
Operating within strictly defined societal rules is one of the defining features of modern life; it might be the defining feature of 
modern life. But this is a relatively recent emergence. As described in the Pulitzer Prize Winning ‘Guns, Germs & Steel,’ “as 
recently as A.D. 1500, less than 20 percent of the world’s land area was marked off by boundaries into states run by 
bureaucrats and governed by laws. Today, all land except Antarctica’s is so divided.1”   

In ‘Guns, Germs & Steel,’ Jared Diamond masterfully explains how and why government and religion arose, forever reshaping 
human societies around the world with rules and power structures. These rules allowed societies to achieve peaceful 
resolution of serious disputes without always resorting to violence. As societies grew in size and complexity, the centralized 
power that accompanied governments and religions streamlined decision-making and the distribution of resources, but 
opened the door “for those who hold the power, are privy to information, make the decisions, and redistribute the goods - to 
exploit the resulting opportunities to reward themselves and their relatives.2”  

The abuses of power and corruption that often accompany centralized power have not disappeared, but most modern societies 
are still shaped by rules defined by centralized government and organized religion nonetheless. But the rules don’t stop 
there. Within most societies, layered beneath the governmental and religious laws are the loosely defined - but still influential 
- cultural rule or cultural norms that influence unique behaviors from neighborhood to neighborhood. Our personal 
experiences are further shaped by the formal and informal rules that govern the institutions that we choose to join. Depending 
on where you choose to worship, work and relax, you’re either following, ignoring or breaking the rules and norms that have 
been designed by the people who founded and/or run their associated organization. And at the most local level, there are 
probably formal and informal family rules that you’ve inherited from your parents, grandparents and great-grandparents.  

Living your life according to clearly defined rules can help you react to any situation with certainty and it can help you operate 
within diverse environments with confidence. Similar to the benefit of centralizing power in a large and complex society, 
following clearly defined personal rules can greatly streamline your decision-making. But rules are much like directions; unless 
you know where the rules you follow will lead you, it’s unlikely that you will arrive at your intended destination.   

It’s for this reason that blindly following the rules and norms that define your city, country, culture, religion, company, club 
and family is not recommended if you’re in pursuit of creative mastery; or if you intend to achieve any higher-order goal. If 
you’re serious about achieving mastery in any field - especially within the creative field - you’ll need your own set of clearly 
defined rules to follow. We call these rules ‘core personal values.’  

Your core personal values are the activities, relationships and achievements that are most important to you. The Barrett Values 
Centre defines values as “deeply held views of what we find worthwhile. They come from many sources: parents, religion, 
schools, peers, people we admire, and culture. Many go back to childhood. There are others we learn as adults.3”For some, 
their core personal values are honesty, spirituality and career achievement. For others, their core personal values are status, 
having fun and independence. There aren’t necessarily right or wrong values, but a 2013 study published in Motivation and 
Emotion Journal found that “people’s well-being improves as they place relatively less importance on materialistic goals and 
values, whereas orienting toward materialistic goals relatively more is associated with decreases in well-being over time.4” 

Discovering and following your core personal values will help you arrive at a destination that’s in harmony with your true self, 
which can improve your well-being. Depending on your personal situation, it may not be prudent to ignore or actively rebel 
against the rules that define your organization, city, or culture if they run counter to your personal values. That’s not what 
we’re recommending. But you should absolutely compare the rules within any organization or society that you decide to join 
against your core personal values. 
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