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Foreword


In many ways I am ill-suited and ill-equipped to write this foreword. Although I have had the pleasure of working with John over the years, John would not count me as one of his close friends or work colleagues. I am not an organizational psychologist, and I’m no use at team sports. I am a white, late-fifties, slightly stocky, straight male with a full head of hair.


So we are fabulously different!


However, that may be precisely why John has asked me to write this foreword. As someone responsible for the strategy of a very large, purpose-led professional services business, I have had the privilege of observing John’s work and influence, both within our own organization and with global corporates.


His work and this book are nothing short of arresting.


Take the time to read and reflect on this book, and in addition to discovering some wonderful things about John and his mum, you should also start to reflect more on yourself, your choices, your impact and influence, and the impact and influence you have on your friends, family and your own organizations.


Resist any temptation to skim The Promises of Giants and chalk it up as another book devoured. Instead, listen to the book, and listen to yourself as you read it. It will cause you to appraise and even confront your good self. You will start to weave a giant’s coat.


Slowly, gems and nuggets will wash up which you will sew into your giant’s coat. Gems like what winning is all about, that boldness and vulnerability are twins, or that vigilance is an essential weapon against bias. Nuggets for your business life, helping you to think again about the people you might not always pay attention to, seeking out those in your organization at the vanguard of change, or finding antidotes for dealing with insurgents!


By the end, your giant’s coat will be an intricate weave of your own choices and promises as well as your organization’s culture. If your promises are The Promises of Giants, you will wear your coat lightly, with conviction, humility and integrity.


Alastair Morrison


Pinsent Masons


London









Introduction


Some of you reading this might have a vague awareness of who I am from my ten-year career playing professional basketball. Or from my first book, Man in the Middle, and the rush of publicity that accompanied my “coming out.” Being the first openly gay former NBA player is still what I’m best known for, and probably always will be. An unfortunate truth, given that the bit about being gay required zero effort on my part.


Since my retirement from sport in 1995, I’ve worked a lot harder for what I believe are far greater accomplishments. So, to reintroduce myself, my name is John Amaechi, and I am the founder of APS, a professional consultancy that is now in its twentieth year of operation. We have a brilliant staff and a diverse client list that includes industry titans from across all sectors. We are welcomed into the inner sanctums of senior management teams and the rank-and-file, and together we work to identify and apply evidence-based and practical solutions to the most vexing challenges that face organizations today.


In addition to my work with APS, I am a member of the Occupational Psychology Division of the British Psychological Society; a Chartered Scientist and Science Council Member with the Institute of Science Technology; a research fellow at the University of East London Department of Psychology; a director of the Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust and our nine area hospitals and community services; a contributing writer with the British Psychological Society; and an Officer of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (OBE), awarded for contributions to charity and sport.


I appreciate that you don’t need this level of detail. For most of you, those titles and affiliations are mere words on a page. But I’ve become accustomed to leading with my credentials because I know they are not what people see when they first look at me. What they initially see is what people have always seen, ever since I was a child: an awe-inspiring and/or terrifying giant.


I could be presented to an audience with the most grandiose of introductions and a recitation of my accolades that is even more extensive than the list above, but the first reaction, no matter the size of the group or the context of the gathering, will always be absolute bewilderment.


Wow. He is tall. He is really, really tall. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen someone so tall. How tall must he be, exactly?


You will have to do an Internet search for that, I’m afraid. That’s my response now to even the most well-intentioned stranger who asks about my height or my shoe size or how the weather feels way up here. After nearly 50 years, I no longer feel obliged to respond to such questions. So, to that extent, I am more confident and psychologically resilient than I was as a child giant navigating the streets of Manchester and the expressions of fear, shock, and ridicule that met me at every turn.


I am still evolving, however. In professional settings, I still feel compelled to disarm the reactions to my size. This colossal vessel that contains my brain is, at best, a distraction. Audiences are never sure what to make of me, and their cognitive dissonance only worsens once they hear me speak. British people fully expect an American accent. And Americans tend to assume that all Brits look like the Queen or Harry Styles. So everything about me is out of sorts.


Thus, I lead with credentials. I wear my CV like a sandwich board and overdress for most occasions. I seek to impress by appending that haughty “OBE” to my name (which isn’t even my real name because using my real name would likely have the opposite effect—but we’ll get to that).


I list my qualifications as instinctively as clearing my throat. A preemptive and defensive measure employed to shake loose false perceptions. To convince skeptics that what they’re seeing is more than a giant ex-jock who clearly spends more time these days eating airport and hotel food than running wind sprints.


Neutralizing people’s impressions is not easy; words are not always enough. Several years after I retired from basketball, I was seated on a flight from London to Boston and a flight attendant approached before takeoff to ask what team I played for. She framed her question in the present tense, despite the fact that I was already graying in the beard and significantly rounder than the average pro athlete. It was flattering in a way but also a bit daft.


“I don’t play basketball,” I replied. “I’m a psychologist.”


That response appeared to break her brain for a moment. At the least, it caught her off guard. She nodded her head and furrowed her brow suspiciously, and then gave an exaggerated “Hmmm” before returning to her work, as if to say, “You’re pulling my leg, but this plane is about to take off so we’ll revisit the matter later.”


And sure enough, we did. She returned with a colleague once we leveled. They had sorted the mystery apparently, saying, “We know, we know. You play for the Boston Celtics.”


This was not true and never has been true. For those of you who didn’t follow my NBA career, between the years of 1995 and 2005, I set the league on fire and was widely regarded as the UK’s version of Michael Jordan. For those of you who did follow my career or even watched me play, I apologize. And I ask that you please not talk to those other people.


In any case, I played for three different teams, but the Celtics were not among them.


“I don’t play for the Celtics, no,” I said. “I don’t play at all anymore. I’m a psychologist.”


This either didn’t compute or they weren’t buying it. There were sheepish smiles and nervous nods. It was easy for them to envision me as a professional athlete, even with the gray and the excess pounds. They could not as easily envision me as a psychologist, however. Even after I said, earnestly and directly, that I was a psychologist.


They eventually accepted that I was not an active player. But I’m not sure the psychologist part broke through. They could maybe accept that I was an ex-pro with a hobbyist’s fancy for psychology. That’s reasonable and even kind of adorable. But an actual psychologist seemed a bridge too far.


I don’t share this to air grievances or to bemoan the crosses I bear. Mine has been a full and varied life. But every day of it that I can remember has been lived as a giant. And that never goes away. The impact of being a giant does not diminish with time. It factors into my every decision. It influences the way people see me and the way that I interact with them.


People never get used to giants. We’re always new and curious and inviting of strange behavior. As you might expect, at night about town, being a giant intersects with my Blackness in a way that frightens people, causing them to cross the street or pull their children close. But, conversely, in controlled environments, I find my size attracts people—people who are not necessarily seeking notice or engagement but, rather, protection or security of some sort. In shops or in conferences, people collect and linger near me with no apparent intent. It’s as if they’ve been drawn into the lee of a vast reef—a safe harbor should trouble arise.


As a giant, I approach the world from a radically different perspective. When I shake your hand, it’s a handshake measured for you, specifically. It is not for someone of your gender or age or stature. It is custom delivered because, for giants, there is a fine but critical line between “Ah, that’s a nice, butch handshake” and “Ah, my hand is now sausage meat, thank you.”


Like Superman, I treat the world as if it’s made of cardboard so that I don’t accidentally tear it. If someone asks for directions to the loo, I can’t thoughtlessly pivot and point. Because if someone is lurking in one of my blind spots and we make contact, that someone will likely die. Even in our everyday behavior, giants must be mindful of the disproportionate space we occupy and the power we wield. Everything we do is magnified, every interaction meaningful.


The Promises of Giants requires you to recognize that you, too, are a giant. Some of you may be a giant to fewer people, and some of you may be larger giants than others. But everyone is a giant to someone or has the potential to be.


It’s hard to recognize this when you’re tiny, which from my perspective most of you are! From my elevated view, I can see you all bouncing off each other in crowded spaces. It brings me back to high school science, where we would observe smoke particles through a microscope as they ricocheted off each other and the surrounding molecules of air. That’s how you look: Brownian motion in human form. Tiny people buzzing around on their phones, earbuds in, scrambling past each other. Turning corners, nearly avoiding collisions. “Oops, sorry, pardon me.” There is incidental contact, but no damage done. At worst, a bit of coffee is spilled.


That’s because most of your tiny bodies could be stored in an overhead bin. They generally do not put you at risk of causing unintentional physical harm. They do not require you to be ever cognizant of the space that you occupy. And, as a result, they make it easy for you to underestimate the influence you wield. Being tiny fosters a certain laziness that allows you to forget that, in some contexts of your life, you’re every bit the giant that I am.


Forgetting that you’re a giant—even for a moment—can have dire consequences. Several years ago I spent the New Year holiday in Manchester with my sister Muriel and some of her friends. We ended up at a nightclub on Canal Street, the heart of Manchester’s “gay village,” and Muriel’s crew immediately took to the dance floor. I stayed behind, ever the wallflower. I’m not good at dancing “like no one’s watching,” but neither of my sisters feel such restraint or inhibition. They dance with a graceful confidence and abandon that I envy, and on this night Muriel owned the floor. She was on fire. The entire club was, really. It was brilliant.


For me, it had been a challenging and lonely year. But standing there, I could see it all melting away. An unpleasant chapter giving way to better days ahead. The crowd’s energy steadily rose with the approach of midnight, and it felt like I was shedding a skin. Experiencing my own personal revival.


At the height of this, with just minutes left in the year, the DJ broke out “Can You Feel It,” an absolute banger by the Jackson Five. No song was more likely to send me to the dance floor than “Can You Feel It.” So when I heard those opening beats pulse through the club, I went for it.


There was a beautiful urgency to the moment—my sister and her friends elated to have me join them, the crescendos in the music, the carefree mass of bodies joyfully bouncing and boogying into a new year of fresh possibility. It was cathartic to be among them. To lose myself in the mob and let go of self-consciousness. In no time, I had worked up a sweat, and as far as giant, awkward dancing goes, I was pretty good! Or at least committed. In for a penny, in for a pound—it was my dance floor now! Step aside, Muriel!


It felt like I hadn’t been dancing for more than a few seconds before I felt my sister tugging at me from behind and punching my shoulder. Her cheerfulness was gone, replaced by something like fear or fury. She was yelling, but I couldn’t make out her words over the blasting music. She kept punching and dragging me, eventually pointing to a small huddle of people on the other side of the club who were no longer dancing. Looking closer, I realized there was a man kneeling amid them with blood gushing from a misshapen nose that sat half an inch or so to the left of where it should have been. Muriel shot me a glare and pointed emphatically, and it dawned on me that I was somehow responsible for the state of this man’s broken face. I checked my elbows and forearms for blood or any evidence of the blow, but there was nothing. Not even a spot. It seemed impossible that I could inflict such damage without noticing, but there was no denying it. I had smashed this man’s nose to bits.


TEN! … NINE! … EIGHT!


As I pieced together the horror of what I’d done, the DJ started the countdown to the new year. Exquisite timing!


SEVEN! … SIX! … FIVE!


I pushed through the crowd to apologize but was intercepted by the man’s friends, who didn’t want any more trouble. Their clothes were wet with blood. I insisted that I’d meant no harm, and I begged to be of some assistance, but they were not interested in my compassion or aid. They had their friend on his feet now and were focused on getting out of the club as swiftly as possible.


FOUR! … THREE! … TWO!


I screamed over their heads to my victim, “I’m so sorry, it was an accident! I didn’t mean it!” Whether he heard me or not, I have no idea. But as they escorted him away, he turned and met my eyes with a cold and vacant stare that lasted only a second but stayed with me forever. My remorse and my intentions—or lack thereof—meant nothing in the face of what my actions had done to his face.


ONE!!! … HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!


I wish that I could sear the image of that sad and expressionless gaze into the minds of every parent, teacher, “cool kid,” coach, and manager who takes for granted their own power. Because of me, this man and his friends would spend the first hours of 1998 in an emergency room. I had forgotten that I was a giant. I’d allowed myself to “let loose,” which is perfectly acceptable. But I can’t “let loose” with the same disregard as everyone else. In fact, I can’t do anything in the same way as everyone else. And when it comes to our interactions with others; neither can you.


Giants play by different rules. “Letting your hair down” does not apply when the hair is on the head of a giant. Everything we do and say—everything connected to us—is magnified, scrutinized, interpreted, and obsessed over. Every casual interaction walking to the break room, every punctuation decision in an email, every tweak of your face during a video call. With nothing more than a glance, you can make or ruin someone’s entire day. And the higher you ascend, the more this is true. Actions that could pass unnoticed early in your career have seismic implications when you’re a giant.


Our words as giants amplify and echo and carry the capacity to inspire or destroy. Nothing we do is ordinary. And there are no “breaks” from being a giant. You can’t shatter someone’s nose and then excuse it away because your mind was in another place. Giants don’t get to pick their spots.


We wish it were otherwise. As a giant child, I fantasized about the “Drink Me” potion and “Eat Me” cake concocted by Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, writing as Lewis Carroll, in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In truth, I fantasized about all types of cake back then. But this cake in particular, paired with the potion, allowed its consumer to be a giant only when it served them and to shrink when they wanted to go unnoticed or retreat from sight altogether.


Such shapeshifting is never that easy, though plenty of leaders delude themselves to think otherwise. They eat the cake before delivering good news or soaking in the glow of praise that is perhaps due also to those left in their shadow. But when things get bumpy or they want to blend in and “let loose,” they drink the potion. They drink it when they feel too busy to expend energy on personal exchanges. They operate under the false illusion that, fueled by an endless supply of potion and cake, they can move fluidly from kingmaker to rank-and-file and back again. But the truth is, that just can’t be done.


You can’t be a “conditional” giant. It would be brilliant if you could, because being a giant has obvious advantages. The appearance of having power alone feels pretty great for most people. The fact that this appearance is often accompanied by higher salaries, prestigious titles, and increased resources? All the better.


But, as Uncle Ben warned, with great power comes great responsibility. The onus of being a giant is unyielding. It requires vigilance from the second you begin your morning commute. We are predisposed to believe in pivotal moments—the idea that we will be able to predict and prepare for the most significant events and interactions. We’ll see these moments as they approach at a measured pace. Some will even be booked in our calendars well in advance. And because we were ready and recognized the importance of the moment, we will handle it with aplomb, give a textbook response—we’ll be amazing.


But that’s bunkum. That’s not how it works. The most lasting interactions are seldom planned, and you will rarely know which will be the most consequential. Think about your own life and career, and you’ll see that this is true. When we reflect on mentors or managers who’ve inspired and shaped us, we rarely think first of their performance in formal or familiar situations—the sales meeting speech or the annual performance review. We remember how they treated us in everyday moments or unexpected periods of strife.


The ethos of The Promises of Giants is to approach each moment like it’s pivotal and acknowledge that we cannot prepare for the moment of impact because we will rarely see it coming. If you cannot embrace that and start thinking like a giant, the rest of this book will be useless. Because the underlying premise to the Promise is an acceptance that you are—by virtue of your title, your expertise, your experience, or your network—a disproportionately powerful entity. Indeed, a giant. And more is required from giants than what is covered by codes of conduct or performance objectives.


Giants will always set the tone, but giants should never dominate. In most workplaces, it is the preferred style of named leaders that shapes the dynamic of their relationships with direct reports and the broader workforce. In the Promise model, leaders must tailor their style during every interaction—planned or spontaneous—to engage that specific individual in that specific space and time.


The Promises of Giants guarantee a certain type of lived experience under the umbrella of that leader. It is an assurance that we will view people as just that—people. Complicated beings, not interchangeable bots on an assembly line. The “who” of them will never be incidental. We commit to recognizing and preserving their differences and idiosyncrasies not as a diversity check-box exercise but as a strategy for winning. Embracing people fully allows them to arrive at work each day with every available asset focused on collective goals and no parts shrouded by doubt or the fear of disclosure.


But it’s not a one-way street; we’re not offering a free or easy ride. Conscientious, effective leadership involves a quid pro quo of sorts. As leaders, we make an immutable promise and set the standard for an enduring lived experience. In return, we can expect our people to commit wholly to the work and to their colleagues—to share credit and blame as appropriate, to disagree constructively, to provide managers critical feedback, and to perform to their peak ability. We can expect all of this, but only if we are providing compassionate, consistent, and clear direction.


Leadership is a promise to support people not only through the inherent demands of work but also through the unique challenges that we put forward to stretch and develop them. Whether they meet those demands and challenges is not determined by output alone. As leaders, we promise to assess effort, process, diligence, and the individual’s willingness to learn, adapt, and grow into a true colleague and, in time, a fellow custodian of the culture.


The Promises of Giants is, as its title suggests, a collection of promises. Some are made to the people you work with most intimately, and others are made to your workplace as a whole. But we start with the promises that you make to yourself alone.


None of the promises are just about you—even that first group. Those promises are directed to you, yes. But leadership is never about the needs or desires of the leader or the external pressures that influence that leader. Leadership is not about the leader at all, in fact. It’s about the people that leaders elevate and inspire and those that they leave bloodied on the dance floor.


Throughout this text, I refer to “leaders.” But leadership is not the exclusive domain of people managers or high-level executives. Leadership can be demonstrated from any level of any organization. It’s accessible to anyone who is willing to invest effort and emotional energy. Anyone who is willing to take a proactive role in maximizing their influence and shaping the world around them. Because on their own, the promises of leadership are neither profound nor difficult to grasp. They ask for nothing that exceeds your capability. But they are promises that have an enormous impact when kept by giants. And a devastating impact when broken.


When I was a boy, my mother shared an African proverb that said, “When an axe meets wood, only the axe forgets.” These are useful words to bear in mind as you travel through this book and embrace your new life as a giant. We could spend time arguing about whether you’re the biggest or the smallest axe, but fundamentally that’s time wasted—an indulgence to avoid considering that even a tiny axe can fell a tree—and that, consequentially, we all have a responsibility to act with vigilance and care.







CHAPTER 1

I Promise to View Myself Critically, But Not Cruelly

When was the last time you were lost? Truly lost, wondering, “Where in the heck am I, and how do I get where I’m going?” Pulled over in the breakdown lane lost, rifling through the road atlas you keep in the glove compartment. Or wandering through an unfamiliar neighborhood, craning your neck to make out unfamiliar names on unfamiliar street signs. That kind of lost.

I suspect it’s been a while—especially if you’re old enough to have experienced a physical road atlas at all! These days, you’re more likely to have your head down in that situation, eyes glued to your smartphone. Keep it charged, and you will never be lost. It always shows the way.

We value our navigation apps because they direct us to wherever we want to go, using the swiftest and most efficient route. But we take for granted their true genius—the ability to, without any effort or input on our part, identify precisely where we are on this Earth. Where am I right now? A paper map will show all of the roads that lead to your destination. But if you don’t know where you’re starting from, that paper map is useless. Knowing your current location is key to routing the path forward.

Likewise, knowing yourself intimately and objectively is a vital first step toward realizing your potential as a person and as a leader. You cannot grow without an accurate understanding of who you are and where you’re starting from, and there is no app for that. Finding your way to the best version of yourself—as an influencer, contributor, colleague, family member, friend, or leader—requires persistent effort and constant introspection. Because, while you may find yourself in familiar and comfortable surroundings today, that can change quickly. The political, cultural, and economic landscape is shifting at a pace that affects us all. Any one of us could wake up to find that our jobs and workplaces have dramatically changed or even disappeared. And if that happens to you, your ability to fully understand yourself will be integral to how you proceed.

I first learned about the power of introspection from my mother, Wendy Amaechi, who remains the greatest influence in my life. In both of her full-time roles—single mother of three and family physician with a community surgery in the north of England—she embodied The Promises of Giants, both in word and deed. And the lessons she shared continue to resonate with me in new and unexpected ways—little Easter eggs of wisdom and benevolence that pop into my consciousness, seemingly whenever they’re needed most. It was Mum who helped chart my course to professional basketball and helped lay the foundation for my work now in the discipline of psychology.

I started playing basketball in 1987 when I was 16, developing basic skills and learning the rules on the fly during pickup at a small community college gym. While you might think it quite predictable that an enormous Black child would eventually gravitate toward sport and basketball specifically, it was not a fait accompli in my case. I was (and am) a nerd and a geek, who knew nothing about sport and cared even less. My introduction to the game was late and accidental, but it didn’t take me long to recognize my potential, given my physical advantages.

I didn’t love basketball per se. In fact, I never loved it and still don’t. But in those first weeks in the gym, I fell in love with the way I felt around the game, being embraced by peers who praised me and believed in me and wanted me on their team. Until then, my height had been a liability and the source of isolation and embarrassment. Suddenly, though, it was an asset. It had a practical value in that it connected me to people who viewed me as special and believed in my potential for greatness. It connected me to people who would laugh with me and not at me, people who pushed me to perform and supported me through failure in a way I had never experienced before. That was the initial allure.

On my first day of practice, I learned about the NBA. Although I didn’t know then what those letters stood for—National Basketball Association—I knew it was a place where I could be seen completely differently than my day-to-day experience suggested. While it was important that the NBA was a place where I could make a living playing basketball, at that time it more represented the idea of being paid to feel like I belonged—like I felt in that gym in Chorlton—rather than some path to riches in and of itself. I will admit to being seduced by the thoughts of eternal sunshine: after all, that’s all you saw in 80s US television—sunshine and heroes—and the notion of cheering crowds rather than jeering passersby was really compelling, but I was not thinking about strangers cheering me on and wearing shirts bearing my name. As a person who spent much of their day wishing to be invisible, I thought that a modicum of fame would be a tolerable exchange for sunshine and belonging, but I never lost sight of the fact that basketball wasn’t an end to itself; it would simply provide an alternative path to what I truly dreamed of as a child—financial security and a career as a psychologist.

My mother understood my early fascination with psychology and the way that people think and behave. But I left her in the dark about my burgeoning interest in basketball and the places it was taking my imagination. She knew I was spending time at the gym, but it could easily have been a passing phase and, frankly, she was probably just relieved that her lonely, chunky boy was finally exercising and alluding to “friends.” How could she know that a year from college and only months after touching a ball for the first time, her bashful bookworm was scheming to play in the NBA? She didn’t even know that there was an NBA.

I presented these intentions to Mum in a deliberate and dramatic fashion. She was lying in bed, where each night before sleep she would listen to The Archers, a long-running BBC radio drama about the trials and tribulations of a rural community. As I had on other occasions when there were important matters to discuss, I stood by Mum’s window and gazed toward the Victorian railway viaduct that dominates my hometown, Stockport. From outside, the industrial lights of a nearby office parking lot cast an amber glow into her room, which was otherwise dark. I enjoyed this spot because the backlighting of my profile created a brooding and serious theatrical effect.

“Mum …” I said, summoning a deep breath. “I’m not sure where I want to go to university.”

She did not rush to respond; for a time the space was filled only by the sounds of sheep bleating from the radio. Eventually, she replied, though with only modest enthusiasm. “Well … There’s Manchester University.”

Yes, I thought, Manchester University. Close to home, that’s fine. Let her go on. I said nothing.

“And then there’s Liverpool. And Leeds. And Birmingham.”

Good yes, perfectly fine institutions. Still, I said nothing. Let her sense my anguish through my silence—let her search for the source of consternation behind this stare.

“There’s even London. There are lots of choices in London.”

Yes, London. I’m moderately terrified of the IRA bombings I keep hearing about, but yes, there’s London. Go on, please.

She didn’t go on. I was still at the window and didn’t want to break character by shifting my gaze from the horizon. But the empty bleating of sheep was again the only sound in the room. The London offering was her last.

It is clear to me now that she was humoring me with these suggestions, buying me time to say whatever it was that I was working up the courage to say.

“But, Mother …”

I gathered myself and pivoted toward her, pausing again for effect.

“I’m not sure what country I want to go to for university.”

Ooh. I nailed it. The energy in the room changed immediately. Mum shifted in her bed and turned off the radio. I had her. And wait till she heard what was coming next!

“I think I’d like to go to university in America so I can play in the NBA. That’s the National Basketball Association.” I clarified the acronym casually as if I hadn’t just learned it myself. “The NBA is where the best basketball players in the world play.”

We sat with that information for what seemed like an eternity but was surely only a second or two. When Mum was sure that I’d finished speaking, she sat up, locked eyes with me, and stated quite plainly and without judgment, “That sounds challenging.” Queen of the understatement she was.

“How are you going to manage that?”

I pointed to the obvious first. I was Black, I was six foot eight, and I was still growing. In my world, which extended no further than Stockport, I had never seen anyone who even approached my size. So it stood to reason that my color and height alone would put me on the fast track. I considered myself a Black unicorn, and as such I would surely be in high demand.

“I’ll do a year of high school in the US first,” I proposed. Even unicorns need to develop their skills, after all. And I was realistic enough to appreciate how far I was behind the competition waiting in America. But it was nothing that couldn’t be overcome by a year playing at any random high school!

“Then I will get a scholarship to a top university”—as one does—“And then I’ll get selected in the draft—that’s what they call it, the NBA Draft—and I’ll make a lot of money.”

It was a watertight plan. Feeling confident, I sweetened the deal.

“And when I make it, I’ll buy you a new house!” Who could argue with that?

Mum was not impressed. She was not impressed. But her expression betrayed nothing, one way or another. I tried not to appear overeager for a response, any response. I looked back out the window, this time toward the office park on the opposite end of the bowl of Stockport.

“Son?”

YES? WHAT? YES?!?

“Would you recognize your soul in the dark?”

Would I recognize my soul in the dark? What a thing to hear. I’d spent days orchestrating this moment and had now laid bare my ambitions, supported by a well-reasoned plan. And she asks about my soul in the dark? What does that have to do with anything? And aren’t we atheists anyway? I’d never been so frustrated with her, but she proceeded before I could reply.

“People who want to do ordinary things,” she said, “They are like sticks in the river. They get thrown in at the top, and they may get stuck for a while in some reeds. Or even temporarily washed to the banks. But eventually, all things being equal, they will make their way to the sea.

“You’ve chosen an extraordinary destination. And as such, you can’t rely on chance or fate to wash you there. People who want to do extraordinary things … they need to be armed with full knowledge of who they are.

“Most people can’t describe their true selves in enough detail that they could recognize themselves without their physical reflection. Would you recognize your soul in the dark?”

Now she had my attention. I moved to her bedside and listened enraptured as she told me about the power and, indeed, the necessity of introspection for those who plan to achieve the unconventional and extraordinary.

“Describe yourself to me,” she said when she was done. “Who are you?”

That question should have been easy enough for a smart kid like me. I prided myself on my intellect and my studies. I spent hours lost in books and my own thoughts. And yet, I struggled to find a meaningful reply to Mum’s question. I resorted to listing the most basic physical and biological descriptors (e.g., Black, tall, British, student, son, older brother), but that wasn’t what she was looking for.

“Let’s take away all of that,” she said. “What happens if you can’t use those things?”

Neither my mother back then nor I today would suggest that such basic characteristics are not vital to personal identity. But it is easy to start and end self-analysis within the territory of the safe or obvious—job title, age, country of origin, gender identity, and so forth. Focusing exclusively on these basic traits, however, sells us short. It diminishes individuality and quashes the nuance of experience. It overlooks intersectionality and our unique idiosyncrasies and limits our access to greater truths. So Mum pushed me to dig deeper. Over the next few days, she peppered me with questions. What is your most common state or mood? What happens when you experience the extremes of emotion? Under what circumstances do you feel peace, and how often does that occur? What agitates you? What inspires joy and lifts your spirits? What types of interactions do you avoid?

“It’s blind spots and self-sabotage that derail most people in pursuit of the extraordinary,” she would say. “Not the competition.”

It was an invaluable study. I had been charting my destination and all that I’d hoped to accomplish. But, in doing so, I had put the cart before the horse; I had not performed a proper inventory of these less-examined spaces. I had not taken stock of what parts of my character might be incompatible with such lofty dreams—the inconvenient truths, for example, that I was lazy, that I loved eating pie, and that I generally avoided physical exertion at any cost.

The fact that I loved pie was not necessarily news. But Mum forced me to confront my indulgences in a serious and methodical way, particularly as they related to the plans I had for myself. The average NBA player carries about 4–8 percent body fat; mine was … higher. What was I going to do about that? Had I considered the sacrifice that would be required to get into that range? Did I have enough inner resolve to overcome the indisputable strength of my appetite? How many pies a week would I have to leave uneaten?

The fact that I was lazy was a more surprising revelation, at least to me. Less so to Mum, I suppose, but I had never considered myself to be so. It is true that, aside from those few months playing basketball, I had never been particularly active. I was bookish, though! I loved nothing more than curling up with a science-fiction novel and letting the hours pass by. And, to my mind, that love reflected nothing more than my superior intellect and passion for reading. But, upon closer scrutiny, I had to acknowledge that I loved the “curl up” part of “curl up with a book” every bit as much as the “book” part. I could be curled up and daydreaming and be perfectly content. Or curled up with the TV. Or a pie. Or the TV and a pie together.

This remains true today: I am inherently lazy. Left unchecked, my default state is to spend as little energy as possible, especially when it comes to physical exertion. I needed to understand that about myself early on because it was not in sync with my world-beating intentions. My mother challenged me to explore such detrimental qualities not to dissuade me from my dreams but to put me on guard. My appetite and my laziness were not going away and could not be ignored. So, in the service of my destiny, I would need to create enduring strategies to negate them.

I was fortunate that my mother forced me toward introspection because it is not traditionally encouraged in young people. Instead, we use standardized tests to tell them what they’re good at. And, from their earliest days, we ask not what they value or who they are, but, rather, what they would like to be professionally. What do you want to do when you grow up? What do you want to be when you grow up? Perhaps we should ask who they want to be, not what.

If you are not open to focused introspection and you do not practice it on a routine basis, you will not be a great leader—at least not by the standards of greatness that I would suggest truly matter. To be authentic, emotionally literate, intellectually curious, adaptable, and connected and engaged with those around you, introspection cannot be ignored. It is a whetstone that sharpens your inner voice, which must be trustworthy. For the rest of your professional life, that voice will be your primary source of feedback. Colleagues, direct reports, and managers will be sources as well. But the farther you advance, the more difficult it will become to acquire useful external feedback.

That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t seek insights from the people around you; you most definitely should. Share an experience with a colleague who generally comes from a different perspective—someone outside of your immediate peer group—and ask how she or he might have handled it. Find someone you can lean on as a “reverse mentor” of sorts—a less experienced team member or even a direct report who can provide feedback on specific areas of concern. Schedule periodic 15-minute check-ins, and be candid about what you need from them. Explain frankly, “My aspiration is to be an incredible leader. Where am I in that pursuit? I know that I have flaws. But where do they manifest, and how can I change that?”

That takes some chutzpah because you may be told stuff that won’t always be pleasant. But your colleagues won’t tell you everything. And they’ll sometimes tell you things that aren’t necessarily accurate, for better or worse. So this first promise is imperative: to view yourself critically, objectively, and compassionately. This means an honest, ongoing pragmatic self-assessment of strengths and weaknesses. Without an accurate understanding of your flaws and fortes, the starting point of your journey forward will be unclear, immediately setting you off course.

Many of us have known people who are unable to see their flaws, even when they’re painfully obvious, self-destructive, and toxic to others. Stubborn and/or delusional, these people treat every quality or near-skill as supreme and fully matured. Some of them may be well-intended, while others are blowhards convinced that they’re the cat’s pajamas. You simply can’t tell them anything to the contrary. But they’re actually a minority.

More common are the gratuitously self-flagellant, who are hyperbolic in their self-criticism and incapable of recognizing the magnitude of their strengths and accomplishments. Many of us struggle to appreciate the qualities that can’t be easily quantified in the P&L or celebrated by awards for hitting concrete targets. We’re dismissive of personal triumphs that seem irrelevant to the workplace but actually have salient applications. For example, if you’re a woman who is entering the workplace later in life because you were a mature student raising a family while working through school, that alone should resonate as a remarkable and relevant achievement. If it doesn’t—if you can’t recognize and honor the tenacity and initiative you’ve demonstrated to get to that point—then that can be as limiting and damaging as being an overconfident blowhard.

Selling ourselves short is an unfortunate but predictable outcome of corporate culture. “Imposter syndrome”—the feeling that you are a fraud and undeserving of your place, that you’re actually substandard, and that, at any second, people will “find out” and “expose” you—has been widely discussed. But it is often framed as an individual pathology, which it is not. It is not an affliction of the meek or an absence of assertiveness; rather, imposter syndrome is a natural response to systemic waves of pressure that are pervasive in most workplaces and, indeed, throughout society. Waves of pressure that strike some people as turbulence become the wind beneath the wings of others.

The style of leadership favored by an organization is set from the top. And “the top” has traditionally been inhabited by a homo-genous brand of leader. They are mostly white and mostly straight, yes. But it is more than that. Regardless of demographics, traditional leaders are largely autocratic, dominant in their relationships, and fixed in their thinking. This style is not lost on people working within organizations, who will automatically feel some sense of imposter syndrome if they cannot relate to or match the examples at the top. I will never look like that leader or be stylistically similar, they surmise, so I’m essentially a pretender to a throne I could never rightly assume.

The damage inflicted by imposter syndrome is compounded because it filters out the people we need most in leadership positions—people who are truly conscientious and concerned about delivering for both their employer and employees—often at the most critical time in their careers. If those people are not adequately supported during early leadership opportunities, they will be more prone to fall victim to imposter syndrome. And, as they retreat from leadership, the void will be filled by peers who are less troubled by feeling like a fraud so long as they advance. Those peers are less likely to be inhibited by imposter syndrome because they are empowered to believe that being a boss is their natural destiny. They may not even be concerned with managing effectively or giving appraisals or connecting with their people. Because simply by reflecting the general characteristics of the leaders at the top, they have already checked the most important box. And from there, the system is designed to accommodate their ascension.

If you do not check that box, you will be more susceptible to imposter syndrome. If you are a woman or a racial minority or if you are LGBTQ+, it will be more difficult to relate to high-level leadership in most workplaces. But this can also be true for introverted straight, white males, who find themselves in the shadows of charismatic, larger-than-life leaders. How could I thrive in this space, they naturally wonder. I am quiet and considered, and everybody who leads here is gregarious and seemingly comfortable speaking before thousands.

How can you be confident in your ability to lead if you don’t fit into one of the classical leadership archetypes? What if you’re not a zany Richard Branson type? Or a terrifying and brilliant Steve Jobs type? Or, God forbid, a terrorizing and simple Donald Trump type? We know that, like the workplace, society at large takes cues from the dominant leadership style. A week into Donald Trump’s presidency, and it was nearly impossible to imagine a time when someone with the characteristics of a Barack Obama could have ever held office. Even those who opposed Trump felt compelled to adopt his tone and his tactics.

Everyone, and especially those who’ve never felt it, bears a responsibility to limit the damage done by imposter syndrome. It creates leaders who are overly self-critical and unable to recognize the bits that make them good. They are constantly beating themselves up and obsessing over perceived shortcomings, and that makes them neurotic, which has the unfortunate effect of making the people around them neurotic. When the person who is supposed to be leading is saying they aren’t any good or showing as much through their body language, it does little to inspire confidence.

Imposter syndrome impairs judgment. Its howls of self-doubt are unnerving, and they don’t just scream that you’re terrible at your job. They scream that you’re a fraud. That it’s bad enough that you’re incapable, but you’re also pretending to be capable. It turns people who might otherwise be fine contributors as leaders or otherwise into people who are floundering, timid, and fearful. They recoil from critical decisions and challenging conversations and any situation that might expose them, which is practically every situation in high-performance scenarios. Whether it’s onboarding someone new, addressing underperformance, or assessing who gets a promotion, these moments inspire fear because they threaten to expose. Imposter syndrome encourages withdrawal from those moments or avoidance altogether.

Essentially, imposter syndrome is a nasty voice in your head that sends distorted feedback. And if you lack an acute understanding of yourself, you will not know what to make of it. You will not have a perspective that allows you to separate the truth from fiction. In 2015, the Republican US Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball to the Senate floor to counter the global warming “hysteria” being pushed by “eggheads” in labs. There is no global warming, he argued. This snowball is evidence. And, indeed, a snowball is a reasonable piece of evidence if you are a person who doesn’t understand the difference between climate change and weather. But if you do possess that basic awareness—the fundamental insight that climate is not weather—then that snowball is just a ridiculous stunt. It is flawed evidence that should be dismissed out of hand, and yet without the counter of scrutiny and knowledge, that snowball can be effectively weaponized to great effect.

Imposter syndrome sends similarly flawed evidence. And if you don’t know yourself and appreciate the breadth of your skill and experience, that evidence—absurd though it may be—will be damning. It will leave you trembling when instead it should roll off your back. I can’t possibly rise to this occasion, you’ll think, even though your own history clearly indicates otherwise. If you can access that history and identify your successes and your proven proficiencies, it becomes easier to refute that voice of doubt.

When imposter syndrome sends you tumbling and spiraling down a rabbit hole of self-doubt, there are seven useful questions to ask yourself. They comprise what I refer to as the Effective Feedback Model, a useful tool with broad applicability. The model provides a handy checklist to reference while preparing to give feedback to others. But in the context of introspection, it can hold to account any voice in your head that may be disproportionately cruel or disproportionately flattering, but in either case inaccurate. Asking yourself these seven questions will keep your bravado in check as well as your imposter syndrome.


The Effective Feedback Model

1 What is the feedback’s intent?

What is its impact meant to be? Does this feedback carry an earnest intent toward improvement? Is it helping the avoidance of mistakes? If the intent of the feedback is perfunctory or nebulous, it is probably not worthwhile feedback and should be viewed with skepticism.

2 Is the feedback contextual?

Does the feedback account for the entirety of the present, past, and future landscape? Does it consider all of the factors at play and the external forces that may be beyond your control? Are you convincing yourself that you can’t do something, when in fact you’ve already done something quite comparable, albeit in a slightly different context?

3 Who is benefiting from the feedback?

Is that voice saying you’re a fraud actually delivering feedback for your benefit? Or does it benefit no one? Is it merely a representation of how you believe others perceive you? If there is no clear beneficiary, it is bad feedback. If the person delivering the feedback is the beneficiary, it is terrible feedback.

4 Is the feedback useful now?

Does it carry value and insight, or has its moment passed? Is it relevant and informative in the present? Or does it carry the stains of a past that have already been addressed or is no longer worth dwelling on?

5 Is the feedback real?

This fifth question seems obvious, I suppose. What is being asked here, though, is whether the feedback—the message being processed in your head—is verifiably true and accurate. Or is it based on speculation? Conjecture should not contribute to feedback.

6 Is the feedback cruel?

This is perhaps the most important of the seven questions, I feel. Is the feedback in question unintentionally cruel? Or unkind by design? Because, if the voice or nature of the feedback is cruel, then it is unlikely to be good feedback. You can give effective feedback that isn’t what people want to hear. You can grow from feedback that is even painful to hear. But no one improves from feedback that is cruel.

7 Is the feedback shared?

Is the opinion on which it’s based shared by relevant, informed colleagues? Whether assessing yourself or others, your voice should not stand alone. Are the people around you saying they believe in you, while the voice in your head is crying out that you’re crap? The feedback that reflects mainly the feelings or beliefs of one individual likely says more about that individual than it does the subject of the feedback.



We will return to this model later when we look at delivering feedback to others. But applied inwardly, the Effective Feedback Model helps us extract meaning from chaos and separate truth from fiction. Those seven questions help clarify and contextualize the messages that are constantly being sent by our inner critic. They prevent our heads from becoming echo chambers of distortion that negatively influence behavior; they encourage us to view and understand ourselves in a more complete way.

If you are averse to introspection or lack the initiative to engage in self-analysis, it will be all but impossible to fulfil The Promises of Giants. The force of the tide alone won’t get you there. You must promise to maintain an accurate and up-to-date understanding of yourself; you must promise to be objective, detailed, eloquent, and accurate in your praise and criticism.

The journey of self-analysis that began with Mum continued beyond her death, which unbeknown to us at the time was only a few years away. It continued beyond my goals of reaching the NBA and becoming a psychologist and starting my own firm, and it will continue until my final breaths. And for this I am grateful because it is joyful work! While demanding, introspection should not feel like a burden or repetitious drudgery. It is like rereading a familiar book and discovering a new insight or turn of phrase on a page you thought you knew down to the word.

Finding your soul in the dark is not a discrete exercise. It is the essential pursuit of a lifetime, and it begins now so get started!


Activity: Soul in the Dark

Could you describe yourself in a way that you and others could recognize uniquely as you, if others couldn’t see your physical form or glean your identity from your relationships to people or institutions?

Without labels describing your demographics or reference to your identity (gender, sexuality, ethnicity, etc.), your occupation, and hobbies, without using relationships labels (brother, mother, etc.), and without describing yourself in comparison to people in uniquely similar circumstances or endlessly listing your likes and dislikes, could you describe yourself in a way that even just you would recognize?

The following are a list of questions that might help start you on this path. This isn’t an exercise that is completed in an hour: each question will likely spark other questions and implications that arise from some of your answers.

Once you’ve begun to answer some of these questions, you may want to think about people who will give you their own honest thoughts on their impressions. But make sure you delve in on your own first so you aren’t too influenced by any particular person as you explore who you really are.
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