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Dedicated to the curious, the committed, and the courageous.







PART 1 UNDERSTANDING GAP










INTRODUCTION

For four years, my coaching client James had been an emerging leader with high potential at McKinsey and Company—one of the top management consulting firms in the world—at the New York office, where he had been working since finishing his MBA at Harvard Business School, and he was on track to become a partner. As James was heading into the office early one fall morning, he got a call from the managing partner, Leo, who asked if James would meet him for lunch at the firm’s club. Of course, James said yes. He couldn’t help but think it was his moment. He was sure Leo was going to tell James that the firm would like to offer him the prestigious title of partner in the firm.

James and Leo ordered iced teas in the club overlooking the New York City skyline. Leo began the conversation by sharing how impressed he and the other partners had been with James’s performance over the last five years. James thought, This is it. Say it Leo, tell me I am being made partner. But Leo’s voice changed and he said, “I’m just going to cut to it. You are not being made partner, and unless you change, I don’t see you ever being a partner here.”

James’s heart raced, his appetite was lost, and confusion swirled through his head. Apparently, James didn’t do a good job of concealing his confusion. Leo looked James in the eyes and said, “You just don’t have the gravitas, awareness, and presence required to be a partner.”

Have you ever been in this position or something similar before?

Ever questioned how others receive you when you meet for the first time?

Ever met someone and said to yourself, I don’t know what it is about them, but I want to be around them more; they have great energy.

Ever wondered if you have what it takes to get to the next level?

If you answered yes to any of the above, you’re in good company. If you didn’t answer yes but you are curious to learn more, you came to the right place.

The scientific research and real-world case studies show that the key to getting to the next level can often be associated with your ability to master what I call your GAP: gravitas, awareness, and presence.

I have had the honor and pleasure to work alongside thousands of global executives and emerging leaders in my private coaching practice, Victory Strategies, and through my work as an executive leadership coach at Harvard Business School, guiding those who come to Boston to gain a competitive advantage, reach the next level, and embrace the possible.

Do you know what the number one area of identified development is among these high performers? Their desire to learn, adapt, and implement methodologies to master their GAP.

My coaching client James would go on to make partner two years from that intense conversation with Leo. During our coaching sessions together, we got tactical with the frameworks and methodologies—shared in this book—that would help him enhance and ultimately master his GAP and gain the gravitas, awareness, and presence he needed to get where he wanted to be.

In this book, we’ll dig into what each of these key elements means.

Gravitas is the influence, emotions, and feelings someone’s demeanor evokes in others.

My concept of awareness is composed of four types of awareness, what I like to call SA4:


	Self-Awareness: The perception of self being aligned with the perception of others

	
Situational Awareness: Understanding the context and details of an event or action

	Social Awareness: Understanding of the context and details of an exchange between two or more people, often determined by the environment

	Sensory Awareness: The sensory responses (emotion, voice changes, body position, eye contact, etc.) to a situation or event



Presence is your state of being—in mental, emotional, social, and charismatic forms.

In the coming case studies, we’ll explore how gravitas, awareness, and presence are interdependent. They amplify each other, and if someone is lacking in one of the three, chances are, the other two are suffering.

So we seek to develop them in perfect balance. Here is an illustration of what I mean:
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What happens if we veer outside the balance intersection? If we have too much of one, not enough of another? Another client comes to mind to illustrate this situation. My client was the chief operating officer for an international drug store chain. He scheduled weekly team meetings with his direct reports, but these meetings became standard operating procedure, and with that came some complacency and weakening of his awareness. While his position and demeanor instilled strong gravitas (his effect on others) and his attention to his meeting’s agenda and time-management demanded his presence (his ability to react to his situation and colleagues in real time), he fell short in his awareness. This resulted in him not picking up on signs from his direct reports that they needed more from him. He was creating an environment where they didn’t feel like they could ask for his support and assistance with some obstacles they were facing inside the company. In our coaching, we identified this through some peer feedback tools. We built up his awareness through specific methodologies and techniques to get him in a more balanced state. This resulted in an increase in his team’s performance abilities, making him a top contender for the CEO position.

Whichever element of GAP you hope to work on first, keep in mind that the balance is key. And so is continued growth.

Those I work with often fall victim to the common misconception that once they receive positive feedback on their GAP through a 360-degree evaluation or peer feedback, they can check the box of “I’m good here.” But really, GAP never reaches a peak of 100 percent satisfaction. It’s similar to your integrity; just because you prove to be trustworthy once doesn’t mean you never have to be trustworthy again. Mastering your GAP requires continuous practice and intentionality. Through consistent growth, my clients often have the ability to get slightly better at each component every single day.

So, once my clients strengthen up each element of gravitas, awareness, and presence, how do they continuously enhance their mastery? Through what I call the GAP Enhancement Cycle. Let’s dive in below.

    [image: A diagram illustrates the GAP Enhancement Cycle, showing the triangular relationship between gravitas, awareness, and presence, surrounded by a circular process that prompts one to educate, experiment, and evaluate.]

The GAP Enhancement Cycle continuously progresses from educate to experiment to evaluate, ensuring that you benefit from every learning repetition and experience.

In the educate phase of the cycle, you come to thoroughly understand what GAP is and how to build it. This is what you’ll experience in the first two parts of this book.

When you experiment, you put that knowledge and understanding into action as a practitioner.

And finally evaluate is to debrief and reflect on what went well and what could have gone better in the experiment phase. You’ll find tools for both experiment and evaluate in the final part of this book.

When the educate, experiment, evaluate circle is put into action, you can continuously cycle through the phases for ongoing development and growth of your GAP, increasing your GAP through every complete rotation. The good news about the GAP Enhancement Cycle is that it is entirely within your control, and you choose how to apply each element.



Gravitas, awareness, and presence are not new concepts. Thousands of years ago, Lao Tzu said, “He who conquers others has physical strength. He who conquers himself is strong.”1GAP is a concept many people reference and may talk about but few can actually define; yet, as you’ll learn, it is statistically proven to have incredible value for individual and team performance. If my client James had been a conscious practitioner of increasing his GAP, his initial conversation with Leo could have had a different outcome and not delayed his partnership for an additional two years.

In reading this book, you will have the opportunity to thoroughly understand what GAP is and examine scientific studies and research that emphasize its value. You’ll hear personal stories from some of the greatest leaders in the world—who at times either did or did not have GAP—and learn their personal takeaways on enhancing your GAP. Finally, scientific action resources are provided to assist you in mastering your GAP. My inspiration for creating this book was to equip you with the knowledge, practical guidance, and scientifically tested tools to accelerate your leadership and performance abilities by mastering your GAP.


WHAT GAP MEANS TO ME

What you are about to read comes from a lifetime of experience—not just in leadership and executive coaching and research but, for me, from the very beginning of my story. I’ve always been curious about what contributed to other’s success, both macro and micro components. From childhood, I believed in the American dream: that with the right mindset and determination, we can build a good life for ourselves and our families. I learned this from my parents. They met on a kibbutz in Israel. My father, originally from Massachusetts, had moved there to live. My mother was from Denmark and had volunteered to work at the kibbutz. Once they decided to get married, they moved to the United States with only a few hundred dollars, plus love and ambition. My mother went to nursing school and my dad started a company selling office furniture.

One afternoon, while running errands, my dad mentioned that he had served in the Israeli Defense Forces. I was shocked. I had lived my entire eight years never knowing that he was a soldier. I barraged him with questions: Where did you go? Have you shot a gun? Have you killed people? This was the beginning of my interest in joining the military.

I was a little “husky,” as my father called it, when I was a kid. Then, in eighth grade, I lost weight, got into shape, and made healthy eating a priority. But that “husky” feeling never left me, and I always pushed back against people who mocked other people’s appearances. I associated the targeted individuals’ feelings with my own. Meanwhile, I joined the football, lacrosse, and swim teams at school. I was an average student academically, not quite sure where I might go to college. I didn’t really have a plan until the summer between my sophomore and junior year of high school.

It was a comfortable summer night with clear skies and stars. I was sitting around a fire with my friends. “I want to be a part of a team that has a stronger bond than our football team,” I said. “I want to go into the military.”

The next day I began researching possible places to enlist. By my senior year, I knew I wanted to be a Navy SEAL. My parents supported me in this, and instead of going to a nonmilitary college, I joined the navy’s Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training program. It was one of the most rewarding experiences I could imagine. I was surrounded by men from all walks of life. The training pushed me to limits that I didn’t know were achievable by the human body. I became a US Navy SEAL in August 2014, went to sniper school, and ultimately was deployed in eleven countries in Western and Eastern Europe, plus Israel.

Though I didn’t plan it that way, the military exposed me to a profound understanding of the elements that would become GAP. It started right at the beginning, and a lack of it almost cost me my career as a Navy SEAL.

It all started during Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) training, which has three critical selection phases, lasting roughly two months each. The first phase is the most notorious; it features Hell Week, an intense five-and-a-half days where students get no sleep; run more than 250 miles with a rubber boat on their head; and are cold, wet, and sandy the entire time. The second phase is dive training, where students are introduced to open- and closed-circuit diving equipment and learn to be tactical in the water. The third phase is weapons and demolition training. The bulk of training takes place off the coast of California.

My transformative moment, what I like to call the “peanut butter and jelly incident,” happened halfway through that last weapons and demolition phase. After every day’s training, our class of forty-four students had a long list of collateral duties. These were chores like washing and vacuuming the vehicles, cleaning our weapons, and sweeping the classroom floors. We typically wouldn’t finish them until midnight. At that point, we could either regroup in the chow hall and eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches or gain an extra thirty minutes of sleep. This was not an easy choice.

Believe it or not, I valued sleep over the sandwich. Every night, when we finished our collaterals, I went to my room, worked on my gear, and got into bed. My classmates stayed up an hour later in the chow hall, talking and telling jokes as they ate. They would return to find me already asleep in my rack.

Then came one of our biweekly peer evaluation days, where we ranked and rated our fellow classmates on performance, attitude, commitment to team, and trust. When the rankings were posted, with just two weeks left to go, I was surprised to see my name had fallen from the middle to the bottom five. Nobody wanted to be in the bottom five. The instructors saw that group as problem cases who would need extra attention to make it through. Some people had been cut from the program after being slotted that low.

So I asked some classmates for verbal feedback. Why had they pushed me down the ranks? They all gave me the same response: “You’re the first one in your rack every night, sleeping.” They mistakenly perceived me as slacking on my collateral duties.

Without hesitation, I changed my pattern. Rather than trying to convince my classmates that I was doing my fair share of collaterals, I joined the group for sandwiches every evening. On the final peer evaluation, I was happy to see my name back in the middle of the rankings.

I learned from that episode that I lacked a key element of GAP: awareness, specifically self-awareness. I did not realize that others perceived me and my actions differently from the way I did. The experience immediately humbled me. From then on, I prioritized not just self-improvement but visible improvement—starting with awareness and incorporating elements of presence and gravitas as I learned about them.

At the peak of my SEAL career, I held the title of Reconnaissance Team and Sniper Team Leader, managing up to fifty-four Navy SEALs during certain cycles of my military career. I went from there to business and management, which took me from being an expert in my craft back to being a beginner. This is where GAP came into play yet again. I had enough self-awareness by now to identify where I was confident and competent and where I needed to learn.

I’d attended the University of Charleston in West Virginia while I was active duty in the military, earning a degree in organizational leadership. But I knew I needed to learn more about the specifics of business and leading in the commercial sector. So I went from there to Harvard Business School for their executive MBA alternative, called the Program for Leadership Development. Around the time I transitioned out of the military, I created a leadership assessment, training, and coaching company, Victory Strategies. This was where the concept of GAP began to take form.

My first book, Leadership a Life Sport, tells this story in more detail, with an emphasis on the attitudes and disciplines I learned as a SEAL. The book fed into my coaching practice, and I learned that many other people had been through similar life-changing experiences. At Harvard’s Executive Education Programs, most of the career executives I coach have similar preoccupations. When asked about their life goals, they nearly always mentioned gravitas, awareness, or presence. They don’t care so much about what they did. They care about who they are and how others perceived them.

So, I began researching. I focused entirely on leadership, gravitas, awareness, and presence. I found some links between self-awareness and emotional intelligence, and a great deal of illuminating anecdotal evidence. Rather than publish these findings in academic papers only, I chose to write a book for real-world leaders and managers—for you—bringing research and practice together. That brings us to where we are today. You are about to read the highlights of that research and the findings that underscore the importance of GAP in the real world. Then, you’ll find a collection of interviews and case studies from remarkable individuals who illustrate the importance, successes, and failures of GAP in action or not in action. Then I will share the coaching tools and methods that crystalized from my exploration of GAP—in ways that you can apply directly to your life, today. But first, let’s engage in the educate phase of what I came to call the GAP Enhancement Cycle—to build your base of knowledge as a personal foundation for success.








CHAPTER 1 THE DATA BEHIND GAP


In the course of my work, I’ve met some fascinating and remarkably successful individuals. I’ve encountered them in my philanthropic work with military special operations, with Olympic athletes transitioning from those professions and retiring into the commercial sector, and when I coach entrepreneurs facing the sale of the company they founded and who need to define what the next chapter looks like for them. Without a doubt, the most successful are those who have self-awareness. Those with self-awareness are often clear on who they are, what their values are, and what priorities they have within their lives. They stand in contrast to those who do not have self-awareness, who may have associated their career with their identity and who often struggle when they transition from that role and are forced to define what’s next for them. This shows why self-awareness in particular is so valuable as a basis of all of the other components of GAP.

As I and my team have had the great opportunity of working with people from all careers and all walks of life, one thing remains consistent. Those who develop and increase their self-awareness have a greater ability in developing and increasing all of the other components of GAP, from gravitas to awareness to presence.

That is why awareness is the starting point for my research. A wealth of studies and academic theories back up the importance of awareness, and without a thorough understanding of it, progress in GAP enhancement is impossible. Much of this section will provide a basis of academic research around self-awareness, a construct of emotional intelligence, to help you gain the background you need to build your own.


WHERE GAP COMES FROM

The Stanford University Business Advisory Council said that self-awareness was one of the most important competencies leaders should have.2 The relationship between self-awareness and leadership is relevant to anyone who is or wants to be a leader because studies show that leaders with strong self-awareness have higher performing teams and live a more personally and professionally fulfilled life.3 Simply, self-awareness is the foundation to mastering your GAP.

Philosophical discussions around the topic of self-awareness have been around for thousands of years. Leaders such as Lao Tzu were recorded saying something along the lines of, “It is wisdom to know others, it is enlightenment to know oneself” as early as the 6th century BCE.4 But it did not become a studied construct of emotional intelligence until 1972 when Dr. Shelley Duval and Dr. Robert Wicklund published A Theory of Objective Self-Awareness. In it, they defined objective self-awareness theory as “when attention is directed inward and the individual’s consciousness is focused on himself, he is the object of his own consciousness—hence ‘objective’ self-awareness.”5 This is where we begin.




UNDERSTANDING SELF-AWARENESS

If a person was randomly asked what they believed self-awareness was, they might describe it as the ability to perceive oneself or the ability to understand how others perceive them. Dr. Tasha Eurich, an academic researcher who has spent many years studying self-awareness, defined it as having two parts: internal self-awareness (how well you know yourself) and external self-awareness (how well you understand how others see you).6 Dr. Roy Baumeister defined self-awareness as “anticipating how others perceive you, evaluating yourself and your actions according to collective beliefs and values, and caring about how others evaluate you.”7 Self-awareness is a category of emotional intelligence that has a direct impact on how you operate in professional situations. Within academic research and studies on self-awareness, we see several terms to describe self-awareness and other similar kinds of emotional intelligence, including the following:


	
Self-Monitoring: An individual’s capacity for monitoring and control of expressive behavior and self-presentation8


	
Self-Reflection: The inspection and evaluation of one’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior, which is essential to the process of purposeful and directed cognitional change9


	
Managerial Self-Awareness (MSA): The ability to reflect on and accurately assess one’s own behaviors and skills as they are manifested in workplace interactions10


	
Objective Self-Awareness (OSA) Theory: When attention is directed inward and the individual’s consciousness is focused on himself, he is the object of his own consciousness—hence “objective” self-awareness11




It is important to understand the different verbiage, phrases, and descriptions researchers use when discussing topics around self-awareness because all of them are relevant to understanding the influences and particulars around mastering your GAP. In later world-class practitioner case studies, you will see some of these, such as self-monitoring and self-reflection, utilized by Robin Rand, Jason Lamb, Dan Cockerell, and others as they share their stories.




SELF-AWARENESS AND PSYCHOLOGY

Self-awareness has been recognized in the fields of psychology, behavioral psychology, and social psychology as a part of emotional intelligence.12 Studies on this topic have evolved drastically over the last fifty years. In the foundational academic publication on the topic, the 1972 book A Theory of Objective Self-Awareness,13 authors described the objective self-awareness (OSA) theory:


The orientation of conscious attention was the essence of self-evaluation. Focusing attention on the self brought about objective self-awareness, which initiated an automatic comparison of the self against standards. The self was defined very broadly as the person’s knowledge of the person.14



In 2001, Shelley Duval and Paul Silvia challenged the first findings on the objective OSA theory and proposed new understandings and beliefs, stating, “Self-focused attention is also fundamental to a host of clinical and health phenomena.”15 They further found when people become more self-aware and the feedback they receive has a positive outcome or implication within their lives, they try to be better practitioners of self-awareness. However, if self-awareness provides them with negative feedback, they are more likely to avoid self-awareness to evade the discomfort associated with it. These researchers recognized there were still many uncertainties regarding the topic of self-awareness, specifically how organizational and social psychological standards are internalized by individuals.

I’ve seen these findings in action in my practice. While I was coaching a mid-level leader within a telecommunications company, we used a peer feedback assessment tool to gain awareness of how others were perceiving her as both a leader and a teammate. For the sake of honesty, coworkers could give feedback anonymously. When she received the results, we connected for a coaching session to methodically go through them to extract as much information as we could. During this process, she became so fixated on some of the critical feedback she received that she became preoccupied with trying to identify who said what about her. Though this was a tool for us to assist her in increasing her self-awareness, she had trouble accepting the critical feedback that was shared with her. The search for self-awareness was resulting in a downturn of self-awareness, a pitfall Duval and Silva had observed in their research. If someone is not consciously comfortable with searching for self-awareness, such as the awareness-enhancement tools we explore later on, this could have negative implications.

Researcher Zuzana Sasovova extended this line of research and sought to uncover the link between self-monitoring, work performance, and social relationships; there were both direct and indirect effects between self-monitoring and an individual’s performance. She said,


Being a high self-monitor is a double-edged sword for ratings of performance. Being a social chameleon allows one to be a friend to many and this may get the high self-monitor an advantage in terms of performance ratings. The cost, however, is that the boundary-spanning social chameleon is more likely to develop outgoing negative ties that are, in turn, detrimental for work performance.16



This is yet another potential pitfall for those seeking self-awareness. The primary purpose of this study was to determine the effects of self-monitoring on social relationships as it relates to an individual’s performance. Sasovova revealed both positive and negative implications based on the amount of self-awareness an individual has. For GAP practitioners, this underscores that you must have enough self-awareness to identify if you are being a social chameleon. Good, bad, or indifferent, the value is extracted in the knowing of self. This can also assist you in maintaining your authenticity and not jeopardizing your values to be a social chameleon in environments that don’t align with who you are.





SELF-AWARENESS AND LEADERSHIP

Self-awareness is a key quality in strong leaders in the workplace. Research has found that effective self-aware leaders have or practice qualities such as humility, integrity, an eagerness to learn, and being team driven. They demonstrate a good understanding of their individual mental states, emotions, sensations, beliefs, desires, and personalities, whereas those who do not have a good understanding of those interpersonal categories are more inclined to be confused and remain directionless as leaders. Researchers Mendemu Showry and K. Manasa stated, “Truly self-aware managers express who they really are and are open to objective feedback that increases their integrity and effectiveness.” They quoted researcher A. H. Church, who pointed out that in studies, “high-performing managers were more managerially self-aware compared to average-performing managers.”17 Clearly, there are benefits for leaders demonstrating self-awareness and negative implications for leaders who do not.

While research has shown that many factors contribute to having self-awareness, there is also evidence of obstacles that limit an individual from having self-awareness. Incompetence, negative motives, negative intentions, self-esteem issues, denial, narcissism, egotism, or avoidance are all characteristics that may limit an individual’s self-awareness.18 Self-awareness needs to be an ongoing practice; the individual must consistently evaluate themselves as well as how others perceive or view them. Researcher Scott Taylor contends that external self-awareness is critical because it allows leaders to “accurately read the emotions, thoughts, and preferences of others and the influence they are having on others—how others experience their leader behavior.”19 This is critical for anyone interested in developing gravitas and presence—influencing how others feel around you and your ability to respond to them.

The relationship between self-awareness and leadership has prompted research in several industries with many different outcomes among diverse types of leaders. Most research can be classified under two themes—the effects of a leader’s self-awareness on their individual leadership performance or on their organization’s culture and performance. We’ll look at a leader’s individual performance first.




SELF-AWARENESS AND INDIVIDUAL LEADERSHIP PERFORMANCE

Researcher in managerial psychology Dr. Michael Walton stated, “Much of a person’s individual success will be derived from the extent to which they are aware of their own strengths, weaknesses, blind spots and psychological vulnerabilities.”20 In action, this idea has interesting implications. Researchers examined a variety of leaders in the health-care and business industries to analyze individual leadership effectiveness and performance. They concluded that women leaders are no more likely than men to underrate themselves on their level of self-awareness. They also discovered that leaders who underrated themselves actually received higher performance ratings by their direct reports than leaders who overrated themselves, where the effects were the opposite.21 So while being aware of our flaws may lead us to underrate ourselves initially, that very awareness seems to benefit those we work with.

These results are consistent. In another study, academic students within the United States Naval Academy were measured on their self-awareness and its implications on their leadership behavior and performance. Researchers found that leaders who demonstrated self-awareness had increased performance whereas those who did not had a negative influence on their performance.22

Continuing research within academia, workforce MBA students in Los Angeles were analyzed to discover whether “soft-skilled” leadership qualities—such as self-awareness, interpersonal abilities, and communication—were becoming more important and beneficial for private sector leaders. Data collected just a decade ago often indicated that characteristics such as eloquence, charisma, and extroversion (something in between hard and soft skills) were frequently found among corporate business leaders, but research later revealed the benefit of soft-skills leadership qualities, such as self-awareness.23 And this was not the only educational institution to see the value of soft-skills leadership.

In 2011, Harvard Business School reorganized some of their curriculum to focus more on soft-skills leadership to drive character and competence rather than the traditional hard skills that mainly focused on exclusively academic materials.24 These two examples indicate that the business world, and more specifically, business schools, are placing a heavier emphasis on soft leadership skills such as self-awareness. Surveys by Harvard Business Review, TopMBA.com, and the Association of MBAs have shown that organizations already know they can receive top talent when it comes to hard skills.25 Therefore, the big differentiator is strong business acumen paired with strong leadership soft skills such as emotional intelligence; our key characteristics gravitas, awareness, presence; and the ability to foster authentic relationships.

Similarly, organizational psychologist Dr. Allan H. Church researched the connection between leaders who demonstrated self-awareness versus leaders who did not and the impact it had on their individual performance at work. To determine this, 134 high-performing and 470 average-performing managers from the technology, pharmaceutical, and airline industries were surveyed using four measurement methods. Church concluded that high performers were significantly more self-aware than average performers.26 Regardless of the three industries surveyed, leaders who demonstrated effective self-awareness outperformed those who did not.

If a leader is not self-aware, they face other negative implications. When examining managers from different cultures and countries, researchers separated them into individualistic and collectivistic societies. The objective was to identify whether biased self-perceptions would result in leadership derailment, or a leader obstructing others’ growth in a work environment. The conclusion? Those with tendencies to be self-enhancing or self-diminishing varied greatly, and depending on what tendency the leader had, it could result in a positive, negative, or neutral outcome on leadership performance.27 This provides a heightened sense of relevance to leaders who operate at a global level or have functions that require working with multiple cultures. An increase in your awareness can assist you in identifying cultural considerations to account for in your business dynamics and functions.

Misconceptions or a lack of a leader’s self-awareness can also lead to leadership illusions. Author and professor D. D. Warrick defined a negative implication of leadership illusions—when the leader is “seeing something different than it is.”28 When someone has such an illusion about their self-awareness, they tend to make decisions that are less likely to succeed and that affect their ability to grow as a leader within their organization.

An article by professor and human resources researcher Cam Caldwell focused on the connection between false depictions and leadership effects, specifically how self-deception can create barriers to self-awareness and conflict with one’s identity. These barriers can keep a leader from performing at their highest level. Self-deception, the “denial of the duty owed to the self when it causes an individual to avoid confronting the need to modify one’s behavior,”29 is often viewed as a leader’s compromising action that obstructs their ability to become more self-aware and receive feedback from teammates that could help the leader implement changes to assist in their personal development. When a leader lacks self-awareness, their organization can institute feedback mechanisms and reviews, but the feedback may not be received well, analyzed, or applied.30

This is a problem that often spurs companies to seek leadership training, development, and coaching for their team members. Leadership coaching has been emerging as a form of continuous development for leaders around the globe and throughout all sectors and industries. That’s one of the many reasons I am passionate about my career: We get to see the same principles in action across all environments. The International Coaching Federation defined leadership coaching as “partnering with clients in a leadership position in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their personal and professional potential.”31 Researchers found that when a leader engages in leadership coaching, it assists in their development of self-awareness, which has led to higher individual performance.32

Leadership coaching requires a masterful practitioner, often one with decades of experience in leadership positions themselves and certified in coaching to assist another leader to unlock their maximum potential and embrace the possible. Since launching my leadership training and coaching firm, Victory Strategies, I have seen executive and leadership coaching become more normalized in organizations. Interestingly, but not surprisingly, I have also witnessed many organizations begin to offer executive and leadership coaching alignments within their positional compensation packages; the training is a perk that comes with a new job, aimed at employee retention, faster organizational alignment, and increased performance. This reflects a recent study by McKinsey, which identified one of the top reasons an employee will leave their company is because of a lack of organizational investment in their education and growth.33 I’ll never forget a longtime B2B client of ours sharing that one of their senior executives received a competitive offer from a competing firm, but he turned the offer down because he valued the coaching our firm provides so much, and he appreciated his organization’s investment in him. With the job market becoming increasingly competitive, leadership and executive coaching continues to prove to be a competitive advantage.

When I explain the role of a coach to new clients, one of the resources I use is the following modified chart from Harvard Business Review to explain some of the coaching differences and dynamics as it compares to consulting and therapy.34 Though coaching sometimes can be perceived as consulting or therapy, it isn’t. Coaching is a partnership (defined as an alliance, not a legal business partnership) between the coach and the client in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires the client to maximize personal and professional potential. It is designed to facilitate the creation and development of goals and to develop and carry out a plan for achieving those goals. This is exactly the frame of mind from which we will approach GAP in this book.


    [image: A table compares coaching, consulting, and therapy, highlighting their distinct and overlapping focuses, objectives, and payment structures.]
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Executive and leadership coaching goes beyond the positive impacts of an individual leader’s self-awareness and performance. These kinds of coaching include focus on self-awareness, which can also affect teammates within their organization.35 But how?




SELF-AWARENESS AND ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND PERFORMANCE

Many studies connecting self-awareness to leadership observed the effects that self-awareness has on an organization’s culture and performance. One group of studies explored the idea of authentic leadership. What characteristics are required of a leader to achieve it? A common theme emerged: self-awareness. Authentic leadership includes self-awareness, unbiased processing (the ability to process information in a neutral and emotionally regulated way), authentic behavior and actions, and relational authenticity. The researchers specifically looked at the effects self-aware leaders had on their followers within their organization. They found “authentic leaders influence followers’ well-being through emotions: authentic leaders provide an atmosphere conducive to the experience of positive emotions, and their own positive emotions influence followers’ experiences.”36 In other words, if a leader is leading a team in an authentic way where they can connect with their team members, it will increase the performance of the team through motivated behaviors.

Within the health-care industry, self-awareness among physicians and health-care leaders has produced many organizational benefits. For instance, research has found that physician leaders with self-awareness can positively impact their organizations, resulting in improved patient safety, reverse patient mortality, and better development among junior trainees.37 Research at a hospital in the Netherlands showed that individual leaders with self-awareness and the ability to understand how others perceived them created stronger relationships with their peers, increasing organizational performance through patient safety, hospital functionality, and the patient experience. Again, we see self-awareness building gravitas and presence in the workplace.

The relationship of self-awareness and leadership affects the business sector as well. It was observed that “leaders’ self-awareness of their own leadership style influenced their employee’s satisfaction, self-leadership, and leader effectiveness.”38 Researchers followed 48 leaders in unspecified positions and 222 of their direct reports, trying to pinpoint the effects of a leader who demonstrates strong self-awareness when it came to empowering leadership—a leader’s ability to empower their team members to understand their roles, responsibilities, and authorities to execute their job requirements. Consistent with previous research, the study found that leaders who demonstrated self-awareness or underrated their leadership were identified as more effective leaders by their followers than those who answered oppositely. The most important implication was that a leader’s self-awareness affects their own behavioral outcomes and satisfaction with their direct reports and team. I would later find these results confirmed in my own research.

Leadership awareness also plays a key role in times of change within an organization. When two researchers sought to identify why failure occurs within organizations when change is being implemented, they interviewed leaders from thirty-three different organizations in the UK, from industries including business, the public sector, global organizations, and small community businesses. The researchers wanted to measure a leader’s effectiveness with change implementation. They discovered that “blindness” to organizational systems or a focus on their own ego led some leaders into “traps” that seriously damaged the success of change interventions. They were lacking situational awareness—one of the four components of awareness. Leaders who were involved in successful change efforts and avoided these traps displayed behaviors that demonstrated high levels of self- and situational awareness, an ability to “work in the moment,” and the capacity to remain in tune with the overall purpose of the change. Again, we see awareness leading directly to the kind of presence a leader needs. The authors of the study also found that these leaders were better at recognizing how to effectively use their specific abilities within the organizational change.39 Leaders lacking self-awareness were not as successful in leading the organization—or even small groups—through a successful change implementation. They also could be obstructed from positive foresight when responsible for leading organizational or departmental change, which could make them feel detached from their organization and its team members.40 The takeaway here is that self-aware leaders often have a higher probability of success in implementing change or innovation for themselves or for leading change management as a leader of others.




AWARE, DON’T CARE

After thoroughly exploring all the research available on self-awareness, I found I wanted to dive deeper for answers to several questions that didn’t exist in the research pertaining to leadership self-awareness. Specifically, I wondered:


	What are the implications for a leader who is self-aware but just doesn’t care how they are perceived by others?

	Does self-awareness differ between leaders based on a leader’s tenure in a leadership role or how experienced they are?

	Does the self-awareness of a leader influence trust and communication alignment within their team?

	Regardless of the leader’s self-awareness levels, does the perception of the leader’s colleagues matter?

	Does working for a leader lacking self-awareness increase the turnover intention of the leader’s team members?



To discover the answers, I started a five-year process of research that examined leaders in industries such as consulting, finance, furniture, health care, law enforcement, real estate, and technology. Each leader was physically located within the United States but operated teams, people, and business units throughout the world. To conduct this research, I created an academically tested survey assessment to be completed by both the leader and one or more of their teammates to measure the leader’s self-awareness (and whether the leader overrated or underrated themselves) along with the implications those scores indicated. An overrater meant the leader rated themselves higher than their direct reports or teammates rated them on the self-awareness scale; an underrater meant the leader rated themselves lower than their direct reports or teammates did.

The results mirrored previous research on the subject. Leaders who were overraters earned lower trust and higher turnover intention of those they led; underraters earned greater trust and lower turnover intention. Interestingly, overraters were perceived to be better communicators. One explanation for this may be that overraters seemed to exude confidence and were more vocal with their team members than underraters. On the other hand, overraters may be perceived as arrogant, having blind spots or lacking authentic confidence by their teammates and direct reports. Underraters, with their implied humility, might not thoroughly understand how their direct reports saw them as less vocal. From my research, I gathered that being an underrater is “second best” to being a leader with self-awareness because it could be perceived as an area of humility. It is important to note that regardless of being an underrater or overrater, if still lacking self-awareness, leaders with underrater results are preferred for individual and team performance.

Each leader used a self-monitoring assessment survey so I could understand if their self-awareness scores were authentically accurate. Self-monitoring assessments are assessments that measure if an individual has the ability to monitor their own behavior and how it is being perceived or to contort it to drive a specific outcome. They’re a great way to identify whether a leader is perfectly aware of themselves but just simply does not care how others perceive them. I call this, “aware, don’t care.” The data from the self-awareness assessments seems to tell us that effective self-monitoring indicates a positive relationship with one’s self-awareness.

In support of existing literature and research, we found that a leader’s self-awareness influences the trust of their team, specifically their direct reports. Regardless of a leader’s actual self-awareness, if their direct reports perceive they are lacking self-awareness, it negatively affects the leader’s verbal workplace communication and trust, increasing the turnover intention of their direct reports. Empirical evidence in existing literature has shown that a leader’s self-awareness—or lack thereof—can affect the performance of themselves and their teams, positively or negatively.41 A self-aware leader is more beneficial to performance than one who is not.

My next question was whether leadership experience was related to a leader’s self-awareness levels (whether more experienced leaders had more self-awareness). To measure this, and the potential implications it could have on team member trust and verbal workplace communication, participants were divided into three categories of leadership length: nine years or less, ten to twenty years, and twenty or more years. Overall, these categories were close to an even distribution, and the average age of the leaders was forty-seven. The data found that leaders with experience of between ten and twenty years had the highest level of self-awareness. They also had the highest levels of team member trust (75 percent), effective verbal workplace communication (85 percent), and team members with little intention to leave (85 percent). Of course, every leader is different regardless of years of experience in a leadership role. But when categorically analyzed, leaders who had led between ten and twenty years had better scores across the board than leaders with under nine years or twenty plus years of leadership experience. This means leaders in the under-nine and over-twenty years of leadership tenure categories should be on high alert, as statistically they are more likely to lack self-awareness than their leader counterparts with ten to twenty years of leadership experience. We will dive deeper into this throughout part 3, when we explore tools for mastering your own GAP.



As you start to master your GAP, strengthening gravitas, awareness, and presence in your own life, it’s important to have an understanding of how self-awareness is key to your success. The information in this chapter is aimed at helping you understand the how and why—the academic and scientific research that shows the implications self-awareness can have on a leader’s GAP. Leadership development, training, and coaching, as well as other mechanisms, are important to increase self-monitoring capacity, self-awareness levels, and self-control abilities. By analyzing research findings, you are better equipped with the knowledge of just how vital the perception of their self-awareness and competence is to their direct reports and those they work alongside. With this knowledge, you can identify areas of focus when it comes to you and your team’s development trainings.

People’s perception is their reality. If teammates perceive leaders as lacking self-awareness, it mitigates their ability to trust and communicate with their leaders and negatively affects the team’s performance, regardless of how high a leader rates in self-awareness. Teammates’ perception of their leader’s self-awareness also can influence their desire to stay with the organization; if team members decide to leave because of how they perceive their leaders, it could decrease the organization’s retention rates, ultimately wasting a substantial amount of time and resources. Therefore, leaders need to not only strive for self-awareness and self-monitoring abilities but also be conscious of how they are perceived by their peers, direct reports, and teammates. The GAP of a leader has direct implications for the leader’s individual and team performance.

Many leaders believe they have leadership self-awareness, but statistically, they do not.42 You can probably recall leaders you’ve had who you perceived to be lacking self-awareness. There is good news though: A leader can grow in self-awareness with a conscious and intentional commitment.

Everybody is a leader. A leader of self, family, community, and sometimes in a professional capacity and of others. Regardless of whether you are early or late in your career or if you consider yourself a leader or not, increased self-awareness is scientifically proven to enhance your abilities to be successful in your endeavors. The research included in this book can also enhance your emotional intelligence, improve your leadership self-awareness, and, of course, lead you to mastering your GAP. Now join me in seeing how these experts have experienced GAP in their careers.
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