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Breaking barriers

On May 6, 1954, middle-distance athlete Roger Bannister ran the first sub-four-minute mile in recorded
history. The 25-year-old native of Harrow on the Hill, England, completed the distance in 3:59.4 at Oxford.
At the end of the year, Bannister retired from running to pursue his medical studies. He later became a
neurologist.
For hundreds of years, running a sub-four-minute mile was thought to be humanly impossible. Many
predicted it would never happen. Then Bannister did it, breaking the previous record by 6/10th of a second.
Interestingly, within one year of Bannister breaking the record, 37 other runners ran the mile in under four
minutes. The next year, 300 runners did the same. Today, high school athletes do it regularly. Once the
mythical barrier was punctured it ceased to be an impregnable obstacle.
In 1999, Moroccan athlete Hicham El Guerrouj set a new world record for the mile - 3:43.13 minutes - an
incredible 16 seconds faster than the “impossible mark.”
We are often limited and constrained by artificial boundaries. Conventional wisdom tells us that something
can’t be done, and we acquiesce to the suggestion, considering it to be fact.
In my opening illustration I gave a larger-than-life example—breaking a world record—but let’s make this
more accessible.
1. Personally – have you been inhibited by the artificial boundaries set by your upbringing,
environment, or friends? I grew up in a low socio-economical culture; it took years for me to think
outside that box.
2. Professionally – are you in a small box with a low ceiling? Rethink your career aspirations. Years
ago, my daughter was in a dead-end job in Dallas so, in a bold and audacious move, she moved to
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enrolled in a master’s program at Columbia, and got a job at American Express.
3. Organizationally – does your group ever challenge the status quo? When was the last time you
challenged your team to excel?

Using these three categories, list three areas of your life in which you might suffer under the yoke of “it’s
never been done before” or “only exceptional people can do that.” And then dream about how to make
progress in each area. You might not get into the Guinness Book of World Records, but you’ll exceed
your current level.
Here's a video of Guerrouj setting a new record in the mile-run.
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