
		
			[image: Cover of Play You, the Role of a Lifetime by Pam Sherman]
		

	
		
			Praise for 
Play You, The Role of a Lifetime

			“Great actors transform a script into something unforgettable. Pam Sherman shows you how to do the same with your life and your career.” 

			—Marshall Goldsmith, PhD, Thinkers50 #١ Executive Coach 
and New York Times Bestselling Author

			“Pam Sherman shows how to bring your whole self to every room you enter, so you can make a greater impact. Play You, The Role of a Lifetime, is both a pep talk and a practical guide for stepping into your full power.” 

			—Dorie Clark, Executive Education Faculty at 
Columbia Business School and Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author of The Long Game

			“Connectional intelligence is about unlocking value in our relationships. Pam Sherman’s Play You, The Role of a Lifetime gives us the tools to close the believability gap—making every connection more meaningful and impactful.” 

			—Erica Dhawan, Keynote Speaker and 
Bestselling Author of Digital Body Language 

			“In Play You, The Role of a Lifetime, Pam Sherman offers a compelling guide to stepping into your most courageous, connected self. On these pages, you will learn how to live and lead with presence and purpose.” 

			—Alexandra H. Solomon, PhD, Bestselling Author of 
Love Every Day and Host of the podcast, Reimagining Love

			“Anyone on-air knows acting techniques give you the discipline to create authenticity. Pam Sherman knows and shows us how the two can meld perfectly.” 

			—Dan Patrick, Host of The Dan Patrick Show

			“Play You, The Role of a Lifetime is like a reassuring hug for anyone who has grappled with the tension between authenticity and what is required to get the job done. Pam Sherman reassures us that this high wire act isn’t all in our heads and then offers incisive coaching and exercises that help us cultivate self-awareness and extend the value of believability far beyond our professional lives.” 

			—Alicia Menendez, Journalist and Bestselling Author 
of The Likability Trap

			“If you’ve ever struggled to feel like ‘yourself’ in high-stakes moments, Play You, The Role of a Lifetime is the answer. Pam Sherman offers a fresh, accessible way to use your voice, own the room, and connect with others in a way that truly lands.” 

			—Tasha Eurich, PhD, Organizational Psychologist and Bestselling Author of Shatterproof, Insight, and Bankable Leadership 

			“Play You, The Role of a Lifetime is a guide for showing up—even when it’s hard. Pam offers practical wisdom about leading with confidence even when your inner critic is loud.” 

			—Morra Aarons-Mele, Bestselling Author 
of The Anxious Achiever 

			“Believability changes everything—it’s the gap between influence and invisibility. Play You, The Role of a Lifetime shows you how to claim it, own it, and use it to lead with a power that is fully your own.” 

			—Deepa Purushothaman, Bestselling Author of The First, the Few, the Only

			“As someone who has spent her lifetime helping people forge meaningful connections, I found Play You, The Role of a Lifetime to be a powerful guide for showing up and making every moment count.” 

			—Susan McPherson, Author of The Lost Art of Connecting

			“In Play You, The Role of a Lifetime, Pam Sherman delivers a compelling guide to bridging the gap between how you see yourself and how others experience you. With warmth, wit, and wisdom, she shows how the thing people respond to most—our whole, true self —is often the very thing we’re least sure how to express. Pam offers clear, practical insights and tools that will help you build trust, connection, and believability in work and life.” 

			—Karen Eber, Author of The Perfect Story, TED Speaker, 
and leadership and culture Expert

			“Play You, The Role of a Lifetime is a powerful guide to bridging the gap between who we are and how we lead—with presence, purpose, and humanity.” 

			—Erica Keswin, Workplace Strategist and Bestselling Author of Bring Your Human to Work

			“Play You, The Role of a Lifetime is the perfect antidote to imposter syndrome. The surprising solution? Think like an actor. The best actors focus on the aspects of their role that align with their true self and allow them to shine. Packed with practical strategies and unexpected insights, this book will help boost your confidence in every role you play.” 

			—Ron Friedman, PhD, Bestselling Author of Superteams 
and The Best Place to Work

			“Connection isn’t accidental—it’s intentional. In Play You, The Role of a Lifetime, Pam Sherman reveals the tools we all need to make our relationships more authentic, fulfilling, and best of all, reciprocal.” 

			—Allison Gilbert, Bestselling Coauthor of The Joy of Connections 
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			Chapter 1

			Bridging the Believability Gap

			“To be believable we must be credible; to be credible we must be truthful.”1—Edward R. Murrow

			When I met Ben for the first time, I felt like I was watch-ing someone read from a script titled “Leader.” And clearly, he had written that script based on dysfunctional, domineering leadership he had experienced in toxic cultures. At least, that’s what reviews from his colleagues, his team, and his bosses indicated. Their comments read like the worst opening night pan from a theater critic: Ben was cold, aggressive, difficult, even mean. 

			That wasn’t the kind of character the executive team wanted in their play. It wasn’t a character that would ever fit into their culture. I had been brought in to help Ben…adjust.

			Here’s the thing—that character they all described was not the guy I met. The Ben I met might have been reading from a script, but he was also open to working with me and interested in improving. Yes, he was reserved, but he also told me he loved his job, the company, and his team. If I had told Ben’s team that he loved them, I would be laughed off the metaphorical stage. And he sure as heck wasn’t going to tell them.

			When I asked him what he thought about the review comments, he said, “I was just trying to be an effective leader.” But he also told me it was hard to make things happen, to achieve goals, to get his team on board. Of course it was! The leader he was showing up as was not his true character. It was a kind of costume he put on or character archetype he held himself up against: the hard-hearted leader. And he was feeling the consequences.

			I could relate to Ben, to the struggle of trying to be somebody other than who you are at your core. When I was a little girl, I would play the piano with the door of our house wide open hoping that a wandering talent agent would hear me and cast me on Broadway. The first problem with my plan was that agents don’t wander the streets of Staten Island. The second was that I can’t sing. The third was that I came from a very conservative family. My dad was a gynecologist, and my mother was a psychoanalyst. If I had a headache my dad would tell me to take two aspirin, and my mom would ask me who I was mad at. To them, being an actor was akin to being an axe murderer. So even though I double majored in theater and international relations in college (I used to tell my peers that my tap dancing classes would make me a better diplomat), I put my acting dreams away—and became a lawyer. 

			I thought the work would be like the lawyering I’d seen on TV. But instead of incendiary courtroom battles, I was sitting on the floor surrounded by law texts or boxes of accounting reports. Instead of wordsmithing killer arguments, I was chasing down court clerks. I was miserable. I would shut my door for ten or fifteen minutes in the middle of the day, lie on the floor, and silently scream at the ceiling. 

			But the real problem wasn’t the gap between what I thought the work would be and what it actually was. The real problem was that I had a picture in my head of what a lawyer should be—and it wasn’t me. I felt like I was wearing an ill-fitting suit. Actually, I was wearing ill-fitting suits—with shoulder pads and brooches at the neck. Blech. I thought these costumes would help. They didn’t. My confidence was slipping away, I was less creative, and I was having a hard time holding my own with my colleagues, clients, and the all-important partners. And that’s definitely not me.

			Both Ben and I spent way too much time worrying about what people thought of us in our roles, playing to assumptions and stereotypes, instead of focusing on how we were uniquely qualified to deliver what they needed from us. We didn’t believe in ourselves, and we weren’t believable to others, either.

			We were stuck in the believability gap. It’s the gap between who we fundamentally are and who we think we are expected to be, which makes us less believable to ourselves. And it’s the gap between who we fundamentally are and how we show up for other people, which makes us less believable to them. 

			To be successful and fulfilled in almost any role—whether it’s engineer, customer service team lead, community organizer, parent, or executive vice president of institutional banking—you have to overcome both.

			I discovered how when I began planning my escape from the world of law and pursued my first love. I signed up for an acting class after work to bring some joy back into my life and find a place where I could be “the real me.” I dove into the work of trying to understand who my characters were at their core, what they had to contribute to the story and the important moments on the stage, and how to portray them truthfully, believably, to all the people in the room or theater—the audience, the director, the other actors creating the imagined world with me. 

			And the most surprising thing happened. In a rehearsal studio, working with great teachers, I found a way to stop pretending! I began to realize a counterintuitive truth: to be more believable in the rest of my life, to climb out the believability gap I was in, I could turn to the tools the most compelling actors use to create believable, compelling characters, to build connection with their audiences, and to have a greater impact. 

			I’m not talking about being disingenuous. I’m not talking about putting on a better mask. My favorite definition of acting comes from the wonderful teacher Sanford Meisner, who said, “Acting is the ability to behave absolutely truthfully under the imaginary circumstances.”2 When we’re being truthful and genuine in our given real-life circumstances, we’re more believable to ourselves and others. 

			Why does being believable matter in today’s world, when it can feel like showing up truthfully seems to matter less and less in our increasingly virtual lives? Or why am I not writing about authenticity instead? First, when we’re able to bring our whole selves to a situation—online or IRL (in real life)—with transparency and honesty, we feel more confident. And we stand out just by being our true, wonderful, unique selves. Second, we’re able to build connections and “make things happen,” to use Ben’s words. Being believable is a generous interplay that requires us to acknowledge the other people on stage with us, trying to play their roles effectively, and the story we’re creating together. Authenticity might help us find some inner truth, but if we don’t take it further and bring that truth to the world to be more believable to and with others, we miss opportunities to contribute to and make progress in that story. 

			The bottom line is that believability is the path to confidence, connection, and impact. In today’s world, all three matter to our wellbeing, our success, our happiness and fulfillment. Working on your truthful believability allows you to bring more of who you are at your core alive in the world, to shine your glorious rays out toward others, to discover the internal power you carry to improve your own life and have a positive impact on those around you and the world at large.

			That’s what I want to help you achieve in your work and life. This book is for you if you’re trying to show up every day and make a difference, make progress, advocate for your ideas, bring people on board, or advance faster in your career. Maybe you’re early in your career and are trying to show up comfortable and confident in a new role. Maybe you’re an engineer who’s finding out that dropping a report on somebody’s desk and darting out of the room isn’t how you get more funding for your project. Maybe you’re a lawyer who needs to reveal your passion for a client’s cause to win more cases and bring in more revenue. Or maybe you need to share your expertise, or even step onto an actual stage, but fear of being in the spotlight is holding you back. 

			Regardless of your struggle, I’ll help by giving you “permission” and techniques for bringing more of yourself to any role, so that you can behave truthfully and believably. As we go, I’ll examine the things that can widen the believability gap, internal and external, so you can spot where you might have work to do. I’ll help you clarify who you are at your core, where you’re headed, and what obstacles are keeping you from making progress along your personal story arc. And I’ll boost your courage and confidence so you can take those important steps into the spotlight and connect powerfully with the people you most want to impact, influence, or lead.

			So if you’re ready to be who you are, wherever you are, in order to energize yourself and ignite your audiences—of one or one thousand—this book is for you.

			How Believability Grows Our Confidence, Connection, and Impact

			Not long ago, I had a conversation that illustrates perfectly why I’m writing this book. I interviewed the boss of a new client, Mara. Mara hadn’t been in her management role long. She had the right experience, though, because she had been working in her department for a few years—which was the source of her problem! You could see her trying to prove she was worthy of the promotion—but it was like watching a high school play that was so awkward and self-conscious you wanted to rush for the exit. Her boss captured the issue perfectly, saying, “You know, the problem is that she thinks she has to act like the last guy.” 

			The problem of believability crops up for all of us, especially when we either think who we are isn’t enough, or isn’t “right for the role,” or when the culture makes it feel high-risk to show up as ourselves. 

			Let’s look a little closer at that second problem first, which unfortunately, you may have experienced. Toxic cultures, where people feel that who they fundamentally are doesn’t matter and isn’t valued, are stressful and dysfunctional. Organizational researcher Patricia Faison Hewlin found that people who think they have to suppress their personal values on the job experience more symptoms of depression and stress. Their mental and physical well-being take the hit.3 And surprise, surprise, those companies have a hard time holding onto their employees. When PwC did a survey of more than 50,000 employees around the world, they found that one of the big differences between people who were thinking about leaving and people who weren’t was whether they felt they could “truly be themselves at work.”4 

			Which brings us back to the first problem. Even in healthy cultures, many of us are struggling to bridge the believability gap, and especially the internal gap, which has existed since humans became conscious. But it has been made worse in new and improved ways by our modern world. With hybrid workplaces, our lives can feel on display, exposed, and up for scrutiny. On social media, we’re constantly comparing ourselves to everybody else who’s living their “best life.” And the general media overload of stories about people who seem to be miraculously nailing it—or at least doing better than you—can actually trigger your brain to feel threatened and want to engage in “fight or flight.” The human brain processes perceived social threats in many of the same ways that it processes physical threats.

			The result? We feel so much pressure to match a cardboard cutout for each role we play, in our professional and personal lives. We’re overwhelmed by expectations, underconfident in our ability to meet them, and afraid of being discovered as a fraud, especially when we have to step into the spotlight, metaphorically or literally. To be credible and valued, we think we have to do one of two things: diminish who we are or exaggerate it. In the first case, we extinguish our light every day by showing up as somebody other than the character at our core, and that can be truly soul sucking. Or we exaggerate elements of that character to fulfill some ideal of who we think we’re supposed to be. Just look at Ben. Could he be some of the things he was accused of in his review? Sure, sometimes. But most of the time? That was him exaggerating an aspect of his personality that he thought would make him an ideal leader. 

			I fell into the “diminishment” camp. And I had to find a way to release my inner me, or I was going to implode. Within a few months of getting back into the acting studio, my transformation was kind of miraculous. The work I was doing in class to explore characters, to dream of more possibilities, and to use my energy and passion to excite audiences was helping me rediscover who I truly was, what I valued, and what I had to offer. At work, I became more confident and…powerful. I stood up for myself more (especially when I was getting yelled at by one of the partners). I trusted my instincts and communicated more naturally. I became a better advocate for my clients. I even started to dress differently—far fewer brooches. And…I was more in demand than ever by clients and colleagues! As I led my double life, running between depositions for clients and auditions for commercials, I felt myself become more truthful and believable—and that shift led to a life that has been full of excitement, fulfillment, connection, and impact.

			We’re facing a pivotal moment in human history—a moment that requires us to double down on being human. In his future forward book Humans Are Underrated, published more than ten years ago, Geoff Colvin wrote, “The meaning of great performance has changed. It used to be that you had to be good at being machinelike. Now, increasingly, you have to be good at being a person. Great performance requires us to be intensely human beings.”5 With the advent of AI, the impact of social media and our increasingly virtual communication, and the general pace of change in life and in work, we’re facing an onslaught of forces that can pull us away from what really empowers us in the world: being our true core selves to build connection and have a powerful impact. This makes the work of closing the believability gap, and showing up as fully, truthfully, wholly human, more important than ever. It’s how we’ll stand out from the crowd, how we’ll leverage our humanity to be more powerful in the world, and I believe it’s how each of us can contribute to a better, more generous world. 

			And in your day-to-day life, growing your believability will lessen your stress, grow your confidence, help you create deeper and more fulfilling connections and relationships, and expand your influence and impact. It will empower you to create the life and career you want, within your ever-changing circumstances.

			How Acting Techniques Can Help Us Be Our Truthful Selves

			It’s not news that we’re supposed to be self-aware and authentic and vulnerable. Most of us understand innately that when we can be our amazing true selves, transparently, our work lives and personal lives become easier and full of more possibility. But we don’t always know how to make it happen. What we’re missing are actionable, insight-generating exercises and strategies that can help us “behave truthfully” in any circumstance. That’s what acting techniques are all about. They can help you understand the core of your character, the source of your greatest strength. They can help you align that character with whatever role you’re playing and then leverage it to draw people into your story. 

			And yes, I get that that the solution I’m offering for becoming more believable as you seems like a contradiction because it comes from a profession known for convincingly playing somebody else. But I’ve seen the power of doing the courageous work I’ll describe in this book over the last two decades as I’ve worked with people all over the world as a leadership, team performance, and communication consultant. Whether I’m working with managers, C-suite executives, or teams at Fortune 50 companies, I’ve seen the impact it has on how people show up, how they work together, their results, how they take on new challenges and opportunities, and how they feel every day.

			It was an interesting journey to get there myself, though. I eventually left the world of law to become an actor full time. That sounds like a crazy statement to some people, which is why I was included in a story in People magazine about people ditching their day jobs to follow their passions. I was a professional actor for ten years—you may have even seen me off-off-Broadway (a.k.a. Staten Island and Queens), at the Kennedy Center, or in an episode of Homicide: Life on the Street.

			One day, the head of training for a government antitrust department saw the article in People, got in touch, and asked, essentially, “Can you help my attorneys be more interesting?” My first thought was, Antitrust attorneys? No. But then I considered what she was really asking: Can you help them be more persuasive, credible, believable? That’s all acting is, I thought. So I did my best to translate the techniques I relied on for their needs—and it worked incredibly well. I helped them show up with genuine passion and commitment to their cause. And I discovered that leading them on that journey combined so much of what I love about acting with an even stronger connection to and impact on my audience. 

			From there, one opportunity showed up after another because of how people talked about the experience of learning to be more wholly, truthfully believable. Year by year, I have proven the importance and possibilities of building believability through acting techniques. 

			A few years ago, I even went through the somewhat terrifying and grueling process of reproving and reconnecting with those techniques. After thirteen years away from the stage, I accepted an offer to play iconic humor columnist Erma Bombeck in the one-woman show, Erma Bombeck: At Wit’s End, in theaters around the country. It was a leap of courage that offered important reminders about how to craft a character—a hero of mine—to be believable to me and others, how to take in feedback from a director, and even how to iron (wrinkle free shirts didn’t exist in Erma’s day). It has been the most enlightening, gratifying, and revealing journey, and it inspired this book. 

			Based on my years of experience as a coach and studying different acting approaches—from Stanislavski to Strasberg to Meisner to Chekhov—here’s how I’ve translated the fundamentals:

			•Explore your character, your role, and your presence.

			•Dream, craft, and share your full story, the throughline of your backstory, and the story you’re envisioning for the future.

			•Grow beyond your believability derailers—the thinking and behaviors keeping you from bringing your true self to the role you’re currently playing.

			•Excite your audience—so that your message can have the impact you want it to have, whether you’re talking to one person or one thousand.

			It’s the same journey actors go on as they take on a new role: learning about a character deeply, exploring the character’s full story, rehearsing so that they can grow beyond the hurdles keeping them from bringing that character to life truthfully and believably, and then delivering an exciting performance that creates connection and impact.

			Ben was a perfect example. I started at the beginning and helped him clarify who he was at his core and how he wanted to show up for his team, not the archetype he thought he should play. The more we talked, the more obvious it became that the pressure he put on himself to succeed didn’t leave much time or room for self-reflection. He also thought to lead meant getting results, which meant being commanding. Who cares how anyone feels as long as the work gets done, right? Behind the archetype, though, was a passionate and caring person who wanted others to have the same opportunities he had. When he shared his backstory with me, it was clear why. He had been raised by a single mom in an impoverished neighborhood in Miami. He was driven and had earned a full scholarship, becoming the first in his family to go to college. For his whole adult life, he had volunteered with organizations that support students with backgrounds like his.

			Ben’s true character and his story were inspiring, but he wasn’t bringing them to life in his role! One of his big beliefs was generosity, and that wasn’t shining through. Once he saw that, we could talk about how to align his communication and behavior with who he is at his core, to have a positive impact. As Ben did the work, his presence shifted. He was more relaxed and open. He started talking with people in the office instead of sitting behind his closed door, only emerging from the wings to tell someone what to do. And by the next review cycle, Ben had become one of the biggest cheerleaders for the organization and his team. Honestly, it was one of the most profound turnarounds I’ve seen in my work. People trusted him more because he was more credible and transparent. He was closing the believability gap.

			Your Journey Through This Book

			The best actors close the believability gap by taking the audience on a powerful journey. That’s my goal with this book. I’ll walk you through the process and exercises I use in my personal and professional development work. I’ll share truthful stories from my clients and from the world of acting, about the actor’s process and what we can learn from it. 

			This book is constructed like a four-act play. In Part 1, we’re introduced to the main character. In Part 2, we learn more about their dreams and story. In Part 3, we explore how they overcome the obstacles they’re facing, internal and external. And in Part 4, we see how they step onto the stage of life as their whole, true self to impact others and the world around them. It’s a compelling story and character arc—your compelling arc, because the main character in this play is you!

			In Part 1, I’ll start by helping you get to know yourself deeply—because you have to overcome any internal believability gap before you can tackle external believability gaps. If you can’t be believable to yourself, you can’t be believable to other people. And your genuine power comes from knowing your true self fully, not who you’d like to be or who others expect you to be. 

			You’ll choose and articulate your Power Words—the few words that define who you are at your core, what drives you, what fuels your energy and passion. You’ll learn that the clues about how to bring your true character to life come not only from within, but also from analyzing the script for the role you need to play—an essential technique for actors. And then you’ll explore how to align your physical presence, especially your energy, voice and body language, with who you are at the core and the demands of the role you’re playing. 

			In Part 2, you’ll learn that to put your character out into the world believably, you need to share the grounding, revealing stories that have made you who you are and the inspiring, motivating stories about where you’ll go from here—what your vision for the future is and how it connects with the throughline from your past. I’ll help you become a story thinker and a story sharer. We’ll explore what stories to share and how to develop and share them powerfully to build connection and encourage others to come on your journey with you. 

			In Part 3, we’ll dive into your believability derailers, the thought patterns and behaviors that pull you away from your true character. Think about how Ben and I both struggled because we held onto stereotypical character archetypes—for me, the “made-for-TV lawyer,” and for Ben, the “hard-ass boss”—rather than play our truthful selves. You’ll learn the signs and symptoms of common archetypes and the negative scripts they spawn. And you’ll learn strategies for rehearsing you. Most of us have suppressed aspects of our character for so long that it takes practice to feel comfortable bringing it to life through our behavior. And that can be especially true when we’re working with a team, where we need to build trust.

			In Part 4, I’ll help you break the fourth wall, connect with your audience, and deliver your message with impact. Breaking the fourth wall refers to a character on stage or screen breaking out of the “room” they’re in and addressing the audience directly. It can be a powerful way to connect with the audience, overcome apathy, and create transcendent moments. Any of us can do the same, from one-on-one conversations to speaking gigs in front of thousands of people. It starts with understanding your audience, their needs and wants, so that you can make them feel like rockstars. From that powerful place, you can align your message and mission, step into the spotlight, and make a powerful and positive impact on those you want to lead or serve. 

			
			A Note About the Stories You’ll Read

			Throughout the book, I’ve included stories from real people I’ve worked with over the years. However, in almost all instances, many details have been changed to protect their privacy—details like name, position, career focus, industry, gender, and more. If I’ve provided a real, full name, the story is as accurate as I can make it based on my recollections. More than once, I’ve had somebody say to me, when they’ve read an article or newsletter, “That story was about me, wasn’t it?” They’re never right. But that brings us to the next change I’ve made. In many of the stories, I’ve merged details from multiple stories or people to fully capture the most common struggles, opportunities, or hurdles as efficiently as possible. Because that’s why I’m writing this book to begin with—to help you work through the same challenges or situations I see play out again and again and again. So, the essence of every story is true, I’ve tried to keep dialogue fairly close to what was actually said, and many of the changes I’ve made have been based on other true stories.
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			I don’t know a single person—or team or organization—who wouldn’t like to present themselves and their ideas to the world with more clarity, conviction, and passion. That’s what this book offers. If you’re willing to dive into the work, it will pull you out of feeling stuck, uncomfortable, unconfident. It will change the way you see yourself and the way others see you. 

			You’ll be believable, and that will allow you to grow your impact and unleash possibilities in your life and work. So turn the page and get started!

			
			
		

	
		
			PART 1

			Explore Your Character 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Your Power Words—Your Core

			“An actor needs a core quality or essence for a character. Everything rises from there.”6—Bryan Cranston

			Alex was a great communicator and connecter, with his team, anyway. He was thoughtful, but also passionate, warm, and engaging. I heard that he was especially good at coaching and advocating for their career growth, and they loved him for it. All in all, Alex was a successful leader—except whenever he was forced to step into the spotlight. That roadblock was holding him back, and he knew it.

			Being an advocate with the wider world was a big part of Alex’s work and life. At the office, he often had to be a champion for his team when it came to decisions about budgets, resources, and support for new initiatives. Outside of work, he had launched a small nonprofit to support foster children in his community, and he needed to engage with and persuade donors, the media, and leaders of other nonprofits.

			But when Alex was asked to be a compelling spokesperson for an idea or a cause in front of a group or in high-stakes situations, like when the local media had their cameras trained on him? He immediately became reserved or even hesitant, hyperfocused on data, and stiff. In other words, he was not very believable and not very persuasive. His boss told me it was hard to watch. In meetings, he wasn’t gaining traction with his peers and superiors, and his team was suffering for it. With his nonprofit, the bright lights and sound bites required for fundraising pushed him out of his comfort zone, and he wasn’t getting people excited about what he was trying to accomplish.

			“I can feel it happening,” he told me. “I know I’m not getting it right or handling these opportunities the way I want, but I can’t seem to improve.”

			Have you ever felt this way, like you’re just not nailing certain situations, especially moments that feel important? If so, you’re not alone. Every person I work with has. When I asked Alex about the difference between how he showed up with his team and how he showed up in these “on stage” moments, he said, “I just feel more myself with my team.” 

			That’s an interesting phrase, more myself, so I asked, “What does being ‘more you’ mean?” That’s when we hit on a big issue at the heart of Alex’s believability gap. He didn’t have an answer to my question. 

			Usually, when we’re not getting a moment right, like an actor flubbing a scene onstage, or when we can tell we’re not showing up consistently across the roles we play or the different situations we navigate every day, we feel like Alex did, like we aren’t being ourselves. There’s a gap between how we want to show up and how we actually show up—that tricky believability gap. And typically, we can sense it, but we don’t fully understand it. 

			So I’ll ask you the same question I asked Alex: Do you know who “you” is? Because in order to play you compellingly and believably, you have to know you. How can you harness the full power of who you are if you aren’t sure who that is? 

			It’s not an easy question to answer. Which may be why psychologist Tasha Eurich, author of Insight and self-awareness guru, has found that only 10 to 15 percent of the thousands of people she has studied are truly self-aware. And those who aren’t are less effective in their roles, have less rewarding relationships, and are less trusted by others—all problems tied to believability. 

			Closing the believability gap has to start with a foundation of self-knowledge and insight about how you want to be in the world and how you want to show up for others. Without it, all other challenges to your believability will be a lot harder to solve. An internal believability gap can make an external believability gap wider.

			Actors work hard to answer the question, “Who am I?” for every character they play. The great acting teacher Constantin Stanislavski described the fundamentals of his “method” in An Actor Prepares in 1936. He taught actors to use simple questions to uncover the essence of a character: What do I want? Why? What drives me? What are my strengths and challenges? Actors use questions like these to figure out where a character’s power comes from and how that character will evolve and influence the story. 

			In this chapter I’ll help you do the same for your character. To play yourself fully in the script of your own making, you have to discover how to leverage what I call your Power Words and your Power Drivers. Together, they reflect who you are fundamentally, at your core, in whatever role you’re playing—what you have to offer to the world, what you value, what fuels you, and how you want to show up, day in and day out. They’re an effective and efficient way to bring your amazing self into different circumstances intentionally and confidently—especially in circumstances that are new, challenging, and outside of your comfort zone. No matter what you tackle next, though, with them in hand, you’ll be more confident and believable to yourself and others, growing your energy and influence. 

			How a Few Words Can Become the Source of Your Power in the World 

			“People are very specific,” Oscar winner Hilary Swank once said in an interview. Everyone knows “that one thing that happened that they can’t ever get out of their head, and they know their favorite color and they know the food that they don’t like and they know what it is that they want to have happen.… And I find that it’s super important to find specificity in characters.”7 The intensive, specific knowledge she builds has helped her connect with the innate power of each character—and earn two Oscars and lots of other awards and praise along the way. She’s not alone. When we think of some of the most powerful acting in film or on stage, those who rise to the top of the list did the deep work to understand their characters deeply, fully, in specific detail, so they could portray them honestly, believably, as whole human beings. 

			Of course, super immersive acting can go a bit too far. When training for five hours a day as a boxer for Million Dollar Baby, Hilary got an infected blister on her foot and didn’t tell anybody until it became life threatening. “That’s what happens to boxers,” she said. “They have injuries and they keep pushing through it.”8 Well, sure, but…

			Extremes aside, any good actor trying to make an impact on the audience does deep research and reflection on who the character is, where they come from, what experiences shaped them, what motivates their decisions and choices. Sometimes, I want to drag the people I work with to a matinee and force them to sit in a dark theater to experience the results—to cry or laugh or feel anxious or joyful, all because of how well an actor portrays who a character is at their core, truthfully. 

			Why? Because regardless of their professional level—from interns to CEOs—their age, or their organization, almost all of them think that power is external, something granted by others, by a title, by a culture. But in fact, power is impact, and it emanates from you when you truthfully convey who you are at the core, what you believe in, and what you aspire to. I’ll turn to the wisdom of Caroline McHugh, authenticity expert: “Most of us don’t take up nearly the space the universe intended for us.… Which is why when you see somebody in the full flow of their humanity, it’s remarkable. They’re at least a foot bigger in every direction than normal human beings.”9 

			Thousands of studies over decades of research have proven that greater internal self-awareness or self-knowledge boosts our power and our believability.

			•We’re better at aligning our thoughts, emotions, and goals with our words and presence (more on this in Chapter 4), which makes us more trustworthy to others.

			•We make more effective personal decisions, because we have a deeper understanding of what we’re trying to achieve and the values we want to live by.

			•We make better career and job choices, because we understand our strengths and potential, which means a better fit, which leads to better performance and credibility.

			•We’re better leaders, because self-awareness often goes hand in hand with emotional intelligence. 

			•And overall, self-knowledge boosts our confidence and self-esteem, lowers our stress, and offers greater life satisfaction.10

			When you can articulate who you are and what you believe and value, it’s a lot easier to bring the inner you to life in the world in a way that delivers these amazing results. So in the rest of this chapter, I’ll help you define your Power Words—your core defining word and your character beliefs—and your Power Drivers—your Why or purpose and your How or the mission that will help guide your behavior day to day.

			Before we dive into the work, a couple of notes from your director.

			Your Power Doesn’t Come from Your Role or Your Results

			I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen people try to use words like “successful” or “results-driven” or “efficient” in their Power Words. It’s the epitome of the tail wagging the dog! Let’s say you choose “results-driven,” for instance. It can be so easy to fall victim to preconceptions of what that looks like in action or what other people say you need to do or be to make it happen. And that just widens the believability gap. (More on this conundrum in the next chapter and in Part 3.) 

			If you let other people’s expectations or general circumstances guide you, you’ll adopt Power Words that you don’t really care about. You’ll end up pulling on another ill-fitting costume, different from the one you may already be wearing. And you’ll diminish the power that comes from being truthfully you. It’s as former monk and bestselling author Jay Shetty wrote in Think Like a Monk. “Our identity is wrapped up in what others think of us—or, more accurately, what we think others think of us.… The ‘I’ and ‘me,’ small and vulnerable to begin with, get distorted.”11 And if we define our selves by our roles, when we take a hit in a role, often for reasons outside of our control, it becomes personal. It affects our sense of self, our confidence, and our inner believability. 

			Just remember as you go, your Power Words are the essence of you balanced by what’s important to you, not role-dependent behaviors or outcomes. When you step into your full power, titles and hierarchy fade into the background. Your believability grows from playing you in the best possible way.

			Warts and All—Kind Of

			I once worked with a woman who chose orderliness as her core defining word. It was a less-than-ideal choice on a couple of levels, but mostly because it just wasn’t true. It was an aspiration. “Do you keep your house super tidy?” I asked. “Is your life and work highly organized?” I already knew the answer based on our conversations.

			“No,” she said. “But I would like to.” 

			“So why are you choosing this word as a true reflection of who you are? Just to make yourself feel bad every day?”

			Too many people who take the time to do this work think of their Power Words as ideals we have to judge ourselves against. But you can’t make your Power Words a losing proposition from the start. I understand working toward the aspirational—and that’s one goal of the Power Drivers—but if you’re not careful, it can just create a bigger internal believability gap. 

			And obviously, nobody wants to choose negative Power Words, like “boring” or “self-absorbed.” And I’m not saying any of us should just because we might behave that way sometimes. But we can turn to famed acting coach Sanford Meisner for some wisdom here, who is known to have said, “To be an interesting actor—hell, to be an interesting human being—you must be authentic and for you to be authentic you must embrace who you really are, warts and all.” So don’t use your Power Words to try to “fix” yourself. Instead, focus on your strengths and valuable attributes and deeply held beliefs.

			Because when you have given yourself the gifts of Power Words and Power Drivers that you can live by, you feel more sure of yourself and your decisions. Making choices becomes easier. You feel more comfortable in your own skin. You build deeper connections with others that help them trust you. You show up more believably day in and day out. That all combines to create a deep well of power to draw from.

			Your Power Words

			Your Core Defining Word

			I always begin my work with people the same way: 

			“I want to get to know you better. Not what you do or what you know—who you are. So, if you could use only one word to describe who you are at the core, the essence of your being, what would that word be?” 

			Yes, I know this is a very reductive exercise. Every one of us can be described accurately by many words. And I’m an actor and a writer, so I love how we can layer words to build an idea or a world or a character. (My mother, who was a Freudian psychoanalyst, was the queen of describing people with so many hyperbolic words that it became a family joke. “Pamela, you are the most stupendous, outstanding, supercalifragilistic…” Eventually, we stopped believing her.) But this exercise is reductive for a reason. It helps you focus keenly on who you are. The difficulty you might have in choosing just one will help you understand the power the word can carry in your life.

			Your core defining word is the foundation for your character. It’s partly a reflection of who you know yourself to be and partly a reflection of how you want to show up day in and day out. It’s consistent and unchangeable. You can’t have one word for work and another for your home life—that’s the opposite of what we’re trying to achieve here. The goal is to be who you are, wherever you are, in all kinds of circumstances and in all parts of life.

			If you’re honest and thoughtful about finding your word, you’ll learn so much about yourself. The words you consider and reject can be an education in how you see yourself and how you don’t. Some of my favorite words that people have chosen are ice cream, lighthouse, insight, banana, and yes, the ubiquitous passionate. Don’t be afraid of choosing what seems like a common or obvious option if it truly captures who you are! I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been working with a group and somebody will say, “Shoot, she took my word!” Any word you choose will play out for you uniquely, based on your version, your interpretation, your definition. You’ll bring it to life as only you can.

			Sometimes, just taking a breath and reflecting on what you believe to be fundamentally true about yourself and what you want to offer the world can prompt the right word to show up in your mind like a shining beacon. Sometimes, though, it takes longer.

			Now seems like a good time to share a deep secret. For a long time, I could not figure out my own word! Passionate? Sure. Intense? Yep. Funny? I think so. I’m all of these words and many others sometimes, but none of them captured how I do or want to show up in the world consistently. 

			My breakthrough happened when I finally listened to the great clues people were giving me. I was leading a workshop in Casablanca, Morocco, and I was told the participants expected to be entertained, to learn something, and to leave feeling connected to each other. Suuurre, I thought. No problem. But despite my nervousness, the event turned out to be a big success. As people shared their Power Words and stories that illuminated them, they laughed, they cried, but most important, they revealed things about themselves they’d never shared out loud. Even people who knew each other well were surprised by what they heard. 

			I was gathering my materials and getting ready for a hard-earned cocktail when a woman approached me and said, “Thank you for sharing your energy with us.” I thanked her back, but in my head, I was thinking, That’s what you got out of this? C’mon…I changed some of these people’s lives! 

			And then it hit me. She was thanking me for bringing who I was at the core into that room. It was my energy that had inspired her and others to go on their own transformational journeys. And that wasn’t the first time I had heard the word from friends, family, and clients. Finally, I had found my core defining word. And ever since, it has guided me and fueled me. It helped me understand what I can uniquely bring to any situation or role, and helped me discover new ways to be successful in roles I had played for years. When I focus on my energy, when I take care of myself so that I have reserves of energy, when I check my energy against my audience’s needs, I’m more successful, influential, and powerful—and thus believable. The greatest compliment I’ve ever received was when I met a client in person for the first time after months of working together online: “Wow,” she said, “your energy is exactly the same in person as it is on the screen.” 
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