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Chapter 1

WORKPLACE GENIE AND YOU

Today’s workplace is an unhappy place for many people. Almost 70 percent of employees say they feel disengaged with their jobs. And almost always, the reason is summed up in one word: relationships. So if you feel …

•   Unfairly treated at work …

•   Undermined by a coworker …

•   Paralyzed by criticism …

•   Cowed by an abusive boss …

•   Frustrated by your inability to advance …

•   Victimized by office politics …

You’re not alone! Most people feel that way at times. Even if your situation is less extreme than those on our short list, you may feel stuck in place or unsure how to speak up for yourself. Or you might feel like an outsider in the office and wonder why you don’t relate to your coworkers, or you might suspect your people skills are hampering your career.

What if you had the resources to improve your relations with the boss, coworkers, and other problem people? What if you knew how to initiate change in your own situation and alter other people’s perceptions of you?

You do! Most people own the inner resources to deal effectively with workplace problems and people. But they haven’t developed strategies to connect with those capabilities and use them with confidence.

Workplace Genie will show you fresh ways of seeing and acting. The approaches may seem surprising and even unorthodox at first glance, given our entrenched patterns of thinking about the workplace, but they’re based on sound psychological principles. We'll help you understand your own past experience so you can vanquish the ghosts of earlier situations you mishandled and no longer have to worry about repeating your mistakes. We’ll give you specific techniques for taking the lead to improve your immediate work relationships. And we’ll equip you to create good relationships in your future career stops, whatever direction you take.

What we won’t do is give you a set of formulaic approaches that involve labeling other people as types, or tell you how to outmaneuver an “opponent.” Nor will we fill you with clever responses that may make you feel good in the short run, but short-circuit your ultimate success.

Our goals for you are more ambitious. We want to:

•   Open up your perceptions so you see the world around you and other people more accurately, and more deeply.

•   Free you from false ideas about your own limitations.

•   Equip you to assess your options realistically and creatively.

•   Empower you to deal confidently with difficult people and situations.

•   Enable you to bring out other people’s better selves.

And most of all, we want to show you how to know and bring out your own best self.

This book gives you illuminating ideas from psychology and professional communication and shows you how to use them based on real-life experience of people you’ll recognize. You’ll discover strategies to access your intuition and thinking power, as well as techniques to manage and shift your state of mind, stay cool under fire, and manage your emotions. Everything in this book is based on deeply human truths, but it’s all practical, realistic, and in many cases, surprisingly simple.

WHY WORKPLACE RELATIONSHIPS MATTER

Most employers place “interpersonal skills” at the top of their most-wanted lists. They have good reasons. Few jobs today exist in a vacuum. We don’t accomplish much on our own. In every field and type of organization, important work is accomplished through collaboration. We need coworkers to actively support us and want supervisors to value us and help us grow.

Given more or less equal skill sets, the individual perceived as most personable will always be hired. On the job, you must keep proving yourself not just in terms of your technical abilities, but also by how you interact on a daily basis with the boss and coworkers. If you look back over your own work history, whatever your field, we think you’ll agree that your own success or failure—as well as happiness—has rested on relationships.

The boss-employee relationship sets the tone and can create a positive, encouraging environment, or the opposite. A recent Gallup poll showed that 75 percent of workers who voluntarily left their jobs did so because of their bosses. The survey also revealed that employers don’t know this: 89 percent believe that most people leave to earn more money (in fact, only 12 percent quit for this reason).

WHY WORK RELATIONSHIPS ARE HARD

Typically, we’re in the company of coworkers far more than that of friends and family. We work on average 8.7 hours per day, sleep 7.7 hours, and have only 7.6 hours for everything else in our lives. For most of us, the office is a second home, populated by individuals we’re not related to, didn’t choose to spend time with, and may not even like. Power is typically unequal, and company culture may foster fierce in-house competition.

Today’s work environment multiplies these built-in challenges:

•   We may be called on to do more with less and even more than one job.

•   Organizations may slash jobs and benefits, reorganize budgets, and shift priorities often.

•   Jobs are more specialized and technical, demanding more collaboration.

•   Today’s diverse workplace presents us with deep differences in how we see the world, communicate, and assign value.

•   Progress in addressing gender issues and cultural differences makes the work environment more hypersensitive.

•   Many leaders remain oblivious to the impact of untrained supervisors put in place for the wrong reasons, and fail to provide support structures for conflict resolution.

Because the stakes are high and the environment is basically impersonal, workplace emotions are often highly intense. We have a lot at stake and the many levels of daily interaction can easily tap into our insecurities. Once generated, bad feelings tend to escalate because it’s hard to express them to people we only relate to in a business setting. So we usually muffle them. Even a small misunderstanding can linger to sour a relationship. Resolving interpersonal issues in our private lives may be daunting enough, but it’s even harder at work.

It’s impossible for us to approach the office setting as a clean slate. Because we’re the same individual in both our work and personal lives, we bring our own personalities, needs, pressures, insecurities, anxieties, and response patterns with us. And typically, we also carry in the emotions generated at home. A fight with a spouse, a money problem, or a sick child can start the workday badly and continue to cloud our perspective, making it more difficult to address the obstacles we encounter at work.

HOW WORKPLACE GENIE CAN HELP

As a result of the many challenges of today’s workplace, only 30 percent of employees surveyed by Gallup describe themselves as engaged, and therefore productive, as well as happy with their work.

Workplace Genie cannot fix the enormous set of problems this suggests, of course. But we can show you how to diagnose your own work situation and relationships so you can better understand what you’re dealing with, assess your options, and make decisions.

Our central message: Your workplace now—and those you encounter in the future—may seem like intractable worlds where you are boxed in, the victim of circumstances. So you may come to feel unengaged, frustrated, dead-ended. But here’s the big “but”: you have a surprising degree of power to make your own role more satisfying and create better, more supportive relationships. Workplace Genie will help you understand your experience, take charge of your own responses, and assume the initiative in building a more satisfying environment.

WHAT YOU’LL DISCOVER

To help you accomplish these goals, we’ll show you a variety of techniques drawn from psychology, such as reframing, visualization, and role-playing, as well as practical communication strategies. When helpful, we’ll include examples of their use to solve typical problems, with analyses of what works, why, and what might have been more successful. Each chapter will also suggest stimulating activities to help you practice the ideas.

Here are some of the basic principles on which we base our advice, along with the goals that we hope resonate with you.

1.   Don’t believe everything you tell yourself. Contrary to what you may think, you are not the best authority on yourself. That’s fortunate, because most of us share a human characteristic that leads us to give negative experiences far more weight, credence, and longevity than the positive ones. We hardly pay attention to our successes, but forever agonize over our mistakes and failures. We put them in our mental forefront, distorting our perceptions. We take our own self-criticism far more seriously than we usually should. And we are each a storehouse of false assumptions—like “I can’t handle so much responsibility” or “I can’t learn this program” or “She’ll never listen to me.”

Goal: Don’t set limits on your own capacities. We’ll show you how to better value your strengths, move past self-negating ideas and self-criticism, and encourage yourself to keep growing.

2.   Don’t be blinded or distracted by your emotions and personal patterns in dealing with other people. We often let our insecurities and feelings get in the way of reacting appropriately to other people, as well as ourselves. Anger, fear, anxiety, assuming that we’ll be rejected or disrespected, expecting the worst—all these things block both our intuitive and rational thinking. Then we misinterpret behavior, misunderstand meaning, respond inappropriately, miss opportunities, and invite mistreatment by people who tap into our insecurities.

Goal: Learn to manage your own state of mind. We’ll show you ways to say no to your impulses, control your negative patterns, and shift into observer mode. You’ll know how to recognize the kind of behaviors and situations that trigger your emotions, as well as how to resist the trap of other people’s strong emotions. We’ll help you figure out when to stand your ground, when to reconcile, and in some situations, when to plan your exit.

3.   Critically examine the situation that challenges you. Is the boss’s recent coldness a sign that she is unhappy with your work, or is she coping with problems in her role? Is your contribution ignored because you’re not valued, or is the company in crisis? Are you reporting to a supervisor who is at times moody or unfair, or to one who consistently abuses you—a bully? Assessing the realities makes a big difference in how you handle situations.

Goal: Assess and understand before you act. Don’t rush to assumptions about other people or ascribe motives—they may be far offtrack. We’ll give you ways to see other people’s perspectives and scan the scene more objectively. It’s important to differentiate between a truly toxic environment and a temporary problem in a climate that is open to adjustment. We’ll give you the clues.

4.   Recognize that you—and everyone else—have not just one self, but many. You have a five-year-old self, and a grown-up one. A confident self, and an insecure one. An assertive self, and a timid one. A social one, and a reclusive one. You even have a future wise self who can be called on for advice! At the same time, everyone you encounter has multiple selves. More easily than you may suspect, you own the power to call on the self you need and draw out another person’s better self.

Goal: Rather than “know yourself,” choose to “know your selves.” Instead of seeing yourself—and other people—as constant and unchangeable, discover that they are complex individuals who are different people at different times. Learn how to draw on your best self for the occasion—and how to draw out another person’s more forgiving, or generous, or flexible self.

5.   Believe that you have the power to take the lead and make things happen. Don’t wait for a hope to materialize. You can build a positive relationship, warm one up, and at times accomplish a reset. You can create allies. Take the initiative to become both more valuable and more valued. Recover from a serious mistake. Create your own happiness at work—or make a good decision about your next step and take it in your own time frame, not someone else’s.

Goal: Realize that you own 50 percent of the responsibility for how you are treated and are in charge of how you act and react. Be open to recognizing your role and the many options available to you for creating better outcomes. Learn to practice empathy and compassion, and you’ll be able to build more supportive relationships, even with those to whom you don’t naturally relate.

When you bring Workplace Genie’s strategies to work, the rewards may come faster than you expect.

ABOUT CHOOSING TO CHANGE

Having read this far, you know that our main mission is to help you achieve your work goals. You can opt for “quick fixes” and adopt the various practical tools to plan conversations, come up with better answers, and counter negative actions from other people. We also want you to use the tools on a deeper level: to change yourself in ways that make you more open, empathetic, and creative. This kind of change demands commitment. It’s also the most rewarding effort you can make for your career, and for becoming the person you want to be.

It’s not an impossible dream. If you have the commitment, we have the tools and techniques. Workplace Genie gives you a wide array of strategies to draw from according to your own nature and need, adapted from the authors’ combined toolkits.

We invite you to undertake the deeper journey.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Ideally, read through all of Workplace Genie. We’ve built in a natural sequence to help you expand your perception, thinking, and skills. You may find helpful ideas and examples throughout the book and can combine different strategies to handle a given challenge.

We recommend dedicating some time to the activities that resonate with you. There are a number of choices. Reading can be a passive experience, and we want to orient you for action. We’ve developed the practice activities specially for this book based on our joint experience in psychology and communications.

Begin right now with your first set of exercises: questions to help you define your goals and orient yourself to the discoveries ahead. It’s best to write out your answers, as with most of the activities throughout the book. Writing promotes an analytic frame of mind, and you’ll be surprised at how much you know.

INTO ACTION

1.   Which relationships with a supervisor, coworkers, or other individuals at work challenge you the most, or are not serving you well? And what would the ideal relationship in each case look like? For example, you might want a boss to give you more attention or praise. From a coworker, you may want more respect, consideration, or communication. Write down a specific analysis of what you want to change.

2.   Where do you think these problems originated? Who do you believe is responsible? Do you see any ways in which you contribute to the problems?

3.   What kind of options do you give yourself to solve work problems: Do what you’re asked and live with it, like it or not? Minimize your engagement? Ask for what you want? Abandon the scene?

4.   If a current problem is not “fixed,” how could it affect your career? Might it undermine your hard work and career ambitions? Are the stakes high in another way?

Keep your notes! At different points in working through this book, check back and see if you’ve changed your ideas about your own capabilities and how you can achieve your goals.


Chapter 2

FIND THE POWER IN KNOWING YOUR PERSONAL PATTERNS

You have more power than you realize: the power to take charge of how you’re treated, how you build relationships, and how you handle tough situations in your workplace.

Especially under stress, we often discount or distrust our own resources, intuition, and perceptions. This chapter shows you how to begin tapping into your intuition and deeper knowledge. Absorb these ideas and adapt them to your work life, and you’ll find yourself opening up to new possibilities. These strategies are not just special-occasion tactics: they will help you interact with other people more realistically and more comfortably on an everyday basis, not only solving problems, but also preventing them.

The first step is to identify the roadblocks you unconsciously place in your own way—the personal patterns that lead you to interpret and react to challenging situations in deeply entrenched and often-counterproductive ways. You’ll find that techniques for recognizing what’s shaping your responses and holding you back will meld into action strategies to create the changes you want.

IDENTIFYING YOUR PERSONAL FILTERS AND PATTERNS: WHY AND HOW

Did you ever take an art class where everyone in the room drew the same object, whether a flower or a human model? If so, you probably noticed that each drawing differed distinctly from the others, but all resembled the original subject in some way. Some may have seemed more “true to life” than others—probably because they looked closer to your own vision of the original. But each was an interpretation.

Similarly, we constantly interpret the events, words, and actions we encounter. For example, you’re at an industry event and spot a client across the room. Instead of acknowledging you, she turns and walks out of sight. What does it mean?

•   You’re sure she’s angry at something you overlooked. You return to your office and wonder all day how you failed and how to remedy the situation.

•   You conclude that she doesn’t like you, doesn’t appreciate all the work, is probably looking elsewhere, and your firm will lose the business.

•   You note the action and think that maybe she’s focused on making a connection with someone else right now.

•   You think that maybe she just didn’t notice or recognize you.

Rationally, without knowing the facts behind what happened, it’s clear that the third and fourth interpretations are the most useful. Either might lead you to seek her out a bit later to say hello and reinforce the relationship. But if your pattern is to interpret mystery actions to reflect badly on yourself or others, you follow what feels like instinct, limiting your ability to react in your own interests.

We need to manage the expectations and assumptions that influence our perspective, which determines how we see, think, and act. But where does individual perspective that shapes our patterns come from?

Every one of us carries our own way of seeing and experiencing the world. It’s created by our early family life, personal experience, and all the rest of our unique history. We bring this personal filter into the workplace and every other part of our lives. It acts as a private frame of reference and can produce blind spots, limiting our ability to understand other people and interpret their actions objectively. It may block us from accessing exactly the resources we need to field a challenge or solve a problem. It leads us to channel others into behavior we don’t want.

This is especially apt to happen because human beings have an innate predisposition toward the negative. It’s estimated that the human brain generates fifty thousand to eighty thousand thoughts per day—of which 95 percent are repeats, and 80 percent are negative. We have no idea whether these claims are scientifically valid, especially because there’s no clear definition of “a thought.” But most of us can agree that it feels like our brains are constantly puttering away with inner conversation, whether we want them to or not, and that many of our thoughts are negative.

In workplace contexts we are variously prone to think things like:

•   I’m fat (or short or skinny or young or old), so no one will respect me.

•   I’ll make a serious mistake on this.

•   I’ll be exposed for not knowing such and such.

•   Nobody here likes me.

•   If I speak up, they’ll be angry.

•   I’m not going to get this opportunity.

•   I never get credit for my hard work.

The problem is that when ideas like these are in our mental forefront, or when even a minor incident triggers them, powerful emotions can take over. As we lose perspective and restrict our perceptions, our bodies reflect the negative feelings and further lock us into them. Thus, we respond to the emotion rather than the situation in front of us. We may turn a neutral interaction into a negative one, or handle a real threat less ably than we could.

When you’re conscious of your reaction patterns, you can bypass your own filters and start to separate your perceptions from reality. You can identify your personal triggers: the specific actions or words that set off unproductive responses that repeat, over and over again, in your work and personal life. Once you’re aware of them, you’ll be better able to break unproductive patterns, understand other people, and respond in positive ways.

But how to see what’s generally invisible to us? Here’s a set of ways.

Find your patterns by analyzing your emotions

Emotions in themselves provide major clues to our patterns. Think about a time when you felt misunderstood and bring back the moment. Where do you feel tension? How does your body feel?

The impact of emotions on the body differs among individuals. Maybe your chest gets tight, or your stomach hurts, or your heart speeds up. You may sweat. You may find yourself digging your nails into your palms or generally stiffening. These are symptoms of anxiety. Or you might experience symptoms of anger, or sadness, or other emotion. Instead of letting them pull you down, see these emotions as cues that you need to resist your negative response and focus on what’s important to you.

For instance, our acquaintance Margaret, though quite successful in her career, found herself endlessly anxious in her new job. She had held her previous position for almost a decade and become comfortable with its demands. But now she found herself challenged to adopt more advanced technology systems, so old insecurities about her competence surfaced. This nervousness hampered her learning curve. She was sure everyone was marking her insufficiencies. So when her boss made a neutral remark or asked a question—such as “When will this report be ready?”—she responded defensively with long, unnecessary explanations about the problems and delays. This undermined her in the boss’s eyes and made her annoying to talk to. He began avoiding her.

Unaware of her role in this downward spiral, Margaret felt, and behaved, increasingly indecisive. She sought frequent reassurance from those around her. One day a coworker burst out: “You know, Margaret, you’re driving everyone crazy asking for so much help all the time! Isn’t it time you stood on your own feet?”

Margaret was jarred into considering her own behavior. Why, despite her considerable professional achievement, did she feel like she couldn’t master new ways of working and needed to depend on other people’s opinions so much? She began to glimpse that she was living an old pattern that had cropped up in her life before, and that it probably related to her earliest experience. Margaret had grown up in a family with high expectations and ready criticism when those expectations were imperfectly met, so she was prone to feeling anxious and unsure when faced with a new task. In her previous job she’d initially been treated as a beginner. But now she was expected to function on a sophisticated level out-of-the-box and her technical deficit had triggered insecurities she thought she’d left behind. This in turn put her in an emotional turmoil.

Margaret began gradually understanding that her personal pattern led her to misperceive events and misread other people’s actions. She assumed they were as critical of her as she was of herself.

Did understanding this “cure” Margaret of the internalized pattern? No—of course it’s not that easy. But the realization caused her to take note of her own negative assumptions. Now, when she feels herself becoming anxious and defensive, she consciously hits “stop” and asks herself, did something happen here or am I reacting to my own distortions? Seeing more clearly also prompted her to take practical steps. She easily found learning opportunities to develop skill with the new technology.

Find your patterns by considering common possibilities

While in many ways we are each unique, a number of response patterns are common. See if you recognize any of the following behavioral patterns. Do you …

•   Frequently feel overlooked or unappreciated?

•   Personalize it when an idea is turned down or you’re left out of a conversation?

•   Blame yourself for everything that goes wrong?

•   Dwell on what you might have done differently when something doesn’t work out?

•   Tend to be critical of others and diminish them?

•   Shy away from standing up for yourself?

•   Rescue people from mistakes habitually even when it’s not your role?

•   Avoid taking responsibility for your mistakes?

•   Close your ears to disagreement or automatically reject criticism?

•   Try to avoid the limelight?

These patterns represent just a handful of ways people consistently interpret events and react to them. Do any of the descriptions resonate with you? Do they suggest other personal patterns close to your own?

It’s important not to cast blame on yourself. We all have patterns like these. We guarantee that even the people you most admire and respect have just as many powerful personal patterns that could work against them if given free rein. Instead, highly successful people learn to work with their own patterns by noticing when they’re triggered, staying conscious of their response, and managing their behavior.

Of course, context matters. A constant rescuer, for example, may provide valuable help, but offering good advice that’s welcome is different from intervening to show off.

Notice how patterns also carry habitual and recurring consequences. Someone who’s uncomfortable with success might repeatedly hold himself back from reaching a goal. Someone who is always ready to feel rejected may not follow up if someone doesn’t return a phone call or instantly agree to a request. Imagine how hard it might be for a self-blaming person to weather the small daily storms of office life. And an “I-won’t-listen” or “it’s-never-my-fault” pattern tends to backfire on the job and contribute to a quick exit.

Find your patterns by listening to what people tell you

Listening for a grain of truth in what other people say doesn’t mean taking every criticism to heart and vowing to change with every negative remark. First consider the source: Is he or she well-meaning? If it’s your boss who is generally a nice person, the criticism might be constructive.

Also take seriously a criticism you’ve heard often, or from different managers or coworkers. Criticisms from your personal life are just as relevant. Someone we know, Jenny, was often told by her husband: “You close your mind and never want to hear another side to anything!” She saw this as a response pattern particular to their relationship and her partner’s own reactions when they disagreed.

Then at work, she made a major error in the early stage of a project that would cost her days of headache to correct. Hearing her vent, another team member observed mildly, “I could have told you that the data was questionable, but I knew you’d just argue with me.”

Jenny paid attention to the echo she heard between her work and personal lives and put herself on alert for occasions when she might be closing out things she needed to hear. While there was no quick fix to her tendency to shut out unwelcome input, awareness put her a big step ahead. Take note when you hear the same message—whether an observation, criticism, or suggestion—from two or more people in different ways and different kinds of situations.

Find your patterns by embracing positive input

While it’s important to consider criticism, it’s also crucial to accept positive and supportive input—especially given that we are often prone to negative patterns, which we’ll discuss in some detail later on in the chapter. Give credence to compliments and resist rushing to discount them. Many of us are far too ready to accept negative input as more “true” than the positive kind, and let it make a much bigger impression on us. Some of our associates who present workshops professionally may get input that is 90 percent favorable, but obsess over the 10 percent that is not. This keeps them focused on what they didn’t do perfectly, but they might actually learn more from knowing what did work and what the participants most valued. If you have a pattern that makes you uncomfortable with praise, think: What might be different if you allowed yourself to absorb it? What do you need to do to hear compliments and accord them more weight?

Receiving praise helps you know how well you are aligned with other people’s needs, expectations, and values. Pay attention to specifics of what someone says. Here’s a story we heard from an assistant office manager, Alex. For months on the new job, he had consciously tried to please his supervisor—staying late, troubleshooting the computers, proofing documents. One day the boss said, “Hey, Alex, thanks for handling the IT guys so well yesterday. You must have a real knack—they fixed the problem fast for a change.”

Alex thought about this. In appreciating his interpersonal skills, rather than the technical ones he took pride in, the boss gave him an important clue to an unconsidered strength and higher potential value in his role.

It’s hard to see our own assets in perspective, because we tend to take a natural ability for granted. We can be similarly blind to our best personal qualities. Ask a colleague or friend what she admires about you and you will probably be very surprised. Her list of your strengths may be quite different from yours and should be taken to heart.

Organizations have learned to ask similar questions of customers. “What do you like best about working with us?” often elicits an answer that bears little relation to the leaders’ expectations and may highlight an asset they have not especially valued. This discovery process gives them a firmer foundation for building on strengths and communicating about the company.

Find your patterns in your own history

It’s useful, as Margaret found, to build your awareness of how your background develops the patterns you may take with you through life. Think about other members of your family. It’s easier to detect patterns in people other than yourself. In every family, we train ourselves to read responses based on patterns of action and response. One family may greet an achievement exuberantly with warm hugs, and later in life, we feel disappointed when we experience this lack of physical affection.

Or a family might not value a particular skill or asset, shaping a long-term expectation of being unappreciated. Your parents and siblings might have rarely listened to you—or might have paid rapt attention to every word. Siblings might have been supportive or behaved jealously. Either situation instills built-in expectations.

Think about the emotional patterns in your family, or talk about them with another member or a trusted friend familiar with your early home. You might ask:

•   What complaints did family members make about one another?

•   What was the family trait or habit most difficult or uncomfortable for you while growing up?

•   Was there someone in the family whose extreme behavior dominated family interaction and communication (e.g., bullying, demanding, whining, criticizing)?

•   Were there traumatic events or a single big event that affected the family interaction?

•   Do you feel you had a specific role in the family dynamic (e.g., the popular one, the studious one, the good-looking one, the victim, the caretaker)?

Another good way to tap into your history is to monitor your own more recent repeat experiences. Do you find yourself saying internally, “It’s happening again—I’m being bypassed for the best assignments,” or “I’m being ignored again at business events,” or “This colleague doesn’t like me, either”? Ask yourself: Is this an old story, something that’s happened to me many times before?

One of us recalls hearing from an acquaintance, Lou, about an argument with his wife. In the heat of the moment she threw at him, “The problem with you is, you’re never willing to admit you’ve made a mistake!”

“Can you imagine?” Lou said. “She made the same criticism my first wife used to make all the time! What’s wrong with women?”

It didn’t occur to Lou that he should consider this reiteration as a response to his own behavior and patterns of interaction. There’s a lot to learn by reviewing our full range of life experience and noticing any recurring situations we get caught in.

HOW TO START BREAKING PATTERNS THAT WORK AGAINST YOU

Once you begin noticing your patterns, you can identify the ones that get in the way of enjoying harmonious personal and work relationships. Negative patterns and the negative expectations they carry often take the form of habit. As we all know, breaking a habit isn’t easy, but the payoff here is big: the more attuned you are to the process, the more you are able to change your life.

Think back to when you were in high school. You desperately wanted to join the tennis team, the debate club, the school newspaper—you fill in the blank. But with at least some of your aspirations, an internal skeptic kept reminding you of your limitations, how much more qualified other people were, and all the other reasons not to get your hopes up.

We bring the same tendency to the workplace. Think about times when you’ve taken negative thoughts as facts—for example, my boss will never adopt any of my ideas because they’re not good enough; or my clients will never let me raise my prices because they don’t value what I give them that highly. Ask yourself: If someone else said to you, “Your colleagues will never accept your suggestions because they’re just plain dumb” or “Your work isn’t good enough for you to charge more,” would you be affronted? You should be!

We often downgrade our own capacities without being conscious of doing so and ignore how powerful this self-denigration can be. When the denigrations come from someone else, we can often recognize that they are just opinionated insults. We often don’t show ourselves the same skepticism. But being aware of this tendency frees us to interrupt an insidious pattern of self-doubt. Pattern interruption is a major doorway to change. The more we encourage ourselves to open our minds to positive reality, the harder it is for us to keep insulting ourselves.

Pay attention to the tone of voice inside your head when you’re undermining yourself. Is it abrupt? Impatient? Are you giving yourself negative labels, like “I’m an idiot,” “I’m hopeless,” or “I never stand up for myself”? “I always lose”?

Counter your self-diminishing labels

The labels you give yourself can literally stop you in your tracks. They interfere with realistic perception and prevent you from responding effectively to what is happening. This is unlikely to advance other people’s opinion of you and may well damage it.

Negative self-labeling makes it harder to connect with your confident part, too. It prevents you from thinking well on your feet. Suppose, for example, you’re giving a presentation and are not happy with how it’s going. If you think to yourself, “Oh my God, it’s not working, I’m a loser,” it’s all over but the cleanup. But if you say to yourself, “Oops … this piece didn’t go over very well. I’ll shift direction now,” you support your own success.

Train yourself to be mindful of when you slip into negative self-talk and pessimistic predictions. When you’re starting to feel engulfed by such thinking, pause. Breathe slowly and deeply—this quickly slows the heartbeat and pulse and helps release anxiety, panic, and anger. Take a quiet moment to consider the important dynamic you’re experiencing. Ask yourself:

•   Am I jumping to conclusions?

•   Is my interpretation of this incident colored by a negative pattern and the emotions it provokes?

•   Are other interpretations of what’s happening possible?

•   Am I closing my mind to evidence or opportunities to know the facts?

The more open you are to recognizing that you’re succumbing to negative expectations, the faster you can master the techniques to counter them.

Resist negative assumptions about other people

•   “The boss won’t listen … he’ll never understand … he doesn’t value me.”

•   “She’ll be so angry at me for bringing this up that I’ll only make the situation worse.”

•   “If I tell the group I found a big problem with the plan, they’ll think I’m a troublemaker.”

•   “My coworker doesn’t like me, so why try to be friendly?”

Making such assumptions about other people is often unfair, and they stand in your way. People tend to meet your expectations. For example, if you want to address an unreasonable workload with a supervisor, expecting her to discount what you say works against you. It shapes your argument and how you present it. If you hold back an informed opinion because you assume the group will ignore it, you hurt the common goal and lose an opportunity to contribute.

Assumptions may be based on your own distorted perceptions and may not reflect the total reality. Here, too, our strong emotions can act as filters that prevent us from seeing the full picture.

Notice that when you’re angry with someone, you start remembering every other incident involving that person that provokes similar feelings. You may also bring to mind and dwell on situations in which other people caused you to feel mistreated. When your mind floods with this general kind of resentment, notice that your eyes narrow—and so does your perception. Remind yourself to withhold judgment in such moments, perhaps with a practical reminder, like consciously widening your eyes to counter that closing down tendency.

Recognize how you create patterns of expectation in others

One of Newton’s laws of motion says that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. This holds true for the world of human behavior as well. With people we spend time with, we quickly create patterns of expectations, and vice versa. If you’ve reported to a supervisor for more than a few weeks, she’ll have expectations about what she may ask of you, the nature of your skills, your strengths and weaknesses, your temperament, and your probable reaction to many circumstances. And you’ve drawn similar conclusions about her.

In addition to being careful not to make negative assumptions about other people, be aware that your own behavior may have created negative assumptions in how they see you. You may have earned them by the quality of your work, the attitude you’ve communicated, the way you speak to the person. Of course, factors beyond your control are often involved as well. Even a simple interaction can be highly complex because every individual brings to it his own perspective, assumptions, and set of patterns.

For the factors that are within your control, keep in mind: constancy creates expectations. If you’re a reliable and resourceful hard worker, you may find yourself with a disproportionate share of the work. If, on the other hand, you’ve demonstrated that you can only be counted on for a limited amount of work, of a certain kind, that expectation becomes entrenched and you are unlikely to be promoted.

In either case, you probably want to remedy the situation. Both efforts demand that you take the initiative, but the second one—changing someone’s poor opinion of your capabilities—is harder to accomplish. Others see us as we have been—not as we want to be. So, along with techniques for becoming the person you want to be, we’ll share tools to help people see you in a different light.

Here’s an immediate approach for starters: What one small thing might you do to break a pattern of negative expectation that works against you? For example, instead of going straight to your desk every day, could you pop your head into your boss’s office and say “good morning”? Could you be the one to ask someone who was out sick how she feels today? Could you return a grumpy remark with a cheerful smile? Could you come in earlier for a week at crunch time?

Now we hope you will practice what you’ve learned so far. The activities are designed to help you absorb your new insights so you can use the techniques ahead to connect with your own best resources.

INTO ACTION

1.   Hear your negative self-talk. This activity will show you the full impact of how you talk to yourself and launch you into the process of conscious rethinking.

A.   Go down the list and notice which statements resonate with you. If other ideas are closer to your experience, add them.

–   I don’t get things done when I should.

–   I let people put me down.

–   I can’t figure out how to get my boss to listen to me.

–   I am not good at standing up for myself.

–   I always hold myself back.

–   I speak up too often.

–   I’m always worried about letting people down.

–   I can’t think on my feet.

–   I’m not creative.

–   I’ll never be able to handle that assignment (or client, or colleague, or problem).

–   I can’t stop people from picking on me.

–   I never get the credit I deserve.

–   People always take advantage of me.

–   I’ll never learn that.

–   I’ll never be comfortable in social situations.

–   I’ll never get what I want.

–   I’ll never get over feeling angry (or jealous, or nervous, or inadequate, etc.).

B.   Rephrase the wording of those statements to sound like the critical language you use with yourself. Record yourself saying each of these statements with all the emotion, tone, pauses, and inflections that you usually feel when you speak to yourself. Pause after each one for two minutes and then listen to what you said and how you said it: Was your tone self-denigrating? Accusatory? Does this give you any insights into how you treat yourself? Take written notes of everything you notice in listening to yourself.

C.   Reshape the negative statements. Review the negative self-talk you identified and change the phrasing to shift your perspective in a more productive direction. For example, if your statement is “I always hold myself back,” you might shift to “I often choose not to speak up when I have good ideas, though my ideas would be helpful and appreciated. So I’ll say to myself in these situations, ‘I have a good idea and right now is the time to share it and find out what people think.’”

D.   Record yourself saying the new positive statements. Replay them in your mind whenever you can: walking, relaxing, cooking, driving to work.

2.   Identify your personal patterns. Do any of those mentioned in the chapter feel familiar? Do they suggest other possible patterns? As fully as you can, write about the patterns you feel apply to you.

Then think:

–   Might they at times create problems—what kind? Can you cite an example?

–   How important is it to you to change the pattern?

–   Can you perceive what triggers the pattern and associated emotions (e.g., what someone says or does, a type of event, challenge, or situation)?

3.   Rethink a past incident. Envision a specific interaction that provoked your negative assumptions. For example, someone spoke to you rudely or forgot to include you in an invitation. What questions might you have asked yourself after recognizing the uh-oh moment and pausing your response? Write them down. Can you now think of other interpretations or explanations of what happened?

4.   Think about how to change a pattern of interaction. Do you dislike how your supervisor asks you to do something, or how a coworker talks to you, or how a client deals with you? Can you think of one thing to do differently that might change the dynamic and move the meter even a tiny bit?

5.   Collect positive thinking. Ask three friends what they most value and like about you and note down their answers. Then ask three colleagues with whom you get along well what they value and like about working with you. Review all the responses: What do they have in common? Are the colleagues’ comments different from your friends’? What surprised you: Did people pinpoint qualities you were not especially aware of? Were there any that you thought would be named but were not?


Chapter 3

MANAGING YOUR EMOTIONS AND OPENING YOUR PERSPECTIVE

Other people may seem inconsistent and at times unpredictable to us, but most of us feel that we are very consistent people. This is an illusion. Despite the personal patterns that we follow, we are mobile and malleable creatures composed of many moods, emotions, and feelings.

You probably know intuitively that mood influences outcome in your various life arenas. One of us (Natalie) recalls that when shopping in a specialty food store after work, she was sometimes waited on quickly. But at other times, she seemed to be ignored. Eventually she noticed that what happened tied in with her frame of mind: a good day at work left her in an up mood, and she was attended to quickly, but on a bad day her negative cloud was sensed by other people and they avoided interacting with her.

We communicate different states through our facial expressions, posture, tone of voice, and ways of walking. People pick all this up and respond accordingly. Your behavior can end up reinforcing your own negative feelings even when you don’t realize it. And when you’re down, you may perceive other people in a very narrow light, misread their state of mind, and make bad decisions.

This pattern is especially risky in work settings. When we don’t know people on a personal level, we tend to take them at “face value.” We’re often judged on the visible cues we present as well as how we react. Moreover, a boss or coworker is much less likely than a friend to forgive and forget a bad mood or related misstep.

Psychologists and neuroscientists agree that our bodies and brains interweave. New research tools chart how our nervous systems, specific parts of the brain, hormones, and senses interact to produce thoughts and physical responses. Science is also exploring how emotions affect the body. This perception is, of course, not new. It’s built into our language—frozen in fear, hot under the collar, limp with relief, a heartfelt sigh.

CONTROL YOUR MOODS AND FEELINGS? YES, YOU CAN!

While we know that our emotions create physical effects, what’s less commonly recognized is that we can reverse the process by making a simple physical change. The power of smiling is one example, as Natalie found at the grocery counter. In organizations that depend on telephone communication, frontline people are trained to smile before they pick up each call because facial expression controls voice mechanics. It’s very hard to sound angry, resentful, or overwhelmed if you’re smiling. Try it.

Then try the following activities to see for yourself how much your emotions can be influenced by changing your facial expression and posture. If you feel uncomfortable with any of these exercises, as with those throughout the book, don’t rush into them. You’ll find plenty of other activities to learn from, so take a pass on any you don’t like. And don’t be concerned if the experiments generate different responses than those we mention. We are different from one another and respond differently: there is no right or wrong, just knowledge.
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