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Reversing the Scorecard Effect

What would your life be like if you could use your energy for yourself instead of against yourself?

An episode from the popular sitcom Friends shows thirty-year-old Rachel gazing at her cake during her birthday party. Is she enjoying the party her friends have thrown for her? No, because she’s busy calculating the time she has left to meet her husband-to-be. She wants children by age thirty-three, so she figures she still has some time left to meet her man. As she continues her calculations, however, she realizes she needs a certain amount of time to go out with him before getting engaged, time to plan her wedding, and a certain number of years spent as a married couple before having kids. Then, of course, it will take nine months to have a child. Suddenly she realizes that according to her plan, she should already have met her future husband. Since she hasn’t, she sees herself as a failure.


Rachel set herself up for feeling bad by imposing arbitrary rules on when and how significant events in her life would unfold. We all do this to evaluate our progress. The “scorecards” we create, however, are usually based on borrowed expectations, and therefore give rise to disappointment.

Identifying Unsupportive Scorecards

Scorecards help us monitor our success They can be based on many factors including family history, comparison with friends or colleagues, role models we wish to emulate, a need for approval, a desire to meet others’ expectations, and our own picture of a joyous life. Some of these scorecards work well for us and are good to hold on to; others keep us stuck, limited, or feeling bad about ourselves and are best replaced. 


Melissa, a twenty-eight-year-old advertising representative, has a scorecard that asks, “Am I pleasing a male authority figure?” If her boss stops by her desk to tell her she’s doing well, she gives herself a “10” and feels happy—for a while. If she returns home to an answering machine with no message from the man she’s dating, her heart sinks. The new “0” on her  “Do I have a man who is romantically interested in me?” scorecard plunges her into negative self-talk about always being a bridesmaid and never a bride.


You, too, may have scorecards that send you on an emotional roller-coaster ride. These are the ones that keep you looking outward for indications of success rather than focusing inward on  soul-satisfying criteria. The mind, in collaboration with the ego, sets up these scorecards automatically. After all, doesn’t your ego want you to be the best human on the planet? Won’t it feel crushed if you don’t excel at everything? Of course, you can’t possibly do this, but the mind is not always logical.


One scorecard women often use asks, “How am I doing compared with others?” It has us stacking ourselves against family members, colleagues, friends, and even celebrities and characters on television. This measure of success leads to false judgments and disempowerment, sometimes to the point of paralysis. For example, if you have a scorecard that asks, “How am I doing compared with my brother or sister?” it keeps you focused on their achievements rather than your true desires. If your sister is a successful urban businesswoman with a fancy car and an expensive home, how can you live modestly in a rental apartment and still feel successful? Because you are unique as the only “you” on the planet, comparing your live with anyone else’s can do nothing but trap you in counterfeit yearnings.


Some counterfeit criteria are based on people’s true expectations of you, whereas others are inventions. Chloe had a scorecard that asked, “How am I doing compared with my father’s expectations of me?” That scorecard chained her to an abusive marriage: because her father was religious, she had assumed he would never approve of a divorce. When she finally broke free of her husband after ten years, she tearfully confessed her failure to her father. “Oh, honey, don’t worry about what I think,” he said with concern. “All I’ve ever wanted for you is happiness.” Chloe was shocked to realize that the parental expectation she’d been trying to meet existed only in her mind.


Just as scorecards based on comparisons and outer expectations keep us stuck, those based on lack keep us limited. We feel “small” while thinking about tasks not yet done or about missing attributes, as opposed to the expansiveness that unfolds while acknowledging an accomplished mission or the rich texture of our lives.


 If everyone in your family has been successful in business and you are a struggling artist, then you may have a scorecard indicating that you are not doing well, even if you are passionate about your work. If  your favorite family members believe that women should have children by age twenty-five and you are thirty and childless, then you may have a scorecard that reflects a poor performance. You might also have a scorecard that gauges your level of rebellion, asking, “How am I doing in terms of my vow never to be like my parents?” This criterion, as freeing as it may sound, actually limits you by keeping you in reaction to your parents rather than living your own truth.


The mind needs scorecards, and in fact we tend to enjoy tracking our growth. But that is hardly what measures of comparison or lack allow us to do. What we need are scorecards that support us rather than limit us. Replacement will most likely be required, but first identify your scorecards that don’t work, make a list of them, and then burn it. 

Scorecards Worth Burning
If any of the following questions appear on one of your scorecards, consider adding it to your bonfire.

How am I doing in comparison with others? Am I first, last, quickest, smartest?

Have I accomplished all I should have by now?

Am I making enough money?

Am I popular, up-to-date, and fashionable?

Is my lifestyle acceptable?

How may degrees, (awards, promotions) do I have?

Am I living up to my parents’ expectations of me?

Am I living up to my siblings’ (cousins’, friends’) expectations?

How successful am I in rebelling against my parents’ wishes?

Am I taking enough risks?

Does everybody like me?

Is anyone upset with me?

Creating New Scorecards

After peeling off the layers of false identity you have constructed, it is time to create scorecards that are more closely aligned with your essential self. As you set authentic guidelines for how your life “should” look, simultaneously you will be gathering the power to decide what you want in your life. Then without changing anything else you’ve been doing, you will begin seeing your life through a different lens—and you might like it quite a bit more.


In lieu of the limiting and discouraging “How am I doing compared with others?” you could ask, “Am I receptive to the experiences that life is offering?” This nonjudgmental question allows you to notice whether or not you are open to what is already going on in your life. It doesn’t imply that your experiences are not good enough, or that somehow you haven’t lived up to them. It simply helps you look at life as a process rather than a series of results. 


Instead of “Am I getting there fastest?” it would be powerfully female to ask,  “Am I enjoying and learning from this process?” Also consider replacing “Do I have all the latest gadgets?” with “Am I magnetizing what I want into my life?” It is empowering to be at peace with the choices you have made.


Changing the lens you look through ought to  involve acknowledgment of the efforts you are putting forth in many aspects of your life. Allow yourself to see that you are doing a fantastic job of exploring your inner truths, working to become more of who you are, and nurturing  your happiness as well as that of others—all of which can occur in various ways.


Bonnie, a sixty-four-year-old counselor and grandmother, had replaced her “Is everyone around me happy?” scorecard with one that asked, “Am I being a good listener?” Her old scorecard held her responsible if everything around her wasn’t running smoothly. If a client had a crisis or a grandchild got into trouble at school, she would immediately rush to the rescue. She spent a lot of time and energy trying to make people happy—because if they weren’t, she saw herself as incompetent. Now, while counseling a client or consulting with a grandchild or a friend, she concentrates on leaning back and quieting her thoughts so she can take in what is being said. She’s discovered that listening well eliminates the need for running around trying to fix people’s lives since often all they really want is a sympathetic ear.


 A healthy scorecard is one that supports you on a deep level. It asks a question that draws your attention to a facet of life that is vitally important to you, not to what your family thinks is important or what women’s magazines tell you is important. Wouldn’t it be a relief, for example, to change “Am I doing it perfectly?” to “Am I learning from my mistakes?”


Another scorecard worth having would ask, “Am I doing what is meaningful to me?” If you ask yourself this question and the answer is “no,” do not fly into  self-blame. Rather, see it as a tap on the shoulder, an opportunity to take stock of your energy investments.


An equally powerful scorecard would ask, “Am I available to learn from what’s going on in my life?” Experiences keep showing up until we can be present enough to learn from them. So any time you are grappling with a challenging circumstance, this scorecard would help you regard it as a learning opportunity instead of a chance to beat yourself up for not having handled it sooner or better.  
If you’d like to cultivate gratitude, create a scorecard that asks, “Am I grateful?” The question would alert you to openings for expressing your gratitude. If you find that you haven’t been grateful, it doesn’t mean you’ve somehow failed; it  simply invites you to be grateful if you choose to. You might also decide to spend a few minutes each morning listing everything you are grateful for.  


Scorecards can change as our focus in life changes. In times of transition you may want to draw up a Scorecard of the Week, based on focal points of special importance. Posted on the refrigerator or medicine cabinet, it will serve as a handy reminder to look at the wholeness of your experience through this lens.


Our scorecards profoundly affect us, whether we’re aware of them or not. When they run our lives subliminally, they cause misery until we take them out of hiding, dust them off, and see whose measures of success we have been using to evaluate our lives. Once aware of the scorecard effect, however, we can use it to our advantage. Searching our souls for personal measures of success, we can create scorecards that cheer us on to become more of who we are.

Scorecards for Empowerment
Following is a list of sample questions to consider while creating new scorecards. Each question has the potential to empower you in composing a personally meaningful life. Adopt those that will work for you and add plenty of your own.

Am I available to learn from my experiences in life?

Am I using my energy well?

Am I grateful?

Am I contributing?

Am I becoming more authentic?

Am I using my power effectively for myself and others?

What small steps am I taking?

Am I making the most of the situation I’m in?

Am I owning my part?

Am I experiencing joy?

Am I being tender with myself?

Am I trying something new?

Am I receptive to support?

Am I enhancing my well-being?

Am I making heartfelt choices?

Am I acknowledging myself?

Am I enjoying what works in my life?

Am I letting go of what doesn’t work?

Am I asking myself expansive questions?

Am I having fun?

Am I self-loving?
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