality.

3. Great inner clarity–knowing what needs to be done 
and how well it is being done.

4. Knowing that the activity is doable–that our skills are 
adequate to the task.

5. A sense of  serenity–not worrying about oneself  and 
the feeling of  growing beyond the boundaries of  the 
ego.

6. Timelessness–thoroughly focused on the present, 
hours seem to go by in minutes.

7. Intrinsic motivation – whatever produces flow be-
comes its own reward.

When these conditions are present, whatev-
er you are doing is worth doing for its own sake.
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This graph shows skills on the X-axis and challenges on 
the Y-axis. It’s likely that you will be in flow when you are 
challenged and your skills are also high. This makes sense 
because we all know what it’s like to do something that re-
quires an enormous amount of  skill. This graph also shows 
how and why people feel arousal, anxiety, worry, apathy, 
boredom, relaxation, and control with different combina-
tions of  skills and challenges. Apathy is the state that usual-
ly accompanies watching TV because the challenges and the 
skills required are both low. Even so, Csikszentmihalyi asserts 
that people can be in flow for approximately 7 or 8 percent 
of  the time while watching television. It depends on what 
you’re watching and how interesting or important it is to you.

Emotions
Nancy Etcoff, a Massachusetts-based cognitive research-

er, says that we have a positive and a negative emotional sys-
tem, and the negative system is extremely sensitive, most-
ly because it exists to protect us from danger.4 Her research 
has shown that people hate to lose more than they love to 
win. To demonstrate how powerful the negative can be, she 
gives this example: “The formula for a happy marriage is five 
positive remarks, or interactions, for every one negative.”

She says that emotions are short-lived, intense respons-
es to challenge and opportunity, and that they are not just 
feelings but also cause us to make certain memories, per-
ceive things a particular way, and to become alternative ver-
sions of  ourselves in order to deal with various situations. 

“Happiness is not simply the absence of  misery,” says Et-
coff, who deconstructs happiness as follows: sensory pleasures, 
amusement, contentment, relief, excitement, wonder, ecstasy, el-
evation, gratitude, compassion, accomplishment of  a challenge, 
pleasure in the misfortune of  others, and pride and joy in one’s 
children. According to Etcoff, we are born pleasure seekers.

“People are happiest when in flow, when they’re ab-
sorbed in something out in the world, when they’re with 
other people, when they’re active, engaged in sports, fo-
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cusing on a loved one, learning, having sex, whatever. 
They’re not sitting in front of  the mirror trying to fig-
ure themselves out, or thinking about themselves. These 
are not the periods when you feel happiest,” says Etcoff.

The pleasant, good, and meaningful life
Martin Seligman, a professor of  psychology at the Uni-

versity of  Pennsylvania, focuses on “positive psycholo-
gy,” which is just as concerned with psychological strength 
as it is with weakness; as much about improving normal 
lives as it is about repairing damage. He is interested in 
what makes people happier and more productive.5 Selig-
man calls it “a science of  what makes life worth living.” 

Initially Seligman wanted to measure different forms of  
happiness. Instead of  focusing on miserable people and how 
they differ from everybody else, he started focusing on hap-
py people and how they differ from everybody else. His dis-
covery? “They’re not in better shape, they don’t have more 
money, they’re not better looking, they don’t have more good 
events and fewer bad events. The one way in which they dif-
fer: they’re extremely social.” They were more likely to be in 
relationships and have friends. However, he qualifies this by 
saying that this kind of  happiness has to do with “good cheer,” 
and there is obviously more to happiness than that. In fact, 
Seligman breaks it down into “three different happy lives”: 

1. The pleasant life is one in which you experience as 
much positive emotion as possible and learn the skills 
required to amplify them. Although this may sound 
great, the pleasant life has drawbacks. This ability to 
feel as much positive emotion as possible is a trait that 
is 50 percent heritable, is not very modifiable, and 
dissipates. He says it’s like ice cream—the first taste is 
great, but by the time you get to the end, you are not 
experiencing anything. 

2. The good life is one of  engagement, when time stops 
(e.g., in work, parenting, love, leisure). Seligman 
reminds us that pleasure and flow are not the same. 
Pleasure is a raw feeling, while someone in a state of  
flow can’t feel anything. 
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3. The meaningful life requires that you know what your 
highest strengths are and use them in the service of  
something larger than you.

So, to what extent does the pursuit of  the three lives above 
contribute to life satisfaction? It turns out that the pursuit of  
pleasure contributes almost nothing. The pursuit of  engagement 
contributed significantly, but the strongest correlation to life sat-
isfaction was the pursuit of  meaning. Seligman adds that if  you 
have meaning and engagement, then pleasure is a sort of  bonus. 

Regrets of  dying people
Philosophy and science are helpful when it comes to 

understanding happiness, but we can also learn from the 
wisdom of  those who have spent decades on the plan-
et, had many experiences, and are arriving closer to death.

This book starts at the end. Ultimately it all comes down 
to this. Unless you die suddenly, there will inevitably be a day 
when you come face to face with your regrets. A day when the 
most important things that you regret doing and not doing in 
your life will be revealed with gut wrenching clarity. A moment 
of  truth where putting a positive spin on the situation will not 
be an option. There is no question about the fact that you will 
have regrets. The question is whether they will be regrets you 
can live with - or die with. So, what are you going to do between 
now and when (you think you will) die that will minimize the 
sadness and hopelessness that you will feel in that inevitable 
moment when your life, as it really was, is revealed to you and 
you realize that you should have done something differently? 

Bronnie Ware worked with dying people and decided 
to write the book “the top five regrets of  the dying”. These 
are the most common regrets of  people that are literally on 
their deathbed. I “strongly” urge you to stop and think about 
each one carefully. Think about how they apply to your life. 
Also, think about how they apply to your friends and family 
and the consequences that you can see in their lives. Think 
about the undercurrent of  pain that you and people close 
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to you are already experiencing as a result of  these regrets.  

1. I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, 
not the life others expected of  me.

2. I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.

3. I wish I’d had the courage to express my feelings.

4. I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.

5. I wish that I had let myself  be happier.

If  reading these regrets (especially number one and num-
ber two) doesn’t feel like getting wacked in the head with a 
baseball bat of  reality, I don’t know what will. The purpose of  
listing these actual regrets from actual dying people is to reveal 
the magnitude of  what is on the line here - this could be you.  

Having regrets is not a problem - if  you feel like you did 
your best. If  you did your best then you have the ability to say 
“that’s life” and move on. If, on the other hand, you feel that 
you did not do your best, then you have a problem. The good 
news is that it is a problem that can be avoided or mitigated. 
However, rather than focus on how to avoid regrets, a more 
positive approach is focusing on what you actually want, and let 
“regret avoidance” take care of  itself  along the way. So, what 
do you have to do to live a happy life with minimal regrets?  

In simple terms 
You need a little pleasure that comes from doing things 

for the sake of  enjoyment and no other reason. You need 
a sense of  fulfillment that comes from living life on your 
own terms and being the person you want to be. You need a 
sense of  connection and that comes from nurturing (having 
a positive impact on) nature/humanity/the ultimate system. 

We want to feel like our life matters, and that it mat-
ters when we do something that positively impacts the 
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people around us, or Nature. You know that your life mat-
ters when somebody is grateful for something that you 
did –and you receive your well-earned dose of  happiness.   

The Components of  the MPI Philosophy
In order to maximize your impact you need to develop the 

best possible understanding of  how you think life works and 
what you think is most important in order to be able to decide 
what you should do and how to actually do it. All of  the informa-
tion in the subsequent chapters should be read with this in mind. 

All of  the variables in the graphic below happen to also be 
the names of  the Chapters of  the book and they are components 
of  the MPI philosophy. The graphic shows how everything fits 
together and how everything impacts everything else - including 
how the decisions of  every individual human impact everything. 

The “You” in the graphic is the decision-maker that uses 
“Imagination” to envision the life you want to live, and decides 
how much “Time” and “Energy” to put into making the life 
you imagine a reality. These decisions initially impact your own 
life (the individual “Human” in the graph) and the human, in 
turn, impacts humanity, and humanity impacts nature (remem-
ber that “Nature” is defined as everything). MPI is the purpose 
(or direction) for all of  the decision-making represented by the 
graphic. As I have explained in this chapter, MPI, self-discov-
ery and happiness all theoretically intersect in the same place.

The graphic shows the starting point, end point, and the 
variables that influence impact and the effect of  the impact.

You – This is the starting point. You came into the world 
with a unique genetic composition and started life in a unique en-
vironment. That combination of  genetics, environment, along 
with all of  your subsequent decisions, have led to where you are 
now – your new starting position for the rest of  your life. “You” 
is the decision maker (or think of  it as the “director” of  your 
life – we will discuss concept of  the director later in the book).

MPI / Happiness – This is the end point. You want to be 
happy and, as we discussed in this chapter, you can receive dos-
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es of  happiness after positively impacting yourself  and world.

Imagination – Now that you know your starting point 
and end point, you can use your imagination to consid-
er what you can do that will progress toward reaching the 
end point and collecting doses of  happiness along the way. 

Time – Time is a variable. The more time you put into making 
the things you imagined for yourself  a reality, the more of  them 
will become reality and the more happiness you will accumulate.

Energy – Energy is also is a variable. The more en-
ergy you put into making the things you imagined for 
yourself  a reality, the more of  them will become re-
ality and the more happiness you will accumulate.

Human – After putting time and energy into mak-
ing the things you imagined a reality, the initial impact will 
be on Human Number One (you). From the point of  view 
of  the “director,” this is the human that you are directing.

Humanity – After impacting yourself  you will im-
pact the people around you and this will impact humanity.

Nature – After impacting humanity, humanity will 
ultimately impact Nature (the universe, everything) 

Regardless of  what you do or don’t do, you are partici-
pant (actor) that plays an influential role in the universe 
(play) described above. For example, every time you de-
cide to buy or not buy a product you trigger the ripple ef-
fect above. Your moment-to-moment existence influences the 
universe. The graphic represents the universe and your role 
in it. If  you didn’t exist, it would be different. Its very exis-
tence as it is right now implies your existence and vice ver-
sa. You are already “changing the world” simply by existing. 
Nevertheless, the universe has created you in a way that incen-
tivizes you to optimize your existence by living an MPI life. 
The incentive is being rewarded with more doses of  happi-
ness than you would receive by simply drifting through life.



 

The information in the following chapters (regarding each 
of  the factors in the graphic) is only intended to provide a brief  
introduction to the subject matter in each of  them. The MPI 
philosophy is the first open source philosophy and it will be 
improved by the iimagine community over time, so I expect the 
iimagine community to accumulate, review, curate and even con-
duct their own research regarding these factors and significant-
ly upgrade and improve upon the introductions provided here. 

The “I Imagine” project 
What Is The “I Imagine” project?
While writing this book, I realized that I have to practice 

my own philosophy. What can I do that will have the biggest 
impact? Should I help more villages in Mali? Is writing a book 
about MPI and making as many people as possible aware of  
it going to result in MPI? It could, but I realized that I could 
do more. I imagined an organization whose sole reason for 
existing was to have the biggest possible impact on the world. 
So I created it and called it… “I Imagine”. It’s a new kind of  
organization that is totally unconstrained, part for profit, part 
nonprofit and part whatever it has to be to achieve its goal. 
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I imagined an organization that would help people use 
the MPI philosophy to create their own Lifewall and figure 
out how to find their own passion and pursue it in a way that 
maximizes their impact on their own lives and the lives of  ev-
erybody they care about. A safe place where people would be 
able to start their own journey of  self  discovery and inter-
act with other people on the same journey. So the I Imagine 
project will maximize its impact by helping everyone that uses 
it to maximize their impact. It only succeeds if  you succeed. 

The implementation of  everything “MPI” happens on 
the iimagine platform (www.iimagine.org). It has two sec-
tions. One for individual impact and one for global impact. 

The tools in the individual impact section allow you create 
your own life wall, figure out what parts of  your life you want 
to work on, turn them into goals, turn the goals into projects, 
the projects into tasks and eventually turn the goals into reality. 

The global impact section lists many of  the most influ-
ential organizations in the world. Members of  iimagine will 
be able to rate the impact of  all of  these organizations on a 
scale of  negative ten to positive ten. A negative number means 
that an organization’s impact is negative and a positive number 
means that its impact is positive. The definition of  organiza-
tion is broad – if  a collection people doing something has an 
impact, it’s eligible to be on the list. So the list includes cor-
porations, nonprofits and the world’s major governments but 
it also includes movies, media organizations, television shows, 
individual politicians and even bands and other musical acts.  

So where should the Google rank on this list? What about 60 
Minutes or Lady Gaga? Organizations that have a positive impact 
should be recognized and rewarded. Organizations that have a 
negative impact should be recognized and held accountable.

Google and Facebook are trying to give internet ac-
cess to a billion people that live in poverty. The peo-
ple in Egypt used Twitter to manage a revolution. You 
might think that these are reasons to give them high pos-
itive ratings. Or, maybe you disagree. There are no right 
and wrong answers and debate is strongly encouraged.
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What about Philip Morris? They make money by commit-
ting killing people. If  you agree you might rate them negative 
ten. What if  Philip Morris gets a lot of  negative ratings? It’s 
possible that being an employee at Philip Morris might become 
embarrassing. In fact, the employees might even be ashamed 
and they might decide to leave. What would Philip Morris be if  
nobody wanted to work for them? Want to bring down a for-
tune 500 company? I’m not saying you should or you shouldn’t. 
But I am saying you should have a say. Regardless of  who wins 
and who loses, it won’t be because a government or a powerful 
individual made a decision. It will be because we all collectively 
made it happen. The world has changed. We have the power now.

There is a link between the personal impact and glob-
al impact sections of  I Imagine. You may want to maximize 
your impact by creating your own Impact Listing. It might 
be a new invention, a new nonprofit, an app, a new business 
or even a new movement. After creating the Impact List-
ing you can choose to make it public and invite other mem-
bers to help you make it a reality by contributing encour-
agement, ideas, expertise, work and even money. This gives 
you crowd funding and access to the wisdom of  the crowd. 

The ability to create a new Impact Listing and get assis-
tance from the community is obviously very helpful for in-
dividuals seeking help with their goals but, if  the Impact 
Listing has a goal that can have a big impact on humanity, 
iimagine will also serve as the platform where people that 
have different skills and backgrounds can come together to 
crowd source solutions to the world’s biggest problems.

I also decided to put the I Imagine project itself  on the 
Global Impact list. I don’t want to just sit in judgment of  
other people, I also want to be held accountable and the 
I Imagine project should also be held accountable. So, now 
I have my very own (very public) MPI goal – get the iimag-
ine project to the top of  the Global Impact List. This 
means making the iimagine project the organization that 
has the biggest positive impact on the world... it goes with-
out saying that I’m not going to achieve that goal by myself.

Right now the iimagine project is just a precious baby. I’m 
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going to protect it like any father would protect a baby. I’m 
also going to nurture it. But, as we all know, it takes a village. 
We need you to join us in the village and become one of  the 
people that nurture and raise iimagine. All you have to do is 
use iimagine, as little or as much as you want, and it will learn 
from you and you will have made a difference. How big a dif-
ference? How big will your impact be? That’s totally up to you.

The iimagine project is an experiment. It’s the first 
organization of  its kind. There is no other organiza-
tion whose sole reason for existing is to have the biggest 
possible impact on the world regardless of  what it in-
volves or how it will be done. It is also the first ever proj-
ect to be based on the world’s first open source philosophy.

Statement Of  Purpose
The iimagine project is the physical manifestation of  

the Maximum Positive Impact (“MPI”) philosophy. Its 
singular purpose is to achieve MPI on the planet. It will 
achieve this by helping its users achieve MPI on their own 
lives and on the planet and, therefore, its impact will be 
the cumulative impacts of  its users. Each individual will 
be free to determine what MPI is and means for them. 

The purpose of  iimagine has been designated as MPI 
because it is the highest purpose. In the event that a higher 
purpose is discovered or invented then iimagine will adopt 
this as its purpose. iimagine’s purpose is intended to be the 
same as the purpose of  each individual, humanity and nature. 

Like the MPI philosophy, the iimagine project will op-
erate in a manner that most closely resembles nature. Like 
nature, it has a very clear purpose but no leader. Like living 
things in nature, it has its own DNA (the MPI philosophy) 
that will evolve based on what it learns over time. Like nat-
ural systems, over time, the iimagine project will increas-
ingly represent and reflect the cumulative views and ac-
tions of  its members and increasingly become an open, 
self  correcting, self  organizing and self  regulating system. 
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iimagine has no predetermined views. It encourages all 
views (as opposed to merely tolerating them) and will allow trial 
and error over time to determine whether certain views cause a 
positive or negative impact and should be retained or discarded. 

iimagine will become an outward expression the collective 
imagination, will and actions of  its users by providing them with 
the tools they require to fully apply their unique perspectives and 
talents to the advancement of  humanity in an MPI direction.

Iimagine will not be restrained by geography or jurisdiction 
and, whenever necessary, will reorganize around the technolo-
gy, people and locations necessary for it to achieve its purpose. 




