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Praise for The Mentally Strong Leader


“If you want to build the mental resilience to thrive under pressure and drive change despite obstacles, this book will prove an indispensable resource again and again.”


—Daniel H. Pink, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Power of Regret, When, and To Sell is Human


“In The Mentally Strong Leader, Scott brilliantly highlights the often-overlooked, yet crucial, trait of mental strength in leadership. Drawing from extensive research and real-world experiences, Mautz unveils a proactive approach to leadership that empowers individuals to achieve exceptional results, even in the most challenging environments. With his six mental muscles and a wealth of practical tools, this book provides a comprehensive guide to cultivating mental fortitude. The Mentally Strong Leader is a must-read for anyone aspiring to become an exceptional leader.”


—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, the Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There


“Mautz brilliantly fills a hole in leadership writing with an insightful, pragmatic book, jammed with tools that help you develop the most important leadership skill of our time: mental strength.”


—Brian Niccol, chairman and CEO, Chipotle




“Need to push limits? Push through challenges? You’ll need confidence, self-control, big thinking, focus. That is, you need to be mentally strong. Mautz provides a potent toolbox for it all.”


—Scott Beal, CEO, Barr Brands International


“To achieve exceptional results, it often requires transformation, both professionally and personally. Mautz provides powerful insight into what it takes—mental strength—and provides the tools to get there.”


—Noel Geoffroy, CEO, Helen of Troy


“Leadership is more than a title or position. It’s a choice. As such, being a highly effective leader requires continual effort and the willingness to improve, often through adversity. This book is a training manual for leaders to boost their mental strength and lead in ways that can yield extraordinary results for their teams and organizations—and the world.”


—Edgar Sandoval Sr., president and CEO, World Vision


“Who wouldn’t want to be mentally stronger? It’s the key to achievement for pressing past adversity at work and in life. In this book, you get a menu of tools to build your key mental muscles. You’ll learn to regulate your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in the right way, as habits, backed by habit-building science. A must read for all leaders out there.”


—Taylor Montgomery, chief marketing officer, Taco Bell, North America




“In The Mentally Strong Leader, Scott Mautz guides readers through the process of developing habits to remain clear-eyed and focused in a world of never-ending change and uncertainty. A must-read for those looking to understand how to achieve success in leadership today!”


—Tanveer Naseer, MSc, Inc 100 leadership speaker, award-winning leadership writer, host of the “Leadership Biz Cafe” podcast, and author of Leadership Vertigo
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To all the experiences over the years that forged my mental strength. To friends and family, who offer strength-building perspective. To Deb and Emma, who are my strength.













Introduction


It’s the contrast I’ll never forget.


I sat in the meeting in a dull, poorly lit conference room, while my coworker, sitting next to me, struggled to adjust one of those office chairs gone wrong, the up and down lever broken, lumbar wildly loose, one wheel off-kilter.


Despite the drab, mind-numbing accommodations, one thing rose above all else. The leader running the meeting sparkled. I mean he wasn’t just good, he was really good. An aura exuded from him that said, “Hitch your wagon to me, and together, we’ll go places.” We were smack in the middle of a wildly challenging time, and yet he was unfazed, calm, never overreacting or underreacting. He led with a measured steadiness, always in command of himself and the environment he operated in. In fact, adversity seemed to sharpen him.


This “inner control” he emitted (that’s all I could think to call it at the time) manifested itself in all the ways his frazzled employees desperately needed it to. In the course of one meeting, I felt his supreme confidence creating suction in the room, in a way that fostered trust and drove all to simply believe despite the difficult circumstances we faced. I watched him deftly guide us toward a bold risk worth taking, with crisp decisions and a decisiveness that quickly cleared a path toward a stretching, compelling goal. I embraced his call for the resilience, perseverance, and focus it would take to see our way through the continued obstacles sure to come. I observed his intentional, patient approach to show that he was listening, even to overly conservative counterarguments, all while tempering any frustration, instead intermingling positivity with a call to action.


Again, while I didn’t have the perfect term for what I was witnessing, for what made that leader stand out, I knew I’d seen it before, in all the very best leaders I’d worked for. I saw it consistently in times when I was astonished at what we were achieving despite the circumstances.


Now, I can put words to what I felt that day, equipped with the hindsight of having since seen many, many leaders over my thirty-plus years of organizational experience, and aided by the reams of research and data I’ve conducted, collected, and analyzed. It might not coalesce into a term you’ve heard before, but it’s one vital to understand. I’m talking here about pinpointing what separates the very best leaders from people who happen to be in leadership positions. I’m talking about who it is that guides the way to something exceptional, through a barrage of difficulties, with a steady, reassuring hand. I’m talking about what I was witnessing that day, that I can now articulate.


A mentally strong leader.


The term “mental strength” is most often used interchangeably with mental toughness, resilience, or perseverance. In the context of leadership, it encapsulates all of this—and yet it’s far more. It’s not just reactive, it’s proactive. It’s not just surviving, it’s thriving. It applies professionally and personally.


Mentally strong leaders are skilled at regulating how they emote, how they think, and how they act, all in service of pressing toward exceptional achievement, through a range of stressors and challenges, both external and internal.


This can be you, too.


As I think back to that day and how that leader stood out, and of all the leaders in my research and experience that did so, it leaves me with an inspired call to action for you.


Become a self-disciplined leader who gets your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors all working for you, not against you, paving the way to accomplishment, for your team and yourself. Become a leader who closed the gap to greatness—professionally and personally. Become a leader to be emulated, remembered, revered.


Become a mentally strong leader.













1 The Power of Being Mentally Strong


Would you rather be an Olympic gold medal winner, or silver medal winner?


Duh, right?


Hold on, though. Research from the University of Virginia1 might make you second-guess your first-place dream. A study of 654 Olympic track and field athletes over a fifty-two-year period, involving both gold and silver medal winners from around the world, revealed something counterintuitive. The silver medal winners were ultimately more successful, made more money, had better jobs, and even lived longer.


Whaaat?


To make sense of this, consider the case of the 2014 Winter Olympic women’s hockey final. Team USA led by two goals for 56.5 minutes, holding Team Canada scoreless; until disaster struck in the final three and a half minutes. Canada suddenly scored two quick goals, then went on to win in overtime, 3–2. The US team got the silver medal, and their dejected look on the medal stands became a viral meme, and a thing, known as “silver medal face.”


Such is the circumstance of how many silver medals are won, with “if only” dampening the glow of success, with the lifelong goal of truly being “the best” left unrealized. But the study showed that it’s this experience of a pivotal setback, forcing the athlete to learn from it, adapt, adjust, and bounce back, stronger, that leaves a life-altering imprint. It’s the exposure to “failure” that moves them closer to sustained success. As Scott Baker, principal behavioral scientist at BetterUp, says, “Psychologists have found that these types of seismic restructuring events are incredibly important for growth—they shape us.”2


Or they can knock us for a loop we never fully recover from.


Oh, and by the way, leaders face the potential for these kinds of setbacks not just once every four years, but every single day.


It’s a concerning reality for leaders of any kind, but especially for those striving to achieve something exceptional, in whatever form. So, what’s a leader to do? It’s such a profoundly important question that I dug in to find an answer. I mean, I really dug in.


AN EYE-OPENING FINDING


I started the journey of this book over thirty years ago, carefully studying what made great leaders around me great. Why did the achievers achieve to such a meaningful extent, even in the face of daunting challenges? Much of this study took place during the quarter-century I spent in marketing at Procter & Gamble, a company broadly known as a leadership and talent engine (no company has produced more CEOs of other companies from their marketing function).3 I’ve added vastly to this knowledge base in the years since I left corporate with intense academic research, feverishly working to discern the “success despite setbacks” superpower.


One set of studies I conducted, in particular, brought this book quickly into focus.4 I asked three thousand employees one central question:




“Thinking of the highest-achieving organizations you’ve ever been a part of, that overcame the most obstacles, what attributes/behaviors did the key leader embody?”





When I started this research, I didn’t know if anything would break, if any themes would emerge. My skepticism proved wrong. I thought if anything did stand out from the pack, it would be something “classic,” like strategic thinking or innovation skills—typical step-change forces. Again, I was wrong. (Not that these things aren’t important, of course.)


To my surprise, a whopping 91 percent of respondents described the same dynamic, the same profile: a self-disciplined, even-keel leader difficult to rattle. They exuded control, an intentionality over their emotions, thoughts, and actions. Their sense of self-determination, of being in control, sent an encouraging message to their organization, as did their unswerving confidence. They drove forward with a boldness, decisiveness, and resoluteness, ever-focused on the goal. The respondents didn’t know it, but they were describing mentally strong leaders— and the key ways they applied their mental strength.


Excited by my finding, I subsequently confirmed it in thousands more data points: in exchanges with learners who have taken my global runaway hit LinkedIn Learning Course Ten Habits of Mentally Strong People, in dialogue with post-keynote advice-seekers, and as part of workshops/ classes I teach, across a multitude of organizations. I also did follow-up interviews with many of the mentally strong leaders described to me in my research, including those whose had completely transformed their business/organization, all in the face of brutally challenging conditions (an “acid test” of leadership, if you will). The same (this time, self-reported) strengths surfaced.


Over and over it was reinforced: the presence of this self-regulation skill—the presence of mental strength—is what most directly correlates with people who blaze a path to meaningful achievements—in many cases, directly in the face of considerable challenges.


DEFINITION OF A MENTALLY STRONG LEADER


Let’s make sure we’re all working from the same definition. A mentally strong leader is one with the ability to regulate their emotions, thoughts, and behaviors to achieve exceptional outcomes, despite circumstances. They manage internally, so they can lead externally.


They’re a calm port in the storm, in control of themselves and their environment, somehow getting sharper when adversity arises, brandishing self-discipline and endurance as a beacon of light. And as I discovered in my research, they display their mental strength across the six essential “tests of leadership” that most directly link to exceptional achievement. More on this shortly.


In such an exhausting, chaotic work world, with so much instability, fear, and debilitating distraction, where inspiration can go missing at times, an important truth cuts through the smoke.


Mental strength is the leadership superpower of our times.


WHAT MENTAL STRENGTH ISN’T


A few clarifications. When I use the term “mental strength,” or “mentally strong,” I’m not talking about acting tough. I’m not talking solely about emotional intelligence, or EQ, although it’s certainly part of it. Mental strength, especially in the context of leadership, goes beyond regulating emotions. It also involves managing attitude, thoughts, behaviors, and beliefs to help you/your organization, steadily, to something exceptional, through something challenging. Also note that when I say “mental strength,” I’m not referring to mental health. Nor am I saying that the absence of mental strength equals mental illness. That’s a separate umbrella, very worthy of separate discussion.


Finally, I’m not implying that the opposite of mental strength is mental weakness; one is not mentally strong or mentally weak. We all have a baseline of mental strength (and we all work through moments of weakness at times). In fact, psychotherapist and mental strength expert Amy Morin says, “Mental strength is something everyone possesses to a certain degree.”5 But however strong you are, there’s always room to get stronger. And it’s especially important to do so in the following ways.


THE SIX TESTS OF LEADERSHIP THAT REQUIRE MENTAL STRENGTH


Mentally strong leaders apply their skill set most effectively to six specific tests of leadership that most directly correlate with exceptional achievement (the six areas that demonstratively emerged in my research). Each test necessitates self-regulation skills to navigate them effectively (and can be thought of as the big, overall habits you’re working toward with this book). The tests are: fortitude, confidence, boldness, messaging (sending the troops the right messages of positivity and intent), decision-making, and goal-focus. Let’s look at what excellence in each of these areas accomplishes, and foreshadow the tools you’ll get in this book to help you develop powerful self-regulating skills for each area.


1. Fortitude


Fortitude not only requires determination, it takes self-determination—intentionally managing your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors to help you persevere (rather than making it more difficult to do so). It’s worth the effort, as developing fortitude gives you the courage to wade through tension, not wilt. Fortitude also:




	helps you reframe setbacks


	helps you handle the “daily grind”


	fuels a problem-solving mindset


	helps you thrive under pressure and perform in crisis


	
helps you effectively handle, and plan for, adversity


	sparks a refusal to engage in victim mentality


	feeds healthy debate


	gives you the courage and wherewithal to have difficult conversations





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 3.


2. Confidence


The link between confidence and achievement is undeniable. So, it stands to reason that self-critical emotions, thoughts, and behaviors can evaporate your confidence (and the advantage it gives you) in the blink of an eye. Building and maintaining your confidence steers you, and others, through insecurity, toward the most capable self. It also:




	gives you the self-assurance to embrace relevant criticism


	helps you push past fear of failure, manage self-doubt, and even embrace healthy doubt


	keeps you from making irrelevant comparisons and seeking approval


	helps you stop negative self-talk and prevail over imposter syndrome


	drives the belief you’re “enough,” while fueling a disciplined approach to learning/improving


	encourages your most optimistic self


	helps you exude executive presence, further increasing others’ confidence in your leadership





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 4.




3. Boldness


Boldness requires the right frame of mind, focused on empowering thoughts and beliefs versus limiting thoughts and beliefs. Developing boldness pays huge dividends as it fuels your fearlessness to push the team, and yourself, higher, harder, further, faster. It also:




	fuels big thinking


	helps you shake up unhelpful stories that teams fall into


	emboldens you to take smart risks


	pushes you past uncertainty and into embracing change


	gives you the conviction to lead change





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 5.


4. Messaging


As a leader, employees constantly take cues from you. Your behaviors, thoughts, and what you emote have a direct impact on how they view themselves and their work; you can send helpful or unhelpful messages. This is disproportionately true regarding how much you resist contributing to negativity (feeding positivity instead), and the quality of your presence and intent. Growing in this area helps you fuel motivation, energy, and trust. More specifically, it:




	helps you navigate negative emotions in the moment


	prevents you from losing your temper, and helps you choose your words carefully


	helps you avoid negativity traps (like pessimistic complainers and debilitating emotions)


	sparks you to proactively fuel positivity


	
helps you be an active listener, sending the message that coworkers are heard


	drives you to show up with transparency and integrity, enhancing trustworthiness


	helps you set a balanced tone; demanding yet empathetic, calm yet with urgency, etc.


	gives you the discipline to act consistent with your values, reinforcing your character





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 6.


5. Decision-Making


Emotion, bias, and undisciplined thinking are all enemies of good decision-making. Self-regulation skills (mental strength) play a huge role here in giving you the courage and conviction to be decisive and the ability to make good decisions that propel you toward what you’re trying to achieve. It also:




	raises awareness of your biases/bad habits, preventing them from negatively affecting decisions


	helps you develop a data-based, analytical approach to decision-making


	helps you set a clear decision-making process/structure, with crisp decision-making meetings


	helps you discern the who, what, how, when of decision-making


	encourages you to explore a better third option


	helps you develop better predictive ability and greater decision confidence


	
feeds your willingness to make tough, unpopular calls, delaying gratification as needed





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 7.


6. Goal-Focus


Wayward thoughts, emotions, and actions distract you from the goal at hand. Intentionally regulating each here helps keep you from being distracted, giving you the discipline to focus on the most important things that contribute to progress and goal achievement. It also:




	helps you set powerful goals and visualize what it will take to achieve them


	inspires you to establish a more thorough set of expectations


	helps you focus on what you can control, and focus and concentrate when you most need to


	helps you hold others (and yourself) accountable


	guides you to build goal-momentum on small victories


	helps you stop procrastination and perfectionism


	helps you adjust goals as needed along the way





You’ll get tools to enable all of this in chapter 8.


Now, imagine excelling at all six of these leadership tests, fueled by your masterful self-regulation skills, muscled up by your mental strength. (If you already pass all these tests with flying colors, congratulations! The rest of this book will be one heck of a tune-up for you, then.) Think of the impact you’d have, the difference you’d make, the imprint you’d leave behind. Nothing returns a greater ROI than your commitment to becoming a mentally strong leader. Nothing amplifies your ability to produce exceptional results, even in the face of adversity, like mental strength.


MENTALLY STRONG LEADERSHIP IN ACTION


You’re probably expecting high-profile stories of mental strength to be the driving inspiration for this book. Like the story of Kobe Bryant, a basketball icon who created an alter ego of self-discipline, the “Black Mamba,” to help him summon courage at times the most was asked of him. Or Sarah Blakely, the founder of Spanx, who in 2012 became the youngest self-made billionaire, and who famously tells stories of how her mental strength was forged (at the dinner table, where her family would exchange stories about what they had failed at that week). Or Anthony Ray Hinton, a man wrongfully accused of a crime and given the death sentence, who watched fifty-four men walk past his cell on their way to execution and another twenty-two who committed suicide, bearing it all, stoically, for thirty years, as one of the longest-surviving death row prisoners in the state of Alabama.6


All dramatic stories of mental strength.


However, the real driving force behind this book is perhaps more relatable stories of everyday leaders turned everyday heroes through application of their mental strength. Sure, I’ve had my share of such stories throughout my life I could contribute (professional, personal, medical, and otherwise). Occasions that required me to draw upon my mental strength have further honed my expertise on the subject. I’ll pepper that in here and there throughout this book. For now, I’ll share a perspective beyond my own: a range of simple, relatable examples of mentally strong leadership that have inspired me. They’re drawn from my years of research and experience, from instances where I personally witnessed mentally strong leaders in action, or from stories of such people shared with me.


Here are some of those stories, with mentally strong self-regulation skills on display. You just might see yourself in them—or aspire to.


A Story of Fortitude


Sharon, a business leader at a packaged goods company, refused to give in to the increasingly aggressive demands of a big retail customer. If she did, it would mean a short-term sales gain but a substantial decrease in profitability for her business. In a series of intense, heated meetings, the retailer threatened to pull distribution of one of the company’s biggest-selling products if Sharon didn’t concede. But, despite being under tremendous pressure to grow sales significantly, she didn’t cave to emotion or short-term thinking/actions. She held strong and made a hard call. They would stop doing business with the unreasonable retailer (for fear of damaging the long-term overall business if she caved to the demands). This meant an instant, catastrophic 15 percent drop in sales.


Pressure poured in from her chain of command to reverse the decision, but still she held steady, refusing to play the victim. She reframed the sales loss as a huge opportunity to create next-level partnerships with other hungry, eager retailers. The shell-shocked, dejected sales force pushed back on Sharon at first, joining the chorus of people begging the leader to reverse her decision. Again, she held, productively addressing the debate head-on and having many tough conversations, while continually reframing the setback as an opportunity. At the same time, she embraced a problem-solving spirit, giving the sales force more flexibility and tools to meet the demands of the other, more strategic, retailer partners. Over the course of a very long eighteen months, business with the other retailers steadily began taking off, with never-seen-before double-digit monthly gains being posted. Within a year and a half, the company had more than made up the sales lost with the unreasonable retailer and had stronger partnerships with retailers that would secure profitable, long-term growth.


A Story of Confidence


The team needed to get this educational initiative right, and Maya knew it. As the manager of the biggest project the foundation had ever launched, she certainly felt the pressure. Funding at the nonprofit was tight, and a disproportionate amount of it was behind this effort. Maya had never led anything this big—self-doubt and a fear of failure were creeping in.


She committed to draw on her mental strength to embrace her doubt and get it to work for her, driving her to focus and work as efficiently as possible. She resisted the temptation to compare herself to a successful peer who had run a separate big project successfully, and refused to feel like an imposter. She reminded herself that she belonged here, in this moment, was fully qualified and appropriately skilled, and would succeed. She acknowledged when she was beating herself up, but quickly moved past it to a more confident mindset. She accepted criticism along the way as learning opportunities, and focused on learning and improving along the way as she orchestrated her team’s launch efforts. In the end, the team got it right with the nonprofit’s biggest-ever initiative, opening the gates for more successful endeavors like it to follow, and fueling Maya’s confidence to even higher levels.


A Story of Boldness


Kurt, a school administrator, had a big idea to reshape how teachers and parents interacted to create the best possible learning environment for the students. They’d establish formal partnerships between the two, with aligned goals, specific agreements, and creative rewards. Nothing like it had ever been tried at Kurt’s school. He faced huge skepticism every time he presented it in board meetings, parent meetings, and teacher meetings. People clung to an established narrative/ belief that things like this “don’t work in this district.”


But Kurt carefully maintained the proper mindset, focusing on what was possible, not giving in to limiting thoughts and feelings of what wouldn’t work. He kept working to ignite a risk-taking spirit, trying to inspire change. He pushed through to launch a small, experimental pilot program, which failed at first. But by applying lessons learned from the failure, each pilot program got better, and a willingness to experiment further emerged. Eventually, Kurt won everyone over with a crisp, clear vision for change and for how to roll out the teacher-parent initiative more broadly. He received broad acclaim for his efforts.


A Story of Messaging


Charlotte was sure that her recommendation to overhaul and transform the maternity benefits and leave policies at her company would be approved. She went into the meeting to ask for a signature as a formality, and was instead shocked when senior human resource leaders rejected her proposal (with a fair amount of negativity). Anger churned inside, but Charlotte knew she couldn’t control their decision, only how she’d react to it. Her entire team was watching—aggravated emotions, thoughts, and reactions would be of no help. What kind of message would it send to her team, and the senior leaders, if she flew off the handle?


She took a deep breath, composed herself, and calmly sought to understand the leaders’ reasoning behind the denial, actively listening along the way, exhibiting a core value of curiosity and desire to learn. While hearing the litany of reasons, she refused to get weighed down by all the pessimism, ignoring feelings of defeat and deflation. She instead emitted a positive vibe, energized by the fact that at least she was getting supreme clarity on what was wrong with her proposal, so she could address it. As she responded, she chose her words carefully, being certain not to let unhelpful emotion slip in, balancing the tone of her communication between acknowledging where they were right and respectfully, transparently expressing points of disagreement. She returned to the same group one month later with a revised proposal. This time, she was met with success and a volley of appreciation from her leaders and employees for how she handled it all. The right messages had been sent and received.


A Story of Decision-Making


Vijay had many decisions to make, quickly. A venture capital firm was taking over, and while he’d keep his role as the company’s CEO/founder, they were asking him to change the business model. It was a highly emotional thing for Vijay, as he had built the business from the ground up, beginning in his garage. And he knew he was biased about many of the decisions that had to be made, given how close he was to it all.


But he also knew he’d have to shake off those biases, leave his personal feelings behind, and develop a disciplined, data-based, highly analytical approach to how to change the business model. As he did, he also clarified and brought structure to the decision-making process with the VC board (they wanted to be involved), all the way down to how decision-making meetings would be run, and even how they’d test their decisions before implementing them. Vijay led the way with a decisiveness that impressed the board. The business model evolution worked, and Vijay sits at the head of a now far more successful endeavor.


A Story of Goal-Focus


Javier, the sales leader, wasn’t sure how they could do it. He and his team were given a huge, important sales target, a 25 percent increase—in a plodding, slow-growth category. The first quarter was soft, the goal already slipping away. But Javier knew giving in to feelings of frustration, negative thinking, and acts of desperation wouldn’t help. So, he kept his team, and himself, focused on the target, his vision for achieving it, and a clear set of expectations for how they’d deliver it. The next sales quarter was better, but marginally so. Yet Javier still celebrated the small victory and built on it to spark momentum.


While pressure continued to mount, he held his team accountable, despite numerous distractions. The company was going through a reorganization, a major customer was in turmoil, and the economy was visibly starting to sputter. Still, Javier kept his team focused on the goal and what they could control, all while carefully discouraging both procrastination and perfectionism—forward progress was of paramount importance. Through a series of decisive sales pitches, smart moves with key customers, and relentless focus, the sales team stacked up increasingly strong months. Sales exploded in the last quarter, even as Javier and his group navigated still more distractions (a new boss and a new CEO). By year’s end, against all odds, Javier and his team celebrated achievement of their ultimate goal.


BUILDING POWERFUL MENTAL HABITS TO SELF-REGULATE


So how exactly, then, do you develop your mental strength? How do you regulate your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors to achieve exceptional outcomes, despite circumstances, and do so across the six essential tests of leadership that most directly drive achievement (as outlined)?


With a word that’s essentially a synonym for self-regulation.


Habits.


The whole point of building habits is to create little systems of self-regulation, to bring discipline to your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, so all three can serve you well. This is where the full power of this book comes in. You’ll build a specific set of powerful mental habits that make you mentally stronger and that train your brain to self-regulate across the six vital tests of leadership. In fact, you’ll find a menu of mental habits to choose from to improve your fortitude, confidence, boldness, messaging, decision-making, and goal-focus. There are over fifty tools to choose from in this book, all backed by research and all tested with real-world leaders and their organizations.


The expectation isn’t that you adopt every supporting habit or use every tool in this book, but that you develop the areas that you most need to strengthen, for your situation, in ways most relevant and appealing to you. That’s the point of the menu approach: to give you plenty of options to choose from, thus maximizing the likelihood that you’ll find an appealing set of mental habits and tools to adopt for each area you want to improve.


GETTING OFF TO A STRONG START (WITH HABIT-BUILDING SCIENCE)


Research shows we get mentally stronger with age.7 Makes sense, given the impact that experience or “been there done that” has on us all. But why wait for the passing years to develop this critical attribute? This book is about accelerating the learning curve and increasing your mental strength as a leader (and in general), right now. But, since time is undefeated, that means you can’t just supplant all that experience easily. It takes incorporating the right habits into your routine. All of which you now have access to in this book.


Two things to help you get off to a fast start.


First, for every self-regulating habit to build, you’ll see there’s a supporting “Habit-Building Tool.” Habit-building science shows that habits are formed through repetition, and getting your “reps” in is easier when you have a system or framework to follow, with clear cues to trigger that habit.8 So that’s how each tool is designed, as a system or framework that’s easy to adopt (with other habit-building tricks built in as well). You’ll also find plenty of examples to help illustrate each tool in use.


Furthermore, you’ll encounter “Your First Small Step” and “In Moments of Weakness” sections. That’s because habit-building science also indicates habits form with an initial small step, one that eventually evolves into a routine. And habits stick when you know how to overcome missteps, moments of weakness, as you’re trying to form those habits.9


Also, know that in the next chapter, you’ll take a Mental Strength Self-Assessment. This will help you set a baseline of how mentally strong you are right now, identify where your strengths and areas of opportunity are, and show you the habits and tools you need to train up each area. It will be your personalized mental strength-training program.


So, now you know what being mentally strong means (and doesn’t mean), why it matters (it most directly correlates with achievement), and what it looks like in practice (it’s applying disciplined regulation of your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors across the six tests of leadership that most directly link to achievement, through habits you build). You also know that the ability to adopt a customized set of supporting habits/ tools lies ahead. Dive into chapter 2 now, and then we’ll get to habit forming in the chapters thereafter.
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2 The Mental Strength Self-Assessment
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How mentally strong are you?


Being a mentally strong leader starts with awareness of where you currently stand on this front. That’s the point of the Mental Strength Self-Assessment—it gives you a baseline measurement. It indicates your overall mental strength, and how you “rate” on each key area within (areas that most correlate with achievement, and that require self-regulation habits for success).


The assessment also provides a preview of the habits to build/supporting habit-building tools for each of these components of mental strength (all at your disposal in this book).


Answer each of the following 50 questions, honestly, across each of the six areas (fortitude, confidence, boldness, messaging, decision-making, and goal-focus). The entire self-assessment will take about 15–20 minutes. Don’t overthink it—just go with your gut, first reaction to each question. Do pay attention to any emotions or feelings that are triggered as you answer each question; they might be pointing to something you need to work on, change, keep doing, or amplify, which you’ll be able to address after you’ve completed the assessment. The remaining chapters in this book are focused on helping you build the mental habits that are right for you, which you’ll do with the menu of habit-building tools also included.


After you’ve answered these questions, you’ll be instructed on how to score your assessment, and what that score means for you. You’ll also get guidance on what habits/habit-building tools in this book will help you “level up.” By the way, note that you can print a template for the Mental Strength Self-Assessment at scottmautz.com/mentallystrong/templates.




Fortitude


1. Are you resilient in the face of setbacks?


[image: Image]


2. How often are you able to stay motivated despite the “daily grind”?


[image: Image]


3. How often are you able to successfully, efficiently solve problems?


[image: Image]


4. Do you perform well under pressure?


[image: Image]


5. Do you perform well in times of crisis?


[image: Image]


6. Do you model helpful behavior in times of adversity?
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7. Do you avoid victim mentality?
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8. When involved in a debate, how often do you ensure it remains healthy and productive?
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9. How often do you engage in difficult conversations (discussing something uncomfortable) as opposed to avoiding them?
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10. When engaged in a difficult conversation, do you handle it well (navigate it to a productive outcome)?
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Confidence


11. Do you handle criticism well?
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12. Do you keep self-doubt from limiting you?
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13. Do you avoid approval-seeking behavior?
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14. Do you avoid comparing yourself to others?
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15. Do you avoid beating yourself up with negative inner talk?
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16. Do you feel like you’re “enough”?
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17. Do you avoid feeling like an imposter?
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18. How intentional are you about being optimistic?
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19. Do you believe you can figure things out as you go (without having all the answers)?
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20. How often would others, when asked, say you have executive presence (an aura that instills confidence in others to follow you)?
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Boldness


21. How frequently do you challenge the status quo?
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22. How often do you take calculated risks, operating outside your comfort zone?
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23. How often do you think big, trying to stretch the limits of what seems possible at that time?
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24. How often do you challenge unhelpful beliefs or perceptions that you/others are stuck in?
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25. Are you comfortable leading change?
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26. Do you model the positive mindset needed to be successful in times of change?
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27. When leading change, do you have a clear vision for that change?
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Messaging


28. Are you able to manage your negative emotions effectively in the moment they arise?
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29. How often are you able to keep your temper as a leader?
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30. Do you avoid saying demotivating things to others?


[image: Image]


31. Do you avoid letting complainers drag you down into a negative mindset?
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32. How often do you proactively exhibit a positive mindset?
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33. How often would others, when asked, say you’re a good listener?
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34. How often are you transparent with others (when it’s appropriate to be transparent)?
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35. How often do you act with integrity?
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36. How often do you act in a manner consistent with your values?
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Decision-Making


37. Are you confident in decisions you make?
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38. Are you disciplined in how you make decisions (thoughtful, structured, principled, and intentional, versus deciding “on the fly”)?
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39. How often do you effectively collect/analyze data to inform a decision?
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40. Do you make well-reasoned, effective decisions in times of adversity?
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41. How often would you (or others) say you’re decisive?
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Goal-Focus


42. How often would others, when asked, say the goals you set are motivating?
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43. Do you break your goals down into achievable pieces?
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44. How often would others, when asked, say they’re clear on what you expect from them?
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45. How often do you focus on what you can control (versus what you can’t)?
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46. How often do you hold others accountable?
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47. How often do you hold yourself accountable?
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48. Do you avoid procrastinating?
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49. Do you avoid perfectionism?
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50. How frequently are you able to focus on the task at hand (versus getting distracted)?


[image: Image]


SCORING


First, know that the value of this assessment isn’t just the score you get, but in carefully considering the questions you’re answering. What emotions and thoughts were sparked by what questions? What did you learn about yourself or get reminded of? What actions are you inspired to take?


Note that you’ll get an overall MSS (Mental Strength Score), and a score for each of the six areas (fortitude, confidence, boldness, messaging, decision-making, and goal-focus). Follow the guidance accordingly for each score. It’s all intended to help you grow mentally stronger, to increase your ability to productively self-regulate your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors for exceptional achievement (despite circumstances).


Your Overall MSS (Mental Strength Score)


Let’s start by assessing your overall MSS (Mental Strength Score). Add up the total number of points you have across all fifty questions. As you experienced, each question has a maximum score of 5 points, which means your maximum total score is 250 points.


Once you have your point total, see which tier of mental strength you land in below. Remember, this is mental strength within the context of leadership. And remember that everyone has a baseline of mental strength: the opposite of mentally strong is not mentally weak. So, you won’t see a Strong-to-Weakling scale like at the “strongman” carnival game (the one with the big hammer and bell).


Here are the four tiers of mental strength, and next steps based on which tier you fall into.


Beacon (225–250 points)


You’re a beacon of mental strength. You exude it, are a role model for it. People are drawn to your disciplined, mentally strong leadership. You have tremendous influence on others, always seeming to send the right message at the right time, inspiring them to aim high, motivating them to power through the host of challenges they face, and encouraging the expenditure of their discretionary energy. Your confidence rubs off on others, while your decisiveness and focus keep the organization constantly moving forward.


Next steps: Maintaining mental strength requires constantly practicing the right mental habits. So, even if you’re “top-tier” mentally strong, it’s important to keep at the underlying work. Draw on the variety of habits/tools in this book to stay sharp on this front. And if you scored lower than you’d have liked in any of the six areas of the assessment (i.e., not scoring enough 4s or 5s), or had a low score on one question in particular, focus your efforts there first. Know that each question in the Mental Strength Self-Assessment links to a corresponding habit to build/supporting tool that you can reference in a later chapter of the book.


For example, say that while you scored in this top tier, you still didn’t score as you wanted on question 44, in the Goal-Focus section of the assessment: “How often would others, when asked, say they’re clear on what you expect from them?” In chapter 8, “The Goal-Focus Habit,” you’ll learn to build a habit of setting expectations thoroughly, and find a supporting tool called the Expectation-Setting Spectrum that will help you build a habit to improve in this area. You’ll also find a quick reference summary of all the habits/supporting tools in this book in chapter 9, “The MAP (Mental Action Plan).”


You can also refer to the “Your score by area” section that follows for further guidance.


Source (200–225 points)


You’re a source of mental strength to others at times, and you often draw on your mental strength as a source to help you succeed (whether or not you realize it). You haven’t quite reached “beacon” level yet, as there is opportunity to be more consistent and forceful with your mental strength. You can strengthen the signal you send. You can build off of your solid sense of discipline to more frequently push people (and yourself) to even greater heights, with greater resilience, while more consistently sending a message that sparks energy and trust.


Next Steps: Identify which of the six areas of the assessment you scored lower in than you’d have liked (i.e., not scoring enough 4s or 5s), and start your strengthening efforts there. Know that each question in the Mental Strength Self-Assessment links to a corresponding habit to build/supporting tool that you can reference in a later chapter of the book.


For example, say you weren’t satisfied with your scores on questions 13–15 in the Confidence section of the assessment: “13. Do you avoid approval-seeking behavior?,” “14. Do you avoid comparing yourself to others?,” and “15. Do you avoid beating yourself up with negative inner-talk?” In chapter 4, “The Confidence Habit,” you’ll find a habit to build that helps you better monitor the relationship with yourself, and a supporting, comprehensive tool called the Self-Acceptance Scale that will help you build habits to improve in all three of these areas. You’ll also find a quick reference summary of all the habits/supporting tools in this book in chapter 9, “The MAP (Mental Action Plan),” all so that you can “level up” your mental strength.


Finally, refer to the “Your score by area” section that follows for further guidance by area.


Determined (175–200 points)


You have a good foundation of discipline and resolve. While you might not yet be emitting mental strength consistently to others, there are strengths to build from. You have an opportunity to be more proactive and consistent in regulating your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. There’s room to push harder to get to even more meaningful improvement, to build a greater reserve of fortitude to guide you through the corresponding challenges more frequently. You can evolve from being determined to “get there,” to inspiring others to do the same.




Next Steps: Discern which area of mental strength requires the most attention, and would have the greatest positive impact on yourself and others, and start there. Remember, this is about mental strength within the context of leadership, so you want yours to be a force multiplier. And remember, you’re strong when all your muscles are strong (not just your legs, for example). So, balance your mental muscle-building efforts across all the areas that need it. Know that each question in the Mental Strength Self-Assessment links to a corresponding habit to build/supporting tool that you can reference in a later chapter of the book.


For example, say you were particularly dissatisfied with your score on question 41 in the Decision-Making section of the assessment: “How often would you (or others) say you’re decisive?” In chapter 7, “The Decision-Making Habit,” you’ll find a habit to build that helps you default to being decisive, and a supporting tool called the Cornering Indecision visual that will help you build a powerful habit to improve in this area. You’ll also find a quick reference summary of all the habits/supporting tools in this book in chapter 9, “The MAP (Mental Action Plan)”—all so that you can “level up” your mental strength. So, create a plan for building all of the necessary tools into your routine. And consider applying the “weight-adding” approach detailed in the final tier description that follows.


Lastly, refer to the “Your score by area” section that follows for further guidance.


Novice (175 or below)


You have a baseline of mental strength to build from, but you have a lot of work to put in to become mentally strong—and that’s okay! (You’re far from alone.) Think about it this way: you’re in the early stages of weight training. Meaning, to become mentally strong, you need to add more weight in two ways:




	Give the concept of mental strength more weight (more importance), and along with it, a commitment to work on it.


	Add more weight as you go to get stronger. In other words, start building your mental strength with some of the easier, “low-hanging fruit” habits to establish, then build up from there, to more and more difficult habit-building challenges (adding more “weight” as you go).





Next Steps: Develop a plan for doing exactly this. Using this questionnaire and the MAP in chapter 9 as help, make a prioritized list of the mental strength areas you need to improve, along with the habits and habit-building tools to get there. Start with the areas that will be easiest for you to improve upon so you create some momentum.


For example, say you didn’t like your score on question 23 in the Boldness section of the assessment, “How often do you think big, trying to stretch the limits of what seems possible at that time?” But you know that this is something you can easily and quickly improve, because you’ve just been given a project at work that’s going to require you to think big. Now, the good news kicks in. Each question in the Mental Strength Self-Assessment links to a corresponding habit to build/supporting tool that you can reference in a later chapter of the book. So, you turn to the corresponding habits and tools regarding thinking big (in chapter 5, “The Boldness Habit”), and you’re off and running. You create a plan where you’re adding on other relatively easy “wins” and incorporating the corresponding habits/tools into your routine, one at a time, steadily increasing the difficulty as you go. You’ll also find a quick reference summary of all the habits/supporting tools in this book in chapter 9, “The MAP (Mental Action Plan),” all so that you can “level up” your mental strength.


Finally, refer to the “Your score by area” section that follows for further guidance.


Your Score by Area


Now let’s look at your scores by specific area and what it means for you, as well as a “mini-preview” of the habits/supporting habit-building tools you’ll find in later chapters that will help you level up.


Fortitude Score


There are 50 possible Fortitude points in this assessment. Anything 40 points or below marks a priority opportunity for strengthening. Realize why fortitude is so essential for achievement (especially in the face of challenges) and why it’s one of the six tests of leadership (that also necessitates mental strength/self-regulation skills). Fortitude is mandatory in a work world where adversity is becoming the norm more than ever, where the things that wear us down, professionally and personally, are in ever-increasing supply. So, a less-than-optimal score here means a weakened “defense system,” unimpeded exposure to the energy-draining elements of the everyday. You’ll find a host of fortitude-strengthening habits and supporting habit-building tools in chapter 3, “The Fortitude Habit,” each of which lines up with the questions in the Fortitude section of this assessment (plus some additional habits/tools outside of what the assessment directly measures). These include habits/supporting tools to help you reframe setbacks, solve problems with discipline, perform under pressure and in crisis, bravely conduct difficult conversations, and more.


Confidence Score


There are 50 possible Confidence points in this assessment. Anything 40 points or below marks a priority opportunity for strengthening. Realize why confidence is so critical for achievement (especially in the face of challenges) and why it’s one of the six tests of leadership (that also necessitates mental strength/self-regulation skills). Confidence is nonnegotiable in an increasingly challenging work world where reasons to doubt yourself are around every corner, where self-belief (or lack thereof) becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, and where, more than ever, organizations look to their leaders for belief and inspiration. So, a less-than-optimal score here means a weakened sense of self, making it nearly impossible for the best version of oneself to emerge, largely obstructing mental strength development (as confidence is a “feeder trait” to the other five tests of leadership). You’ll find a menu of confidence-strengthening habits and supporting habit-building tools in chapter 4, “The Confidence Habit,” each of which lines up with the questions in the Confidence section of this assessment (plus some additional habits/tools outside of what the assessment directly measures). These include habits/supporting tools to help you handle criticism effectively, monitor your relationship with doubt and with yourself, practice two types of optimism, exude executive presence, and more.
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