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To Mama, Noni, and my beloved S.P.






It is most perilous to be a speaker of Truth. Sometimes one must choose to be silent, or be silenced. But if a truth cannot be spoken, it must at least be known. Even if you dare not speak truth to others, never lie to yourself.


—FRANCES HARDINGE
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1


THE META-SKILL OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY


The men burst in with urgent news to report. A party of 35 enemy scouts had been spotted roughly seven miles away, camped out in a rocky ravine. What would the young lieutenant colonel decide to do?


The pressure was on, and he knew it. After all, this was a time of war, and he alone was responsible for the 159 recruits he’d led into the field. Despite the fact that the colonel was a 22-year-old rookie with zero combat experience, he’d somehow found himself second in command of an entire army. Not only did he have to act quickly and decisively, he needed to prove himself to everyone who was watching. This would be a crucial test of his military prowess, but he had no doubt he would ace it. The supremely self-assured young man was just itching to show his superiors what he was made of.


Those men in the ravine? They were clearly planning to attack, he confidently (and, as it turned out, inaccurately) concluded. So the colonel ordered a sneak assault. In the early hours of May 28, his troops descended on the unsuspecting party, who didn’t stand a chance. In less than 15 minutes, 13 enemy soldiers were dead and 21 were captured.


Brimming with pride over his victory, the colonel returned to camp and began firing off letters. The first was to his commander. But before even recounting news of the battle, the emboldened leader took the opportunity—in the form of an eight-paragraph diatribe—to grouse about his pay. His next letter was to his younger brother, to whom he nonchalantly bragged about his fearlessness in the face of enemy attack: “I can with truth assure you,” he wrote, “I heard the bullets whistle and believe me there was something charming in the sound.”


His self-congratulatory correspondences completed, it was time to plan his next move. Convinced that the enemy was about to launch a revenge attack, he realized he would need to find a better location for their camp. After crossing a nearby mountain range, the colonel and his men found themselves in a large, low-lying alpine meadow. The grassland was surrounded on all sides by rolling hills dotted with bushes and a dense pine forest. Surveying the area, the colonel declared it the perfect defensive location and ordered his troops to begin preparations.


A few days later, he looked on proudly as his men put the finishing touches on their circular stockade, which consisted of scores of upright seven-foot logs draped with animal skins. And because it could hold only 70 men at once, he’d ordered them to dig a three-foot trench for everyone else to crouch in. The colonel thought it was marvelous, assuring his commander that “we have with nature’s assistance made a good entrenchment and by clearing the bushes out of these meadows prepared a charming field for an encounter.” He knew they’d be out-manned, but “even with my small numbers,” he reported, “I shall not fear the attack of 500 men.”


Unfortunately, not everyone agreed with the confident young leader. One of his many questionable decisions was the placement of the fort. Because it was built on such soft ground, a light shower of rain would turn the meadow into a swamp, and a downpour would flood the trenches and drench their ammunition. What’s more, they were so close to the woods—just 60 yards away—that enemy marksmen could sneak up undetected and effortlessly fire on their fortress at close range. As for the fort itself, the colonel’s allied commander—a seasoned battle veteran—insisted that “that little thing upon the meadow” simply would not hold.


Undeterred and convinced that he knew best, the colonel dismissed these arguments out of hand, furiously proclaiming the commander and his army to be “treacherous devils” and “spies.” A minor rebellion followed, with the allied commander and his followers fleeing in fear (incidentally, this fear turned out to be extremely well-founded). In the battle that was to come, the colonel wouldn’t find the bullets whistling past him to be quite as charming.


And that battle would be momentous. So momentous that the colonel’s mistakes would change the course of history. In the years since, historians have attempted to explain how the operation went so tragically wrong. Many have appropriately criticized the colonel for “advancing when he should have retreated; for fighting without awaiting sufficient reinforcements; for picking an indefensible spot; for the slapdash construction of the fort; for alienating his . . . allies; and for shocking hubris in thinking that he could defeat the imposing [enemy] force.”


But the colonel’s downfall can’t be attributed simply to tactical errors, flawed maneuvers, or the lost trust of his men. Examining them alone overlooks their root cause: at the most basic level, the colonel lacked the single most important, and yet least examined, determinant of success or failure—whether on the battlefield, in the workplace, or anywhere else. That quality is self-awareness.


While a precise definition is more complex than it first seems, self-awareness is, at its core, the ability to see ourselves clearly—to understand who we are, how others see us, and how we fit into the world around us.* And since Plato instructed us to “know thyself,” philosophers and scientists alike have extolled the virtues of self-awareness. Indeed, this ability is arguably one of the most remarkable aspects of being human. In his book The Telltale Brain, neuroscientist V. S. Ramachandran poetically explains:




Any ape can reach for a banana, but only humans can reach for the stars. Apes live, contend, breed and die in forests—end of story. Humans write, investigate, and quest. We splice genes, split atoms, launch rockets. We peer upward . . . and delve deeply into the digits of pi. Perhaps most remarkably of all, we gaze inward, piecing together the puzzle of our own unique and marvelous brain . . . This, truly, is the greatest mystery of all.





Some have even argued that the ability to understand ourselves is at the core of human survival and advancement. For millions of years, the ancestors of Homo sapiens evolved almost painfully slowly. But, as Ramachandran explains, about 150,000 years ago, there was a rather explosive development in the human brain—where, among other things, we gained the ability to examine our own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, as well as to see things from others’ points of view (as we will learn, both of these processes are absolutely critical for self-awareness). Not only did this create the foundation for higher forms of human expression—like art, spiritual practices, and language—it came with a survival advantage for our ancestors, who had to work together to stay alive. Being able to evaluate their behaviors and decisions and read their impact on other members of the tribe helped them, to use a slightly more modern reference, not get voted off the island.


Flash forward to the twenty-first century. Though we may not face the same day-to-day threats to our existence as our ancestors did, self-awareness is no less necessary to our survival and success—at work, in our relationships, and in life. There is strong scientific evidence that people who know themselves and how others see them are happier. They make smarter decisions. They have better personal and professional relationships. They raise more mature children. They’re smarter, superior students who choose better careers. They’re more creative, more confident, and better communicators. They’re less aggressive and less likely to lie, cheat, and steal. They’re better performers at work who get more promotions. They’re more effective leaders with more enthusiastic employees. They even lead more profitable companies.


On the flip side, a lack of self-awareness can be risky at best and disastrous at worst. In business, regardless of what we do or what stage we’re at in our careers, our success depends on understanding who we are and how we come across to our bosses, clients, customers, employees, and peers. This becomes even more important the higher you ascend on the corporate ladder: senior executives who lack self-awareness are 600 percent more likely to derail (which can cost companies a staggering $50 million per executive). And more generally, un-self-aware professionals don’t just feel less fulfilled in their careers—when they get stuck, they tend to have trouble figuring out what their next phase should even be.


The list goes on and on. After so many years of researching the subject, I would go so far as to say that self-awareness is the meta-skill of the twenty-first century. As you’ll read in the pages ahead, the qualities most critical for success in today’s world—things like emotional intelligence, empathy, influence, persuasion, communication, and collaboration—all stem from self-awareness. To put it another way, if we’re not self-aware, it’s almost impossible to master the skills that make us stronger team players, superior leaders, and better relationship builders—at work and beyond.


Now, you’d certainly be hard pressed to find many people who don’t instinctively know that self-awareness is important. After all, it’s a term we tend to toss around pretty freely—about our boss, our colleagues, our in-laws, our politicians—although have you noticed that when we do, it’s usually in the negative, as in “so-and-so just isn’t self-aware”? But despite the critical role it plays in our success and happiness, self-awareness is a remarkably rare quality.


For most people, it’s easier to choose self-delusion—the antithesis of self-awareness—over the cold, hard truth. This is particularly true when our delusion masquerades, as it often does, as insight. The colonel is one example. Let’s look at a more modern manifestation. I recently picked up Travis Bradberry’s best-selling book Emotional Intelligence 2.0, and I was astonished to learn that over the last decade, our collective emotional intelligence (EQ) has improved. (EQ is defined as the ability to detect, understand, and manage emotions in ourselves and others, and countless studies have shown that people who have it are more successful, more resilient in the face of obstacles, more tolerant of stress, better at building relationships, and more.) But in my work as an organizational psychologist, Bradberry’s findings didn’t match what I had observed: at least anecdotally, I’ve seen low EQ becoming more, not less, of a problem in recent years.


It wasn’t until I took the online assessment that came with the book that I identified the stunning source of the discrepancy. While, yes, Bradberry’s research involved a staggering 500,000 people, his conclusions were based on their own self-assessments. Think about that for a minute. Picture a few of the least emotionally intelligent people you know. If you asked them to evaluate their own EQ, how much would you bet that they’d see themselves as at least above average? So an alternative, and far more likely, explanation for Bradbury’s findings is a growing gap between how we see ourselves and what we really are. In other words, what looked like an increase in EQ was more likely a decrease in self-awareness.*


Our increasingly “me”-focused society makes it even easier to fall into this trap. Recent generations have grown up in a world obsessed with self-esteem, constantly being reminded of their wonderful and special qualities. It’s far more tempting to see ourselves through rose-colored glasses than to objectively examine who we are and how we’re seen. And this isn’t just a generational problem, or even just an American one—it afflicts people of all ages, genders, backgrounds, cultures, and creeds.


Right now, you might be mentally conjuring all the delusional people you know and chuckling—the co-worker who thinks he’s a brilliant presenter but puts everyone to sleep in meetings; the boss who brags about being approachable but terrifies her team; the friend who thinks she’s a “people person” but is always the most awkward guest at the party. Yet there’s something else we all need to consider. As the Bible asks, “How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?” (Matthew 7:4). Whether it’s at work, at home, at school, or at play, we’re quick to accuse others of being unaware, but we rarely (if ever) ask ourselves whether we have the same problem. Case in point: in a survey that I conducted among potential readers of this very book, a full 95 percent reported that they were either somewhat or very self-aware!


The truth is that while most of us think we know ourselves pretty well, this confidence is often unfounded. Researchers have established that our self-assessments “are often flawed in substantive and systematic ways.” As you’ll read more about soon, studies show that we tend to be terrible judges of our own performance and abilities—from our leadership skills to our car-driving prowess to our performance at school and at work. The scariest part? The least competent people are usually the most confident in their abilities.


And in most cases, the planks in our eyes are pretty obvious to everyone but us. A tone-deaf college student who drops out of school to become a singer. A braggadocious boss who reads scores of business books but remains a terrible leader. A parent who spends very little time with his kids but thinks he’s “Dad of the Year.” A thrice-divorced woman who’s convinced that the end of each marriage was her ex’s fault. Or a colonel who thinks he’s a military genius but is really about to get in way over his head.


But being overconfident about our abilities isn’t the only way that low self-awareness can play out. Sometimes we lack clarity about our values and goals, causing us to perpetually make choices that aren’t in our best interests. Other times, we fail to grasp the impact we’re having on the people around us, alienating our colleagues, friends, and families without even knowing it.


Now, if that’s what unawareness looks like, the next logical question becomes: What does it mean to be self-aware? When I began my three-year research program on the subject, answering this question seemed like a rather straightforward place to start. Yet I was stunned to learn just how many conflicting definitions existed. Without a clear definition of self-awareness, though, how could I possibly develop an empirical method to help people improve it? So my research team and I spent months reviewing more than 750 studies to see what patterns emerged. And in the process, we unearthed two main categories of self-awareness that, strangely, weren’t always related.


Internal self-awareness has to do with seeing yourself clearly. It’s an inward understanding of your values, passions, aspirations, ideal environment, patterns, reactions, and impact on others. People who are high in internal self-awareness tend to make choices that are consistent with who they really are, allowing them to lead happier and more satisfying lives. Those without it act in ways that are incompatible with their true success and happiness, like staying in an unfulfilling job or relationship because they don’t know what they want.


External self-awareness is about understanding yourself from the outside in—that is, knowing how other people see you. Because externally self-aware people can accurately see themselves from others’ perspectives, they are able to build stronger and more trusting relationships. Those low in external self-awareness, on the other hand, are so disconnected with how they come across that they’re often blindsided by feedback from others (that is, if others are brave enough to tell them). And very often, by the time they hear this feedback, their relationships are too far gone to be salvaged.


Now, it’s easy to assume that someone who is internally self-aware would also be externally self-aware—that being in touch with our feelings and emotions helps us tune in to how we’re seen. But strangely, research (mine and others’) has often shown no relationship between them—and some studies have even shown an inverse one! You probably know someone who loves to gaze at their own navel but has precious little understanding of the way they’re coming across. For instance, I have an acquaintance who spends thousands of dollars each year on therapy and meditation retreats to “work on himself,” but his friends see him as oblivious and insensitive—and he has absolutely no idea. The other side of the coin is also dangerous. Being too fixated on how we appear to others can prevent us from making choices in service of our own happiness and success.


The bottom line is that to become truly self-aware, you have to understand yourself and how others see you—and what’s more, the path to get there is very, very different than what most people believe. But if this sounds intimidating or untenable, there is good news. My research has shown that self-awareness is a surprisingly developable skill.


*


The colonel’s epic battle finally happened on the morning of July 3. An enormous force of 700 enemy soldiers, commanded by the half brother of one of the massacred scouts, rounded on the colonel’s flimsy fortress in three huge columns. Despite the size of the opposing army, the colonel was convinced he would be victorious, just as he’d been the last time.


From the cover of the forest, the enemy began to rain bullets upon them. And because their position was so utterly unprotected, the colonel’s men could return fire only by popping up from their trenches and shooting blindly. Mostly, they missed their targets. And just when things didn’t seem like they could get much worse, a torrential down-pour began to drench the meadow, turning their fort into a mud pit and rendering their ammunition useless.


The battle lasted only a day, but the colonel would pay an astronomical price. Compared to just 30 enemy casualties, 100 of his men lay dead or wounded in the muddy, blood-soaked meadow. On July 4, the colonel surrendered, signing a document in a language he didn’t speak. (In so doing, he would inadvertently admit to perpetrating war crimes, and the fallout would dog him for months.)


In a final act of humiliation, as the colonel and his remaining men marched back home, they were helpless to stop the enemy from looting their baggage as they departed. Following their narrow escape from this unmitigated calamity, the colonel’s regiment was divided into 10 smaller companies. And rather than accept a demotion to captain, he quit.


But here’s what I didn’t tell you about this embarrassing battle and the hopelessly self-deluded man responsible for it. The year was 1754. The place was Great Meadows, located in present-day Pennsylvania. And the colonel was none other than George Washington. The events at Fort Necessity soon snowballed into the Seven Years’ War, and as English author Horace Walpole writes, “The volley fired by a young Virginian in the backwoods of America [would] set the world on fire.” It would also be the first—and last—time that Washington would ever surrender to his enemy.


Given Washington’s reputation as a heroic general, brilliant statesman, and father of our nation, his behavior as a 22-year-old rookie is pretty shocking. But that’s precisely the point: though he became a wise, restrained, self-aware statesman, he started out as a brash, arrogant, unaware upstart. As historian W. W. Abbott put it, “more than most, Washington’s biography is the story of a man constructing himself.” And if we examine that process of construction, we unearth many clues about what a successful self-awareness journey looks like.


Where Washington 1.0 couldn’t see or acknowledge his shortcomings, Washington 2.0 reveled in searching them out. “I can bear to hear of imputed or real errors,” he declared. “The man who wishes to stand well in the opinion of others must do this.” Where Washington 1.0 didn’t care what anyone thought of him, Washington 2.0 “studied every side of [important decisions], analyzing how his actions would be perceived.” Where Washington 1.0 favored fantasy over reality, Washington 2.0 believed in “consult[ing] with our means rather than our wishes.” Where Washington 1.0 suffered from delusions of grandeur, Washington 2.0 tempered his ambition with humility and service to the greater good. When Congress elected him president, for instance, he modestly responded, “While I realize the arduous nature of the task which is conferred on me and feel my inability to perform it . . . all I can promise is only that which can be accomplished by an honest zeal.”


Here’s the key point: although there was only one George Washington, there are so many others—professionals, parents, teachers, students, artists—who have made similar self-awareness transformations. I have spent the last three years researching such outliers: people who have made remarkable, against-the-odds improvements in their self-knowledge and reaped the resulting rewards. Throughout this book, you’ll hear their inspiring and instructive stories.


Yet studying these outliers wasn’t my original plan. When I first began my research, after reviewing every study on self-awareness my team and I could get our hands on, I decided to interview a few dozen people who fit our criteria for high self-awareness. My logic was that if I could learn what they were doing, I would unlock the secret formula for everyone else. But I hit a brick wall that, in hindsight, I should have anticipated. Interviewing people to whom self-knowledge came naturally—and who had always been self-aware, at least as adults—turned out to be surprisingly pointless. When I asked my interviewees what they did to stay self-aware, they said things like “I don’t know—I guess I just try to reflect on myself,” or “I’ve never thought about it. I just do it,” or “I guess I was born this way.”


Suddenly, I had an epiphany: if I wanted to hack the code of self-awareness, I wasn’t going to find the answer in those who came by it naturally. Instead, I had to find people who had made dramatic, game-changing improvements in self-insight over the course of their adult lives. In other words, I needed to study self-aware people who didn’t start off that way.


As we began our search for these self-awareness savants, my research team and I adopted two stringent and unwavering criteria. The first was that they had to be high in both types of self-awareness—internal and external—as rated both by themselves and someone who knew them well. Second, they needed to have begun their adult lives with low to moderate levels of self-awareness but dramatically improved it over time, again as rated by themselves and someone who knew them well.


After surveying thousands of people from all around the world, our team identified 50 individuals who fit our two criteria. One of my research assistants playfully but appropriately began to refer to them as self-awareness unicorns—after all, they were rare, special creatures that most people didn’t believe even existed!—and the term stuck. Our self-awareness unicorns came from all walks of life, and remarkably, there were no patterns by job type, industry, age, gender, education, national origin, or any other demographic characteristic. They were professionals, entrepreneurs, artists, students, teachers, stay-at-home parents, executives (even a Fortune 10 CEO), and more. But this diverse group did have two things in common: a belief in the supreme importance of self-awareness and a commitment to develop and hone it throughout their lives.


To help you get a better understanding of what a self-awareness unicorn really looks like, let me tell you about the first time I realized I was in the presence of one.


*


It was almost exam time at the Government Secondary School in Chibok, Nigeria, and 276 girls were deep in hard-earned sleep. In the early hours of April 14, 2014, their peace was suddenly shattered by a group of men bursting into the darkness of their dormitory. The men reassured the panicking and confused girls, “We’re security guards. We’re here to assist you.”


Once the now-terrified students had left the safety of their dorm, they were loaded onto trucks at gunpoint and driven to a fortified camp in the Sambisa Forest. The men were, in fact, members of the Nigerian terrorist organization Boko Haram. Though at the time I’m writing this, 57 of the girls managed to escape and 23 have been released or rescued, it’s hard to say whether the remaining 196 will ever be found. And though this story received worldwide attention, what isn’t widely known is that the Nigerian military had four hours’ warning about the attack. They also knew exactly where the girls were being held. And yet they did nothing.


Far from the Sambisa Forest, a manager at a Nigerian oil-and-gas company was in New York City when she heard the news. Initially, she dismissed it as impossible. But 34-year-old Florence Ozor soon realized that it was tragically and unacceptably real. She had to do something—but what?


Florence had always felt most comfortable at home with her nose in a book. She wasn’t outgoing and had always intentionally stayed under the radar, both at work and in her community. And as someone who kept her head down to avoid being labeled self-promoting or arrogant, Florence certainly wasn’t someone you’d expect to see on the front lines of the war on terror. But in a divine act of timing, she’d recently had a profound insight that would alter the course of her entire life. If self-awareness is a journey, insights are the “aha” moments along the way. They’re the fuel powering the souped-up sports car on the highway of self-awareness: with them, we can step on the gas pedal; without them, we’re stranded on the side of the road.


And Florence was about to hit the gas. Just days before the Chibok girls were abducted, she was in Washington, D.C., attending an orientation for a coveted four-week mentoring program put on by Fortune magazine and the U.S. State Department. One morning, Florence was sitting in a breakout session on engaging the media to create social change that was making her pretty uncomfortable. To her, the session’s call to action seemed to be to hang out a neon sign for the media that said “Look at me!” She’d always stood for justice, but not publicly—Florence was more inclined to fight these battles in small circles. As an introvert, she’d feared that stepping onto the world stage would let too many people into her space, and the inevitable result would be a loss of privacy and control.


But shortly after the session ended and Florence returned to her hotel room, a dam suddenly burst inside her. Her desire for privacy, she realized, was nothing compared to the changes she wanted to effect in the world. And the day the Chibok girls were abducted, this resolve profoundly deepened. She made an instinctive and instantaneous decision: no matter what the risk, no matter what she’d have to give up, it was a moral imperative to take a stand to bring the girls home. Never again will I run away from something just because I’m scared of the spotlight, she vowed, I’ve always been a fighter—why not let the world know it? That is who I really am.


By the time Florence had returned home from New York, the #BringBackOurGirls movement had begun to sweep the world. But her government was still doing nothing. Around that time, a remarkable woman named Hadiza Bala Usman organized a group to demand a response from both the international community and the Nigerian government. Armed with the newfound insight that she was capable of creating a wide social impact, Florence joined the group’s first protest in the capital city of Abuja. They gathered in the pouring rain near the city’s Unity Fountain, an enormous cement monument with a cascade of water soaring many stories into the sky. Holding the protest here wasn’t just a signal of their intent—unity—they also needed to be close to the country’s national assembly.


The protesters would continue to gather there every day until their message was heard. In the process, they faced intimidation and harassment by hired thugs who chased them with sticks, stole their phones and cameras, and even broke chairs over their backs, all while indifferent police and public servants looked on. But nothing has diminished their will. Florence and her compatriots will continue to demand action until the girls are safely home.


People tell Florence all the time how surprised they are that she stepped out of her small circle and into public life. Initially, she says, she even surprised herself, but she came to realize that this resolve wasn’t entirely new—it just hadn’t been brought out this powerfully before.


And since that time, her growing notoriety (both online and offline) has allowed her to make a deeper and more profound mark on her country, her continent, and her world. Through her newly formed Florence Ozor Foundation, for example, Florence and her team are focused on creating opportunities, inspiring success, and fostering prosperity on the African continent. In 2014, they spearheaded a civic, nonpartisan initiative to educate and engage Nigerian citizens in the electoral process. They began a far-reaching media campaign that shaped the conversation and ensured that Nigerians knew where (and why) to vote. When the election was postponed, they partnered with organizations to organize protest marches, making the emphatic statement that the Nigerian people would not accept any more postponements. And it was thanks in large part to their efforts that, in spite of the unprecedented threat of terrorism and violence, nearly 30 million Nigerians turned out for the presidential election on March 28, 2015.


Florence’s remarkable commitment to self-awareness has helped her make choices in service of her long-term success and happiness. It’s helped her realize the impact she can have on the world. It’s helped her find her life’s calling. And with each passing day since the pivotal insight that steered her in a new direction, she has found that the more people she reaches, the bigger difference she can make. (Incidentally, as someone who knows Florence well, I have absolutely no doubt that she will accomplish her greater vision, perhaps, as I often tell her, as the first female president of Nigeria.)


But what’s just as remarkable about Florence is that this particular insight was just one among many others. That’s the thing about unicorns—they know that self-awareness isn’t a one-and-done exercise. It’s a continual process of looking inward, questioning, and discovering the things that have been there all along. Just like George Washington, Florence Ozor is a study in the transformative power of self-awareness.


*


While researching this book, I was lucky enough to interview Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford who led one of the most successful corporate turnarounds in history—he also happens to be a personal hero of mine. At the beginning of our interview, I asked him a rather direct question: Assuming he got as many interview requests as I suspected (he did: often dozens per week), why did he agree to talk to me? As we sipped coffee on a sunny patio in Scottsdale, he smiled. And with a twinkle in his eye, he replied, “Because no one has written this book yet, and it needs to be written. Throughout my career and my life, there has been one essential truth: the biggest opportunity for improvement—in business, at home, and in life—is awareness.”


I couldn’t have said it better. Though many management thinkers and business leaders sing the praises of self-awareness, there have been few, if any, systematic attempts to scientifically examine where it comes from and how to get more of it. For that reason, the central purpose of my research has been to help people increase their self-awareness in service of their personal fulfillment and professional success. Along the way, I made more than a few shocking discoveries that challenged conventional wisdom, and learned that much, if not most, of what people think improves self-awareness can actually have the opposite effect. In the pages ahead, you’ll discover these surprising myths and learn what it really takes to become self-aware.


I wrote Insight for anyone who wants to make the leap from self-blindness to self-insight, and in turn reap the rewards of smarter choices, stronger relationships, and a better life. My goal is to help you avoid the roadblocks and wrong turns; to give you tools to unlock a whole new level of self-knowledge; and to show you how to survive and thrive in an increasingly unaware world.


In Part I of the book, you’ll learn the building blocks of and roadblocks to self-awareness. In Chapter 2, we will begin with the Seven Pillars of Insight that separate the aware from the unaware. Once we understand what it really means to be self-aware, we’ll then take on the roadblocks and learn how to bust through them. Chapter 3 will examine the inner barriers that don’t just hamper self-awareness, but fill us with an unwarranted confidence that we already are self-aware. In chapter 4, we’ll move to the biggest societal obstacle to insight: something called the Cult of Self. Whether you know it or not, this tantalizing sect has been trying to recruit you and everyone you know to become more self-absorbed and less self-aware.


Part II will focus on internal self-awareness. In chapter 5, I’ll overturn the many myths and follies around what it actually takes to improve it. You’ll discover why introspection doesn’t always lead to insight, how those who seek the absolute truth about themselves are the least likely to discover it, and why many common self-awareness approaches like therapy and journaling have hidden pitfalls. Once we’ve established what doesn’t increase internal self-awareness, chapter 6 will show you what does, with several practical approaches that you can apply right away.


Part III confronts the surprising myths and truths of external self-awareness and shows us why we can’t unearth it on our own. We’ll discover that even when we think we understand how other people see us, we’re often dead wrong. Chapter 7 will expose the biggest misconceptions that people have about external self-awareness. Despite the lip service given today to “feedback” in the business world and beyond, it’s rare to get candid, objective data on what we’re doing well and where we could stand to improve. I’ll give you a few approaches to bust through these barriers and seek feedback—at work and at home—on your own terms. Finally, in chapter 8, you’ll learn how to hear that feedback without fighting or fleeing, and how to act on it while remaining true to who you are.


Part IV pulls back to look at the bigger picture. Chapter 9 will examine how good leaders foster self-awareness in their teams and organizations. You’ll see why trying to force team candor can be a surprisingly costly mistake—if you don’t have certain building blocks in place first, your efforts will backfire, creating less insight and more silence. I’ll end with a step-by-step process (one I’ve used for more than a decade) for your team to exchange feedback in a safe, direct, productive way.


Chapter 10 has the lofty but important goal of helping you survive and thrive in an increasingly delusional world. When I talk with people about my research, they often ask, “Can you please help me deal with [insert name of delusional person they know]?” We certainly can’t force others to become self-aware, but there are a surprising number of strategies that can reduce their negative impact, and in a few cases, even help them be less delusional. I’ll end the book with my Seven-Day Insight Challenge, a practical and battle-tested tool to help you engineer a few quick wins in your self-awareness journey.


Ultimately, there are two types of people—those who think they’re self-aware and those who actually are. My bold vision is to create a world filled with the latter. The barriers to self-awareness are numerous, but with the help of outside eyes and a few powerful tools, they are not impossible to navigate. And when we do, we’re laying the foundation for a whole new level of confidence and success. After all, without insight, how can we chart a course that will bring us joy and happiness? Or create deep and lasting relationships? Or fulfill our true purpose? I’m hoping that this book will be a powerful wake-up call to three simple facts: that self-awareness is the exquisite foundation to a life well lived, that it is possible to make the journey, and that the courage and effort it takes to get there are well worth it.




Part One


Roadblocks and Building Blocks
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THE ANATOMY OF SELF-AWARENESS


The Seven Pillars of Insight




The beginning of knowledge is the discovery of something we do not understand.


—FRANK HERBERT





For thousands of years, the Mayans were the dominant society in Mesoamerica.* Yet until archeologists began to study this extraordinary civilization in the early 1800s, their ruins lay dormant for nearly a millennium. Since that time, we’ve unearthed remarkably specific details about the Mayan way of life. Long before the advent of what we know of as the modern calendar, for instance, the Mayans measured time using days and months. They had a complex grasp of astronomy. They cultivated crops in the unlikeliest of places. They created one of the first written languages. They built massive palaces and pavilions without metal or machines, and they are even thought to have discovered how to make rubber.


But in the midst of these groundbreaking discoveries, there was one much larger mystery that plagued archeologists for more than a century. As one of the most populous civilizations in human history, the Mayans reached an all-time high in AD 800, and yet by AD 950, 95 percent had mysteriously vanished. Scientists developed several theories as to why this occurred—a catastrophic event like an earthquake or volcano, a virus brought by Spanish settlers, a gruesome civil war—but for many years, there were no concrete answers, and the question vexed scientists for decades.


But all along, the evidence had been staring them in the face—they just hadn’t stitched the information together in the right way. Then, finally, someone did. In his 2005 book Collapse, geographer Jared Diamond proposed that the Mayans’ disappearance was the combination of massive deforestation and prolonged drought, which caused crops to fail, trade to shift, and cities to be slowly swallowed by the rainforest as survivors moved away. Though there isn’t total agreement, most scientists believe that Diamond finally solved the central mystery of the Mayans once and for all.


The science of self-awareness has followed a remarkably similar pattern. Just as the Mayan ruins lay dormant for centuries before being discovered by archeologists, the topic of self-awareness can be traced as far back as 600 BC—yet it’s only been subjected to scientific scrutiny in the last 40 years. For millennia the discipline of self-knowledge was confined to philosophy and religion. Roman philosopher Plotinus believed that happiness was achieved by knowing our true self. And perhaps most famously, the seven sages of ancient Greece inscribed the phrase “know thyself” at the entry of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, a mantra that Plato later reinforced in the teachings of Socrates.


And though most people associate self-awareness with Buddhism, nearly every religious tradition recognizes its importance. In chapter 1, we saw the Christian parable about the planks in our (and others’) eyes. Confucius advised that to govern others, one must first govern oneself. The Hindu Upanishads said that “enquiry into the truth of the Self is knowledge.” In the Jewish faith, self-knowledge has been called “the prerequisite for any self-improvement.” Avicenna, a tenth-century Muslim philosopher, wrote that “self-awareness is essential to the soul and [our] awareness of ourselves is our very existence.”


But sadly, when self-awareness researchers finally had the chance to catch up, they made many of the same mistakes the Mayan archeologists did, spending years focused on surprisingly myopic details at the expense of bigger, more important questions. The result? Piles of disjointed, often peripheral research that no one even bothered trying to stitch together. So when I set out to summarize the current state of scientific knowledge on self-awareness, I initially came up with more questions than answers, starting with the most central question: What was self-awareness, exactly?


As you read in the last chapter, when I initially began my research program, I was surprised to learn that one of the biggest obstacles to the study of self-awareness was the astonishing lack of agreement about how to define it. In the early 1970s, psychologists Shelley Duval and Robert Wickland were among the first to scientifically examine a construct that they called “self-awareness.” But Duval and Wickland chose to define it as a temporary state of self-consciousness (sort of like how you feel at a party where you don’t know anyone—the feeling of “everyone’s looking at me and I want to go home”). Kenyon College professor Allan Fenigstein and his team’s definition wasn’t much better, with self-awareness being more akin to the personality trait of self-consciousness. The definitions that other researchers concocted were all over the map—from introspection to pondering how other people see us to the difference between how we see ourselves and how others see us. But in my view, most of these definitions largely missed the point.* Why? Because focusing on ourselves doesn’t mean that we understand ourselves.


In my work as an organizational psychologist, one self-evident truth has always been that people who have a clear understanding of themselves enjoy more successful careers and better lives—they’ve developed an intuitive understanding of what matters to them, what they want to accomplish, how they behave, and how others see them. Unfortunately, though, I couldn’t find this version of self-awareness anywhere in the scientific literature. In fact, the picture of a self-aware person that most existing research painted was less of an enlightened Dalai Lama figure and more of a neurotic Woody Allen one (no offense, Mr. Allen—I love your movies!). Clearly, there was a huge mismatch between how researchers were defining self-awareness and what it really looked like, at least to me, in the real world.


So, my research team and I spent more than a year identifying what made up this real-world self-awareness. We arrived at the following definition: self-awareness is the will and the skill to understand yourself and how others see you. More specifically, we discovered that our unicorns—the people from our study who dramatically improved their self-awareness as adults—possessed seven distinct types of insight that unaware people didn’t. They understood their values (the principles that guide them), passions (what they love to do), aspirations (what they want to experience and achieve), fit (the environment they require to be happy and engaged), patterns (consistent ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving), reactions (the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reveal their capabilities), and impact (the effect they have on others).


In this chapter, we will uncover the essence of these Seven Pillars of Insight and begin to paint the picture of the rich, multifaceted understanding that makes up self-awareness. Then we’ll discuss an equally important dimension of insight: that to be truly aware, we can’t just understand ourselves; we also need to know how we’re seen by others.


THE SEVEN PILLARS OF INSIGHT


Benjamin Franklin was a celebrated politician and inventor and one of America’s most beloved early statesmen. But one of the lesser-known achievements of this Renaissance man was the incredible self-insight he gained over the course of his adult life—indeed, because he was born nearly 30 years before George Washington, it’s actually Franklin who might have been America’s first unicorn.


Born in Boston in 1706 as the tenth son of a soap maker, Franklin was forced to leave school at age 10 because of his family’s financial struggles. By age 12, he was serving as his brother James’s bound apprentice in a printing business. But in 1723, after years of fraternal mistreatment (in today’s parlance: bullying), Franklin ran away from home to start a new life in Philadelphia. Just three years later, he’d already failed in two business ventures and fathered an illegitimate son. (Just as with Washington, most history textbooks seem to gloss over such unflattering facts.)


Though Franklin was raised as a Presbyterian, he rarely attended church, declaring that he was unimpressed and frustrated that “not a single moral principle was inculcated or enforced.” That depressing conclusion, coupled with his childhood struggles and ill-advised early life choices, brought about Franklin’s commitment to “arriv[e] at moral perfection.” So, at the ripe age of 20, he created a set of principles by which he wanted to live his life:




1.  Temperance. Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.


2.  Silence. Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation.


3.  Order. Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its time.


4.  Resolution. Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.


5.  Frugality. Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing.


6.  Industry. Lose no time; be always employ’d in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.


7.  Sincerity. Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, speak accordingly.


8.  Justice. Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.


9.  Moderation. Avoid extremes; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve.


10.  Cleanliness. Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation.


11.  Tranquillity: Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.


12.  Chastity. Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to dullness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another’s peace or reputation.


13.  Humility. Imitate Jesus and Socrates.





Franklin called them “virtues,” but one could also call them values, which is our first pillar of insight. Indeed, developing a core set of principles that guide how we want to live our lives is a first and critical step in becoming self-aware. In particular, values define the person we want to be and provide a standard for evaluating our actions. In a move that puts even the most diligent self-awareness unicorns to shame, Benjamin Franklin evaluated his actions through a “little book” he created to track his progress, filling the margins with inspirational quotes from Cicero, the Proverbs of Solomon, and James Thomson (along with inventing bifocals and swim fins, Franklin also appears to have been the father of the self-help journal). On every page was a red table with each virtue in its own row, and each day of the week in its own column. And though he paid special attention to one virtue every week, he reviewed the entire list at the end of each day, making a “little black spot” if the day’s behavior hadn’t reflected that virtue.




[image: image]





Though not all self-awareness unicorns are as diligent as Franklin, many employ similar techniques. One young professional, for example, has his list of values pinned to his refrigerator: each evening while he’s cooking dinner, he evaluates how well his actions mirrored them that day. In addition to a studied commitment to living their own values, many also described dedicating time and effort to instilling them in their children. (For a few questions to help you explore your own values, take a look at appendix A.)


*


Henry David Thoreau once said, “Do what you love. Know your bone; gnaw at it, bury it, unearth it, and gnaw at it still.” Thoreau had it right: when we understand our passions—what we love to do—we’re finding a bone we can chew on forever. My friend Jeff, a proud unicorn, can trace his passions back through the branches of his family tree. He inherited an engineer’s brain and curiosity for how things work from his maternal grandfather, along with a sense of craftsmanship and an aversion to boredom from his paternal grandfather. He spent the first part of his career bouncing around various IT jobs, from computer system administrator to higher-education software designer. Then, quietly at first, he began to notice that he was becoming more interested in the design of buildings. In time, his new passion became so insistent that he could no longer ignore it. So he packed in the IT work and landed a coveted spot in a master’s program in architecture.


When he finally graduated and scored a job, Jeff reveled in his accomplishment. He’d done it. He was an architect now. It was true that every day wasn’t as perfectly fulfilling as he had imagined. There were bad clients to deal with, of course. And sometimes there were bad bosses. As an introvert, Jeff found working in an open-concept office to be pretty draining. And he had to admit, some of the projects were kind of boring. A surprising number of them, actually. Perhaps that was why he kept finding himself going home after each increasingly trying day feeling exhausted and empty. Then one day, he finally asked himself, “Can I do this for the next thirty years?” The answer was a clear and resounding “No.”


Jeff spent months trying to figure out what his next step would be. On index cards, he listed as many things that he enjoyed doing as he could think of, arranging and rearranging them to find the patterns. It was at this point that Jeff finally listened to the nagging voice he’d been ignoring for years. I’m not going to be really happy, he discovered, unless I’m working for myself.


He decided to explore how that would actually feel on a day-to-day basis. And after much consideration, Jeff finally settled on his next move. He had designed software; he had designed websites; he had designed buildings—now he would form a consulting company that would help artists and entrepreneurs design their own businesses. By doing what he loved, Jeff would help others do what they loved (talk about a virtuous circle of self-awareness). And with a final jolt of glee, he realized that he’d be able to work out of his home office. The process of exploring his passions also helped Jeff understand that he isn’t wired to seek the stability of a 30-year career—he’s wired to follow his curiosity for design wherever it leads him. (For a few questions to get you thinking about your passions, take a look at appendix B.)


Entrepreneur Ben Huh experienced a similar “midlife” career crisis—only his arrived a bit earlier. At the ripe young age of 23, Ben felt like his life was over. He’d spent eighteen months, and hundreds of thousands of dollars of other people’s money, on a startup that had gone up in smoke. The sense of shame and defeat was just too much for the young overachiever to bear. He spent days in bed, isolated, broke, and even haunted by thoughts of suicide. After he finally managed to pull himself out of this bleak period, Ben realized that he needed a plan. So he sat down with a blank sheet of paper and made a list of things he wanted to achieve in the life he’d come so close to ending. The task turned out not to be as easy as he thought it would be. The struggle, he has said, was in being able to see into this future and find the “evergreen shoots” that would define it.


For anyone who knows Ben, the fact that he decided to kick-start the next phase of his life with a list of life goals won’t seem surprising. For as long as he can remember, he’s been ambitious and goal driven. Ben was born of humble beginnings in Seoul, South Korea, and his family moved to the United States when he was 14. His parents cleaned buildings to scrape by, and Ben helped as much as he could, often fishing soda cans from the trash to recycle for pennies. The family shared a one-bedroom apartment; Ben slept in the master bedroom, his mom and dad on a mattress in the living room. He was determined to build a more comfortable future for himself, and eventually became the first person in his family to graduate from college.


And so, six years later, alone in his new home of Seattle, Ben created his list. It included things like meeting the perfect woman, selling a company for profit, and learning how to ride a motorcycle. Now I know what you’re thinking: I’m about to tell you to put this book down and start making your list of life goals right away. But hold on—Ben’s story comes with a surprising twist. Years later, he was the successful CEO of humor website I Can Has Cheezburger (aka the birthplace of cat memes), which he’d purchased in 2007. Yet something was still missing, and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.


One day, he was having a seemingly ordinary lunch with one of his investors, discussing some of the struggles he was experiencing. He said, “You know, I have these goals. There are all these things that I want to do.” That’s when his lunch companion dropped a bombshell that would ultimately trigger an explosive change. “The goals aren’t important,” his investor said. “What’s important is the process of getting there.”


That lunchtime wisdom would become the catalyst for a year-long process to, as Ben puts it, “figure out why I am here on this planet.” Instead of adding more bullet points to his bucket list, he started to ask himself a far more central question: What did he really want out of life? He eventually came to realize that the answer was simple: to experience as much of the world as he could with the people he loved. At that point, he had the means to do something truly special with Emily, the perfect woman he’d met (and checked off his list) in 2001. And that’s exactly what he did.


In 2015, Ben made the decision to step down from Cheezburger, and he and Emily promptly embarked on a once-in-a-lifetime trip around the world. Ben doesn’t yet know where the rest of his journey will take him, but one thing he can be certain of is this: it will be far more meaningful than simply checking a bunch of goals off a list.


Ben’s story is a powerful example of what it really means to understand our aspirations. What’s more, it shows that while setting goals is relatively easy, they don’t always lead to true insight or perfect happiness. Instead of asking, “What do I want to achieve?” the better question is, “What do I really want out of life?” While goals can leave us feeling deflated and disappointed once we’ve achieved them, aspirations are never fully completed; we can get up every morning feeling motivated by them all over again. And even if we aren’t in the enviable position of being able to quit our job and travel the world, we can all live better lives by understanding what we want to experience and accomplish while we’re here on this planet. (By the way, there are a few questions to help you learn more about your aspirations in appendix C.)


*


I once worked with a commercial banker (and unicorn) in the early stages of a promising career—let’s call him Sam. Sam had a quiet confidence and a rare ability to connect with anyone, which would have set him on a path to success in almost any industry. But these skills were particularly useful in the world of banking, where clients appreciated the openness and confident spirit that Sam couldn’t help but exude. And sure enough, right out of college, he scored a well-paying job at a growing bank.


Of course, no job is perfect, and Sam quickly realized that his manager was a major source of discomfort and frustration. Sam and his new boss seemed to have virtually opposite work approaches: where Sam listened and connected, his manager jumped to conclusions and bullied. When they met with potential clients, Sam explored what they needed, but his manager would strong-arm them to make on-the-spot decisions. Not only did this fail to bring in new clients, it made short-term ones out of the ones they had.


On the upside, the bank provided generous individual incentives for hard work, handsomely rewarding employees who met their goals. But Sam couldn’t help but notice that this gave employees no incentive to work together, which was exactly the condition under which he thrived. And there was virtually no support for employees like Sam who valued taking the time to build trusting relationships with prospects—there was only pressure to make quick sales.


Unnerved by the atmosphere of friction and competition, Sam felt like a fish out of water. And with each passing day, his despair grew. He soon noticed he was taking his stress home: instead of enjoying the precious little time he spent with his girlfriend and his family, he was constantly preoccupied by everything that was upsetting him at work.


But as difficult as things became, the trials Sam faced ended up having a silver lining, because they led him to a valuable discovery about his own nature. When he began to closely examine the causes of his stress, he discovered a strong need to form deep and lasting relationships with his colleagues and clients. And in realizing this would probably never happen in his current work environment, he knew he had to leave.


Because Sam was so talented, he soon found a job with a company known for its strong client focus, and he quickly became one of his department’s top performers. Something had finally clicked: his mood improved, he had more energy to serve his clients, and his life outside work became more fulfilling. Among other positive developments, Sam proposed to his girlfriend and she accepted. (It probably goes without saying that she will most certainly enjoy planning a wedding with “the new Sam” far better than with “the old Sam.”)


When we determine where we fit, the type of environment we require to be happy and engaged, we get more done with less effort, and end the day feeling like our time was well spent. This involves understanding simple truths—like the fact that you’re happier when you’re traveling, or that you need to go for a run during your lunch hour—as well as deeper insights to help you live a happier life—like the kind of partner who will fulfill you or the type of company where you’ll thrive. (To help you clarify the best fit when it comes to your job, your relationships, etc., you’ll find a few questions in appendix D.)


In many ways, the pillar of fit builds on the ones before it: only by knowing what you value, what you’re passionate about, and what you want to experience in life can you start to create a picture of your ideal surroundings. Just look at Sam. As difficult as it was to leave his first grown-up job, he was lucky to gain such valuable insight about where he fit so early in his career. By finding a company that shared his values and let him do what he loved, he also found an environment that energized rather than exhausted him. And whether you’re thinking about your home life, your work, or the people with whom you choose to surround yourself, energy is probably the ultimate measure of fit. At the end of the day, is your environment creating energy or taking it away?


*


If I asked you to describe your personality, what would you say? You might tell me that you’re driven, or kind. Or, if you’ve taken a personality test lately, perhaps that you’re an INTJ/Yellow/Expediter/Analytical-Conceptual.


Psychologists often use the word “personality” to describe our patterns of behavior. Our patterns are our consistent ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving across situations. For example, if I snap at my co-worker one morning, I might just be tired. But if I snap at her most mornings, not only will she not invite me to the office happy hour, I probably have a pattern of prickliness. Psychologists have been busy trying to distill and measure the human personality since World War II, when personality tests were first developed to assist in military selection. Most people in the business world have had some experience with personality assessment, whether it’s the Myers Briggs, or the Hogan, DISC, Insights, Emergenetics, Social Styles, NEO, Birkman, Keirsey Temperament Sorter, True Colors . . . and boy, could I go on, but fortunately I won’t—in the United States alone, there are more than 2,500 personality assessments on the market, and some are far better than others. But even though our unicorns saw these assessments as important self-awareness milestones, they also reported that they were not sufficient for cultivating true insight on their own.


What’s more, it’s not enough to shine a light on our behavioral patterns across most situations—we must examine our patterns in specific kinds of situations as well. Let me give you an innocuous, if slightly humiliating, personal example. A few years ago, I was doing some work with a group of leaders in Uganda. The retreat center where we were having our meeting was in a beautiful but secluded area accessible only by water. When our group arrived at the dock, there were two boats: one for us and one for our luggage. Though I wasn’t quite aware of it at the time, I instantly became anxious and spent the rather lengthy ride internally debating the foolish question of whether my luggage and I would ever be reunited. Of course, just minutes later, we were.


Flash forward to another work trip—this time in Honduras to teach a leadership workshop. My client had chartered three vans to pick everyone up at the airport: two for us and one for our luggage. When we arrived at the hotel, all of the bags had been unloaded, but this time, mine was nowhere to be found. We searched everywhere and eventually discovered that it had been left on the curb at the airport. That’s when I had a complete and total meltdown. Everything in my bag was replaceable, and rationally I even knew that it probably would show up (it did)—yet there I was, crying in the hotel lobby like a bully had stolen my lunch money. It was at that point that I began to suspect a pattern: when my luggage and I are separated, I become upset. No, irrationally upset. Given the fact that I travel more than 100,000 miles a year, it was a pertinent epiphany.


A few months later, my husband and I were visiting his brother and sister-in-law, who were living in Costa Rica at the time. We decided it would be fun to hop a puddle-jumper to Bocas del Toro, a small island in Panama, for a long weekend. Upon our arrival at the tiny airport, which consisted of one dilapidated building where a surly woman presided over “immigration” with a tattered three-ring binder, the property manager of the house we rented was kind enough to give us a ride. He threw our bags in the bed of his pickup truck and we all squeezed into the backseat. Then, without warning, the sky opened up and a hard rain started pelting our luggage. I pressed my face against the rear window, helplessly watching my suitcase get drenched.


But this time, I instantly recognized what was happening. I looked at my husband and announced, “I am irrationally upset that my bag is getting rained on.”


“I can see that,” he replied.


“I think,” I attempted, “I’ll see if I can take some deep breaths and maybe just calm down a little.” And so I did. Understanding this pattern had helped me be more mindful in the moment and measurably improved my day.


They say that knowledge is power, and that is certainly the case for this pillar. Whether it’s an irrational luggage-separation anxiety or anything else, recognizing our patterns—especially our self-defeating ones—helps us take charge. For example, if you’re an introvert who tends to get drained after back-to-back meetings, find a few minutes of alone time to recharge at the end of the day. If you shoot off angry e-mails when you’ve worked too many hours, save your late-night responses in a draft folder to review in the morning. If after a few glasses of wine you feel an inescapable urge to call your ex, give your phone to a friend (who hopefully is also driving you home) before you start boozing. The point is to first detect the pattern, then be able to identify it when it’s happening, and then experiment by making different—and better—choices.


*


Susan was doing the best she could. Her demanding boss at the growing real estate company where she worked often required that she put in 70-hour weeks. Though she was constantly stressed, she threw everything she had into her role, usually managing to keep her head above water. Or so she thought. One day, completely out of the blue, Susan was abruptly fired.


Stunned, devastated, and angry, she blamed her superiors for this shocking turn of events. She hadn’t given up on them—how could they give up on her? But once her anger died down, Susan was determined to seek a silver lining in this very dark cloud. She had a sneaking suspicion that her behavior had played a role in her boss’s decision—she just didn’t know exactly how. As she carefully sifted through what she called the “oh, shit moments” in her now ex-job, Susan realized that her unawareness of her real-time reactions—that is, the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reveal our capabilities—had come back to bite her. Her reactions to her co-workers, especially under stress, were unmasking a serious weakness: her inability to control her emotions. And especially with her boss, she hadn’t been doing a very good job of it. He’s got to know I’m working 70 hours a week, she’d reasoned; he should be able to let a few snippy comments go. But he wasn’t, and she’d paid a hefty price.


Since her shocking realization, Susan has worked to manage this weakness and better monitor her reactions. When she’s stressed, she now pays careful attention. Is she cutting people off? Is her tone short? Does she seem agitated? When she feels herself becoming abrupt, she makes a point to pause, think, and soften her tone. On the rare occasion that the stress becomes too intense to manage, she will excuse herself, take a breather, and return to the conversation.


Another upside that came from Susan’s ordeal was that she found a new job that was much more fulfilling and much less stressful. In her new position, she works hard not just to manage her stress, but to adapt her communication style to others’ (rather than expect them to adapt to hers). This has been a total game-changer, and it’s no wonder that it helped her become a bona fide unicorn.


However, it’s important to point out that when we examine our reactions, we don’t just uncover our weaknesses; sometimes we can discover strengths we never knew we had. Paul, a longtime operations executive, was raised in a poor town in Colorado. His shy nature, coupled with a critical family, led him to believe from a very young age that “everyone was better than me.” Things became so bad that at the age of 23, he made the difficult decision to move to the big city (i.e., Denver) and try to make it on his own.


All Paul could afford was a tiny property in a rough part of town that was called, somewhat ironically, Uptown. “At the time, it was really sketchy,” he told me. “The house had been foreclosed on by the bank, and it was a mess. The windows were all broken out. I didn’t even get a key.” But despite the dilapidated condition of his new home, there was something about the neighborhood that gave him a feeling of community, opportunity, and promise.


Not long after he moved in, Paul found himself chatting with a neighbor who wanted to form a registered neighborhood organization. He didn’t know exactly what that was, but he was happy to get involved anyway, making flyers and passing them around to generate support. And when the organization was formed, he helped out where he could. For the first few years, everything seemed to be going well. Until, that is, he had a chance conversation with a friend who worked at the city planning office.


Paul learned that the organization’s current president—a local attorney—had been making decisions on many important matters that the group didn’t even know about, let alone have the opportunity to discuss. “The things he was signing off on, and approving on behalf of the neighborhood, were projects that would have benefited some very influential businesspeople far more than us,” Paul told me.


What put him over the edge, though, was learning that plans were in motion for a 20-story high-rise just a few blocks from his house. And if it went ahead, it would change the neighborhood forever. When Paul heard this news, a hidden side of him kicked into gear. There was no way he was going to let the president get away with this. Paul called an urgent meeting and he agreed to step down.


While Paul was surprised by his swift and decisive reaction, he was even more surprised when he learned his neighbors’ new choice for president. It was . . . him. He didn’t want to let them down, so despite some hefty reservations, he decided to give it a try. But the new role couldn’t have come at a more trying time. In exactly 10 days, the association would have its one and only chance to stop the high-rise at a city planning meeting. Paul had never given a presentation before, of any kind whatsoever, let alone to a room crammed full of people looking to him as their leader. “So here I am,” he told me, “I’m twenty-five, I’m shy, I really didn’t want to be president, and I’m nervous as heck.” But he stood up and delivered his presentation as best he could.


When it was finally over, he wasn’t really sure how he’d done. That is, until one of his neighbors, who worked for Hughes Aircraft, excitedly approached him and practically offered him a job on the spot. Maybe, he realized, I’m not as inept at all this as I thought.


Paul’s gut response to the actions of a slippery attorney set forth a chain of events that opened his eyes to qualities he’d never known he had: a knack for public speaking, a gift for working through conflict, and the initiative to step up in the face of a challenge. And just like that, a new world began to open up for him. Paul went on to have a career as a successful CEO and has run businesses all over the world. And that 20-story high-rise? Naturally, it was never built. Years later, his organization managed to get the Uptown neighborhood listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and it’s since become one of the most desirable places to live in Denver. (If Paul has inspired you, appendix E has some questions to help you get at the foundational aspect of this pillar—that is, your strengths and weaknesses.)


*


So far, each pillar of insight has been about us—what we value, what we’re passionate about, what we aspire to do, what environment we need, how we behave, how we respond to the world. But to be truly self-aware, we must also build on that to understand our impact: that is, how our behavior affects others. Over the course of our daily lives, we often encounter people who appear completely oblivious to this: the boss who assigns an arbitrary emergency project on a Friday afternoon, paying no notice to his employees’ groans and sighs. The man in the grocery store blocking an entire aisle while a mother with a double stroller hopelessly waits to pass. The woman who inexplicably sits through two cycles of a left-turn arrow, seemingly unaware of the multitude of deafening honks from the cars trapped behind her. Theoretically, these people might have a stellar understanding of their inner selves, but when it comes to the impact that they have on those around them, it’s like they’re completely blind.


Not surprisingly, this final pillar is especially important for leaders, as Eleanor Allen learned the hard way. She’ll never forget the five little words that turned out to be the most surprising—and game-changing—feedback she has ever received: “You have got to stop.”


Just a month earlier, Eleanor had stepped into one of the greatest challenges of her career. She and her family had moved to Puerto Rico, where she’d become the program manager for a large and complex water infrastructure capital improvement program. During the first few days in her new cramped but well-appointed office, it began to dawn on her that her new job was going to be considerably more difficult than she’d imagined. With a rising sense of horror, she discovered letter after legalese letter from their client explaining that the team had not been supplying what had been requested, and what they had been supplying was unacceptable. Eleanor’s team was clearly on the verge of being fired.


But if she’d stepped into a burning building, Eleanor was also confident that her previous experience had equipped her with a fireproof suit. After all, the engineer by training had led challenging programs and projects all over the world, earning the kind of problem-solving skills that could only be developed through truly high-stakes work. She carefully triaged the situation and started firing off a stream of regular e-mail instructions to her 100-person team. Although she would have loved to have more time to build relationships in person, there just wasn’t any. I’ll get to that after I put out the fire, she vowed.


A few weeks went by. And somehow, things still weren’t getting done. Again and again, Eleanor would assign a task that was due to the client on a certain date, which would come and go with no deliverable. She felt frustrated and alone, and didn’t understand why she couldn’t make the changes that were needed. One afternoon, as she sat fuming behind her paper-cluttered desk, Eleanor finally lost her cool. How could these smart, capable people be this ham-fisted?! she exploded. No wonder we’re about to get fired! As if on cue, her office door burst open. It was her deputy, Evelio, a bristly, energetic, and fiercely intelligent local engineer.


“What’s the matter?” Eleanor asked. “What’s going on?”


Evelio slammed the door behind him. “You!” he said, at a volume just a hair shy of shouting. “You have got to stop.”


“What?” she stammered, completely blindsided. “What are you talking about?”


Evelio took a step toward her. “You are driving us crazy!” he said. “No one is reading your e-mails! No one knows what our priorities are!”


“But I . . .”


“Eleanor,” he said. “You’re the one who’s going to get us fired!”


She could tell her deputy had come prepared for a fight. But in a moment of pure, brilliant, shining self-awareness, she took a breath, looked him in the eye, and said, “Okay, then. Tell me. What should I do instead?”
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