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			 This book is dedicated to my family, who always encouraged me to find my path in life. To all of you, I love you. 

			



 “To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.”

			 —Ralph Waldo Emerson

		


		
			Author’s Note

			In 1968, Yvon Chouinard set off with his friends on a road trip that spanned from California to the southern tip of South America. On their adventure, Chouinard experienced some of the coolest life events you and I could ever dream of, like surfing down the west coast of South America, summiting mountains in the Andes, and unforgettable exchanges with locals. This journey resulted in incredible life lessons that one could only obtain in this way. 

			Chouinard did this in his late twenties when the world was probably telling him to get a real job, pursue higher education, or do whatever someone his age should be doing. Nevertheless, he ignored these pressures. Despite the opportunity cost of his voyage and the possibility of returning to a life with no clear direction in the professional world, Chouinard chose to follow his own path and trust that it would all work out for him in the end.

			Well, it did. You might not be familiar with his trip or recognize his name. However, you will recognize the name of the company inspired by this adventure, which turned him into a billionaire businessman—Patagonia. 

			Chouinard’s story is a good example of what we, the young generation, are currently facing—pressure to conform. Instead of pursuing our passions, we feel pressure to conform to society’s expectations and move on with life before taking the time to enjoy it. We push ourselves through years of school with no break, we begin careers we don’t really like but feel like we need, and we join friend circles we don’t actually enjoy. We eventually find ourselves in some form of an identity crisis, questioning who we are and where we are going in life. 

			This identity crisis is evident when we look at the mental health trends of our age groups. One study showed that the physical and mental health of millennials in the US is declining so rapidly that mortality rates could rise up to 40 percent higher than those of Gen X without intervention.1 Millennials have also been tagged as job-hoppers, with over 20 percent reported having changed jobs within the last year and six of ten currently open to new opportunities, says Gallup. They are also the least engaged at work.2

			The subsequent generation, Gen Z, also faces similar issues. One study found that 55 percent of Gen Z subjects reported their mental health was below very good or excellent, the lowest score of all age cohorts.3 Though little data exists to show their performance in the workplace, one can only imagine these negative trends will continue. 

			Of course, a myriad of reasons could explain why the young generation faces declining mental health outside of conformity pressures. However, it’s hard to deny that even amidst new waves and embraces of individuality, the young generation is crumbling under pressure to fit a mold. 

			I felt these pressures as a college student at my university’s business school. I was constantly feeling pressure from my peers to drown myself in work, take up another internship, give up my summer to build my résumé, and work for any company with a big name just to make myself more marketable. I’d have to slave away for a few years, but the hard work now would pay off later.

			But there was a problem. I had spoken with many older mentors who had been in the exact same position I was in and had listened to that same advice I was receiving. In hindsight, though, they wished they hadn’t. They regretted rushing into important life decisions in those formidable years without asking themselves if it was right for them. Many wished they had been brave enough to take up a career that was more suited for them instead of a safer, more secure career.

			In addition to their advice, I couldn’t ignore my own deeply rooted feelings that the traditional paths were not for me. I always felt the powerful desire to embrace what made me unique, and that desire always pushed me to choose a life course that was right for me, regardless of whether it was popular or not. I looked to examples of Yvon Chouinard, Steve Jobs, and others who had also made unique life decisions that probably seemed strange at the time. Something inside these individuals had encouraged them to step outside of their bubble and follow their hearts, which led to powerful realizations about the world and life that propelled them forward to success. 

			I, too, decided to ignore the pressures of the world and follow passions of my own. I had always dreamed of traveling the world and interacting with other cultures from around the globe. While balancing my studies, I spent what little money I had to travel whenever possible, and I became actively engaged in service and humanitarian organizations both in my community and abroad. My travels made me aware of the vast economic disparity between my life in the US and life in other countries, which ultimately led to my finding a prestigious job with a company committed to solving those problems. 

			The decisions I made in those foundational years to take my own path helped me find my calling in life and set me on a course that was right for me. I ended up being able to enjoy life in my younger years to the fullest, discover what I was passionate about, and still end up with a great job. Just how things worked out for Yvon Chouinard, they’ve also worked out so far for me too (though it might take me a few more years to become a billionaire). 

			I desperately wanted to do something to help the young generation see the beauty of choosing to embrace their individuality. I wanted to help millennials realize it’s not too late to live out their passions while helping Gen Z learn from the mistakes of previous generations and course correct before it was too late. Most importantly, I wanted to help them realize that by choosing not to conform, they could open up a world of new discoveries and life lessons catered to them to help in their personal journey.

			It was here that my book was born. I took the lessons I had learned on my adventures around the world, all the good that came from my nonconformist approach to life, and I told them through the story of a boy named Jaime—all with the intent that you too could see the benefit of choosing not to conform so you could follow your passions and open the door to endless possibilities.

			I chose to fictionalize the story instead of telling it in the first person so you wouldn’t feel like my book was just a call for attention and an attempt to say, “Look at me!” It would be quite ironic to encourage my audience to live a nonconformist life by mimicking mine. 

			With that said, I want to emphasize that this book is not about travel. The objective of this book is to encourage people to follow their passions and see the good that comes as a result. I use travel to illustrate this idea because, for me, that was my classroom. Though the discovery of my important life lessons came on my travels around the world, your discoveries can happen anywhere. It is not about where you uncover life’s hidden lessons but how you find them that matters most. 

			In conclusion, I invite you to discover the power of nonconformity. Make the decision to live a nonconformist life and see what follows. I promise it will be worth it. 

			We don’t have to conform to the world’s expectations to fit a mold. We don’t have to surrender to a single path to success simply because infinite paths lead there. Choosing to conform will likely cause you to feel unfulfilled, empty, and at a loss of individual identity. Only through nonconformity and following your heart will you reach the true happiness and fulfillment you seek.

			One last note that I feel is important to address is that nonconformity is not about rebellion. Anyone trying to use nonconformity to justify breaking the rules or bringing down a system has not understood this book. Nonconformity is about finding your own path, not tearing down others. 

			It is my hope that through Jaime’s journey you will find inspiration to be a nonconformist yourself, create the path in life in which you wish to live, and find meaning that will give your life purpose and satisfaction. 
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			Chapter 1 

			The Lecture Series

			It was 7 a.m. when Jaime awoke on Monday morning with the sun shining through the window. He rolled out of bed, turned off his alarm clock, and kissed his wife good morning. As he stepped into his slippers, he moved to the window and looked outside. A beautiful day awaited him—a day he had been preparing for a long while. 

			He slipped into the shower, washed, and wrapped himself in a robe before shaving the few grey whiskers that emerged from his face. He looked at his reflection through the mirror and stared into his own brown eyes. It’s going to be a great day. 

			Jaime dressed himself in his favorite pair of tan slacks and a blue button-up shirt. Grabbing his briefcase, he headed downstairs. His children were still asleep in their rooms as Jaime tiptoed past, trying not to wake them. Quietly, he turned the corner and entered the kitchen, where he toasted two slices of whole-grain bread and spread butter and jam to his liking. His mind raced ahead to the moment when, in a few hours, he would be in front of hundreds of people. 

			Muttering to himself, he practiced his punch lines while emphasizing pauses and rehearsing hand movements. From one side of the kitchen to the other, he moved, gesturing to an imaginary audience. Footsteps descending the stairs alerted him to his wife coming down to greet him. 

			“Good morning, honey. Getting ready, are we?” she chuckled. 

			Jaime smiled. “Just going through a few lines,” he said. 

			“What time does it start?”

			“Ten a.m. PACCAR Hall. I should probably get going soon. It’s about a twenty-minute walk, and I want to get there early.”

			“You’ll do great,” she said. 

			“Thanks, sweetie. See you this afternoon.” 

			After kissing her forehead, he grabbed his briefcase and headed out the door. 

			Jaime walked through the U-District of Seattle, passing tall evergreen trees and parks with green lawns, before turning onto University Avenue. Bikers rushed by, and students stormed in and out of bookstores, buying materials for the first day of the spring term.

			Jaime reminisced about his time as a college student here many years before. He had lived in an apartment only a few blocks away from campus when he’d been new to college with no real direction in life. Now, many years later, he felt somewhat nostalgic as he once again stepped onto the University of Washington’s campus. This time, though, his role would be different.

			Despite having walked these grounds for years, Jaime still found himself slightly disorientated and needing to rely on his phone’s mapping capabilities to locate his building. 

			“PACCAR Hall, there it is,” he said to himself. 

			It was only a stone’s throw away, so Jaime strutted across campus through the hordes of students and approached the building. He smiled when he saw the university’s marketing material about the event that day: “Lecture Series Guest Speaker Jaime Gonzalez, today at 10 a.m., main auditorium.”

			Jaime checked his watch—9:30 a.m. Plenty of time.

			He entered the building and made his way to the designated auditorium. It was a large room with enough chairs to seat close to eight hundred people. All the entry-level business classes like accounting and finance were held in this room, but today the university would use it as the location for their guest speaker to give the first of his multi-week lecture series.

			Jaime made his way to the half-moon stage and stepped onto the platform to familiarize himself with his surroundings by walking around. He moved around, waving his hands, speaking under his breath, and rehearsing bits of his first lecture. 

			A few early students lounged in their seats and chuckled Jaime’s antics. Many had their headphones plugged in but couldn’t help noticing the strange man talking to himself on stage.

			As the clock neared the hour mark, more and more people filled the auditorium. Word of mouth and promotional materials had gained momentum on campus and throughout the city, and Jaime’s first ordeal was about to attract an audience of close to three hundred people—some students and others not.

			Not bad for day one, Jaime thought as he looked out at the gathering.

			Now center stage, he connected his microphone and clipped it to the second button from the top on his shirt. When the clock struck 10 a.m., the auditorium lights dimmed and the stage lights focused on him. The audience hushed each other, and all fell into silence as Jaime cleared his throat, stared into the eyes of his listeners, and began his well-rehearsed introduction.

			“Good morning,” he began. “My name is Jaime Gonzalez, and it is my honor to have the privilege of presenting this multi-week lecture series to you.”

			* * *

			Some years earlier, a young Jaime seated in the middle row in the PACCAR Hall auditorium looked on stage at the speaker as he finished his presentation on career choices for young business majors.

			“In summary,” the career advisor concluded, “congratulations on being admitted to the program. From here, you will all need to work hard in your classes and begin attending recruitment opportunities on the side so you can line up a summer internship.”

			As a new student to the University of Washington’s Foster School of Business, Jaime was ecstatic for his next few years of life. However, he felt somewhat lost as to how exactly they would play out when he and the rest of his incoming class attended the lecture on career advice for young professionals.

			“Following that,” the speaker continued, “you’ll finish your senior capstone project, and hopefully you will have a full-time job lined up to begin shortly after graduation. Then you will begin the next stage of your life as a working professional!” She clapped her hands together excitedly as she finished.

			It’s that easy? he thought.

			Jaime glanced around at his fellow students and noted their worried faces. The first day into the program and they all looked like deer in headlights.

			The clock struck the hour mark, and the auditorium slowly emptied. Students crammed through the exit doors and eagerly headed to their next appointment.

			A friendly face walked up next to Jaime and flicked his arm.

			“Hey there, Jaime,” he said.

			“Hey, Ian,” Jaime said, returning the gesture with a friendly shove.

			“Some meeting that was,” Ian said as they walked out together.

			“You can say that again,” Jaime replied.

			“I don’t know about you, but I have no idea what I want to do this summer,” Ian added dejectedly.

			“Me neither.” 

			“I mean, how am I supposed to compete with everybody else for an internship? You know Caitlyn Hansen is in our class too. Right? She got a perfect score on the entrance exams. Do you have any idea how bad she is gonna make the curve for us?” 

			Ian’s joking tone began to turn frantic. He ran his fingers through his long curly hair as he looked down at the ground in terror. “Oh man, I can see it now. My life is crumbling before me.” 

			Jaime playfully nudged his friend’s shoulder. “Okay hey, hey, relax, man. Simmer down. How can you expect a bunch of twenty-year-olds to know what the rest of their lives will look like?”

			“By making them decide before they can even think about it,” his friend joked. They both laughed. 

			The two walked down their university halls and observed the flustered faces of some of the other students. It seemed they weren’t the only ones stressing.

			“I don’t like it, man,” Jaime confessed, frustrated. 

			“What?” Ian asked. 

			“I just feel like sometimes we get treated like robots. We have to do something that we don’t even know if we want to do.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I dunno.” Jaime shrugged. “It doesn’t feel right. It’s just not me.” He rubbed his hands against his forehead and took a deep breath. “There must be more than just the options they show us.”

			“Yeah, I get that,” his friend said. “But, what else would you do?” 

			“Well,” Jaime sighed, “I’ve always loved to travel. I figured I’d find out what I want to do in life by following what I love.” 

			“That’s an interesting idea,” his friend said. “Never really thought about it that way.” 

			* * *

			Years later, Jaime’s role in PACCAR Hall had reversed as he now found himself on the same stage delivering a message to a large audience. 

			“When I was in your shoes some time ago,” Jaime said, after introducing himself to the several hundred people in the audience. “I remember being exactly where you are now. I would frequently look around at all my peers and notice how they all seemed so worried. They felt constant pressure to conform and become a certain kind of person in order to be successful in life. They had to choose a certain career and hobby, have a certain personality, and like certain things. With each decision, they became less and less themselves.”

			Jaime looked around at the audience and raised his hands toward them as he asked a question. “How many of you out there feel like that somewhat describes your situation?”

			A throng of nervous hands shot in the air, followed by united and relieved laughter. 

			Jaime chuckled with them and continued. 

			“I was just like you. I also had this feeling of constant pressure to become something I wasn’t. Yet, I couldn’t help but feel like something was wrong. I had this innate feeling that being different was okay. At the time, I couldn’t put an exact word to what I was feeling, but now I see this was the beginning of my discovering the principle of nonconformity.”

			An audience of bustling students quickly turned into a silent crowd of attentive listeners. 

			Got ’em, Jaime thought. It appeared his mini rehearsals from the kitchen to an imaginary audience had paid off. 

			“You might be thinking, ‘What exactly is nonconformity?’ Well, at its core, nonconformity is being true to yourself. It is choosing to follow your own passions instead of following the crowd. It is awareness of what the world values, deciding if those values align with your own, and then intentionally choosing a path forward. It is a principle of action—choosing who and what you want to be, even if that is different from the norm.”

			He went on.
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