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    THE ORIGIN STORY


    “Only when you are dangerous are you truly equal to the world.”


    – Daniel Hecht


    This book is the result of my two-year search for an answer to the question,


    ‘How can I be more dangerous?’


    The idea was planted in my head a few years ago by a client.


    I vividly remember finishing a call with an executive I was coaching at the time and being absolutely fascinated by what I had just observed.


    I was engaging with a successful leader by any external measure that you might traditionally apply. He was running a substantial organisation doing hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue a year, was married, a father to two kids, liked and respected by colleagues, and earning more than enough for him and his family to ever want for anything.


    And yet, on the call it was clear something was missing.


    He was not feeling challenged. Even the role of CEO felt like a breeze. But perhaps more than that, in some ways his position left him feeling more out of touch with his own strengths.


    Too often he was waking up without a sense of excitement or energy for the day. Just another day, doing the same thing, generating the same result.


    What he described was by no means unique to him. In fact, I observed it time and time again with my clients. The same pattern playing out in various environments, from the CEO to the entrepreneur, the sportsman and sportswoman, and the single parent.


    In med school, we were taught that you should never mistake the symptom for the cause. As a student you might look at someone with a knee problem and determine how to fix the knee. However, with some maturity and experience you start to realise that a patient’s knee pain might only be a symptom of something else. You need to look at the whole body (and its behaviour) to find the cause.


    For example, weak glutes lead to poor knee stabilisation, which exposes the knee to unnecessary shear forces that might over time lead to ligamentous injury. Treating the ligaments without strengthening the glutes will just lead to a repeat injury.


    What I was observing in my clients (and, I had begun to admit, in myself) wasn’t the cause but the symptom. I was surrounded by powerful, successful people who felt sub-par in their lives. The reactivity, fear, anxiousness, lack of assertiveness, even feelings of distress and mediocrity are all the tell-tale signs of someone in survival mode.


    Understanding Survival Mode


    Survival mode is a physical place and state of being. Sometimes starting internally and finding its way to the outside. And sometimes starting externally and making its way inside.


    The entrepreneur whose business has come under siege, and that’s on the brink of collapse is in survival mode.


    The CEO whose business is thriving, yet his life is falling apart is in survival mode.


    You cannot always tell from a superficial observation on the outside whether someone is in survival mode or not. I have often been in survival mode. I have also worked with many clients who have self-identified as being in survival mode. So, I can speak with some authority on what it feels like to be there.


    From what I have seen and experienced, survival mode has the following characteristics:


    1. Extreme Reactivity


    The first sign of survival mode is that you become hyper reactive to everything happening around you. You go through your day just putting out fires. Often this means that you are ruled by your calendar and never make time for the things that matter to you.


    For those in firefighting mode it feels like they must tend to every fire that’s burning instead of realising that some fires can be allowed to burn so that effort and energy can be channelled towards extinguishing others.


    2. Driven by Fear and Anxiety


    In survival mode you are constantly driven by fear and anxiety. This emanates from many different places and gives rise to two different distortions.


    • The distortion of probability says that things are likely to go wrong.


    • The distortion of severity says that when things go wrong it will be catastrophic.


    When you are always expecting that things will go wrong and that when they do it will be catastrophic, you might find yourself paralysed at the prospect of taking any sort of action in your life. Everything just seems so overwhelming. Seneca comes to mind. He said that we suffer more in imagination than in reality. And this is often true when these distortions take hold.


    By the way, this often happens at night when you get into bed. Why? Because you are so busy being reactive during the day that you never get time to slow down and just think. When you then get into bed at night with nothing to do, your mind kicks into overdrive and sends you spiralling.


    3. What You Do in Survival Mode Keeps You in Survival Mode


    The sad truth is that the things you do in survival mode keep you in survival mode.


    We keep ourselves busy by constantly reacting to the things around us without meaningfully moving in one direction or becoming more effective in overcoming challenges. This creates another distortion. The distortion of progress. Because we are moving, we think we are moving forward. We are not. We’re stuck in an endless loop instead.


    We either do nothing because we fear the outcome of our actions or because we simply don’t know what to do. Fear and anxiety provide the perfect bedrock for overthinking and over-analysing every action and thought.


    So, if we are always reactive, always doing the same things, then of course we cannot escape survival mode.


    I am not demonising survival mode. I believe that it serves a function. There are times when we need survival mode to, well, survive. But in the words of Seth Godin – survival is not enough.


    It’s not a state that you should spend any more time in than is necessary and you need to be able to recognise it so that you can leave once it has served its purpose. And therein lies the challenge; because survival mode is mostly stealthy and often goes undetected for way too long.


    Back to our story


    Having identified survival mode as a symptom, the cause started crystallising in my mind. The day I could see it clearly for the first time, I felt like I had discovered fire.


    I was in my study going over client notes, thinking about what I had been observing and doing my best to put a name to it; reflecting on those stuck in survival mode and wondering what the real cause was that led them there. Then it hit me. The perfect word for describing this pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting was:


    Harmless.


    I’d given it a name. The more I thought about it the more the pattern of harmlessness took shape. It became clear that it was a pattern that left its victims feeling helpless and impotent. I saw it in my clients. And I felt it in myself.


    When you feel harmless it’s because you have become ineffective against the challenges and the threats that are right in front of you. You doubt your ability to make changes in your life. You aren’t sure whether you have what it takes to overcome the obstacles in your path. And the result is feelings of anxiety and frustration – like you have a ton of unactualised potential that might never be realised. You feel demotivated and deflated. But perhaps more than anything, you feel defanged and declawed. Stripped of your ability to meaningfully impact the world.


    So, you end up in survival mode. Withdrawn. Fragile. Stagnant.


    It might feel like there is a next gear that you want to access but you just can’t get there. Invisible barriers surround you, keeping you at your current level. And you don’t know why.


    Which is exactly what I set out to solve.


    Harmless people often don’t know that they are harmless. I have seen this time and time again. They only come to the realisation when they are prompted to deeply examine their lives. The habitual patterns of passivity run so deeply, and distraction so rampant, that there is seldom enough time to face the person staring back at you in the mirror to gauge whether they still have fire in their chest.


    On our next call I told my client about my new insight. I could see the deep realisation dawn on him as he faced the fact that he was indeed harmless and stuck in survival mode. He told me that it was the perfect description of what he was experiencing. We spoke about it for a while. He obviously did not want to be someone who felt harmless. Someone stuck in survival mode.


    So, I finally asked him, ‘If you are not harmless, what are you?’


    ‘Dangerous,’ he said.


    And just like that …


    both our lives changed.


    We defined a new state that was all about becoming an effective agent in one’s own life. To be the kind of person that embraces the threats, chaos and challenges of life. Someone bold, calculated, focused, and effective in all areas of life.


    Even before the pandemic I knew I wanted to change my behavioural and thinking patterns, and shift. The pandemic itself just highlighted how often I found myself in survival mode and feeling harmless. And surviving is not living. It’s certainly not being dangerous.


    This is a book about finding your way back to being dangerous.


    I want to be dangerous.


    Do you?

  


  
    PART I


    A CALL TO
DANGER

  


  
    
      TO EXIST IS TO BE
THREATENED

    


    “It is dangerous to exist in the world. To exist is to be threatened. We must live with threats.”


    – Adam Levin


    We must start with admitting to a harsh reality.


    That to exist is to be threatened.


    This is not a pessimistic take on the world but rather a realistic acceptance of how things are. Many people decide to ignore threats, and this ultimately becomes their downfall.


    Imagine the following scenario:


    You are heading out to climb a very steep mountain. Aside from being very steep, the mountain is also treacherously maze-like, and covered in snow.


    Here are your options:


    Option A – you arrive at the mountain, self-doubt and fear kicks in, and you decide to rather stay safely at the bottom of the mountain.


    Option B – you head out and climb the mountain on your own, without a guide, without specialised clothing for the cold, without training for it, and without the right climbing gear.


    Option C – you climb the mountain with an experienced guide, with specialised clothing for extreme weather, you spend months training for it, and you have all the best gear that will enable you to get to the top.


    Which option do you go for?


    You chose option C, yes? Why?


    Because when the threats are laid out for you like that, and it is within your capacity to do something to mitigate those threats, then why would you not do everything in your power to overcome those threats?


    It is your responsibility to be formidable against the threat. Your life depends on it. When you can do that, you become dangerous. As you may have guessed those who stayed at the bottom of the mountain are the harmless ones, and those who tackled it without preparation, the reckless.


    Choose your allegiance.


    Let’s put this in the context of your life and business.


    Your goal is to have a great relationship with your partner, but there are certain threats that might prevent that from happening. You are always busy and never spend quality time together. Your partner is spending more and more time with someone else who notices them. You don’t put in the effort to make them feel special. You bring your frustration home from work and lash out at the slightest irritation.


    Like it or not, your relationship is in danger.


    With the threats to your relationship laid out like that, and it being within your capacity to do something to mitigate those threats, what will you do?


    Now, let’s think about your business.


    Your goal is to build a sustainable business that delivers a healthy profit, whilst at the same time creating an incredible environment for the people that are working there. But, of course, there are certain threats that might prevent that from happening and could even tear down the very foundation that your company is built on.


    There’s a new technology being introduced that might disrupt your industry; a new competitor just launched with a massive PR campaign and more and more people are talking about them; there is distrust in your teams – they feel like you aren’t looking out for them; people are overwhelmed by all the changes that are happening in the world.


    With the threats to your business and your people laid out like that, and it being within your capacity to do something to mitigate those threats, what will you do? Everything that you hold dear is being threatened.


    Your response to these threats will determine what happens from here on out.
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