
Ten Principles for Your “Second Life“

Personal Growth

T
housands of successful business people reach middle
age—and get the surprise of their life. They look
around and instead of savoring their success, they
wonder what it all means. While their parents and
grandparents expected to live only about 50 years,

these men and women realize they have a whole “second life”
ahead of them. But what should they do with it? Most have little
idea. 

In researching my new book, Finishing Well: What People
Who REALLY Live Do Differently!, I interviewed 120 highly suc-
cessful people who are redefining what it means to be 50 and
beyond, focusing specifically on what they’re doing to find meaning
in this “second life.”

In my interview with management genius Peter Drucker—
author of 35 books, Presidential Medal of Freedom winner, and still
a leading voice in the business world—he offered 10 principles for
finding significance in the second half of life.

WHEN 94-YEAR-OLD PETER DRUCKER SPEAKS, smart
people still listen. Two years ago, The Economist magazine com-
missioned Drucker to write a 27-page section titled “The Next
Society,” on what lies ahead for the world. And just the year
before, a Forbes magazine cover story called him, “Still the
Youngest Mind.” So what is Drucker thinking about these days?

“In a few hundred years, when the history of our time will
be written from a long-term perspective,” says Drucker, “it’s
very probable that the most important event these historians

will see is not technology, not the Internet, not e-commerce.
They’ll see an unprecedented change in the human condition.
For the first time—and I mean that literally—substantial and
rapidly growing numbers of people now have choices. And
for the first time, they’ll have to manage themselves.”

While that sounds good, it’s also troubling for a lot of peo-
ple because they haven’t spent much time thinking about how
to manage themselves once they’ve achieved a certain level of
success.

“In a very short time,” Drucker predicts, “we will no longer
believe that retirement means the end of working life.
Retirement may even come much earlier than ever, but working
life will continue if only out of economic necessity. For many,
however, working well beyond retirement will be a choice based
on preference. They will either tire of luxury or desire to use
their knowledge and experience to contribute to society.”

Most of these men and women, however, face a daunting
problem. They simply don’t know what to do next. They’ve
focused so much of their energies on achieving success that
they have little idea how to leverage that success into some-
thing they see as having long-term meaning.

To help move such individuals forward, Drucker outlined
10 principles he says can help anyone find meaning in the
second half of life.
■ Principle 1: Find out who you are. “Whenever people are
on the road to success,” says Drucker, “they tend to think of
repositioning as something they do if they’re a failure. But I’d
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say you ought to reposition when you’re
a success, because that’s when you can
afford to do it.” But no one can reposi-
tion for significance, Drucker claims,
without first knowing who they are and
where they belong.
■ Principle 2: Reposition yourself for
full effectiveness and fulfillment.
“Early in their careers,” Drucker
explains, “people tend to have a fairly
limited timeframe of four years or so.
They can’t visualize what comes after
that.” By the time they achieve some
measure of success, however, the time-
frame expands. “Suddenly they begin to
think about options that are 20, 30 or
more years ahead of them.” Such a long
view often brings clarity where none
existed before.
■ Principle 3: Find your existential
core. “There’s a strong correlation
between high achievement and the abili-
ty to come to terms with life’s basic ques-
tions,” says Drucker. “I think the most
successful people are those who have a
strong faith . . . there’s a very substantial
correlation between religious faith, reli-
gious commitment and success as doers

in the community.”
■ Principle 4: Make your life your
endgame. The only worthy goal,
declares Drucker, is to make a meaning-
ful life out of an ordinary one. He rec-
ommends setting one’s sights on
achievements that really matter, that
will make a difference in the world, and
to set them far enough ahead of current
achievements that the journey will be
demanding but worth the effort. “Make
your life your endgame!”
■ Principle 5: Planning doesn’t work.

“Opportunity comes in over the tran-
som,” insists Drucker, and that means
one has to be flexible, ready to seize the
right opportunities when they come.
“Too much planning can make you deaf
to opportunity. Opportunity knocks,
but it knocks only once. You have to be
ready to take advantage of it.”
■ Principle 6: Know your values. “If
you don’t respect a job, not only will you
do a poor job of it, but it will corrupt you,
and eventually it may even kill you,”
Drucker explains. “For example, 99 per-

eter Drucker told me, “Basically my last career change
was when I was about 30 years old—around 1939, back
before World War II. That’s when I began doing what I
do now. I’ve changed locations, but not my job.”

Born in Vienna, Peter grew up in comfortable cir-
cumstances. His mother had studied medicine; his father
was a high civil servant, and later, a banker. Peter started as
a business writer for a major newspaper. But when he saw
the threat of Adolf Hitler in the early 30s, he said, “It’s time
for a change!” So he repositioned himself, first as an invest-
ment banker in London, then in New York as an American
feature writer for a group of British newspapers. 

Peter was the first to see clearly that management would
be a major factor in the 20th century. In fact, management
would be the main focus that propelled the United States to
become the most prosperous nation on earth.

So Peter spent his next 60 years developing principles of
management and making them useful, first for the business
sector and then for nonprofits and churches. It became the
core idea around which his work revolved.

Knowing your strengths and weaknesses, he told me, is
an essential part of the process. When you know who you

are, you can be comfortable making decisions about what
you want to do, and where. “Let me use myself as an exam-
ple,” Peter said.

“The two most attractive offers I got in my life, I turned
down, because I knew what not to do. One was when I was
offered the job of economist at Goldman Sachs. I had no
hesitation to say no. I knew I was good at it because I had
already done it, but I also knew the job wasn’t right for me.

“Then a few years later, I was offered a deanship at
Emory University in Atlanta, and it was a very attractive,
well-paid job. I knew that my  days at Bennington, where I
was at the time, were numbered, but I didn’t have any  hes-
itation to say no, because I knew I couldn’t live in the seg-
regated South of the 1940s.

“It’s better there now, of course,” he continued, “but I
knew what to say no to. And, you know, I have never regret-
ted saying no to either offer. I would have been miserable in
those jobs. But here’s my point: One has to learn what to say
no to.”

Peter could say yes and no without hesitation because he
knew his core—writing about management and society.

Peter Drucker: Sixty Years—One Core Idea
By Bob Buford
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Knowing what you value and
what you don’t can keep you
from making some bad choices.

Excerpted from Finishing Well: What People Who REALLY Live Do Differently by Bob Buford (copyright 2004 by Bob Buford, published by Integrity Publishers) and printed by permission.
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cent of all physicians should not become
hospital administrators. Why? Because
they have no respect for the job. They’re
physicians and they feel that hospital
administration is a job for clerks.” 

Knowing what you value and what
you don’t can keep you from making
some bad choices.
■ Principle 7: Define what finishing
well means to you. “My definition of
success changed a long time ago,”
Drucker shares. “I love doing consulting
work and writing—I regularly lose track
of time when I’m doing those things.
But finishing well, and how I want to be
remembered, those are the things that
matter now. Making a difference in a few
lives is a worthy goal. Having enabled a
few people to do the things they want to
do: that’s really what I want to be
remembered for.”
■ Principle 8: Know the difference
between harvesting and planting. “For
many years, I measured my work by my
output—mainly in terms of books and
other writing I was doing,” says
Drucker. “I was very productive for
many years. I’m not so productive today,
because these are years of harvesting

rather than years of planting.” One
needs to know the difference between
the two.
■ Principle 9: Good intentions aren’t
enough; define the results you want.
The number of nonprofits and charita-
ble organizations in this country has
exploded in the past several years, but
many of them get poor results, Drucker
contends, because “they don’t ask about
results, and they don’t know what
results they want in the first place. They
mean well and they have the best of
intentions, but the only thing good
intentions are for (as the maxim says) is
to pave the road to hell.” 

To achieve the best results, Drucker
says people must ask the right questions
and then partner with others who have
the expertise, knowledge and discipline
to get those results.
■ Principle 10: Recognize the down-
side to “no longer learning, no longer
growing.” “I see more and more peo-
ple,” says Drucker, “who make it to their
mid-40s or beyond, and they’ve been
very successful. They’ve done very well
in their work and career, but in my
experience, they end up in one of three

groups. One group will retire—they
usually don’t live very long. The second
group keeps on doing what they’ve been
doing—but they’re losing their enthusi-
asm and feeling less alive. 

“The third group keeps doing what
they’ve been doing—but they’re looking
for ways to make a contribution. They
feel they’ve been given a lot and they’re
looking for a chance to give back.
They’re not satisfied with just writing
checks; they want to be involved, help-
ing others in more positive ways.” 

And they’re the ones, says Drucker,
who finish well!

Bob Buford, after selling Buford Television,
Inc. in 1999, has turned to investing the rest of
his life in the lives of others. He’s the chairman
of the board of The Buford Foundation and
Leadership Network, and was the co-founder
and first chairman of the Peter F. Drucker
Foundation for Nonprofit Management. He has
authored four books, including the best-seller
Halftime. His new book is Finishing Well: What
People Who REALLY Live Do Differently! He
and his wife, Linda, make their home in Dallas,
Texas.
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