
Benchmarks for Success
When I was a kid, I worked for my father's weekly newspaper. One of the duties I had
each week was to go to the local police station and note down the previous week's
weather readings. To this day, I have no idea why people actually cared what the
previous week's weather readings were, but I did it, anyway.

The weather readings were taken by the local police chief, a good-hearted man by the
name of Jack Brough. Jack would take out his official observer's notebook, and read me
off the highs, the lows, and the precipitation. I'd take it down in my reporter's notebook,
then dutifully go back to the office to report them to my father, the editor.

One day, when I went to the one-room police office (there were only three police
officers, as I recall), I noticed a small circle set into the door jamb. Metal in construction,
it bore a number, an emblem, and the words "United States Geodetic Survey." It may
have had an elevation on it, as well.

I asked Jack about it. "It's a benchmark," he said. "We leave it undisturbed. It's placed
there as a reference point to determine elevation and mapping." Jack explained that the
survey would use the benchmarks to triangulate heights of mountains, like nearby Mt.
Nebo.

Through the years, I have occasionally happened upon other benchmarks. I spotted
another one some miles from my house. I saw another one in Grand Teton National Park.
And that chance encounter has helped me understand a bit about the necessity of
benchmarks in our lives, particularly as we move on the road to success.

What is a benchmark? It's a spot that we use as a reference. In the case of the survey
markers, it was a known point they could use to conduct surveys. In the case of our lives,
benchmarks are a bit more nebulous, but still important.

When we have monumental things happen in our lives, we tend to create natural
benchmarks in our minds. When our first child is born, it becomes a benchmark. When
we achieve a goal, it becomes a benchmark. Those benchmarks become spots that we use
to determine how far we've gone in life, either forward or backward.

Natural benchmarks come unbidden. They are there one way or the other. Birthdays
come and go, promotions, marriage, birth and death are all benchmarks that we have little
control over. It's important to realize, though, that we can also create success benchmarks
as part of our goals.
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Most of the time when we set a goal, we determine an ending date, a beginning date, and
the goal to be achieved. It's also important to set up benchmark dates part of the way to
our goal date, just to see how well we are doing on those dates.

Are you looking for a particular economic goal three years down the line? Have you
made a goal to be a millionaire by 2004? Perhaps you should set monthly benchmark
times to evaluate how you are doing toward your plan.

Trying to lose weight? Set benchmark dates for a particular weight loss. Ten pounds by
the end of next month, twenty in two months, thirty by the end of spring. Without
benchmarks, we too often attempt to attain our goal all at once, at the end of the goal
time. Few of us can climb a mountain in one large leap, but most of us can climb it a bit
at a time.

Twenty-five years ago, I climbed Mt. Fuji, in Japan. I'm not much of a mountain climber,
then or now, but I was able to climb Fuji-san because of the "stations" along the way.
Starting at station five, progressing to station six, and on to station ten. You never needed
to think about anything other than attaining the next station, the next benchmark. After
you attained it, you could use it as a benchmark to gain the next one. It became the
reference point for how you could climb. Eventually, the top of the mountain became the
reference point, and it has remained my reference point ever since. It became a
benchmark by which I can judge other challenges in my life. By moving from one
reference point to the next, a bit at a time, we can achieve great and remarkable things.

The Geodetic survey bench marker that I found as a child has never really been erased
from my understanding of who I am. Benchmarks become significant points we can use
as springboards for further height, assuming we don't pull up a chair, sit down at the
benchmark, and use it as an end in itself.

What are the benchmarks in your life? What would you like to succeed? Where would
you like to wind up? What are the points of reference in your life?

A benchmark is a reference point. It can be a reference point for success, if we use it
wisely, willing ourselves to higher heights. We can use the benchmarks of lower levels of
success to point us towards higher heights, greater growth, deeper understanding. Like
my hike of Mt. Fuji, we can use them as temporary goals, stations to achieve on the way
to a higher plateau. They are a place from which we can see how far we've journeyed,
and also how far we have to go.
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