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Prologue: On the Art of Running Away


and the Longing for Backbone


There is a saying: “Courage is not the absence of fear, but the knowledge that something else is more important than fear.” Sounds great, doesn’t it? Like a quote from one of those motivational calendars you get as a gift and then put up in your office to show your colleagues how profound you are, while secretly hoping that the wall doesn’t collapse. For me, Clara, it sounded like instructions for building a spaceship for a long time – fascinating, but completely out of my reach.


My motto in life would have been more like, “Fear is the presence of everything I want to avoid and the knowledge that my couch is more important than confrontation.” I was a master of avoidance, a virtuoso at evasion, and an Olympic gold medalist in inner silence. If life was a roller coaster, I preferred to sit in the waiting area and admire the bravery of others. Talking about “true strength” when my biggest daily struggle was not hitting the snooze button ten times seemed… well, presumptuous.


And then there were all these lofty theories about fear. About these “subtle forms” of fear of rejection, failure, and criticism that keep us trapped in our comfort zone. I read books that explained how society instills in us an ideal of “superhero strength” that made my own very human fears seem like flaws. I nodded eagerly when professors or therapists talked about the “vicious circle” in which we hide our insecurities and play a role. Yes, I thought, that’s exactly what I do! Applause for the insight, Clara!


Nevertheless, or perhaps precisely because I was so good at mastering the theory of running away, a quiet but persistent inkling began to grow inside me. An inkling that there had to be more than the constant feeling of being lived instead ofliving. A feeling that the ‘comfort zone’ I had parked myself so comfortably in was actually a prison with particularly fluffy walls. And this feeling led me on a journey where I had to learn what courage really means. Not the heroic courage of Hollywood films, but the everyday, sometimes uncomfortable, often embarrassing courage that hides in the small decisions. The courage that turns uncertainty into determination, isolation into connection and – my personal nemesis – silence into what is so beautifully described as “the most powerful form of communication”.


The relevance of this topic in today’s world is undeniable. In a world that is constantly changing, where technologies are transforming our lives, social norms are shifting, and global challenges confront us daily, the “courage of quiet steps” is more relevant than ever. It is about remaining agile, adapting, learning, and, above all, remaining human. Authentic leadership, the ability to be resilient, prioritizing one’s own well-being, and forming genuine relationships are no longer nice extras but essential survival strategies for individuals and organizations.


To understand why Clara reacted this way, it is worth taking a look at the neuroscientific basis of fear. From a neuroscientific perspective, fear is a fundamental response that is deeply rooted in the limbic system, particularly in the amygdala. This “fear center” reacts instantly to potential threats and triggers flight or freeze responses. However, when we avoid confrontation, we unconsciously reinforce this fear response. Every act of avoidance signals to the brain that the threat was real and that avoidance was successful, which reinforces the neural pathways of fear (a process known as negative reinforcement). The “courage of quiet steps” acts here as a form of behavioral exposure: through small, conscious steps of confrontation that initially trigger discomfort, the prefrontal cortex, our center for rational decision-making and impulse control, learns toregulate the amygdala. This leads to a gradual “erasure” of the fear response and the establishment of new, more courageous neural connections that enable us to look beyond the “fluffy walls” of our comfort zone.


I invite you to accompany Clara on this adventure. On the journey from being a constant yes-sayer to an occasional nowhisperer. From a scaredy-cat to… well, let’s say, a person who is sometimes half a scaredy-cat but at least takes a step forward. Because in a world that is constantly changing, true courage is the crucial quality that makes the difference – not only in leadership, but in every life. And occasionally this journey of discovery begins by simply… not running away.









Part 1: The Inner Source of Courage









Chapter 1: The Courage to Stand Alone – Authenticity as a Compass


The theory of inner rebellion


In a world that constantly bombards us with images of the ‘perfect life’, the ‘ideal career,’ and the ‘always smiling self’, being yourself is a true art form. Yes, you heard right, an art! Because refusing to be defined by external validation, market demands, or conventional wisdom is the deepest source of leadership courage. It’s not about being a contrarian for the sake of being a contrarian. No, it’s about the profound realization that to lead effectively, you have to be willing to truly be yourself – even if that “self” challenges industry orthodoxy or public opinion.


Consider Rosa Parks. This woman, who, in 1955, refused to give up her seat on a bus to a white passenger when everyone expected her to do so. She was not only an icon of the civil rights movement but also a shining example for any of us who have ever wondered how to utter a heroic “no” in a sea of yesmen. Her “silent no” on December 1, 1955, was not a spontaneous act but a conscious, principled decision. She made it as the youth leader of the NAACP, driven by her anger at injustice, such as the murder of Emmett Till. Her action was part of an organized, strategic movement that triggered a 381-day boycott and ultimately led to the abolition of racial segregation on buses. This illustrates how individual courage can be embedded in a collective movement. From this we learn that transformational leadership often begins not with dramatic gestures, but with consistent, authentic decisions that are consistent with deeper values.


Another example is Steve Jobs and the founding of Apple. When the technology industry was still dominated by large, sluggish companies and clunky computers, Jobs insisted on creating products that were not only functional but also aesthetically appealing and intuitive to use. Jobs did not invent the graphical user interface himself but discovered and adopted it from Xerox. His real achievement lay in “integrated thinking”: recognizing promising ideas, developing them creatively, and transforming them into successful products with visionary clarity and uncompromising consistency. He did not listen to market research that told him people wanted more computing power; he listened to his inner conviction about design and user-friendliness. Many ridiculed him, as his ideas did not fit in with the “industry orthodoxy” of the time. But his courage to stay true to his vision and develop products that he himself loved led to a revolution in technology and proved the immense power of authenticity and independence.




My Modest Act of Self-Destruction


(or Something Like That)


My name is Clara, and I have to admit that my heroic deeds are more like a clumsy dance than epic resistance. When I first heard about “authenticity,” I honestly thought of an Instagram filter that would hide my morning disheveled look. The idea of being “truly yourself” when the “self” is still stuck in pajamas on Monday morning and wrestling with the concept of making coffee seemed… well, utopian.


Until then, my life had been a masterful symphony of “Yes, I’ll do it,” “No problem,” and “Oh, I can do that too.” Whether it was the fourth hour of overtime I let myself be saddled with because my colleague was struggling with his “chronic motivation allergy” or the appointment with Aunt Gerda, who always talked in detail about her cat’s digestion – I was there. Always smiling. Always helpful. A living, breathing version of someone you’d want to take with you to a desert island because they’d never complain.


The turning point came on a Tuesday. Or was it a Wednesday? The days blurred together in a haze of to-do lists and the constant feeling of not being good enough. My boss, Ms. Müller-Schmidt – a woman so organized that she probably already had her Christmas holiday planned for 2030 – came over to my desk. She had that twinkle in her eye that always set off alarm bells in my head: “Watch out, extra work coming your way!”


“Clara,” she said in her friendly voice that foreshadowed trouble, “I have one more little thing for you. A presentation for the next board meeting. By tomorrow morning.”


Normally, my response would have been a pained but quick “Yes, of course!” My brain had already hit the turbo button to calculate how many hours of sleep I would have to sacrifice. But on that day… on that fateful Tuesday (or Wednesday!)…something unexpected happened. My mouth opened, and before my brain could even think, “Oh God, no!” I said:


“Ms. Müller-Schmidt, I’m afraid I can’t.”


Silence. A silence so loud that I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. I saw Ms. Müller-Schmidt’s perfectly plucked eyebrows rise a millimeter. It was as if I had just announced that unicorns were real and were taking over the accounts.


“What was that, Clara?” she asked, her voice a touch cooler.


My heart was racing as if it were running a marathon inside my chest. I felt my cheeks flush red. My body wanted to flee, hide under the desk, maybe even sink into the floor. But my mouth, that little rebel, kept talking. I heard myself say, in a voice that was surprisingly firm, “I already have two urgent projects with tight deadlines, and I want to make sure I deliver the best possible quality. An additional presentation by tomorrow would mean that I wouldn’t be able to finish either of the projects properly, and that wouldn’t be good for me or the team.”


I expected thunder, immediate dismissal, maybe even a meteorite strike. Instead… Ms. Müller-Schmidt nodded. Slowly. Thoughtfully.


“I understand,” she finally said. “Thank you for your honesty, Clara. I’ll see if Mr. Schmidt can take over the presentation.”


And with that, she left. She left! Without drama, without anger, without putting me on the blacklist of the unwilling for all eternity. I sat there, my mouth slightly open, my fingers clenched around my pen. I had said “no.” And the world had not ended. On the contrary, I felt a wave of relief wash over me, as pure and clear as the spring water in the mountains that my Aunt Gerda raved about (no relation to the intestinal flora of cats, mind you). It was a small, awkward step, but it felt like a quantum leap for humanity – or at least for me. The art ofbeing yourself seemed learnable after all. Even for me, the expert in saying yes.
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Practical Exercises to Strengthen


Your Authenticity


Living authentically is a process that requires practice. Start with small steps.




	Clarify your values: Take 15 minutes and write down five to ten values that are most important to you in life (e.g. honesty, freedom, security, creativity, family, growth). How often do you live these values in your everyday life? Where are there discrepancies?


	The ‘mini no’ experiment: Identify a situation in the next 24 hours when you would normally say ‘yes’ even though you actually mean ‘no’. It doesn’t have to be a big deal – maybe an unnecessary commitment, a request that takes up too much of your time, or a conversation you would rather not have. Consciously and politely say ‘No’ or ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that at the moment’. Observe your feelings before, during and after saying no.


	Your ‘authenticity compass’: Think about when you feel most authentic. What situations or interactions allow you to truly be yourself? What can you do to incorporate more of these moments into your everyday life?


	Abdominal breathing: Consciously breathe into your abdomen for 4 seconds and exhale for 6 seconds. This exercise stimulates the vagus nerve and calms the nervous system, which supports rational emotion regulation.







Questions for Reflection:




	How often do you say ‘yes’ even though your inner voice is screaming ‘no’? What consequences does this have for you?


	What small, uncomfortable “no’s” could you practice in your everyday life to strengthen your authenticity?


	When was the last time you made a decision that felt uncomfortable at first but was liberating in retrospect? How did that feel?


	Is there a situation in your professional or private life where you feel like you are playing a role? What would be a small first step towards being more authentic in this situation?
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Chapter 2: Intellectual Humility – The Courage Not to Know




The Wisdom of Not Knowing


In our performance-oriented society, we often celebrate those who know everything, have an answer to every question, and exude absolute confidence in every situation. But the truth is that in a complex and constantly changing world, the opposite – so-called “strategic humility” – is one of the most valuable leadership qualities. It is the willingness to consciously act in uncertainty, avoid jumping to conclusions, and maintain a “learning agility”. This intellectual courage acts as a kind of “organizational immune system against groupthink”. It uses diverse perspectives, constructive dissent and systematic doubt as protective measures against the viral nature of confirmation bias.


Consider Charles Darwin. He spent decades questioning his own assumptions, gathering contradictory evidence, and revising his understanding—not out of indecision, but out of intellectual integrity. Darwin’s intellectual humility manifested itself as a learnable, methodical practice. He was not a “5-second genius” but a slow, methodical worker with a poor memory who distinguished himself through meticulous notetaking and constant reflection on his own assumptions. His success was therefore not based on innate genius but on methodical habits. The same applies to modern leadership: the willingness to truly change strategic direction based on new evidence, rather than sticking to established patterns.


Marie Curie embodied this intellectual courage in her scientific work. Her persistence in researching radioactivity despite the skepticism of the scientific establishment shows courage as “methodological perseverance” – choosing discoveryover the comfort of accepted knowledge. She was willing to spend years researching without knowing whether she would achieve a result and without allowing herself to be discouraged by the skepticism of her colleagues. Her approach was not characterized by an “I know everything” attitude but by a deep, curious “I don’t know yet, but I will find out.”


A more modern example is Reed Hastings, the founder of Netflix. When the company was still sending DVDs by post, he was one of the first to recognize the potential of streaming – an idea that was still in its infancy at the time and was ridiculed by many established players in the entertainment industry. He did not cling dogmatically to his successful DVD rental business model but was intellectually humble enough to recognize that the future lay elsewhere. This led to a radical reorientation of the company, although it initially resulted in customer protests and a decline in share value. He didn’t have all the answers, but he had the courage to admit that the old model would not last forever and to embark on an unknown journey.





Clara’s Expedition to the Land of “I Don’t Know”


After my little “no” debut with Ms. Müller-Schmidt, I felt… well, not like a superhero, more like someone who had accidentally stepped on a banana peel and landed surprisingly elegantly. But the small wave of liberation lingered. And then came the “Phoenix” project. Project Phoenix was so named because it was supposed to rise from the ashes of a failed predecessor project. Or something like that. In reality, it was a single pile of unknown variables, each of which seemed to whisper, “I’m going to make you cry.”
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