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Introduction

We all want more meaning and purpose in our work. And understandably so! We give so much of ourselves to our jobs, and we need to know that what we do matters. We want to know that our work has a positive impact on another person, our team, our community, and the world around us. We feel it occasionally, but we want to experience meaning in some way, shape, or form every day.

In my life as a consultant, I spend a lot of time talking about “purpose.” Why we need it, how we get it, where it comes from. Many people think that changing jobs or working for a nonprofit or purpose-driven company is the answer. They believe that if they can just find the right position, they’ll feel fulfilled. But purpose doesn’t live outside of us. Purpose lives within us and can be expressed every day through what we say and do. Ironically, we’re searching for something that has always been within our reach.

In order to find purpose through our work, we have to be able to make genuine connections and build trusted relationships with other people. Our colleagues, our clients, the people we share office space with. Being authentic is the bedrock of our success and, yes, purpose. The problem is we’re not always genuine at work. We fail to show up (or feel that we cannot show up) as our whole selves, and we fail to appreciate the connection between being ourselves, building trust, and feeling a sense of purpose. Like purpose, authenticity comes from a real place within us. We all know when someone is authentic and when they’re not. We can feel it. Have you ever noticed that the people you enjoy working with the most are the ones you trust? When there’s trust we feel safe enough to be ourselves. We’re more open, creative, and productive, which enables us to have a positive impact on people through our work. And when there isn’t trust, we end up avoiding people or in conflicts that cause our work and productivity to suffer.

Communication is essential for cultivating trust and finding meaning. It’s central to everything we do. The modern workplace revolves around our ability to share ideas, provide direction, and collaborate. And most of us aren’t very good communicators day in and day out. The vast majority of us operate with a gap between how we communicate when we’re stressed and how we know we can communicate when our self-awareness and well-being are strong—and stress seems to be winning.

It comes as no surprise that we’re burning out in record numbers. We’re so stressed, anxious, and overwhelmed that it’s impossible to perform at the level we’re capable of. We go from meeting to meeting without taking a break. We don’t even stop for lunch, let alone take a vacation day—there’s always too much to do. We need to learn to take better care of ourselves! The path we’re on is unsustainable. And it makes communication far more challenging, since we communicate at our level of well-being. This means that when we’re healthy and energized (physically, emotionally, and mentally) we communicate far more effectively. And when we’re not, we create more tension, conflict, and stress—and round and round we go. If you’ve ever found yourself feeling irritated, impatient, or quick to judge when you’re tired and completely spent, then you know what I mean.

If we want to enjoy what we do (and we do!), we need to put our well-being on the front burner and make it a priority. We need to invest in ourselves and raise our baseline level of well-being so we can communicate and collaborate more effectively and find more meaning in our work.


BECOMING AN ELEVATED COMMUNICATOR

You’d think that given the importance of communication skills—and the fact that being successful in nearly every job revolves around our ability to get along well with people and build trust—that we’d make communication a higher priority. But the truth is that many of our priorities have been upside down for far too long. We’ve been taught by our parents, managers, and society to believe that playing the game, with all of its managing up, 24/7 availability, and office politics, is how you “win.” But if you’ve been in the workplace for any length of time, you already know that this approach is completely backward.

When we focus on managing up or making ourselves look good, we come across as disingenuous to our coworkers. When we fail to unplug and restore we drain our reserves, becoming more prone to stress, miscommunication, and conflict. And when we play the political game, we stop being ourselves, we don’t say what we really think, and we succumb to power plays that damage our relationships. There isn’t one successful or satisfying quality in the bunch. This behavior only serves to produce more tension, erode trust, and make it that much more difficult to find meaning in our work.

Imagine how much more effective we’d be if we turned the tables to upend the current model. What if we instilled the belief that it’s everyone’s responsibility to take care of their well-being? What if we were all genuine with each other? What if we valued managing down more than managing up? What if we all modeled accountability and treated everyone with respect? What if we used our ability to positively impact people and feel more purpose every day? Things would certainly be much better.

We’d set boundaries and take time to recharge, so we could show up positive, energized, and with an open mind. We’d create the bandwidth we need to be patient and listen. And we’d be much more willing to share information, collaborate, and problem-solve.

This is just a glimpse into the environment we can create when we get our priorities straight, communicate effectively, and build trust. And from this glimpse it’s easy to see that when we create this kind of working environment, we’re set up to experience true success: we’d enjoy going to work and find meaning through the positive impact we create all around us.

Sometimes we forget that cultures are made up of people (like us) and that how we show up makes a significant difference. The truth is that the change we want to experience begins with us. And since we all have the ability to change, it’s simply a matter of tapping into the power and potential that lives within us.

Over the years I’ve worked with dozens of purpose-driven organizations—filled with well-intentioned people who wanted to make a difference—and it wasn’t their desire or ability that got in their way. Inevitably, it was communication. Yes, it’s our inability to genuinely connect with people, to build trust, to collaborate, and to take responsibility for our behavior that ultimately prevents us from thriving, accessing our potential, and experiencing well-being at work.

Elevated communicators possess a high level of self-awareness and personal responsibility. They have the courage and confidence to be genuine and open-minded. They can talk about any issue without becoming defensive or judgmental. They recognize what people need to be at their best and flex their style to put them at ease. And, most important, they look for every opportunity to create a positive impact and find meaning through their work. Becoming an elevated communicator doesn’t happen overnight. It’s a journey of personal growth and transformation—one that allows you to see who you are today and who you’re capable of being.

Like improving any skill, elevating your communication is a process. You learn to truly understand who you are and how you impact people. You learn to express yourself in a way that brings out the best in you and others. You learn to continually invest in raising your baseline level of self-awareness and well-being. You learn to consciously choose your response and take responsibility for what you say and do. And you learn to intentionally build trusted working relationships with all kinds of people.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

I’ve spent my entire career in the field of communication, and I’ve seen how powerful it can be. It has the ability to bring us together and make us more effective. It can also divide us and make work more complicated. The difference comes down to us—how well we understand ourselves, what drives the way we communicate, and how we impact others. And how we use that understanding to evolve and grow.

If you want to bring out the best in yourself and create a positive impact through your work, communication is the most important skill you can develop. It’s foundational to every other soft skill—like teamwork, creative thinking, problem solving, or conflict resolution—and central to every job. It might sound strange to think that developing skills such as listening, positivity, and curiosity can have such a profound impact on our sense of purpose and well-being at work, but it’s true. In my consulting and coaching work, I’ve helped leaders, teams, boards, and organizations to strengthen their communication skills and I’ve seen people and companies completely transform—we’re talking a 180-degree shift. I’ve seen leaders raise their self-awareness and change their ways. I’ve seen trust rebuilt where it had been lost. And I’ve seen people who used to complain about their jobs find true satisfaction in them—all through the power of elevating their communication skills.

There’s nothing more inspiring than to see someone continuously evolving into better versions of themselves. We all have so much unrealized potential. We just need a little support to be able to really see ourselves and recognize that we have the ability to change whatever it is that isn’t working. You can shift the quality of your relationships and how you experience work every day—and that’s my hope for you. But most of all, I hope that this book can help you understand yourself better. Self-awareness is the foundation of all positive change; the more you learn, and the more you commit to the process of self-discovery, the more you set yourself up for success.

In an effort to help people see their habits and tendencies more clearly, I’ve used style assessments with my clients. On the one hand, these were often very effective: They held up an objective perspective, gave organizations a common language, and helped deepen self-understanding without self-judgment. At the same time, I found myself continually frustrated that there wasn’t an effective assessment geared specifically toward how we communicate at work. I was working with a client to build their organization’s communication skills when I began to see the need for something different from what already existed. And so I set out to create an assessment that would help people really understand their communication style and how it impacts their ability to connect with people. I wanted a tool that specifically focused on how we communicate at work, since how we express ourselves outside of work is often quite different; one that went deep into the complexities of the beliefs, values, behaviors, and attitudes that shape the way we communicate.

DISCOVERING COMMUNICATION STYLES

In the quantitative research my team and I conducted, we discovered four unique communication styles: expressive, reserved, direct, and harmonious. Each style is a constellation of distinct clusters of habitual behaviors across three dimensions: assertiveness, collaboration, and consideration.

You’ll get to know your style through the profiles that bring your defining characteristics, behaviors, patterns, and attitudes to life. You’ll see that each style has a range of expressions that’s shaped by our level of self-awareness and well-being, which tend to fluctuate. They provide insights into what motivates you, how you engage, and how you impact others.

Have you ever found that you sometimes shift the way you communicate at work, depending on the situation or who you’re talking to? So did we! There are simply too many layers to who we are and how we interact to be defined by a single style. This is why the algorithm in the Communication Style Assessment gives you both your primary and secondary style. The combination of your styles helps you to really understand your strengths and weaknesses, your skills and vulnerabilities. You begin to fully see where you shine and where you may be getting in your own way.

LET’S GET STARTED

Remember, communication is a skill. This means that everyone has the ability to become an elevated communicator. If you truly want to improve your communication skills, you need to understand what influences the way you communicate today. So, as tempting as it might be to jump straight into understanding your style, don’t. Take your time. Read through Part 1. It’s filled with information you need to know in order to better understand yourself, and if you skip it, this is most likely where you’re going to get tripped up.

It teaches you how to rewire your brain so that the practices and techniques you learn—and put into action—become habits that make communicating at a higher level feel effortless. You’ll see that, at first, you need to take what you learn and intentionally put the ideas into practice—it’s what you do. Then, over time, your practice will become second nature and you won’t have to think about it—it will simply be who you are now. This is how you create sustainable change and continue to access more of your potential.

Before you dive in, go to TheElevatedCommunicator.com and take the assessment to discover your primary and secondary communication styles so you can keep them in mind while reading Part 1.

And just in case I haven’t emphasized it enough, please start at the beginning of the book and apply the ideas as you go. When you learn the practices and techniques for becoming a better listener, use them. When you learn about why we all get triggered, start looking for what sets you off and why. When you learn about the strengths of your style, start leaning on them more often. All of the small changes that you make along the way add up. And before you know it, you’ll be operating on a whole new level of communication and finding more meaning in your work every day!






Part 1 Communication Influences







CHAPTER 1 Communication Is at the Heart of Our Success


When you think about it, nearly all of our work revolves around communication in some form. It doesn’t matter what line of work you’re in, it’s hard to imagine a day where we don’t connect with someone through emails, texts, or phone calls. We routinely run meetings, give and receive feedback, and facilitate brainstorms. In fact, we communicate so frequently that we rarely give it much consideration. But we should. How we communicate influences everything, from how effectively we build relationships to our level of personal well-being.

Communication is so central to every job that it continually tops the list of what recruiters and employers from around the world look for when hiring.1 Every company wants to hire people who can present their ideas clearly, listen effectively, and work collaboratively. So, it only makes sense that the more effectively we communicate the more success we experience. All the intelligence in the world won’t help you if you can’t get your point across and connect with people.

If you’ve ever felt uneasy sharing your ideas, expressing a differing point of view, or addressing conflict you know that communication isn’t always natural and easy. The truth is that soft skills are hard. They require the ability to really understand yourself and others. Anyone who has ever worked to develop their emotional intelligence (EQ) or leadership skills knows that the human side of work is complicated and necessitates the ability to communicate well. This is why communication reigns supreme when it comes to soft skills; it’s at the foundation of them all. When you have strong communication skills you can read other people’s behavior, avoid and resolve conflict, discuss issues and make decisions, and listen well. The paradox is that while communication is clearly one of the most important skills you can develop, few people invest much time or effort honing this skill.

Remember, the ability to communicate effectively isn’t a personality trait that you either have or you don’t. It’s a learned skill that we can all develop and master through conscious effort and experience. Increasingly, organizations depend on information sharing and collaboration to achieve their goals. This is why communication is considered an essential life skill—it’s critical for building strong interpersonal skills and trusted working relationships.

GENUINE COMMUNICATION BUILDS TRUST

Trust is one of the essential elements that holds our relationships together. When trust is present we feel safe, which allows us to genuinely connect and work well together. When we’re sincere, respectful, and transparent we inspire trust. When we lie, manipulate, or withhold information we damage trust. Pretty straightforward, right? Even so, in many cultures these destructive behaviors happen all too often. Some people fail to realize that without trust there’s no relationship. And at the risk of stating the obvious, having trusted working relationships is critical to how work gets done.

As a consultant, I’m often brought in to work with organizations where trust is low and the toxic fallout is beginning to affect the whole organization. Invariably, there’s a communication issue that needs to be resolved. I’ve worked with leaders who were more comfortable controlling than trusting. Teams where one or two dominant voices drown out all the others. Colleagues who were quick to judge and slow to open up to new perspectives. I’ve seen people become manipulative when they feel threatened and others who shut down, doing the bare minimum to keep from being fired.

I’ve also seen the worst possible situations turn around—a complete 180-degree shift—when people learn to genuinely communicate and work to rebuild trust. Granted, it takes some willingness and flexibility, but people are often motivated by the fact that they want to get promoted or stay employed. Plus, most people aren’t looking for more conflict. Most of the time they just haven’t been able to see or acknowledge how they’re contributing to the problem—we all have blind spots and blaming others is easier than seeing ourselves fully. Some people have no idea how they’re coming across, especially when they’re under stress; in these situations, raising their self-awareness and well-being makes all the difference. Other times, there’s a disparity in how individuals are communicating (what I call a “style gap”) that needs to be bridged to avoid creating additional tension and misunderstandings.

Every communication style has a range of expressions that spans from healthy (on our best days) to stressed (on our worst days). Where we fall on that spectrum has a lot to do with how well we take care of ourselves. When we make it a point to get a good night’s sleep, create a positive mindset, and play to our strengths we move into the healthy zone: we listen, stay open, and thoughtfully respond. And when we’re exhausted and overwhelmed, we slip into stress mode: we become blunt, impatient, judgmental, and reactive.

The goal is to gradually move your autopilot mode (how you act day in and day out) toward the healthiest expression of your style and narrow the gap between your actions when you’re healthy and stressed. That way you’re at your best more often than not. Just to be clear, operating from your healthiest, most Zen self 100% of the time is not the goal. That would be an outrageous expectation! Can you imagine never feeling irritated or making a sarcastic remark ever again in your life? But with some simple interventions and a little dedication you can learn to recognize when you’re in danger of widening that communication gap and take the necessary steps to care for yourself so that you can communicate from a healthier place, have a positive impact on the people around you, and build trust.

There are few forces as powerful as trust when it comes to cementing relationships. It’s also a choice: We choose to be sincere, respectful, and transparent. We choose to be genuine—to be open, respond honestly, and listen with curiosity. As you begin to understand your communication style (which we’ll explore in more detail in Part 2), you’ll become increasingly aware of how you communicate and connect with others at your best. And you’ll gain insight into how you can authentically build trust with people whose communication needs differ from yours. By simply taking someone’s style needs into consideration you can help put them at ease and create smoother interactions.

WELL-BEING AFFECTS OUR LEVEL OF COMMUNICATION

Communication challenges abound when we’re feeling overwhelmed and/or failing to care for our physical and emotional needs. When our stress goes up our ability to communicate goes down. We become more emotional and reactive, and everyone has their own way of handling it. Some of us bulldoze over people to get our way or become argumentative and go on the attack to squash any dissension. And others may withdraw and/or become highly emotional.


I’m very conflict-averse. When tension starts to build, I shut down pretty quickly and go silent. My flight impulse is really strong and all I want to do is leave. And if I’m at a point where the stress is overflowing and I can’t leave, out come the tears.

—Emily (Harmonious)



We all become more sensitive when we’re exhausted and pushing through. Stress activates our reptilian brains, which puts us into fight, flight, or freeze. This makes it difficult to process what we’re feeling or see what’s really driving us. Our self-awareness seems to go right out the window and we become triggered more quickly. We’re quick to judge ourselves and others, taking things personally and projecting rampantly. It’s only through reflection that we can see things more clearly.


When I’m feeling a lot of stress or direct conflict, I can get defensive and find myself playing the victim or blaming others. Recently, I was leading a project and feeling anxious about it. I was struggling to advance, and it brought up a lot of self-doubt. When a colleague shared critical feedback, I immediately interpreted it as an attack. Instead of being open to the conversation, I withdrew—both in my body language and my lack of response. I felt myself taking the feedback personally and allowed it to exacerbate my existing self-doubt, which wasn’t productive or helpful—for me, the team, or the project.

—Ayme (Expressive)



Poor communication keeps us stuck in an endless energy-draining cycle that leaves us emotionally depleted. But when we learn to recognize our communication patterns under stress, we can address the stress dynamics before they play out and choose a new response. As our self-awareness rises, we begin to better understand ourselves and what’s driving us. We’re able to see how we’re expressing ourselves and impacting others. We can see the influences and dynamics between people and identify how to handle the situation. And, perhaps most important, we show empathy and compassion for others.


When I’m calm and tuned in, I love to support my team. For example, I have one team member who gets nervous whenever he’s presenting… his delivery shifts into this flat mode and it makes everyone uncomfortable. When this starts to happen, I find a natural opening to interject with a supportive comment to connect the dots in a new way that adds a little life to what he’s saying. This immediately puts him at ease and makes things conversational again. My ability to see what people need and address it in the moment builds my team’s trust and confidence in me. When my team performs well and we’re able to help our clients, I feel successful and that motivates me.

—Tara (Expressive)



When we’re feeling calm and centered, it’s much easier to see and sync up with people’s needs. Without stress nagging at our self-preservation instincts, we can focus on others and align our actions with the subtle cues they’re sending. For example, have you ever found yourself adjusting your pace—picking it up or slowing it down—depending on who you’re talking to? Or maybe you see your team’s furtive glances during a meeting and pause an extra moment to allow quieter voices to join the conversation? These simple but significant changes in how we communicate build relationships that foster trust and a sense of belonging.

WE’RE BETTER TOGETHER

It’s hardly surprising that some of our strongest professional relationships become friendships that extend outside of work seeing as we spend more time at work than anywhere else. We come to care about our friends at work and want to know about their lives. And it’s often the people we work with that keep us showing up day after day.

Some people love to build personal relationships with everyone, and others prefer to build just a few friendships and to keep things more professional. No matter where you fall on this spectrum, the science is clear that there are enormous benefits to developing positive social relationships at work. According to Gallup’s 30+ year study, those of us who have a best friend at work are seven times as likely to be engaged in our jobs, produce higher-quality work, and have a greater sense of well-being.2

Then there’s the fact that psychologists have long recognized that we have a strong, innate desire to feel connected to people. You’ve likely heard that your relationships will make or break your career. But more important, the quality of your relationships can make or break your life.

We’re born with a desire to connect with people. Our relationships fulfill our need to feel safe and belong, and they strengthen our well-being. In fact, the field of positive psychology has repeatedly shown that developing interpersonal skills and building positive relationships significantly impacts our physical and mental health. When we have positive social experiences—celebrating a coworker’s birthday, a team lunch, or an inspiring ideation—the brain releases oxytocin, a powerful hormone that’s linked to trustworthiness and motivation to help others at work.3 The more relationships we build that are cooperative, fair, and trusted, the more often we activate this reward pathway in the brain. This cycle promotes continued trust, respect, and confidence between us. It also shifts our mindset from competitive to collaborative, where we believe in and inspire each other to be at our best.4

We all know that we’re more likely to share an idea or voice an opinion in a meeting with people we like and trust. We know we’ll be supported and enjoy the discussions that make our ideas better. These experiences boost both our confidence and our well-being. In fact, every positive interaction we have at work directly affects the body’s physiological processes, fortifying our cardiovascular, immune, and neuroendocrine systems against the damaging effects of stress. Simply put, positive working relationships enhance our body’s ability to build, maintain, and repair itself—both at work and at home.5

We’re at our best—physically, emotionally, and mentally—when we come together and support one another. So even if it’s not your thing to build a lifetime supply of deep friendships at work, there are plenty of reasons to stay open to the idea and experiment with it a bit. You might even find that you’re pleasantly surprised by the results.

MIND THE GAP

Given all the remarkable things that good communication can do for us, and how important we all acknowledge it to be, you’d think more of us would be better communicators. But the reality is most of us operate with a pretty big gap between how we’re capable of communicating and the everyday reality of how we interact with people. We interrupt when we should be listening. We’re critical instead of being open-minded. We feign agreement rather than raising an important issue.

Sometimes we don’t fully realize that we’re doing it until after the fact. Have you ever looked back on a conversation and wondered, What happened there? Why did I say that? We go in with the intention to patiently listen and support our team but end up cutting people off, using “tone,” or saying nothing in order to keep things moving.

These gaps are caused by a combination of high stress, low well-being, and low self-awareness. In the moment, the pressure gets to us and we emotionally react. We can’t see that we’re making matters worse. And if we can’t see it, we can’t stop it.

ELEVATING COMMUNICATION SKILLS AND CLOSING THE GAP

The good news is we’re not just leaves blowing helplessly in the wind unable to choose how we respond to our environment. We have the ability to change how we communicate. Day by day, conversation by conversation, you can make small changes that will lead to big shifts in the way you connect with people.

Ultimately, becoming an elevated communicator is about closing the communication gap and building trusted relationships that make work more enjoyable and satisfying. It’s about learning to intentionally engage with others with a high level of self-awareness, empathy, and flexibility—even when stress is high. We’re human, so we’ll never be perfect, but we can continue to improve, grow, and evolve.

The first step is to understand the role the brain plays in shaping the way we communicate. When you learn to recognize your unconscious patterns, triggers, and the signals your central nervous system sends, you can use this information to change your response and dissolve patterns that limit the way you think, feel, and express yourself. You can intentionally engage with people and become a more effective communicator—listen to differing perspectives without becoming defensive, say what you think without pushing, and be authentic in every conversation. No matter what line of work you’re in, communication is critical to your success. When you invest in elevating your communication skills, you raise your value and expand your impact.






CHAPTER 2 Meet Your Brain


Many of us live with the illusion that we control how we communicate with people, but the reality is that the vast majority of the time we’re simply following how our brains have been programmed to respond. Over the past several decades, a number of scientific breakthroughs have radically changed our understanding about how the brain works. These discoveries have helped us to better understand how the conscious and subconscious minds work to protect each other from the overload of information that flows in each day; how our DNA comes imprinted with ancestral patterning that directs our behaviors; why we get emotionally triggered; and how to rewire our brain through conscious awareness to disrupt the habitual behaviors that keep us from experiencing life the way we want to.

The good news is that we have the ability to rewire our minds, change our behaviors, and shift how we interact with people. This means that as we become aware of where we need to improve, we can make some simple adjustments (and bigger changes) to close the gaps that keep us from communicating effectively and genuinely connecting with others.

We all have communication filters, patterns, and habits that influence the way our brains process information. And while it’s true that we all have the same basic hardware (a brain), our brains are all wired uniquely such that we all see the world through our own software lens. The operating system behind it is grounded in beliefs. Whether you’re aware of it or not, you operate at the level of your beliefs. Some make us more effective and others hold us back, filling our minds with thoughts that limit our potential and keep us stuck—for example, beliefs like “It’s best to lay low when conflict arises” or “If I say what I really think, people won’t like me.” This line of thinking prevents us from taking risks, growing, and expanding our comfort zone. We have a whole range of unconscious programs that create our reality, telling us what to pay attention to or how to respond—and we follow their lead. In fact, most of the time our subconscious programs are running the show and directing how we communicate when we’re on autopilot. It’s one of the ways we manage the expectation to “always be on” and deal with the unending streams of information flowing in. Autopilot is a protective mechanism that limits how much information we consciously process. In familiar situations, our instinctual ways of interacting take over and we fall into a rhythm that requires very little thinking at all. When our subconscious programming has been intentionally designed to bring out the best in us and others, we’re set up for success. And when it’s not, we have a bit of work to do to communicate effectively.

The more you understand what shapes the way you communicate, the more you can optimize your strengths and intentionally program your thoughts and responses to create positive and authentic connections with people. It’s reassuring to know that you can consciously change the way you express yourself. The first step is always to better understand yourself: how you’re wired, what triggers you, and how you can change what isn’t working for you.

HERE’S HOW WE’RE WIRED

Have you ever been in a meeting and found your mind wandering while people are talking? Of course you have; we all do it! Before we even realize it, we’ve slipped into an automatic response mode, where we barely pay attention to the conversation until a point is directed toward us. The reality is that most of our everyday interactions happen on autopilot—when we engage or respond without giving too much thought to what we’re saying or how we’re coming across. The reason is that our conscious mind—the part that’s creative, discerning, and rational—has a surprisingly low threshold in terms of what it can be aware of before it becomes overwhelmed.

The subconscious mind, on the other hand, is like a giant supercomputer that has an unlimited capacity for storage and exceptional processing speed. The conscious mind delegates as much as it can to the subconscious mind so that it’s free to deal with the big stuff. In fact, it’s quite good at delegating. Neuroscientists estimate that the conscious mind is only directing and controlling our response about 5% of the time, leaving the subconscious mind running the show the other 95%.1

By and large, this is a good thing. Our subconscious stops our conscious brains from overloading: Can you imagine how taxing it would be if you had to consciously think about every simple daily action—like how to brush your teeth, make coffee, or use the remote every time you wanted to watch TV? Ideally, your subconscious programming is in harmony with your conscious mind—meaning that your automatic reactions are aligned with what you’d say and do if you were intentionally responding. This is absolutely possible, especially in communication, though most of us still have some work to do to identify and repair the faulty programming.

Let’s expand on the computer metaphor to anchor a few more important functions of the brain. The conscious mind is a creative mind—it has the ability to choose and create responses from our intentions, aspirations, and desires. And the subconscious mind is a programmed mind—it doesn’t think or reason independently, it obeys the commands of the conscious mind and operates from habit. This means that the conscious mind acts as the software that programs the supercomputer that is your subconscious mind. Your subconscious is where all your experiences are stored; its main function is to record and play back information. What’s fascinating is that it’s unable to discern the truth from a lie; it simply believes everything you tell it. And it doesn’t think in words, it sees in pictures.

Over the course of your life your subconscious mind has been permanently filing away every memory with an image. Each of those memories is connected to people, places, and situations from your past and filled with emotions, which are the ultimate end product of your past experiences. So, the moment your brain recalls a memory it’s retrieved like a mini movie, wrapped in images and packed with emotion. This is why under hypnosis people can often remember, with perfect clarity, events from decades before. It’s also why your memories have the power to transport you into the joy or pain of that experience.



	Conscious Mind

	Subconscious Mind




	5%

	95%




	Awareness

	Autopilot




	Creativity and imagination

	Programs and habits




	Discerning

	Unquestioning




	Reason and logic

	Emotions and stories





Ultimately, our subconscious programming directs how we think, feel, behave, and communicate. And while much of our wiring was in place long before we developed the capability of conscious thought, we have the ability to find and fix bugs in the system.

EARLY COMMUNICATION PROGRAMMING

Upon arrival, our brain is already encoded with operating instructions—prewired circuitry that holds the memories and experiences of our parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and beyond. Scientists believe that the ancestral programming in our DNA goes back fourteen generations or more.2

Have you ever had a friend of your family tell you how much you remind them of one of your parents? When I was growing up, I was often told “Your ability to persuade [read: get your way] reminds me of your father; he could talk anyone into anything.” My father died when I was just two, and I never understood how I could be like someone I didn’t remember. It wasn’t until I learned about inherited communication qualities that it made sense. How we communicate is a combination of our genetic neural circuitry, the encoded memories from our own experiences, and the beliefs that shape how we operate. Maybe you’ve already noticed how you unconsciously say things that remind you of what your mother or father said to you growing up. It’s practically a rite of passage to find yourself saying “I’ve turned into my mother/father.” Now you know why.

The next phase of subconscious programming happens during the first seven years of life. Up until age seven our brain operates at a theta frequency that’s associated with the state of hypnosis; it lives just below conscious awareness. As a child the brain is designed to download the programs needed to survive by observing and absorbing the behaviors of our parents, siblings, friends, coaches, teachers, and community. Whether it was spoken aloud or relayed in subtle cues, they told us what was right and wrong, when to speak up and when to be quiet, what was acceptable and what was not. Whatever people said or did, the subconscious recorded it as truth, and this became the programming for your beliefs and behaviors—because, again, the subconscious believes everything it’s told. The problem is that much of the programming we absorb is flawed. In fact, studies show that 70% of the programs we download from others are negative, disempowering, and self-sabotaging.3 What makes this extremely relevant is that these faulty programs drive 95% of our behavior.
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