
I actually picked this topic before I knew that the theme of SAGE 2017 would be 
about sustaining impact and ways we can measure it. But this is about measuring 
something that I think matters even more.
(I took small Halloween-sized packages of M&Ms and handed out to the ~70 or so 
people that were there)
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Did you know that the original meaning of SERVIR came from this acronym? Dan 
Irwin I’m glad that you run this program better than you come up with acronyms! 
(Dan Irwin is the original SERVIR Program Manager which is now run by him as a 
consortium between USAID and NASA).
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However identifying SERVIR as the word to organize the acronym around was brilliant 
because SERVIR or To Serve embodies what we are all about – Improving People’s 
Lives as we bring our Space/Earth Science to the Village.
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I think we all share the common desire to benefit the human family with our work. 
Whether through a belief in God or some other guiding set of moral values, it is 
evident in all of the work of SERVIR. 
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For me it comes through a faith and religious conviction that there is God in Heaven 
who has a Divine plan for us. We work that out by helping and serving one another. 
This really began to blossom for me when I served as a missionary in the Dominican 
Republic.
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Back to measuring success. In the professional world you can see it is all about 
productivity and efficiency. How much “X” can we get done in “Y” or how many 
successes relative to failures.
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In our academic circles it is always about how many publications or research dollars 
or some measured impact. As a graduate coordinator I used to churn every time I saw 
charts like this to measure our successes. 
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And while I’m not suggesting it isn’t important to have academic success, I think in 
the long run the measure that matters most is the number of student’s lives we 
impact. So I used to like to show this graph so that we don’t lose focus on that.



In my own case I’m proud of my publication record and the impact of the work I’ve 
been involved in, and it is important to do well if we want to be able to enable 
students.
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But the thing that gives me the most satisfaction and I believe the true measure of 
my success and impact are the students. These are the graduate students I have 
had the privilege of working with in the ~20 years I have been a faculty at BYU. I 
owe much of my success to them.



Clayton Christensen developed the idea of a “disruptive” innovation which is 
something like the transistor radio, pocket calculator or cell phone. These were less 
powerful/quality versions of their predecessors but because of their convenience and 
massive market potential they completely took over the market.
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This was true because the leaders of the companies producing the higher end 
products were already making good money and a good return on investment and 
didn’t see the need to enter markets with lower returns that might take a long time 
to ever recover investments. 
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They wanted to invest in the thing that provided an immediate return and because of 
they didn’t see the wave coming. Companies are blinded by their own current 
successes to be able to properly evaluate the impact and ”danger” of a disruptive 
innovation.
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Clayton Christensen is one of the most successful business leaders of our time. His 
disruptive innovation has been considered the most influential business idea of the 
21st Century, and yet he does not articulate the measure of success in his life in terms 
of these things.
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In his best selling book “How Will You Measure Your Life” he talks about how people 
eager to establish lasting impact in their professional lives, going for the things that 
seemingly have the biggest return on investment now lose track of what matters 
most, which is…
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The family and relationships with those closest to them. Let’s face it children and 
relationships that matter most are HARD WORK, and the prospect of a return on 
investment is years in the making.
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Investing time and energy in family life might not seem as productive in the moment 
as our next paper, project report, or conference, but it is a ”disruptive innovation” in 
the making if we don’t pay attention to important investments such as faith, prayer, 
repentance, forgiveness, respect, love, compassion, work, and wholesome 
recreational activities.
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This is why I often display a picture of my family in my technical presentations. It 
reminds me of what matters most and that the most important Co-PI I have is my 
wife and that our family is the measure that will ultimately matter most. (in academic 
jargon a PI is a Principal Investigator on a project)
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What I have come to realize is that no matter what else is going well in my life, I am 
only happy when my family is doing well. At the end of the day my professional work 
is likely to be replaced and soon forgotten, and the impact that comes from the 
investment in family (and other relationships) matters a lot more.
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So I hope that this will be a reminder to us all of what matters most. Clayton 
Christensen has said, “It's actually really important that you succeed at what you're 
succeeding at, but that isn't going to be the measure of your life.” That success will
enable us to have greater impact in our relationships, but it won’t be the measure. 
Now, if you enjoyed an M&M while I was talking I challenge you to be sure and 
acknowledge tonight through text, email, or a call the person or people that matter 
most to you!
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