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Praise for Level Up Your Leadership


“Stop trying to be perfect. Instead, be present and be curious. This book can guide the way.”


MICHAEL BUNGAY STANIER, author of The Coaching Habit


“I’ve called Deborah my CEO Whisperer for many years. In this book, she offers a rare combination of practical wisdom and grounded insight, delivered with an engaging tone. She empowers leaders to unlock the clarity, courage, and resilience already within them—without needing to overhaul their lives or roles. If you’re ready to excel as a leader, read her book!”


JESSICA ROLPH, cofounder and CEO, Lovevery


“In a time when many leaders are stretched thin, Level Up Your Leadership offers a grounded and deeply human way forward. Deborah Naish invites readers to pause, reflect, and make powerful inner shifts that unlock clarity, resilience, and impact. For anyone quietly wondering, ‘Is there another way to lead?’—this book shows a path forward.”


BRIAN JOHNSON, founder of Heroic and author of Areté: Activate Your Heroic Potential


“This book comes at just the right time—when we collectively need a reminder of what generous and positive leadership looks like. This book is a treasure trove of tools, practices, and questions for showing up as a steady, wise, and adaptable leader. As you read, you’ll change your thinking and gain new approaches that have immediate benefit to you and your leadership.”


TARA MOHR, author of Playing Big: Practical Wisdom for Women Who Want to Speak Up, Create, and Lead


“Deborah’s coaching and methods have empowered me to overcome self-imposed limitations and lead with greater joy, ease, and impact. I am deeply grateful for her guidance, which has profoundly strengthened my leadership and personal growth. I highly recommend Level Up Your Leadership to anyone aspiring to elevate their leadership skills and transform their personal and professional lives.”


DANIELLE CROP, executive vice president of Digital Strategy and Partnerships at WNS Global Services; former chief data officer at American Express and Albertsons


“As I read this book, I was reminded how fortunate I am to work with Deborah as my executive coach. Her real-world common sense, yet deeply thoughtful style, will resonate with anyone who has ever been a leader. The opportunity to reflect and practice—in real time while reading Level Up Your Leadership—is truly a gift, especially for those of us who learn by doing.”


LISA ABBOTT, executive vice president and chief human resources officer, Boston Children’s Hospital


“Both the concepts and recommendations in Level Up Your Leadership are immediately applicable and not overly theoretical—which makes it such an accessible leadership companion. It’s a guide to transforming how we show up as leaders.


We’re wired to operate in ‘fast thinking’ mode—running on autopilot throughout the workday—and this book is both a reminder to pause and a roadmap for rewiring those patterns. Deborah shows us how to become not just better leaders, but better people. It’s a must-read for anyone committed to their continued leadership development.”


THOMAS KATAVIC, Head of Digital at Hoag Hospital


“As a coach, I hold mindset as a core pillar of meaningful growth, so discovering Deborah’s multidimensional approach was both affirming and deeply exciting. Her mindset continuum offers a brilliantly simple yet straightforward meta-tool—one that has not only enriched my own perspective but also becomes a powerful resource for my clients. This is just one example of the depth and value this book delivers—I’ll be recommending and gifting it to my clients and fellow coaches.”


DEBORAH GOLDSTEIN, founder of DRIVEN Professionals


“This is more than a leadership book—it’s a ‘leadership gym’ with an extraordinary coach. Deborah’s ACA model (Awareness, Curiosity, Acceptance), Core Questions, and Foundational Practices helped me reflect on how I lead, where I get stuck, and how to grow. Her stories, engaging voice, and practical insights make the work feel doable and energizing. You’ll leave each chapter feeling stronger, clearer, and more inspired to lead from within.”


RHONDA ST. CROIX, executive director, Learning and Connecting at Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada


“This gem of a book is brimming with stories, strategies, and invitations to practice that enhance and elevate your leadership. A rich and accessible resource for leaders and leadership coaches, this is a book that will find a home on your desk.


Rich with her own stories—and those of leaders who’ve had the benefit of partnering with her—Deborah shares her wisdom, learning, and life experiences in one comprehensive book. She invites you not just to read, but to engage with the Level Up model through reflection and practice. Level Up Your Leadership will definitely be a gift for my coaching clients and colleagues.”


JOANNE BERGOS, M.Ed. PCC, professional leadership coach


“Deborah Naish offers clear, practical frameworks that spark curiosity, reframe complex challenges, and empower leaders to coach their teams toward greater success. This book is essential reading for all leaders, particularly those navigating changes or challenges.”


IAN TOMLINSON, vice president, Product Development, Global Servicing, American Express


“Deborah Naish has captured elements of leadership that are often overlooked. Her words are delivered with simplicity, impact, and a valuable invitation to go beyond the ‘doing’ of leadership. She encourages and then shows us how to ‘be’ a leader. You will show up differently and get better results after reading her book and practicing the concepts—in both your work and personal life. I am recommending this book to my clients and coaching colleagues.”


LYN T. CHRISTIAN, master certified coach, founder of SoulSalt, Inc., author of Soul Salt: Your Personal Field Guide to Confidence, Purpose, and Fulfillment


“Working with Deborah Naish has been nothing short of transformative. Her unique ability to blend gentle wisdom with firm clarity helped me grow into a stronger, more intentional leader—and a more grounded, authentic version of myself in every area of life. Deborah doesn’t just coach; she illuminates in ways that feel safe and energizing.


Level Up Your Leadership is filled with her powerful insights and tools—what I call ‘Deborah nuggets.’ Her potent truths consistently reshape my approach to leadership, relationships, and decision-making. I return to the pages regularly, hearing her voice: reminding, encouraging, challenging, and always rooting for my best self to rise. Her guidance has shaped how I cultivate culture, manage complexity, and navigate conflict with integrity.”


CATHY GORDON, director, The Center for Youth Engagement of Wilshire Boulevard Temple
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Introduction


Imagine a piece of wood the size of a skateboard. Picture that wood on top of a telephone pole, as high as a three-story house. Now imagine that you’re going to climb up small metal rungs on the pole and stand on that small piece of wood 35 feet in the air. Once you are standing, another person will climb up and stand next to you. You are secured with a harness and ropes, so you are safe. Finally, you will leap off the pole. How does that sound? Exciting? Nerve-racking? No way it’s an option for you?


Quantum Leap II, the activity described above, was definitely closer to a “no way am I doing this” kind of option for me. I had turned 60, and while my coaching business was doing well, I wanted more for myself and my business—though I wasn’t sure what that looked like. I believed that facing a challenge where I had to move past my comfortable edges and perceived limits could be a catalyst for change. While at a resort in Tucson, Arizona, I read about Quantum Leap II and it fit the bill. When I signed up, I was extremely nervous and excited.


Early on a warm summer morning, I met six strangers, and together we walked down a dusty path toward the activity. In the past, I had tried to climb various structures but always felt afraid and turned back, never making it more than a quarter of the way up. I was not athletic and had accepted my inability to reach the top, convincing myself, “I just can’t do this.”


That day was different. I was clear. I was 100% committed. I was doing it. I stepped onto the first metal rungs, climbed about a quarter of the way up the pole—and then freaked out! My heart, beating rapidly, pounded in my ears, and my pulse was racing. One part of me desperately wanted to return to the safety of the ground. Another part of me was all in. I kept going. I stopped several more times on the way up. Repeating “OMMS—obstacles make me stronger” gave me the motivation I needed to keep going. Hand up, foot up. Hand up, foot up. Rung by rung. Little wins. I kept going. When I reached the top, I took a deep breath and felt a sense of great accomplishment. Whoo-hoo!


Then I encountered an entirely new level of stepping up: the small wood plank at the top of the pole that some silly person said I was supposed to stand on. I looked down and thought, “Nah, how about I just climb back down???” I was scared—shaking scared—but I reminded myself that I was committed to going to the next level. After hesitating, I somehow scrambled up and squatted on that little piece of wood. While it seemed like forever, after a few minutes of hearing shouts of “You can do it, Deborah!” bellowing from the group of people on the ground below, I stood up. I indulged in another celebration moment—with a thumbs-up and a big smile.


My adventure was not over yet. The second person was climbing up the pole. She was more nervous than I was. She made it up next to me, crouching on that tiny piece of wobbly wood 35 feet in the sky. EEK! I reached for her hand. She stood up and quickly jumped off. A new level of fear arose in me as I needed to jump next. After many more deep breaths and encouraging self-talk, I leaped off the small platform and landed smoothly on the ground. I looked up at the top of the pole with deep gratitude and acknowledged myself for climbing, getting myself up onto that tiny board, and taking the leap.


Have you had those times when you question your commitment to keep going, especially when it feels like things are not working so well or are uncomfortable or scary?


Quantum Leap II was more than a physical leap; it was a pivotal moment in trusting myself to commit to and then do things far outside my comfort zone. I had done a lot of personal and professional growth work before I climbed up to and leaped off that wood plank. I gained a new level of internal trust that obstacles and challenges make me stronger. Today, I play a bigger game in work and all aspects of my life. I trust myself more to step into uncomfortable spaces, where I don’t know if I can do what’s needed, and I commit to going for it anyway.


The tools I leveraged to get myself up that pole and then take the leap are—guess what—the same exact kind of inner work we need to do to make leadership leaps. While this book is not about climbing and jumping off high places (though I do recommend you try it, if it appeals to you), it is about the micro-shifts and big leaps you can make to level up your leadership. The same mindsets, tools, and questions apply.


I’m a big advocate of finding our edges and moving past our known limits. Why? Because I have a passion for making an impact in small and big ways. I believe that we can be and do more than we think we can. When we embody the practice of lifelong learning and self-development and move past our internal limits, we catapult our growth and create magic.


Where Are You?


Perhaps you are reading this book for some of the same reasons I climbed that pole. You’re in a good place at work, yet you want more. Or you are not feeling great about work. Either way, you want to see what else you can do. Perhaps you’ve deftly led teams, designed and launched projects, delivered big results, gotten promotions, started up businesses, and surprised yourself along the way.


You are ready to level up your leadership and get to the next level in your career—or to try something new. Many aspects of work may be going well. You may love a lot about your job. At the same time, some things feel “off.” You may be overwhelmed far too often for what is healthy or frequently find yourself time-crunched and stuck.


You may have too much to do with limited resources and pressure due to ambiguity, complexity, or risk. Your high expectations of yourself and others add to the pressure. Perhaps you struggle at times with a few frayed interpersonal relationships and find yourself cranky, intolerant, or concerned that you’re about to crash.


Have you wondered if there’s a better way to work?


Do you believe your work could be easier, smoother, and more enjoyable, but you don’t see how? You may not know what to do about your frustrations, and while leaving where you are is not necessarily the solution, you think about it because you don’t know what else to do and are tired of living under this cloud.


Here’s the reality: If you keep doing what you’re doing, you’ll keep getting the same results. Odds are good that if you walk away, similar struggles will show up in the new job. It’s worth investigating the patterns at play.


The Good News


The answer for what to do doesn’t have to be hard, and it’s readily accessible. Creating change does involve commitment and practice. You already know a lot and have the ability to generate successes. Now is the time to do the introspection and the inner work to change the way you feel at work and the way you work. The answers are within you.


Change happens fast when you adopt simple practices and tools. Start by becoming more aware, curious, and accepting—what I call the essentials—and it builds from there. Just as in sports, cooking, the arts, and other professions, attention to the fundamentals—the essentials—is the basis of mastery. A lot of little things add up, and that’s when transformation begins.


As you increase your awareness, you’ll develop practices to address frustrations and what stops you, including what you perceive as your limits. Then you can navigate challenges and achieve wins with more ease. Ultimately, you can experience less stress and overwhelm, and focus on what you want, such as career advancement, better relationships, or leading a cohesive team. You can make a bigger impact, get recognized, and tackle challenges more quickly and confidently.


It’s easy to think that if you just keep going, work harder, and continue your current approach, you’ll cross an imaginary bridge and things will get better. Spoiler alert: They won’t. You might think you can find another job and these problems won’t be there. False. You might assume it’s all about “them” changing—it’s not. Or that complaining to your boss, peers, or HR will lead to change—it won’t. Not happening.


So, what can you do? Do your inner work. As a leader, getting to the next level is not only about what you are doing or delivering—it’s about who you are being. It’s about developing new habits, leveraging your strengths, and using tools that help you become your best self.


Whether you’re climbing the rungs on a 35-foot telephone pole in the desert or navigating the dynamics in your organization, the key to reaching your next level is to focus on you—and do that with support. In my journey from corporate product marketing leader to CEO, and now as an executive coach, I embraced a strong commitment to personal and professional growth and have been fortunate to have mentors and teachers who guided me along the way. Now it’s a privilege to pay it forward through my coaching and by sharing these practices with you.


As an experienced leader, you will find valuable guidance in this book to shift from where you are to where you want to be. The combination of qualities, questions, and practices introduced in this book has changed my life and the lives of my clients—and not just in our workplaces. You can make these shifts too. A focus on your personal transformation leads to organizational transformation. As you engage with this book, please consider me your coach, encouraging you to master the essentials and build new leadership practices. There’s no doubt you can step up and lead with more ease, connection, creativity, and confidence.


I believe you already have many ideas about how to be a more conscious, courageous, and resilient leader. My role is to remind you what you have forgotten, introduce you to new perspectives, and offer practices and tools to help you level up. Once you recognize that there are ways to lead differently from the way you have been leading, doors will open easily to a more extraordinary life.


Trust yourself. Take a leap and level up your leadership—it will change your life. Let’s begin the journey!


Visit my website for a welcome message from me and for free resources:


www.deborahnaish.com









The Level Up
Your Leadership Model


Welcome to a leadership journey of self-reflection that leads to behavior change, action, and results. The Level Up Your Leadership model is designed to engage you in a process of rewiring your thoughts and behaviors through practice and repetition.


The model consists of three parts: Essentials, Core Questions, and Foundational Practices. The parts are introduced in a sequence and chapters build on ideas introduced earlier, though they are not meant to be applied linearly. Instead of picturing a straight line where you are expected to use every practice or tool in the model in a particular order, envision this model as a multi-dimensional infinity loop—an ongoing flow where everything is interconnected and elements are interchangeable.




[image: image]


THE LEVEL UP LOOP





The Level Up Loop begins with the Essentials—awareness, curiosity, and acceptance—the key leadership qualities that are relevant for the other elements you will learn about. Next, we move to the Core Questions that guide your reflections and inspire growth. The Foundational Practices anchor your leadership behaviors and actions. You can read the chapters in any order, though I recommend you start with Part 1: Master the Essentials, as the Core Questions in Part 2 and Foundational Practices in Part 3 build on these.


As you navigate the loop, the Essentials are crucial to the questions you ask and the practices you adopt. In turn, these questions and practices enhance your mastery of awareness, curiosity, and acceptance. The Level Up Loop is fluid and adaptable, not a rigid, step-by-step structure. As you practice leveling up your leadership, you can begin anywhere. For instance, you might focus on curiosity while exploring the Core Question “What’s my role?” and using the Foundational Practice of pausing.


Using this model reflects the realities of leadership: It’s fluid, often messy, and always evolving. Your role is to show up consistently, practice with intention, and embrace the small shifts that add up to significant results.


The Level Up Your Leadership model evolved from my corporate roles and experiences coaching leaders. The transformational practices and tools you will learn about have significantly contributed to my success and that of my clients. The stories are based on my clients’ experiences, with names changed and some circumstances modified. The model builds on the work of teachers, authors, and coaches with whom I have had the privilege of engaging, who were instrumental in my personal transformation and influenced my work.


As you begin to use the practices, you will see how they are interconnected and easy to remember. Some practices may be familiar. Repetition and reminders are key to growth. Other practices will be new, and you can start using them immediately or return to them later. Throughout the book, you’ll find ways to apply the practices via:




	
•   Invitations: Opportunities to discover something about yourself. These encourage you to reflect on and answer questions as you read.


	
•   Moments to Practice: Steps to take or questions to use in particular situations, for instance, when you feel overwhelmed. Review these while reading and refer to them when relevant.





Practice consistently. Take on new practices incrementally. Watch as small, deliberate changes lead to lasting transformation.









Guiding Principles for This Journey and for You as a Leader


Often when I work with individuals or teams, we generate guiding principles. Here are four suggestions for exploring and using the Level Up Your Leadership model.




	
•   Be open.

[image: image] Notice when you are open to something new and different and when you are not. Is resistance showing up?




	
•   Be patient and practice.

[image: image] Change takes time. While quick wins can happen, leveling up is an ongoing process—a lifelong practice, not a quick fix. There’s a lot here. You might feel overwhelmed by the amount of information or the variety of practices to try. I present them to you so that you know they are available, not to use all at once.


[image: image] Pace yourself. Read a few chapters, practice what you have learned, and return to the book for more.




	
•   Experiment and trust yourself.

[image: image] Try things, especially when you are uncertain about how they will turn out. Trust that you will learn something valuable in the process.




	
•   Be generous with yourself and others.

[image: image] Be kind to yourself and others as you experiment and learn. You will make mistakes. Setbacks are part of the journey. Stay the course.
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Why Master the Essentials?


Mastery starts with the basics. It’s true in every field. In cooking, salt is the secret ingredient—learning when and how to use it can turn bland into brilliant. Tango dancers dedicate countless hours to nailing the way they walk because it’s the heart of every move. In golf, a slight hip tweak can dramatically improve your swing, giving you more control and power. And leadership? It’s no different. Excellence in any area comes from consistently focusing on small, incremental improvements. The basics not only provide a foundation; they lead to mastery.


Leadership isn’t just about what you do and deliver—it’s about who you are. When you shift from asking “What do I need to do?” to asking “Who do I need to be in this situation?” you unlock the foundation for extraordinary leadership. It’s about the inner game—how your thoughts, beliefs, and energy shape your experiences and your ability to inspire others. It’s also about the outer game—how you show up and how others see you.


Of course, you still have to deliver results. Focusing on who you are amplifies your influence and impact in a way that helps you achieve those results with more ease and fulfillment. To facilitate this transformation, in the next three chapters I’ll show you how to cultivate three essential qualities: awareness, curiosity, and acceptance—what I refer to as ACA.


You might be thinking, “I already know this stuff. I’ve been curious since childhood. Awareness? Got it.” If that’s the case—awesome! However, even experienced leaders can benefit from revisiting and deepening their understanding of these fundamentals. Why? Because leaders who master ACA are better equipped to navigate the challenges they face. They stay calm under pressure, feel more confident in their decisions, and excel at building strong relationships. They know how to adapt, grow, and lead with purpose. The payoff? A bigger impact, increased success, and a genuinely enjoyable leadership journey.


Practice in the Leadership Gym


Mastery isn’t achieved in a single leap—it requires consistent practice. Just as you strengthen muscles with physical exercise, imagine stepping into a leadership gym to rewire your thoughts and behaviors. At the heart of this process is neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to adapt and change. New experiences create fresh neural pathways that support growth. A neural pathway consists of a series of connected neurons that transmit signals within the brain. Your brain adapts throughout your life, and practice plays a crucial role in this adaptation.


Many of your current leadership behaviors are rooted in deeply ingrained patterns shaped by repeated thoughts and actions. To elevate your leadership, reshape behaviors that no longer serve you, the way you would refine your technique in a sport, cooking, or art. Using the Level Up Your Leadership model, you can nudge outdated patterns into the background or let them fade as you forge new ones.


Similar to a physical workout, the leadership gym emphasizes practice and repetition—both mentally and physically. When you lift a weight that feels too easy, you increase the weight or repetitions to achieve results. You stretch beyond your comfort zone—not so far that you are injured, but enough to foster growth. The same principle applies here: sustained, intentional effort rewires your thoughts and behaviors, leading to tangible change.


Can You Go Deeper?


The ideas and tools for each essential quality are not mutually exclusive and they often overlap. Explore what works for you. Whether awareness, curiosity, and acceptance are familiar or new, take the opportunity to go deeper than you have previously. Mastery requires digging deeper.


What do I mean by going deeper? Move beyond simply reading about a concept. Have the intention to learn about something to discover aspects that differ from your previous experiences. Look beyond your first responses to uncover what else is happening. Going deeper involves asking more and different questions than you might have otherwise asked. Throughout the book, you’ll find suggestions for these types of questions, and I encourage you to add your own.


Meet the Resistance Monster


When we set out to change something about ourselves, resistance is likely to be present, even when we express a desire for things to be different. Resistance manifests as internal pushback against doing something we have not done before or have tried but not yet accomplished. It might sound like one or more of these statements:




	
•   I don’t really want to do this.


	
•   It sounds good, but I don’t have time to focus on it now.


	
•   It’s not clear that there is value.


	
•   I understand the value, but it’s not right for me.


	
•   This is too hard or it doesn’t make sense.


	
•   I’ve tried but I can’t do it.





These sentiments are common and can be true. They can also be indicators of resistance, which doesn’t have to mean you stop. For instance, you might encounter resistance if you start a new exercise routine, adopt an app for task management, or commit to being more present with people in your life while spending less time on devices. Resistance may show up as confusion, a quick dismissal of something that makes you uncomfortable, or a firm belief that an idea is not relevant for you or not achievable.


What I affectionately call the “resistance monster” may visit you personally and perhaps frequently as you learn and begin to practice new ways of being a leader. When my son was little, I started using the term “resistance monster”—it helped make the times when he was adamantly resistant feel more playful. I assure you the monster is more cuddly than scary, though it has its moments!


While resistance can seem negative, it can be a positive sign. It indicates that you have hit upon something unfamiliar or uncomfortable. Those moments are prime growth opportunities. Pay attention to when you feel resistance to ideas or suggestions while reading this book. Instead of stopping or moving on, I invite you to continue reading and notice the feeling of resistance or discomfort. As someone who used to just move on when something didn’t resonate right away, I encourage you to consider giving this noticing a try.


There are times when resistance signals that we need to say no and not push further. Honor that message. The key is learning to distinguish what kind of resistance you are facing. In this book when exploring resistance, I refer to experiences in our lives that are responsibly safe to move through. We explore resistance in several places and delve deeper in Chapter 12, where you’ll discover why embracing resistance in yourself and others is a powerful leadership tool.


While the idea of a resistance monster may seem a bit silly, it adds playfulness and lightness to your leadership journey. It’s easy to be serious and intense when we have significant responsibilities, and our intensity affects those who work with us, as well as our own health.


Absent dealing with a serious issue, infusing a sense of lightness and play into your leadership style can make interactions much more interesting, less stressful, and often fun. I’ve observed that bringing lightness and humor to the workplace in a respectful way can alleviate stress, increase motivation and engagement, and foster creativity.


Be Patient and Practice


Transformational change takes time. While quick wins can energize you, leveling up your leadership is a continuous journey—more marathon than sprint. With the range of tools and practices in this book, it’s natural to feel both inspired and, at times, a little overwhelmed. The key is to move at your own pace and create a rhythm that feels sustainable.


This journey will bring clarity and joy. It may also include moments of frustration as you face resistance or challenges that arise with new ways of thinking and being. Embrace the ups and downs as part of the process—a learning cycle: learn, practice, face obstacles, reflect, and repeat. The beauty of the Level Up Your Leadership model is that it reveals its interconnectedness the more you engage with it. Start small—choose a few tools to practice and return to the book for more when you’re ready.




[image: image]


THE LEARNING CYCLE





Your journey begins with mastering the Essentials of leadership: awareness, curiosity, and acceptance (ACA). These leadership qualities will ground and guide your growth.


Leadership is a practice. Start your workout. Build those leadership muscles—one rep at a time.


Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.
Aristotle, ancient Greek philosopher and writer









1


Awareness




The spy who knows she is being followed. The surgeon who sees something that doesn’t look right and takes action to prevent a problem. The father who recognizes that his son is acting in a way that will devolve into a tantrum if he doesn’t have something to eat in the next few minutes. The senior executive who notices the energy among participants in the room and asks a question that re-engages everyone in the meeting. The VP who realizes she rejected a suggestion before she took time to be curious, then pauses and asks questions to understand the thinking behind the recommendation.





These examples illustrate the importance of operating with a keen sense of awareness, the first essential quality of next-level leadership. Improving your awareness will serve you well in life and set you on the path to becoming a more conscious, courageous, and resilient leader. The awareness practices in this chapter are used throughout the book.


The idea that awareness matters is not new. Mindfulness and meditation focus on being aware. It is a key part of Emotional Intelligence (EQ), and many leadership books and resources talk about awareness. You’re reading this book because you already have some self-awareness. You can take your leadership to the next level by mastering this essential quality. Throughout the book, we explore three aspects of awareness:




	
•   Awareness of yourself


	
•   Awareness of others, including their behaviors, feelings, and reactions


	
•   Awareness of how others see and experience you





Increase your awareness in all areas of your life—at work, with family and friends, and in other activities—by adopting the three practices in this chapter.


Practices for Awareness




	
1.   Be a better observer.


	
2.   Appreciate the power of self-talk.


	
3.   Be cognizant of your beliefs.





Be a Better Observer


The first practice to enhance your awareness is to improve your skills of observation—of both yourself and others. Pay more attention and notice more. This practice is fundamental for developing all three essential qualities: awareness, curiosity, and acceptance.


We often respond without much deliberate thought, and that can be appropriate. Take a moment to reflect on your daily actions. When replying to questions or encountering situations, how often do you react automatically—without conscious awareness of what happened before or after? Most of us spend a lot of time in automatic mode. Think of this as being on autopilot, a necessary function that governs much of our behavior.


Consider routine tasks. You don’t want to think too much about getting ready for bed or driving to work. Sure, you need to pay some attention so you use the toothpaste and not some other tube in your drawer. You can scan your emails and delete unimportant ones without much thought. Our automatic mode is crucial; we don’t want to eliminate it. Acting without overthinking allows us to function in a complex world.


Our automatic mode helps us cope with the reality of encountering too many inputs—approximately 11 million bits of information per second—while also having too many choices to be able to process each one. Our brains must sift through this information, determining what to focus on and what to ignore. Fortunately, the brain’s reticular activating system (RAS) serves as an internal filter, enabling us to concentrate on selected inputs amid a barrage of stimuli.


For leaders, cultivating an awareness mode is essential—it involves noticing our thoughts, bodily sensations, and what is happening in our environment. While automatic mode facilitates efficiency, awareness mode empowers us to be present, make intentional observations, and recognize subtleties. If you currently consider yourself a good observer, great—you can become a more astute observer and be more attuned to the nuances within and around you. Embrace the value of both automatic and awareness modes.




Tony, a VP, had been practicing increasing awareness by noticing his automatic mode and identifying the behaviors that trigger it. One such opportunity occurred in a meeting with his boss and her other direct reports when Francine, one of his peers, proposed a program that would use resources from Tony’s team. Tony was stunned that Francine had not discussed her proposal with him first. Reacting immediately, he exclaimed, “There is no way we are doing that!” in a tone that was more irate than the situation warranted.


After the meeting, Tony reflected on his reaction. He realized that he was quite irritated by Francine’s comment and that he could have responded to her suggestion in a more collegial and appropriate manner instead of reacting automatically. He considered his options for what to do next and then set up a conversation with Francine to apologize as well as to express his concerns.


Tony began to notice a pattern in what triggers his anger and how he reacts. He realized that he often feels angry when his peers step outside what he believes to be their scope of responsibility—especially if their doing so affects his team. Tony was learning to be a better observer, noticing his automatic and awareness modes. As he started to notice other patterns that triggered him, he found himself angry less often and more likely to respond thoughtfully.





Begin to focus on being more consciously aware of your own experiences. Tune in to what you are thinking, believing, feeling, doing, planning, seeing, and hearing. When you cultivate awareness, you begin to move away from automatic responses. You give yourself a moment to identify potential choices for how to respond that may not have been immediately apparent.


Practice developing awareness on both micro and macro levels. At the micro level, focus on details and pay attention to what’s happening in the present moment. For example, observe how the trees sway in the wind and how the clouds drift in the sky. Notice who is in the meeting and what their energy feels like. Ask yourself, “Can I be more present to what is happening now or what just happened?” For instance, Tony in the story above had been practicing observing his responses for a while. He was ready to ask himself, “What just happened?” and quickly recognized that he had reacted more intensely than necessary.


The macro level refers to a broader context or overall perspective. This could be the bigger picture or a pattern you notice, such as a tendency to become upset when things don’t go as planned. The intent is to not judge yourself—simply to observe. Ask yourself, “How can I cultivate being more aware overall? Can I step back and look at the bigger picture?”


At this macro level, Tony made an insightful observation: Francine tends to operate in a ready-fire-aim mode, while he prefers the more methodical ready-aim-fire process. Francine is more likely to take action or make suggestions without consulting her peers or considering potential implications. Tony realized that when people rush to act—firing before aiming—without reflecting on the consequences, he finds it frustrating and tends to resort to his own fire first approach. Neither way is inherently better or worse. What matters is recognizing your patterns and becoming more aware of those of others. By increasing your awareness, you enhance your ability to navigate situations more effectively.
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Practice Noticing


The Moments to Practice in this book are steps to take or questions to use in relevant situations, not necessarily while you are reading. Read through them now and refer to them later.


Pay attention to your automatic and awareness modes. You may want to write down your reflections during the day. Note: I use the words “notice,” “be aware,” and “observe” interchangeably.




	
•   Begin to notice when you are in automatic or awareness mode. Does it vary depending on what you are doing, such as being on a one-to-one call, in a meeting, or responding to email?





I’m not suggesting you change anything yet. Just notice. At the end of the day, reflect on:




	
•   How were you acting and thinking when you were in automatic mode?


	
•   When were you intentionally aware during the day?





Repeat this exercise several times over the next week. Reflect on what you observed, both what you noticed and what you noticed about noticing.





Respond vs. React


As a leader, you make decisions regularly. Your ability to navigate how you and others respond plays a significant role in your success. How do you distinguish between responses and reactions? Responses are typically more thoughtful and deliberate. You may pause before responding and consider potential consequences. Being thoughtful and deliberate doesn’t necessarily mean being slow—with practice, you can learn to respond thoughtfully and quickly. In contrast, reactions are automatic and often impulsive; they are driven by instinct and emotion, typically occurring in the heat of the moment.


Notice Judgment and Anger


One way to become a better observer of your responses is to focus on noticing specific situations, such as where you tend to react with judgment or anger. We’ll look at judgment first. We humans are judgment-making machines. We are quick to make judgments about people, situations, and things. Positive and negative judgments reflect our assessments and opinions.


Begin to notice when you have a positive or negative judgment. When you are judgmental, pay attention to your thoughts and what you say to yourself and out loud. For example, after you have a challenging interaction with a colleague, a judgmental thought about that person might be, “He’s dense. He has no idea what he’s talking about.” What you think and say about yourself and another person might be: “Wow, I was a jerk when I flipped out on John. I probably don’t belong in this role. And he was completely wrong.”


Many of us have had similar thoughts at some point. After you recognize your judgmental thoughts, shift to being an observer by acknowledging to yourself something like “Interesting; I jumped right to judgment about him” or “I am being very critical of myself right now.” While judgments are crucial for navigating the world, we want to get to a place of noticing them without automatically acting on them. Work toward reducing the number of negative judgments you make about yourself and others in everyday encounters.


We can also observe our experiences without judgment by describing what happened and not beating up ourselves or others. Start with the observable facts. For instance, you might say, “Yikes, I got very upset and lost it when I responded to Grace about her errors on the project. I raised my voice and said things that were not helpful.” You might add a reflection, “While I wasn’t pleased about her work, I could have handled that differently.”


It’s common to react impulsively when upset, which for many people includes expressing anger. Jane’s experience illustrates the importance of taking time to notice when you have a judgment and to reflect on how you reacted.




Jane, a sales VP, was frustrated with Andy, a relatively new team member. The quarterly financial report was late, and now her team would miss a deadline with senior leadership. Debriefing the situation gave Jane an opportunity to become a better observer. Her first thoughts about Andy: He was irresponsible and should’ve prioritized better. She acknowledged his heavy workload—but still believed he should have flagged the issue earlier. Jane also realized, however, that she hadn’t discussed the due date with Andy; she assumed he knew it.


Jane reflected on her reaction. When she confronted him, her voice was raised and her tone was sharp. She told him that he and his team couldn’t be relied on. At the time, she felt justified and thought she was being direct. But looking back, she recognized the anger behind her words and began to consider the broader impact—on Andy, team morale, and workplace culture.


We explored the pattern. Jane’s frustration often surfaced when her expectations weren’t met—even if those expectations hadn’t been communicated clearly. While emotional outbursts might fly in some environments, she knew they chipped away at trust and psychological safety in hers.


Jane committed to shifting her automatic reactions. She focused on building self-awareness, observing her reactions in real time, and noticing when frustration was rising and what triggered it. She also began communicating expectations more clearly by sharing context, checking for understanding, and creating space for questions.


With practice, she began to pause before reacting. When she slipped, she owned it and apologized. Her team noticed. The atmosphere improved. Trust grew. Her team began to feel safer and more supported—and Jane saw the ripple effect of a more thoughtful, emotionally attuned leadership style.





We constantly make judgments. Being judgmental or reacting quickly doesn’t always stem from anger. I use anger as an example to illustrate how you or others may respond. Experiencing anger is a natural part of being human. Feeling angry can be a powerful indicator that something is wrong and needs attention. Practice acknowledging and embracing your feelings, including anger, as they emerge.


As a conscious leader, you must increase your awareness of when you feel anger and how you express this complex emotion. Anger can originate from various sources and may manifest in different intensities, ranging from irritation and annoyance to frustration and rage. Recognizing your judgments and feelings and effectively managing your responses are crucial leadership skills. We’ll explore practices for managing your responses throughout the book. Chapter 10 focuses on the Foundational Practice of pausing, and in Chapter 13 we look deeper at feelings.


Judgment and anger show up for each of us in a variety of ways. The goal is not to avoid or suppress them—they play an integral role in learning about ourselves and others. Ill-considered expressions of judgment or anger, however, can be disruptive and destructive, hurt feelings and morale, affect relationships, and block progress.
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Invitation


How Do I Express My Anger?









The Invitations encourage you to take a moment now to reflect while you are reading.


The following questions invite you to think about how you experience your anger (how it feels) and how you express it (what you do or say).
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