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Praise for Defining You


“Helps you travel on the journey of self-discovery in a simple, yet thorough fashion. [Defining You] will provide you with previous undiscovered insights and help you craft an action plan to pull it all together. It is a ‘must read’ for anyone who has that essential quality of exceptional leaders, curiosity.”


David Sole OBE, former Scotland Rugby Captain, co-founder of School for CEOs


“Fiona Murden masterfully employs evidence-based tools … This is the perfect book for anyone who is committed to the journey of self-awareness.”


Dr. Tasha Eurich, New York Times bestselling author


“This is a MUST read—read it, and then get your loved ones to read it. You owe it to them and yourself.”


Wing Commander Jonathan McMullan, Commanding Officer, Royal Australian Air Force Officers’ Training School


“Cuts right through the chaotic and provides authentic, useful, relevant, and actionable exercises at every turn.”


Mel Carson, Microsoft


“Puts the spotlight on your own journey, helping you find your way to a happier, more successful life.”


Kenny Wilson, CEO of Dr. Martens


“Fiona’s warm and engaging style springs from the pages, providing guidance and helpful, pragmatic examples which really make the experience come to life.”


Sue Langley OBE, Non-Exec Chairwoman of Arthur J. Gallagher UK


“Whoever you are, and at whatever point you find yourself, here’s a bespoke map for what happens next.”


Jon Hendry, CEO of Prezzo Ltd


“[Fiona] manages to get to the bottom of complex issues, and communicate them in a way you can action.”


Rowan Gormley, CEO of Majestic Wine, Founder of Naked Wines


“A really compelling and rewarding read that is highly recommended for anyone serious about understanding themselves and becoming the very best they can be.”


Jo Walmsley, HR Director of Waitrose


“Every reader will find a range of really helpful tools to understand their values, passions, and interests—and to identify development goals to live life with a purpose.”


Professor Anthony Forster, University of Essex
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For my family—those who are here and
those who are gone. You are my story.









Foreword




There is only one corner of the universe you can be certain of improving, and that’s your own self.


—Aldous Huxley





I have always thought the most attractive people were those who were “comfortable in their own skin.” It’s something I have been working toward myself and something I aspire to for my children. Working through the exercises and taking time to embrace the concepts in Fiona’s book go a long way toward helping to achieve some of that self-awareness and identify one’s purpose.


I met Fiona in 2008, when she was asked by my employer at the time to profile me for a promotion. I remember being incredibly nervous about going for my assessment. I had no idea what it would be like, what kinds of questions I would be asked, and, above all, what sorts of conclusions this occupational psychologist would draw about me.


I’m happy to say that it was actually a very enjoyable experience. Fiona was warm and engaging, and although she asked probing questions, she instantly put me at ease. I did get the promotion, I received a very insightful profile report, which I still refer to from time to time, and I gained a friend as well. Fiona’s observations about my strengths, potential risks, and limitations, my motivation and drive, and the environment in which I would thrive were spot on. Those observations and insights provoked a lot of thought, really helped to raise my self-awareness, and gave me a good baseline for my ever-evolving development plan.


I read Defining You with great interest, as I am a naturally curious person on a continual self-improvement mission. I also really enjoy meeting new people and understanding what makes them tick. I found the exercises and tools in this book really helpful to me in planning the next phase of my life (having recently hit the milestone of 50), but also in understanding and engaging with others. I would strongly recommend the book as a means of self-discovery and, ultimately, of optimizing your performance and overall well-being.


Brenda Trenowden CBE


Brenda Trenowden is a strong advocate for women’s economic empowerment and has been recognized with several awards for her global campaigning for greater gender balance across organizations. She is currently Global Chair of the 30% Club, working closely with leading chairs and CEOs around the world to increase the representation of women in senior roles and more broadly. The 30% Club, which originally launched in the UK, now operates in 11 global areas with the aim of improving the gender balance at each stage of life’s journey, from schoolroom to boardroom. Brenda is also an adviser to the UK government’s Hampton-Alexander Review for increasing the representation of women at the executive level of the FTSE 350.







INTRODUCTION

In the Company of a Psychologist

• • •

Have you ever wondered what it would be like to delve into your own story, to understand the twists and turns of your life in a way that makes you not only more successful but happier? It’s rare that any of us has time to truly reflect on what makes us who we are—and I don’t mean the kind of naval gazing or introspection that leaves us feeling miserable and questioning what life is all about. Rather, I’m talking about a positive, pragmatic, even self-indulgent exploration of what makes you you. It doesn’t matter how old you are, whether you are 20-something, looking at where you want your life to go, 40-something, working out how to create more meaning in the prime years of your career, or 60-something, about to retire and wanting to continue to live with a sense of purpose—all of us can gain from learning more about ourselves. This book will take you through your journey in a way that will positively propel you into the next days, weeks, years, and decades of your life with a greater sense of clarity about who you are and what you stand for, an understanding of your purpose, and the confidence to live and breathe what you have learned.

Over the years I have been privileged enough to hear hundreds of people’s stories, working to understand my clients’ unique personae, their purposes in life, and how to unlock their potentials to fulfill them. As a psychologist, I build up insights into who people are and what makes them tick in order to help them live a more successful, satisfied life and to excel in whatever it is they do. This raised self-awareness is the first stepping stone to attainment in nearly all walks of life. My clients are people who are already functioning well and typically at the peak of their profession, but want to gain an edge, unlock even more of their capabilities, seek out excellence. Having now gained the experience that comes with age, I operate in the UK, USA, Europe, and Asia Pacific with some of the biggest companies and institutions in the world. Typically working with leaders and other prominent people in these international settings, I have seen that they, like the rest of us, can be irrational beings. While people who’ve reached the dizzy heights of top-level leadership tend to have greater self-insight than most, they still have room to grow when it comes to understanding why they and other people behave in a certain way, why they sometimes struggle with their emotions, why they misdiagnose what drains them, where their deepest passions lie, and sometimes even why they question their place in the world.

As far as I’m concerned, the fact that these “successful” people can still learn and improve reflects the need for all of us to be better equipped to understand ourselves, in order to make the most of our lives. I am passionate about increasing everyone’s understanding of how their mind works, to empower us all to reach our true potential. That’s why I wanted to write this book. I want to democratize the opportunities I’m able to offer to these senior leaders, athletes, and other prominent people, equipping you with some of the tools to explore and better understand your own story. I not only want to give you a greater sense of purpose and help you achieve success, but, and in my view more importantly, to enable you to live a happy and fulfilled life and to better understand how to maintain your mental well-being.


What Does Fulfilling Your Potential Really Mean?


You are not meant for crawling, so don’t. You have wings. Learn to use them, and fly.

—Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, thirteenth century



Fulfilling our potential is core to being human. It has been a constant for centuries and across our existence. It is what has allowed us to thrive as a race, curiously seeking out opportunities, learning more and more, continuing to push boundaries in our societies and our world.

Today, for you, fulfilling your potential is about possibility and growth: exploring your opportunities and place in the world, what makes you uniquely you, how you can soar and shine with your strengths and embrace your weaknesses. It’s about defining your purpose or your dream and living in pursuit of it, whatever that may be: being the best friend and relation you can to those in your life, giving back to your local community, breaking a record, starting a successful business, becoming an Olympic athlete, or taking over as managing director of an international company. It’s about unleashing your personal possibility, developing yourself in order to express your individuality, and living your life to the full extent of your capacity.

In order to fulfill your potential, you need to understand your behavior and your motivations, and you need to be aware of why you are the way you are, and the impact that has on other people. You not only need to “define you,” but to define the path you want to take through life, to understand your purpose, and to feel confident in pushing the boundaries. At the same time, you must be willing to accept setbacks and learn from them. You must understand your environment, be curious and open to what’s going on around you, and tuned into the network in which you exist. You need to know how to recognize your tipping points, both psychological and physiological, and to be aware of how best to respond in order to keep going. You have to understand the massive organ that is your brain, and learn to respect it in order for it to function optimally. Finally, to really fulfill your potential, you need to recognize that occasionally pausing, taking a breath, and stepping back from the fast-paced world is not a “nice to have,” but a “have to have.” All of this will allow you to join the dots on who you are, to create the narrative of your story, memories, and values that make up your identity now. You are valuable as you are, but with an understanding of what your potential is and how you want to fulfill it, you will be able to release more of yourself and, ultimately, will feel a greater sense of accomplishment and be more complete as a person.

That may sound like a lot to take on, but I’m here to help you. This book distills some of the knowledge I have gained as a chartered psychologist, a qualification process that takes seven years, combined with 18 years’ experience and hundreds of hours’ worth of profiling and coaching with clients. I will share techniques and anecdotes in order to help you explore your own story. This book will offer you recommendations about the most robustly tested approaches and explain some of the science in simple, pragmatic, and accessible ways. You will benefit from research on the best methods and my own expertise and experience, as well as from the knowledge of a range of different academics and professionals. And although I can’t meet you face to face, I can walk you through the process I would take a client through so you can better understand who you are, what you are all about, and how you can best fulfill your potential.

When I profile someone, over three to four hours I explore all the elements that make them unique. Many people then go on to have coaching: support to raise their self-insight and put what they have learned into action, as well as counsel on their physiological well-being (it takes a brain and body that are firing on all cylinders to make behavioral change possible). Although many clients are reticent about the profiling session—after all, it’s pretty daunting to think that someone is going to try to unlock the essence of who you are—they generally leave saying that they really enjoyed it and found it incredibly helpful. I then get emails to say they are still thinking and reflecting on things several days or weeks later. Bear this in mind when you’re working through the book: it takes time to digest it all.

As you read this book, you will have the opportunity to explore yourself in the same way as I would analyze you and your life if you were in the room with me. I’m going to help you piece together your experiences, strengths, and behaviors so you can better understand yourself and grow as a person, in the direction you want to go. Using this book you will be able to:

•   be totally in control of what you explore, when, and in how much depth;

•   have time to reflect and digest information before moving on to the next area;

•   have the opportunity to go back and add in reflections, insights, thoughts, and memories as they come to you;

•   choose to keep the output purely to yourself, if you want;

•   create a guide to who you are through insights into your potential, your purpose, and your personal development.

I have divided the book into three parts, which mirror the stages of profiling and development: reflection, insights, and action. Each chapter contains sessions that explore the areas you’ll be looking at, before offering the tools, tips, and activities to guide you through gathering the insights you need. As you move through the book, you will build your own story, gaining greater clarity over who you are, your place in the world, where your untapped potential lies, and where you want to go. You’ll be able to apply the skills you develop to different aspects of your life as you go along. Toward the end of the book we’ll look at the best ways of “optimizing you” both mentally and physically, given all you’ve learned about yourself and the realities of the environment in which you live and work.




Reflection

In this section you’ll reflect on who you are, stepping through your life story from your childhood to where you are today. This will help you to:

•   explore what makes you you in a helpful and constructive way;

•   build your personal story line by understanding how your experiences have shaped you, your core personality, strengths, passions, and interests;

•   begin piecing together the path you want to take in life based on your personal preferences and values.

The tools and tips in this section will show you:

•   how curious you are and how open to the world around you, as well as the impact this has on numerous areas of your life, from unlocking creativity and building better relationships to building your intellect and improving your overall well-being. This session gives pragmatic suggestions on how to improve your curiosity.

•   how self-aware you are, and how this underpins success in life and your overall mental health, with guidelines on becoming more self-aware.

•   how changing your brain can change your life course, however old you are.

•   how emotionally wise you are, and how this underlies effective communication, meaningful relationships, influencing skills, your ability to manage stress and anxiety, your ability to make effective judgments, and even your ability to build profits in a commercial setting. The session offers guidance, too, on how to grow your emotional wisdom.

•   how to overcome obstacles, looking specifically at psychological blockers and reframing your thinking.

•   how to find meaning in life through building more effective connections with others and understanding your core values.




Insights

Once you’ve reflected on your story, you’ll have the opportunity to collect information by gathering feedback. The sessions in this section will provide you with:

•   an understanding of how other people in your life view you, your unique strengths, and other tendencies of which you may be less aware.

The tools and tips in this section will show you:

•   how to explore your personality in more depth and review the output through self-reflection and input from someone you trust;

•   how to ask for feedback in a way that gives constructive output and yet is comfortable for both you and the person you’re asking;

•   how to incorporate other people’s view of you into your personal narrative, making your view of yourself more accurately aligned with the world around you;

•   how to take action on your feedback, turning it into pragmatic outputs;

•   how to capture what you’ve explored about your core personality, your values, passions, and interests, and your strengths all in one place—defining you;

•   how to be clear about your purpose in life and guide everything you do with a greater sense of meaning.




Action

In the final section, we look at optimizing you by pulling together everything you have explored in a coherent way, providing clarity about who you are, what you want, and what you need to do in order to fulfill your potential. The sessions in this section will:

•   provide you with an understanding of how to build your confidence and self-esteem, enabling you to carry out the goals you’ve defined and present yourself to the world with impact;

•   help you to understand what a toxic work environment looks like, how to deal with one, and what the best work environment is for you;

•   cover the benefits of networking, finding a mentor, and using role models to help you to achieve your goals;

•   explain how to fuel your brain positively through reducing stress, managing particular stressors that are at a mismatch with your brain, and optimizing your emotional resilience through sleep, exercising, and other factors built up throughout the book.

The tools and tips in these chapters will show you:

•   how to better understand your personal stressors and address them;

•   how to build your emotional resilience to enable you to keep functioning at your best;

•   how to identify your optimal sleep pattern and whether you are naturally more of a morning or evening person;

•   how to fit more exercise into your daily life, overcoming mental and physical barriers to your fitness schedule;

•   how to create an action plan for times when stress becomes too much;

•   how to visualize your way to success.


You may want to invest in a notepad specifically to capture your thoughts and ideas as you move through the sessions in this book. This will provide you with something you can revisit and add to over time. Alternatively, you may want to start a document on your computer. Do whatever works best for you.



Defining You includes a range of exercises, tips, and advice, but a large part of this process is finding out the techniques that feel right for you. So, take note of what does and doesn’t work, and use that information to give you ready access to tools and techniques that will help you to flourish. This book is like a window into what makes you who you are. By the end you will have far greater self-insight, which in itself will have a massively positive effect on a range of areas in your life, from personal to professional. But although you may be keen to crack on and find out as much as you can as quickly as you can, I would suggest that to get the most out of it, you work through the book slowly, step by step. Our brain takes time to assimilate new information and properly integrate it into our narrative and identity. Take the time to try things out and reflect on them in order to give you a really full understanding of who you are and what suits you best.

If you’re ready to begin, it’s time to start defining you.
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CHAPTER 1


Observe, Don’t React


• • •


To step into the company of a psychologist is to enter a world of observation and hypothesis. To do my job effectively, I need to move away from my normal everyday way of seeing the world. As humans, our view is unintentionally and unconsciously riddled with biases and preconceptions. Before I meet someone in a professional capacity, the first and most critical thing I do is to get into the correct mindset. I step away from my “normal” way of seeing the world so that I am ready to explore my client’s story open-mindedly, carefully, and constructively. To do my job effectively I need to observe, not react to what I hear. One of my key objectives is to meet the client with a clean slate, testing information from the standpoint of not believing it to be true. This requires a curious-minded approach, one that looks at things from different angles and perpetually explores alternative options.


In this chapter, we will look at “perpetual curiosity” and how it can benefit you in exploring who you are. You’ll discover how curious you are and be given guidance on developing this crucial life skill. I’ll then outline how you can step back from your emotions and biases in order to observe rather than react. This is useful on many levels, since an understanding of how your emotions are influencing your judgments can help you:


•   improve your personal relationships and influencing ability;


•   observe other people’s reactions and respond calmly, rather than getting into the position where you think “I wish I hadn’t said that”;


•   improve your decision-making skills;


•   understand organizational politics and navigate them more effectively;


•   and, most importantly, maintain a healthier brain.




The Delight of Curiosity




Curiosity is the essence of human existence. “Who are we? Where are we? Where do we come from? Where are we going?” I don’t know. I don’t have any answers to those questions. I don’t know what’s over there and around that corner. But I want to find out.


—Eugene Cernan, American astronaut





Curiosity is a fascinating, even magical behavior that’s relevant to each and every one of us. It defines our natural inquisitiveness as humans, since without curiosity we wouldn’t have moved beyond being cave dwellers. Exploiting our curiosity has enabled us to reach the advanced scientific and technological world of the twenty-first century. Over the past couple of decades, neuroscience, the study of how our brain works, has taken massive leaps forward and has given us insight into how and why we do things, at a level we’ve never experienced before.


You have already proven yourself more curious than the average adult: a recent study revealed that only around 10 percent of the EU population aged 25–64 participated in “lifelong learning.”1 Picking up a book on personal development puts you in a minority of proactive learners who have a sense of curiosity.


We most commonly associate curiosity with children and their raw, hungry desire to understand the world around them and their place in it. While research suggests that as we age our inquisitiveness tends to fade,2 curiosity is just as relevant in adulthood, not only helping you discover more about who you are, but providing a basis on which to build better relationships, unlock creativity and innovation, grow your intellect, and boost your general health and well-being.


In his book Curious, Ian Leslie describes the process of curiosity in childhood.3 This is a useful framework from which to see the psychological investigation carried out in a profiling session. Psychologists have to be curious, persistently exploring meaning to get beneath the surface of the complex layers of human behavior and intention and really understand what makes someone tick. In a sense, I consider my job to be very like that of a detective. Whether I’m reading about/watching Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, Colombo, Inspector Morse, or Maigret, I always feel connections and parallels between their work and mine: their resolute approach and insistent need never to take anything at face value. These masters of curiosity see things from every angle until they find the clues that unlock the mystery.


Leslie describes the three steps of curiosity as follows:




1 KNOWING WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW


You approach a situation accepting your own inexperience. You’re not presuming you know the answer, but rather asking questions with an open mind and really considering the answers. This is known as empathic curiosity: an interest in the thoughts and feelings of other people, and remaining ready to encounter the unexpected.4


I meet every client from a position of naivety: no expectations and no presumptions. This way I can really connect with them, putting my own presuppositions aside in order to understand their personal experiences and how those have affected who they are.


I encourage you to use this approach when working through the book. Rather than answering questions with your habitual response, think about what you really think, feel, and want. Don’t assume you know the answers until you’ve looked at things from every angle, dig beneath the surface, and ask yourself why you feel the way you do about certain things, how the beliefs you have formed came about, what led you to take certain decisions. Doing this will provide far richer insights to work with in defining you.







2 IMAGINING DIFFERENT, COMPETING POSSIBILITIES


You hold more than one possibility in mind at any given time, and explore which one is right. For example, when meeting someone shy, consider “Is this person shy when they meet new people?” or “Are they quiet in this situation because they’re nervous?” This element of curiosity is essential when it comes to the line of questioning I take in profiles, drawing inferences about a client’s mental state, judgments, and actions while recognizing that nothing is a foregone conclusion. Any thought or idea needs to be explored and tested.


When you’re working through this book, try to remember that the first decision you come to about yourself may not be the right one. It’s essential always to consider more than one inference and thoroughly explore it before jumping to a conclusion. Try to suspend judgment until you have explored all the options. It may help you find out something about yourself you’d never considered before.







3 UNDERSTAND THAT YOU CAN LEARN FROM OTHER PEOPLE


Keep an open mind to others’ thoughts, attitudes, and experiences. In social situations, we have a natural tendency to show other people what we know about a familiar subject, rather than listening to what they can tell us. Yet pausing to learn about them and asking questions inevitably provide information that we can reapply to ourselves. For example, you may find a different way of seeing things, a means of overcoming an issue that you hadn’t thought of, an opportunity that you didn’t know about.


When profiling, I employ these three steps on a perpetual loop, testing and retesting hypotheses. In the same way, a detective doesn’t close down an investigation before every avenue has been explored.


The positives about being curious extend beyond the role of exploring your own makeup. Here are some examples.







CURIOSITY MAKES PEOPLE FEEL VALUED


When we show genuine interest in others, wanting to know them and not to judge them, it builds trust and allows a deeper connection to form, ultimately fueling positive relationships.


Matthew Lieberman, a social psychologist and neuroscientist who wrote the book Social: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Connect,5 explains why it’s an evolutionary necessity for us to connect with others. Social connections are as important to our survival as the need for food, safety, and shelter, and are essential to our mental well-being. As a result, the brain rewards us by releasing neurotransmitters that lead to feelings of pleasure when we build meaningful relationships, and curiosity helps us do this.







CURIOSITY ENABLES INNOVATION AND CREATIVITY


Todd Kashdan, who’s carried out extensive research on the topic, says: “When curiosity is supported in the workplace, employees feel energized, engaged and committed, and this helps drive innovation.”6


Being given the freedom to think divergently, to investigate and follow different streams of thinking, and to hold different possibilities in mind, allows people to “think outside of the box.” I’ve seen numerous examples of cultures that close down creativity by preventing this form of curiosity. On the other hand, I’ve worked with organizations where innovation thrives as a result of employees being allowed to make mistakes and being encouraged to explore, learn, discover, and create.







CURIOSITY UNDERPINS INTELLECT


Sophie von Stumm from the University of Edinburgh worked with colleagues to look at curiosity within an academic setting. She found that intellectual curiosity influenced academic performance to the same extent as IQ.7


When I profile leaders, I sometimes quantify their intellect using ability tests. People automatically expect these successful individuals to have a high IQ, and hiring organizations tend to panic if they see a low score for their preferred candidate. Yet a high IQ does not denote success in business, career, or life. Intellectual curiosity is often as important or in some cases more important in indicating an individual’s ability to succeed.







CURIOSITY KEEPS YOU YOUNG


A study following over 1,000 older men and women over time found that those who were more curious were actually more likely to survive the five-year study than those who were not. Curiosity literally kept them alive longer.8







CURIOSITY IMPROVES YOUR GENERAL WELL-BEING


A paper by Matthew Gallagher in the Journal of Positive Psychology showed that the “exploration” component of curiosity is positively associated with well-being.9 Further to this, a German study found that curiosity has a more positive impact on well-being than gratitude, hope, or even humor.10


In short, it’s not only important for you to remain curious throughout this book in order to fully understand your own story, it’s also an incredibly helpful life skill.


TOOLS OF THE SESSION


Measuring your curiosity


How curious are you? Do you follow up leads and explore beneath the surface? Do you persistently investigate different angles and solutions? Do you want to know more about people and places? Complete the Curiosity and Exploration Inventory to find out how you fare against the general population.


Try to be as honest as you can when answering the questions. Don’t worry if you’re not as curious currently as you may want to be—it’s an exciting opportunity to develop.


 




CURIOSITY AND EXPLORATION INVENTORY


 


Instructions: Rate the statements below for how accurately they reflect the way you generally feel and behave. Do not rate what you think you should do, or wish you do, or things you no longer do. Please be as honest as possible.


1—Very slightly or not at all


2—A little


3—Moderately


4—Quite a bit


5—Extremely


1. I actively seek as much information as I can in new situations.     1 2 3 4 5


2. I am the type of person who really enjoys the uncertainty of everyday life.     1 2 3 4 5


3. I am at my best when doing something that is complex or challenging.     1 2 3 4 5


4. Everywhere I go, I am out looking for new things or experiences.     1 2 3 4 5


5. I view challenging situations as an opportunity to grow and learn.     1 2 3 4 5


6. I like to do things that are a little frightening.     1 2 3 4 5


7. I am always looking for experiences that challenge how I think about myself and the world.     1 2 3 4 5


8. I prefer jobs that are excitingly unpredictable.     1 2 3 4 5


9. I frequently seek out opportunities to challenge myself and grow as a person.     1 2 3 4 5


10. I am the kind of person who embraces unfamiliar people, events, and places.     1 2 3 4 5


Source: T.B. Kashdan, M.W. Gallagher, P.J. Silvia, et al. (2009) The Curiosity and Exploration Inventory-II: Development, factor structure, and psychometrics, Journal of Research in Personality 43(6): 987–98. Reproduced with permission.


 










WHAT THE RESULTS SAY


Todd Kashdan, the psychologist who designed the Curiosity and Exploration Inventory, believes that there are two key elements to curiosity:


•   Being motivated to discover new knowledge and experiences.


•   Having an inclination to embrace novel and unpredictable situations.


Looking at your responses, you may find that you are more curious in one area than another, which tells you what you need to focus on if you want to develop. For example, if you aren’t someone who embraces uncertainty, if it makes you anxious, then there are tools throughout the book that will help you overcome that feeling. For now, total your ratings and use Table 1.1 below to see which level your overall score corresponds to.


TABLE 1.1   FIVE LEVELS OF CURIOSITY








	Total

	Levels

	Definition










	10–16

	1—Very slightly or not at all

	Focused on own task and indifferent to broader world. Fear and avoid uncertainty of any kind.






	17–23

	2—A little

	Prefer comfort of what is currently known. Uncomfortable pushing beyond predictable elements of everyday life.






	24–32

	3—Moderately

	Relatively interested in learning new things. Approach novelty with a degree of caution.






	33–41

	4—Quite a bit

	Open-minded with a receptive attitude toward new and novel information and situations.






	42–50

	5—Extremely

	Persist with tasks until goals are met. Willing to embrace the novel, uncertain, and unpredictable nature of everyday life. Desire to continually accumulate new abilities and experiences.









If you didn’t score highly, don’t worry—this is a skill you can develop and we’ll have a look at some easy ways to do that later in the chapter. For now, let me tell you about someone I worked with.




How Curiosity Can Change a Life


A few years ago, I coached a man—let’s call him Antonio—who was on the board of a large organization. He was very good at his job and I was coaching him simply to take his communication skills to the “next level.”


To improve any behavior more than superficially, it’s critical to understand the whole person, so my conversations with Antonio extended to his life in general. What transpired was that he was struggling to find meaning in his job and was frustrated by the politics that surrounded the role. As a result, he felt trapped and was miserable.


Antonio was an inquisitive person, but that curiosity didn’t span the whole remit I’ve described above. Although he was continually searching out facts and information, he wasn’t experiencing new situations, places, and people. Most significantly, he wasn’t coming across experiences that challenged how he thought about himself and the world, didn’t feel he was growing as a person, and was definitely not doing things that were a little frightening.


When I encouraged him to be more curious, Antonio began to explore a business idea, one that had nothing to do with his current role. He started to embrace the opportunity to try something different, contacting new people, putting himself out into the world in a big way. Most important of all was that he did this in spite of the anxiety he felt. Antonio is now not only in a role that is far more meaningful, positively challenging, and offers continued learning opportunities, but because he pursued his business idea he’s also a very successful entrepreneur.





Antonio is an example of how you can nurture curiosity. If you have the desire to develop you can, and sometimes all you need is a conscious awareness of how to do it. Even if you scored highly on the inventory, there’s still an opportunity to grow, to think of different ways to extend and stretch your abilities. For example, if you scored 5 on “Everywhere I go I am looking for new things or experiences,” then find even more new experiences. If you’ve explored ten different cities in your country, then aim for 20; or if you’ve traveled to seven different countries in the world, then aim for 15. The pointers below should help you to define your personal aims. When you’ve done so, write them down on your notepad or in the document you’re creating—somewhere you can check back on to see your progress.







SEARCHING OUT NEW KNOWLEDGE


If you scored lower on questions 1, 3, 5, and 7 in the inventory, these points will be particularly helpful.




Feed your brain


Read, read, and read some more. Reading broad and varied material not only helps to develop curiosity, but has been shown to improve emotional intelligence and understanding of social nuances.


Learn from people with experience and expertise. Watch documentaries, view TED talks, attend talks on different topics.


Listen to other people’s stories. I learn so much about different industries, cultures, careers, and so on from hearing people’s stories. There’s nothing stopping you from asking people about themselves, what they do, what their challenges are. Reading biographies and watching biopics are also helpful.


Take a course. This can be in whatever appeals to you—it doesn’t have to have anything to do with your job or what you’ve done in life so far. Try not to classify or restrict yourself; just give something different a try.




Tip: Feed your brain in a way that works for you. If you like reading magazines, buy different magazines on topics you wouldn’t normally consider. But remember, it’s persistence that’s key: you need to keep going, stay following a thread to see where it will take you.










Speak to people


Ask questions. In the leadership environment, people who ask the most questions tend to be the most impactful, knowledgeable, and insightful leaders. For a leader of a retail organization, for example, listening to what someone on the shop floor thinks tells them more about what’s going on than only looking at company data and analytics, and as a bonus it makes the person feel valued. It doesn’t matter who you are, there is always something you can learn from another person.


Consult others on their expertise. Even if you know something about what a person is telling you, don’t be tempted to jump in straight away and share what you know. Instead, listen and look for things that add to or give you a different angle on your own knowledge.




Tip: When asking questions it’s easy to begin overenthusiastically. Without meaning to, this can risk appearing intrusive, nosy, or, at worst, belligerent. It’s worth taking a moment to “check in” on what you’re going to ask and how you’re going to frame it before you start.





Be interested in everything. Even things that don’t appear on the surface to have much significance for you can be fascinating. Sometimes I get calls from industries that don’t appeal to any of my natural interests, but I have to be attentive in order to understand fully how things work so that I can do my job effectively. Without exception, every single company that may have seemed a little boring had much to explore beneath the surface. If you make the effort to look beyond the obvious, I guarantee you will be surprised at what you find.


Just watch. Be an observer. For instance, sit in a restaurant with your back against the wall so you can watch people and be aware of what you see and hear. Watching rather than interacting prevents us from changing what is going on between people. This makes it easier to see and learn from what’s going on (I will discuss this more in the following section).


Pursue your own personal growth. Follow the pointers in this book to see where they take you and what more you can learn about yourself.










EMBRACING UNCERTAINTY


If you scored lower on questions 2, 4, 6, 8, and 10 in the inventory, these points will be particularly helpful.


Speak to strangers. I talk to strangers wherever I am: service staff in restaurants, drivers on buses, cashiers in shops. Everyone has something interesting to say if you’re prepared to ask and then listen. The added benefits are that every interaction is a learning experience, it will leave the other person feeling good, and it will give your brain a boost (this kind of connection positively stimulates the brain). It may feel a bit scary, but give it a go.


Embrace opportunities to go to new places. Rather than always going to the same bar, restaurant, café, holiday location, or taking the same route to work, try going somewhere new or taking a different route.


Push yourself beyond your comfort zone. This requires you to accept your fears and anxieties. That’s easier said than done, but is something that can be developed through mindfulness and an approach called acceptance and commitment, both of which we’ll be exploring in this book. Using these tools, you can try to embrace some of the things that scare you, attempt things you always wished you could but never had the guts to, and throw in some completely new things too. Todd Kashdan explains how we are “socialized” to believe that certainty is better for us than ambiguity. Yet research consistently shows that the negative anxiety we feel when approaching new situations is greatly outweighed by the more intense, longer-lasting, meaningful experiences we create.


Make a note of your personal objectives and how you’re going to develop your curiosity. Keep this realistic, otherwise you won’t manage to do it, but allow enough of a stretch to take you beyond your comfort zone.










Your Observing Brain


Psychologists need to combine curiosity with observation to get beneath the surface of what makes up behaviors, intentions, and beliefs and really understand people. However, observation in the psychological sense doesn’t just mean watching something or someone; it’s a state of mind that requires a basic understanding of the brain. Let me explain:




A physician named Paul MacLean originally presented the triune or three-layer theory of the brain.11 He explained how our brain evolved to its current size and capability while preserving features of two much more basic formations, developing one stage at a time, literally one layer on top of another. The three parts of the brain have dramatically distinctive structures and chemistry, and react quite differently to stimuli even though they are interconnected.


The first layer, known as the brain stem, resembles the brain of a reptile, the first creatures to evolve about 310 million years ago. This part of our brain monitors basic functions such as heart rate, breathing, and body temperature.


The second layer, known broadly as the limbic system, developed as reptiles evolved into early mammals about 160 million years ago. This takes care of our basic drivers, and can be crudely described as the emotional part of our brain.


The third layer, known as the neocortex, was the final layer of the brain to evolve. This part is responsible for more complex thinking, including intellectual reasoning, language, and the running dialogue we know as conscious thought.


The neocortex is the part of our brain that makes us most distinctively human and comes least “pre-programmed” when we are born. It rapidly fills with information specific to our society and culture in the early years of our life. This is one of the reasons why a psychologist will look into “where your story started” during a profile: the experiences you have and what you are exposed to at this time form the foundations of who you are.


The main aims of the first two layers are the same for humans as they are for other animals: they drive reproduction and self-survival. For the purposes of this book, I’ll refer to these two parts of the brain as the “reacting brain.” This part of the brain is not conscious and responds quickly to environmental cues. It is surprisingly dominant in our everyday lives, influencing things as varied as eating, sleeping, behaving in an agreeable way with others (which helped our ancestors’ chances of survival), and belonging to a group.


The more complex areas of life are the responsibility of the slower but more deliberate neocortex. For the purposes of this book, I will call it the “observing brain.” The areas it looks after include more evolved behaviors such as finding a purpose in life, our broader social agenda, and contributing to a society where we can all live agreeably. The neocortex also interprets messages coming from the reacting brain and allows us to search for reasons, answer questions, and live a meaningful life.


Although it’s far more useful to think with our observing brain, which takes carefully considered action, our reacting brain is biologically dominant. As it’s faster than our observing brain, it frequently overrides rational thought and even ethical behavior when it comes to matters that relate to survival. While we may think of these situations as infrequent, they’re actually intertwined with just about everything we do. That’s why it’s so important to understand the interaction between the observing and the reacting brain.





A large part of being a good psychologist—and, indeed, of being a good leader, building positive relationships, and maintaining good mental health—is learning to manage the reacting brain, to step back from emotions to prevent the biases and misjudgments that are kicked up by more primitive responses to situations. This helps to minimize the opportunities for the reacting brain in effect to hijack our observing brain. That doesn’t mean ignoring the reacting brain or the messages it provides, which are invaluable. However, you do need to know how to decode them.


To look at how this works in practice, let me tell you about a situation that involved consciously thinking with my observing brain while making use of messages from my reacting brain.




Decoding the Reacting Brain to Make Helpful Judgments


A few years ago, I profiled a woman for a leadership role in the Asia Pacific region of a global organization; we’ll call her Felicia. I’d worked with the company for a number of years, so they knew me well and trusted my judgments, having seen how they played out over time. The CEO, a board member, and the HR Director all thought this candidate was “brilliant,” but as a standard process I still profiled her before they offered the role.


As with any other profile, I put myself into a nonjudgmental and unbiased mindset, or in other words observing not reacting. However, I quickly felt belittled and insignificant. There didn’t appear to be anything specific Felicia said or did that was causing this, so I carried on while working hard to remain in my observing mode. Still the feeling didn’t go away.


I excused myself for five minutes to give me space to think (with my observing brain) and try to work out what was going on—what my reacting brain was up to. I was especially tired that day, so didn’t trust that I was thinking clearly. Nevertheless, I decided to use the feeling as evidence that something may not be entirely as it had appeared to the company members Felicia had met.


I went back into the profile with a clear intention to explore specific areas that would help me gather the evidence to make accurate judgments, rather than simply going with what my gut appeared to be telling me.







Tip: Our judgments about people can never be proven true: we don’t know for definite that someone is a particular way. From a scientific viewpoint, we can only disprove a hypothesis, not prove it. Therefore, you should arrive at a judgment via a working hypothesis, which guides your search for further data.





Table 1.2 gives some simplified insights into how the process of data collection and hypothesis testing works, looking at four of the steps in this situation.


TABLE 1.2   INSIGHT INTO FOUR STEPS OF HYPOTHESIS TESTING








	
1. Data (gathered from reacting brain):


She made me feel uncomfortable even though I was in “observe don’t react” mode.



	
Hypothesis:


She may make other people feel uncomfortable.


OR


She may make other people feel uncomfortable when she is in an unnerving situation (i.e. a profile).



	
Judgment:


There is something about her interpersonal style which is received negatively in certain situations.








	This is not enough data to make a robust judgment or to consider which hypothesis is correct, so there’s a need to look for more data.






	
2. Data (from information shared by client):


She didn’t make the other people she spoke to in the process, i.e. very senior males, feel uncomfortable.



	
Hypothesis:


She may make other people feel uncomfortable when she is in an unnerving situation (i.e. a profile).


OR


She only makes females or people who she’s not so concerned about impressing feel uncomfortable.



	
Judgment:


There is something about her interpersonal style which is received negatively in certain situations.


OR


There is something about her interpersonal style which is received negatively but focused on a specific population of people.








	This is not enough data to make a robust judgment or to consider which hypothesis is correct, so there’s a need to look for more data.






	
3. Data (gathered through questioning):


She doesn’t speak positively or encouragingly about people who have worked for her.



	
Hypothesis:


She is not supportive of her team or direct reports.



	
Judgment:


There is something about her interpersonal style which is received negatively and focused on a specific population of people including her team and direct reports.








	As we collect more data we shift our hypothesis in the light of that new information—it is either disproved or the likelihood of it being true increases.






	
4. Data (gathered via psychometrics and tested with participant):


She has a high need for control and is not open to direction or input from others.



	
Hypothesis:


She does not have a high level of respect for the opinions of others.



	
Judgment:


There is something about her interpersonal style which is received negatively and focused on a specific population of people including her team and direct reports.








	And so on and so forth. We stop collecting data when we have enough to justify the probable truth of the hypothesis. When making judgments about other people, this is when we confirm to ourselves that our hypothesis is true of their typical behavior or thinking. It cannot however be proved to be true, it is still a hypothesis; but it is now backed up with different data points.











When I reported back to the hiring organization, I gave them my professional observations from a data perspective, but I also explained how Felicia had made me feel (pointing out the potential biases) and what I thought the possible consequences of this could be within the workplace, given the additional information gathered.


They had put a great deal of time and effort into finding and putting this woman through the recruitment process, including flying her in from overseas, and were ready to offer her the position. Nevertheless, they didn’t hire her. Although I believed this was for the best, I am always concerned in such a situation, and so I was greatly reassured when the HR Director later got feedback from an ex-colleague of the candidate who described her as “toxic.”





In this example I had stepped back from my emotion to try to understand what it was telling me, using my observing brain to look at what my reacting brain was saying. I didn’t take the message as correct; rather I tested it, coming at it from a number of different angles until I’d collected as much data as I could. This is the mindset you should try to get into as you’re working through this book. It isn’t a normal state to be in, it takes effort because your brain doesn’t naturally operate like this, but given certain situations it is well worth the effort.


TOOLS OF THE SESSION


How reactive are you?


How aware are you of your reacting brain’s messages? Do you just automatically respond, or do you question and test what it tells you? The ability to step away from your reacting brain is not only essential to making effective judgments in a professional setting; research has repeatedly demonstrated that this self-awareness is a critical component of successful leadership12 and success in any walk of life. Most importantly of all, it also positively influences overall mental health.13 This awareness enables you to understand your own emotions, and also to appreciate how other people perceive you, allowing you to adapt your responses in the moment. This skill is critical in being able to engage and influence other people, as well as to manage the impact that your emotions have on others. The good news is that self-awareness is something you can develop.14


The first step in improving your self-awareness is to work out where you’re at currently. Greg Ashley and Roni Reiter-Palmon have developed a questionnaire for doing just that, which examines three key areas of awareness: insight, reflection, and performance.15 I’m including the short form of this here; if you want to gain further insight, the full questionnaire is available online (see note 15 in the Notes section). These questions explore the typical ways in which you respond to situations. There are no right or wrong answers. Don’t be tempted to answer in terms of what you think you should do, as this won’t provide you with true insight.


 




SELF-AWARENESS QUESTIONNAIRE


 


Instructions: For statements 1–12, decide which of the answers best applies to you:


1—Never


2—Rarely


3—Sometimes


4—Frequently


5—Always


Choose the number corresponding to your answer. Remember, you will find out more about yourself if you are as honest as you can be.


1. How often do you reflect on your performance standards after a failure?     1 2 3 4 5


2. How often has an emotional or difficult situation caused you to reassess your strengths and weaknesses?     1 2 3 4 5


3. How often do you modify your standards in order to improve performance?     1 2 3 4 5


4. When working on a project, how often can you tell in advance what part would be the easiest for you?     1 2 3 4 5


5. How often do you ponder over how to improve yourself from knowledge of previous experiences?     1 2 3 4 5


6. How often do you find yourself searching internally for explanations for your behavior and emotions?     1 2 3 4 5


7. How frequently have the outcomes of your behavior in a given situation caused you to reach an “a-ha” moment about yourself?     1 2 3 4 5


8. How often do you check with someone (adviser, teacher, boss) to see if you’re on the right track?     1 2 3 4 5


9. How often do you set personal goals?     1 2 3 4 5


10. How often do you write down your goals and track your progress toward them?     1 2 3 4 5


11. How often have you used others’ level of interest in a given activity to help you decide the level of your own interest?     1 2 3 4 5


12. How often have you been surprised by requests for help from friends?     1 2 3 4 5


Source: Greg Ashley & Roni Reiter-Palmon (2012). Self-awareness and the evolution of leaders: The need for a better measure of self-awareness, Journal of Behavioral and Applied Management 14(1): 2–17. Reproduced with permission.


 





Total your scores and use Table 1.3 to see which level they correspond to.


TABLE 1.3   FOUR LEVELS OF CONSCIOUSNESS








	Total

	Levels

	Definition










	12–24

	1—Unconsciousness

	You are less responsive to yourself and your environment than most, but the act of completing this exercise shows you have the potential to grow your self-awareness.






	25–37

	2—Consciousness

	You tend to focus your attention on the external environment rather than on your own thoughts and feelings.






	38–49

	3—Self-awareness

	You focus attention on yourself, processing private and public information that relates to you.






	50–60

	4—Meta-self-awareness

	You are very self-aware, and aware of your self-awareness.











INTERPRETING THE RESULTS


Alain Morin16 explains that self-awareness comes in degrees and relates to the recall of past personal events from memory, together with the use of cognitive processes such as imagery to allow the “self” to communicate with “itself.” For example, when I was profiling the woman described above, I was using the “self” (my reacting brain) to communicate with “itself” (my observing brain).


Most people lie somewhere between level 2 and level 3. If you are at level 1, don’t worry; that’s the point of this book—to help you develop. Even if you fall at level 4, there’s still room for improvement and refinement. Have a look at the next activity for some indicators on how you can improve.


TOOLS OF THE SESSION


Self-awareness


There’s no quick fix to raising your self-awareness, but it is something you can improve regardless of where you are at the moment. There are three steps involved:


 







1. WORK THROUGH YOUR STORY


Research into what is known as “narrative identity” demonstrates that the stories you tell yourself about your life create the basis of your personality.17 How you understand your own story informs not only your current actions, but also the goals you focus on in the future. As you work through this book you will be able to capture your narrative, reflecting on the major events such as leaving school, going on to further education, or getting your first job, and on how you felt and how these things shaped you. This is your personal narrative. At the same time as helping to improve your self-awareness, this will help you to define who you are more clearly.







2. PRACTICE MINDFULNESS


Mindfulness is the practice of turning our attention away from our thoughts and the “chatter in our head,” and toward sensations, concentrating on what we can hear, smell, see, taste, and feel in the present moment. This puts us in the “here and now” rather than fretting over the past (e.g., why did I eat that?) or worrying about the future (e.g., will I ever lose weight?). Mindfulness has been scientifically linked to many successful outcomes in leadership and life in general, especially self-awareness. A paper in the journal Emotion18 found that long-term meditation (which includes mindfulness) changes how the brain responds to emotion, providing mental regulation and the ability to process information more effectively. This is because it makes you more aware of your body, your mind and your intentions. It helps to train your mind to observe your emotions rather than engage with them. It gives you the space to pause and reflect.


Practice mindfulness as regularly as you can—it’s one of the most useful tools for enabling you to reach your potential and for mental well-being. It may be useful to track your practice like you would physical exercise, so you can see your progress. An app like Headspace is an easy and effective method of practicing mindfulness and of keeping track (see Bibliography for other tools and apps). Write down in your notes whether you observe mindfulness having any impact on how you see yourself and how you react to the world around you. But be patient and persistent—you won’t see results after only one or two sessions.







3. ASK FRIENDS FOR THEIR INPUT


Explain to trusted friends that you would like to understand how you come across to others and ask them to give you frank feedback. Questions could include:


•   How do I come across when I’m really happy about something?


•   How can you tell when I’m sad?


•   Is it easy to tell if I’m angry or frustrated? What do I do?










Coming to the End of the Session


Keep all of the reflections from this chapter so that you can come back to them throughout your personal development journey. Ideally, maintain your notes as a “live” document, adding information that you piece together as you go along, throughout this book and throughout your life. You may also want to reflect on these headline concepts:


•   What have you learned about yourself from this chapter?


•   What do you want to work on and how?


•   What do you want to bear in mind and watch for as you move through the book?
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