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The Difference Between Goals And Dreams
Everyone has dreams. Most of us have goals. However, many of us don’t realize when our goals cross into our dreams or even get in the way of them. And most of us don’t know how to make our dreams a reality.
These posts from my Freelancer’s Survival Guide discuss how to turn your dreams into achievable goals. The posts also examine whether or not to postpone your dreams as well as figuring out when you’re giving up on yourself.
Since April of 2009, I have written The Freelancer’s Survival Guide on my blog, kristinekathrynrusch.com. Most of the advice in the Guide is practical—how to set up a business plan, for instance. The Freelancer’s Survival Guide is also available in book form.
However, I’ve also divided the Guide into short books for people who don’t need or want more than one section. Again, most of those short books involve business things, like handling finances or how to negotiate a contract. But this book is a little different. It’s about the emotions of freelancing, about dreams and wishes and aspirations. In other words, this short book is the important one.
These posts were written at separate times throughout the course of a year. I’ve tried to keep the flavor of the real-time posting, while making sure the book itself has a flow. If you want to see the original blog posts, you can find them—and reader comments—on the blog itself.
The point of this short book, however, is to help you achieve your dreams. I hope it does that and so much more.
Enjoy.
—Kristine Kathryn Rusch
Lincoln City, Oregon
August 29, 2010
I updated the “Giving Up On Yourself” section in 2011 on my website. Things are changing dramatically. It took longer than I expected to update this book, but now I have, and I hope that makes it even more useful for you.
—Kristine Kathryn Rusch
April 19, 2012
The Difference Between Goals And Dreams
We use the words “goals” and “dreams” interchangeably. We achieve our goals, pursue our dreams. We pursue our goals, achieve our dreams. But goals and dreams are very different. A shorthand way of thinking about this comes from football.
That weird little H-shaped thingie sticking out of the end zone? It’s called a goalpost, not a dreampost. I think football would be an entirely different game if it had a dreampost. Hockey would be different too, if the players tried to get the puck past the dreamer.
In fact, the difference between a goalie and a dreamer are as illustrative as the difference between goalpost and dreampost. As I go on here, playing with words, you’re starting to get an inkling of what I’m talking about.
Goals, simply put, are something you achieve. My Encarta World English Dictionary gives me five definitions of “goal.” Four are connected to sports, including number five, which is “the end of a race.” Number four is the only non-sports related definition of the word: “something that somebody wants to achieve.”
Achieve. We achieve our goals. Goals are an end product. The other definitions include phrases like “a successful attempt at…” or “the score gained…”
There are no words like “successful” or “gained” in the definition of dream. Nor does the definition of dream include the word “achieve.”
The same dictionary gives the noun “dream” six definitions, and most of them involve sleep or inattention or thoughts. First, of course, the dictionary discusses those visions our mind serves up when we’re sleeping. It also discusses the daydream.
The two definitions that concern us are the third and the fourth. I’m going to start with the fourth: “an idea or hope that is impractical or unlikely to ever be realized.” If that were the definition of goal, then every single sports team in the world would be in trouble. (Of course, I’ve known a few football teams bad enough to make a win an impractical hope.)
The third definition is a little more upbeat: “Something that somebody hopes, longs, or is ambitious for, usually something difficult to attain or far removed from the present circumstances.”
Ah, now we’re getting somewhere. And since I try to be very practical in the Guide, and you all seem to recognize that, you probably think I’m going to tell you to abandon your dreams and set goals.
Nope.
Both dreams and goals are necessary for success. You just have to understand the difference between them.
Deep down understand it.
I don’t think a freelancer can survive long without a dream. I think the more impossible the dream the better. If you don’t set that impossible dream high enough, you’ll achieve your dream and stop striving.
When students apply for the Master Class that my husband, Dean Wesley Smith, and I teach (along with four other established professional writers), we ask those students what their goals are and what their secret, most impossible dream is. The only students we take for the Master Class are those with either a professional career that has stalled (for some reason) or those with a strong work ethic who are having trouble breaking into publishing (and have excellent, professional-level skills).
We look at the goals and the secret dream more than any other part of the application. Because if the goals and the secret dream are nonexistent, we have learned that the writers often don’t have the capability to survive the Master Class, let alone the business of writing itself.
What does an impossible dream add to a career? Purpose. Plain and simple. That dream is like the shining city on a hill, the one you can see in the distance and might never reach. But until your dying day, you’ll head for that hill.
The other thing that the impossible dream adds is a sense of hope. As long as you have something grand to strive for, you also have something grand to hope for. Hope gets us through the dark times better than anything else.
When hope disappears, so, too, does drive.
Which is why it’s so hard to succeed on a long-term level if you have easily achieved dreams. If you lack that one huge impossible dream. Because you might reach that city on the hill within the first few years of your professional career. And then, what will you do? What will you hope for? What will you daydream about?
I think the daydream part is also essential. You need something to entertain your imagination while you’re working day to day. If you’re an actor, you might spend time every day studying fancy gowns for your trip down the red carpet for your tenth Oscar nomination. Not your first, not your fifth, your tenth. Your impossible dream might be to have more Oscar nominations than Meryl Streep.
But if your impossible dream as an actor is to have a small part in a film—well, you might achieve that dream the day you sign up as an extra in a large crowd scene. That’s a dream you can attain in my tiny town on the Oregon Coast. Dozens of movies have been filmed here since I’ve lived here, and lots of locals have had their mugs on the screen, if only for a few seconds. A few of the locals actually had small speaking parts. Heck, my husband’s best friend—an attorney—had a speaking role in a commercial filmed in Idaho. Because of that thirty seconds on the nation’s television screens, our attorney friend is one of Idaho’s members in the Screen Actors Guild.
Had his lifelong dream been to become an actor—someone who qualified for the Screen Actors Guild—then he did so in a single outing with a single commercial. But if his lifelong dream had been to become a famous star of stage and screen, someone who had not just an Oscar, but also an Emmy and a Tony, someone who had a lead role on Broadway, as well as starring roles in hit movies or hit TV shows—well then, he has a long, long way to go.
See the difference? Even those things I listed above might not be enough for that impossible dream. An actor might want to be considered the greatest actor of his generation. A writer might want to have the bestselling book of all time. A storeowner might want to create the largest store franchise in the world.
Because these are dreams, not goals, it’s okay to noodle on them, to see them as a shining light in the distance, as something to work toward, but not something to count on.
Goals, on the other hand, are stepping stones. Goals must be achievable. Goals should build on each other.
Go back to the football analogy. A football game in which a score is just a dream would be the dullest thing on the planet. In fact, football players wouldn’t even have to face off. They could sit on the field, if they wanted, and imagine the score. Of course, no one would come to the game—because there wouldn’t be a game. Just a dream of a game.
But football is a game of inches. It is built on phrases like “first and goal.” The game itself sets up tiny goals that lead to a touchdown. And if the team fails in one tiny goal, then the ball goes to the other team, which then tries to achieve a series of small goals to get to the larger one.
The dream for football players isn’t to win one game. A lot of players achieve that as early as the age of eight or ten, in a Pee-Wee Football League. Or they have the game-winning run (or the game-winning pass) as early as the first game of their high school career.
The dream for football players is to play in the Super Bowl. Or to win the Super Bowl. Or to be the Super Bowl’s Most Valuable Player—not once, but several times throughout their career.
That’s a dream that can’t be achieved without a lot of goals—small and large. From getting on the varsity team in high school, to playing well enough to stay, to winning game after game, to play in college, to play well enough to get drafted into the National Football League, to play in the NFL (not sit on the bench), to be a part of a very good team, to win games inch by inch, yard by yard, year-in and year-out, to win a division, and to go to the big game, and then, to win it. More than once. Not-so-tiny goals, all leading to the big dream.
Not every professional football player makes the playoffs. A professional football player can have a successful—a highly successful—career without ever once playing in the Super Bowl. But if that player retires before he gets the chance to play in the biggest game of all, he will know he never did quite achieve his dream. (I think this is why so many players try to become coaches. They might not get to the big game as a player, but they want to try as a coach.)
A goal is “something somebody wants to achieve.” It’s “the end of a race.” Goals, in some ways, are the opposite of dreams. If you set your goals too high, you’ll get discouraged and quit. If you set your dreams too low, you’ll get discouraged and quit.
So, how to do you set goals? You start with easily achievable ones. The best diet programs are set up this way. They don’t put you on a starvation diet of 800 calories per day. If you’ve been eating 4000 calories per day, the diet will reduce your intake to 3500 calories per day. Most people can easily cut 500 calories from their diet. That’s one giant soda or one huge specialty coffee drink or one piece of pie with ice cream. As time goes on, the calorie count goes down incrementally. And the dieter achieves other goals—losing a pound here, fitting into her “skinny” jeans for the first time in years, getting compliments from friends on how good she looks.
However, you can’t stop with the small goals. When you achieve a goal, another needs to take its place. Each goal should be a little more difficult than the last. It’s like running a marathon: No one can walk out the front door and run 26.2 miles without training. No one, not even the best athletes in the world.
Most people have to walk before they run, and some people can’t even walk an entire block without getting winded. Yet within two years, they’re able to run 26.2 miles. They didn’t increase their distance every day. They walked for a block until they weren’t winded. Then they walked for two. Then three. Eventually, they walked for a few blocks and ran for 100 feet. And on and on.
The other key to following goals is to write them down. First, you need to write down what the goal is. Then, you need to keep a log, one that records your struggles to achieve that goal. You will fail. Be honest about those failures. Then, get back up and try again, until you achieve the goal.
Sometimes, the failures tell you that the early goals are too hard. If so, cut the effort in half, and try again.
The other thing you need is a timetable. Give yourself a realistic amount of time to achieve a goal. Once that goal is achieved, have the next goal ready to go, along with its timetable. This is why I tell you to have daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly goals.
Throw in five-year and ten-year goals, as well.
Then, revamp them often. Preferably on a monthly basis. As you strive to achieve those goals, you will learn what is realistic for you. No excuses. You need to be one hundred percent honest about what you’re trying to do.
If you’re an underachiever, pay attention to how hard you work. Make sure you’re putting in some real effort and not just slacking off.
If you’re an overachiever, make sure you don’t work too hard.
That last piece of advice comes from me, the woman who now runs about fifteen miles per week. When I started out, I didn’t pay attention to my limits (yes, overachiever), and I achieved…a stress fracture in my foot. Which would have only been a sore foot if I hadn’t been so focused on trying to keep up to the impossible goals I had set myself. It would have become a permanently damaged foot if my husband, the former professional athlete, hadn’t had a long talk with me about knowing my own limitations (and who also dragged me to the doctor).
It’s hard to find a balance between working too hard on your goals and not working hard enough. Which is why I tell you to reassess often. And to be honest with yourself. Because you’re the only one who is going to know if you’re trying too hard or not trying hard enough.
The goals are stepping stones to that impossible dream. They’re the trail through the murk that will lead you to the city on the hill.
They’re also the reality check. Because the farther you get down the road, the more you should reassess. You might not want to go to that city on the hill. You might want to jettison your impossible dream because it’s not something you want to do any longer.
If that’s the case, then you need to find a new dream, or you will stop striving.
I know, I know, I’m speaking in metaphor here. Let me be concrete. One of my early impossible writing goals was to have a career like that of Nora Roberts. But the deeper I got into the writing profession, the more I realized that Nora Roberts and I are very different writers. I would love to have that many bestsellers and all the perks that go with it.
But Nora, for the most part, has stayed within the same genre. She writes all aspects of that genre—romantic suspense, paranormal romance, contemporary romance, even science fiction mystery romance. But the books all center on a couple, either falling in love or striving to maintain their love.
I have a hummingbird brain. I can’t even read one genre for longer than a week. Asking me to write in one genre for the rest of my life would actually be a hardship.
As soon as I realized that, I had to look for a new impossible dream. Which was harder than it sounds. Not many writers write in more than one genre. I had to refine the dream to be something that suited me. I’ve refined several times since then. I still have impossible dreams—but none of them entail writing in the same genre book after book after book.
I reassessed.
If I had wanted a career similar to Nora Roberts’s career, I would have had to change my goals. I would have had to write novels in only one genre (although I could’ve branched into all the subgenres), and I would’ve had to have small goals along the way—writing a contemporary, writing a paranormal (oh, I’ve done that), writing a romantic suspense novel (I’ve done that too!), writing a historical….
You get the picture. My imagination is too dark to sustain a happily-ever-after ending book after book. My sense of whimsy is too powerful to write dark novels book after book. My mind sees too many future possibilities to keep me out of science fiction for too long. But I love to dig deeply into the modern world as well.
I’m not suited for the first city on the hill that I headed toward. However, I’ve found others that suit me better.
If you think of goals as markers along the way toward your impossible dream, then you’ve got the right philosophy. If you confuse goals with dreams, then you’re going to get stuck.
Imagine something grand for yourself.
Then figure out how to achieve it. If achieving it takes only hard work—if there isn’t a little bit of luck and timing involved—then you haven’t found your impossible dream yet. Because an impossible dream should have an element of the impossible to it. An element of being in the right place at the right time.
Know too, that you might never achieve that dream—and that’s okay. Because you’re going to be disappointed when you get to that city. It’ll never ever measure up to your imagination. So, as you’re on the final road toward your dream, make sure there’s a new one waiting in the wings.
And then plan those stepping stones that will get you to your next city on the hill. Set your goals.
Goals are the only thing that will lead to your dream. All of your dreams.
Even those that might never come true.
Patience
Full disclosure time: I have no patience. Or very little patience. I do a good imitation of a person with patience in public, but in my everyday life, I have no idea why everything I want isn’t here the moment I want it.
I do understand the irony of me writing a section of the Guide on patience, but as someone who lacks something but still desires it, I have made a study of patience.
Patience is essential to building a business, any business. You must do things methodically. You must do them in a particular order, and even then, you might not get an immediate response.
This last bit is a particularly difficult part of owning your own business. We believe that when we put our ads out there, launch our websites, mail our stories or open our shop’s door, people will flock in. We’ll get an immediate response.
Often, we get no response at all—at least initially. And sometimes, the only response we get is negative.
All of which we should expect—and plan for. But that doesn’t make it easy. Nor does it become any easier with time.
Every year, my alma mater, Beloit College, puts out its freshman survey. Someone polls the incoming class about various things—mostly trends—and Beloit publishes the results.
The Class of 2009, born in 1991, is Internet savvy, educated, and informed, but the one thing they lack, according to a former professor of mine, Tom McBride, is patience. This group of kids always got what they wanted when they wanted it. Not just things, but television programs, music, text—all at the touch of a finger.
They haven’t learned how to delay gratification—and delayed gratification is what building a business is all about. (You can find 2009’s results at msnbc.msn.com/id/32453204.)
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23213 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!