“UNLOCK YOUR IKIGAI® AND IT WILL ALWAYS HELP YOU TO
GRAVITATE TOWARDS YOUR CORE, YOUR DAILY PURPOSE”

THE SECRET
OF IKIGAI
PAUL DONKERS

“Ikigai translated into English as ‘life purpose’ sounds quite
formidable, but ikigai need not be the one overriding purpose of a
person’s life. In fact, the word life aligns more with daily life. In
other words, ikigai can be about the joy a person nds living dayto-day, without which their life as a whole would not be a
happy one.”
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A LONGER AND
HAPPIER LIFE

T

he people of the Japanese island of Okinawa are known to age better than the
rest of us. They must be doing something right. What is their secret? The
Okinawa Center for Longevity Science has been researching the aging process
of the people from Okinawa since the mid-seventies. Following their lives to
understand why this island is also called the island of the immortals. They found clear
scienti ic proof why the people here not only live longer, but often age without major
health problems.
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Okinawa island from the sky

Based on their research, these are some key science-backed1 indings they came up
with.
1. Plant based diet. Lots of vegetables and fruit. Moderate consumption of ish and
meat. People have an eating habit called: "Hara hachi bu". Eat until your stomach
is 80% full.

2. Social. A Moai is an informal group of people who meet regularly, share common
interests and support each other. Most of the islanders are members of their own
Moai. In times of need, their Moai provides them with inancial and emotional
support. It gives the islanders peace of mind to know that their Moai has their
back. Some of these lifelong friendships last more than 80 years.

1

https://orcls.org/ocs
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3. Natural movement. You will not see many gyms on Okinawa. But natural
movement like walking is a major part of life. Because people often sit on the
ground, they have to get up as much as 100 times per day from the loor. This
habit keeps their muscles and skeleton system in good shape. Almost all
centenarians have a garden that they maintain.

4. Ikigai. The people of Okinawa know why they get up in the morning. Everyone
knows what their unique Ikigai is, their daily purpose. Ikigai doesn’t have to be
something huge like saving the whales, or eradicating hunger from the planet.
For some of the older women on the island, Ikigai can be helping out with the
local weaving techniques. This Ikigai provides them with a clear reason to have
responsibility, it’s providing them with social opportunities and it’s generating an
income.
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It’s not uncommon for people in their nineties to maintain a vegetable garden, run a
small shop and to sell their harvest at the local market. In the local Okinawa language
there is not even a word for retirement!

SOUL OF IKIGAI
When you ask a Japanese person, they will tell you that Ikigai is not easy to translate.
There’s a very subtle deeper meaning of Ikigai. But if we try, it’s something like: "why
do you get out of bed in the morning?”. Another loose translation would be something
like: “what is your daily purpose in life?” However, this may already be a bit too much
to really try to capture the soul of the word. It’s more the daily sense of happiness and
meaning that sets Ikigai apart.
Because of this, Ikigai can indeed be very small. It can be as simple as a daily routine
where you are growing your sweet potatoes in your garden, and selling them once a
week at the local market.
Ikigai doesn’t even have to involve making money. For whatever reason, someone can
be in a position where that is not a priority. Their Ikigai comes from doing something
meaningful that brings the person happiness and ful illment.

WHY
Many people are looking for answers to their own why. I don't want to pretend that the
answers are simple. Or that I have all the answers. What I can tell you is that I have
learned that if you pay attention to your own why in a structured way, if you address
some of the di icult questions, it can truly help you to ind clarity about your own
purpose.
To help you to move forward, it’s so incredibly helpful to unlock what your Ikigai is.
And I purposefully say ‘unlock’, because I know that the answers are already in us.
Once you have clarity, your Ikigai will start to do the work for you. Even when life is
throwing other things at you all the time. And believe me, life will!
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Your time and your money are limited. And I think that you should treat them as such. I
believe that time is your most precious resource. But many of us don't treat it as such.
We visualize Ikigai in a Venn Diagram, with the overlapping circles making it easier to
grasp the essence of Ikigai. Ikigai is the overlap between "You love it", "You're good at
it" and "Reality check". Develop your personal answers to these three segments,
connect the dots and you will gradually be able to unlock your Ikigai.

Our way of presenting Ikigai is meant as a translation of its deeper meaning. We try to
make it as tangible as possible for people outside Okinawa. In mainland Japan there
are serious challenges when it comes to balancing work and life, with karoshi as the
most extreme result: working yourself to death. The Ikigai that we refer to is inspired
by how the people from the island of Okinawa live their lives.
Ikigai is also unique because it’s a holistic way of looking at purpose. It helps people
from all ages to ind their unique answer to the question: why? Because you do not
only look at what you love and what you’re good at. You also synchronise your daily
purpose with the real world. A place where most of us have to make some money and
children to support. Where there is real competition. In a world that is changing.
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Where we are dealing with a climate crisis, an economic crisis and a health crisis.
Ikigai helps us ind integrated answers to all of this.

MY IKIGAI
Over the years, I have gradually discovered that I want to enable people to develop
themselves. To be honest, this is not something that just came to me like an epiphany.
It’s the result of my own journey through life. Including my work experiences. And
perhaps also the courage to commit myself to where I believe I can truly make a real
di erence.

“Enabling people to become their best version”

And while this daily purpose may sound huge, it really is my Ikigai to enable people to
become the best version of themselves. Providing them with tools to embark on a
journey of self-discovery.

Deep down, I truly believe that there is so much unused potential in so many of us. Of
course, in the irst place, for the individual. But also impacting the people around
them, the organisations that they are working for, and ultimately our society as a
whole. Making this contribution through my Ikigai, gives me a deep sense of
satisfaction and adds meaning.
However, providing inspiration alone is not enough. I need it to be linked to a practical
application. At the end of the day, I believe that insights are only really useful when
they make a tangible di erence for someone in real life. And progress is done at the
end of the day through execution.
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I seem to arrive at a new professional crossroad between every four and seven years.
But because I can go back to my Ikigai, it’s so much easier to decide which goals and
priorities to set. Where to focus my time and energy for the next few years.
That’s exactly what Ikigai can do for you. It helps you to gravitate towards your core,
your daily purpose. Once you have clarity about your Ikigai, it’s so much easier to
decide what your goals are when you get to a crossroad in your life.
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MY GOAL
“I want to enable at least 100,000 people to unlock their Ikigai before the end of 2025.
I want to give them the tools to do this. I want to do it in a way that is inspiring,
practical and a ordable to reach as many people as possible.”

PRIORITIES
Once I know what my Ikigai is and what my goal is, I’m ready to decide what my
priorities are. I usually set my priorities for a period between 12 and 18 months. Not too
far away, because otherwise there is not enough sense of urgency. But also not too
short, because when you want to create meaningful change, you must be able to step
out of your daily whirlwind.

ACTIONS
Now that I know what my Priorities are, I’m able to de ine my actions. Every action
needs to be SMART. Smart is the acronym for Speci ic, Measurable, Actionable,
Realistic and Time-bound.

FROM IKIGAI TO ACTIONS
Ikigai is the basis. The strong and stable centre from where to start. The place to
always come back to when you ind yourself at a crossroad. For most of us, Ikigai stays
quite stable throughout our life. Although, as you go through life and get to know
yourself better, you may sometimes want to make some changes in your Ikigai too.
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Then, at the next level, you will ind your goals. You have to decide for yourself what
your goals are for the next four to seven years. But always base them on your Ikigai.
Once you know your goal, you are able to decide what your priorities are. And only
then is it the time to develop the SMART actions. Actions that help you to move closer
towards your goal. This combination brings you daily meaning and ful illment because
you are living your Ikigai!
Goals are moving targets. Once you’ve achieved a goal, you want to set the next. But
Ikigai is the stable centre that brings daily ful illment.
You see, it’s all connected to each other. Don’t start with goals, priorities or with
actions. Start with unlocking your Ikigai. Create your basis irst, take it from there, and
set yourself up to create meaningful change for yourself.
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THE THREE
CIRCLES OF IKIGAI
1.

YOU LOVE IT

When was the last time you did something and you forgot about time? When you
forgot to eat or drink?
Knowing who you are and what gives you deep satisfaction is critical. You can do
something that you might be able to do well for years, and that might give you a
decent income. But if it doesn't give you deep satisfaction, you will not experience
Ikigai in its full potential. You’re going through the motions. You’re on autopilot.
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YOU’RE GOOD AT IT

Not everyone received the same amount of talent from Mother Nature. You cannot
in luence where you were born. That’s just how it is. The hand of cards that you’re
dealt in your life. That is precisely why it is important to understand how to
di erentiate yourself and how good you have to be at something to be able to make a
di erence.
In the past, you may easily have ended up doing the same thing your parents were
doing. Whether you were doing that because your parents wanted you to, or perhaps
because you didn’t have a better idea and this is what you grew up with.
Those days are now mostly gone and there is more individuality in many cultures.
Wealth is increasing in a lot of places and the internet is opening up new worlds and
opportunities. But freedom of choice also brings more responsibility and more
uncertainty. With opportunity comes a reason why we have to think more deeply about
what we really want to do.
The internet created a society that is much more transparent than it used to be. As a
result, competition has increased and the dynamics of competition have changed. I
believe that this will only increase in the ‘Roaring Twenties’ that we have entered now.
That's why it's so important to make sure that what we choose to do is truly di erent.
Nowadays, people and companies do their research from their desk and make choices
with a click in a matter of seconds.
Make sure that whatever you choose to do, you are able to get really good at what you
do. It's okay to do the same thing as someone else, as long as you do it better. You can
either be better, di erent, cheaper or a hybrid.
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REALITY CHECK

Now, let's focus on synchronizing passions and strengths in the real world.

EMPLOYEE
What if you are employed by a company today? In essence, you can contribute to a
company in just a few ways.
1. You contribute to the company to help them grow their turnover.

2. You contribute to the company by improving the e iciency of the company, so
they are able to accomplish more with less. Whether it’s cheaper, faster or better.

3. You help to keep the company out of trouble and make sure it interacts with their
stakeholders in a smooth way. Think about inance, administration, safety, facilities
and legal roles.

4. You help create the future of the company because you’re involved in the research
and development of its future products and services.

The only other option really is that you contribute to our society as a whole and, for
instance, try to cure people, defend the country, are involved in education, culture or
protecting our natural environment.
Despite all the fancy job titles and descriptions that are out there, at the heart of the
matter, these are basically the lavors that are available. Pretty straightforward.
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The perceived security of salaried employment is changing. Organisations are
rightsizing their businesses all the time. The di erence between an employed person
and a self-employed person is getting smaller every year. My advice is to always look
at your own contribution in an entrepreneurial way and to get out of your own bubble.

WELCOME TO THE TWENTIES
Science iction has been remarkably good at predicting what may happen in the
future, just not exactly when it will happen. In fact, we seem to try to bring science
iction to reality through technology.
Thinking in the future is one of those things that we as humans ind extremely di icult.
And it is almost impossible for our human brain to think exponentially, while history
shows that exponential things happen again and again.
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EXPONENTIAL GROWTH
Join me for this example of exponential growth. Take a sheet of printer paper. Fold it
into half. Fold it a second time, and a third time. At this point, it’s about as thick as your
ingernail. Now, imagine that you can continue folding. At seventeen folds it would be
taller than a person! Now, that’s just one example of exponential growth!
Another example. Take the e ect of interest on interest. The acceleration e ect is
mind blowing. That’s why Einstein called it the ‘eighth wonder of the world’.
Or consider something as obvious as our cell phones. 20 years ago people often did
not even see the point of owning one: "why should I always be connected?" Think
about it. Bingeing your favorite Net lix series on your train commute has now become
totally normal. Treating telephone addiction has become a real therapy. The
exponential growth of cell phones has brought us access to the world in our pocket.
What awaits in the foreseeable future are self-driving cars, immunotherapies for
cancer or quantum computers that can calculate many, many times faster than the
current generation of computers.
What is the impact of these developments on your Ikigai? It's not easy to try to answer
these questions. I know. But it is important to make a serious attempt and try to come
up with some meaningful answers. Based on what you know today and your best
expectation. But remember, it doesn't have to be a perfect answer. It’s not an exam.
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REVOLUTION
In our era, according to the World Economic Forum, we’re in the middle of the fourth
industrial revolution2.
1. The irst revolution took place in England and started around 1760. We learned to
use the steam from boiling our water. As a result we were able to mechanise our
production.
2. The second industrial revolution started with the use of electricity around 1870.
This allowed us to start mass production.
3. The third revolution took place in the mid-1950s. We started using electronics
and computers to automate our production processes.
4. And today we’re in the middle of the fourth industrial revolution where the
boundaries blur between Arti icial Intelligence, physical and biological worlds.
The changes that happen as a result of the fourth revolution are truly exponential. This
a ects every industry and every sector, worldwide. It makes good sense to re lect on
this and to see how you can integrate this into your Ikigai.

GROWTH ENGINES
In which ields are the biggest opportunities expected for the next ive to 25 years?

2

1.

Nanotechnology

2.

Biotechnology

3.

Arti icial Intelligence

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-fourth-industrial-revolution-what-it-means-and-how-to-respond/
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NANOTECHNOLOGY
Nanotechnology is the change of material at the smallest level. For example, consider
the factor 50 in your sunscreen: blocking the harmful radiation is an application of
nanotechnology. Or consider purifying water using nanotechnology.
The outlook for Nanotechnology for the coming years is enormous. Major
breakthroughs are expected for solar cells and medicines, for example. This market is
growing by almost 20% per year. This growth is expected to continue in the coming
years.

BIOTECHNOLOGY
One of the industries that face many changes is in biotechnology. A sector with
constant research, technological improvements and more scienti ic discoveries. And
much more change is underway!
One of the most visible changes is the speed with which the Covid-19 vaccines were
brought to the market. Where they used to take up to a decade to develop new
vaccines, was now recently done in just a matter of months! And we will see much
more of this. We will see much more personalized medicines, cloud solutions, drug
research and focus on immune cell function in the years to come.

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
The developments in AI technologies, such as machine learning, natural language
processing and robotics are mind blowing. AI is expected to complement our
workforce rather than just eliminate more jobs. It’s fascinating how the collective
intelligence of people and computers together can solve business problems that not
long ago were considered impossible.
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SUSTAINABILITY
The climate crisis is an existential threat to the way we have lived our lives in the past
125 years. We now have 7.7 billion people on our beautiful planet. But we are depleting
our planet's natural resources much faster than nature can repair itself. Hardly anyone
doubts this anymore. We have been living in imbalance with the earth for many years.
There is so much work to be done to minimize the e ects of climate change as best
we can. Our best case scenario is now that we are trying to limit global warming to
under an average of two degrees celsius.
The reality is, there is not a realistic plan B today. We only have one planet we can live
on. And while some of us, like Tesla’s Elon Musk, are working on ideas to start
permanent human settlements on Mars, there is no certainty if it will ever happen. And
if it does, when. I believe we better make serious changes in our approach today.
To achieve this, a gigantic amount of work needs to be done. I suspect this will be
increasingly done, not only by governments, but by companies. There are companies
whose worth is already more than some countries. Their impact will only increase in
the years to come. Working sustainably is already their license to operate in many
markets.

3D PRINTING
In the past we knew printing mostly as printing ink on a sheet of paper. Those days are
over. Nowadays we print spatial objects in 3D. From small spare parts in plastic,
making new teeth in porcelain to printing bridges and entire buildings in concrete.
This sector is in full development. Research shows that expected growth in this multibillion industry will be around 23% for the coming years.
The application of 3D printing holds an enormous promise. There are savings in raw
materials, transportation emissions and other costs. There will also be the creation of
forms not previously possible.
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DIVE DEEPER
Two books to recommend if you want to dive deeper into the changing times that we
are living in.

•
•

The Inevitable by Kevin Kelly. Much of what will happen in the next thirty years is
inevitable, driven by technological trends that are already in motion.
21 Lessons for the 21st century by Yoval Noah Harrari. What should we teach
ourselves and our children about the 21st century?

TRADITIONAL SECTORS
What if your interest (you love it) and your contribution (you're good at it) are in a
traditional sector?
For the foreseeable future, there will always be a need for people who can take care of
someone's health, ensure that everything in the o ice is arranged down to the last
detail and people who can transport other people safely by lying airplanes. We will
see continuing growth in the services economy.
It is true that due to outside in luences you have to look even more closely at whether
your contribution is really di erentiating. Another possibility is to investigate to what
extent you can connect your Ikigai to one of the major growth engines that we
described earlier.
Think how these changes can a ect your Ikigai. The next step is to see how you use it
to your advantage. For example, is it conceivable that when you learn to code, you can
run the o ice software even better? How can you position yourself in such a way that
you add more value to increase the e iciency of the company you work for?
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CONNECTING THE DOTS

F

or some of us it is quite clear what our Ikigai is. Maybe we want to sharpen it a bit
more, but the general picture is clear. It is then a matter of committing to it.
Sometimes you have to be tough on yourself and stop keeping other options
open. What often works well is to give yourself a date when you decide to decide.

Sometimes you need a little more brain power or more creativity to see more
connections. It helps to share your answers with other people. Invite some of them in!
Share your answers with them and tell them how you got there. This will help you to
increase the number of ideas that you can use.
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EPIPHANY?
When you go through the Ikigai process, will you suddenly see your Ikigai as a kind of
revelation? We get this question quite often. Our experience is that this does not
happen very often. You probably won't even start the Ikigai process, if your calling is
already so clear for you.
In real life, for most all of us, unlocking our Ikigai is a matter of hard work and looking
hard enough in the mirror. Your Ikigai is almost never black or white.
Choosing also means that you make decisions about what you are not choosing. The
truth is, we are often running away from our ikigai. Chasing money, for instance, at the
expense of our daily purpose. And that is where the real problem often lies! We easily
lose sight of our Ikigai. We focus on the urgent short term and easily forget about the
really important things.
We prefer to keep our options open. We falsely believe that it will increase our
chances. Yet the opposite is true! The more focus we have, the more clarity we have
about our Ikigai, the better we position ourselves. Not only for ourselves, but also for
the people around us. It will give people around you a clear message about how they
can help, refer, hire or promote you.

“Ikigai is not magic. Unlocking it takes hard work, confronting
yourself with a series of deep and relevant questions that matter.
Getting some meaningful feedback from trusted people around
you and making peace with what you are not choosing to do!

”
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TO CONCLUDE
None of us are living in isolation. We all have responsibilities, worries, sometimes old
fears, hopes for ourselves and our loved ones, sometimes we have aging parents to
take care of, mortgages and tuition to pay for our kids.
Ikigai gives us a unique framework to help us create a strong centre that we can work
from. No high level dreaming, but a daily purpose, embedded in real life. We can help
ourselves to navigate so much better through our (professional) life.
My wish is that if we take inspiration from the way the people from the island of
Okinawa live their lives and integrate more Ikigai into our daily lives, it will help us to
lead a more balanced life. And derive more meaning and happiness as we travel
through our life.
So, why do you get up in the morning?
Hope this inspires.

Better career | Better life | Better planet
Paul Donkers
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aul Donkers is the creator of the Ikigai Coaching Institute. Through our global
network of Professional Certi ied Ikigai Coaches, we work every day with people
everywhere to enable them to unlock their Ikigai.

It’s not easy to unlock your Ikigai on your own. Most of us miss the sounding board,
don’t know which questions to answer, we struggle with answers, do not get the right
feedback, miss the encouragement, don’t use programmatic steps and we miss the
discipline to follow through.
That’s why we have built a unique and patented methodology to enable people to
unlock their Ikigai. With 63 killer questions brought to you in an integrated step by step
programme. This programme is exclusively delivered by our Professional Certi ied Ikigai
Coaches. An Ikigai Coach can also continue with you after you inish the Ikigai
programme, to assist you with the translation of your Ikigai into Goals, Priorities and
Actions.
If you’re interested to learn more about our Ikigai Coaching Programme and what it can
mean for you, please reach out to us. We’re here to help and happy to connect you to
an Ikigai Coach near you.
Ikigai Questions Games are currently available in English, Spanish, French, German,
Japanese and in Dutch. Reaching more than 1.1 billion people in their mother tongue.
Our Ikigai Coaches speak even more languages. So it’s very likely that you will be able
to work with your Ikigai Coach in the comfort of your mother tongue.
Invest in yourself. Work with us from wherever you are on our planet, via video call or in
person.
Follow Ikigai Coaching Institute on Twitter via this link
On LinkedIn via this link
Drop us a mail via ikigai@tencompany.org
www.ikigaicoachinginstitute.com
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“For anyone who nds themselves at a crossroads, or has a
niggling feeling that they’re in the wrong place, I’d recommend
Ikigai coaching as a way to get in touch with your purpose and nd
meaning and ful llment in what you do daily.”
Louise Tharnthon
Ikigai Coachee
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