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  WHAT HELPS CERTAIN PEOPLE to become successful? What helps one person to soar and lift themselves from mediocrity, to become an exceptional leader,

  doctor, parent, entrepreneur, pop star, actor, teacher, or anything else?




  To answer the question, let’s think for a moment about the successful people you know and what makes them so accomplished. Consider your circle of friends, family, and

  acquaintances and single out the top handful of people you know. Now ask them about their secrets of success. Try it. Ask: ‘In your opinion, what do you think you do that makes you so

  successful?’




  They’ll talk about the need for hard work, grit and determination, a need to stay focused even when things go wrong. But they may add that they must be willing to change

  course, be adaptable, or even quit when something isn’t working.




  They may talk about vision, confidence, passion, creativity, taking risks, and the need to trust their instincts at times. Dig a little deeper and they’ll mention the

  importance of surrounding themselves with good people. They may even acknowledge an element of luck – of being in the right time and place too.




  But interview enough brilliantly successful people and you’ll discover that they all start to sound the same. They end up covering the same ground, making nearly

  identical assertions.




  Read a business biography or hear any celebrity speak and they make the same generalisations too. Business moguls Richard Branson and Bill Gates sound remarkably like

  celebrities such as Madonna or Tom Cruise and even sporting luminaries such as Tiger Woods and Venus Williams.




  In a way, they are all correct. They have the right ideas. But so, too, do many people who aren’t very accomplished. I’m sure you know people

  who think they are visionary, creative, determined, adaptable, and all that. But they don’t get the same results as the people they’d like to emulate. Because superstar

  performers can rarely articulate what they do in enough detail to help other people follow in their footsteps. So here’s the question: how do we go about figuring out what really makes

  certain people so successful?




  Defining success




  Let’s turn the focus on you for a moment. How successful would you say you are on a scale of 1 to 10? This book is about the science of success, on how academics and

  consultants have tried to identify what helps some people to succeed and reach the top end of the scale. In this book I shall share stories and scientific studies about exceptional people with the

  aim of understanding what they do differently that helps them to succeed. But this will also help you to understand how researchers go about investigating success. So bear with me for now and give

  yourself a number.




  Most people give themselves a score of between 5 and 8. Hardly anyone ever says they’re a 10 or even a 9 – that implies they’ve achieved everything there is

  to strive for in life. Plus it smacks of more than a little arrogance, right?




  Very few people give themselves scores of 1 or 2 and you don’t get many scores of 3 or 4 either. And when people do give themselves lower scores, they often say that

  they’ve gone through a rough patch but are on their way back up again.




  Of course you may be thinking that it’s an unfair question. You may rightly reason that the answer depends on the definition of success we’re using, on the criteria

  we employ to measure accomplishment. You probably think of success as a combination of factors, including how much you earn, how much you enjoy your work, the extent to which

  you have loving relationships in your life, how much sex you get, the pleasure you get from time with friends, how healthy you are, how much leisure time you enjoy, and so on. If we take all of

  those factors into consideration then our scale of 1 to 10 looks terribly crude.




  Sometimes simplicity helps us to make a point though. So, just as many researchers like to do, let me temporarily do away with all of those complex factors and look only at a

  narrow financial definition of success, at how much a person earns. Of course, I’m not saying that a rich investment banker is a better person than, say, a nurse. And I will come back to a

  fuller, more rounded definition of success. But for now, let’s say that I don’t care how much people enjoy their job or the extent to which they’re good parents or anything else.

  All I care about is how much cash they take home.




  What constitutes the ‘extra 1 per cent’?




  Let me introduce you to William Chalk and Jasper Ahlquist, two men who score at opposite ends of the scale. They are both key account managers working for a European

  information technology company. ‘Key account manager’ is the in-vogue job title in lots of organisations, but essentially they are salespeople. They take the company’s computer

  products and computer-related services and sell them to corporate clients.




  I can say that Chalk and Ahlquist score at opposite ends of the scale because that’s where their employer puts them. Last year, one of these men was in the top 10 per

  cent of the sales force, by virtue of selling more hardware, software and services than 90 per cent of the other key account managers. The other man was in the bottom 10 per cent of the sales team,

  unfortunately being outsold by 9 in 10 of his colleagues.




  They have both been working for the firm for over four years. Not every year has been equally good or bad for them. However, year after year, one of them

  was always in the top 40 per cent of the sales team; the other was never out of the bottom 50 per cent.




  Last year, one of them earned £482,520 in salary and bonuses, putting him in the top 10 per cent of the company. The other earned £107,950, putting him in the

  bottom 10 per cent.




  So who was the high achiever? Was it Chalk or Ahlquist?




  Actually, the answer to ‘Who?’ isn’t really the interesting bit. To me, the interesting answer is to the question ‘Why?’




  Both men have degrees from good universities and track records of career progression. Both passed a gruelling selection process that involved multiple rounds of interviews with

  senior managers from across the organisation. Both are well liked too. But one is vibrantly more successful than the other. One of them clearly contributes that extra 1 per cent – and that

  makes all the difference.




  Harnessing the winning formula




  ‘Why are some people so much more successful than others?’ was the question that I was asked to answer by Margaret Taylor, the head of human resources at the

  technology firm who had hired Chalk and Ahlquist. She explained that the technology sector was booming. Demand was high. The company was growing explosively. But fast as the business was expanding,

  some of their competitors were growing even more quickly. A major problem, a real constraint to their growth, was hiring enough good key account managers to keep up with demand.




  Taylor admitted that the business had a patchy record when it came to hiring great salespeople. Sometimes they had hired new faces, occasionally announcing

  with pride that they had poached a top salesperson from a rival, only for those alleged stars to crash and burn.




  The company was investing significant time and money in training their fresh recruits, but it typically took new salespeople over a year to get to grips with the

  company’s specific products and ways of working. So it was generally only after 12 to 18 months that the company could figure out who was a hit and who was a dud.




  Of course, Taylor knew who their top salespeople were – she just didn’t know why they were special. She couldn’t figure out how to replicate the

  magic in future recruits. Despite a number of conflicting theories running amongst the senior managers as to what made for a high-performing salesperson, she couldn’t say with certainty what

  made certain sales superstars better than the rest.




  Taylor and her colleagues had already tried interviewing the high performers and also-rans. The result? All of the interviewees had talked about more or less the same traits,

  the same skills. Even wildly successful people don’t really know how they do it.




  So she enlisted my help. She hired me to do some detective work, to interview the salespeople in depth to identify what set the high performers apart from the rest. What

  differentiated the top 10 per cent of their salespeople from the merely adequate or the poor ones? If only they could figure out the formula that made for a top salesperson, the company could

  recruit a truly exceptional sales force.




  The psychology of literal high-fliers




  This wasn’t the first time I’d done this kind of project. And I’m not the only psychologist ever to look at the reasons why certain people succeed while

  others fail. No, modern psychologists are grateful to Colonel John C. Flanagan.




  Let’s travel back in time to the Second World War. It’s 1941. Most of Europe as well as countries including Japan and China had already been at war for several

  years. The United States of America had yet to join the war, but was making preparations for its likely participation. The United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) was created on 20 June, bringing

  together a number of separate air units and unifying them under a single command.




  Less than six months later, the Japanese navy launched their strike on Pearl Harbor on 7 December; 3,684 American personnel died. Hundreds of ships and aircraft were sunk,

  damaged, or utterly destroyed. The USA was abruptly dragged into the Second World War.




  The USAAF was immediately ordered to ramp up its numbers of pilots not by hundreds, or thousands, but by tens of thousands. More men were being shot out of the air than were

  being trained. But training pilots to fly planes under combat conditions couldn’t be done overnight. And not every trainee recruited into flight school made it. Thousands of cadets were

  killed during training accidents every year while thousands more were dropped for not being good enough.




  You can imagine that the decision to drop a trainee from flight school wasn’t taken lightly. Being told that you weren’t good enough to become a pilot at a time

  when your nation was at war was emotionally scarring. Plus it was financially expensive to recruit trainees only to kick them out.




  The expert tutors and check pilots who made the decisions were required to write up explanations as to why they had rejected cadets from the programme.

  They gave reasons such as ‘unsuitable temperament’, ‘poor judgement’, ‘insufficient progress’, or even ‘lack of inherent flying ability’.




  But what did such phrases mean? No one knew exactly. Certainly, the explanations weren’t good enough to avoid recruiting the wrong kind of candidates. Thousands of

  recruits were being thrown out for unclear reasons, over and over again. Even worse, thousands more young cadets continued to be killed in training accidents every year.




  The USAAF realised that even experienced instructors and check pilots were making unhelpful generalisations when evaluating trainees. Grasping the problem, the USAAF set up a

  task force to investigate in depth why certain trainee pilots made the grade while others fell short. Civilian psychologist John C. Flanagan was enlisted to head the research.




  Making better decisions




  Flanagan was faced with an enormous task, a huge responsibility, which quickly exploded into a monumental one. The USAAF was recruiting breathtaking numbers of people to

  fight the war. On 31 December 1941, the USAAF had 354,161 personnel flying and fixing over 12,000 planes. Only two years later, the USAAF had swelled to 2,373,882 servicemen and women looking after

  64,000 planes.




  Flanagan came to a seismic conclusion: most people – whether the trainee pilots themselves or their highly experienced instructors – were almost useless at

  explaining what contributed to even phenomenal success or dreadful failure. In a report of his findings, he wrote: ‘Too often, statements regarding job requirements are

  merely lists of all the desirable traits of human beings. These are practically no help in selecting, classifying, or training individuals for specific jobs.’1




  So he changed tactic. He stopped asking for general opinions as to why missions typically failed or succeeded. Instead, he urged pilots to talk about specific episodes of

  either triumph or failure in forensic detail, with a particular focus on what they did, what they said and what they were thinking at the time.




  Over several years, Flanagan recruited a team of over 150 psychologists and more than 1,000 assistants. Together, they helped him to interview tens of thousands of personnel,

  asking them to describe specific instances in which they had succeeded or failed. In doing so, he made a tangible contribution to the war effort. His seminal research enabled the USAAF to make

  better recruitment decisions, turning away more candidates who were unlikely to make it through pilot training or perhaps even more likely to kill themselves in the process. Flanagan was later

  awarded the Legion of Merit for the outstanding contribution that he and his team made towards winning the war.




  Talking about specific examples




  Flanagan and his colleagues conceived and refined the interviewing method known as the critical incident technique (CIT),2 a

  method that psychologists continue to use today. His technique allows us to unpack what helps to differentiate successful hotshots from the crowd. It was this method that I used to interview

  Margaret Taylor’s salespeople, the key account managers such as Chalk and Ahlquist.




  Rather than asking for general opinions as to why people think they succeed or fail, the idea is to solicit detailed descriptions of what they did in the past.

  Rather than asking, ‘What do you do?’ or ‘What do you think you do?’, the emphasis becomes ‘What did you do?’




  The goal is to hear about specific episodes of either success or failure in almost excruciating detail in order to understand what people did, the options they considered, and

  the moment-by-moment actions they took. To give you an idea of the technique in action, here’s the introductory spiel I used at the start of each interview with Taylor’s computer

  salespeople. Over the years I’ve repeated many, many similar introductions:




  ‘We’re currently doing a study of what constitutes sales success in the key account manager role so we can improve training programmes and make smarter hiring

  decisions in the future. We believe you are especially well qualified to tell us about successful selling.




  ‘I’d most like to hear you talk about specific examples of situations in which you made a sale. Rather than talk about your opinions or how you generally go about

  selling to clients, I’d like to hear about particular instances that you can talk through in depth. Don’t worry if you can’t remember all of the details, but I would ideally like

  to get at a lot of the detail if we can – what the client said or did, what you said or did next, how the client responded, what happened next, and so on.




  ‘Take a few moments to think about a specific instance where you were outstandingly effective in making a sale to a client. Can you talk me through it, please?’




  As you’ve no doubt noticed, my introduction is a little repetitive. I talk about ‘specific examples’, ‘particular instances’, and ‘a

  specific instance’. But the key to the critical incident technique is to get as full a description as possible. The idea is to get a retelling that almost reads like a moment-by-moment

  transcript of who said what, who did what, how, and when. Detail is good. Generalisations and opinions are bad, remember.




  The fuller and more detailed their descriptions, the more likely they are to have been remembered correctly. When an interviewee says, ‘I persuaded the client to take a

  small consignment,’ I then unleash a torrent of further questions: ‘What did you say to persuade the client?’ and then ‘How did the client respond?’ followed by

  ‘What did you do next?’ and ‘What happened next?’, and so on.




  If it looks like a lot of questions, you’re right. It is. It’s more like a police interrogation than a traditional interview, because I’m constantly trying to

  keep each interviewee focused on retelling one single situation rather than risk them slipping into overly broad opinions about what they generally do. I want to soak up the details of every little

  action they took, the thoughts they had, and ultimately the results they achieved.




  Themes and patterns




  Once I’d interviewed enough people at the technology firm, I analysed the stories to understand the seemingly trivial differences in behaviour that distinguished

  high achievers from their less prosperous counterparts. Top key account managers tended to spend more time engaging in social chit-chat and building rapport before getting down to business, for

  example. They sent fewer emails and made more phone calls. They also tried to influence clients in both direct and indirect methods – not only meeting with clients but also spending

  considerable time with people who could put in a good word with clients too.




  By analysing the differences between what high- and low-achieving salespeople talked about, I built a list of the behaviours that distinguished between exceptional and merely

  average performance. To use the corporate jargon, I created a set of ‘competencies’ or a ‘competency framework’.




  Working out precisely which behaviours separate the best people from the rest allows organisations to hire the right kinds of people and reject the wrong ones. An organisation

  can think about how to train people, how to develop the next generation of exceptional leaders, doctors, technicians, customer service agents, or whatever else it needs. But competency frameworks

  aren’t just for big businesses. Individuals benefit too – most organisations publish their competencies and encourage employees to read about the kind of behaviours that are expected of

  them. Achievement-oriented people can think about how to improve themselves, make plans, and measure their progress as they go.




  Matters we can control




  Here’s a couple of seemingly random facts for you, which may seem like a bit of a tangent. Read on for now and I’ll explain shortly.




  Did you know that taller people tend to earn more money? Researcher Timothy Judge at the University of Florida looked at earnings and height data for 8,590 men and women in

  both the UK and US. Taking differences in gender, age, and weight into consideration, he found that taller people tend to earn more money. He estimated that each extra inch in height tended to earn

  a person more than an extra $700 a year.3




  In a separate study, Norwegian scientists Petter Kristensen and Tor Bjerkedal found that first-born children tend to have higher intelligence scores than second-born children,

  who in turn tend to have higher intelligence scores than third-born children.4




  All around the world, there are many similar studies looking at the causes of success, what causes some people to be more intelligent, to earn more, to

  thrive. Other studies show that our chances of prosperity are also affected by our parents’ level of education5 and the upbringing we had as

  children.6 But how can we apply such lessons?




  Answer: we can’t.




  We can’t easily alter our height (although it does suggest a reason why high heels are so popular and a certain short male Hollywood star is alleged to wear lifts in his

  shoes). We can’t change the circumstances of our birth. We can’t go back and tamper with our parents, our background, our culture, or where we come from. Such research doesn’t

  help us to improve our lives, to become more prosperous ourselves.




  The competency movement is different. Rather than looking into the unchangeable characteristics of people that lead to success, it focuses on the behaviours that lead to

  success. That’s why I’m a fan. Because competency research focuses on what people do, and what they think and say, rather than what they are. It looks at what we can all

  learn to do rather than the innate differences in people that we can do nothing about. Ultimately, competency research is wonderfully inspiring because it shows us what we can do; it points to what

  we can choose to change about ourselves if we want to develop the potential we have.




  A rich picture of success




  So far I’ve focused almost exclusively on money as a measure of success. Of course, true prosperity isn’t only about currency though. Yes, it helps to have a

  bit of cash in life and I’ll certainly be talking about the behaviours that help people to earn more. However, people can be financially rich while feeling lonely

  because they have too few friends. They can hate their work and wish they had taken another path. Or struggle with internal demons that prevent them from enjoying their material wealth. A big pay

  cheque and the corner office do not guarantee happiness.




  Success is not only about salary, but also about career satisfaction, having an abundance of affirming relationships, being a good parent, leaving a positive legacy behind,

  being in good health and feeling fulfilled, and even having fun. It can mean feeling challenged, alive, and able to sleep at night, rather than bored, stressed, or tormented. In this book I shall

  look at all of these factors and incorporate them into the fullest definition of success possible. What do certain individuals do, say or think that allows them to reach to dizzying heights while

  others stay mired in mere adequacy?




  Over the years, I’ve run interviews with hundreds and hundreds of employees and managers in all sorts of roles in organisations spanning law firms, government

  departments, high street banks and insurance businesses, advertising agencies, management consultancies, charities, airlines, and even a pet products company. Irrespective of where I’ve

  conducted the research – working with a national business or a global one, a public sector organisation or a private sector business, an organisation selling intangible services or one that

  manufactures physical goods – the same kinds of behaviours crop up again and again.




  Even across disciplines, there are unifying themes as to what hotshot individuals do, how they behave, even how they think and make decisions. And it’s these themes that

  I shall explore in this book, the broad attitudes and behaviours that are associated with high performance across most fields and disciplines. Come with me as I focus on what you can change,

  what you can influence, what you can do to make the best of yourself and achieve your potential.




  The science and stories of success




  The inventor Thomas Edison famously quipped that genius was 99 per cent perspiration and only 1 per cent inspiration. Every successful person I’ve ever interviewed

  talked about the perspiration they put in. Successful people work hard. But people who work hard don’t always succeed. Because there’s a big difference between working long, hard hours

  and working on the right things. And that’s what this book is about: the often subtle, yet crucial differences that separate the best from the rest.




  As you can imagine, the study of success has attracted quite a few researchers over the years. Scientists all over the globe have looked at the behaviours and techniques that

  separate high-flying individuals from the rest. Without the backing of scientific evidence, we risk wandering into the realm of self-help quacks and fraudsters.7 So throughout the book I shall also draw on world-class research to demonstrate what works and what doesn’t.




  I’ve also listened to many stories of success first-hand. So I shall share some of these narratives too. I’ve changed a few of the names of people I interviewed.

  Occasionally they revealed sensitive information. In other cases, large organisations decided that they didn’t want to single people out for special treatment. By allowing one person to be

  mentioned as a high achiever, they feared that other colleagues who didn’t get profiled may feel left out and not so special. Thankfully, many of the entrepreneurs I interviewed own their

  businesses and make their own rules. So I’ve been able to use real names and details more often than not.




  I can’t promise startling secrets that guarantee your success. However, I will use scientific evidence and swirl in stories of successful people to

  construct a picture of what separates exceptional people from the rest to help you achieve more in life.




  The capabilities of exceptional people




  Many consultants and academics like to use the term ‘competencies’ to describe the skills and behaviours of successful people. But I don’t like the word.

  Who only wants to be competent? Surely we want to be extraordinary, outstanding, exceptional?




  I prefer to describe the different categories of behaviours as ‘capabilities’, because these are skills that we are all capable of. So, broadly speaking, what does

  distinguish exceptional people from everybody else? In today’s ever more hectic, multicultural, technologically advanced world, eight broad capabilities seem to make the difference:




  [image: ]Awe. Exceptional people aren’t just born more

  creative – they fuel their imaginations by actively pursuing new experiences and consciously staying open-minded about, or ‘in awe’ of, new possibilities. Rather than assuming

  they know enough about their field or industry, they remain curious and realise that there is always more to learn and consider.




  [image: ]Cherishing. We all have built-in abilities that

  allow us to sense how other people might be feeling, or what they might be thinking. But we need to make a conscious effort to use these skills – they don’t always come automatically.

  High-performing individuals take the time to listen and understand other people’s feelings and their perspectives because it helps them to smooth over any interpersonal differences and

  influence and persuade others.




  [image: ]Authenticity. High performers

  in any field routinely say that they love what they do. Authenticity is the ability to discover our own motivations and our sometimes hidden strengths, and then to find both work and personal

  situations that allow us to feel fulfilled and ‘alive’. People who feel passionate every day give themselves the best shot at achieving extraordinary results.




  [image: ]Centredness. High achievers have the ability to

  remain focused and motivated even in the face of extreme adversity. They recover quickly from both personal disappointments and professional catastrophes. By dealing with even toxic emotions such

  as despair or anger, they restore their emotional equilibrium, which allows them to perform at their best.




  [image: ]Connecting. High-fliers recognise the power that

  comes from working with others. They value and seek out collaborations, partnerships, teams, networks, and coalitions. Rather than trying to take on everything themselves, they reach out to diverse

  others, asking for help and building many, many mutually rewarding relationships.




  [image: ]Daring. While many people shy away from failure,

  exceptional people are ready to chance failure time and again by taking calculated risks. High achievers realise that it’s only through unfettered exploration, taking opportunities when they

  arise, and making the occasional mistake that they can truly push themselves and achieve outstanding results.




  [image: ]Citizenship. Exceptional people with the skill of

  Citizenship think about the bigger picture of their work and lives. They consider the broader impact of what they do and how it affects everybody around them. They have integrity and behave

  ethically and responsibly. And, rather than thinking only in terms of months and quarters, they think in terms of years and decades – they take the long view.




  [image: ]Visioning. This capability is about creating a

  balanced vision of the life that we crave to lead. While many people are talented and ambitious, exceptional individuals realise that their visions must encompass not only what they want to

  achieve but who they want to be on a day-to-day basis. Because success – not just being successful but feeling successful and fulfilled – comes from working towards

  future goals while at the same time savouring day-to-day events.




  I shall use scientific evidence to argue that these capabilities already distinguish many iconic people from their less stellar counterparts. And, if anything, I believe that

  these will become even more indispensable in the near future as global competition and the pace of change continue to increase.




  A book to read, a plan to follow




  Reading about virtuoso individuals, the skills they possess and the actions they take is no doubt stirring and uplifting. By all means read this book if you wish simply to

  be entertained.




  If you wish to apply the lessons contained within this book, you will have to use the book. Based on the research and knowledge we have available, I provide practical

  tools to help you achieve your goals – whether that’s to become a thriving entrepreneur, manager, parent, fund-raiser, whatever. I include ‘Over to you’ boxes, which are

  quick opportunities for you to reflect on what you’ve read or try something that will take no more than a minute.




  ‘Become your best’ boxes offer deeper exercises or techniques to try. These take more time, but could help you to become more effective, make

  better decisions, and move closer towards your goals. Taking the book as a whole, you will find sensible, hype-free advice for achieving your potential in either your life or the lives of those

  around you.




  Shall we get started?




  

     

  




  [image: ]




  

     

  




  ASK EXCEPTIONAL PEOPLE ABOUT their journey to the top and they are usually the first to stress how hard they worked to get there. When I’ve

  interviewed stars in disciplines ranging from business and philanthropy to medicine and entertainment, they talk about the determination it took, the often long hours and doggedness with which they

  worked. High achievers are driven, ambitious, and resolute in the pursuit of their goals. So being focused is good, right?




  Well, depends. Those traits could easily become the very opposite of what it takes to succeed too. Because there’s only a fine line that separates being focused from

  being narrow-minded.




  Allowing for opportunities




  Imagine you’re watching some video footage of six people – two teams of three – playing basketball. The video clip only lasts 75 seconds so you

  don’t have to concentrate for long. One of the teams is wearing white T-shirts and the other is dressed in black T-shirts. 45 seconds into the game, a person wearing a black gorilla suit

  strolls into the middle of the screen, pounds its chest, and walks off screen. The gorilla is visible on screen for five seconds. You’d notice, right?




  Maybe not.




  Harvard University psychologists Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris tempted undergraduate students into watching the video clip I just described in exchange for either a

  candy bar or a small payment. The researchers gave the students a task: to count the number of times the ball was passed between members of the team in white. Immediately after watching the film,

  the students were told to write down how many passes they’d counted. The researchers then asked, ‘Did you see anyone else besides the six players appear on the

  video?’ and ‘Did you see a gorilla walk across the screen?’




  More than half of the participants were puzzled. What gorilla? They hadn’t seen any gorilla.8




  Well how about if we offered to pay people cash as an incentive for noticing what was going on around them? In a similar experiment to the one conducted by the Harvard team,

  Richard Wiseman, a University of Hertfordshire professor of psychology, asked a group of volunteers to flip through a newspaper. Their task? Simply to count the number of photographs they came

  across.9




  Straightforward enough. After several pages, there was a half-page advert with the words: ‘Stop counting. There are 43 photographs in this newspaper.’ But most

  people kept on turning the pages, too engrossed in counting the photos to see the answer.




  A few pages later, another bigger advert proclaimed: ‘Stop counting. Tell the experimenter you’ve seen this and win £150.’ Again, most people

  didn’t notice it. Oblivious to the cash prize, they diligently carried on with the task despite the answer being literally spelt out in black and white. Only a handful of people spotted the

  adverts, usually laughing and asking to claim their winnings.




  Do you have the time to read this?




  I was once invited to run a day-long workshop for a group of managers to discuss fresh product ideas that would allow them to beat their competition. To highlight how

  narrowly our minds can sometimes work, I began by asking the audience if they had the time for me to tell them a story.




  A few of them checked their watches and gave me the go-ahead. I then asked them to tell me what time it was. Most of the managers chuckled. They

  didn’t know. Despite having just looked at their watches, they had to look again. The first time they looked at their watches, they weren’t looking to tell the time. They were looking

  to see if they had enough time to listen to a story before the end of the session.




  Harvard psychology professor Ellen Langer has been using the same test on her college students for years. At some point during each semester, she asks each fresh class of

  students if they have the time to allow her to tell them a story. Every time, she finds that they have to look twice to be able to say what time it is. Based on her observations, she concludes:

  ‘What we have learned to look for in a situation determines mostly what we see.’10




  All three of these examples highlight a phenomenon that psychologists call ‘inattentional blindness’. When we look for one thing, we may fail to notice others.

  Focusing our attention too intently on any particular goal or direction may blind us to other opportunities.11




  Our culture celebrates the cult of working hard and being focused. We’re told that focusing intently on a goal until its completion is a good thing. But the real world

  doesn’t come in neat little packages.




  If we bury ourselves in a task at work – say sorting through our expenses or writing agendas for meetings – we may not consider whether we could do away with the

  task entirely. Charge around trying to sell a product to customers and we may miss the fact that the product is no longer right for their needs and we need to fashion a better one. Or if we go to a

  party looking to meet the love of our life, we may be closed off to meeting people who could become close friends or people who could help us in our careers, or in other

  ways.




  Get too fixed on a specific goal and we may not spot those other openings. Unless we’re careful, too much focus could easily blinker us to other ideas and opportunities,

  making our minds less fertile and less creative.




  [image: ]




  Forgetting to be creative




  Let me introduce you to Alexander Michl. He’s worked in creative industries his entire adult life. Starting out as a graphic designer, he progressed to being a

  creative director for advertising agencies in Europe and North America, establishing a reputation for innovative campaigns with technology brands such as Toshiba, Intel, and Compaq. He also

  currently nurtures the next generation of creative minds by teaching on a design Master of Arts programme at Central Saint Martins in London, the institution that produced designers Terence Conran

  and Stella McCartney.




  Yet he tells me that even people who have creative job titles can forget to be creative. A few years ago, he was signed up as art director at one of the

  largest picture supply companies in the world.




  The company had for years made its money from selling high-quality images to advertising companies for use in their campaigns. So the creative department’s ongoing remit

  was to generate ever more high-quality images.




  ‘The whole creative team was going out to art exhibitions and being on top of fashion and style. Yet they were oblivious to what was going on in the world of

  technology,’ Michl tells me.




  Two developments blindsided the team. One, the cost of digital photographic equipment plummeted almost as quickly as its quality was going up, allowing even amateurs to take

  nearly professional-quality photos. Two, amateurs woke up to the fact that they could showcase their images on the Internet for people all over the world at almost no cost.




  The creative team that Michl joined continued doing what it had always done. It was a nearly fatal mistake.




  A year later, online companies began selling high-quality photos taken by amateurs and hobbyists for as little as a few dollars. Michl’s employer was still charging

  hundreds or even thousands of dollars for their shots. True, the quality wasn’t quite as good, but the price differential was too huge for buyers to ignore. Almost overnight, the share price

  of the media supply company halved. And all because the creative team had been so intently focused on the task they thought they needed to do that they didn’t spot the opportunities

  elsewhere.




  Cultivating conscious creativity




  Some people confuse creativity with artistry, believing that creativity is optional, perhaps not even necessary for what they do. But let me define creativity as the act

  of coming up with ideas that allow us to make a difference to our lives and those of the people around us. We all need it. Creativity allows engineers to build new machines, office workers to

  devise quicker ways of working, and parents to find new ways of entertaining the kids.




  Organisations want to innovate too, to conjure up new products and services to serve their customers in ways that will inspire their loyalty and devotion. At the very least,

  businesses such as Alexander Michl’s employer need to spot threats and opportunities on the horizon before it’s too late.




  We can gain a real edge by inventing fresh answers to problems that stump others. And the good news is that we can learn to become more creative. Far from being a

  mysterious process, researchers increasingly believe that creativity can be taught. Robert Sternberg, a professor at Tufts University and one of the world’s foremost investigators into

  creativity, argues that we can all become more imaginative. Based on over three decades of research, he concludes: ‘Our fundamental premise is that creativity is in large part a decision that

  anyone can make but that few people actually do make.’13




  So it’s a myth that creativity is a rarefied gift imparted only to certain people. Original thinking instead appears to come about as the result of decisions and actions

  that anyone can choose to take. Sure, some people may still be born with more of a resourceful knack than others. But Sternberg is saying that radical ideas come about as much through conscious

  effort and hard work as natural talent. He’s quite emphatic on this point, going on to say: ‘To be creative one must first decide to generate new

  ideas…The skill is not enough: one first needs to make the decision to use the skill.’




  Great – we can all become more deliberately creative if we take the decision to do so. The question is: how?




  Igniting our capability for Awe




  We know from the work of scientists such as Robert Sternberg that creativity is the end result of the conscious decisions we make rather than an esoteric gift that only

  certain people are born with. Creativity comes about as the result of activity. Individuals who make time to question, speculate and learn about the world tend to be more creative. They have the

  capability of Awe.




  Of course we’re all curious about the world, you may say. However, the critical bit here is making space in our schedules for such exploration. Awe is the ability to

  make time for curiosity, inquisitiveness, and wonderment about the world. How much time do most of us allow ourselves to express that curiosity? After all, it takes time to daydream and

  wonder ‘What if?’ and ‘How could we?’




  Researchers have established that people with a greater need for closure, a desire to reach a quick answer – any answer – tend to be less creative in group

  discussions.14 The more people want to get to an end result of some sort, the less they seem able to make radical departures. So sometimes we should read,

  engage, and learn about the world not because we need that learning to be applied to a specific problem we’re currently facing, but for its own sake, because we’re curious.




  Some companies are famous for giving their people time to explore, think, and concoct. Technology and science company 3M prides itself on giving employees

  scope and freedom to imagine and invent. Famously, the company instituted a policy encouraging technical staff members to spend up to 15 per cent of their work time on projects of their own

  choosing, projects that weren’t necessarily within their job remit. Their 15 per cent rule helped the company to birth some of 3M’s most famous products, including Post-it Notes and

  Scotch Tape.




  Online giant Google goes further by letting its engineers spend 20 per cent of their work time – a day a week – working on projects that they are passionate about.

  Products such as Google Mail and Google News came about as a result of employee tinkering and experimentation during their ‘20 per cent time’.




  Sadly, the vast majority of companies don’t place enough value on original thinking and innovation. Sure, they say that they want employees to be creative, to come

  up with fresh ideas, and innovate. But do they allocate time for their people to do it? Rarely.




  It’s up to us as individuals to carve out time for creative thinking – not because it will be good for our organisations, but because it will be good for us. If we

  are too focused on rushing from one task to the next, from achieving one goal to pursuing the next, we may fail to explore the ideas and opportunities around us.




  My research shows that high achievers take an active decision to stop what they’re doing occasionally to ask if there might be an entirely better way of doing it. And we

  can learn from them. We need to make time to absorb new ideas, to think, question, speculate, and ultimately produce new insights and breakthroughs.
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  Feeding the fires of creativity




  Psychologists believe that the more knowledge, information, and concepts we have in our brains, the more likely we are to be creative. We don’t necessarily know how

  the knowledge and ideas we’ve accumulated allow us to generate new ones. They just swirl around in our heads and blend together in some mysterious fashion.




  I call it the Uncertain Idea Percolator. Imagine that our minds are like a coffee filter. We feed in ideas and knowledge – the coffee grains and hot water – but

  need to wait for them to drip, drip, drip through the filter of our unconsciousness. Just as we can’t tell which coffee grain has produced which droplet of coffee, we can’t know for

  certain what knowledge may have led to which new idea. But in the same way that more coffee grains means a richer brew, the more ideas and knowledge we shove in, the more ideas will percolate

  through.15




  Intuitively makes sense, doesn’t it? That the more time we spend on learning, thinking, and questioning, the more likely we will be to come up with

  new concepts, solutions, and answers to help us get ahead.




  Richard Boyatzis, a professor at Case Western Reserve University in the United States, has spent over a decade looking at the behaviours linked to high attainment. In one

  study, he assessed the behaviours and subsequent performance of outstanding partners at a mammoth professional services and consulting firm.16 He began by

  interviewing the outstanding partners and rating them on behaviours such as their level of planning, self-confidence, coaching, and leadership. He then monitored the performance of the partners

  over seven successive quarters, tracking not only how much money they brought into the business but also the profitability of the work. Despite looking at over 20 different skills, he found that

  only two were linked to both revenue generation and profitability over the nearly two-year period. Which two skills? They were called ‘values learning’ and ‘facilitates

  learning’. In other words, learning led to financial success.




  Making an effort to learn is especially important as we get older. As children we’re expected to learn, but as adults we sometimes think we know enough. Problem is:

  knowledge and accepted wisdom change all of the time. Knowledge is rarely absolute. Scientists in fields ranging from physics and chemistry to biology and engineering are always learning new

  concepts and discovering that what they thought they knew was only part of the story or even entirely wrong.




  Medicine is one constantly changing field. Until relatively recently, doctors typically prescribed antacid drugs for stomach ulcers, believing that they were caused by stress,

  spicy foods, and excess acid. In the 1980s, medical scientist Barry Marshall suggested that stomach ulcers were caused by bacteria and earned only scorn and derision from the medical community.




  But in 2005, he was awarded a Nobel Prize for his discovery of the bacterium Helicobacter pylori. Stomach ulcers are now treated with antibiotics,

  not antacids.




  In disciplines such as law and finance, the rules change constantly as governments lay down new legislation and do away with the old. And of course technology is moving faster

  too.




  In all sorts of fields, the accepted wisdom does change from time to time. What’s taken as fact is shown to be myth. Knowledge is superseded. New theories, concepts, and

  ideas spring up to replace even deep-rooted ones. Change happens.




  Building the T-shaped mind




  On the 27th floor of a pristine glass-fronted building in Dubai, I’m sitting in a small, messy office. Despite a clean desk policy within the building, Richard

  Groenewald can’t bear to throw anything away. ‘You never know when you might need it,’ he tells me.




  Groenewald is head of human resources for the MEA (Middle East and Africa) division of a global bank with close to 10,000 employees.




  Human resources is traditionally seen as a back office, administrative function more interested in the paper shuffling of hiring and firing than customer or business needs.

  Groenewald, however, doesn’t see himself as working in human resources.




  ‘I am not an HR person. I am not even a banking person,’ he says. ‘My job is to read the social, political, demographic, and business trends that may affect

  the business. I have to predict the kind of people we will need running our business five to ten years out and think through how we recruit, select, develop, and retain them.’




  Of course he reads about business and human resources as well as attending conferences about his discipline. But that’s expected of him. He believes

  that keeping the bigger picture in mind is more critical and is what helps him to stand out from other human resources professionals in becoming an effective adviser.




  On his monthly visits to corporate HQ in London, he goes to a book shop famous for its extensive range of magazines. He moves from section to section, gathering a stack of a

  dozen or more magazines to read. Apart from certain favourites, he tries to vary his selection as much as possible. ‘As long as it’s written in the English language and it’s not

  pornographic, I am willing to try any magazine once,’ he says.
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