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FOREWORD


Bob Whitman

Chairman and CEO

FranklinCovey is a global company specializing in performance improvement. We help organizations achieve results that require a change in human behavior. So how easy is it to change behavior? Just think about how difficult it can be to change your own attitudes and behavior, let alone changing the behavior of someone else, or lots of someone elses!

In authoring Get Better: 15 Practices to Build Effective Relationships at Work, Todd Davis makes the compelling case that the key to improving our effectiveness, relationships, and results is to begin getting better ourselves by focusing first on improving our own paradigms and behaviors. As we do, we increase our ability to influence those around us for good, starting with the important relationships in our personal and professional lives.

Why put a priority on strengthening our effectiveness in building our key relationships? Because the strength of our relationships is the foundation for the culture we establish in both our work and in our personal lives. This culture, in turn, drives everything else. Everything gets better, becomes more effective, and is more meaningful when our key relationships, both at work and in our private lives, are rich and effective.

Think about it. Without excellent customer relationships, what happens to your business? Everything slows down or stops. Without excellent employee relationships, what happens? Battles break out and productivity implodes. Without excellent personal relationships, what happens? Your entire life is less happy and fulfilling.

Most organizations state, “People are our greatest asset.” While he believes firmly that people are indeed any organization’s most important asset, Todd takes us beyond this discussion when he suggests that “it’s not only people, but the nature of relationships between and among people that truly establishes our competitive advantage.”

It’s true. Over the past decade, Franklin Covey has studied the outcomes achieved by the tens of thousands of operating units in thousands of companies. One study revealed that the factors which accounted for the biggest differences between the results achieved by the highest-performing units and those achieved by their lesser-performing counterparts was fundamentally the quality of their relationships with both customers and employees. Those units having the best and most effective relationships with their customers and employees, as measured by customer loyalty and employee-engagement levels, significantly outperformed those units with just average customer-employee relationships.

FranklinCovey was founded decades ago on the premise that great organizations are built on the foundation of great relationships with all key stakeholders. Beginning with the publication of the award-winning The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, and continuing with the best-selling The Speed of Trust, The 4 Disciplines of Execution, and The 5 Choices to Extraordinary Productivity, the company has focused on unleashing human potential through world-class content, insights, and training. You will find FranklinCovey’s works on the bookshelves of corporate leaders in every country on every continent.

Todd Davis has a deep well of wisdom on the topic of relationships. As the longtime chief people officer at FranklinCovey, a company that specializes in achieving lasting behavioral change, he’s a unique guide to have on the subjects of relationships and continuous improvement. He is a vital spokesman on the topic of those universal principles of human and organizational effectiveness we stand for; beyond that, he is a living, breathing example of how to practice those principles.

In this book, Todd describes some of the most common stumbling blocks over which many of us trip at one time or another: blaming others for our problems, focusing on the urgent but not important things, jumping to a solution before we even understand the problem, and so forth. In his wisdom, he also provides simple but practical ways to avoid those relationship stumbling blocks and get better at whatever we do.

In so many ways, Todd has demonstrated that the strength of our relationships is our most important asset, and that our relationships with each other are not only the means to our success but also the most enduring reward for our success.

One of FranklinCovey’s most important objectives and values is to become the workplace of choice for achievers with heart. As CEO, I have depended on Todd’s wisdom and experience to attract and retain the best talent to be found. I have marveled at his sensitivity as a counselor and coach to our thousands of employees.

Listening to—and now reading—Todd’s wisdom has been of inestimable value and joy to me. I’m confident it will be to you as well.



INTRODUCTION


One of the famous (if slightly erroneous) conclusions from the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre’s play No Exit is that “hell is other people.”1 The premise is that three souls find themselves in the afterlife—comprised of a single room with no doors or mirrors—and come to realize that not only are they stuck there forever, but they happen to really irritate the you-know-what out of each other. If you’ve ever been stuck in a middle seat on a full flight, you may have experienced something similar. Sartre found relationships so pivotal to one’s happiness that, when they go bad, it can literally feel like hell. I’ve heard similar sentiments over the years as I’ve served as the chief people officer for one of the most people-centric organizations in the world. When people feel disconnected, disenfranchised, or disillusioned at work, such feelings tend to be tied to those with whom they work: their boss, team members, colleagues, and even direct reports. As a result, I’ve written this book around a simple but powerful premise: At the heart of what makes us fulfilled and effective, both in our personal and our professional lives, is the quality of our relationships.

There is evidence to support just how important the quality of our relationships is. Take the findings of the Harvard Grant Study, in which researcher Dr. Robert Waldinger reported, “People who are more isolated than they want to be from others find that they are less happy, their health declines earlier in midlife, their brain functioning declines sooner, and they live shorter lives. . . .”2 Or recently Google’s in-depth analysis that found high-quality relationships were at the heart of highly successful teams.3

You’ve probably heard the adage that an organization’s greatest assets are its people. I’d like to take that one step further and share that, in my experience, it’s the relationships between those people that create the culture and, in the end, become an organization’s ultimate competitive advantage. In other words, at both the individual and organizational levels, relationships matter; nearly everything gets better when we focus on strengthening them. But there are old habits and biases standing in the way. When we find ourselves stuck in Sartre’s metaphorical room, surrounded by people we disagree with or who simply rub us the wrong way, often our first instinct is to point the finger at them. It’s their fault: If only my boss understood me better, or my colleagues respected me more, or my partner would listen. This is Sartre’s hell, where we stay awash in our victimhood and, rather than take responsibility for ourselves, denigrate and blame everyone else. And if we don’t just give up and consign ourselves to our fate, often the next instinct is to find a way out. This might mean leaving a team, a company, or even a marriage. There’s a strong temptation to look for an external change to make things right again. After all, a new and better room (with more reasonable people) lies just beyond the next door! But what happens when we arrive? Often we find ourselves in a new room with new people—inherently flawed as all humans are—with whom we must now learn to get along. We are simply the same person traversing one room to the next, carrying with us the same limiting beliefs that keep us ever stuck without an exit. And yes, it can feel like hell.

There is a way out.

It begins, as most things do, with a new way of thinking. As one of the senior leaders responsible for our culture at FranklinCovey, I’ve had the unique opportunity to experience this firsthand. In many organizations, my role oversees benefits, payroll, compliance, training, and other traditional HR functions—things that happen to people. And while those are important, we make a more meaningful contribution when we address what takes place between people—when we get better at understanding and improving the nature of our relationships. That is the “people part” of the chief people officer title.

When I first moved into the role, I certainly had a strong sense that nothing slowed work down more than problematic relationships. As time went on, experience after experience validated what I initially suspected: that effective relationships yield effective results. I’ve learned that nothing of significance happens without a focus on improving our interactions with one another. And while the natural tendency is to focus on what we want to “fix” in others, the best results come when we first start with ourselves. To quote the late Dr. Stephen R. Covey, author of the best-selling book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, cofounder of FranklinCovey, and recognized by Time magazine as one of the twenty-five most influential Americans, “All meaningful change comes from the inside out.”

While I don’t claim to be the originator of the many principles and paradigms that have come from this great firm, I have had the opportunity to see them in action, witnessing both the benefits when they were practiced and the costs when they were ignored. To this end, I present this book as a series of conversations and experiences I’ve had (or that have been shared with me from clients and others around the world) over the course of twenty-plus years. And while I’ve changed certain details to protect the privacy of those involved, these are the stories I felt most compelled to tell—stories of how our paradigms come to shape how we experience and interact with the world, of relationships saved and lost, of careers stunted or accelerated, and of those unique individuals who have helped me and many others in our organization get better at practically everything we do. While I have a deep well of lessons learned from failure, I’ve drawn mostly from examples of positive conversations over my life to illustrate the power of these practices. It is from such intersections of the theoretical and the practical that I have experienced my most profound and meaningful insights.

•  •  •

There are numerous practices that affect relationships, but I’ve chosen to write about fifteen that, in my experience, make the most significant impact. I’ll discuss why not living them can feel like Sartre’s hell, and prompt you with a question at the beginning of each chapter designed to help you surface your own experiences around that practice. You’ll also find most of the practices start with a story that doesn’t conclude until the end of the chapter. These bookends help frame the practice by illustrating where people typically get stuck and their resolutions. Each time I reintroduce the story at the end, I purposefully repeat a portion of the story to remind you of the original situation.

You can read this book from front to back, or you can scan the question at the beginning of each practice to identify a timely or deeply felt relationship challenge, and read that one first. And the “Get Better” applications at the end of each practice allow you to put a specific practice to work in your own life, if you choose. What’s most important, however, is that you approach this book with an open heart and mind, and consider the possibility that the only way to truly get better with others is to begin with yourself. It’s been my experience that, by doing so, it will pay benefits in practically every area of your life.
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PRACTICE 1

WEAR GLASSES THAT WORK

HAVE YOU EVER DISCOVERED THAT YOUR VERSION OF THE SUPPOSED TRUTH WASN’T SO TRUE OR COMPLETE AFTER ALL?

If so, you may want to consider

PRACTICE 1: WEAR GLASSES THAT WORK.

If you don’t wear glasses that work, your “room” may feel like Sartre’s hell because:

• You act on incorrect information.

• You don’t get the results you want.

• You feel foolish when you recognize your version of the truth is limited and inaccurate.

Jon walked into my office, sharply dressed and with an air of urgency. He ran a team that constantly felt the pressure to hit aggressive quality and deadline goals, and had a reputation for being frustrated with anyone or anything that slowed things down. I could read his expression at once: he wasn’t happy.

“Todd, you have a moment?” he asked as he walked in and shut the door behind him. He knew full well I had an open-door policy as the chief people officer, especially when my door was open.

“Sure,” I replied, inviting him to take a seat. He hesitated, likely resisting the urge to pace back and forth while he talked. He nodded and sat down, looking uncomfortable at the sudden lack of motion.

“So what’s going on?” I prompted. Jon rubbed his eyes and gathered his thoughts.

“It’s Isabel,” he said, obviously frustrated. “She’s dragging her feet and putting the deadline at risk—again.” Isabel was a project manager and Jon’s peer. Thoughtful, intelligent, and a big-picture thinker, she was a valuable and trusted member of the organization. She also seemed immune to Jon’s sense of urgency.

“I see. How can I be of help?”

“I need someone like you to reason with her,” Jon replied. “I’m not a people person.”

•  •  •

Jon’s declaration that he wasn’t a “people person” reminded me that we view not only ourselves, but those around us, through a set of lenses; and like any lens, they either sharpen or distort reality. I use this metaphor purposefully, as it was something I experienced when I learned my vision needed correcting. I remember putting on that first pair of glasses in second grade and being surprised by what I discovered: For the first time, I could see the leaves on the trees a few blocks away! Myriad other details that had gone unnoticed were suddenly visible, and my entire world took on a vibrant clarity.

The funny thing is, until that point, I had no idea what I was missing. To me, everything looked just as it should and it all made sense. No wonder my art teacher recommended a career in accounting! It took a new pair of glasses to see just how much I hadn’t noticed. You might think that finding a few extra leaves is trivial in the larger scheme of things, but there’s a greater truth at work. As philosopher and author Thomas Kuhn wrote, “All significant breakthroughs are break-withs old ways of thinking.”4 As it turns out, what we see informs how we think and feel, which influences what we do and the results we ultimately get.

Years ago a good friend of mine decided to get in shape and start running. This decision was important to him for several reasons, including a desire to live a healthier life and have increased energy to spend with his family. He did well for the first two days, but on the third, he tripped on a crack in the pavement and sprained his ankle. It was a painful injury that sidelined his efforts and required several months to heal.

When the time came to trade in his crutches for running shoes, he didn’t do it. He decided to give up on running altogether, despite how important it had been to his goal of realizing a healthy lifestyle. My friend put on a particular set of glasses, seeing himself as not athletic and the world as full of pitfalls. This view influenced his thoughts (that he’d made a mistake trying to run in the first place); those thoughts influenced his feelings (he was unmotivated and fearful); and those feelings drove his behavior (he ended up back on the couch). The goals that had been so important to him were forgotten.

How we view ourselves and the world around us is called a paradigm. This term has become so commonplace that, chances are, you’ve played “buzzword bingo” during an office meeting, and “Paradigm Shift” was one of the options. To quote Dr. Covey:



IF YOU WANT TO MAKE MINOR CHANGES IN YOUR LIFE, WORK ON YOUR BEHAVIOR. IF YOU WANT SIGNIFICANT, QUANTUM BREAKTHROUGHS, WORK ON YOUR PARADIGMS.



Let’s return to my friend and take a closer look at what was really going on. His ankle had healed, he had two normally functioning legs, and he was in good (but not great) health. His doctor told him he could—and probably should—take up running again, and that new pair of shoes was just sitting in the closet waiting to be laced up. And yes, the world is full of cracks in the pavement, but he can be on the lookout and learn to navigate them better. Imagine if my friend were to swap his limiting lenses for something more helpful:

• Seeing. I am physically able to run and navigate the small obstacles that come my way.

• Thinking. I can and should take up running again.

• Feeling. I’m optimistic I can reach the goals that are important to me.

• Doing. I’m pulling the shoes out of the closet and going for a run!

Simply choosing how we see ourselves and others has a cascading effect on what we think, feel, and do. This concept is a foundational principle for making significant changes in our lives. Consider some of the common ways we may inaccurately view ourselves and others:

• I don’t belong.

• I’m too lazy.

• I’m impatient.

• I’ll never be good enough.

• I can’t change—I am what I am.

We also have some common ways in which we may inaccurately view the world or others:

• Everything is against me.

• Things usually turn out bad.

• My friend is thoughtless.

• My colleague doesn’t know what he’s doing.

• People can’t be trusted.

• My team will never change.

Running was the basis for one of my own struggles with this principle, and it had a profound impact on me and one of the relationships that mattered most in my life. By the way, my preference for running stories reminds me of the old joke: How do you know if someone runs a marathon? Don’t worry, they’ll tell you!

Years ago my daughter, Sydney, like many teenagers, had her share of struggles with self-esteem. Compounding this struggle was the fact she had lost her hearing at an early age. It often made it difficult for her to communicate and served as fodder for the kind of teasing such challenges incite. I had recently taken up running, and wondered if completing a marathon might be good for her. She seemed to like the idea, so we started training together. Before long, however, she began to struggle. Between the early mornings and constant grind, it ended up being too much for her, and she dropped out. I was disappointed at first, but to be honest, I was also a little relieved that I could focus on my own goal of finishing the marathon in under four hours.

The race came and went. I didn’t make my goal and Sydney continued to have life struggles.

The next year I asked if she’d like to give it another shot. She agreed and we were back at it. Sydney hung in a little longer this time; but eventually, the mornings grew colder, her muscles grew sore, and she quit again. Again, I was disappointed, but I went back to my own training regimen. The race came and went. I didn’t make my goal, and Sydney continued to have struggles.

The following year I paused and reevaluated what was going on. Obviously, my good intentions weren’t working. I carefully thought about my daughter and how truly strong she was. I had seen her overcome barriers related to her hearing loss that I couldn’t imagine taking on. She had an almost unbelievable combination of strength and resilience. And if that were true—and I knew it was—the problem didn’t rest with her. I realized that I had never really seen her as being capable of completing the marathon. This belief expressed itself in the way we trained in the previous two attempts. For instance (I’m almost embarrassed to admit it), because she ran slower, I would often run around her so I could focus on my own conditioning. I was actually running around her! I can’t even imagine how discouraging it must have been having someone literally run circles around you every morning during your training. I’m sure Sydney thought she was holding me back, and that made it even easier for her to quit.

When I asked Sydney to run the marathon the third time, I expressed how I absolutely knew she could do it. And this time, I believed it! Therefore, so did she. We started training again, but now I focused completely on her. Sometimes it would materialize as little things, like me carrying the water bottles for both of us so she could concentrate on her form. Or in bigger things, like running slightly behind her so that she pushed her pace. This time Sydney didn’t quit; and that, in and of itself, was a great achievement. I knew there was more: I saw my daughter as someone who had the strength to not only make it to the starting line, but to the finish line as well.

Race day came, and I knew Sydney was going to finish. My only concern at this point was making sure we finished before they took down the balloons and ended all of the hoopla at the finish line. Based on our final training runs, I suspected we would come in around the five-and-a-half-hour mark . . . maybe five hours and twenty minutes if we really pushed it.

The race began and we took off. At about mile sixteen, I actually remember telling Sydney that the race was going by too fast. She looked at me like I was crazy. What sane person running a marathon ever complains of it going by too fast? But that was my feeling, because I was so enjoying watching Sydney accomplish this amazing goal. We crossed the finish line long before the balloons came down with a time of four hours and twenty-three minutes. We were exuberant, and she was on top of the world. It was a moment I will never forget. Crossing the finish line of my first marathon was thrilling, but nothing could compare to being with my daughter in this moment as she crossed her first finish line. And to think it might not have ever happened had I continued to see Sydney through the wrong glasses.

Here’s how the “Wear Glasses That Work” pattern played out for me when it came to my daughter:

• Seeing. I chose to see Sydney as someone with the strength and capability to finish a marathon.

• Thinking. I changed my conditioning strategy from focusing on both of us to focusing on just her.

• Feeling. I had confidence in her and what she could do—confidence I knew she felt.

• Doing. We trained in such a way that we both crossed the finish line together.

Whenever I contemplate this topic, I’m reminded of the words purportedly carved on an Anglican bishop’s tombstone in Westminster Abbey:



WHEN I WAS YOUNG AND FREE AND MY IMAGINATION HAD NO LIMITS, I DREAMED OF CHANGING THE WORLD.

AS I GREW OLDER AND WISER, I DISCOVERED THE WORLD WOULD NOT CHANGE, SO I SHORTENED MY SIGHTS SOMEWHAT AND DECIDED TO CHANGE ONLY MY COUNTRY.

BUT IT, TOO, SEEMED IMMOVABLE.

AS I GREW INTO MY TWILIGHT YEARS, IN ONE LAST DESPERATE ATTEMPT, I SETTLED FOR CHANGING ONLY MY FAMILY, THOSE CLOSEST TO ME, BUT ALAS, THEY WOULD HAVE NONE OF IT.

AND NOW, AS I LIE ON MY DEATHBED, I SUDDENLY REALIZE: IF I HAD ONLY CHANGED MYSELF FIRST, THEN BY EXAMPLE I WOULD HAVE CHANGED MY FAMILY. FROM THEIR INSPIRATION AND ENCOURAGEMENT, I WOULD THEN HAVE BEEN ABLE TO BETTER MY COUNTRY, AND WHO KNOWS, I MAY HAVE EVEN CHANGED THE WORLD.



We do a great disservice to ourselves when we wear the limiting lenses that are so often a part of human nature. But the good news is that changing one’s glasses is a choice, and we all have the power to do so—even my colleague Jon.

•  •  •

“I need someone like you to reason with her,” Jon replied. “I’m not a people person.”

And there it was—the all-too-common view that we are simply who we are and we can’t change. I knew Jon came into my office looking to recruit me as an ally to influence Isabel, but I felt there was something more important going on. “Jon, tell me why you believe that?”

“Believe what?”

“That you’re not a people person.”

I could tell from his expression that it wasn’t the response he had anticipated. He cleared his throat before continuing. “Well, you know how it is.”

I pressed on. “How is it, exactly?”

Jon sighed. “Look, I’m a results guy.” This script was a well-worn groove I’d heard countless times before. (For those of you born after 1980, google “record player” for more information on how all this “groove” business works.) “I push, I get results and, by doing so, I sometimes turn people off. I’m just not good at the soft stuff.”

“Remind me, you’ve been married how many years now?” I asked, knowing full well what the answer was.

“Nineteen.”

I knew that Jon was both an amazing husband and father, so I wasn’t buying in to his current view of himself. “Sounds like you’ve got a handle on some of that soft stuff after all.”

Jon opened his mouth to object but stopped himself. I think he knew me well enough to realize I wasn’t about to let this go. Instead, he raised his hands and slumped back into the chair. “Fine, I surrender.”

“Let’s say that you really are a people person then,” I continued, “how would you handle the situation with Isabel?”

“Well, I suppose I should be talking with her instead of you.”

I nodded. “I like how you said talking, because it’s about mutual respect and a shared purpose. I imagine you and Isabel both want the same things. So my suggestion is that you reject the notion that you’re not a people person and go and have a constructive conversation with your colleague. You might also want to consider the paradigm you have about Isabel.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I have a hard time believing Isabel isn’t as equally concerned about meeting the deadline.”

Jon thought it over. “Yeah, I’ll think about that. Good point.”

As Jon got out of his seat, he looked like he was doing his best to hold back a smile. “You really enjoy this ‘people’ stuff, don’t you?”
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APPLICATION 1

WEAR GLASSES THAT WORK

Take a moment to evaluate the glasses you’re currently wearing and if you should exchange them for ones that work better. Use this exercise to help determine if you’re wearing the right glasses.



1. Identify a relationship that feels off or challenging.

2. Like the example in the table below, list the reasons you think it’s not working.

3. On the list you’ve created, underline which reasons are facts—things about which most people would agree.

4. Any remaining items are likely opinions or paradigms you have about the person that may be incomplete. Consider each one carefully, then ask yourself: Are any of my opinions worth reconsidering? Which opinions (that I formerly thought of as “facts”) might I change? What would be the outcome if I changed them?

5. Draft a more complete paradigm worth considering.

6. Identify which actions you will take, based on glasses that work.



	REASONS

	NEW PARADIGM (Glasses That Work)

	ACTIONS




	Marietta is always defensive and alienates others. She acts like she knows more than she does. She is one of the highest performers on the team. She graduated at the top of her class. But she is insecure and trying to make up for it by becoming an authority on everything.

	Marietta wants to do a good job and means well. She may need more encouragement from me and more experience to learn how to collaborate with others.

	I will schedule a meeting with Marietta to better understand her, to share specific feedback about the good work she is doing, and to coach her on how to better engage with others.
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PRACTICE 2

CARRY YOUR OWN WEATHER

DO YOU EVER FIND THAT YOU’RE CONTROLLED BY OTHER PEOPLE, CIRCUMSTANCES, OR YOUR OWN KNEE-JERK REACTIONS?

If so, you may want to consider

PRACTICE 2: CARRY YOUR OWN WEATHER.

When you don’t carry your own weather, your room may feel like Sartre’s hell because:

• Life happens to you.

• Being a martyr becomes your brand.

• You limit your ability to positively influence others.

“Have you ever had to fire someone who was a favorite of everyone in the company?”

The question caught me off guard. I put my soda down and considered the man sitting across from me. We’d done some work together over the years and had kept a cordial relationship, which usually amounted to catching up over lunch when he was in town.

“I’m wondering if there’s a question behind the question,” I posed. My friend nodded, and I noticed a kind of weariness about him.

“Yesterday I spent hours meeting with the co-workers of a guy I had to fire. Everyone was really upset. Honestly, I was too—I can’t count the number of times I’ve gone out of my way to help him.”

I knew there could be several reasons to let someone go, and the last thing I wanted to do was pry into personal details, but obviously, my friend had something on his mind.

“I’ve had to let people go myself,” I replied sympathetically. “It’s never easy.”

My friend nodded. “He really touched a nerve with me. I mean, I’ve done a lot for this guy. And it’s not like he embezzled money or anything, but in a way, that makes the betrayal even worse.”

“Worse? What do you mean?”

“Turns out he was doing work for a competing organization after hours, and he never mentioned it. It shows you how little he thinks of me and the company that’s supported him,” he replied, growing angry. “I can’t believe he traded it all for practically nothing.”

“So how did it turn from a discussion to a firing?”

“Well, there wasn’t really much of a discussion. When I found out what had been going on, I let him go. Now, even the CEO is questioning my decision, and everyone thinks I’m the bad guy in all of this.”

I had to hide my growing concern—maybe the CEO hadn’t been that far off. Then again, there was probably more to the story.

“Look, loyalty matters to me, and people know that I make decisions quickly,” my friend continued. “I had no choice.”

•  •  •

I believe we are never without choice. Of course, that doesn’t mean things don’t happen outside of our control, or that our choices can’t be severely limited. As immortalized in the words of Viktor Frankl, Holocaust survivor and author of Man’s Search for Meaning: “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”5

I have a colleague who shared the story of a memorable professor he’d had as an undergrad. Every day, this short and somewhat rotund man would walk across the college campus, coffee in hand, seemingly incapable of being in anything but a good mood. He would greet students warmly, often stopping to talk with them about their day and was one of the most popular professors on campus. One morning a spring thunderstorm broke over the school and, having misplaced his umbrella, the professor still took his usual walk to class. When he arrived, he remained as cheerful as ever as the students peeled off their various layers of wet gear, somewhat annoyed at the unexpected downpour. One student, noticing the professor’s ever-pleasant disposition but soaked shirt, remarked, “Hey, Chuck, aren’t you at all bothered by the rain?” Chuck smiled in response.

“Sure, but I benefit from my lack of height—it takes longer for the rain to reach me.”

Not a single person on the campus had any control over the weather. Most reacted to the unwelcomed moisture by allowing their moods or the external nature of the storm to negatively affect them. They complained about the sudden drop in temperature or the fact that they got a bit wet. They allowed the darkening clouds to dictate their mood, longing for the sun to make an appearance and lift their spirits. It’s easy to feel like a victim with such thoughts, surrendering to the belief that we’re helplessly subject to the external world. And when others are the source of our dismay and helplessness, it’s easy to cast blame, level accusations, and adopt a victim mindset and language.

However, the professor made a different choice. Rather than react to the weather outside, he carried his own. He looked inward instead of outward. This happy teacher decided how he was going to think and feel based on what he valued, regardless of whatever storm happened to break. This choice is a defining characteristic between those who choose to carry their own weather and those who don’t—reacting to the external world as a victim or staying true to what you ultimately value. In the case of our short-statured professor, he valued the opportunity to come to class and do what he loved, to create a positive environment where his students could learn, and to plant educational seeds that might bear fruit for years to come. What was a little rain compared to that?

The esteemed Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, well known for his early radio and television work, expressed it this way: “Each of us makes his own weather—determines the color of the skies in the emotional universe which he inhabits.”

At the foundation of carrying your own weather is the ability to pause between stimulus and response. The earliest humans learned “fight or flight” as a way of reacting to potentially life-threatening situations. Fast-forward to the modern world. For most of us, the challenge of daily survival is no longer the standard. Our stresses now come in different, less life-threatening forms. Yet, external stimuli naturally cause us to react quickly, and sometimes inappropriately.
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Thankfully, we have more than just the reactive part of our brain to work with. As human beings, we share the unique trait of self-awareness—the ability to see and evaluate our own thoughts. It gives us the capability to pause, step back, and see ourselves along with the paradigms we adopt and use. In effect, it gives us the freedom to proactively choose our response.
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My good friend and colleague Aaron, who works as the director of recruitment in our organization, is an example of this principle. The best recruiters tend to put a lot of time and energy into finding and presenting the right person to the organization, and Aaron is no exception. I remember one candidate Aaron had worked with for several months. This highly sought-after individual was fielding overtures from several companies, but Aaron had gone to great lengths to build a relationship and favorably present our organization to her. I even remember Aaron going out of his way to meet with her on a Saturday, giving up his own free time with his family because it was the only day she could fly in. This person was truly exceptional. She stood out from all the other candidates presented to the team.

After all the time and energy Aaron had invested in the recruitment process and final interview, the hiring manager got back to him: “We really like her,” the manager announced, “but we’d like you to look for a few more candidates we could interview.”

Most people would want to put a fist through the wall at this point. Aaron knew this exceptional candidate would be recruited by another organization. I was there when the news was delivered and had been rooting for this candidate all along. I struggled with my own rush of emotions as I watched Aaron listen and draw a slow breath. Remarkably, he pushed the “pause button.” “Sure, I understand,” Aaron responded. “I know you need to have confidence that we’ve found the right person to succeed in this role. I’m happy to keep looking.”

Frankly, I was amazed. My respect for Aaron deepened. Later, I pulled him aside and asked how he managed to be so positive in the face of this frustrating rejection. “Todd, if the hiring manager isn’t excited about the candidate, that person isn’t going to succeed,” he replied. “And since that’s the outcome that matters, I just need to find the right fit.”

I wish I’d had Aaron’s maturity earlier in my career.

As a young recruiter myself, I’d engaged a colleague to work with me, but it turned out she wouldn’t come for less than a thousand dollars more than the company was paying me to do a similar job. To my surprise, my boss approved the higher salary request. I was incensed. “Wait a minute!” I complained. “I’ve been with the company for four years. I found this person, and now you’re going to pay her more than you pay me?”

My boss simply responded that you pay what it takes to get the right person. I returned to my office full of negative and angry thoughts. It’s not fair! Why should I get paid less? My boss doesn’t appreciate me. Maybe I should stop working so hard. Maybe I should look for a job somewhere else? These thoughts persisted over the next few days, and I essentially wallowed in my own victimhood. One evening I was complaining about the situation to my dad, expounding on the great injustice I was suffering. He listened patiently as I blamed my boss, my friend, the job itself, and anything else I could come up with. When I had finished, he looked me in the eye and asked, “Have you thought about what you could do to qualify for the extra thousand dollars? Fairness in the marketplace is about getting a fair price for what you can do.”

Suddenly, it hit me. I’d been spending my time reacting to my emotions rather than choosing to focus on what I could do to influence the situation. Where I saw a great and woeful injustice, my father saw an opportunity to broaden my thinking about my role. The next day, I approached my boss and asked, “I appreciate you listening to my frustration the past few days over this pay issue. What would you need to see from me to consider raising my pay as well?”

I remember his reaction to this day—as if he’d been waiting for that simple question all along. “I’m so glad you asked, Todd,” he replied. “Right now, it’s taking ten months on average to recruit a new physician. If we could shorten the recruitment cycle to six months, I’d feel great about looking at your compensation.” I reluctantly let go of feeling like a victim and started focusing my time and energy on shortening the recruitment cycle. And it worked! It was a tough lesson, but I learned the benefits of carrying my own weather versus the consequences of playing the victim.

Let me return to my colleague Aaron. The power of carrying your own weather is so great that it can overcome even the most difficult storms we face. At forty-three, Aaron went in for a routine eye exam; Aaron’s doctors discovered a brain tumor that had been growing for the last fifteen years. Instead of panicking or falling into despair, Aaron calmly made appointments and went through the process of getting the tumor evaluated and treated. It was benign but was causing swelling on his optic nerve, which affected his vision. If left untreated, the tumor could become life-threatening. The doctors scheduled an emergency surgery to remove the growth.

The day after surgery, I visited Aaron. I was impressed with his positive attitude. “They think the surgery went well,” he announced from the hospital bed. “They’ll run some scans in a few weeks, but I’m feeling optimistic.” As the weeks passed, his health continued to improve. I couldn’t help but wonder if his attitude was a significant factor.

Months after the procedure, he met with us at work just to express his thanks for our support. He began to get emotional, not for the severity of the situation or the pain and suffering he’d had to endure, but because of his appreciation for the important relationships in his life. “I’m sorry,” he told us, “I’m just overcome with gratitude—for my life, my family, and for my friends here at work.”
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