


After over a decade of pursuing the answer to the question of long-term sustainability, I decided to create my own 
definition of the word — Sustain  Ability : the ability to sustain yourself.

 
MY THEORY IS SIMPLE: 

 
And what I mean by that is: Each of us is like a cell that serves the larger body—whether that body is a community, 

a corporation, or the natural world we live in. We each have specific advantages and DNA that only we can contrib-
ute. But if we lose sight of what that individual contribution is, we start chasing everyone else’s standards. Burnout, 

constant comparison, and disconnection are merely the initial side effects of this approach. 

But as the greatest resource our communities and companies will ever tap, the path to sustain ability starts within 
us, not with our output. We are more than an assembly line.

IT’S TIME TO RESPOND BY DESIGN, AND NOT BY DEFAULT.

I’ve seen how powerful Sustain  Ability can be. And you deserve the same advantage. So here’s the four-part 
framework I created to you help reestablish your Sustain Ability, from the inside out. 

Remember, this is not a linear, 1-2-3 magic wand. It’s more of a flexible framework to guide you as you raise your 
awareness and the collective consciousness of your community or company. 

The framework is easy to remember because it spells the acronym: IDEA 

D E AINVENTORY  DESTINATION EXPLICIT FOCUS ACTIONI



INVENTORY: Begin Where you Are
HOW ARE YOU SHOWING UP?

You can’t get anywhere if you don’t know where you’re starting from. So the “in-
ventory” stage is where you take stock of where you are right now – how you’re 
actually showing up in each core area of your life: physical health, social life, 
romantic love, career, home/environment, finances, and spirituality/faith. 

When evaluating how I’m showing up in the core pillars of my life, I use this sim-
ple rating scale: 

ROCKSTAR STATUS: I’m killing it in this area and proud of 
how I’m showing up.

BLAH: I haven’t really considered this area of my life all that 
much. I’m not unhappy about it, just kind of apathetic.

EEK!: I’m struggling. This area could really use some tender 
lovin’ care, and I know I’ve been ignoring it.

Now it’s time to take your own inventory. The exercise on the next page 
is designed to help you quickly and easily assess your baseline. 

I

D

E

A



Take a picture, or find a picture, of you in each core area of your life, then pull 
these together to make a big visual assessment of how you’re doing overall. 

For example:

PHYSICAL: Get naked. 
SOCIAL: Grab a recent pic of you with your friends. 
LOVE: Take a picture with your partner, or alone if you’re not currently in a ro-
mantic relationship. 
FINANCIAL: Open your wallet or take out your latest bank statement and snap 
a shot.
PURPOSE/CAREER: Take a selfie at your desk, or a photo of a recent project.
HOME/ENVIRONMENT: Capture a messy closet or your favorite nook in your 
house.
SPIRITUALITY/FAITH: Take a snapshot of an inspiring passage from a book or 
your favorite element in nature that illustrates your relationship to God or the 
Universe.

Add a caption to each photo to describe the current status of that life area. 
For example, you could describe your current physical state as “Rockstar 
status! I feel fit and healthy.” or “Eek! Definitely room to up my game.” Then 
arrange all the photos together so you have a poster of how you’re showing 
up for what’s most important. 

[  Exe r c i s e  ]
 TAKE YOUR LIFE PICTURES

PS: A Polaroid camera is my favorite tool for this exercise, but digital works too, 
or you could simply draw a symbol that represents your status.



Now that you know where you are, what’s the next destination on your map? 

I call this your Timbuktu. 

I’ve never been to Timbuktu, nor have I ever met anyone who’s been. Yet I 
have no doubt that Timbuktu exists, and that I could find it if I wanted to.

That, by the way, is true vision.

Vision -- the way the ancients used it — means “to see clearly in the present.” 
It’s not some far-off aspiration or goal that you have to strive and struggle 
toward. It’s your current potential, which is unlimited.

So … what’s your Timbuktu? What do you see for yourself? What does the full 
expression of you look like? Close your eyes. What can you imagine? This is 
your Timbuktu. And, by imaging it, you’re already on your way.

When identifying your Timbuktu, remember it’s not about a specific material 
outcome. It’s about how you want to be and feel. 

DESTINATION: Know Where you are Going
 VISION MEANS TO SEE CLEARLY

“Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t—you’re right.” 
Henry Ford 
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To map out the way to your Timbuktu, start by grabbing the photo board you 
made in the last exercise and choose a couple of those EEK! or BLAH pic-
tures. 

With those starting points in mind, envision your next destination in those 
areas. Write down your starting point and your Timbuktu for each.

While making this map, you can keep it simple or use it as an excuse to let 
your creativity shine. Get out the pens, magazines, markers, stickers, glue. 
And then start to imagine—image in—what you want.

The next stop on your map can be represented by a simple caption or any-
thing else—a magazine clipping, a drawing, or a new picture—that symbolizes 
what you see for yourself.

Now draw lines or arrows from your starting point toward your Timbuktu in 
the areas you’ve chosen. All the white space around those arrows — this is 
what we call the gap. And while it isn’t as defined as your starting point or 
destination, the gap is actually what it’s all about. 

When you’re done, find a sacred space for your life map. God, the Universe, 
Spirit—whatever you want to call that power that beats your heart and grows 
your nails—is calling you to this act of creation. Honor it. And revisit it often.

[  Exe r c i s e  ]
CREATE YOUR LIFE MAP



PRIORITIZING YOUR PRIORITIES

“Follow One Course Until Successful.” 
Robert Kiyosaki

Bring one destination from your map to the forefront of your life, prioritize it, and 
nurture it little by little. Once it’s thriving, you can bring in another Timbuktu, until 
you are actively working toward all the ways you want to show up in life.

For example, today—or as soon as you can—decide what you’ll prioritize and then 
eliminate all distractions for the time you spend on this priority. Select something 
small to start out. 

Next, put a “focus session” note on your door, turn off the Wi-Fi, unplug the Eth-
ernet, silence cell notifications, and block out FOCUS time in your calendar so 
others will not disturb you. Worried about missing something on e-mail? Set an 
auto-reply telling folks that you’re not available for a set amount of time, or that 
you’re in an important meeting—which you are: a meeting with yourself.

Maybe self-care is your focus, and the first step is getting a pedicure. You’ll still 
want to eliminate distractions, even when resting – to be fully present to experi-
ence the simple, yet powerful act of putting your needs first.

EXPLICIT FOCUS: Focus your energy for results
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SCHEDULE IT

“If it’s not scheduled, it’s not real.” 
Marie Forleo

For most people, consistency is key to success. Typically, you’ll see greater end 
results by dedicating small chunks of time daily to moving forward. But occa-
sionally I meet people who get excellent results by “bingeing” -- tackling their 
desired outcomes in bigger, longer, less frequent gulps. 

What’s important is to decide what’s doable and then to schedule it in your cal-
endar!

When I was working in corporate America, I had the dream of publishing an 
article for The Corporate Communications Institute of New York. I was working 
during the day, so the only time to dedicate to my dream was in the evenings 
when I was back home. I set aside an hour every night for researching, writing, 
and rewriting. 

Often I’d get so into it, I’d continue into the wee hours, writing away. The result? 
That paper won a prize at the institute’s annual conference and launched my ca-
reer in corporate responsibility for a Fortune 500. Click. See the power of apply-
ing focused, scheduled time to a specific destination?

“At the center of your being, you have the answer; you know who you 
are and you know what you want.”

 –Lao Tzu 
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ACTION: Act Today, Not Tomorrow
 “I do not believe in a fate that will fall on us no matter what we do. I do believe 

in a fate that will fall on us if we do nothing.” 
Ronald Reagan 

To paraphrase from Napoleon Hill’s work: knowledge is not power. It’s potential 
power. Knowledge without action is completely useless. 

We could substitute “knowledge” with “vision” here and come to the same pow-
erful conclusion: 

YOU HAVE TO ACT ON IT. 

Taking action is the only way to test those intuitive hunches. It’s also the only    
difference between getting to your Timbuktu or not.   
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“The secret of getting ahead is getting started. The secret of                    
getting started is breaking your complex, overwhelming tasks into small          

manageable tasks, and then starting on the first one.” 
Mark Twain
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A simple 6- or 12-month action plan can help remind you of where you’re 
going and the steps you need to take to get there.

You can create your MAP electronically, or on a sheet of paper or a piece 
of cardboard. I chose cardboard this year and only wrote my main vision 
elements. I then used an online calendar to drill down to specific daily and 
weekly actions – dedicated playtime with my daughter, for example.

What action steps can you spread across the next 6 or 12 months? 
Download my 12-month M.A.P (Monthly Action Plan) template:

Or draw your own based on the template. Then write down your focus areas 
for each month to keep you moving toward your next destination. 

Identify the exact steps you want to take for each, and schedule them into 
every month for the next 6-12 months. 

[  Exe r c i s e  ]
MAKE ONE MORE M.A.P. (YOUR MONTHLY ACTION PLAN)

CLICK TO DOWNLOAD MY 
12-MONTH M.A.P. TEMPLATE * 

*Button not working? Copy and paste this URL into your web-browser: 

http://www.cortneymcdermott.com/yourmap/

http://www.cortneymcdermott.com/yourmap/


Keep in touch and let me know how you're using this IDEA 
framework to design your sustainable tomorrow, today. Because 
building that vision to live into is ultimately what will heal 

us, sustain us, and inspire others to do the same.

Cortneye x


