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Introduction
Compass Cards are a simple and effective way to determine what matters to 
you. Not what should matter, not what other people have told you matters, 
but what really matters to you. When you know what matters, then you can 
evaluate your life, and decide if what you spend your time doing is in service 
of things that are important to you. 

Who?
Compass Cards are for anyone who feels that their life is out of balance 
or who feels that they need direction. They can be used by anyone who 
understands the words used on the cards. The cards can be used for yourself 
or with others.

Teachers can use the cards to understand what matters to their students, 
managers; what matters to their employees. Career counselors can use the 
cards to help their clients become focused. Couples can use the cards to 
determine what matter to each of them—in any area: intimacy, parenting, 
work, or home life. Individuals can use the cards to clarify what matters in 
any area of their lives—relationships, work, home, family. 

What?
Derived from a research tool, the forced choice, Compass Cards are a set of 
108 values that were gathered from my �0 years of work with clients. Each of 
these values have been given by a client in psychotherapy as a meaningful life 
direction. There is a lot of overlap in the deck, as it is important to be precise. 
For example, the values fun, humor and laughter are in the deck. It would 
seem that all of these could be lumped into one category, but many people 
have a different value placed on each of these words. With the Compass 
Cards, you have the freedom to choose as closely as possible the exact word 
that fits. 
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When?
Compass Cards are useful when you feel that your life has lost direction, 
when your life circumstances have taken a sudden change and when you 
come to the realization that what used to matter to you doesn’t anymore. 
They can also be used in any situation between people when the relationship 
is troubled and you just don’t feel that you are on the same page. Compass 
Cards are very helpful when you feel that you don’t understand where 
the other person is coming from. They are also useful when beginning a 
relationship to make sure that each person knows where the other person 
stands—before marriage, at the start of a business partnership, when a new 
person is hired for an established team.

Where?
Compass Cards can be used in many settings. For workplace issues, they can 
clarify values conflicts in work teams or between managers and employees. 
For people who are in the midst of a career change, plotting the new direction 
their life is taking can be easier when they are clear about what matters 
to them. In the home, families can use the cards to understand themselves 
better. It can be an illuminating experience for children, especially teens, to 
see that their parents have different motivators than they do.  The reverse is 
also true. Couples may realize there are some things in their relationship that 
they need to accept and that can’t change. Individuals can use the cards to get 
clear on what it is that they truly value and make life choices in support of 
those values. Teachers can use the cards to understand their students better 
and to address the issues that matter most to them. 

Why?
When we know what matters to us and to others, we can understand what 
motivates us and what motivates others. For example, if you work with 
someone who is happy to take overtime and work weekends and you’re not, it 
might be useful to that working relationship to know that family is a primary 
value for you and achievement is a primary value for your colleague. Neither 
choice is intrinsically better than the other but one works for you and one 
works for the other person. Couples who are struggling over parenting issues 
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might find that they have different primary values. Both parents are trying to 
give to their child something of value, but those values might not match up. 
For example, one parent might value consistency, and the other parent might 
value adventure. Each value is useful, but the parents might need to recognize 
that they don’t share the same motivations when it comes to parenting. 

How?
The Compass Cards uses a technique from psychological research called 
the forced choice. In this process, a person has to choose repeatedly. What 
remains are cards that have been chosen, sometimes as many as ten times. 
We will be talking about specific steps later.

The next step in the process is a life review. When you are clear about what 
matters, then take an accounting of how you spend your life. For people who 
are feeling dissatisfied, more times than not, their life is in service of things 
that don’t really matter to them. To have a life that has meaning, we need 
to spend our precious days doing things that matter to us. So changing our 
lives to be in alignment with our values is what’s necessary. This is a very 
simple thing, but just because something is simple, doesn’t mean that it’s easy. 
Support is critical to making the changes. 
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What is a Value?
How much time do you have?

If you live to be 100 years old, you’ll have �6,�00 days of life. That may sound 
like a lot, but let’s really figure out how much time you might possibly have.

Take your age and multiply it by �6�.     

My age_______ × �6�=  __________ Days left if I live to be 100

But not all of that time is available to you. Most people sleep around 8 hours 
a day, that’s 1/� of a day. 

So now, take the number of days left, and multiply it by �/�

For the math impaired, that looks like this:

Days left × � divided by �. 

That will give you the amount of time in days that you actually have to 
work with.

For example, a fifty year old person would have this many days 

�0 × �6� = 18,��0

�6,�00 - 18,��0 = 18,��0

18,��0 × � = �6,�00/� = 1�,166 days to use.

This assumes the person lives to be 100. 

The real deal is this—all we are guaranteed is what we have right now. 

Something is precious when we don’t have a lot of it. Something is valuable 
when we are willing to give something precious for it. Your values are what 
you are willing to give your precious days to. In a life well lived, most of that 
precious time is given in service of what matters to us—our values. 

The price of anything is the amount of life you exchange for it. 

— Henry David Thoreau
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Life Path
Compass Cards are designed to be a life direction tool. Knowing what 
matters to you has no effect on what to do next. It simply helps you orient in 
the direction you want to go. 

Many people spend time looking for their life path. But let’s take a moment 
and consider what an actual path is.  A path is something created on the 
ground by several passages across a particular place. Does this metaphor 
actually fit for a human life? Who has gone before you in living your life? 
If we look at the experience of living a life, we are actually bushwhacking, 
making our own path. By being clear on our values, we can determine if the 
direction we’re going in our daily activities really does matter to us. 

When we are clear about what matters, know the direction we want our life 
to go in, we still have to consider the terrain. For example, say a woman’s 
values include quiet and creativity. She becomes pregnant and gives birth to 
triplets.  Her terrain has completely changed. She still values these things, 
but she may find that it isn’t as easy to move in the direction of her values. 
She may find in the course of parenting that other values are more important, 
or she may realize that her ability to experience these values might be limited 
for a while.

Another example: say a man has the values of sexuality and faithfulness. His 
wife becomes ill and loses her ability to be sexual. What does he do? He has 
a values conflict. Which is more important? With the Compass Cards, he 
can determine this and deal effectively, although not without pain, with the 
change in the terrain in his life. 
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Directions
The first step is to narrow the field of choices. Try to empty your mind of all 
judgment about what you SHOULD value. Try to be as open as you can be.

Outside ideas of right doing and wrong doing there is a field. I’ll meet you there. 
— Rumi 

Then, take the value cards and go through the deck, as fast as you can, 
reading each word and putting each value card in one of three piles: (1)Very 
Important, (�) Sort of Important  and (�)Not Very Important. If your hand 
wavers between piles, then it’s probably a (�) Sort of Important. (1) Very 
Important and (�) Not Very Important tend to be very clear. Try not to 
spend too much time thinking, just choose. If you don’t know what a word 
means, then it’s probably not important to you and would go in the (�) pile.

Trust your instinct, don’t over think this.

My great religion is a belief in the blood, the flesh, as being wiser than the intellect. 
We can go wrong in our minds. But what our blood feels and believes and says, is 
always true. The intellect is only a bit and a bridle.
— D.H. Lawrence
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This is how your piles might look now.

Now, discard all of the value cards in your second and third piles, Sort of 
Important and Not Important.

Discard these

Very Important Sort of Important Not Important
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Now take your first pile—Very Important  and sort out all of the value cards 
you chose because you thought you should choose them, or that you chose to 
solve a problem. For example, someone might choose the value card Truth, 
because they’ve always been told that being truthful is a virtue, or they might 
choose Health because they are struggling with an illness. This pile, the 
Problem/Should pile, will be reserved until later. 

If you limit your choices only to what seems possible or reasonable, you disconnect 
yourself from what you truly want, and all that is left is a compromise. 

— Robert Fritz

Reserve these

Very Important

What’s left Problems Shoulds
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Sort the What’s Left pile into three piles again, This time, you are prioritizing. 
All of the value cards are important, you are just determining which ones are 
most important.  Continue to sort until you are down to seven value cards. 

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

Discard these
two piles

Discard these
two piles

Discard these
two piles

When this pile is down
to seven cards STOP
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To allow ourselves to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns, to 
surrender to too many demands, to commit oneself to too many projects, to want to 
help everyone in everything is to succumb to violence.

— Thomas Merton

Don’t just choose seven value cards, the process of sorting is important. 
When you’re down to seven cards, if some value seems to be missing, go back 
to your Problem/Should pile and check to see if there’s something in there 
that you want. Add this to your remaining cards and then sort again to bring 
the number of cards down to seven. When you have reached the final seven 
cards turn this page.
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Show a final sort of seven cards.

After you’ve laid your cards out, if there is anything that feels like it is missing, 
go back to your Problem/Should pile and look. If you bring it into the final 
sort, you need to discard another to keep the number at seven.

When you are down to seven value cards, spread them out in front of you 
in any way that seems right. Look for patterns. Some value cards are related, 
some value cards hold other values. For example, Creativity might hold Self 
–Expression. Now bring your number of value cards down to five. At the 
end of this sort, you will have five cards showing. This is often when the 
sorting becomes VERY hard. Remember, you are not giving up anything or 
devaluing anything, you are PRIORITIZING. How many days do you have 
to work with anyway?
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If you do not express your own original ideas, if you do not listen to your own 
being, you will have betrayed yourself. 

— Rollo May 
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Next, pick three value cards. These three are probably your core life values.
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Last—pick one value card. This value will probably be the most important 
thing in your life.

Acquire the courage to believe in yourself. Many of the things that you have been 
taught were at one time the radical ideas of individuals who had the courage to 
believe what their own hearts and minds told them was true, rather than accept 
the common beliefs of their day.

— Ching Ning Chu 
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The Backwards Sort

In order for there to be a yes, there must be a no.  This is the next step.

This sort will let you know what doesn’t matter in your life. Instead of sorting 
the cards in the direction of what you value, sort in the direction of what does 
not matter to you. The easiest way to do this is to pull your Not Important pile 
from each sort. So, make your first sort, discard the Very Important and Sort 
of Important piles, and continue with the Not Important pile until you’re 
down to the final seven cards. There’s no need to sort out Problems and 
Shoulds in this sort, just continue sorting in three piles until you get down to 
the seven final cards, then pick three, then one. 

It might feel odd, as you’ll be discarding the things you value and ending 
up with things that have no value for you. This can clarify a lot of areas. 
For example, you may be in a job that values things that you don’t or in 
a relationship with someone whose values are so markedly different from 
yours that it’s difficult to find common ground. 

Look around in areas of your life that don’t seem to work for you. For some 
of us, the things we don’t value are the things we’ve been told we must value 
in order to have successful life. This will create a values conflict. 

Follow the grain in your own wood. 

— Howard Thurman 
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This is the sort. The next step is to consider what you do in your life that 
serves or supports these values. If you find that you do not do much, it’s likely 
that your life will not feel fulfilling.

Another pattern is when a person’s life feels out of balance, they focus on 
ONE of their core values, but ignore the others.

For many people, Family is a core value, but not the only one. So when they 
feel out of balance, they put more energy into this area of their lives, neglecting 
other areas that are also very important.  This can lead to frustration. 

No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and another to 
the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be true. 

— Nathaniel Hawthorne

Recording the Sort

You may choose to record the results of your sorts. On the next page are two 
copies of a form. One is filled out to give you an idea of how to use it; the 
other is blank for you to copy and use with future sorts.
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EXAMPLE:

What I’m Sorting About: My Job      
Draw a picture of your final seven value cards:

Mark or circle your top five

Circle your top three

and your final choice

Notes to self:  Ask boss for more graphics work.

Autonomy Consistency

CreativityAttention Learning

Dignity Trust
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What I’m Sorting About:       
Draw a picture of your final seven value cards:

Mark or circle your top five - Circle your top three - and your final choice

Notes to self:
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How I spend my life.

Here are some common life domains:

Work

Family (other than marriage or parenting)

Parenting

Marriage/Couples Relationship

Spirituality/Religious Practices

Education/Personal Development

Friendship

Physical Self Care

Emotional/Mental Self Care

Citizenship/Community Life

Recreation/Fun

If you have others, list them here.

On the next page is another worksheet. 
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Example

Divide up the circle with the amount of awake time you spend on each 
domain.

Here is how a divorced father of three spends his time.

WorkParenting

Fun

FriendshipSpirituality

Self Care
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How I spend my life.

Divide up the circle with the amount of awake time you spend on each 
domain.

Actions:
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First question to ask yourself: Is how I spend my time really in service of 
what matters to me? If the answer is no, then you have some changes to 
make in your life. (DUH!) If the answer is yes, go to the next step. Now look 
at each of your domains, and write down specific activities that you do in 
service of your values.

For example, if creativity is a core value for you—what do you do when you’re 
parenting that serves that value? Let go of your preconceived notions about 
what creating looks like. Perhaps you always decorate your kids’ pancakes 
when you make them? Look hard. If it’s a core value, more than likely it 
shows up in some way. 

Next step is to look at other ways you might be able to serve your core 
values. 

You may notice a couple of things:

· You do things all the time in service of these values

· you find it difficult to do things in service of your values

· you serve one value at the expense of others

·  when life feels unsatisfying, you tend to focus on one value and ignore the 
others

·  you realize that much of your activity is in service of things you don’t 
value.

· you realize that much of your activity is in service of things you should value,  
  or in service of solving problems.
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How to begin moving

A good way to do this is with a technique called free writing. Take one sheet 
of paper for each question.  Write the question on the top of the paper and 
begin writing. Do not take your hand from the page until you’ve come to the 
end of it. Write whatever pops into your head. For example if the thought 
comes to you, “This is stupid.”, write it down. 

Questions to ask:

How often I do this and why?

What gets in my way?

Who can help me do this?

What’s the smallest step I can take?
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Commitments/Action
Write down the action you are committing to taking in each domain. Be 
compassionate, be realistic. Take small steps, but take the steps. You will be 
uncomfortable, and you can move in the direction you want anyway.

In my opinion, the best movie about the nature of human life is The Wizard 
of Oz. What happens when Dorothy decides to follow the Yellow Brick 
Road? She finds friends along the way, true, but other things happen as well. 
The Wicked Witch of the West shows up to scare her off. But the worst 
thing is the Flying Monkeys. Those things still creep me out.

Not many movies today show the truth about living. When we begin to move 
in the direction that matters to us, the Flying Monkeys tend to show up and 
then we say to ourselves, “I’m going towards what I think matters to me, but 
it’s hard and uncomfortable, that must mean that I’m making a mistake. AND 
THEN WE STOP.

There are two ways to live a life. We can live under aversive control—I don’t 
want this, or this, or this. In this stance our lives are in service of avoiding 
pain. We can live under appetitive control—I want this, and this and this. In 
this stance, our lives are in service of going after what matters to us. In either 
situation, the Flying Monkeys will show up, but under appetitive control, we 
are able to move towards what matters to us. Much the way Dorothy was 
able to move towards what mattered to her, going home, even when she was 
frightened and alone in the Witch’s castle. She did this by accepting that 
she was alone and frightened and acting in service of her values anyway. 
Remember? She tossed the water on the Witch to save Toto. I’d say Dorothy’s 
core values were Family, Love and Integrity, wouldn’t you? 

So here you go. After the sort, you know what matters to you; you know what 
actions you can take in service of these values. What do you want your (fill 
in the blank) number of days to be about? (Remembering that the only one 
we’re guaranteed is the one we’re experiencing right now.)
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Intention vs. Action
Have you ever done this? You get clear on something that matters to you. 
Then you sit down and make a plan of action, filling in all the blanks. You 
think through all the possible repercussions, and breathe a sigh of relief. 
You’ve figured it out. Whew! And then you do nothing.

It’s interesting what minds do, isn’t it? You have this elaborate plan, and 
your mind tells you that it’s enough. Just thinking about things can change 
them.  What would’ve happened in Oz if Dorothy had followed this 
strategy? I bet she’d never see Aunty Em again. Actually, Toto would’ve 
been killed by What’s her Name in the beginning of the movie and that 
would’ve been that.

At the end of this workbook is a list of resources you might find helpful.
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With Others

Our duty is not to see through one another, but to see one another.
— Leonard Sweet 

Couples

First, sort what you think the other person wants.

Now each person sorts what they actually want.

Next, each person sorts what they want to give.

At this point, share the information with each other.

Parents and Kids

First, sort what you think the other person wants.

Now each person sorts what they actually want.

Next, each person sorts what they want to give.

At this point, share the information with each other.

Teachers and Students

First, sort what you think the other person wants.

Now each person sorts what they actually want.

Next, each person sorts what they want to give.

At this point, share the information with each other.
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Work Groups

Each person sorts what they actually want.

Next, each person sorts what they want to give.

At this point, share the information with each other.

Struggling with particular relationships

First, sort what you think the other person wants.

Now each person sorts what they actually want.

Next, each person sorts what they want to give.

At this point, share the information with each other.

Alternatively, you might do a backwards sort and see if what you don’t value 
is something the other person does value, or vise-versa. 

These Cards are designed to be your tool. Use them in anyway that seems 
useful to you. Make up your own sorts; use them with friends, with your 
spouse or with your kids. Later on in this book you’ll find other ways to use 
the Cards. Fool around with them. Have fun. It’s your life and what matters 
to you that’s being uncovered.
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Resources

I present these in order of my beliefs about their effectiveness in creating 
change.

1.  Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT).  ACT is a mindfulness 
based psychotherapy supported by a twenty five year program of research 
on human language and cognition behind it.  ACT has been shown to 
be useful in multiple problems. To learn more about ACT you can go to  
www.contextualpsychology.com

 Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life – Steve Hayes 
  This is the best self-help manual for Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy.

�.  Creating – Robert Fritz.  Robert Fritz is a musician and consultant who 
has developed a very helpful model for creating anything. This book is his 
most accessible.  He trains consultants all over the world to provide a five 
week course called Creating Your Life.

�.  ToDo Institute.  The Institute is a site for alternative approaches to mental 
wellness. They provide material on Morita Therapy and Naikan Therapy from 
Japan. Morita   represents the action element of Japanese psychology, 
Naikan represent the element of self-reflection. Together, they offer an 
alternative approach based on values such as mindfulness, purposeful living, 
gratitude and responsible action. 


