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PRAISE FOR

CREATURES OF CONTACT

“I was introduced and trained in the Birkman Method when hired in human resources at Cox Enterprises. Cox has used the Birkman successfully since 1989 to build better self-awareness in our employees and to improve and enhance how teams work together. It has become a key component of my HR practice, and I can remember attending my first Birkman conference where I met Dr. Birkman and Sharon Birkman Fink, the author. I felt such warmth and, dare I say, an authentic connection in those moments. At Cox we have used the Birkman to connect people through similarities and differences. So I think that it is wonderful and appropriate that Sharon write this book, especially at this particular time in our world. It’s a great read, and I highly recommend it.”

Ursula Brown McCandless

Senior Manager, Org and Talent Development

Cox Enterprises, Atlanta

“Historically the gold standard of personality assessments in leadership coaching, team building, and career exploration, the Birkman Method is now at the forefront of capitalizing on new technologically advanced digital methodologies and emerging discoveries in neuroplasticity. In this book, Sharon Birkman presents compelling arguments that the Birkman—based on data statistically validated by millions of individuals across the globe—can be used to help bridge the distance between possible feelings of isolation and loneliness in order to reduce misunderstanding among diverse generations, genders, and cultures.”

Susan Diamond

Vice President of Chapter Chairs and Chief Learning Officer

Women Presidents’ Organization

“Sharon Birkman’s Creatures of Contact explores and provides guidance around a core tenant of human experience: we need each other to find joy and fulfillment. Her deep knowledge of the Birkman Method provides an important vocabulary that allows us to reeducate ourselves in the art of interpersonal relationships. It would be hard to quantify the benefits personally, professionally, and organizationally for individuals who take Sharon’s insights to heart. I fully recommend Creatures of Contact to those seeking ways to deepen their capacity to meaningfully connect.”

Matthew Gosney, EdD

Vice President, Organizational Development

Human Resource Services

UC Health

“Sharon Birkman’s book is fundamentally about kindness, vulnerability, and courage and why it is essential for leaders to find ways to enhance their purpose by learning the needs of those in their span of care. We are continuously seeking personal and professional growth by straddling the line between powerful technology and what Sharon calls ‘meaningful human connection.’ I’ve been using the Birkman assessment since 2005, in both business and academia, and have coached hundreds of executives who are transformed through understanding themselves and others using the Birkman Method. This book is a must for people at all levels in their careers who are seeking to become transformational leaders.”

Dr. Cynthia McCloud

Director, Food Industry Programs, Executive Education

Adjunct Professor, Marshall School of Business

USC Marshall School of Business

“Educators, leaders, and trainers have always known that the Birkman Method was not just a personality assessment but a tool that reflects the true complexity of people’s behaviors, expectations, and mindset. Because of this, it is the best resource available to help people honestly assess how they can better connect and work with others around them. Creatures of Contact looks at how we, as complex individuals living in a fractured and lonely world, can more meaningfully communicate and connect with one another.”

Jamie Belinne

Assistant Dean

Rockwell Career Center

C.T. Bauer College of Business

University of Houston

“In any organization, the culture is and should be about the people. And with this, the human connection is essential. To know and better understand how everyone shows up on the outside and how they act under stress as well as their needs to be more productive and fulfilled, the Birkman Method is the only tool in which to assess these specific traits. Limb UNLimited is utilizing this important assessment for our clients to support superiors and create a stronger culture for a more successful outcome.”

Biddie Webb

Partner

Limb Design

“In a world increasingly driven by big data and analytics the desire of many organizations is to reduce people down to a formula. But people are human and they want connection. And with that connection their ability to achieve in communities and teams far exceeds anything that can be predicted by numbers in a test. The Birkman Method keeps the ‘personality’ test very human. It reflects the complexity in us all. Its ability to help us understand our motivations in the context of others helps us to be better teammates, friends, parents, and neighbors. A timely work as loneliness, anxiety, and depression continue to increase as many look for counterfeits for connection with others.”

Mark Harrell

Autodesk

“In a pivotal time in human history where the need for relationship is greater than ever, this brilliant and insightful book shines a bright, hopeful light on the importance and power of human connection. With our ever-increasing reliance on technology and social media, this book is filled with wisdom, understanding, and experience about the importance of meaningful contact in our personal and professional lives and what we must do to ensure our social connections. Building upon decades of research and experience through the lens of social psychology and the power of the Birkman Method, Sharon Birkman offers a framework to truly understand the needs of another person along with a vision and perspective about the importance of deep connections and a challenge to steward them well. This book is an important, powerful, and timely gift, offering hope and promise for our generation and generations to come.”

Dana W. Scannell, PhD

Organizational Psychologist and President

Scannell & Wight

“As a Birkman professional in Korea, time to time I’ve been asked if the western assessment applies in an Asian community. Surprisingly, the answer is definitely yes. And once they’ve experienced this powerful tool, there’s no need to explain further. That’s why the Birkman Method is so successful and has grown so fast in Korea. Because no matter what gender, nationality, age, or even culture, we are just human who all need healthy relationships in this lonely planet, knowing themselves and knowing others. Creatures of Contact is based on the story of Sharon Birkman, who deeply understands what it means to be human. That is one more reason I should admire her along with her great leadership and special, sincere heart.”

Elly Hwang

Birkman Korea Team Manager

“Self-awareness and awareness of others are two of the most important skills we can demonstrate when we are connecting with people. Whether coaching an executive leader, constructing project teams, career coaching, or sharing with couples who want to have stronger relationships, I have found that the Birkman Method provides powerful insights into how we work better with others. Captured in a way that only Sharon Birkman can do, Creatures of Contact: Why You Need More than a Personality Test helps us understand how to collaborate at our best!”

Wanda J. Hayes, PhD

Senior Director, Learning & Organizational Development

Emory University

 

What can we learn from their watery ends?

Is there some lesson on how to be friends?

I think what it means is that central to living

a life that is good

is a life that’s forgiving.

We’re creatures of contact,

regardless of whether we kiss

or we wound.

Still, we must come together.

Though it may spell destruction,

we still ask for more—

since it beats staying dry

but so lonely on shore.

So we make ourselves open

while knowing full well

it’s essentially saying,

please, come pierce my shell.

—David Rakoff,

“Speak Now or Forever Hold Your Peace”
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This book is gratefully dedicated to the people lovers who have walked with us over the years, using the social science of Birkman to deepen understanding and bring people together.


 

NOTE TO READER

If you’ve heard of The Birkman Method©, you might wonder at my subtitle. You may ask: “But isn’t the Birkman just that—a personality test?”

It is, and more. From one simple assessment, we can learn about one another in multiple ways. We identify three positive dimensions that address perceptions, mindset, and motivations, making Birkman more than a personality test.

In fact, the Birkman is, first and foremost, a perceptual analysis that melds purpose, personality, and perceptions into one brief assessment. The distinctiveness of this approach rests on realizing the power of human perceptions: How do I see you, how do I see myself, and what are the activities I most enjoy doing?

Originally called “A Test of Social Comprehension,” the Birkman is a test only in the sense of being a metric, or a way to objectively assess. Not a test to pass or fail but a way to better understand yourself and the world you share with others. Recalling that the word comprehend is a synonym for understanding, this makes sense. These are my professional reasons for the subtitle. There’s another reason, one that is personal.

I know the Birkman to be a premier psychological instrument for leaders and teams, coaching and careers, but at the end of the day, it is still only an assessment. I worry that in our increasingly digitized world, people often feel more disconnected than ever. In so many ways, we continue to battle chronic loneliness. I believe it’s always been there, but I am convinced we share a desperate need to discover ways to see (perceive) each other in more understanding ways. As powerful, flawed, talented, and vulnerable human beings, we’ve never stopped needing one another to survive. Today’s technology continues to expand our horizons, but no virtual reality has yet managed to replace a warm and appreciative conversation, and the best digital image is still no substitute for a warm hug or a smile.

To the core, we humans remain social creatures, born to crave human contact and designed for connection that’s not limited to a device or a screen. For our Birkman Method to come alive and rise to its highest levels, some caring human contact remains a valuable part of the equation. When the Birkman Method with its social science is combined with a knowledgeable person who is willing to listen and engage in compassionate dialogue—an irreplaceable alchemy may occur. For these reasons, Rakoff is right. We are indeed creatures of contact, and we do need more than a personality test. We need one another.
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CHAPTER 1

SPEAK NOW

The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical reactions. If there is any reaction, both are transformed.

—Dr. Carl Jung

It was Sunday, October 25, 2009. Driving to a family lunch, I was listening to NPR’s This American Life when I heard David Rakoff read his poem “Speak Now or Forever Hold Your Peace.” At the time, the United States had begun to reel from the Wall Street meltdown, and I was contemplating ideas for my first book, The Birkman Method: Your Personality at Work. I barely caught the end of Rakoff’s version of the humorous, ironic fable, but the final lines of his poem, a rhyming retelling of Aesop’s fable of the scorpion and the tortoise, struck me like a thunderbolt.

When I heard the poet say, “Central to living a life that is good is a life that’s forgiving ... we’re creatures of contact,” I knew I had the title for the book I wanted to write. However difficult it is for us to get along, we’re creatures who need others to survive. We seek ways to become our best selves, but ultimately, know we’re incomplete without healthy relationships with one another. Since that moment, the truth of those words has never left me. In this way, I’ve been preparing for this book for nearly a decade, and it feels more relevant now than ever before.

At Birkman, we’re in the business of social psychology. We provide the Birkman Method, a comprehensive assessment of interpersonal and occupational strengths. We work with organizations of all sizes to help them focus on the personal and professional development of their people. Throughout our history, the assessment that began on a small typewriter has managed to morph over its seven decades from one new technology to the next.

These days, technology itself is rapidly transforming how humans relate across the globe. Our digitally dominated world affects all our interactions: how we gather information and how we stay in touch. And while the digital revolution has changed our existence in many impressive ways for better and for worse, it’s radically altered the ways we humans communicate and connect.

Despite the technology that enables more and more online connection, we can feel more disconnected than ever, and experts report that loneliness is on the rise. Chronic loneliness is seen among all ages and is quickly being viewed as an epidemic. Once heavily focused on the elderly, more and more studies reveal that our young people are facing new levels of loneliness. In fact, after a twelve-month investigation into the growing number of lonely individuals in the United Kingdom, in 2017 the British government deemed loneliness “a real and diagnosable scourge,” worse for health than smoking multiple packs of cigarettes per day. Britain therefore appointed, for the first time, a Minister of Loneliness in 2018. With loneliness reaching new levels among a new generation of people, how do we curtail human disconnection in a technologically connected world? Because I’ve seen it work, I can tell you that one answer lies in the field of social psychology.

The psychology of emotional and social intelligence has come a long way since my dad first began his research on social comprehension in the late 1940s. My parents often said their original dream was to just “take Birkman to the world.” This was an audacious goal for those early days when every report had to be hand scored, individually dictated, typed on a typewriter, and snail-mailed, but I admire their entrepreneurial optimism and have committed my own professional life to seeing it continue.
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Today, Birkman is a global company with a presence on six continents. On a professional level, our assessment continues to empower individuals and companies with social science: leadership development, executive coaching, team building, talent selection, career transition, employee engagement, mergers, and negotiations. We work directly with people who work with other people to empower their relationships and performance. On a personal level, we’ve helped individuals find their careers, voices, confidence, and relevance amid the families and groups that surround them. It is hard for me to cite a sweeter moment than when someone tells me how their Birkman report improved their life. More than once, we’ve heard from a manager or a spouse who handed someone their own Birkman report, saying, “Please read this. It’s my owner’s manual.”

So perhaps my parents’ dream was not so audacious after all. They’d be overjoyed to see how Birkman continues to reassure individuals, help teams, guide careers, and improve relationships wherever people live and work together.

Not long ago, we were expanding and updating our office space. As part of the reconfiguration, I was sorting through boxes of my father’s old files. I came across an article he’d saved that expressed concern about the “current young people.” According to this article, they’re less loyal, more self-concerned, not motivated to work too hard, and overly focused on their own welfare and comfort. Because I’d been fielding questions about Millennials and Gen Z (namely, how were they showing up in our Birkman data?), I’d been hearing similar criticisms of today’s young people, so this was an interesting find. Then I noticed the date on the article: it was 1997, referencing Gen X.



IF WE DRILL DOWN TO THE DEEPER LEVELS OF HUMAN PERCEPTIONS, BEHAVIORS, AND RELATIONSHIPS, HISTORY SOUNDS REMARKABLY FAMILIAR.





Perhaps it’s a human thing: each generation tending to view their younger counterparts in a similar way. For me, it reinforced once again what Birkman data has shown us over the decades—that so many aspects of the human condition seem to remain consistent over time. We appear to change outwardly in so many ways, but apparently, we do not change dramatically at the core levels of what makes us human. From generation to generation and from industry to industry, if we drill down to the deeper levels of human perceptions, behaviors, and relationships, history sounds remarkably familiar.
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