


“A sprawling exploration of the psychic frailty that leads to self-delusion and self-
aggrandizement, and—importantly—a compassionate, helpful guide for avoiding
that path (or reversing it).”

—Fortune

“Dr. Tasha Eurich’s new book is a sometimes uncomfortable, always powerful eye-
opener to what it takes to be truly successful. Insightful, penetrating, humane, and
holistic in her approach…[her] advice—that we should challenge our own beliefs
about who we are, and enlist others to do the same—she knows is hard. But it’s the
hard things that are worth doing, that will lead to sustainable success in
individuals, organizations, even nations. Insight shows us how.”

—800 CEO Read

“Think of the most cluelessly un-self-aware person you know: your boss, annoying
neighbor, brother-in-law. How can we avoid being that person? And teach our kids
to avoid being that person as well? Eurich summarizes the fascinating science
about self-insight, but—perhaps more importantly—she studies admirable
individuals who are self-aware in a way that is applauded by their peers. You’ll
benefit from knowing what they know. Buy a copy for yourself and buy another to
leave, anonymously, on your boss’s desk.”

—Chip Heath, coauthor of the New York Times bestsellers Switch and Decisive

“Self-knowledge is key to a happy life, but it can be hard to know ourselves. It’s
easy to get distracted by the way we wish we were, or what we think we ought to be,
or what others think we should be, until we lose sight of what’s actually true. In
Insight, Tasha Eurich shines a spotlight on people who have managed to gain
insight into themselves, and she suggests groundbreaking strategies and tips for
seeing ourselves clearly. This book is a powerful resource for anyone seeking to live
a happier, more successful life.”

—Gretchen Rubin, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Project
and Better Than Before

“As an executive coach for almost four decades, I have seen firsthand how
important it is for leaders to be self-aware. Tasha Eurich’s Insight lives up to its
title, offering effective tools for leaders to gain this critical perspective.”

—Marshall Goldsmith, executive coach, business educator, and New York Times
bestselling author, ranked one of the top leadership thinkers in the world by

Thinkers50



“If I had to name the secret ingredient to the success I’ve enjoyed in my career, I
would say that it all boils down to a commitment to self-awareness. In this
groundbreaking and thought-provoking book, Tasha Eurich shows how we can all
seize that single greatest opportunity for continual growth, improvement, and
performance. It’s the book I wish I’d had when starting out in business and the
book I’d recommend to anyone who wants to cultivate the kind of self-knowledge
that is the bedrock of personal and professional success. Very insightful indeed!”

—Alan Mulally, retired CEO of Boeing Commercial Airplanes and the Ford Motor
Company

“Required reading for every human being that will be expected to interact with
other ones in their lifetime.”

—Tiffany Dufu, author of Drop the Ball
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To Mama, Noni, and my beloved S.P.
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It is most perilous to be a speaker of Truth. Sometimes one
must choose to be silent, or be silenced. But if a truth
cannot be spoken, it must at least be known. Even if you
dare not speak truth to others, never lie to yourself.

—FRANCES HARDINGE



BRAVER BUT WISER PLEDGE
In the spirit of my happiness, my success, and my most important
relationships, I commit to work on seeing myself clearly.

…To devote time and energy to my self-awareness journey.
…To discover who I am, what I want, and what matters most to

me.
…To have the courage to seek feedback on my own terms.
…To free myself from the limitations of the past and act on what

I learn.
…To take changes one step at a time and celebrate my

successes.
…To appreciate that there will always be more to learn.
…To show myself patience, compassion, and acceptance along

the way.
To take the pledge, go to www.Insight-Pledge.com.

http://www.Insight-Pledge.com


1
THE META-SKILL OF THE TWENTY-FIRST

CENTURY

The toughest coaching session of my professional career began with
me staring, for what seemed like an eternity, at the top of a senior
executive’s bald head. That head belonged to Steve, a construction
company boss with a bleeding balance sheet. He’d been in the job for
just four months when his CEO asked me to come in and help him.

That morning, I’d taken the elevator to the eighth floor, waited in
the reception area, and was finally shown to Steve’s palatial office by
an assistant whose voice shook slightly when she announced my name.
As the door closed silently behind me, Steve didn’t look up from his
computer, acknowledging my presence only with a long sigh and an
aggressive flurry of mouse clicks. Which left me standing there,
awkwardly staring at his head and admiring the contents of a
presentation cabinet. It included a large award in the shape of a
demolition ball, and that really said a lot about the situation.

I’m not easily unnerved, but as the seconds dragged by, I began to
feel the challenge that lay ahead of me as a sensation of mild nausea. It
didn’t help that I was holding a red folder bulging with interview notes
that told me just how volatile this man could be.

“Should I take a seat?” I finally ventured.
“Please, Dr. Eurich,” he sighed impatiently, still not looking up.



“Whatever makes you comfortable.”
As I sat down and opened my folder, ready to begin, Steve pushed

his chair back. Finally, he looked at me. “Let me tell you a thing or two
about my operation here.” Then, with the restlessness of a caged tiger,
he began pacing up and down behind his desk, sharing his ambitious
vision for the business and his hardball leadership philosophy. I was
impressed with his energy—I also knew that our work together would
require all he could muster.

Steve’s department, he told me, was in trouble, although I already
knew that. His predecessor had been fired because of cost overruns, so
his in-the-red business unit needed to drive growth while finding
efficiencies wherever possible. There was no room for failure, but
Steve had no doubt that he was just the man for the task. His self-
proclaimed leadership skills included setting high expectations,
rallying his troops, and being tough but fair. “I know I’ll face
challenges in this role,” he confidently stated, “but I also know how to
get the best out of my people.”

Unfortunately, Steve was totally delusional.
What I’d uncovered when I interviewed his direct reports, and what

his CEO had only begun to sense, was that Steve’s reign was already
proving disastrous. In the 16 weeks since his official promotion, three
employees had quit. A fourth, who had recently started taking blood
pressure medication because of the “Steve stress,” was halfway out the
door. Though not a single member of Steve’s team questioned his
capabilities and experience, they thought that he was—to use a more
polite term than they did—a complete jerk. He’d bark orders at them,
question their competence, and scream at them in a way they found
unprofessional and frightening. And they weren’t a bunch of whiners,
either. I found them to be seasoned, seen-it-all types who weren’t
looking to be coddled. Steve had simply pushed them too far.

To be fair, Steve had grown up in the rough-and-tumble industry of
construction, where he’d learned that great leadership often meant “he
who yelled the most.” And while this hard-charging style may have
been passable in the past, it was a costly miscalculation in his current
role, especially against the backdrop of the company’s collaborative



culture.
As he paced around his new office, proudly detailing all the ways he

was exactly the visionary leader his company needed during this
difficult period, I marveled at how utterly oblivious he was. His
behavior was hurting his employees’ morale, his team’s performance,
and his own reputation. Even losing some of his best people hadn’t
shaken his self-image as an effective and respected leader. But Steve’s
team had had enough of his bullying. And somehow, I had to find a
way to break that to him. More fundamentally, Steve lacked the single
most important, and yet least examined, determinant of success or
failure—in the workplace, or anywhere else. I’ve spent the last four
years studying self-awareness. My research team and I quantitatively
surveyed thousands of people around the world in ten separate
investigations. We analyzed nearly 800 scientific studies. We
conducted in-depth interviews with dozens of people who made
dramatic improvements in their self-awareness.

While a precise definition is more complex than it first seems, self-
awareness is, at its core, the ability to see ourselves clearly—to
understand who we are, how others see us, and how we fit
into the world.*1 Since Plato instructed us to “know thyself,”
philosophers and scientists alike have extolled the virtues of self-
awareness. Indeed, this ability is arguably one of the most remarkable
aspects of being human. In his book The Telltale Brain, neuroscientist
V. S. Ramachandran poetically explains:*2

Any ape can reach for a banana, but only humans can reach
for the stars. Apes live, contend, breed and die in forests—
end of story. Humans write, investigate, and quest. We
splice genes, split atoms, launch rockets. We peer upward…
and delve deeply into the digits of pi. Perhaps most
remarkably of all, we gaze inward, piecing together the
puzzle of our own unique and marvelous brain…This, truly,
is the greatest mystery of all.

Some have even argued that the ability to understand ourselves is at



the core of human survival and advancement. For millions of years,
the ancestors of Homo sapiens evolved almost painfully slowly. But, as
Ramachandran explains, about 150,000 years ago, there was an
explosive development in the human brain—where, among other
things, we gained the ability to examine our own thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors, as well as to see things from others’ points of view (as
we will learn, both of these processes are absolutely critical for self-
awareness). Not only did this create the foundation for higher forms of
human expression—like art, spiritual practices, and language—it came
with a survival advantage for our ancestors who had to work together
to stay alive. Being able to evaluate their behaviors and decisions and
read their impact on other members of the tribe helped them, to use a
slightly more modern reference, not get voted off the island.

Flash forward to the twenty-first century. Though we may not face
the same day-to-day threats to our existence as our ancestors did, self-
awareness is no less necessary to our survival and success—at work, in
our relationships, and in life. There is strong scientific evidence that
people who know themselves and how others see them are happier.
They make smarter decisions. They have better personal and
professional relationships. They raise more mature children. They’re
smarter, superior students who choose better careers. They’re more
creative, more confident, and better communicators. They’re less
aggressive and less likely to lie, cheat, and steal. They’re better
performers at work who get more promotions. They’re more effective
leaders with more enthusiastic employees. They even lead more
profitable companies.

On the flip side, a lack of self-awareness can be risky at best and
disastrous at worst. In business, regardless of what we do or what
stage we’re at in our careers, our success depends on understanding
who we are and how we come across to our bosses, clients, customers,
employees, and peers. This becomes even more important the higher
we ascend on the corporate ladder: senior executives who lack self-
awareness are 600 percent more likely to derail (which can cost
companies a staggering $50 million per executive). And more
generally, un-self-aware professionals don’t just feel less fulfilled in



their careers—when they get stuck, they tend to have trouble figuring
out what their next phase should even be.

The list goes on and on. After so many years of researching the
subject, I would go so far as to say that self-awareness is the meta-
skill of the twenty-first century. As you’ll read in the pages ahead,
the qualities most critical for success in today’s world—things like
emotional intelligence, empathy, influence, persuasion,
communication, and collaboration—all stem from self-awareness. To
put it another way, our self-awareness sets the upper limit for the
skills that make us stronger team players, superior leaders, and better
relationship builders. And here, even small gains in self-awareness can
have a big payoff.

Now, you’d certainly be hard-pressed to find many people who don’t
instinctively know that self-awareness is important. After all, it’s a
term we tend to toss around pretty freely about our boss, our
colleagues, our in-laws, our politicians. Although have you noticed that
when we do, it’s usually in the negative, as in “so-and-so just isn’t self-
aware”? Despite the critical role it plays in our success and happiness,
self-awareness is a remarkably rare quality.

For most people, it’s easier to choose self-delusion—the
antithesis of self-awareness—over the cold, hard truth. This is
particularly true when our delusion masquerades, as it often does, as
insight. I recently picked up Travis Bradberry’s best-selling book
Emotional Intelligence 2.0, and I was astonished to learn that over the
last decade, our collective emotional intelligence (EQ) has improved.
(EQ is the ability to detect, understand, and manage emotions in
ourselves and others, and countless studies have shown that people
who have it are more successful, more resilient, more tolerant of
stress, better at building relationships, and more.) But in my work as
an organizational psychologist, Bradberry’s findings didn’t match what
I had observed: at least anecdotally, I’ve seen low EQ becoming more,
not less, of a problem in recent years.

It wasn’t until I took the online assessment that came with the book
that I identified the stunning source of the discrepancy. While, yes,
Bradberry’s research involved a staggering 500,000 people, his



conclusions were based on their own self-assessments. Think about
that for a minute. Picture a few of the least emotionally intelligent
people you know. If you asked them to evaluate their own EQ, how
much would you bet that they’d see themselves as at least above
average? So an alternative, and far more likely, explanation for
Bradbury’s findings is a growing gap between how we see
ourselves and what we really are. In other words, what looked
like an increase in EQ was more likely a decrease in self-awareness.*3

Our increasingly “me”-focused society makes it even easier to fall
into this trap. Recent generations have grown up in a world obsessed
with self-esteem, constantly being reminded of their wonderful and
special qualities. It’s far more tempting to see ourselves through rose-
colored glasses than to objectively examine who we are and how we’re
seen. And this isn’t just a generational problem, or even just an
American one—it afflicts people of all ages, genders, backgrounds,
cultures, and creeds.

Right now, you might be mentally conjuring all the delusional
people you know and chuckling—the co-worker who thinks he’s a
brilliant presenter but puts everyone to sleep in meetings; the boss
who brags about being approachable but terrifies her team; the friend
who thinks she’s a “people person” but is always the most awkward
guest at the party. Yet there’s something else we all need to consider.
As the Bible asks, “How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the
speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own
eye?” (Matthew 7:4). Whether it’s at work, at home, at school, or at
play, we’re quick to accuse others of being unaware, but we
rarely (if ever) ask ourselves whether we have the same
problem. Case in point: in a survey that I conducted among potential
readers of this very book, a full 95 percent reported that they were
either somewhat or very self-aware!

The truth is that while most of us think we know ourselves pretty
well, this confidence is often unfounded. Researchers have established
that our self-assessments “are often flawed in substantive and
systematic ways.” As you’ll read more about soon, studies show that
we tend to be terrible judges of our own performance and abilities—



from our leadership skills to our car-driving prowess to our
performance at school and at work. The scariest part? The least
competent people are usually the most confident in their abilities.

And in most cases, the planks in our eyes are pretty obvious to
everyone but us. A tone-deaf college student who drops out of school
to become a singer. A braggadocious boss who reads scores of business
books but remains a terrible leader. A parent who spends very little
time with his kids but thinks he’s “Dad of the Year.” A thrice-divorced
woman who’s convinced that the end of each marriage was her ex’s
fault.

But being overconfident about our abilities isn’t the only way that
low self-awareness can play out. Sometimes we lack clarity about our
values and goals, causing us to perpetually make choices that aren’t in
our best interests. Other times, we fail to grasp the impact we’re
having on the people around us, alienating our colleagues, friends, and
families without even knowing it.

Now, if that’s what unawareness looks like, the next logical question
becomes: What does it mean to be self-aware? When I began my four-
year empirical research program on the subject, answering this
question seemed like a rather straightforward place to start. Yet I was
stunned to learn just how many conflicting definitions existed.
Without a clear definition of self-awareness, though, how could I
possibly develop a method to help people improve it? So my research
team and I spent months reviewing hundreds of studies to see what
patterns emerged. In the process, we unearthed two main categories of
self-awareness that, strangely, weren’t always related.

Internal self-awareness has to do with seeing yourself clearly.
It’s an inward understanding of your values, passions,
aspirations, ideal environment, patterns, reactions, and
impact on others. People who are high in internal self-awareness
tend to make choices that are consistent with who they really are,
allowing them to lead happier and more satisfying lives. Those without
it act in ways that are incompatible with their true success and
happiness, like staying in an unfulfilling job or relationship because
they don’t know what they want.



External self-awareness is about understanding yourself from
the outside in—that is, knowing how other people see you.
Because externally self-aware people can accurately see themselves
from others’ perspectives, they are able to build stronger and more
trusting relationships. Those low in external self-awareness, on the
other hand, are so disconnected with how they come across that
they’re often blindsided by feedback from others (that is, if others are
brave enough to tell them). And very often, by the time they hear this
feedback, their relationships are too far gone to be salvaged.

Now, it’s easy to assume that someone who is internally self-aware
would also be externally self-aware—that being in touch with our
feelings and emotions helps us tune in to how we’re seen. But
strangely, research (mine and others’) has often shown no relationship
between them—and some studies have even shown an inverse one!
You probably know someone who loves to gaze at their own navel but
has precious little understanding of the way they’re coming across.
The other side of the coin is also dangerous. Being too fixated on how
we appear to others can prevent us from making choices in service of
our own happiness and success.

The bottom line is that to become truly self-aware, you have to
understand yourself and how others see you—and what’s more, the
path to get there is very, very different than what most people believe.
But if this sounds intimidating or untenable, there is good news. My
research has shown that self-awareness is a surprisingly
developable skill.

I knew that Steve would be one of my greatest professional challenges,
though he certainly wasn’t my first. After all, a central part of my job
as an organizational psychologist is to tell senior executives the truth
when everyone else is afraid to or doesn’t know how (and I’m proud to
report that I’ve only been fired once for it). In so doing, I’ve found that
with some effort, delusion can usually be overcome, and even the most
unseeing can learn to open their eyes—sometimes they just need a
little shove.

In Steve’s case, I was that shove, and it was going to have to be an



unusually forceful one. But before we could begin to deal with his
willful resistance to self-improvement, I first had to tackle his willful
resistance to letting me get a word in edgewise. I decided that a direct
approach was necessary.

With his diatribe showing no sign of losing wind, I locked my eyes
with him until he finally stopped pacing. “Steve,” I said, “there’s no
way around this. Your team hates you.” He wouldn’t have looked more
shocked if I’d stood on my chair and claimed to be his long-lost
daughter. Glancing at my folder of research, he asked, “What did they
say about me?” I had no choice but to tell him. And since his team had
warned me about his temper, I was prepared for what came next. The
raised voice. The clenched jaw. The menacing stares. The vein in his
neck. And right there across the desk, Steve’s face was turning bright
red.

“How could they SAY THOSE THINGS ABOUT ME? HOW COULD
THEY SAY THAT I YELL!?”

Then, as if exhausted by his own delusion, he slumped in his chair
and gazed out the window for a good minute. The last time Steve had
been silent, it had been an attempt to demonstrate the power he
believed he had over me. But this silence had an altogether different
quality. “So,” he said at last, swiveling his chair toward me with an
expression of calm intention, “I’ve been doing these things for the last
four months—or twenty years?—and nobody told me?” Indeed, rather
than face his harsh reality, he’d chosen the path of blissful ignorance,
which was easier in the moment but disastrous in the long run. That’s
the problem with blissful ignorance. It works just fine…until it doesn’t.

We reviewed his feedback for hours. At first he was resistant,
searching for any excuse to counter the criticism. But to his great
credit, he slowly started to accept what he was hearing. By the end of
our first session, I was seeing a new side of him. “I’ve never questioned
my leadership approach,” he told me. “Why would I? Everything’s
always been pretty great. But the last couple months, something’s felt
off. Results haven’t been what I was expecting, and the worst thing is,
it’s been following me home.” He smiled ruefully.

“The good news is that these problems are totally fixable,” I told



him. “And you’ve just taken a major step.”
“Really? What did I do?” he exhaustedly inquired.
I grinned. “You just accepted reality.”
At the end of our first meeting, Steve made a decision. Looking me

in the eye, he announced, “I don’t like this information, but I accept it.
And with your help, I’m going to figure it out.” It was another huge
step in the right direction.

At this point, Steve now had the will to make different choices, but
he still needed to develop the skill. So in the months that followed, I
helped him share his intentions, read his effect on his team, and seek
feedback from people who would tell him the truth.

In one coaching session a month or so after our initial meeting,
Steve was still struggling to understand why everyone thought he was
such a loose cannon. So I tried a different approach: “Do you
understand how you reacted when I gave you the feedback from your
team?” “Sure,” he replied. “I don’t think you do,” I said, and then did
my best impression of his response—aggressively staring at him,
raising my voice, and clenching my jaw—so he could see just how
hostile his behavior had been. “I don’t think I’ve always been like this,”
he said, “but I’m pretty sure I’ve been scaring my family just as much
as I’m scaring my team.” And now that he better understood how his
behavior was affecting others, he could begin to experiment with a
different and more effective approach.

This process went on for months. And like anyone undertaking such
a task, Steve had his fair share of setbacks, but he continued to make
steady progress. In the months that followed, he saw an improvement
in his effectiveness and felt a new level of confidence. Eventually, his
team began to notice that something was different—and so did his
family. They all started to talk about this wonderful person they called
“the New Steve.” It was also not a coincidence that his team met their
aggressive business plan that year, or that his CEO started to trust his
abilities and decisions.

Steve’s transformation was truly remarkable. But although Steve is
an outlier, he isn’t alone. There are so many others—professionals,



parents, teachers, students—who have made remarkable, against-the-
odds improvements in their self-knowledge and reaped the resulting
rewards. Throughout this book, you’ll hear their inspiring and
instructive stories.

Yet studying these outliers wasn’t my original plan. When I first
began my research, after reviewing every study on self-awareness my
team and I could get our hands on, I decided to interview a few dozen
people who fit our criteria for high self-awareness. My logic was that if
I could learn what they were doing, I would unlock the secret formula
for everyone else. But I hit a brick wall that, in hindsight, I should have
anticipated. Interviewing people to whom self-knowledge came
naturally—and who had always been self-aware, at least as adults—
turned out to be surprisingly pointless. When I asked my interviewees
what they did to stay self-aware, they said things like “I don’t know—I
guess I just try to reflect on myself,” or “I’ve never thought about it. I
just do it,” or “I guess I was born this way.”

Suddenly, I had an epiphany: if I wanted to hack the code of self-
awareness, I wasn’t going to find the answer in those who came by it
naturally. Instead, I had to find people who had made dramatic, game-
changing improvements in self-insight over the course of their adult
lives. In other words, I needed to study self-aware people who didn’t
start off that way.

As we began our search for these self-awareness savants, my
research team and I adopted two stringent and unwavering criteria.
The first was that they had to be high in both types of self-awareness—
internal and external—as rated both by themselves and someone who
knew them well. Second, they needed to have begun their adult lives
with low to moderate levels of self-awareness but dramatically
improved it over time, again as rated by themselves and someone who
knew them well.*4

After surveying thousands of people from all around the world, our
team identified 50 individuals who fit our two criteria with whom we
conducted in-depth, quality interviews to learn what they were doing
differently.*5 One of my research assistants playfully but appropriately
began to refer to them as self-awareness unicorns—after all, they



were rare, special creatures that most people didn’t believe even
existed!—and the term stuck. Our self-awareness unicorns came from
all walks of life, and remarkably, there were no patterns by job type,
industry, age, gender, education, national origin, or any other
demographic characteristic. They were professionals, entrepreneurs,
artists, students, teachers, stay-at-home parents, executives (even a
Fortune 10 CEO), and more. But this diverse group did have two
things in common: a belief in the supreme importance of self-
awareness and a commitment to develop and hone it throughout their
lives.

To help you get a better understanding of what a self-awareness
unicorn really looks like, let me tell you about the first time I realized I
was in the presence of one.

HOW ARE SELF-AWARENESS UNICORNS DIFFERENT?
It was almost exam time at the Government Secondary School in
Chibok, Nigeria, and 276 girls were deep in hard-earned sleep. In the
early hours of April 14, 2014, their peace was suddenly shattered by a
group of men bursting into the darkness of their dormitory. The men
reassured the panicking and confused girls, “We’re security guards.
We’re here to assist you.”

Once the now-terrified students had left the safety of their dorm,
they were loaded onto trucks at gunpoint and driven to a fortified
camp in the Sambisa Forest. The men were, in fact, members of the
Nigerian terrorist organization Boko Haram. And though this story
received worldwide attention, what isn’t widely known is that the
Nigerian military had four hours’ warning about the attack. They also
knew exactly where the girls were being held. And yet they did
nothing.

Far from the Sambisa Forest, a 34-year-old manager at a Nigerian
oil-and-gas company was in New York City when she heard the news.
Florence Ozor had to do something—but what?



Florence had always felt most comfortable at home with her nose in
a book. And as someone who kept her head down to avoid being
labeled self-promoting or arrogant, Florence certainly wasn’t someone
you’d expect to see on the front lines of the war on terror. But in a
divine act of timing, she’d recently had a profound insight that would
alter the course of her entire life. If self-awareness is a journey,
insights are the “aha” moments along the way. They’re the fuel
powering the souped-up sports car on the highway of self-awareness:
with them, we can step on the gas pedal; without them, we’re stranded
on the side of the road.

Just days before the Chibok girls were abducted, Florence was in
Washington, D.C., attending a program put on by Fortune magazine
and the U.S. State Department. One of the sessions she attended was
about engaging the media to create social change. And it was making
her pretty uncomfortable. To Florence, the session’s call to action
seemed to be to hang out a neon sign for the media that said “Look at
me!” She’d always stood for justice, but not on the world stage. As an
introvert, she’d feared it would let too many people into her space, and
the inevitable result would be a loss of privacy and control.

But her desire for privacy, Florence realized, was nothing compared
to the changes she wanted to effect in the world. And the day the
Chibok girls were abducted, she made a decision: no matter what the
risk, no matter what she’d have to give up, she had to take a stand to
bring the girls home. Deep down, I’ve always been a fighter, she
thought. Why not let the world know it?

By the time Florence had returned home from New York, the
#BringBackOurGirls movement had begun to sweep the world. But
her government was still doing nothing. Around that time, a
remarkable woman named Hadiza Bala Usman organized a group to
demand a response from both the international community and the
Nigerian government. Armed with the newfound insight that she was
capable of creating a wide social impact, Florence joined the group’s
first protest in the capital city of Abuja. That day, and every day
thereafter, they gathered near the city’s Unity Fountain, an enormous
cement monument with a cascade of water soaring many stories into



the sky. Holding the protest here wasn’t just a signal of their intent—
unity—they needed to be close to the country’s national assembly.

The protesters faced intimidation and harassment. Hired thugs
chased them with sticks, stole their phones and cameras, and even
broke chairs over their backs, all while indifferent police and public
servants looked on. But nothing has diminished their will. Florence
and her compatriots will continue to demand action until the (as of
this writing) 113 remaining girls are safely home.

People tell Florence all the time how surprised they are that she
stepped out of her small circle and into public life. Initially, she says,
she even surprised herself, but she came to realize that this resolve
wasn’t entirely new—it just hadn’t been brought out this powerfully
before.

And since that time, her growing notoriety (both online and offline)
has allowed her to make a deeper and more profound mark on her
country, her continent, and her world. Through her newly formed
Florence Ozor Foundation, for example, Florence and her team are
focused on creating opportunities, inspiring success, and fostering
prosperity on the African continent. In 2014, they spearheaded a civic,
non-partisan initiative to educate and engage Nigerian citizens in the
electoral process. It was thanks in large part to their efforts that, in
spite of the unprecedented threat of terrorism and violence, nearly 30
million Nigerians turned out for the presidential election on March 28,
2015.

Florence’s remarkable commitment to self-awareness has helped
her realize the impact she can have on the world. It’s helped her make
choices in service of her long-term success and happiness. It’s helped
her find her life’s calling. (Incidentally, as someone who knows
Florence well, I have absolutely no doubt that she will accomplish her
greater vision, perhaps, as I often tell her, as the first female president
of Nigeria.)

But what’s just as remarkable about Florence is that this particular
insight was just one among many others. That’s the thing about
unicorns—they know that self-awareness isn’t a one-and-done
exercise. It’s a continual process of looking inward, questioning, and



discovering the things that have been there all along. Florence Ozor,
and others like her, are a study in the transformative power of self-
awareness.

THE PATH TO INSIGHT
While researching this book, I was lucky enough to interview Alan
Mulally, the former CEO of Ford who led one of the most successful
corporate turnarounds in history—he also happens to be a personal
hero of mine. At the beginning of our interview, I asked him a rather
direct question: Assuming he got as many interview requests as I
suspected (he did: often dozens per week), why did he agree to talk to
me?

As we sipped coffee on a sunny patio in Scottsdale, he smiled. With
a twinkle in his eye, he replied, “Because no one has written this book
yet, and it needs to be written. Throughout my career and my life,
there has been one essential truth: the biggest opportunity for
improvement—in business, at home, and in life—is awareness.”

I couldn’t have said it better. Though many management thinkers
and business leaders sing the praises of self-awareness, there have
been few, if any, systematic attempts to scientifically examine what it
is, where it comes from, and how to get more of it. For that reason, the
central purpose of my research has been to help people increase their
self-awareness in service of their personal fulfillment and professional
success. Along the way, our team made more than a few shocking
discoveries that challenged conventional wisdom, and we learned that
much, if not most, of what people think improves self-awareness can
actually have the opposite effect. In the pages ahead, you’ll discover
these surprising myths and learn what it really takes to become self-
aware.

I wrote Insight for anyone who wants to make the leap
from self-blindness to self-insight, and in turn reap the
rewards of smarter choices, stronger relationships, and a



better life. My goal is to help you avoid the roadblocks and wrong
turns; to give you tools to unlock a whole new level of self-knowledge;
and to show you how to survive and thrive in an increasingly unaware
world.

In Part I of the book, you’ll learn the building blocks of and
roadblocks to self-awareness. In chapter 2, we will begin with the
Seven Pillars of Insight that separate the aware from the unaware.
Once we understand what it really means to be self-aware, we’ll then
take on the roadblocks and learn how to bust through them. Chapter 3
will examine the inner barriers that don’t just hamper self-awareness,
but fill us with an unwarranted confidence that we already are self-
aware. In chapter 4, we’ll move to the biggest societal obstacle to
insight: something called the Cult of Self.

Part II will focus on internal self-awareness. In chapter 5, I’ll
overturn the many myths and follies around what it actually takes to
improve it. You’ll discover why introspection doesn’t always lead to
insight, how those who seek the absolute truth about themselves are
the least likely to discover it, and why many common self-awareness
approaches like therapy and journaling have hidden pitfalls. Once
we’ve established what doesn’t increase internal self-awareness,
chapter 6 will show you what does, with several practical approaches
that you can use right away.

Part III confronts the surprising myths and truths of external self-
awareness and shows us why we can’t unearth it on our own. We’ll
discover that even when we think we understand how other people see
us, we’re often dead wrong. Chapter 7 will expose the biggest
misconceptions that people have about external self-awareness.
Despite the lip service given today to “feedback” in the business world
and beyond, it’s rare to get candid, objective data on what we’re doing
well and where we could stand to improve. I’ll give you a few
approaches to bust through these barriers and seek feedback—at work
and at home—on your own terms. Finally, in chapter 8, you’ll learn
how to hear that feedback without fighting or fleeing, and how to act
on it while remaining true to who you are.

Part IV pulls back to look at the bigger picture. Chapter 9 will



examine how good leaders foster self-awareness in their teams and
organizations. You’ll see why trying to force team candor can be a
surprisingly costly mistake—if you don’t have certain building blocks
in place first, your efforts will backfire. I’ll end with a step-by-step
process (one I’ve used for more than a decade) to help your team
exchange feedback in a safe, direct, productive way.

Chapter 10 has the lofty but important goal of helping you survive
and thrive in an increasingly delusional world. When I talk with people
about my research, they often ask, “Can you please help me deal with
[insert name of delusional person they know]?” We certainly can’t
force others to become self-aware, but there are a surprising number
of strategies that can reduce their negative impact, and in a few cases,
even help them be less delusional. I’ll end the book with my Seven-Day
Insight Challenge, a practical and battle-tested tool to help you
engineer a few quick wins in your self-awareness journey. (And if
you’re interested in a more “block and tackle” guide, I encourage you
to download the workbook available at www.Insight-Book.com.)

There are two types of people in the world—those who think they’re
self-aware and those who actually are. My bold vision is to create a
world filled with the latter. The barriers to self-awareness are
numerous, but with the help of outside eyes and a few powerful tools,
they are not impossible to navigate. And when we do, we’re laying the
foundation for a whole new level of confidence and success. After all,
without insight, how can we chart a course that will bring us joy and
happiness? Or create deep and lasting relationships? Or fulfill our true
purpose? I’m hoping that this book will be a powerful wake-up call to
three simple facts: that self-awareness is the exquisite foundation to a
life well lived, that it is possible to make the journey, and that the
courage and effort it takes to get there are well worth it.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 1

Self-awareness: The will and the skill to understand who we are,
including things like our values, patterns, and impact on others

http://www.Insight-Book.com


(internal self-awareness) and how others see us (external self-
awareness).
Self-delusion: The opposite of self-awareness, where we avoid—
or can’t see—the truth about ourselves.
Self-awareness unicorns: People who have made
transformational improvements in their self-awareness.
Insights: The “aha” moments in our self-awareness journey.

*1 Throughout the book, I’ll set key terms, tools, and key takeaways in bold type so
it’s easier to refer back to them.

*2 Throughout this book, there are more than 400 scientific studies, books, and
articles cited. All references are listed by chapter starting on this page.

*3 I’m often asked how self-awareness is related to emotional intelligence. The
simple answer is that whereas emotional intelligence is primarily about
awareness and regulation of emotions in ourselves and others, self-awareness is a
much broader term: it covers our internal characteristics that go beyond
emotions—our values, passions, aspirations, fit, patterns, reactions, and impact
on others—as well as how we’re seen by other people.

*4 In order to find these people, we used two sampling strategies. First, we went on
Turk, an online marketplace where you can recruit participants to complete
surveys. Second, we used snowball sampling by inviting the people we know to
take our survey then recruit the people they know, and people who they know, et
cetera. As you’ll see, this is why I personally know a few of these people.

*5 If you’re wondering whether a sample of 50 people is enough to glean
meaningful conclusions about self-awareness, it may be important to point out
the difference between quantitative and qualitative research. Though much of our
research was quantitative—that is, giving people numeric surveys—our
examination of our self-awareness unicorns was qualitative in nature. Qualitative
research delves deeper into each participant—in our case, with extensive
interviews—in order to look for themes and patterns. And for a qualitative study,
50 is actually a pretty high number, especially considering that the unicorns were
so difficult to find!



Part One
Roadblocks and Building Blocks



2
THE ANATOMY OF SELF-AWARENESS

The Seven Pillars of Insight

The beginning of knowledge is the discovery of something
we do not understand.

—FRANK HERBERT

For thousands of years, the Mayans were the dominant society in
Mesoamerica.*1 Yet until archeologists began to study this
extraordinary civilization in the early 1800s, their ruins lay dormant
for nearly a millennium. Since that time, we’ve unearthed remarkably
specific details about the Mayan way of life. Long before the advent of
what we know of as the modern calendar, for instance, the Mayans
measured time using days and months. They created one of the first
written languages. They built massive palaces and pavilions without
metal or machines, and they are even thought to have discovered how
to make rubber.

But in the midst of these groundbreaking discoveries, there was one
much larger mystery that plagued archeologists for more than a
century. As one of the most populous civilizations in human history,
the Mayans reached an all-time high in AD 800, and yet by AD 950, 95
percent had mysteriously vanished. Scientists developed several
theories as to why this occurred—a catastrophic event like an
earthquake or volcano, a virus brought by Spanish settlers, a gruesome
civil war—but for many years, there were no concrete answers, and the
question vexed scientists for decades.



But all along, the evidence had been staring them in the face—they
just hadn’t stitched the information together in the right way. Then,
finally, someone did. In his 2005 book Collapse, geographer Jared
Diamond proposed that the Mayans’ disappearance was the
combination of massive deforestation and prolonged drought, which
caused crops to fail, trade to shift, and cities to be slowly swallowed by
the rainforest as survivors moved away. Though there isn’t total
agreement, most scientists believe that Diamond finally solved the
central mystery of the Mayans once and for all.

The science of self-awareness has followed a remarkably similar
pattern. Just as the Mayan ruins lay dormant for centuries before
being discovered by archeologists, the topic of self-awareness can be
traced as far back as 600 BC—yet it’s only been subjected to scientific
scrutiny in the last 40 years. For millennia, the discipline of self-
knowledge was confined to philosophy and religion. Roman
philosopher Plotinus believed that happiness was achieved by knowing
our true self. And perhaps most famously, the seven sages of ancient
Greece inscribed the phrase “know thyself” at the entry of the Temple
of Apollo at Delphi, a mantra that Plato later reinforced in the
teachings of Socrates.

And though most people associate self-awareness with Buddhism,
nearly every religious tradition recognizes its importance. In chapter 1,
we saw the Christian parable about the planks in our eyes. Confucius
advised that to govern others, one must first govern oneself. The
Hindu Upanishads said that “enquiry into the truth of the Self is
knowledge.” In the Jewish faith, self-knowledge has been called “the
prerequisite for any self-improvement.” Avicenna, a tenth-century
Muslim philosopher, wrote that “self-awareness is essential to the soul
and [our] awareness of ourselves is our very existence.”

But sadly, when self-awareness researchers finally had the chance to
catch up, they made many of the same mistakes the Mayan
archeologists did, spending years focused on surprisingly myopic
details at the expense of bigger, more important questions. The result?
Piles of disjointed, often peripheral research that no one even
bothered trying to stitch together. So when I set out to summarize the



current state of scientific knowledge on self-awareness, I initially came
up with more questions than answers, starting with the most central
question: What was self-awareness, exactly?

As you read in the last chapter, when I began my research program,
I was surprised to discover the astonishing lack of agreement about
how to define it. As one example, in the early 1970s, psychologists
Shelley Duval and Robert Wickland were among the first to
scientifically examine a construct they called “self-awareness.” But
Duval and Wickland chose to define it as a temporary state of self-
consciousness (sort of like how you feel at a party where you don’t
know anyone—the feeling of “everyone’s looking at me and I want to
go home”). Other definitions were all over the map—from
introspection to pondering how other people see us to the difference
between how we see ourselves and how others see us. But most of
these definitions largely missed the point.*2 Why? Because focusing on
ourselves doesn’t mean that we understand ourselves.

In my work as an organizational psychologist, one self-evident truth
has always been that people who have a clear understanding of
themselves enjoy more successful careers and better lives—they’ve
developed an intuitive understanding of what matters to them, what
they want to accomplish, how they behave, and how others see them.
But it was hard to find this version of self-awareness anywhere in the
scientific literature. In fact, the picture of a self-aware person that
most research painted was less of an enlightened Dalai Lama figure
and more of a neurotic Woody Allen one. Clearly, there was a huge
mismatch between how researchers were defining self-awareness and
what it really looked like, at least to me, in the real world.

So, through quantitative surveys of thousands of people—and
drawing on the in-depth interviews with our self-awareness unicorns,
my research team and I spent more than a year identifying what
specific knowledge made up real-world self-awareness. We learned
that self-aware people possessed seven distinct types of insight that
unaware people didn’t. They understood their values (the principles
that guide them), passions (what they love to do), aspirations
(what they want to experience and achieve), fit (the environment they



require to be happy, energized, and engaged), patterns (consistent
ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving), reactions (the thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors that reveal their strengths and weaknesses),
and impact (the effect they have on others).

In this chapter, we will examine a few of these Seven Pillars of
Insight in more detail and begin to paint the picture of the rich,
multifaceted understanding that makes up self-awareness (and if
you’re interested in exploring all of your seven pillars, check out
Appendices A–G). Then we’ll discuss an equally important dimension
of insight: that to be truly aware, we can’t just understand ourselves;
we also need to know how we’re seen by others.

VALUES
Benjamin Franklin was a celebrated politician, an inventor, and one of
America’s most beloved early statesmen. But one of the lesser-known
achievements of this Renaissance man was the incredible self-insight
he gained over the course of his adult life— it’s entirely possible that
Franklin was America’s first unicorn.

Born in Boston in 1706 as the tenth son of a soap maker, Franklin
was forced to leave school at age 10 because of his family’s financial
struggles. By age 12, he was serving as his brother James’s bound
apprentice in a printing business. But in 1723, after years of fraternal
mistreatment, Franklin ran away to start a new life in Philadelphia.
Just three years later, he’d already failed in two business ventures and
fathered an illegitimate son. (Most history textbooks seem to gloss
over these unflattering facts.)

Though Franklin was raised as a Presbyterian, he rarely attended
church, declaring that he was unimpressed and frustrated that “not a
single moral principle was inculcated or enforced.” That depressing
conclusion, coupled with his childhood struggles and ill-advised early
life choices, brought about Franklin’s commitment to “arriv[e] at
moral perfection.” So, at the ripe age of 20, he created a list of 13



principles by which he wanted to live his life. They included
“Resolution: Resolve to perform what you ought, perform without fail
what you resolve”; “Order: Let all your things have their places; let
each part of your business have its time”; and “Humility: Imitate Jesus
and Socrates.”

Franklin called them “virtues,” but one could also call them values,
which is our first pillar of insight. Indeed, developing a core set of
principles that guide how we want to live our lives is a first
and critical step in becoming self-aware. In particular, values define
the person we want to be and provide a standard for evaluating our
actions. In a move that puts even the most diligent self-awareness
unicorns to shame, Benjamin Franklin evaluated his actions through a
“little book” he created to track his progress, filling the margins with
inspirational quotes from Cicero, the Proverbs of Solomon, and James
Thomson (along with inventing bifocals and swim fins, Franklin also
appears to have been the father of the self-help journal). On every page
was a red table with each virtue in its own row, and each day of the
week in its own column. And though he paid special attention to one
virtue every week, he reviewed the entire list at the end of each day,
making a “little black spot” if the day’s behavior hadn’t reflected that
virtue.

Though not all self-awareness unicorns are as diligent as Franklin,
many employ similar techniques. One young professional, for
example, has his list of values pinned to his refrigerator: each evening
while he’s cooking dinner, he evaluates how well his actions that day
mirrored them. In addition to a studied commitment to living their
own values, many also described dedicating time and effort to
instilling them in their children. (For a few questions to help you
explore your own values, take a look at appendix A.)

ASPIRATIONS
Entrepreneur Ben Huh experienced a “midlife” career crisis at the ripe
young age of 23. He’d spent eighteen months, and hundreds of



thousands of dollars of other people’s money, on a start-up that had
gone up in smoke. The sense of shame and defeat was just too much
for the young overachiever to bear. He spent days in bed, isolated,
broke, and even haunted by thoughts of suicide. After he finally
managed to pull himself out of this bleak period, Ben realized that he
needed a plan. So he sat down with a blank sheet of paper and made a
list of things he wanted to achieve in the life he’d come so close to
ending. The task turned out not to be as easy as he thought it would
be. The struggle, he has said, was in being able to see into this future
and find the “evergreen shoots” that would define it.

For anyone who knows Ben, the fact that he decided to kick-start the
next phase of his life with a list of life goals won’t seem surprising. For
as long as he can remember, he’s been ambitious and goal driven. Ben
was born of humble beginnings in Seoul, South Korea, and his family
moved to the United States when he was 14. His parents cleaned
buildings to scrape by, and Ben helped as much as he could, often
fishing soda cans from the trash to recycle for pennies. He was
determined to build a more comfortable future for himself, and
eventually became the first person in his family to graduate from
college.

And so, six years later, alone in his new home of Seattle, Ben created
his list. It included things like meeting the perfect woman, selling a
company for profit, and learning how to ride a motorcycle. Now I
know what you’re thinking: I’m about to tell you to put this book down
and start making your list of life goals right away. But hold on—Ben’s
story comes with a twist. Years later, he was the successful CEO of
humor website I Can Has Cheezburger (aka the birthplace of cat
memes), which he’d purchased in 2007. Yet something was still
missing, and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

One day, Ben was having a seemingly ordinary lunch with one of his
investors, discussing some of the struggles he was experiencing. He
said, “You know, I have these goals. There are all these things that I
want to do.” That’s when his lunch companion dropped a bombshell.
“The goals aren’t important,” his investor said. “What’s important is
the process of getting there.”



That lunchtime wisdom would become the catalyst for a year-long
process to, as Ben puts it, “figure out why I am here on this planet.”
Instead of adding more bullet points to his bucket list, he started to
ask himself a far more central question: What did he really want out of
life? He eventually came to realize that the answer was simple: to
experience as much of the world as he could with the people he loved.
At that point, he had the means to do something truly special with
Emily, the perfect woman he’d met (and checked off his list) in 2001.
And that’s exactly what he did.

In 2015, Ben made the decision to step down from Cheezburger, and
he and Emily promptly embarked on a once-in-a-lifetime trip around
the world. Ben doesn’t yet know where the rest of his journey will take
him, but one thing he can be certain of is this: it will be far more
meaningful than simply checking a bunch of goals off a list.

Ben’s story is a powerful example of what it really means to
understand our aspirations. What’s more, it shows that while
setting goals is relatively easy, they don’t always lead to true insight or
perfect happiness. Instead of asking, “What do I want to achieve?” the
better question is, “What do I really want out of life?” While
goals can leave us feeling deflated and disappointed once we’ve
achieved them, aspirations are never fully completed; we can get up
every morning feeling motivated by them all over again. And even if
we aren’t in the enviable position of being able to quit our job and
travel the world, we can all live better lives by understanding what we
want to experience and accomplish while we’re here on this planet. (By
the way, there are a few questions to help you learn more about your
aspirations in appendix C.)

REACTIONS
Susan was doing the best she could. Her demanding boss at the
growing real estate company where she worked often required that she
put in 70-hour weeks. Though she was constantly stressed, she threw
everything she had into her role, usually managing to keep her head



above water. Or so she thought. One day, completely out of the blue,
Susan was abruptly fired.

Stunned, devastated, and angry, she blamed her superiors for this
shocking turn of events. She hadn’t given up on them—how could they
give up on her? But once her anger died down, Susan was determined
to seek a silver lining in this very dark cloud. She had a sneaking
suspicion that her behavior had played a role in her boss’s decision—
she just didn’t know exactly how. As she carefully sifted through what
she called the “oh, shit moments” in her now ex-job, Susan realized
that her unawareness of her real-time reactions—that is, the
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reveal our strengths
and weaknesses—had come back to bite her. Her reactions to her
co-workers, especially under stress, were unmasking a serious
weakness: her inability to control her emotions. And especially with
her boss, she hadn’t been doing a very good job of it. I’m working 70
hours a week, she’d reasoned; he should be able to let a few snippy
comments go. But he wasn’t, and she’d paid a hefty price.

Since her shocking realization, Susan has worked to manage this
weakness and better monitor her reactions. When she’s stressed, she
now pays careful attention. Is she cutting people off? Is her tone short?
Does she seem agitated? When she feels herself becoming abrupt, she
makes a point to pause, think, and soften her tone. On the rare
occasion that the stress becomes too intense to manage, she will
excuse herself, take a breather, and return to the conversation.

Another upside that came from Susan’s ordeal was that she found a
new job that was much more fulfilling and much less stressful. In her
new position, she works hard not just to manage her stress, but to
adapt her communication style to others’ (rather than expect them to
adapt to hers). This has been a total game-changer, and it’s no wonder
that it helped her become a bona fide unicorn.

However, it’s important to point out that when we examine our
reactions, we don’t just uncover our weaknesses; sometimes we can
discover strengths we never knew we had. Paul, a longtime operations
executive, was raised in a poor town in Colorado. His shy nature,
coupled with a critical family, led him to believe from a very young age



that “everyone was better than me.” Things became so bad that at the
age of 23, he made the difficult decision to move to the big city (i.e.,
Denver) and try to make it on his own.

All Paul could afford was a tiny property in a rough part of town that
was called, somewhat ironically, Uptown. “At the time, it was really
sketchy,” he told me. “The house had been foreclosed on by the bank,
and it was a mess. The windows were all broken out. I didn’t even get a
key.” But despite the dilapidated condition of his new home, there was
something about the neighborhood that gave him a feeling of
opportunity and promise.

Not long after he moved in, Paul found himself chatting with a
neighbor who wanted to form a registered neighborhood organization.
He didn’t know exactly what that was, but he was happy to get
involved anyway, making flyers and passing them around to generate
support. And when the organization was formed, he helped out where
he could. For the first few years, everything seemed to be going well.
Until, that is, he had a chance conversation with a friend who worked
at the city planning office.

Paul learned that the organization’s current president—a local
attorney—had been making decisions on many important matters that
the group didn’t even know about, let alone have the opportunity to
discuss. “The things he was signing off on, and approving on behalf of
the neighborhood, were projects that would have benefited some very
influential businesspeople far more than us,” Paul told me.

What put him over the edge, though, was learning that plans were in
motion for a 20-story high-rise just a few blocks from his house. And if
it went ahead, it would change the neighborhood forever. When Paul
heard this news, a hidden side of him kicked into gear. There was no
way he was going to let the president get away with this. Paul called an
urgent meeting and he agreed to step down.

While Paul was surprised by his swift and decisive reaction, he was
even more surprised when he learned his neighbors’ new choice for
president. It was…him. He didn’t want to let them down, so despite
some hefty reservations, he decided to give it a try. But the new role
couldn’t have come at a more trying time. In exactly 10 days, the



association would have its one and only chance to stop the high-rise at
a city planning meeting. Paul had never given a presentation before, of
any kind whatsoever, let alone to a room crammed full of people
looking to him as their leader. “So here I am,” he told me, “I’m twenty-
five, I’m shy, I really didn’t want to be president, and I’m nervous as
heck.” He stood up and delivered his presentation as best he could.

When it was finally over, he wasn’t really sure how he’d done. That
is, until one of his neighbors, who worked for Hughes Aircraft,
excitedly approached him and practically offered him a job on the
spot. Maybe, he realized, I’m not as inept at all this as I thought.

Paul’s gut response to the actions of a slippery attorney set forth a
chain of events that opened his eyes to qualities he’d never known he
had: a knack for public speaking, a gift for working through conflict,
and the initiative to step up in the face of a challenge. And just like
that, a new world began to open up for him. Paul went on to have a
career as a successful CEO and has run businesses all over the world.
And that 20-story high-rise? Naturally, it was never built. Years later,
his organization managed to get the Uptown neighborhood listed on
the National Register of Historic Places, and it’s since become one of
the most desirable places to live in Denver. (If Paul has inspired you,
appendix F has some questions to help you get at the foundational
aspect of this pillar—that is, your strengths and weaknesses.)

IMPACT
So far, each pillar of insight has been about us—what we value, what
we’re passionate about, what we aspire to do, what environment we
need, how we behave, how we respond to the world. But to be truly
self-aware, we must also build on that to understand our impact: that
is, how our behavior affects others. Over the course of our daily
lives, we often encounter people who appear completely oblivious to
this: the boss who assigns an arbitrary emergency project on a Friday
afternoon, paying no notice to his employees’ groans and sighs. The
man in the grocery store blocking an entire aisle while a mother with a



double stroller hopelessly waits to pass. The woman who inexplicably
sits through two cycles of a left-turn arrow, seemingly unaware of the
multitude of deafening honks from the cars trapped behind her.
Theoretically, these people might have a stellar understanding of their
inner selves, but when it comes to the impact that they have on those
around them, it’s like they’re completely blind.

Not surprisingly, this final pillar is especially important for leaders,
as Eleanor Allen learned the hard way. She’ll never forget the five little
words that turned out to be the most surprising—and game-changing
—feedback she has ever received: “You have got to stop.”

Just a month earlier, Eleanor had stepped into one of the greatest
challenges of her career. She and her family had moved to Puerto Rico,
where she’d become the program manager for a large and complex
water infrastructure capital improvement program. During the first
few days, it became apparent that her new job was going to be
considerably more difficult than she’d imagined. With a rising sense of
horror, she discovered letter after legalese letter from their client
explaining that the team had not been supplying what had been
requested, and what they had been supplying was unacceptable.
Eleanor’s team was on the verge of being fired.

But if she’d stepped into a burning building, Eleanor was also
confident that her previous experience had equipped her with a
fireproof suit. After all, the engineer by training had led challenging
programs and projects all over the world, earning the kind of problem-
solving skills that could only be developed through truly high-stakes
work. She carefully triaged the situation and started firing off a stream
of regular e-mail instructions to her 100-person team. Although she
would have loved to have more time to build relationships in person,
there just wasn’t any. I’ll get to that after I put out the fire, she vowed.

A few weeks went by. And somehow, things still weren’t getting
done. Again and again, Eleanor would assign a task that was due to the
client on a certain date, which would come and go with no deliverable.
She felt frustrated and alone, and didn’t understand why she couldn’t
make the changes that were needed. One afternoon, as she sat fuming
behind her paper-cluttered desk, Eleanor finally lost her cool. How



could these smart, capable people be this ham-fisted?! she exploded.
No wonder we’re about to get fired! As if on cue, her office door burst
open. It was her deputy, Evelio, a bristly, energetic, and fiercely
intelligent local engineer.

“What’s the matter?” Eleanor asked. “What’s going on?”
Evelio slammed the door behind him. “You!” he said, at a volume

just a hair shy of shouting. “You have got to stop.”
“What?” she stammered, completely blindsided. “What are you

talking about?”
Evelio took a step toward her. “You are driving us crazy!” he said.

“No one is reading your e-mails! No one knows what our priorities
are!”

“But I…”
“Eleanor,” he said. “You’re the one who’s going to get us fired!”
She could tell her deputy had come prepared for a fight. But in a

moment of pure, brilliant, shining self-awareness, she took a breath,
looked him in the eye, and said, “Okay, then. Tell me. What should I
do instead?”

“Step away from your computer,” he said. “Right now. Don’t even
think about typing another e-mail.”

She did as she was told, lifting her hands from the keyboard.
“Now get up. We’re going to go talk to our team. You have to build

some trust with them before you issue any more orders.”
That was when Eleanor realized her mistake. She’d been

communicating with her team all wrong—and without seeing the
impact it was having on their morale and productivity. With each e-
mail, the team’s resentment mounted, causing them to dig their heels
farther into the already shaky ground. The very in-person interactions
Eleanor felt they didn’t have time for were precisely what the team
needed most.

From that moment forward, Eleanor effectively called it quits on the
e-mails. With Evelio’s help, she began to invest in really getting to
know them, organizing Friday socials, convening a Fun at Work
Committee, and holding an offsite meeting with her leadership team.



She also found every possible excuse to spend time with her client,
appearing at their office just in time for coffee or lunch in the cafeteria.
In weeks, she noticed a new and palpable feeling of trust. As time went
on, those bonds only grew: since then, when there was a hiccup, they
called her to troubleshoot it instead of issuing an austere letter.

In less than six months, Eleanor and her team literally took the
project from worst to first: they became the best performing program
on the island, completing their work on time and under budget. (And
they had fun!) Two years later, when Eleanor was promoted to another
role, Evelio effortlessly stepped into her shoes. Eleanor went on to
become the CEO of the global non-profit Water for People, but says
that to this day she’s never enjoyed socializing with colleagues as much
as she did with Evelio and their team in Puerto Rico.

Luckily, while increasing awareness of our impact requires
commitment and practice, it is possible (and for a few questions to
help you do that, take a look at appendix G). The key skill we must
develop to read our impact is perspective-taking, or the ability to
imagine what others are thinking and feeling (this is different from
empathy, which involves actually experiencing others’ emotions).

It may seem counterintuitive that looking at the world from other
people’s perspectives would help us understand ourselves better. Let’s
look at one study that powerfully demonstrates why this is the case.
Researchers surveyed more than 100 Chicago couples every four
months for a year on their feelings of marital satisfaction, intimacy,
trust, passion, and love for their partner. Disconcertingly, during the
period of the study, the couples, who were married an average of 11
years, showed “robust declines in marital quality.”

The researchers wanted to see whether anything could turn the tide.
So they asked their participants to write for 21 minutes about a conflict
in their marriage. Compared to couples who simply wrote about the
conflict, those who were instructed to write about how a “neutral third
party who wants the best for all” would view the conflict saw the
decline in marital satisfaction reverse completely over the following
year. By rising above their own perspective and seeing their problems
through their spouses’ eyes, they could be more level-headed and less



defensive. This mindset helped them better understand how their
actions were impacting their spouses, and in turn, start treating them
better.

But the great irony of perspective-taking is that we are least likely to
do it when we need to do it most. I was recently on a Hong Kong–
bound flight that, after hours of hopelessly boarding and deplaning,
was finally canceled. Of course, all 500 passengers had somewhere to
be—tears, anger, and a general sense of panic filled the air. A brave
gate agent led our angry mob to a customer-service area manned by
four airline employees. When my turn came, I hesitantly tiptoed over
to an agent—his name-tag said “Bob”—fearing that I might not like
what he was about to tell me. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Eurich,” Bob
mumbled, “but I can’t get you to Hong Kong today.”

Just as I was about to start foaming at the mouth, I noticed the fear
in Bob’s eyes. Luckily I’d recently learned about a tool developed by
psychologist Richard Weissbourd called “Zoom In, Zoom Out.” To
successfully take others’ perspectives in highly charged situations,
Weissbourd advises, we should start by “zooming in” on our
perspective to better understand it. So I zoomed in: I’m hungry, tired,
and furious at the airline for its mechanical ineptitude. Next, we
should “zoom out” and consider the perspective of the other person.
When I imagined what Bob was experiencing, I thought, Poor Bob. I
wonder what his day has been like.

“Were you scheduled to work this evening?” I asked. “No, ma’am,”
he instantly responded, pointing to his colleagues, “All four of us were
heading home for the evening but were called back in. I was supposed
to pick my kids up from school because my wife is out of town. I’ll
probably be here until ten p.m.” I’d been feeling pretty sorry for
myself, but I now felt even worse for Bob. I asked if the other
passengers had been yelling at him. He nodded and said, “People
usually get so mad that they forget we’re people, too.”

I learned two unexpected lessons that day: first, that zooming out
helped me calm down a bit and remember that I wasn’t the center of
the universe (always helpful). Second, that taking Bob’s perspective
helped me understand the impact of my behavior—which in turn



helped me to control it.

FROM INSIDE OUT TO OUTSIDE IN: THE IMPORTANCE OF
EXTERNAL SELF-AWARENESS
When Ben Franklin assembled his 13-point plan to arrive at moral
perfection, his initial list contained only 12 virtues. But upon sharing it
with a close friend, he learned that he’d completely overlooked his
most significant opportunity for improvement. As Franklin later
wrote:

[My friend] kindly informed me that I was generally
thought proud; that my pride show’d itself frequently in
conversation; that I was not content with being in the right
when discussing any point, but was overbearing, and rather
insolent, of which he convinc’d me by mentioning several
instances.

As we learned earlier, one of the biggest myths about self-awareness
is that it’s all about looking inward—that is, insight from the inside
out. But armed with only our own observations, even the
most dedicated students of self-awareness among us risk
missing key pieces of the puzzle. For example, after you made
that jokey comment to your colleague, was she genuinely amused or
taken aback? While telling your life story to the guy you just met at a
cocktail party, was he interested or did he want to escape to the bar?
When you gave your boss constructive feedback on her last
department-wide presentation, was her “Thanks, I’ll keep that in
mind” grateful or dismissive?

The bottom line is that self-awareness isn’t one truth. It’s a complex
interweaving of information from two distinct, and sometimes even
competing, viewpoints. There is the inward perspective—your internal
self-awareness—and the outward perspective, external self-awareness,
or how other people see you. And remember, not only is there little to



no relationship between internal and external self-awareness, having
one without the other can often do more harm than good. You’ve
probably witnessed the folly of people who think they have themselves
figured out but are completely oblivious to how others see them. At the
other end of the spectrum, we all know people who are so focused on
the impression they create that they don’t understand or act in their
own best interests.

Let’s pretend that internal and external self-awareness are hydrogen
and oxygen, two of the most well-known elements on the periodic
table. On its own, hydrogen is dangerous because it spontaneously
ignites. (Remember the Hindenburg?) And though oxygen is not
flammable by itself, in excess, it causes many things to burn more
easily. But when you combine hydrogen and oxygen in the right
proportions, the two elements unite to create life-sustaining water.
Self-awareness is a bit like that: when we couple a clear perspective on
ourselves with the ability to abandon that perspective and see
ourselves as others do, this magical combination is a tremendous force
for good.

Yet given the delicate balance between internal and external self-
awareness, could there be certain pillars that are better acquired
through private reflection than feedback from others, and vice versa?
We’ll return to this question a bit later, but the answer is a qualified
yes. Typically, our own views can be especially helpful for pillars that
aren’t always visible to others: our values, passions, aspirations, and
fit. For example, if a successful accountant outwardly appears to be
fulfilled in his job but secretly dreams of a career as a Broadway
dancer, he is likely the sole possessor of that information. The reverse
is true for the pillars that are more visible to others, like our patterns,
reactions, and impact. Here, the self-awareness roadblocks we’ll soon
learn about can get in the way of an objective assessment, so we may
need others’ input to see ourselves more clearly. But the truth is that
for all seven pillars, it is critical to gain both an internal and
external perspective. Then and only then can we develop a true
understanding of who we are and how we’re seen.

And while balancing the two types of self-awareness isn’t always



easy, our lives are brimming with opportunities to do so. There’s a
wonderful Chinese proverb that says: “When the winds of change rage,
some build shelters while others build windmills.” Where most people
choose to hide or run for cover, self-awareness unicorns use their
experiences to help power and fuel their internal and external self-
knowledge. In particular, our research shows that they have a unique
ability to recognize and learn from alarm clock events: situations
that open our eyes to important self-truths. Sometimes, alarm clock
events boost our internal self-awareness by helping us see ourselves in
a new or different light; other times, they give us new data on how
we’re coming across to the outside world.

We’ve uncovered three general categories of alarm clock events. The
first is new roles or rules. When we are asked to play a new role at
work or in life, or play by a new set of rules, it stretches our comfort
zone and demands more from us, and therefore can supercharge our
self-knowledge. At work, for example, this can be things like job
changes, promotions, reassignments, new responsibilities, or joining a
new group or organization. In particular, our first leadership
experiences are especially ripe opportunities for insight—in fact, when
the American Management Association surveyed 700-plus CEOs, they
saw these early formative experiences as the most important learning
events of their careers.

But it’s not just work situations that challenge us with new roles and
rules. The same is true in other parts of life: leaving home for college,
taking on a new role in a community organization, starting a new
romantic relationship, or becoming a parent. And again, the most
powerful insights can often come from early experiences. For instance,
Stanford researcher Seana Moran has found that when a young person
has made dramatic gains in self-knowledge, it’s often the result of a
situation that “challenges values or norms which may have been
unreflectively accepted from family and culture.”

The second type of alarm clock event is an earthquake. Earlier, we
read about Susan, a unicorn who achieved a new level of self-
knowledge after being fired from her job. This is an example of the
kind of event that, because of its significance and severity, shakes us to



our core. Other examples might be the death or illness of a loved one, a
divorce or the end of a relationship, or any serious failure or setback.
Because earthquake events are so life-shattering, they all but force us
to confront the truth about ourselves.

I know someone whose husband abruptly left her, claiming that she
was emotionally unavailable. She was crushed; yet she had no choice
other than to face this devastating reality. It led her down a path to
better understand how she was behaving—and how that behavior was
getting in her way—which ultimately served her in all her
relationships, romantic or otherwise.

But by definition, earthquake events also run the risk of paralyzing
us, suppressing our emotional agility and making it that much harder
to absorb what we’ve learned about ourselves, much less channel it
productively. As management professor Morgan McCall observes, the
emotionally laden nature of these situations tempts us to distance
ourselves from them: we may get defensive, blame others, become
more cynical, overcompensate, shut down, or give up. To protect
against this, as McCall and his colleagues advise, “we must absorb the
suffering rather than react to it.” Susan, for example, could have
continued to blame her boss. But just when she most wanted to react
to the situation, she instead chose to understand it. The next step is to
put that insight into action. Indeed, once Susan accepted her situation,
she vowed never to let something like that happen again.

The third type of alarm clock event is an everyday insight. One
common assumption is that self-awareness is only earned through
dramatic, earth-shattering events—but this couldn’t be further from
the truth. Surprisingly, by a margin of two to one, our unicorns
reported having gained the most insight from more mundane
situations. They mentioned instances when they suddenly saw their
behavior in a new light, whether it was through an overheard
conversation, an offhand comment, or even a bit of unexpected
recognition. Others cited developmental experiences at work, like
leadership programs, 360 reviews, and so on. Some unicorns even
found “aha” moments in the midst of the most ordinary, even boring,
daily activities, like exercising or cleaning.



Shortly after Susan graduated from college, for example, she and her
best friend were moving into their first apartment. When they were
unpacking their kitchen, Susan remembers her outrage upon noticing
that her friend had stacked their plastic cups in front of the glass ones
in the cupboard. “No one should drink out of plastic glasses!” she
huffed. Hearing the way she came across in that moment, Susan
realized, I am having an outsized reaction to something that isn’t
important. Why am I being so controlling? In that moment, she was
able to see herself from a slightly different perspective, and it
produced a big insight that was about far more than plastic cups.

I see our findings on everyday insights as very good news: we’re just
as likely to gain insight during the course of our daily lives as we are
during more challenging times. But in both cases, our unicorns didn’t
just sit around and wait for self-awareness to strike—they built
windmills, turning new information into energy to effect real and
lasting change.

Now that you know the pillars upon which self-awareness is based,
we can dive into specific strategies for strengthening it, and therefore
improve our choices, our relationships, and our success. But before we
do, we need to get a better understanding of the two biggest obstacles
standing in our way.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 2

Seven Pillars of Insight:
Values: The principles that guide us
Passions: What we love to do
Aspirations: What we want to experience and achieve
Fit: The environment we require to be happy, energized, and
engaged
Patterns: Our consistent ways of thinking, feeling, and
behaving



Reactions: The thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reveal
our strengths and weaknesses
Impact: The effect we have on others

Perspective-taking: The ability to imagine what other people are
thinking and feeling

Tool: Zoom In, Zoom Out

Alarm clock events: Situations and events that open our eyes to
new self-insights.

New roles or rules: (things that stretch us outside our comfort
zone)
Earthquake events: (acute events that shake us to our core)
Everyday insights: (seeing our behaviors in a new light)

*1 Which was centered around the Yucatan Peninsula, Guatemala, Belize, Mexico,
and the western parts of Honduras and El Salvador.

*2 There have been a few notable exceptions, like researcher Anthony Grant—we’ll
learn more about his work in chapter 5.



3
BLINDSPOTS

The Invisible Inner Roadblocks to Insight

It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s
what you know for sure that just ain’t so.

—JOSH BILLINGS

The men burst in with urgent news to report. A party of 35 enemy
scouts had been spotted roughly seven miles away, camped out in a
rocky ravine. What would the young lieutenant colonel decide to do?

The pressure was on, and he knew it. After all, this was a time of
war, and he alone was responsible for the 159 recruits he’d led into the
field. Despite the fact that the colonel was a 22-year-old rookie with
zero combat experience, he’d somehow found himself second in
command of an entire army. Not only did he have to act quickly and
decisively, he needed to prove himself to everyone who was watching.
This would be a crucial test of his military prowess, but he had no
doubt he would ace it.

Those men in the ravine? They were clearly planning to attack, he
confidently (and, as it turned out, inaccurately) concluded. So the
colonel ordered a sneak assault. In the early hours of May 28, his
troops descended on the unsuspecting party, who didn’t stand a
chance. In less than 15 minutes, 13 enemy soldiers were dead and 21
were captured.

Brimming with pride over his victory, the colonel returned to camp



and began firing off letters. The first was to his commander. But before
recounting news of the battle, the emboldened leader took the
opportunity—in the form of an eight-paragraph diatribe—to grouse
about his pay. His next letter was to his younger brother, to whom he
nonchalantly bragged about his fearlessness in the face of enemy
attack: “I can with truth assure you,” he wrote, “I heard the bullets
whistle and believe me there was something charming in the sound.”

His self-congratulatory correspondences completed, it was time to
plan his next move. Convinced that the enemy was about to launch a
revenge attack, he realized he would need to find a better location for
their camp. After crossing a nearby mountain range, the colonel and
his men found themselves in a large, low-lying alpine meadow. The
grassland was surrounded on all sides by rolling hills dotted with
bushes and a dense pine forest. The colonel declared it the perfect
defensive location and ordered his troops to begin preparations.

A few days later, he looked on proudly as his men put the finishing
touches on their circular stockade, which consisted of scores of upright
seven-foot logs draped with animal skins. The colonel thought it was
marvelous, assuring his commander that “we have with nature’s
assistance made a good entrenchment and by clearing the bushes out
of these meadows prepared a charming field for an encounter.” He
knew they’d be outmanned, but “even with my small numbers,” he
reported, “I shall not fear the attack of 500 men.”

Unfortunately, not everyone agreed with the confident young leader.
One of his many questionable decisions was the placement of the fort.
Because it was built on such soft ground, a light shower of rain would
turn the meadow into a swamp, and a downpour would flood the
trenches and drench their ammunition. What’s more, they were so
close to the woods—just 60 yards away—that enemy marksmen could
sneak up undetected and effortlessly fire on their fortress at close
range. As for the fort itself, the colonel’s allied commander—a
seasoned battle veteran—insisted that “that little thing upon the
meadow” simply would not hold.

Undeterred and convinced that he knew best, the colonel dismissed
these arguments out of hand, furiously proclaiming the commander



and his army to be “treacherous devils” and “spies.” A minor rebellion
followed, with the allied commander and his followers fleeing in fear
(incidentally, this fear turned out to be extremely well-founded). In the
battle that was to come, the colonel wouldn’t find the bullets whistling
past him to be quite as charming.

And that battle would be momentous. So momentous that the
colonel’s mistakes would change the course of history. In the years
since, historians have attempted to explain how the operation went so
tragically wrong. Many have appropriately criticized the colonel for
“advancing when he should have retreated; for fighting without
awaiting sufficient reinforcements; for picking an indefensible spot;
for the slapdash construction of the fort; for alienating his…allies; and
for shocking hubris in thinking that he could defeat the imposing
[enemy] force.” But the colonel’s downfall can’t be attributed simply to
tactical errors, flawed maneuvers, or the lost trust of his men.
Examining them alone overlooks their root cause.

Like Steve, our overconfident executive from chapter 1, the colonel
had chosen self-delusion—that is, seeing only what we want to see—
over the cold, hard truth.

THE DEPTHS OF OUR DELUSION
In humorist Garrison Keillor’s invented town of Lake Wobegon, every
child is above average. We chuckle at this statistically impossible trope
because we see such delusion everywhere: at work, in class, at PTA
meetings, at the grocery store, at home, and, in the colonel’s case, the
battlefield.

I’m sure you know more than a few of these people. The colleague
who, despite her past success, obvious qualifications, and undeniable
intelligence, displays a complete lack of insight into how she is coming
across. The boss who thinks his detail orientation makes him a good
manager, but in reality is infuriating his employees; the client who
thinks she’s a great partner but is known the office over for being



impossible to work with.
According to behavioral economist and Nobel Prize laureate Daniel

Kahneman, human beings possess an “almost unlimited ability to
ignore our ignorance.” Research suggests that we tend to think we’re
smarter, funnier, thinner, better-looking, more socially skilled, more
gifted at sports, superior students, and better drivers than we
objectively are.*1 Scientists have dubbed this the “Better Than Average
Effect.” But in honor of our “above average” executive from chapter 1, I
call it Steve Disease.

Of course, mathematically speaking, 49 percent of us will be above
average on any given measure. But often, where we actually fall on the
bell curve has little resemblance to where we think we fall. In one
study of more than 13,000 professionals, researchers found almost no
relationship between self-assessed performance and objective
performance ratings. In a second investigation, more than 33 percent
of engineers rated their performance in the top 5 percent relative to
their peers—and only one brave soul out of a thousand labeled himself
as below average.

Empirical evidence of Steve Disease also extends outside the walls of
corporate America. In one famous study, a full 94 percent of college
professors thought they were above average at their jobs. And in
another—and perhaps disturbingly for anyone planning a medical
procedure in the near future—surgical residents’ self-rated skills had
literally no relationship with their board exam performance (although,
thankfully, that’s probably why they have a board exam).

It’s no surprise that the consequences of Steve Disease are as severe
as the problem is pervasive. At work, for example, employees who lack
self-awareness bring down team performance. Empirical research has
shown that the unaware reduce decision quality by an average of 36
percent, hurt coordination by 46 percent, and increase conflict by 30
percent. In aggregate, companies with large numbers of unaware
employees perform worse financially: one study with hundreds of
publicly traded companies found that those with poor financial returns
were 79 percent more likely to employ large numbers of un-self-aware
employees.



As anyone who has worked for a delusional boss can attest, Steve
Disease is especially infectious—and disastrous—in the ranks of
management. When leaders are out of touch with reality, they’re six
times more likely to derail. Overconfidence can also blind managers to
their employees’ brilliance, causing them to underestimate their top
performers’ contributions. And though people in positions of power
don’t usually start off any less self-aware (it requires a certain measure
of self-awareness to ascend to a leadership position in the first place),
their delusion often grows with their rank and seniority. Early
successes give way to an intoxicating pride that blinds them to truths
they can and should be seeing.

And as their power increases, so does their degree of overestimation.
Compared to managers and front-line leaders, for example, executives
more dramatically overvalue their empathy, adaptability, coaching,
collaboration, and (ironically) self-awareness skills. What might be
even more shocking, though, is that compared to their less
experienced counterparts, experienced leaders are more likely to
overestimate their abilities. Similarly, older managers tend to
misjudge their performance relative to their boss’s ratings of them far
more than their younger peers do.*2

But wait. Shouldn’t a leader’s experience, age, and seniority increase
insight? There are a many reasons this isn’t the case. First, senior
positions are often complex, with murky standards of performance
and subjective definitions of success. Second, above a certain level,
there usually aren’t reliable mechanisms to supply honest feedback
sufficient for gauging performance on these more subjective measures.
Making matters worse, many powerful people encircle themselves with
friends or sycophants who don’t challenge or disagree with them. As
professor Manfred Kets de Vries put it, they’re surrounded by “walls,
mirrors and liars.” And finally, executives are often rewarded for
delusion—for example, overconfident CEOs tend to be paid more than
their peers, and as their compensation packages grow, so do their
levels of overconfidence. In reality, CEO compensation has less to do
with talent or performance than it does with PR and perception; no
board wants their CEO to be below average, so no one lets their



packages lag market expectations. These companies might as well be
headquartered in Lake Wobegon!

Yet regardless of our degree of overestimation—and whether we’re
in a position of power or not—our misguided beliefs follow us home,
taking an equal toll on our personal lives. For example, overconfidence
can affect how we parent. Research shows that the majority of mothers
and fathers grossly overestimate the number of words they speak to
their pre-verbal children (children who hear more words at home
develop better vocabularies, higher IQs, and better academic
performance). Eighty-two percent of parents also think that they’re
capable of handling their finances despite holding too much debt and
neglecting to build long-term savings, and it’s these same parents who
fancy themselves as great financial management teachers to their kids.
Now, it probably comes as no shock to hear that this delusion rubs off
on our children. One study surveyed more than a million high school
seniors and revealed that a full 25 percent placed themselves in the top
1 percent in their ability to get along with others. How many thought
they were below average? Two percent.*3

Making matters worse, the least competent people tend to be the
most confident in their abilities, a finding first reported by Stanford
psychology professor David Dunning and then-graduate student
Justin Kruger. Their research revealed that participants who
performed the worst on tests of humor, grammar, and logic were the
most likely to overestimate their abilities. Those who scored in the
12th percentile, for example, believed on average that their ability fell
in the 62nd. This phenomenon came to be known as the Dunning-
Kruger Effect, and it’s been replicated with dozens of other skills
like driving, academic performance, and job performance.

All this being said, is it possible that deep down, people know they’re
incompetent but just don’t want to admit it to others? Strangely, the
Dunning-Kruger Effect still surfaces even when people are offered
money to be accurate about their abilities. So it seems that the
incompetent are not in fact lying; the more likely possibility is that
they are, according to David Dunning, “blessed with inappropriate
confidence, buoyed by something that feels…like knowledge.”



In the very nature of this phenomenon lies a troubling paradox: If
you were afflicted with Steve Disease, would you even know?
Researchers Oliver Sheldon and David Dunning designed a series of
ingenious studies that revealed just how oblivious even the smartest,
most successful people are about their delusions. They began by
bringing MBA students—intelligent, driven professionals with an
average of six years’ work experience—into their lab and giving them
an assessment of emotional intelligence (EQ). You’d think that if you
presented clever people with evidence that they needed to improve
their EQ, most would want to take steps to do so. But that’s not what
Sheldon and Dunning found. When given the opportunity to purchase
a discounted book on improving EQ, the students with the lowest
scores—that is, those who most needed the book—were the least likely
to buy it.

When giving keynotes to organizations, I’ll often present the statistic
that 50 percent of managers are ineffective. After dozens and dozens of
talks all over the world, the reaction I get is always exactly the same. At
first, people in the audience politely smile. So I ask them, “Do you
know what this means?” Then, after an invariably long pause, I
instruct them to look to their left, then their right. Nervous laughter
breaks out, and they finally get it. The terrible manager is either them
or the person next to them! At that point, everyone starts looking
around hesitantly at each other, thinking, Well, since it isn’t me, it
must be this guy next to me, right?

The point is that it’s uncomfortable to consider the possibility that
we’re not as smart or skilled or emotionally intelligent as we think we
are—after all, to paraphrase Daniel Kahneman, identifying other
people’s mistakes and shortcomings is much easier and far more
enjoyable than facing our own. But when people are steeped in
self-delusion, they are usually the last to find out. The good
news about Steve Disease is that it is curable, and in a moment, we’ll
explore how we can overcome our blindspots to become braver but
wiser. But first, it’s worth asking: Why are we this delusional in the
first place?



THE ORIGINS OF SELF-AWARENESS
While the capacity for self-awareness exists in nearly all human
beings, absolutely no one is born with it. As infants, we think we’re the
center of the universe. After all, at that age, we’re little more than a
mewling bag of constant demands that usually get met, as if the world
itself was set up for the sole purpose of serving our needs. Our first
awareness milestone is therefore to gain an understanding of ourselves
as separate from the world around us.

Just when we’re strong enough to push ourselves off our knees, and
happen to see a reflection of ourselves in a mirror, we coo at the
stranger looking back. But around age two, we begin to learn that this
person is actually us. We’re not the whole world after all—we’re just
another thing that lives in it. With this knowledge, obviously, comes a
potentially disappointing fall in status. And with that comes the
disquieting onset of emotions such as embarrassment and envy.

Yet at this point, while we may have realized that we’re just another
“self” surrounded by other selves, our brains haven’t yet developed the
ability to objectively evaluate that self. Studies show that when young
children rate how they are performing in school, for example, their
evaluations have little to no resemblance with their teachers’. In other
words, we don’t yet know the difference between our wish and our
reality. The mere desire to be the best and prettiest ballplayer in the
room means that we are the best and prettiest ballplayer in the room.
Adorable as that may be at this age, these inflated views persist despite
repeated revelations of their inaccuracy. (You might even know a few
adults who have yet to overcome this affliction, but we’ll get to that.)

By our pre-teen years, the fresh, early breezes of awareness begin to
blow in. Here, we start to develop the capacity to label our behaviors
with descriptive traits (like “popular,” “nice,” and “helpful”) and
experiment with a more balanced self-view—that is, the possibility that
we might actually possess a few less-than-ideal characteristics. Then
comes the tempest. During our stormy teenage years, we discover a
new and apparently limitless capacity for introspection. Building a
coherent theory of who we are, with all our apparent contradictory
moods and urges, can be tortuous. This example, from Susan Harter’s



book The Construction of Self, should really take you back to that fun
process:

What am I like as a person? I’m complicated!…At school,
I’m serious, even studious…[but] I’m a goof-off too,
because if you’re too studious, you won’t be popular….[My
parents] expect me to get all A’s….So I’m usually pretty
stressed-out at home….But I really don’t understand how I
can switch so fast from being cheerful with my friends,
then coming home and…getting frustrated and sarcastic
with my parents. Which one is the real me?

Most of us spend years wrestling with these contradictions,
desperate to pin down the essence of our teenage personalities. For
some, this self-seeking manifests in many hours of uninterrupted
brooding behind a closed bedroom door, often accompanied by
deafeningly loud music (in my case, it took the form of long-winded
journal entries that are simply too embarrassing to talk about). Other
times, it can lead to acting out: shoplifting, cutting class, or bullying.

Thankfully, as we approach our second decade on earth, we start to
organize these conflicting self-perceptions into more cohesive theories
(Just because I’m shy around people I don’t know doesn’t mean I’m
not mostly outgoing). We start to understand and embrace our
attributes, our values, and our beliefs, and often deepen our sense of
what we can’t do well. We also feel a new level of focus on our future
selves, which can provide a welcome sense of direction.

But though most people show a predictable progression toward
becoming self-aware, our pace varies wildly. The journey to self-
awareness is therefore a bit like the Kentucky Derby: we all begin at
the same starting line, but when the gun fires, some of us speed out of
the gate, some of us progress slowly but surely, and some of us falter
or get stuck along the way.

In the absence of a committed effort to build self-awareness, the
average person makes only meager gains as they grow older.*4 Our
self-awareness unicorns, however, are different. Though they enter



childhood as equally or only slightly more self-aware, their pace
accelerates with each passing year. In the race to insight, these Triple
Crown winners break away from the pack early on and continue to
widen their lead over each stage of their lives.

Remember, the behaviors needed to create and sustain self-
awareness are surprisingly learnable. We just have to know where to
start—which, at least foundationally, means understanding the
obstacles that prevent us from seeing ourselves clearly. Some exist
within us, and others are imposed on us. For the remainder of this
chapter, we’ll focus on the inner obstacles to self-awareness—that is,
how we get in our own way without even knowing it.

THE THREE BLINDSPOTS
One of my all-time favorite psychology studies was conducted with
prisoners serving time in the south of England. Psychology professor
Constantine Sedikides and his colleagues gave the prisoners, most of
whom had committed violent crimes, a list of nine positive personality
traits and asked them to rate themselves on each in comparison to two
groups: average prisoners and average non-incarcerated community
members. The traits were: moral, kind to others, trustworthy, honest,
dependable, compassionate, generous, self-controlled, law-abiding.

Now imagine you find yourself in jail for, let’s just say, armed
robbery. It seems hard to believe that you’d use any of the above traits
to describe yourself, right? And yet the prisoners did. In fact, not only
did they rate themselves as superior to their fellow inmates, on no
fewer than eight out of nine traits, they even thought they were
superior to average non-incarcerated community members. The one
exception? According to Sedikides, inexplicably, “they rated
themselves as equally law-abiding compared to community
members.” (Don’t think about that for too long or your head will
explode—trust me.)

This study is just one example of how blind we can be to the truth



about ourselves. When it comes to the inner roadblocks that most limit
our success, there are three main areas where we get in our own way.
And the more we ignore The Three Blindspots, the more pernicious
they become.

Professor David Dunning (who first showed us that the least
competent people are the most confident) has spent most of his career
trying to understand why we’re so terrible at evaluating our own
performance. Though there is admittedly no satisfying single
explanation, Dunning and his colleague Joyce Ehrlinger uncovered the
powerful influence of something they call “top-down thinking” (I call it
Knowledge Blindness)—which is our first blindspot. In a series of
studies, they discovered that the opinions we have about our abilities
in specific situations are based less on how we perform and more on
the general beliefs we have about ourselves and our underlying skills.
For example, participants who saw themselves as good at geography
thought they’d performed particularly well on a geography test, even
though as a group they’d scored no better than anyone else.

Ironically, the more expertise we think we have, the more harmful
Knowledge Blindness can be. For an example, let’s look back to 2013,
when the Boston Red Sox beat the St. Louis Cardinals in a nail-biting
World Series. Before the season began, ESPN published the
predictions of 43 bona fide baseball experts on the outcome of the
season. How many do you think predicted that either Boston or St.
Louis would make it to the World Series? The answer is zero. The
same was true for the experts polled by Sports Illustrated. Baseball
America’s picks performed only slightly less terribly, with one out of
ten predicting that St. Louis would go the distance. So these 60 well-
paid, highly respected baseball authorities showed an absolutely
abysmal 0.83 percent success rate in predicting the World Series
teams. Had each expert chosen two teams at random, they would have
been more than seven times more accurate!

At first glance, this seems like a freak occurrence. But as it turns out,
experts are wrong more often than we think. In 1959, psychologist
Lewis Goldberg conducted a seemingly simple study where he
compared the accuracy of expert clinical psychologists’ diagnoses with



those made by their secretaries (as they were then called) to
demonstrate the important role of experience in such judgments. You
can imagine his dismay upon discovering that the experts were no
better at diagnosing psychological disorders than their inexperienced
counterparts (who were actually 2 percent more accurate!).

Yet even for non-experts, being overconfident about our skills and
talents can get us into trouble. We might choose a field or specialty for
which we’re poorly suited (“I’d be a great astrophysicist; I’m good at
math!”), overlook mistakes in our personal life (“It’s okay to let my
five-year-old walk to school alone; I’m a great parent!”), or take poorly
advised business risks (“We should definitely buy this failing
company; I’m great at turnarounds!”).

Our inner roadblocks don’t just create blindness about what we
think we know—they distort our perceptions about what we think we
feel. To understand Emotion Blindness, our second blindspot,
imagine the following question:

On a scale from 1 to 10, how happy are you with life these
days?

How would you go about answering this? Would you go with your
gut, or would you thoughtfully consider the various factors in your life
and made a more measured judgment?*5 Most people are adamant
that they would use the more thoughtful approach—after all,
accurately assessing our precise level of happiness is not an easy task.
Indeed, studies show that when we’re asked how happy we are, we
have every belief that we’re considering all the available data in a
rational way. But unfortunately, our brains prefer to use the least
possible effort and therefore don’t always cooperate. So even when we
think we’re carefully deliberating a certain question, we’re actually
making more of a gut decision. According to Daniel Kahneman and
other researchers, our brains secretly and simplistically morph the
question from “How happy are you with life these days?” into “What
mood am I in right now?”

To illustrate Emotion Blindness in action, Kahneman describes a



study by German researcher Norbert Schwarz, who set out to
investigate life satisfaction. Unbeknownst to his participants, he
arranged for half the group to find the German equivalent of a dime on
a nearby copy machine outside the lab. Though they had no idea why,
those who found the coin—a mere 10 cents!—subsequently reported
feeling happier and more satisfied with their lives as a whole.

The main danger of Emotion Blindness is that we often make
decisions, even important ones, from a place of emotion without even
realizing it. In the fall of my senior year of high school, I was deep into
my search for the perfect college. My parents and I took two separate
trips, a few weeks apart, to eight schools on the East Coast. The
weather during the first visit was sheer perfection. At every school I
visited, happy students were frolicking outside, enjoying the cool, crisp
temperature and the peak fall foliage. But my second trip coincided
with one of those dreadful New England storms that dumped sheets of
freezing rain and kept the sky gray for days. Naturally, when I visited
those schools, the students weren’t so much frolicking as they were
helplessly running from building to building in a futile attempt to stay
dry.

So which colleges do you think ended up on my list of favorites? You
guessed it—all four schools from my first visit and zero from my
second. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, I now know how much of
an impact my emotions had on my judgment. It can be disconcerting
to realize that we’re so ill-equipped to evaluate the thought processes
that drive our decisions, but as with all blindspots, the more aware we
are of their existence, the better chance we have of overcoming them.

Which brings us to Behavior Blindness, our final blindspot. It’s
also one that most of us experience far more often than we realize. A
few years back, I was invited to deliver the closing keynote at a
professional conference for engineers. Because of our shared practical
mindset and the three years I spent working at an engineering firm,
I’ve always gotten along famously with engineers, or “my fellow
geeks,” as I affectionately call them. But from the moment I set foot on
stage that day, something felt off. For the life of me, I couldn’t make
my points cogently; my jokes were bombing; and I just didn’t feel like



myself.
Over the course of the hour, my inner monologue turned into a

blow-by-blow account of my incompetence. Why didn’t that joke get a
laugh? How could I have forgotten to mention that point? Why do
they seem so bored? Much to my horror, I remembered mid-talk that
the bureau agent who had booked me was in the front row. Well, that’s
it, I concluded, he’ll never recommend me to a client again.

When my talk was over, I rushed offstage just about as quickly as my
legs would carry me and ran smack into the bureau agent who’d come
backstage to find me. Ready to face the music, I asked, “What did you
think?” Sure that he was going to demand his client’s money back, I
braced myself for the inevitable torrent of criticism that was sure to
follow. But his gleeful response was literally the last thing I ever
expected to hear: “Oh, my gosh. They loved it!”

Struggling to grasp how this could be possible, I asked, “REALLY?”
and he nodded earnestly. At the time, I thought he was being
unnecessarily polite (i.e., lying). But later that day, when I checked to
see how many audience members had opted in to my monthly
newsletter,*6 I was stunned to discover that a higher percentage had
signed up than any audience I’d ever spoken to! (And just for the
record, I’ve also had my fair share of the opposite—talks I thought I’d
nailed but where the feedback I got didn’t match up to my own
assessment!)

How could I have been so wrong? Psychologists used to think the
inability to see our own behavior clearly or objectively was the result of
a perspective problem; that we literally can’t see ourselves from the
vantage point that others can. By this account, I couldn’t have
accurately evaluated my speech because I couldn’t see myself from the
same perspective as the audience did.

But this explanation turns out not to hold water. In one study,
participants were given a series of personality tests and videotaped
making a brief speech. They were then asked to watch the video and
identify their nonverbal behaviors—things like eye contact with the
camera, gestures, facial expressions, and voice volume. Because the
participants could see themselves from the same angle that others



could, the researchers predicted that their ratings would be fairly
accurate. But shockingly, their self-assessments failed to match up
with those of an objective observer even when they were offered
money for correct answers. Though scientists are still working to
definitively uncover the real reasons for our Behavior Blindness, there
are, as we’ll soon see, a few tools you can use to avoid falling victim to
it.

BRAVER BUT WISER: FROM BLINDNESS TO (IN)SIGHT
The colonel’s epic battle finally happened on the morning of July 3. An
enormous force of 700 enemy soldiers, commanded by the half
brother of one of the massacred scouts, rounded on their flimsy
fortress in three huge columns. Despite the size of the opposing army,
the colonel was convinced he would be victorious, just as he’d been the
last time.

From the cover of the forest, the enemy began to rain bullets upon
them. And because their position was so utterly unprotected, the
colonel’s men could return fire only by popping up from their trenches
and shooting blindly. Mostly, they missed their targets. And just when
things didn’t seem like they could get much worse, a torrential
downpour began to drench the meadow, turning their fort into a mud
pit and rendering their ammunition useless.

The battle lasted only a day, but the colonel would pay an
astronomical price. Compared to just 30 enemy casualties, 100 of his
men lay dead or wounded in the muddy, blood-soaked meadow. On
July 4, the colonel surrendered, signing a document in a language he
didn’t speak. (In so doing, he would inadvertently admit to
perpetrating war crimes, and the fallout would dog him for months.)
Following their narrow escape from this unmitigated calamity, the
colonel’s regiment was divided into 10 smaller companies. And rather
than accept a demotion to captain, he quit.

But here’s what I didn’t tell you about this embarrassing battle and



the hopelessly self-deluded man responsible for it. The year was 1754.
The place was Great Meadows, located in present-day Pennsylvania.
And the colonel was none other than George Washington.

The events at Fort Necessity soon snowballed into the Seven Years’
War, and as English author Horace Walpole writes, “The volley fired
by a young Virginian in the backwoods of America [would] set the
world on fire.” It would also be the first—and last—time that
Washington would ever surrender to his enemy.

Given Washington’s reputation as a heroic general, brilliant
statesman, and father of our nation, his behavior as a 22-year-old
rookie is pretty shocking. But that’s precisely the point: though he
became a wise, restrained, self-aware statesman, he started out as a
brash, arrogant, unaware upstart. As historian W. W. Abbott put it,
“more than most, Washington’s biography is the story of a man
constructing himself.” And if we examine that process of construction,
we unearth many clues about what a successful self-awareness journey
looks like.

Where Washington 1.0 couldn’t see or acknowledge his
shortcomings, Washington 2.0 reveled in searching them out. “I can
bear to hear of imputed or real errors,” he declared. “The man who
wishes to stand well in the opinion of others must do this.” Where
Washington 1.0 didn’t care what anyone thought of him, Washington
2.0 “studied every side of [important decisions], analyzing how his
actions would be perceived.” Where Washington 1.0 favored fantasy
over reality, Washington 2.0 believed in “consult[ing] with our means
rather than our wishes.” Where Washington 1.0 suffered from
delusions of grandeur, Washington 2.0 tempered his ambition with
humility and service to the greater good. When Congress elected him
president, for instance, he modestly responded, “While I realize the
arduous nature of the task which is conferred on me and feel my
inability to perform it…all I can promise is only that which can be
accomplished by an honest zeal.”

George Washington is an inspiring example of what can happen
when we take charge of our own self-awareness journey. What could
we gain by seeing our behavior more clearly? What could we learn by



seeking the truth on our own terms? What if we could pair this quest
for the truth with a positive mindset and a sense of self-acceptance?
What if we, like George Washington, could become braver but
wiser?

The Greek myth of Icarus is an apt metaphor for this process. Icarus
tries to escape the island of Crete using wings that his father,
Daedalus, built from wax and feathers. Daedalus warns Icarus not to
fly too high or too low: flying too low meant the sea would weigh down
the feathers and flying too high meant the sun would melt the wax. But
against his father’s instructions, Icarus decides to fly too high. And
sure enough, the wax melts, knocking him out of the air and sending
him to his death.

When it comes to the way we see ourselves, we must be
brave enough to spread our wings, but wise enough not to fly
too high, lest our blindspots send us soaring straight into the sun.
When we learn the truth, it can be surprising, or terrifying, or even
gratifying—but no matter what, it gives us the power to improve.

Indeed, the commitment to learn and accept reality is one of the
most significant differences between the self-aware and everybody
else. The self-aware exert great effort to overcome their blindspots and
see themselves as they really are. Through examining our
assumptions, constantly learning, and seeking feedback, it’s possible
to overcome a great many barriers to insight. Although it would be
unreasonable to try to eliminate our blindspots altogether, we can
gather and assemble data that helps us see ourselves and the impact of
our behavior more clearly.

The first step is to identify our assumptions. This may sound
obvious, but unfortunately, it’s rare to question our assumptions about
ourselves and the world around us, especially for ambitious, successful
people. I witnessed a telling example of this when I used to teach a
weeklong executive strategy program. On the morning of the second
day, participants would enter the training room and find a small,
plastic-wrapped puzzle at each table that they’d have five minutes to
assemble. They’d open the plastic seal, dump the puzzle on the table,
and begin turning the puzzle pieces, which were blue on one side, face-



up (or what they assumed was face-up). After a few minutes, having
assembled only about 80 percent of the puzzle, they would be
scratching their heads in, for lack of a better word, puzzlement. Just as
time was about to run out, one person—mind you, almost without
exception, it would be just one out of about 20 senior executives—
would realize that the puzzle could only be solved by turning some of
the blue puzzle pieces “upside down.”

In our day-to-day lives, we rarely even think to ask ourselves
whether we should turn over any proverbial puzzle pieces. As Harvard
psychologist Chris Argyris explains in his must-read book Increasing
Leadership Effectiveness, when something doesn’t go the way we want
or expect, we typically assume that the cause exists in our
environment. Surely there was a screw-up in the puzzle factory, or the
missing pieces somehow got lost on their way out of the box. The last
place we look is at our own beliefs and actions.

One way we can question our assumptions is to get into the habit
of comparing our past predictions with actual outcomes.
Celebrated management professor Peter Drucker suggested a simple,
practical process that he himself used for more than 20 years. Every
time he would make an important decision, he would write down what
he expected to happen. Then, he would compare what actually
happened with what he had predicted.

But what if you want to identify your assumptions in real time
rather than in hindsight? Decision psychologist Gary Klein suggests
doing what he calls a pre-mortem by asking the following question:
“Imagine that we are a year into the future—we have implemented the
plan as it now exists. The outcome was a disaster. Write a brief history
of that disaster.” This process tends to reveal potential pitfalls in a way
we’d rarely consider otherwise. The same approach can be used for
most big decisions, such as moving to a new city, accepting a new job,
or deciding to settle down with a romantic partner. (And by the way, in
appendix H, you can find a few questions to help you unearth your
assumptions and discover whether you might have some, as Donald
Rumsfeld might call them, “unknown unknowns”).

A second technique to minimize our blindspots is simply to keep



learning, especially in the areas where we think we already know a
lot. In their landmark 1999 study, David Dunning and Justin Kruger
found that when overconfident poor performers were trained to
improve their performance on a task, not only did they improve, so did
their awareness of their prior ineffectiveness. A true commitment to
ongoing learning—saying to ourselves, the more I think I know, the
more I need to learn—is a powerful way to combat Knowledge
Blindness and improve our effectiveness in the process.

Finally, we should seek feedback on our abilities and
behaviors. Out of all the tools we’ve reviewed so far, objective
feedback has the best odds of helping us see and overcome all three
blindspots. Why? As we’ll discuss later, the people around us can
almost always see what we can’t. And as such, we need to surround
ourselves with those who will tell us the truth. We need colleagues,
family members, and friends who will (lovingly) knock us down a peg
when we’re getting too big for our britches. In the category of
“amusing yet accurate observations,” Stanford researcher Hayagreeva
Rao believes that leaders who have teenage children are less prone to
overconfidence for this very reason. As anyone with a teenager knows,
they are perpetually unimpressed and will never hesitate to tell you
how great you aren’t. (And it’s true that surrounding yourself with
people who disagree with you is one of the most fundamental building
blocks of leadership success.)

The bottom line is that when it comes to making the choices that
guide our lives, overcoming our blindspots gives us power. As
Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön points out, “The most fundamental…
harm we can do to ourselves is to remain ignorant by not having the
courage and the respect to look at ourselves honestly and gently.” And
luckily, the difference between unicorns and everyone else has less to
do with innate ability and more to do with intention and commitment.
Throughout the rest of this book, we’ll discuss more strategies to help
us look at ourselves honestly and gently—and in so doing, become
more successful in our careers, more satisfied in our relationships, and
more content with our lives. But before we do that, it’s critical to
understand—and fight—the second big roadblock to self-awareness:



something called the Cult of Self.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 3

Steve disease: A condition where we believe ourselves to be
smarter, funnier, thinner, better-looking, more socially skilled,
athletic, and better drivers than we actually are.
Dunning-Kruger Effect: The least competent people tend to be
the most confident about their abilities and performance.
Braver but wiser: The decision to discover the truth about
ourselves on our own terms, along with a positive mindset and a
sense of self-acceptance.
The Three blind spots: We can’t always assess what we know
(Knowledge Blindness), how we feel (Emotion Blindness), or
how we’re behaving (Behavior Blindness).
Overcoming blind spots

1. Identify our assumptions.
2. Confront our assumptions.
3. Keep learning—especially in areas where we think we know a

lot.
4. Seek feedback from others.

*1 People often ask me whether there are people who consistently under-rate
themselves. The answer is yes—although these people tend to be fewer and
farther between. Yet just as overconfidence hurts our self-awareness, failing to
appreciate our strengths shows a different kind of un-self-awareness.

*2 It’s been shown that, in general, we become more accurate at self-assessing
between the ages of 25 and 35, but our accuracy tends to decrease between 35
and 45. Also, and quite shockingly, business students, compared to students
majoring in physical sciences, social sciences, and the humanities, most strongly
inflated their self-assessments relative to their objective performance.

*3 This study was conducted in 1976—when Baby Boomers were in college—
providing evidence that Millennials were not the original instigators of this



pattern! And I say this, totally objectively, as a Millennial.
*4 For you statistics geeks, the correlation we’ve found between age and internal

self-awareness is only .16, and for external self-awareness, it’s .05.
*5 In his book on the subject, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman calls

these processes “thinking fast” and “thinking slow,” respectively.
*6 Which you can do at www.TashaEurich.com.

http://www.TashaEurich.com


4
THE CULT OF SELF

The Sinister Societal Roadblock to Insight

We have fallen in love with our own image, with images
of our making, which turn out to be images of ourselves.

—DANIEL J. BOORSTIN

International Falls, MN—The Dragons’ season came to a
close as Paycen’s pair of goals carried the Icemen to a 4–2
victory on Saturday, with five goals scored during a wild
second period. The Icemen scored one minute into the
second as right wing Loeden lifted the puck over
goaltender Keltie’s blocker. The Dragons tied the game
when Kaeden and Caiden set up a power-play goal. With
Jaxon in the penalty box after drawing Brecon’s blood with
a high stick to the nose, the Dragons were patient on the
power play. Kaeden fed the puck below the goal line to
Caiden, who made a pass to Constandino in the slot for an
easy Dragon score.

Okay, so this is a completely made up recap of a hockey game. But
the one thing I didn’t make up were the player’s first names. If you
didn’t notice them, go back and take another look: Paycen, Keltie,
Brecon, Jaxon, Constandino, and yes, Kaeden and Caiden (what are
the chances?). I lifted these strange and unusual monikers from the
real draft roster of the 2015 Western Hockey League, made up of 68



American and Canadian high schoolers. The ones I didn’t even
mention? Kale (yes, like the vegetable), Lach, and four named Dawson
(James Van Der Beek would be touched).

So many bizarre names among a single group of hockey players
might sound like a simple, if odd, coincidence. But the Western
Hockey League is not an outlier. In one of the largest studies to date
on American naming trends, researchers Jean Twenge and Keith
Campbell analyzed the names given to more than 325 million babies
born between 1880 and 2007. During the early twentieth century, they
found, parents consistently chose conventional names for their
newborns. In 1890, 1900, 1910, and 1920, for example, the most
common names were John for boys and Mary for girls. In the decades
that followed, parents continued to stick with the classics like James,
Michael, Mary, and Linda.

But beginning in the 1980s, Twenge and Campbell discovered a
strange pattern: fewer and fewer parents were going with the old
standbys. Between 1983 and 2007, the percentage of U.S. parents who
chose common names for their children dropped sharply—most
dramatically in the 1990s and continuing to decline in the 2000s.
Here’s a pretty telling data point: in 1880, nearly 40 percent of boys
and 25 percent of girls received one of the 10 most popular names—
but in 2010, that number dropped to less than 10 percent for boys and
8 percent for girls. “Parents used to give their children common
names,” Twenge observes, “so they would fit in. Now, they give their
child a unique [one to] stand out and be a star.”

I don’t point this out to judge. Of course, parents can name their
children whatever they want. I point this out because aside from being
interesting, this trend is a sign of an unstoppable phenomenon that’s
sweeping our world.

Whether you know it or not, a powerful cult is trying to recruit you.
Cults tend to show a misplaced or excessive admiration for a particular
person or thing, and this cult has chosen an irresistible figurehead:
you! Frankly, it’s easy to see why the promise that the Cult of Self
makes can be too tempting to resist. It lulls us into thinking that we
are unique, special, and superior. That our needs matter more than



everyone else’s. That we’re not subject to the same rules as others.
That we’re deserving of things simply because we want them. No
wonder the Cult of Self has successfully recruited so many of our
neighbors, friends, and colleagues—perhaps it’s even succeeded in
luring you. The last chapter was about our internal roadblocks; in this
chapter, we’ll discover this insidious societal obstacle. Perhaps more
importantly, we’ll learn several methods for resisting its siren song—or
breaking free if you’re already ensnared.

TURNING THE TIDE: FROM EFFORT TO ESTEEM
As many grouchy Baby Boomers will point out at the slightest
provocation, things weren’t always like this. In the broader timeline of
human history, the Cult of Self is a fairly recent phenomenon. For
thousands of years, traditional Judeo-Christian values emphasized
modesty and humility—the polar opposites of the Cult of Self—as
measures of a well-lived life. In the eighteenth century, the United
States (which now boasts some of the Cult of Self’s most enthusiastic
members) was founded on the very principles of hard work, grit, and
resilience. This Age of Effort lasted hundreds of years, arguably
peaking with the so-called Silent Generation (born between 1900 and
1945) and the events of the early 20th century—World War I, the
Great Depression, and World War II. The Age of Effort fostered a
collective mentality that shunned the glorification of the self.

But with the start of the self-esteem movement in the middle of the
twentieth century, the Age of Effort started to give way to the Age of
Esteem. The seeds were first sown with the humanistic psychology
movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Carl Rogers, for instance, argued
that humans could only achieve their potential by seeing themselves
with “unconditional positive regard.” Perhaps more famously,
Abraham Maslow proposed that humans have a hierarchy of needs, at
the top of which was self-actualization—that is, total happiness and
fulfillment. Yet by Maslow’s own admission, self-actualization was
incredibly difficult to achieve. Conveniently, self-esteem was just one



rung down, and all that was needed to achieve it was a change in
mindset. In other words, we didn’t need to become great; all we really
had to do was feel great.

Not surprisingly, self-esteem began to catch on like wildfire. In
1969, psychotherapist Nathaniel Branden published the international
best-seller The Psychology of Self-Esteem, in which he confidently
concluded that self-esteem had “profound consequences for every
aspect of our existence” and that he “couldn’t think of a single
psychological problem—from anxiety to depression, to fear of intimacy
or of success, to spouse battery or child molestation—that is not
traceable to the problem of low self-esteem.” To say that Branden
oversold his thesis is like saying that Kim Kardashian feels pretty good
about herself.

Though Nathaniel Branden is often seen as the father of self-esteem,
a man named John Vasconcellos took the movement to a whole new
level. After he was sworn in to the California State Assembly in 1966,
he assembled the California Task Force to Promote Self Esteem and
Personal & Social Responsibility—to the tune of an astounding
taxpayer-funded $735,000 (roughly $1.7 million today).

The task force’s first order of business was to empirically establish
that high self-esteem reduced crime, drug and alcohol abuse, teen
pregnancy, child and spousal abuse, and welfare dependency. There
was just one tiny, insignificant issue: they couldn’t. In fact, the task
force was forced to grudgingly admit in its own report that “the
associations between self-esteem and its expected consequences are
mixed, insignificant, or absent” and that there was no relationship
“between self-esteem and teenage pregnancy, self-esteem and child
abuse, self-esteem and most cases of alcohol and drug abuse.” Yet in a
statement of stunning disregard for the scientific method,
Vasconcellos disavowed the task force’s findings, saying “we all know
in our gut that it is true.”

Enter psychologist Roy Baumeister, upon whom journalist Will
Storr aptly bestowed the title “the man who destroyed America’s ego.”
Baumeister began studying self-esteem early in his career and was
initially one of the movement’s biggest believers. Over time, however,



his skepticism grew. He couldn’t understand why people like
Vasconcellos claimed that people with low self-esteem were violent
and aggressive. Baumeister dug into the science, and in 2003, he and
his colleagues published an unequivocal indictment of almost three
decades—and over 15,000 studies—of self-esteem research.

Their review was chock-full of evidence that the relationship
between self-esteem and success was virtually nonexistent. For
example, military cadets’ self-esteem had no relationship with their
objective performance as leaders. College students’ self-esteem didn’t
give them superior social skills. Professionals with high self-esteem
didn’t enjoy better relationships with their co-workers. And in an even
bigger blow, boosting the self-esteem of the unsuccessful hurt their
performance rather than improved it. Baumeister and his colleagues’
obvious conclusion was that self-esteem was neither “a major
predictor [n]or cause of almost anything,” least of all success and
personal fulfillment.

Baumeister’s research in fact revealed an inconvenient truth that
challenged the very assumptions upon which the entire movement was
built. Low self-esteem wasn’t actually an ailment from which most
Americans suffered in the first place. At the same time self-esteem
proponents were “bemoan[ing] the lack of self-love,” self-esteem levels
were rising. The real social ill was that most people felt too good about
themselves.

And it got worse. Baumeister’s review showed that people with high
self-esteem were more violent and aggressive. When their romantic
relationships were in trouble, they were more likely to walk away, be
unfaithful, or engage in other destructive behaviors. They were also
more likely to cheat, drink, and do drugs. All of this was literally the
opposite of what the California Task Force had been arguing.

Though it’s been decades since Baumeister and his research team
uncovered the sham that is self-esteem, we can’t seem to shake our
obsession with getting more of it. Why? It’s far easier to feel
wonderful and special than to become wonderful and
special.



THE FEEL GOOD EFFECT
In the northwest of England, at the confluence of two ancient rivers,
lies the town of Barrowford. To the average visitor, Barrowford might
look like an ordinary, if quaint, bedroom community dotted with
upscale restaurants and antique stores. Little would they know that
Barrowford boasts a very interesting feature: it’s the town where
children are never naughty. Don’t believe me? Then how do you
explain Barrowford Primary School, where the head teacher, Rachel
Tomlinson, insists that there is no such thing as a bad child? Each one
of her 350 students is, she says, “special and unique.” For that very
reason, teachers don’t raise their voices or provide discipline of any
kind. Punishment, says Tomlinson, only “robs the victim and the
perpetrator of the things they need.” Instead, apparently all that’s
needed to get the best out of these boys and girls is to remind them of
their specialness—unconditionally and often.

If a child does misbehave, teachers are given but one method of
recourse. They are permitted to send the child to another classroom, at
which point they may only point out, “You know I think you’re
wonderful, but your mistaken behavior shows me that it would be best
for you to have some time here, where these children can help you to
stop making that mistake.” The teachers’ sole nuclear option is to tell
them (ostensibly with a straight face), “you have emptied my resilience
bucket.”*1

The children of Barrowford Primary are given this unconditional
praise regardless of how they perform in the classroom, with
Tomlinson’s pupils telling a team of visiting inspectors that “no one
minds that we don’t do our best work.” One year, when students
received their Key Stage 2 standardized test results, the school sent
them home with a letter explaining that academic evaluations can’t
possibly measure all of their special and wonderful qualities.”

And such self-esteem stoking hasn’t created a miracle of high
achievement, either. In fact, in September of 2015, the school was
handed the worst rating possible, deemed “inadequate” by British
government inspectors. Other experts have labeled Barrowford’s
educational philosophy a “fantasy.” Tomlinson’s response to the



criticism was priceless in its delusion: though she was disappointed,
she was also “very positive and excited about the future.”

Barrowford’s misguided approach was designed to produce an army
of children whose self-esteem is preserved at all costs. And again, in
this the school is not alone. We’ve all heard the examples: sports teams
where everyone is a winner, like one branch of the American Youth
Soccer Organization that hands out roughly 3,500 awards each season
(this works out to at least one award per player). Others prevent
students from losing altogether, like the schools in the U.S. and
Europe that banned all competitive sports. There are the elementary
schools where failing grades and red pens have been outlawed because
they’re too “negative,” or where students spend time working on daily
“I Love Me” lessons. The high schools with 30 valedictorians who ship
their students off to colleges where grade inflation is an ever-
increasing problem. For example, in 2001, a whopping 91 percent of
Harvard students graduated with honors, and in 2013, at least half of
all grades awarded were A’s. But in 2015, 72 percent of students polled
didn’t think that grade inflation was a problem.

This is all evidence of a sweeping problem I call the Feel Good
Effect, though its consequences are far more pernicious than the
cheery name suggests. In the workplace, for example, the best-case
scenario is that people who see themselves as special and amazing
annoy those who have to work with them. In the worst case, they are
woefully ill-equipped to deal with the tiniest bit of criticism, crushed in
the face of the smallest screw-up, and devastated by any minor setback
on the path to their predestined greatness. Comedian George Carlin
has a great bit about this. “No child these days,” he says, “gets to hear
these all important character building words: ‘You lost, Bobby. You’re
a loser, Bobby.’ They become used to these kid gloves and never hear
the truth about themselves until they’re in their twenties, when their
boss calls them in and says, ‘Bobby clean the s*** out of your desk and
get the f*** out of here, you’re a loser!’ ”

This is equal parts hilarious and harsh, but Carlin makes a truly
excellent point. In the real world, not everyone gets to graduate with
honors—and in fact, the more delusional we are about our skills and



abilities, the less likely we are to succeed. Take one study, which found
that when college freshmen were overconfident about their academic
abilities, they also had poorer well-being and lower engagement in
their schoolwork throughout their college experience than students
who were more realistic.

The Feel Good Effect also hurts our relationships. In one of the most
comprehensive studies of its costs to date, researchers assessed 100
college students’ views of their personalities, comparing their self-
ratings with trained psychologists’ ratings of them. The psychologists
viewed young men with accurate self-perceptions as honest and smart.
However, for those young men who gave themselves unrealistically
positive ratings, the psychologists described them as “guileful and
deceitful, distrustful of people and having a brittle ego-defense
system.” Similarly, young women who were accurate were seen as
“complex, interesting, and intelligent,” and those whose self-images
were unrealistically positive were seen as “defensive” and “thin-
skinned.” And it wasn’t just trained psychologists who saw these
differences. When asked to evaluate the overconfident, even their own
friends thought they were “condescending,” “hostile,” and “self-
defeating.” The realists, on the other hand, were seen as “charming”
and “poised.”

By blinding us to the truth about our skills and abilities, the Feel
Good Effect even causes us to make life choices which, as good as they
may feel in the moment, can really hurt us in the long run. Take the
classic reality-TV cliché: a young pre-med student skips her final
exams to drive 10 hours to audition for the reality singing competition
du jour. Yet rather inconveniently, she’s also a horrible singer and
never makes it past the first round. Here, the choice that resulted from
her overconfidence got in the way of her far sounder future plans.

But what if you’re not delusional but merely positive—the kind of
person who sees the world through rose-colored glasses? An optimistic
temperament predicts persistence, so it’s not surprising that
entrepreneurs and founders tend to be more optimistic than the
average professional. But when optimism is unfounded, those rose-
colored glasses can really obscure insight. The odds, for example, that



a small business will survive for five years after being founded are 35
percent. But 81 percent of entrepreneurs believe that their odds of
success are 70 percent or more, and an incredible 33 percent see their
chances as “dead certain.”

And alas, such unwarranted optimism persists even in the face of
cold, hard truths. Management professors Thomas Åstebro and Samir
Elhedhli reviewed data collected by the Canadian Innovation Centre, a
non-profit that helps entrepreneurs bring their ideas to market. The
program evaluates new business plans and subsequently assigns
companies a grade from A to F; on average, and more or less
consistent with real-world failure rates, 70 percent are given a D or F.
But almost half of these entrepreneurs persisted anyway. Many even
doubled their efforts, wrongly thinking that hard work could improve
the viability of their unviable business. In literally every case, it didn’t.

We’ve now seen that willful blindness to our shortcomings can set us
up for failure. And yet the self-awareness unicorns in our study
showed a remarkable pattern: in a few very specific situations, they
strategically put on their rose-colored glasses, and it provided them
with tangible benefits. To quote one such unicorn, a brilliant project
manager who recently dealt with a devastating medical diagnosis,
“You can visit denial-ville, but you can’t build a house there.”*2 She
told us that when she found out she was sick, she needed a few days of
blissful ignorance to store up the energy to face her new reality. But
then she picked herself up, dusted herself off, and bravely and
realistically began her fight.

How do we know when to put our glasses on and when they should
come off? A good rule of thumb is that when we need to bounce
back from constant challenges, or where we can succeed
through sheer persistence, the Feel Good Effect can be
helpful. This is especially true in professions like acting, where
rejection is part of the job description. It can also be true in the
“publish or perish” world of science. As Daniel Kahneman notes, “I
believe that someone who lacks a delusional sense of significance will
wilt in the face of repeated experiences of multiple small failures and



rare successes, the fate of most researchers.” But there is one hugely
important caveat: before you put on your rose-colored glasses and
head down the path of persistence, make sure that your path actually
leads somewhere. If, to use the above example, you’re simply a terrible
actor, no amount of persistence will get you to the Broadway stage.
You have to read the signs that your path could be a dead end and be
ready to change course if you’re not getting anywhere.

Without a doubt, there’s a fine line between feeling good and
willfully ignoring the signals around us. Even though there are a few
situations where keeping our rose-colored glasses on may be the best
option, most others—especially things like a new job, a big promotion,
a company turnaround, a merger or acquisition, a blow-out fight with
a loved one—require you to take them off no matter what. Where
failure is not an option, you don’t have the luxury of blissful
ignorance. Unfortunately, as you’re about to read, there is an
epidemic afoot that is threatening to further throw that delicate
balance to the wind.

ME, MY SELFIE, AND I
It was the most perfect start to a morning I could remember. After I’d
worked six months straight without a break, my husband had
surprised me with a birthday trip to Hawaii. As we settled into our
rented cabana with our freshly prepared omelets, we felt like we’d
booked into paradise forever. The sky was clear, the warm sun was
enveloping us, and the sweet scent of gardenia mixed with the salty
smell of the ocean.

I was smiling at my husband, who was basking in his quickly
accumulating spousal brownie points, when suddenly a shadow fell
over us. Then we heard a shriek and a giggle. An attractive young
couple in their early twenties had come to a halt a few feet away. We
said nothing as they laid out their towels right in the middle of the
view we’d been so peacefully enjoying. As they pulled off their shorts
and T-shirts, revealing toned, tanned bodies clad in designer



swimwear, I shook my head in minor irritation as little kicks of sand
landed in my omelet.

After blankly staring at the ocean for a few minutes, the young
woman jumped up. Apparently, it was now time to commence an
activity with which you may be familiar: Beach Selfies. My husband
and I didn’t try very hard to mask our chuckling as she dramatically
flipped her hair, pushed her sunglasses to the tip of her nose, and
pursed her lips into the all-too-familiar Duck Face.

Then things crossed the line from amusing to annoying. With her
hips back and her chest forward, she pranced and posed, squinting at
her screen every 30 seconds to review the shots. When she finally
finished—a full 15 minutes later—she sat back down as if nothing out
of the ordinary had just happened, lay back on her towel, and went to
sleep, completely oblivious to the open-mouthed stares from everyone
in her general vicinity.

Beach Selfie Girl’s behavior is hardly unique, and it’s just one
example of the exponential momentum that the Cult of Self has gained
with the explosion of social media. We all know someone who suffers
from Selfie Syndrome. Symptoms include a once-unthinkable level
of self-absorption, resulting in delusions including (but not limited to)
the belief that people care what you ate for breakfast, that today is
your child’s half-birthday, or that you are having the best vacation
ever. In many respects, for many people, Selfie Syndrome has crossed
the line into a kind of widespread, low-grade narcissism.

But what we don’t always realize is that paradoxically, an intense
self-focus not only obscures our vision of those around us; it
distorts our ability to see ourselves for what we really are.
Indeed, research has shown that in general, there is an inverse
relationship between how special we feel and how self-aware we are.
One need not look far to find examples: the people who post the most
selfies on Facebook, for instance, seem to have the least awareness of
how annoying this behavior is to the rest of us.

Of course, this isn’t to say that anyone who takes selfies or uses
social media is a narcissist. But scientifically, there is no question that
these things are related, and there is ample evidence that narcissism is



on the rise. For example, in a study of tens of thousands of U.S. college
students, Jean Twenge and her colleagues found that between the
mid-1980s and 2006, narcissism increased a full 30 percent, as
measured by statements like “If I ruled the world it would be a better
place” and “I always know what I’m doing.”

And lest you pin this trend entirely on Millennials, it’s not just those
of us born between 1980 and 1999 who show this pattern. Another
long-running study that analyzed high schoolers’ responses to the
question “I am an important person” found that in the 1950s only 12
percent agreed, but by 1989 (that is, when Gen Xers were in high
school), that number jumped to roughly 80 percent. And remember
the study from the last chapter, where 25 percent of high-school-aged
Baby Boomers put themselves in the top 1 percent in their ability to get
along with others?

Selfie Syndrome isn’t a generational phenomenon, nor is it confined
to the arguably more self-centered cohort of adolescents. Our growing
“me” focus can be found everywhere from contemporary literature to
social media, even in the Oval Office. One study that analyzed State of
the Union addresses between 1790 and 2012 found a decrease in the
use of other-related words like his/her and neighbor, and an increase
in self-focused words such as I, me, and mine. Similarly, my own
Google Ngram*3 search of more than 15 million books revealed that
while the use of the word me decreased nearly 50 percent between
1900 and 1974, it increased more than 87 percent between 1975 and
2008!

Right now, you’re probably thinking of a particularly narcissistic
Facebook friend or self-absorbed celebrity. But I encourage you to also
ask how you use social media—whether it’s Facebook, Instagram,
LinkedIn, Twitter, Snapchat, or anything else that’s been invented
since this book was published. Ask yourself: When you post a picture
of your perfect vacation, what’s going through your head? What image
are you trying to project? What are you hoping to achieve? Few of us
think about our social media habits in such rational or analytic terms.
In fact, they usually feel so natural that we don’t think about them,
which is precisely the problem.



This suggests a bigger question: Why do we use social media in the
first place? Even though social media is supposed to be social, one
2015 study found that maintaining our relationships can often be the
last reason we use these platforms. At the top of the list is sharing
information about ourselves, which is often called self-
presentation. Now, on its own, self-presentation isn’t necessarily a
bad thing. But an interesting pattern has emerged suggesting that as
self-presentation increases, empathy decreases. Since the year 2000,
right around the time when sites like MySpace, Friendster, and other
precursors to Facebook exploded, people started becoming less
empathetic and more self-centered.

At this point you might be wondering whether this is a chicken-or-
egg situation. How can we conclude that social media is causing
narcissism? Isn’t it just as likely that narcissistic, un-self-aware people
are simply more likely to use social media? There’s actually evidence
that both are true. Let’s start with the second question: Do narcissists
use social media more? Studies from both Western and Eastern
cultures show that narcissists indeed use social media as an outlet for
their inflated self-views, spending more time posting self-promotional
content like selfies than non-narcissists.

Let’s go back to the first question—is social media causing our self-
absorption? One study randomly assigned participants into one of two
groups, who each spent 35 minutes online. The first group spent time
editing their MySpace pages (really takes you back, doesn’t it?) while
the other plotted the route they took to school on Google Maps. When
the researchers measured narcissism levels in each group, participants
who had spent time on MySpace scored significantly higher,
suggesting not only that social media does increase narcissism, but
that it has a virtually immediate impact.

Of course, people who love selfies and unique baby names usually
fall short of being diagnosable narcissists—a personality disorder
characterized by an exaggerated sense of self-importance, a need for
power and admiration, and a failure to recognize the needs of others.
Research shows that narcissists tend to have brief but intense
friendships and romances that end once the other person sees their



true nature. They feel entitled to things they haven’t earned and are
unable to tolerate criticism.

In the work world, while narcissistic leaders can be confident setting
a clear vision, they tend to overrate their performance, dominate
decision processes, seek excessive recognition, show less empathy, and
are more likely to behave unethically. And while they think quite
highly of their leadership abilities, they are actually rated lowest in
effectiveness by their teams. Narcissistic CEOs in particular have been
found to be less responsive to objective performance feedback than
non-narcissistic ones, often with devastating effects. In a fascinating
study, when researchers Charles Ham and his colleagues measured the
size of CEO signatures in SEC filings in S&P 500 firms (with a sizable
signature being an indicator of narcissism), they found that the larger
a CEO’s signature, the worse the company performed on a number of
indicators (patent counts and citations, return on assets, revenue and
sales growth).

But in addition to its social and professional consequences, even
low-level (i.e., non-diagnosable) narcissism can chip away at our self-
confidence. Think about the version of yourself that you present
online. If you’re like most people, you might present an airbrushed,
“hoped-for” version that gives an overly favorable impression of your
life. For instance, we tend to use fewer negative words in social media
than in other forms of communication, and half of status updates are
posted with the goal of creating a favorable impression.

Paradoxically, this incessant promotion of our hoped-for self can be
ego-crushing, especially when the “actual” and “hoped for” versions
don’t match up (“my Paris vacation photos sure look perfect, but what
no one knows is that my husband and I spent the whole vacation
fighting and I think I might want a divorce”). When we’re trying so
hard to convince everyone how successful or happy or attractive we
are, not only are we often not fooling anyone; we’re reminding
ourselves of how unsuccessful or unhappy or unattractive we really
feel.

To see how damaging social media can be for our self-image, let’s
examine the case of 18-year-old Australian model Essena O’Neil. She



recently became something of a poster child for the Cult of Self
resistance movement when she shocked her millions of Instagram,
YouTube, Tumblr, and Snapchat followers by announcing that she was
shutting down her social media profiles. O’Neil told her fans that she’d
spent most of her life addicted to the exposure, approval, and status
that her followers gave her, and her endless pursuit of others’
adoration had actually taken an enormous toll on her self-confidence.
The more she posted, the more obsessed she became with perfection,
and, in turn, the more frustrated she became when she never attained
that ideal.

O’Neil has since launched a website called “Let’s be Game
Changers,” where she curates resources to expose what she calls the
“fakeness” of social media. At the time of writing, O’Neil’s website
doesn’t have a single photo of the model, and only a short blurb about
her, which is entitled “Me?” Sometimes the people who break with the
Cult of Self are those we least expect. Let’s now talk about how we all
can do it.

FROM SELF-ABSORPTION TO SELF-AWARENESS: RESISTING
THE CULT OF SELF
It may not surprise you, given what you read in the last chapter, that
most of us don’t think we’re narcissistic. The good news is that only 4
percent of the population actually fits the diagnostic criteria; the bad
news is that the remaining 96 percent of us can nevertheless display
some narcissistic behaviors. Because this book is about making the
brave decision to confront the truth about ourselves, I’ve included an
assessment in appendix I to help you gauge how many such behaviors
you currently exhibit. But no matter what your score, if you want to
move away from self-absorption and toward self-awareness, it’s worth
examining the following three strategies: becoming an informer,
cultivating humility, and practicing self-acceptance.

As you go about your daily life, how much time and energy do you
spend focused on you? It’s probably more than you think. One study



found that we spend up to 60 percent of our talking time discussing
ourselves, and when we’re on social media that number jumps to a
whopping 80 percent. But our unicorns are different. Overwhelmingly,
their conversations (online and offline) focus more on others—friends,
co-workers, the events taking place in the wider world, etc. One
appropriately noted that “the world doesn’t revolve around me.”
Another explained that his approach to interacting with others
involves “being curious about something outside of myself.”

But is focusing on other people even possible when most forms of
social media seem to exist for the sole purpose of self-promotion? Let’s
start by looking at the big picture. Researchers have discovered that
people who use social media generally fall into one of two categories:
80 percent are so-called “Meformers,” who like to post messages that
are all about telling everyone about what is going on with them. The
remaining 20 percent are “Informers,” who tend to post non-self-
related information—this could be things like helpful articles, amusing
observations, funny videos, etc. Informers tend to have more friends
and enjoy richer, more satisfying interactions than Meformers.

It might not come as a surprise that our unicorns, to a person, were
Informers. But when our research team began drilling down into this
topic, we were shocked to learn that they also spent more time (almost
20 percent more) on social media than non-unicorns. They just spent
that time very differently. Instead of logging on and posting a selfie, an
update about their upcoming vacation, or their latest professional
achievement, they used social media as a way to truly engage and stay
connected with others.

One unicorn, an entrepreneur in her fifties, told us: “Social media
allows me to see what people I care about are up to. I don’t post on
Facebook often, but I do try to share something uplifting or funny or
different a few times a week. If I post a picture, it’s more likely to be an
eagle in a tree or a sunset. Something beautiful that I can share with
others.” Like other unicorns, her social media goals aren’t to rack up
“likes,” but rather to inform, entertain, and inspire. As another
unicorn, a manager in his mid-forties, put it, “sometimes the Kanye
Wests of the world need public validation that ‘yes, you’re great.’ I



don’t find myself needing that.”
The message here is clear: to move from self-absorption to self-

awareness, try being an Informer—that is, focusing less on you and
more on engaging and connecting with others. For the next 24 hours,
then, my challenge to you is to pay attention to how much you talk
about yourself versus how much you focus on others—both online and
offline. When tempted with a “Meformer” conversational topic or post,
ask yourself: “What am I hoping to accomplish by doing this?” Be
warned, this won’t be easy at first. Since I began working on this book,
I’ve used this technique and been surprised at how strong the pull
toward self-absorption can be.

Focusing on others, however, won’t help us fight the Cult of Self on
its own. We also need to take a more realistic view of our own
qualities, or in other words, cultivate humility. Because it means
appreciating our weaknesses and keeping our successes in perspective,
humility is a key ingredient of self-awareness.

When she was a little girl, Angela Ahrendts dreamed of being a
fashion designer. She’d spend hours gazing at the gorgeous photos in
her mother’s magazines and sewing her own clothes. When she
entered college, the place where her youthful dreams were supposed to
turn into realities, she began to wonder why the other fashion design
students seemed so much more talented than she was. One day, a
professor took her aside and gave her some advice that, while well
intentioned, must have been difficult to hear. The kind of person who
can talk about fashion but isn’t able to produce it? “We call that,” he
told her, “a merchant.”

It’s probably fair to say that most ambitious students, upon being
told they’re simply not good enough to fulfill their dreams, would
disappear down a whirlpool of self-delusion. “What does my professor
know, anyway?” we’d demand of anyone within earshot. But not
Ahrendts. Growing up as one of six children in New Palestine, Indiana,
she was taught to work hard and remain humble. As a result, she had
the self-awareness to realize the professor was giving her great advice.

And she took it. She became a clothing merchant. By 2006,
Ahrendts had become CEO of Burberry. She transformed the luxury



brand’s design and retail and digital presence and, in doing so,
orchestrated an impressive company turnaround in the midst of a
global recession. Along the way, she racked up a boast-worthy slew of
honors, like landing on Forbes’ Most Powerful Women list four times
in five years.

But it isn’t Ahrendts’ style to boast about these achievements. And
when Apple CEO Tim Cook was interviewing her for the role of SVP of
Apple’s online and retail businesses, she made a point of stressing to
him that she was neither a technical guru nor someone with any
experience in the world of consumer electronics. Yet Cook knew he
didn’t need a tech wiz or a retail expert to turn around Apple’s
struggling retail division. He needed a selfless leader who could
engage and inspire.

And she was. In her first few months in her new role, Ahrendts
embarked on a tour of more than 100 stores, call centers, and back
offices with one simple aim: to listen. Her next step was to begin
sending weekly personal messages to her 60,000 retail employees—
not with the goal of telling them about herself or her plan for the
division, but rather to get them more involved in the decisions that
affected their world.

Her results speak for themselves. Financially, 2015 marked the
company’s most successful year ever, with revenue expanding 28
percent to $234 billion while her employee retention skyrocketed to 81
percent—Apple’s highest figure ever recorded. Oh, and she is now the
highest paid employee in one of the planet’s most valuable companies,
with an estimated annual package worth more than $25 million.

There is no question that humble people like Angela Ahrendts are
objectively more successful because their focus on other people makes
them more liked and respected. Because they work hard and don’t take
things for granted. Because they admit when they don’t have the
answers. Because they are willing to learn from others versus
stubbornly clinging to their views. As a result, people on teams with
humble leaders are more engaged, more satisfied with their jobs, and
less likely to leave. This is true particularly for senior leaders, where
narcissism is especially dangerous if they cannot learn to temper it.



Yet the virtue of humility is often the exception rather than the rule
in our Cult of Self society—both in the world of business and outside it.
I see three reasons for the sad state of affairs. First, people often
confuse humility with low self-worth, and thus label it as undesirable,
even though the opposite is true—because it means appreciating our
weaknesses and keeping our successes in perspective, humility is
actually a necessary ingredient for self-awareness. The second reason
humility is in short supply is that to gain it, we must tame the powerful
beast at the epicenter of the Cult of Self: our ego. Finally, humility
requires accepting a certain degree of imperfection, and most goal-
oriented, Type A people rarely give themselves the permission to do
so. (For a quick assessment to determine your level of humility, take a
look at appendix I.)

But does humility mean that we should hate ourselves for our
inevitable faults? Or that we should constantly harp on our
weaknesses to avoid getting a big head? Thankfully, the alternative to
boundless self-esteem doesn’t have to be self-loathing but rather self-
acceptance—our third approach to fighting the Cult of Self. Where
self-esteem means thinking you’re amazing regardless of the objective
reality, self-acceptance (also called self-compassion by some
researchers) means understanding our objective reality and
choosing to like ourselves anyway. So instead of trying to be
perfect—or delusionally believing they are—self-accepting people
understand and forgive themselves for their imperfections.

Encouragingly, self-acceptance delivers all of the advertised benefits
of self-esteem with few of the costs. Though the two are identical
predictors of happiness and optimism, only people high in self-
acceptance hold positive views of themselves that aren’t dependent on
external validation.

And self-acceptance isn’t just a good idea in theory—it has very real
benefits for our success and well-being. In one study, Kristin Kneff and
her colleagues asked job-market-bound undergraduates to participate
in a mock interview for a job they “really, really want[ed].” When the
interviewer asked the students to describe their greatest weakness,
those high in self-acceptance reported feeling less nervous and self-



conscious afterward—had it been an actual job interview, they likely
would have performed much better as a result.

So how can you increase your self-acceptance? One approach is to
better monitor your inner monologue. Organizational
psychologist Steven Rogelberg and his colleagues showed how helpful
self-accepting self-talk can be in a study of senior executives attending
a weeklong leadership program. At the end of the week, each
participant wrote a letter to their future self about the lessons they
learned and the changes they wanted to make. The researchers coded
letters as either self-accepting (which they called “constructive”) or
self-critical. The executives who used self-accepting language were
more effective, more creative, and less stressed than the self-critical
ones.

We’ll revisit this idea in the next chapter when we talk about
recognizing and stopping rumination, but for now, especially when
you’re feeling bad about yourself—guilty, fearful, upset, unable to cope
—take notice of whether you’re being self-critical. Why can’t I do the
most basic things, like be on time?”) or self-accepting (“That was a
mistake—but I’m only human and these things happen”). A helpful
question to ask can sometimes be, “Would I say what I just said to
myself to someone whom I like and respect?”*4

Making the decision to accept ourselves takes courage. As one of our
unicorns, an architect by training who is now a global technology
director, explains, “The problem is not being aware of yourself but
loving the person you find out you are.” Can this process be
uncomfortable? Sometimes. But often, discomfort means you’re
making progress. Another unicorn, a mid-career marketing manager
for a consumer products company, put it this way: “The more
committed you are to building self-awareness, the more empathy and
grace you learn to extend to yourself.”

We’ve now explored the often unseen obstacles to self-insight—both
the blindspots that keep us from seeing ourselves clearly and the social
forces that feed the beast of delusion. Now we can start learning to
improve it. As you’re about to learn, this requires us to abandon many
of our preexisting notions about what it really means to be self-aware.



So in the coming chapter, we’ll debunk some of the most common
follies and misconceptions about internal self-awareness and learn
what we should do instead.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 4

The Cult of Self: The societal phenomenon that tempts us all to
feel special, unique, and superior.
From the “Age of Effort” to the “Age of Esteem”: A
widespread shift from focusing more on feeling great than
becoming great.
The Feel Good Effect: The tendency to see ourselves with rose-
colored glasses.
Selfie Syndrome: An intense self-focus that prevents us from
seeing ourselves clearly.
Self-presentation: Wanting to appear a certain way that is not
reflective of who we really are.
Resisting the Cult of Self

1. Be an informer, not a meformer: Focusing less on ourselves
and more on engaging and connecting with others

2. Cultivate humility: Admit to our failings and put our successes
in perspective

3. Focus on self-acceptance over self-esteem: Know our flaws
and choose to like ourselves anyway

Tool: Monitor your inner monologue

*1 Journalist Allison Pearson delightfully imagines what would have transpired if
such a philosophy were applied in Britain’s diplomatic relations circa World War
II:

Dear Mr. Hitler,
You have emptied our resilience bucket. Please give Poland back or you will



have a serious impact on our well-being.
Love, Britain

*2 Throughout the book, unicorn quotes appear near-verbatim; I’ve made some
small changes to improve readability without altering their meaning.

*3 Google Ngram is a web-based search engine that tracks the frequencies of words
and phrases found in books printed between 1500 and 2008 in eight languages.

*4 If you’re interested in learning more methods of increasing your self-acceptance,
I strongly encourage you to visit Kristin Kneff’s website: http://self-
compassion.org/category/exercises/.

http://self-compassion.org/category/exercises/


Part Two
Internal Self-Awareness: Myths

and Truths



5
THINKING ISN’T KNOWING

The Four Follies of Introspection

Why should we not calmly and patiently review our own
thoughts, and thoroughly examine and see what these

appearances in us really are?
—PLATO

It was a Tuesday evening around 11 p.m. Holed up in my dark office
and lit only by the glare of my computer monitor, I sat staring at a set
of freshly analyzed data. To say that I was perplexed would be an
understatement. A few weeks earlier, my team and I had run a study
looking at the relationship between self-reflection and outcomes like
happiness, stress, and job satisfaction. I was confident that the results
would yield few surprises. Naturally, people who spent time and
energy examining themselves would have a clearer understanding of
themselves.

But to my great shock, our data told the exact opposite story. The
results revealed that people who scored high on self-reflection were
more stressed, depressed, and anxious, less satisfied with their jobs
and relationships, and felt less in control of their lives—and to boot,
these negative consequences increased the more they reflected! What
on earth was going on!?

Though I didn’t know it at the time, I’d just stumbled upon a huge
myth about self-awareness—one that researchers were only beginning
to understand. A few years earlier, when University of Sydney



coaching psychologist Anthony Grant was examining the same
phenomenon, he discovered that people who possess greater insight—
which he defines as an intuitive understanding of ourselves—enjoy
stronger relationships, a clearer sense of purpose, and greater well-
being, self-acceptance, and happiness. Other studies have shown that
people high in insight feel more in control of their lives, show more
dramatic personal growth, enjoy better relationships, and feel calmer
and more content. So far so good, right?

But Grant also found no relationship between introspection and
insight. The act of thinking about ourselves wasn’t associated
with knowing ourselves. In fact, in a few cases, he found the
opposite: the more time the participants spent introspecting, the less
self-knowledge they had (yes, you read that right). In other words, we
can spend endless amounts of time in self-reflection but emerge with
no more self-insight than when we started.

This capacity for self-examination is uniquely human. Though
chimpanzees, dolphins, elephants, and even pigeons can recognize
their images in a mirror, human beings are the only species with the
capacity for introspection—that is, the ability to consciously
examine our thoughts, feelings, motives, and behaviors.*1 For
thousands of years, introspection was seen as a beneficial, error-free
activity. In the seventeenth century, for instance, philosopher Rene
Descartes argued that the only knowledge of any value emerged from
examining ourselves. In the early twentieth century, pioneering
psychologist Wilhelm Wundt used introspection as a central
component of his research on perception and consciousness. And in a
more modern albeit less scientific example, a post-takeout-dinner
fortune cookie recently advised me: “Turn your thoughts within. Find
yourself.”

Fortune-cookie wisdom aside, introspection is arguably the most
universally hailed path to self-awareness—or at least internal self-
awareness, which is the focus of this chapter. After all, what better way
is there to increase our self-knowledge than to look inward; to delve
deeply into our experiences and emotions; to understand why we are
the way we are? We might be trying to understand our feelings (Why



am I so upset after that meeting?), questioning our beliefs (Why don’t
I believe in the death penalty?), figuring out our future (Why don’t I
want to be a doctor?), or trying to explain a negative outcome or
pattern (Why do I beat myself up so much for minor mistakes?).

But my study results—along with Grant’s and others—show that this
kind of self-reflection doesn’t help us become more self-aware. And
when I decided to dive head-first into the research on introspection, I
learned that what I’d uncovered was just the tip of the iceberg. One
study, for example, examined the coping style and subsequent
adjustment of men who had just lost a partner to AIDS. Those who
engaged in introspection (such as reflecting on how they would deal
with life without their partner) had higher morale in the month
following their loss, but were more depressed one year later. Another
study of more than 14,000 university students showed that
introspection was associated with poorer well-being. Still other
research suggests that self-analyzers tend to have more anxiety, less
positive social experiences, and more negative attitudes about
themselves.

To help understand why, let’s look at Karen, a 37-year-old real
estate agent. Despite having a successful career, Karen has struggled in
her personal life. When she was just 19, she fell in love with a musician
whom she married just two weeks later. But one short year into their
marriage, her husband abruptly left her. Eventually, Karen remarried,
this time to another real estate professional whom she’d met through
work. And though her second marriage lasted longer than her first, it
also ended in divorce, leaving her wondering where she had gone
wrong.

As she carefully examines her life, Karen keeps coming back to what
she sees as the central trauma of her childhood: at just one week old,
her birth parents put her up for adoption. Though she cherishes her
adopted parents, Karen has never really gotten over these feelings of
abandonment. Why, she asks herself over and over, is she so worried
that everyone will leave her? After untold hours of reflection, Karen
has come to believe that all of her current problems—in relationships
and life—can be traced back to her birth parents’ rejection. With this



nugget in hand, Karen concludes that her relationship issues are a
product of her history and thus all but inevitable.

Just like Karen, most people believe that the answers to our inner
mysteries lie deep within us, and that it’s our job to uncover them—
either on our own or with the help of a therapist or loved one. Yet the
assumption that introspection begets self-awareness is a
myth. Unquestionably, Karen approached her introspective exercise
with the earnest goal of better understanding herself. But without her
realizing it, the process became what self-awareness researcher
Timothy Wilson calls “disruptive.” Continually asking herself why her
birth parents gave her up is the wrong question: not only is it
distracting, it surfaces unproductive and upsetting emotions that
won’t help Karen move forward in a healthy way.

Introspection can also lull us into a false sense of certainty that we
have identified the real issue, as it did for Karen. Buddhist scholar
Tirthang Tulku uses an apt analogy: when we introspect, our response
is similar to a hungry cat watching mice. We eagerly pounce on
whatever “insights” we find without questioning their validity or value.
And even though they might feel helpful, on their own they’re unlikely
to actually help us improve our internal self-awareness.

Now if you’re someone who values introspection, these findings
might be concerning. But we need not despair. The problem with
introspection, it turns out, isn’t that it’s categorically
ineffective, but that many people are doing it completely
wrong. In this chapter, I’ll overturn the four biggest myths, or follies,
of this practice, exposing why each doesn’t work the way we think it
does and how approaching introspection a bit differently can yield
deeper insight about who we are.

Folly #1: The Myth of the Padlocked Door (or Why We Can’t Excavate
Our Unconscious)
Betty Draper enters her psychoanalyst’s office, removes her scarf and
coat, and carefully collapses onto a black leather couch. Without a
word, the psychoanalyst sinks into an armchair behind her, notepad in



hand. Betty sighs deeply and begins to reflect on her stress about the
upcoming Thanksgiving holiday. Her therapist stares at his notepad
without interjecting, save for a few utterances of “uh-huh” throughout
her soliloquy.

“This has helped,” Betty confidently states at the conclusion of her
session. But has it, really? This scene, set in 1961, is from Season 1 of
the television show Mad Men. Betty has sought psychoanalysis to deal
with her anxiety. “It’s a process,” the analyst reassures her, “you’ve got
to trust the process.”

The father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, would have likely told
Don Draper the same thing. Underpinning his famous theory was the
idea that there exists a hidden part of the human psyche lurking below
our consciousness—one that cleverly represses important information
about ourselves. It was the psychoanalyst’s job to excavate these
sometimes painful insights through deep and focused analysis, which
could often take many years. But as you’re about to see, Freud’s
psychoanalytic approach created arguably the strongest, most
persistent myth of internal self-awareness.

While Freud’s theories were mostly met with respect and reverence
in the twentieth century, the twenty-first has not been so kind.
Psychologist Todd Dufresne, for example, didn’t hedge his bets about
Freud when he concluded that “no other notable figure in history was
so fantastically wrong about nearly every important thing he had to
say.” Freud has been appropriately criticized for failing to scientifically
test his approach. Many contend that his methods were ineffective at
best, and that he may have actually worsened some of his patients’
mental health. And while much of Freud’s work has been largely
discredited, his enduring influence on our assumptions about
introspection simply cannot be overstated. Most people still believe in
the now-debunked promise that we can extract self-insight through
deep psychological excavation—whether it’s through therapy or any
other dedicated approach to self-examination.*2

Though Freud was correct in identifying the existence of the
unconscious, he completely missed the boat on how it worked.
Specifically, research has shown that we can’t uncover our



unconscious thoughts, feelings, and motives, no matter how hard we
try. Our subconscious, in other words, is less like a
padlocked door and more like a hermetically sealed vault.

But if Freud’s techniques don’t produce insight, is this an
indictment of all attempts to excavate our unconscious—most notably
therapy—as a means to do it?*3 Certainly, therapy serves many
empirically supported purposes, like helping spouses and families
better understand one another and treating disorders like depression
and anxiety. But some findings should give us pause in assuming that
it universally improves self-insight. First, placebo effects may explain
up to half of therapy’s efficacy—in other words, just thinking that it
helps us is part of what makes it help us. What’s more, as counseling
psychologist Jennifer Lyke points out, the most important predictor of
success isn’t the technique the therapist uses, but the relationship she
has with her client.

However, the fact that some people—including 20 percent of our
unicorns—have successfully used therapy as a path to insight means
we shouldn’t dismiss it completely. So the right question probably isn’t
“Does therapy work?” but instead “How can we approach therapy to
maximize insight?”*4 Because it can help—to a certain extent, under
certain conditions, and particularly if we approach it intelligently and
acknowledge its potential limitations.

The first imperative is to choose the right approach—one that
focuses less on the process of introspection and more on the outcome
of insight (i.e., the Seven Pillars, like our values, reactions, patterns,
etc.). “The danger of too much introspection in therapy,” Dr. Lara
Fielding, a Los Angeles–based clinical psychologist, says, “is that we
spin a story that gets us stuck.” In other words, rather than getting
wrapped up in how broken we are, we should be focusing on what we
can learn and how to move forward. One such approach is Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy, or CBT. Fielding, who specializes in CBT, explains
that the goal is to use “skillful self-reflection” to unearth our
unproductive thinking and behavior patterns so we can make better
choices in the future. In the case of Karen, for example, this approach
might help her recognize the residual trauma from her adoption and



turn her focus to loosening her grip on it, changing the patterns of
behavior that aren’t serving her, and moving forward with
understanding and purpose.

Another tip is to adopt a flexible mindset, which is applicable
both within and outside the confines of a therapist’s office. A flexible
mindset means remaining open to several truths and explanations,
rather than seeking, as Freud often did, one root cause to explain a
broad range of feelings and behaviors. This involves letting go of a
desire for something that Turkish psychologist Omer Simsek calls the
need for absolute truth. Unquestionably, a common motivation
for introspection (or even to buy a book like this one) is to finally
figure ourselves out, once and for all.

Yet paradoxically, the search for this kind of rigid and unequivocal
certainty about ourselves is the enemy of internal self-awareness.
Why? It blinds us to the many nuances in how we think, feel, behave,
and interact with the world around us. It can also have unintended
consequences such as depression, anxiety, and rumination (which
we’ll return to shortly). And, counterintuitively, my research shows
that when self-aware people let go of this need, the more self-aware
they become, whether or not they seek therapy. (For a quick diagnostic
of your need for absolute truth, see appendix K.)

So what, then, is the role of therapy in internal self-awareness? It is
probably best to see it as a tool to seek a new perspective and help us
explore our own. As one unicorn put it, a therapist’s value is in
“holding a mirror to our thoughts, feelings and behaviors.” More
broadly, introspection should be a process of open and curious
exploration rather than a search for definitive answers. Kelsey, a
middle school science teacher and unicorn we’ll meet later in the book,
likens the quest for self-knowledge to space exploration: “There is so
little we know, but that’s what makes it so exciting.” The bottom line is
that it’s virtually impossible to find singular causes for anything in our
complicated world, let alone our own messy thoughts, emotions, and
behaviors, but letting go of this need helps set the stage for self-
awareness.



Folly #2: Why Not Ask Why?
Think about your favorite movie, book, or TV show. If I asked you to
describe why you like it, what would you say? At first, it might be
difficult to articulate. I don’t know—The Great Gatsby is just a really
good book. But after some thought, you’d probably come up with a few
reasons. The characters are interesting. Fitzgerald’s prose is crisp
and smart. And I’ve always really liked Long Island. If I asked how
confident you were about those reasons, you’d likely say you were
pretty sure. But you’d likely be as wrong as you were confident.
Though most of us think we’re a credible authority on our thoughts,
feelings, and behavior, there is a stunning amount of evidence showing
that we’re often remarkably mistaken.

In one study that’s equal parts hilarious and enlightening, a pair of
Harvard Business School professors showed male college students
different issues of a sports magazine. They varied the number of sports
covered, the number of feature articles, and the theme of the issue,
which was either a “top ten athletes” ranking or photos of women in
swimsuits. For half the participants, the swimsuit issue covered more
sports, and for the other half, it contained more feature articles. The
researchers then asked their eager subjects which magazine they
preferred and to rank the criteria used to make their choice (e.g.,
number of sports, feature articles, etc.). In the category of “findings
that surprised absolutely no one,” the male students overwhelmingly
preferred the swimsuit issue.

But when asked to explain why, something interesting happened:
they inflated the importance of the magazine’s other attributes—
regardless of what they were—to justify their (clearly hormonal)
preference. If their swimsuit issue covered more sports, they listed
that as the reason; the same thing happened for the issue with more
feature articles. And lest we label this tendency to rationalize our
preferences as hilarious but innocuous, similar findings have emerged
in high-stakes situations, like the tendency to hire men over women
for stereotypically male jobs.

Yet when it comes to preferring a swimsuit magazine or hiring a
man over a woman, isn’t it possible that we know the real reason for



our behavior but just don’t want to admit it to others?
For the answer, let’s turn to another one of my all-time favorite

psychology studies. In 1977, psychologists Timothy Wilson and
Richard Nisbett set up an unassuming card table outside their local
Meijer’s thrift store in Ann Arbor, Michigan, with a sign that read
“Consumer Evaluation Survey: Which is the Best Quality?” On the
table, they arranged four identical pairs of panty hose, and asked
passersby to choose their favorite.

In other studies, research had shown that people tend to prefer
products on the right side of a display. And this study was no
exception. Even though every pair was identical, people chose the pair
on the right at a rate of four to one. Yet when Nisbett and Wilson
asked people why they’d chosen the pair they had, they confidently
declared that their pair was just better (e.g., better elasticity, better
color, or whatever standards one used in 1977 to evaluate pantyhose).
Even when the researchers told them about the effects of display
position on their choice, they refused to believe it. As Ben Franklin one
said, “so convenient a thing it is to be a reasonable creature, since it
enables one to find or make a reason for everything one has a mind to
do.”

The bottom line is that when we ask why, that is, examine the
causes of our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, we are
generally searching for the easiest and most plausible answer. Sadly,
though, once we have found one, we generally stop looking—despite
having no way of knowing whether our answer is right or wrong.
Sometimes this is a result of something called “confirmation bias,”
which can prompt us to invent reasons that confirm our existing
beliefs—and since our answers reflect how we see ourselves, we accept
them as true. If I see myself as literary, I’ll list Fitzgerald’s crisp prose
as the reason why I love The Great Gatsby, or if I fancy myself an
astute study of the human psyche, I might cite the complexity of his
characters. This is just one example of how asking “why” can
simultaneously muddy the waters while giving us an inflated sense of
confidence in our newfound “insight.”

Asking why can also cause our often lazy brains to mislead us. Let’s



say that I ask you to list all the reasons why your relationship is going
the way it is. And let’s say that last night, your spouse stayed out at the
office happy hour later than planned, leaving you alone to cook dinner
for your visiting, and rather dull, in-laws. Because of something called
the “recency effect,” this could be your most salient thought about
your relationship—so when you’re asked why the relationship is going
the way it is, your brain might misdirect you to the first available
explanation—he doesn’t spend enough time at home and leaves me to
deal with his parents—even though that behavior is actually rare and
out of character. Likewise, if instead of leaving you alone with your in-
laws, your otherwise unavailable spouse had surprised you with a
weekend getaway, your brain might mislead you to think your
relationship is in better shape than it really is.

Asking why can also reduce the quality of our decisions. In one
study, researchers asked self-described basketball experts to predict
the outcomes of national tournament basketball games. Half analyzed
the reasons for their predictions prior to making them, and half were
simply asked to make their predictions. Those who questioned their
choices predicted far fewer winners than those who didn’t—once they
started to overthink things, their expertise went out the window. Other
investigations have shown that asking why reduces our satisfaction
with the choices we make.

So if asking why doesn’t help us better understand our true thoughts
and emotions, what should we ask? A study by psychologists J.
Gregory Hixon and William Swann provides a shockingly simple
answer. After telling a group of undergraduates that two raters would
be evaluating their personality based on a test of “sociability,
likeability and interestingness” that they’d taken earlier in the
semester, the researchers asked the students to judge the accuracy of
their results (which were actually exactly the same for everyone: one
rater gave a positive evaluation and the other gave a negative one).
Before making their accuracy judgments, some participants were given
time to think about why they were the kind of person they were and
others were asked to think about what kind of person they were.

The “why” students, it turned out, were resistant to the negative



evaluation: instead of accepting or even considering it, they spent their
time “rationaliz[ing], justify[ing], and explain[ing] [it] away.” The
“what” students, on the other hand, were more receptive to that same
new data, and to the notion that it could help them better understand
themselves. The lesson here is that asking “what” keeps us open to
discovering new information about ourselves, even if that information
is negative or in conflict with our existing beliefs. Asking “why” has an
essentially opposite effect.

Given all of this, it makes sense that our unicorns reported asking
“what” often and “why” rarely. In fact, when we analyzed the
transcripts of our interviews, the word “why” appeared less than 150
times, but the word “what” appeared more than 1,000 times! One
unicorn, a 42-year-old mother who bravely walked away from a career
as a lawyer when she finally realized that there was no joy for her in
that path, explained it well:

If you ask why, you’re putting yourself into a victim
mentality. People end up in therapy forever for that. When
I feel anything other than peace, I say “What’s going on?”
“What am I feeling?” “What is the dialogue inside my
head?” “What’s another way to see this situation?” “What
can I do to respond better?”

So when it comes to internal self-awareness, a simple tool that can
have a rather dramatic impact is one I call What Not Why. Let’s
look at how a few of our unicorns have used this tool. Nathan, a brand
manager, got a bad performance review from his new boss. His knee
jerk reaction was to ask, “Why are we like oil and water?” But he
quickly realized how unproductive this question was. So, instead, he
asked, “What can I do to show her I’m the best person for this job?”
The answers, and the actions he took based on what he learned,
changed everything. Months later, Nathan’s co-workers were pointing
to Nathan and his boss as proof that polar opposites can work
together.

Sarah, an education leader, was diagnosed with breast cancer in her
late 40s. When she asked, “Why did this happen to me?” she told us



that it felt like a death sentence. So she tried another angle: “What’s
most important to me?” This helped her define what she wanted her
life to look like in whatever time she had left. Not only is Sarah now
cancer-free, she firmly believes that the experience brought her back
to what was truly most important: her relationships with her loved
ones.

Jose, an entertainment industry veteran, hated his job. But where so
many people would have gotten stuck thinking, “Why do I feel so
terrible?” Jose asked, “What situations make me feel terrible and what
do they have in common?” This helped him realize that he would never
be happy in that world, which gave him the courage to pursue a new
and far more fulfilling career in wealth management.

The bottom line? Why questions draw us to our limitations; what
questions help us see our potential. Why questions stir up negative
emotions; what questions keep us curious. Why questions trap us in
our past; what questions help us create a better future.

Indeed, making the transition from why to what can be the
difference between victimhood and growth. When Paul, the
executive, unicorn, and neighborhood association activist we met
earlier, moved back to the United States after a stint in Germany, he
made the decision to purchase a small ceramics manufacturing
company. Despite its aging equipment, his due diligence suggested
that this was a little company that could: it had weathered the
recession and boasted a stable of tenured employees. But right out of
the gate, Paul’s employees resisted the improvements he began to
make, creating delays that hurt the company’s already bleeding
balance sheet. He quickly learned that he’d been too optimistic with
both his budgets and his cash reserves.

At this point, Paul was tempted to go down the dangerous road of
why. Why wasn’t he able to turn things around? Why didn’t he do a
better job with his financial projections? Why wouldn’t his employees
listen to him? But he knew that these questions weren’t productive. So
instead, he asked himself, what now? Paul explored three equally
unattractive options: he could burn through his savings, he could take
out a massive loan, or he could close the business. He chose to close



the business. And here he asked what again. What do I need to do to
close up shop? What can I do to lessen the impact on my customers?
What can I do to realize the maximum value of the business?

Armed with these insights, Paul created a plan and began to execute
it. Because he stayed clear-headed, he was even able to find creative
ways to do good for others while winding things down; for example,
when he had more unfinished ceramics products than buyers, he
offered the inventory to nearby paint-your-own ceramics shops, who
were downright overjoyed at the windfall. He did the same thing with
his equipment, donating much of it to schools and non-profits. Paul
turned what could have been a shattering earthquake event into a
chance to show what he was made of. And when it was all over, he
challenged himself to articulate what he had learned from the
experience.

In addition to helping us gain insight to our problems, the What Not
Why tool can also be used to help us better understand and manage
our emotions. Seventeenth-century philosopher Benedict de Spinoza
observed that “an emotion, which is a passion, ceases to be a passion
as soon as we form a clear and distinct idea thereof. [The emotion]
becomes more under our control, and the mind is less passive in
respect to it.”

Let’s say you’re in a terrible mood after work one day. We already
know that asking Why do I feel this way? should come with a warning
label. It’s likely to elicit such unhelpful answers as because I hate
Mondays! or because I’m just a negative person! What if you instead
asked What am I feeling right now? Perhaps you’d realize that you’re
overwhelmed at work, exhausted, and hungry. Rather than blindly
reacting to these feelings, you take a step back, decide to fix yourself
dinner, call a friend for some advice about how to manage your work
stress, and commit to an early bedtime.

Asking what instead of why forces us to name our emotions, a
process that a strong body of research has shown to be effective.
Evidence shows that the simple act of translating our emotions into
language—versus simply experiencing them—can stop our brains from
activating our amygdala, the fight-or-flight command center, and this



in turn helps us stay in control. If this sounds too simple to be true, try
naming your feelings for a week and see what you notice.

Folly #3: Keeping a Journal
Charley Kempthorne has been keeping a journal for more than 50
years. Every morning before the sun is in the sky, the professor-
turned-painter carefully types out at least 1,000 words reflecting on
his past, his beliefs, his family, even his shortcomings. (His long-held
habit of longhand writing was put to bed in the 1980s when he
impulse-purchased a Broth Word Processor during a trip to Sears.)
The prolific fruits of his labor reside in an impressive storage facility in
Manhattan, Kansas, where his estimated ten million words are
printed, bound, and filed. This project, Kempthorne says, is an end in
itself: “It helps me understand my life…or maybe,” he hedges, “it just
makes me feel better and get [the day] started in a better mood.” But
Kempthorne (along with any journaling junkie) might be disappointed
to learn that his enduring exercise may not have actually improved his
self-awareness.

At this point, you’re probably convinced that I’ve gone completely
off the deep end. Everyone knows, you might be thinking, that
journaling is one of the most effective ways to get in touch with our
inner self! However, a growing body of research suggests that
introspection via journaling has some surprising traps that can suck
the insight right out of the experience. My own research, for example,
has shown that people who keep journals generally have no more
internal (or external) self-awareness than those who don’t, with one
small but important exception that I’ll reveal in a moment. In another
study, students who reported keeping diaries showed more self-
reflection but less insight—and to boot, the journalers were more
anxious.

And yet, 35 percent of our unicorns reported keeping a journal. How
can we make sense of these peculiar and seemingly contradictory
findings? The resolution lies not in questioning whether
journaling is the right thing to do, but instead discovering



how to do journaling right.
Psychologist James Pennebaker’s decades-long research program on

something he calls expressive writing provides powerful direction
in finding the answer. It involves writing, for 20 to 30 minutes at a
time, our “deepest thoughts and feelings about issues that have made a
big impact on [our] lives.” In the 30-plus years during which
Pennebaker has been guiding people through this exercise, he has
found that it helps virtually everyone who’s experienced a significant
challenge. Even though some people find writing about their struggles
to be distressing in the short term, nearly all see longer-term
improvements in their mood and well-being.

Pennebaker and his colleagues have shown that people who engage
in expressive writing have better memories, higher grade point
averages, less absenteeism from work, and quicker re-employment
after job loss. Expressive writing has even been shown to help
collegiate tennis players improve their games. And fascinatingly, the
physical benefits can be as dramatic as the psychological ones. In one
study, undergraduates who completed Pennebaker’s journaling
exercise for just four days had stronger immune systems and fewer
doctor’s visits than a control group almost two months later.

Just like writing about negative events, one might also think that the
more we study positive events in our journal entries, the more
psychological benefits we’ll reap from the experience. But this too is a
myth. In one study, participants wrote about one of their happiest
times for eight minutes a day over the course of three days. Some were
told to extensively analyze the event and others were instructed to
simply relive it. The analyzers showed less personal growth, self-
acceptance, and well-being than those who relived it. But why was this
the case? As G. K. Chesterton perceptively observed, “Happiness is a
mystery like religion, and should never be rationalized”—that is, by
examining positive moments too closely, we suck the joy right out of
them. Instead, if we simply focus on reliving our happy memories, it’s
relatively easy to avoid this trap. Therefore, the first take-home in
seeking insight from journaling is to explore the negative and not
overthink the positive.



When we explore our negative events through expressive writing,
we’ll generally get the most payoff when we see it as an opportunity for
learning and growth. Pennebaker notes that journalers “who talk
about things over and over in the same ways aren’t getting any better.
There has to be growth, change, or closure in the way they view their
experiences.” Mr. Kempthorne, for example, smartly evolved his
approach. His self-described “pompous” early entries focused too
intensely on introspection; now, he says, he writes “short narrative
scenes,” which help him make better sense of his feelings and
experiences. Those who benefit most from expressive writing tend to
start with incoherent, disorganized perceptions of their problems and
finish with a coherent, meaningful narrative (we’ll come back to this
idea in the next chapter).*5 In that way, journaling is similar to
therapy: if used as a means of exploration—of holding up a mirror—it
can help us make sense of the past and the present and move forward
more productively in the future.

Another trap journalers can fall prey to is using the activity solely as
an outlet for discharging emotions. Interestingly, the myriad benefits
of expressive writing only emerge when we write about both the
factual and the emotional aspects of the events we’re describing—
neither on its own is effective in producing insight. Logically, this
makes sense: if we don’t explore our emotions, we’re not fully
processing the experience, and if we don’t explore the facts, we risk
getting sucked into an unproductive spiral. True insight only happens
when we process both our thoughts and our feelings.

But we also need to guard against turning journaling into an
exercise in self-absorption. Remember that our unicorns spend more
time focused on things other than themselves. The same can be said
for the practice of journaling. Earlier, I mentioned that the journalers
in our study were no more internally self-aware than non-journalers in
every area but one: where many people see journaling as an
opportunity to explore their inner workings, the truly self-aware know
it can also help them understand their impact on others. Accordingly,
our unicorns who journaled often reported exploring other people’s
perspectives in their entries. One told us a story in which she and a



friend had a difficult talk, which ended in her friend crying for reasons
she didn’t understand. She waited a while, and when she was ready,
she wrote about the conversation from her friend’s point of view. The
exercise gave her immediate insight that helped her understand her
friend’s reaction and gain a more objective perspective on her own.

The final thing to keep in mind about journaling should be welcome
news to everyone but Mr. Kempthorne. To ensure maximum benefits,
it’s probably best that you don’t write every day. It’s true:
Pennebaker and his colleagues have shown that writing every few days
is better than writing for many days in a row. “I’m not even
convinced,” Pennebaker says, “that people should write about a
horrible event for more than a couple of weeks. You risk getting into a
sort of navel gazing or cycle of self-pity. But standing back every now
and then and evaluating where you are in life is really important.” And
indeed, few unicorns reported writing in their journals every day. I see
this as freeing—after all, we can spend less time writing and learn
more. Who wouldn’t want that?

Folly #4: The Evil Twin of Introspection
If one of the worst things that ever happened to Marcia Donziger was
being diagnosed with Stage III ovarian cancer when she was just 27,
one of the best was the overwhelming love and kindness she received
from her family and friends as she recovered from surgery and
chemotherapy. And while Marcia couldn’t have been more grateful for
that support, she learned that with such love and attention came a
surprising downside. Marcia felt pressure to personally thank
everyone for their kindness and obligated to keep them all updated.
She was exhausted from making phone call after phone call, saying the
same thing over and over, when all she really wanted to do was rest.
Thankfully, Marcia made a full recovery. But she never forgot the
unexpected burdens she faced in keeping her loved ones informed.

A few years later, when a close friend of Marcia’s was also diagnosed
with cancer, her friend created a simple but effective website to
communicate with friends and family. And it got Marcia thinking.



What if every cancer patient had access to a free, customized service to
post updates, receive messages, access resources, and organize their
treatment—all in one place? Not only would such a service help
patients’ friends and family rally around them, it would free up their
time and energy to heal.

Marcia turned her idea into reality, founding the non-profit
organization MyLifeLine.org, which today boasts hundreds of
thousands of registered users. She quickly learned that making a non-
profit financially viable takes a serious amount of fundraising, often in
the form of speeches to potential donors. Luckily, Marcia had always
been excellent at talking about this deeply personal cause. That is,
until one hot spring afternoon, when she was slated to speak at
MyLifeLine.org’s annual Kentucky Derby fundraiser. The year before,
her speech had earned a thunderous standing ovation. But today,
Marcia felt off her game for some reason, and her pounding migraine
wasn’t helping. As she stood at the podium, looking out at her 400
expectant, mint-julep-sipping guests, her mouth was dry and her mind
was empty.

And if you think this is the point in the story where I tell you it was
all in her head, and that her speech was in fact a stunning success,
think again. It was nothing short of a disaster—she spoke too fast,
flubbed her words, and at one point completely forgot what she was
saying. When it was finally over, the smattering of polite applause she
received felt like boos and jeers. And when Marcia mingled among the
guests after her speech, no one even mentioned it. (The year before,
almost everyone had congratulated her.) She felt it in the pit of her
stomach: she knew she’d let the organization down.

That night, Marcia was in tears as she told her family what had
happened. And for weeks, she obsessed over her public humiliation.
Every morning, she’d wake up feeling embarrassed, replaying her
speech—and the audience’s uncomfortable reaction—over and over in
her mind. Though her boyfriend kept assuring her that it hadn’t been
that bad, Marcia continued her endless self-flagellation.

John Milton once said that the mind “can make a heaven of hell, and
a hell of heaven.” At some point, I’m sure that you too have found



yourself stuck in this kind of endless loop of self-scrutiny—almost
everyone does. We might replay a certain conversation in our minds,
beat ourselves up about something we did (or didn’t do), or twist
ourselves into mental knots trying to figure out why we’re not the
person we want to be. How could I have embarrassed myself in front
of all those people? Why am I still in this horrible relationship? Why
can’t I stop eating those damn cookies and finally lose this holiday
weight? And as anyone who has gotten stuck in this cycle knows, we
don’t ask ourselves these questions once or twice or even three times—
but over and over, to the point that we can think of little else.

This single-minded fixation on our fears, shortcomings, and
insecurities has a name: it’s called rumination, and it’s
introspection’s evil twin.*6 As you may have guessed, in addition
to simply being a mental hell, rumination is also a huge barrier to
insight. And just as Marcia discovered, once we fall down the rabbit
hole, it’s tough to claw our way out. Sometimes it even gets to the
point of ruminating that we can’t stop ruminating!

I believe there is a nefarious character buried deep within each of us.
The Ruminator is ready at a moment’s notice to second-guess our
choices and remind us where we come up short. Sometimes, when this
sly, stealthy creature kicks us down his evil spiral, we are fully aware
that it’s happening, though we feel helpless to stop it. But other times,
and far more dangerously, the Ruminator tricks us into believing that
we’re engaging in productive self-reflection. After all, why else would
we put ourselves through such mental self-flagellation if not to gain
insight? In Marcia’s case, for instance, it would have been easy to
believe that her rumination was serving a useful purpose. If she could
understand what went wrong, she’d be able to do a better job next
time, right? I sometimes even hear people use the word “ruminate” as
a synonym for “reflect” (i.e., “that’s an interesting question; let me
ruminate on it for a few days”). This is why rumination is the most
insidious of all the follies: not only does it effectively prevent insight, it
can masquerade as productive self-reflection.*7 And when it comes
to self-awareness, if introspection is disruptive, rumination
is disastrous.



At this point, you may be recognizing yourself more and more in the
descriptions of such behavior. We all do it, though some more than
others (and by the way, you can get a read on how often you ruminate
by taking the assessment in appendix L). And although we can
ruminate on just about anything, research has shown that we do it
most when we feel we don’t measure up in an area that’s especially
important to us. A chronic people-pleaser might ruminate about
upsetting a close friend; a workaholic might ruminate about a
mediocre performance rating; a devoted mother might ruminate after
her surly teenager tells her she’s the worst mom ever.

But “normal” or not, rumination might be costing you more than
you think. My own research has shown that frequent ruminators are
less satisfied with their lives and relationships, feel less control over
their destiny, and are generally less happy. Other research has shown
that rumination is related to lower grades, impaired problem solving,
worse moods, and poorer-quality sleep.

And when it comes to our mental health, rumination can be a sad,
vicious cycle. For example, people who experience depression are
more likely to get stuck in ruminative thought patterns, causing them
to focus more on their depression and, as a result, feel even worse.
Ruminators are also more stressed and anxious even in the absence of
depression. In one of the largest studies on stress to date, a survey of
more than 32,000 people from 172 countries found that while the
number and severity of negative events in people’s lives were the
biggest predictors of mental health problems, their rumination levels
were also a significant factor in how much stress and anxiety they
experienced.

Earlier we learned that introspection can be an obstacle to insight. If
that’s the case, rumination might as well be a 50-foot-high blockade.
When we’re ruminating, we’re spending so much energy looking at
what’s wrong with us that we have no mental energy left to explore any
of the pillars of insight. As one of our unicorns said, “If we spend too
much time scrutinizing what’s in our rearview mirror, we’re certain to
crash into a light post.” That’s why research shows that despite
incessantly processing their feelings, ruminators are less accurate at



identifying their emotions: their minds are so laser-focused on an
incident, reaction, or personal weakness that they miss the larger
picture.

Another reason rumination is an enemy of insight is that it’s
effectively an avoidance strategy. This might seem odd, given that the
process involves endlessly dwelling on our problems. But in reality,
when we obsess over the causes and meaning behind negative events,
we keep the emotions that come with them at arm’s length, which can
often be even more painful for us than the act of ruminating. Indeed,
there is a correlation between rumination and other avoidant coping
strategies like drinking. In one study of people who had just completed
a rehabilitation program for alcohol abuse, ruminators were 70
percent more likely than non-ruminators to relapse to their previous
drinking levels. Ruminators have also been shown to avoid the people
and situations causing them to ruminate instead of dealing with them
directly.

For all these reasons, rumination clearly hurts our ability to
accurately read our internal selves. But even though the process is
largely an inwardly focused phenomenon, it can also hurt our external
self-awareness. For one thing, ruminators are so busy beating
themselves up that they neglect to think about how they might be
showing up to others. They generally ignore or avoid feedback, lest it
send them down the rabbit hole. They therefore tend not just to be
poor perspective-takers, but also to be more narcissistic and self-
absorbed than non-ruminators.

Now, it’s tempting to assume that self-awareness unicorns are
blissfully unencumbered by the malevolent malady of rumination.
After all, they are unicorns, right? But even though they ruminate
much less often than the rest of us, they aren’t immune—only 7
percent reported never doing it. But we did find that they used two
slightly different tactics.

First, unicorns were better at recognizing when the Ruminator was
creeping up on them and subsequently better at stopping him in his
tracks. In fact, roughly three-fourths employed specific rumination-
busting strategies, which we’ll discuss in a moment. Second, they had



a more self-accepting attitude about rumination in general. One
unicorn, a former teacher and stay-at-home mom of four, explained
that “the goal can’t be rumination zero. It is a part of life. My goal is to
identify it as quickly as possible, work on a strategy to get out of it, and
not be upset with myself about doing it.”

Let’s circle back to Marcia’s public-speaking catastrophe. What I
didn’t mention earlier is that Marcia is also a unicorn, and that this
event was a pivotal milestone in her self-awareness journey. While
Marcia was tunneling down the rumination rabbit hole, her team at
MyLifeLine.org was busy tallying the amount they had raised at the
event. When the number was finally in, the CEO gathered her staff in
the conference room. She ominously announced, “Well, I’m going to
come straight out with it.” Marcia felt sick. She braced herself for the
moment an actual dollar amount would be put on her failure, and in
front of her entire team no less.

But instead, she heard, “This was the single most successful
fundraising event we’ve ever had.” In that moment, Marcia had an
epiphany: while she had been obsessing about her speech, everyone
else had long forgotten it—after all, they had far more important
things to think about. And her less-than-awesome performance had in
no way detracted from the success of the event.

Since this realization, Marcia has learned to ask herself the
following question whenever she is about to fall down the rabbit hole:
Does anyone else care about this as much as I do? When the answer is
no, she tries to let it go. And in fact, reminding ourselves that
people don’t generally care about our mistakes as much as
we think they do was one of our unicorns’ most commonly cited
rumination-busting strategies.

Another mindset that can help us combat rumination was originally
discovered by child psychologists Carol Dweck and Carol Diener in the
1980s. When Dweck and Diener observed fifth-graders during a
problem-solving exercise, they noticed that the children approached
the task with one of two distinct mindsets. Some were more concerned
with their performance (let’s call them the “do-well” kids), while
others placed more importance on learning and improving (the “learn-



well” kids). When the children were succeeding, both groups were
engaged and happy.

When the children began to fail, however, a dramatic difference
emerged. The do-well kids became upset and blamed their failings on
personal shortcomings. They also had various “this is stupid, I’m
taking my toys and going home” reactions, like bragging about their
abilities in other areas or telling the researchers they were bored. And
knowing what we now know about rumination, it’s not surprising that
two-thirds showed a subsequent decline in their problem-solving
abilities.

The learn-well children, on the other hand, reacted completely
differently to their failure. In fact, they didn’t see it as a failure at all.
One gleefully reported, “I love a challenge” while rubbing his hands
together and smacking his lips (which might also be the cutest reaction
imaginable). And where the do-well kids fell into a spiral of self-
loathing, the learn-well kids’ self-confidence actually improved. Nearly
all maintained their problem-solving abilities, with many increasing
them substantially.

The same is true for adults: a learn-well mindset—that is,
channeling our thinking to focus on learning over
performance—is not only a great rumination-buster; it has also been
shown to improve performance in adults.

When things go wrong, are you a “learn-well” or a “do-well” kind of
person? Do you fall down the rabbit hole, or do you pick yourself up,
dust yourself off, and reattack the task? (If you’re curious, I’ve
included an assessment in appendix M to help you find out.) If you’re
more “do-well” than you’d prefer, there is good news: research has
repeatedly shown that we have the power to change our mindset.

Our third rumination-buster is actually a distraction technique.
Although this move—hitting pause—feels like the last thing we
should do when something is truly vexing us, it’s one of the simplest
rumination-busters at our disposal. Instead of replaying our self-doubt
on repeat, we can walk away and do something that will take our mind
off it. Research shows that the most effective distractions are those
that have a fast and positive reward of some kind, like cleaning, seeing



friends, or exercising. (I personally believe that few ruminative
episodes can withstand a bike ride on a beautiful, sunny Colorado
day.) And while I don’t condone permanently running away from the
hard stuff, hitting pause helps us come back to our problems later, and
with a more level head. Once we get some distance, we start to see
them as less upsetting and more solvable—and sometimes they cease
to look like problems at all.

The fourth tool is the oddly useful method of thought-stopping,
which is similar to hitting pause but doesn’t involve actively stepping
away; this pause instead takes place internally. In one study,
psychiatric patients were asked to let their minds wander to whatever
ruminative thought came into their mind (actual examples from the
study: their teeth were decaying; they had touched vomit; they
couldn’t stop thinking about women’s buttocks—just your average,
run-of-the-mill worries). Then, their therapist yelled “Stop!” while
making a sudden noise. As ridiculous as this sounds, it stopped the
patients’ rumination right in its tracks. If you don’t have a therapist to
follow you around and scream at you, it might help to picture a large
stop sign, or to say to yourself I’m not getting anything out of this,
and it’s time to stop these thoughts.

Finally, allow me to introduce our last rumination-busting tool,
reality checks, by way of an upsetting but instructive personal story.
A while back, I was delivering a yearlong leadership development
program for a client. Six months in, we sent out a survey to learn how
people were feeling about the experience: what they liked and how we
could make it better. The results were overwhelmingly positive. But
thankfully, they didn’t hold back on how we could improve, and we
heard many productive suggestions. I was feeling pretty good, until I
read this:

My biggest learning from this program is how much money
a consultant can make by presenting banal, trivial, feel-
good, recycled and repackaged pop psychology and
common sense concepts as innovative leadership training.



Ouch, right? My initial response was to laugh, even though I didn’t
actually find it the least bit funny. Then I started to feel like someone
had punched me in the stomach. Could he be right? I began to wonder.
Has everyone else been thinking this but were too afraid to tell me?
Then came the absolute panic. Have I been completely incompetent
this whole time?! For weeks, I just couldn’t stop replaying the
comment in my mind. Whenever I met with a client or gave a speech,
there it was: Your ideas are trivial and banal. Get out of this line of
work immediately. Stop embarrassing yourself.

After weeks of mental anguish, and probably a little too late, I finally
decided to call a friend who is a much better consultant than I am.
“I’m sorry you had to hear that,” she began after patiently listening to
my story. “My first reaction is that I feel sorry for this guy. You’re a
phenomenal consultant, and I’d guess that his comment was more
about him than it was about you.” I had been so upset that this hadn’t
even crossed my mind. “But,” she continued, “let’s assume there’s
something productive in his feedback anyway. Do you have any
objective evidence that your ideas aren’t original?” (By the way, this
question is another superb rumination-buster.)

Her inquiry instantly changed my mindset from I am horrible at my
job to Maybe there’s something I can learn from this. “Well,” I
ventured, “There aren’t many new things under the sun when it comes
to leadership, and I’m certainly not the most creative person in the
world. But people tell me that one of my strengths is making fuzzy
concepts accessible and actionable, not necessarily that I always tell
them something about leadership they didn’t already know.” Then, a
blinding flash of the obvious hit me. “Maybe I should just say that at
the beginning of my programs.” And ever since then, I have.

The person who wrote that nasty comment almost certainly wasn’t
trying to help me, but my friend’s reality check helped me learn from it
anyway. Almost to a person, our unicorns reported that when in the
grip of rumination, one of the best things we can do is get a reality
check from someone we trust. And when we do, there is usually an
opportunity for both hope and learning.

You now understand the four biggest follies of introspection: that



there is no key to the padlocked door, that asking ourselves why is as
pointless as it is dangerous, that journaling doesn’t always increase
self-knowledge, and that rumination masquerading as introspection
can hurt us more than we realize. In the next chapter, you’ll learn
three more powerful and battle-tested internal self-awareness tools.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 5

Introspection: The process of consciously examining our
thoughts, feelings, motives, and behaviors.
Rumination: A fixation on our fears, shortcomings, and
insecurities
The Four Follies of Introspection

1. We can’t excavate our unconscious, no matter how hard we
try.

2. Trying to find the “why” behind our behavior isn’t helpful.
3. Journaling isn’t universally effective.
4. Though rumination can feel like a path to insight, it is actually

the enemy to self-awareness.

How to introspect the right way

1. Choose the right approach: Not all self-reflection is useful.
Focus less on the past and more on the future.

2. Adopt a flexible mindset: Resist the urge to seek an “absolute
truth.”

3. Ask what, not why: “Why” questions trap us in our past; “what”
questions help us see a better path forward.

4. Don’t journal every day: When you do write, process both your
thoughts and feelings.

Rumination busters

1. Remember that other people don’t care as much about our



mistakes as we do.
2. Adopt a learn-well mindset and focus on how your mistakes

can help you grow.
3. Hit pause with a distraction that has an immediate and positive

reward.
4. Picture a stop sign to remind yourself that it’s time to STOP

the spiral of self-flagellating thoughts.
5. Share your situation with a friend to get a more impartial

perspective.

*1 I use the word “introspection” synonymously with “self-reflection” or “self-
examination.”

*2 To be fair, psychoanalysis has evolved, and many twenty-first-century
approaches now work to give clients a more integrated view of themselves versus
trying to open the padlocked door. This actually resembles the Life Story
approach we’ll learn about in chapter 6.

*3 An important note here: when I refer to therapy, this does not include the
practice of leadership and executive coaching, which is more related to the
solutions-focused approach that we’ll talk about in chapter 6.

*4 This is also assuming that you’re seeking treatment for more everyday issues
and general insight, as opposed to a more significant issue like abuse, depression,
anxiety, etc.

*5 And when journalers use more causal and insight-related words like “infer,”
“reason,” “understanding,” and “realize” to make sense of negative events, the
benefits of journaling increase exponentially.

*6 By the way, most researchers believe that rumination is different from worry;
whereas rumination typically focuses on past or present events, worry focuses on
our fears about the future.

*7 When we engage in “normal” self-reflection, a part of our brain called the
default mode is activated. But Stanford researcher J. Paul Hamilton recently
discovered that when we ruminate, another area of our brain also turns on that,
among other things, is involved in processing sadness—the subgenual prefrontal
cortex. The fact that both of these regions are activated when we ruminate helps
explain why rumination can often masquerade as introspection, and how it
blocks our brains’ ability to gain insight. Though it’s rather clunky, if you’re
ruminating, you might say, “There goes my subgenual prefrontal cortex bumming
me out and preventing me from gaining insight again!”



6
INTERNAL SELF-AWARENESS TOOLS THAT

REALLY WORK

Few of us ever live in the present. We are forever
anticipating what is to come or remembering what has

gone.
—LOUIS L’AMOUR

After a three-hour drive from my home in Denver, my younger sister
Abby and I were bumping down a narrow dirt road in the Roosevelt
National Forest on our way to the Shambhala Mountain Center.

When we finally pulled into the dusty parking lot, I grouched, “I
want to go home.”

Abby met my sullen mood with a beaming smile. “Well, I can’t wait,”
she said, sniffing the air. “A whole weekend with nothing to do but
hang out with you and practice mindfulness in the Colorado Rockies!”

“But I want to go home,” I repeated, this time with a dramatic
whine.

“Oh God, Tasha,” she said, “people come from all over the world to
meditate here.”

“And visit The Great Stupid.” I chuckled at my own lame and oddly
hostile joke.

“The Great Stupa,” she said. “The Great Stupa of Dharmakaya.” As
she reached for her door handle, she solemnly stated, “I have wanted
to come to a mindfulness meditation retreat for years. I am not going
to let you ruin this for me.”



As we lifted our luggage from the back of my vehicle—the sole gas
guzzler in a shoal of hybrids and mud-caked Smart cars—I decided to
bite my tongue and focus on the emergency Xanax I had hidden in my
back pocket.

I love my sister deeply, but we are two very different souls. Abby,
put simply, is the warm summer day to my raging winter blizzard. I
really wasn’t trying to be negative—I was just struggling to overcome
my aggressive stereotypes about mindfulness and meditation.

Yet upon discovering that 70 percent of our unicorns practiced
mindfulness in some form, I was forced to grudgingly check it out. And
what better place than the Shambhala Mountain Center? Founded by
Buddhist meditation master Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche in 1971 and
home to the famous 108-foot stupa built in his honor, it is, according
to its website, a “contemplative refuge.”

As Abby and I dragged our luggage down the long, cold path toward
the registration center, we approached a gang of very attractive, very
fit girls in black yoga pants. I could tell this wasn’t their first
meditation-retreat rodeo. They glared judgmentally at me and my
designer suitcase as we passed—clearly they could tell its contents
didn’t include any clothing made of hemp, and they were right. In a
display of emotional perspicacity that is utterly typical of Abby, who is
ten years my junior, she stopped to reassure me. “Ignore the
Mindfulness Mean Girls,” she said. “If you give it a chance, this
weekend will be amazing. It’s exactly what you need.”

“You’re right,” I finally conceded. “It’s only nerves. I just have to get
over myself.”

“Give it twenty-four hours,” she said, smiling optimistically. “I
guarantee you’ll be loving it.”

In the last chapter, we learned about the follies of introspection and
how to avoid them to increase our internal self-awareness. Thankfully,
there are many surprisingly effective approaches. For example,
Buddhists have practiced meditation—which has been shown to
produce powerful self-awareness improvements—for thousands of
years. And unless you live under a rock, you’ve probably noticed that
it’s experiencing a renaissance. But though meditation may be one of



the oldest paths to internal self-awareness, it isn’t the only path. In
this chapter, we’ll learn three separate but complimentary strategies to
dramatically increase our internal insight. One is designed to examine
who we are in the present, another to probe the patterns rooted in our
past, and another to make sure we reap the rewards of self-
examination in the future. Let’s start with a popular tool that helps us
understand the present: mindfulness, both the meditative and the
non-meditative varieties.

THE CASE FOR MINDFULNESS
If introspection means analyzing our thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors, and ruminating means unproductively dwelling on them,
mindfulness is the opposite: simply noticing what we’re
thinking, feeling, and doing without judgment or reaction.
Yet contrary to popular belief, mindfulness and meditation are not
always synonymous. People tend to associate mindfulness with yogis
or ashrams or silent retreats, but in recent years, it’s come to
encompass a much wider range of activities. This is in no small part
due to the work of Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer, who has been
researching the topic since the 1970s. Her work has brought
mindfulness “out of the Zen meditation caves and into the bright light
of everyday functioning.”

Where most people mistakenly see mindfulness simply as
meditation, Langer provides a far broader and more practical
definition: “the process of actively noticing new things, relinquishing
preconceived mindsets, and then acting on…[our] new observations.”
So even though meditation is one way to practice mindfulness, it isn’t
the only way—and it’s not for everyone. In fact, when asked about
meditation in an interview, Langer once quipped, “The people I know
won’t sit still for five minutes, let alone forty.”

I know the feeling. Truth be told, the idea of relaxing into the
present moment has always kind of stressed me out. Like many of my
Type A compatriots, my nirvana is achieved by checking off all of the



items on my daily to-do list. I’m so addicted to productivity and
activity that during our honeymoon, my husband literally had to pry
my BlackBerry out of my hands and lock it in our hotel safe.

I am certainly not alone in my addiction. Researcher Timothy
Wilson and his colleagues gave people the choice between spending a
few minutes in a room by themselves (sans cell phones) and an
objectively less-pleasant activity: mild electric shocks. Incredibly,
more than half the participants elected to give themselves electric
shocks rather than endure just five solitary minutes. Wilson and his
team reached the rather arresting conclusion that “people prefer to be
doing something rather than nothing, even if that something is
[uncomfortable or downright painful].”

Yet in spite of—or perhaps as a reaction to—our addiction to
distraction, mindfulness (and particularly mindfulness meditation) is
currently having a bit of a cultural moment. After all, when celebrities
like Angelina Jolie, Anderson Cooper, and Ellen DeGeneres tout (or, I
should say, tweet) the benefits of anything, you know it’s only a matter
of time before the masses jump on board. And jump on board they
have. It’s not just celebrities who have gone gaga over mindfulness:
corporations like Google, McKinsey, Nike, General Mills, Target, and
Aetna are using it to harness the improved productivity and well-being
it supposedly brings. Many have also brought mindfulness into the
classroom, with school programs reaching more than 300,000
students across the country, from prestigious East Coast preparatory
academies to inner-city public high schools. Even the U.S. Marines
and professional sports teams like the Boston Red Sox are embracing
meditation and other mindfulness exercises. The result is a nearly one-
billion-dollar cottage industry—and it seems only to be growing.

Yet despite the trendiness of mindfulness, I don’t think many people
these days would agree that we’re actually getting better at it. If
anything, we seem to be moving in the opposite direction. As just one
of many anecdotal examples, I was recently waiting in line at the
airport. To amuse or perhaps distract myself, I decided to count how
many of the travelers at our gate were scrolling through their
smartphones. You might not be shocked to learn that all 42 people



—every single one—had their eyes glued to their little screens. It was a
striking example of what Ellen Langer calls mindlessness; instead of
being present, it’s far easier to occupy ourselves with distractions.
Here’s a revealing data point: more than 38 million Americans admit
to shopping on their smartphones while sitting on the toilet. Folks, I’d
say we’ve got ourselves a problem.

And it’s not just the computers in our pockets that meddle with our
mindfulness. When Langer’s Harvard colleagues Matthew
Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert tracked 2,000 people’s real-time
thoughts as they went about their daily lives, they found that whether
working, watching television, taking care of their children, running
errands, or doing almost anything else, nearly half reported being
distracted with other thoughts than what they were currently
experiencing. In fact, for 21 out of the 22 activities they tracked, no
fewer than 30 percent of participants reported thinking about other
things, like the past, the future, and life’s “what ifs.” (The one
exception, rather unsurprisingly, was sex.)

So what toll, exactly, does mindlessness take on us, and in particular
on our ability to be self-aware? For one, Langer’s research has found
that distraction decreases happiness. What’s more, we lose the ability
to monitor and control our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors—and this
makes self-awareness virtually impossible. In one study, researchers
asked dieters to either watch a distracting video clip of bighorn sheep
or watch themselves on video for 10 minutes. Then, they were allowed
to eat as much ice cream as they wanted. Who went hog wild? The
distracted dieters, of course. When their attention was pulled away
from their actions, they were less aware and in control. This principle
holds whether we are eating ice cream, responding to a difficult
situation with a co-worker, making a critical career decision, or
anything else. Luckily, when practiced correctly, mindfulness is a
rather straightforward antidote to this problem. Let’s start with the
more mainstream view of this approach.

As a walking prototype of distraction, I knew I’d be a fish out of water
at the Shambhala Mountain Center. It was for this precise reason that



I’d roped in my younger sister and token family unicorn. And rather
conveniently, Abby had recently become a passionate advocate of
meditation.

But precisely 24 hours after my sister “guaranteed” that I’d be
“loving” the meditation course, I was trying to decide between
laughing hysterically and running away screaming. Picture a group of
20 adults in a completely silent room walking in circles, very, very
slowly. Our shoulders were hunched over, our hands (for reasons that
were never fully explained) placed in a highly specific position, one
balled into a fist with its thumb sticking up and the other curled
around it, and both pressed into our stomachs just beneath our belly
button.

In a walking meditation, we paced, heel-toe, heel-toe, heel-toe,
around and around, for what was allegedly 20 minutes but seemed like
two hours. All I could think of were the people I grew up secretly
chuckling at, who often lived in Boulder, Colorado, and had super-
earnest, super-annoying levels of commitment to their alternative
lifestyles.

But I was determined to see the weekend through. As a scientist, I’ve
been trained to follow the data wherever they lead, and to my great
irritation, the results on mindfulness meditation are clear and
compelling. Research shows that people who practice it are happier,
healthier, more creative, more productive, more authentic, more in
control of their behavior, more satisfied in their marriages, more
relaxed, less aggressive, less burnt-out, and even thinner. So as
ridiculous as I felt, I was at least self-aware enough to know that my
biases were irrationally influencing my opinion about something I had
never even tried.

Plus, I was on deadline for my book (this one), and this retreat was
an important piece of my research on self-awareness. There’s a
growing body of evidence that mindfulness meditation can save us
from the traps of introspection and rumination you read about in the
last chapter. In one study, when researchers put people who had never
meditated through a 10-day intensive mindfulness training retreat, the
subjects were less likely to unproductively introspect compared to a



control group, both immediately afterward and weeks later. In
contrast, the control group’s introspection levels actually increased.

Although the direct connection between mindfulness and self-
awareness is just beginning to be understood, initial research is telling.
One investigation of mental health professionals showed that the more
mindful among them also tended to enjoy greater self-insight. Some
researchers have even suggested that the reason mindfulness reduces
stress, anxiety, and depression is because it increases insight.

Of course, mindfulness on its own is not sufficient for complete self-
awareness—after all, to truly know ourselves, we need to delve a bit
deeper—but it does help us notice and control our reactions while
avoiding the follies of introspection. When we’re mindful, we
experience our emotions without overthinking or overreacting.

For this reason, mindfulness meditation can create real impact in
the hard-nosed world of business. Mark Tercek witnessed this
firsthand soon after being appointed president and CEO of the Nature
Conservancy. Coming from a successful career as a managing director
and partner at Goldman Sachs, he thought he’d escaped the high-
pressure life when he left Wall Street. Yet Mark found himself facing
some tough decisions in the early months of his new job, which he
began right at the start of the 2008 financial crisis. But even after the
Nature Conservancy had weathered the storm, Mark still sensed that
something was a bit off for him both professionally and personally. So
he called our mutual friend Marshall Goldsmith, one of the world’s top
executive coaches, for help. Marshall interviewed Mark’s executive
team, his board, and even his family. Apparently, Mark’s hard-
charging style had been ruffling a few feathers at work, and some of
that was following him home.

Mark was surprised. Even though things had been tough, he hadn’t
fully realized how much his tendency to make quick, impulse-driven
decisions was affecting others. With Marshall’s help, Mark vowed to
work on three things: to be a better listener, to embrace a more
positive mindset, and to stop sweating the small stuff. Things got a bit
better in the months that followed, but not as much as Mark had
hoped. He wasn’t sure how to push past this plateau.



Around that same time, Mark became interested in mindfulness.
He’d start each day with 10 minutes of meditation; and if he couldn’t
wake up early, he’d steal away to his office to focus on his breath and
get in a more positive frame of mind. With each passing day, not only
did Mark begin to feel happier and calmer, it didn’t take long for him
to notice a few more unexpected benefits. On the days he meditated,
he found himself making measurable progress toward the goals he’d
set with Marshall: he was pushing past that plateau that had seemed
insurmountable just weeks earlier.

Soon, Mark realized that he could better recognize—in the moment
—when he needed to override his gut and make a different choice. He
was better able to stop and listen. He was less reactive, critical, and
defensive. He was finally in control of the pillar of reactions. Mark was
also pleased with the difference this relatively small daily ritual was
making at home. On days he’d meditated, his kids would say, “Dad,
what happened? You’re so nice now!” “Hey, be careful,” he’d playfully
joke. “No, Dad, you were nice before,” they would tactfully answer,
“but now you’re really nice.”

Mark realized what researchers also know to be true: because
mindfulness helps us be more aware of our thoughts and feelings, we
can better control our behavior and make smarter decisions in real
time. And though mindfulness is much loved by those seeking internal
self-awareness, it also has surprising benefits for external self-
awareness; research shows that by quieting our egos, we become more
open to feedback from others.

MINDFULNESS WITHOUT THE MANTRAS
We’ve seen that mindfulness meditation can produce some pretty
dramatic improvements in self-awareness and well-being. But
remember, mindfulness has a broader definition than just meditation.
For example, a few non-meditative unicorns reported that simply
spending time outdoors—things like hiking, running, biking, or going
for a long walk—helped them stay focused on the present. A few even



believed that these activities were among the most important tools in
their ongoing self-awareness. And although just writing about the
following activity gives me anxiety, many unicorns achieved this quiet
by shutting off their phones during certain parts of their day—most
consistently in the evenings and early mornings. Others reported
finding a similar peace through prayer.

Before we move to a few non-meditative mindfulness tools, an
important point is in order. Mindfulness is not the same thing as
relaxation. In fact, even though these two activities seem similar,
their outcomes couldn’t be more different. In one study, unemployed
men and women either went through a three-day mindfulness
meditation program or a three-day relaxation program disguised as a
mindfulness one. Both groups engaged in many of the same activities,
but only the first program employed real mindfulness techniques. For
instance, both incorporated stretching—but where the relaxation
group was encouraged to chat with one another during those exercises,
the mindful group was instructed to pay attention to their bodily
sensations, even unpleasant ones.

At the end of the three days, both groups felt equally refreshed and
better able to manage the stress of the job-seeking process. But when
the researchers scanned their brains, their MRI results told a different
story: only the mindfulness group was actually more focused and
calm. And four months later, when researchers measured participants’
interleukin 6 levels (an indication of inflammation, which is a sign of
stress), the relaxation group’s levels had increased more than 20
percent while the mindfulness group’s decreased by the same amount.
The lesson here? Whatever you do to center yourself, make sure you
spend that time actively noticing new things rather than just mentally
checking out.

Now, to understand how to practice non-meditative mindfulness, it
might be helpful to re-review Ellen Langer’s definition. The process of
drawing novel distinctions is, according to Langer, “the essence of
mindfulness.” But what does it mean to draw novel distinctions? In a
nutshell, it’s seeing ourselves and our world in a new way. Langer
gives the example of traveling. When we’re in a strange place, we tend



to notice new things in ourselves and the world around us—the sights,
the sounds, the people—versus our day-to-day lives, where we tend to
focus on the familiar and draw on the perspective we’ve always had. If
we can get in the regular habit of mindfully noticing new things in
ourselves or our world, it can dramatically improve our self-
knowledge.

One way to do this is reframing, which simply means looking at
our circumstances, our behaviors, and our relationships from a new
and different angle. Let’s look at the story of Aviana, a unicorn, mother
of two, and manager in the wireless telecommunications industry
whose courage in reframing her circumstances was a major force in
achieving greater self-knowledge; it even played a role in saving her
career. A few weeks after giving birth to her youngest son, she received
devastating news. The call center where she worked—no, loved to
work—for the past 11 years would be closing, and everyone, including
her, would be out of a job. Worse yet, because her husband worked
there too, her family was about to go from two incomes to zero literally
overnight.

Aviana was panicked and afraid. She would lie awake at night
staring at the ceiling thinking, What am I going to do? She decided to
return early from her maternity leave for the simple purpose of
stockpiling as much cash as possible. But back at the office, her co-
workers’ reactions didn’t help her state of mind. “Isn’t this horrible?”
they’d whine. After a few days of letting everyone get her even more
lathered up, Aviana wondered whether there was another way of
looking at the situation. Instead of focusing on what I’m losing, she
pondered, what if I focused on what I might gain? Yes, she was losing
her job, but this also could be an opportunity to grow, and maybe even
to get a better job than the one she had.

Armed with this new perspective, Aviana quickly realized something
that should have been obvious to her before. Right out of high school,
she’d taken a few semesters of college courses, but when they failed to
hold her attention, she left to explore the working world and never
looked back. That had been a mistake, she realized, and this was her
chance to make it right—11 years after her first attempt, Aviana re-



enrolled in an online undergraduate program while simultaneously
applying for other jobs in the company.

Before she knew it, her last day of work arrived. She handed in her
badge and was about to head to the bar when her phone rang. It was
the hiring manager calling about one of her company’s open positions!
Before the manager had even finished offering her the job, Aviana
exclaimed, “I’ll take it! And I can start Monday!”

The new position was a breath of fresh air and a net win for her
career. Since then, Aviana has received two promotions. And thanks to
her company’s tuition-reimbursement program, she’s close to
finishing her degree in organizational leadership.

Aviana’s flexibility in reframing the loss of her job as an opportunity
—rather than staying mired in a mindset of helplessness—dramatically
improved both her career and her life. But interestingly, reframing
isn’t just helpful when things go wrong. Quite often, we gain valuable
perspective by reframing when things are going right. Earlier, I
mentioned my friend whose husband left her for what, to her, seemed
like completely out-of-the-blue reasons. If she had thought “My
marriage seems to be doing really well right now—but what if it
weren’t?” she might have stumbled upon some of the issues before it
was too late. I’m certainly not suggesting that you become a giant
bummer to yourself and others—what I am suggesting is that looking
at both the good and the bad from multiple angles will help
you maximize your insight and success.

When in a difficult situation, ask: What opportunities can I find?
What about my weaknesses could be strengths? When I look back on
my life or career, what successes have I had in my most trying
situations? What is one gift I’ve gotten from my most challenging
personal or professional relationship?

By the same token, when things are going well, you might ask: What
are the potential risks and how can I avoid them? What aspects of my
strengths could become weaknesses? What potential challenges can I
find in my past successes? What is one risk in my best personal or
professional relationship, and how can I mitigate it?

Our second non-meditative mindfulness tool is comparing and



contrasting. When we compare and contrast, we’re looking for
similarities and differences between our experiences, thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors over time. In particular, this can be a great way
to see patterns (one of the Seven Pillars of Insight) that we might not
have picked up on in the past. But, you might be wondering, if
mindfulness is about noticing the present, how does examining our
past help? Because comparing and contrasting past experiences to
what is happening right now can give us immense clarity about the
present. For example, “I was so happy with my job last week—what’s
different this week that’s making me so miserable?” or “If I’ve had the
same challenges across multiple jobs, what might this mean?”

Personally, I am indebted to the compare-and-contrast tool for the
single most important “aha moment” of my career. I spent the first five
years after college in an academic setting, working as a researcher and
adjunct instructor while earning my PhD. But being a businessperson
at heart, I also took on whatever consulting gigs I could—first under
the supervision of my graduate professors and then as a consultant
with a small firm in Denver. After I finished school, and having fallen
in love with the business world, I held a series of corporate roles as an
in-house organizational psychologist. Eventually, I scored what I
thought was my dream job—I worked for an incredible company with
a team I adored and a boss who essentially gave me free rein to do
whatever I thought was most helpful for the company.

But less than two years later, a feeling of restlessness began to set in.
At first, I pushed away these feelings, telling myself I was being
ungrateful for the opportunity. But despite my best efforts, the
restlessness grew to the point where I could no longer ignore it.

One evening, I was discussing this predicament with my husband.
“If memory serves,” he offered, “you felt pretty much the same way in
your last job right around year two.” I hadn’t noticed it myself, but he
was right. What I was experiencing wasn’t unhappiness per se—
instead, I felt trapped in the predictable routine of the people, the
projects, and the politics. Often on the way to work, a feeling of dread
would wash over me as I took the same route to the same office at the
same time as I had the day before.



Did I experience this, I wondered, earlier in my career? I couldn’t
remember having that feeling when I was teaching and consulting;
every new semester, new class, and new client was a clean slate, I
never got too settled into a routine. It was also pretty clear that I had
been much happier working for myself than for someone else. (This
makes perfect sense in hindsight: I come from a long line of
entrepreneurs who don’t like being told what to do.) But I’d never
asked myself these questions in this way before. And though the
answers weren’t as convenient as I would have liked, they gave me a
whole new level of clarity.

Never one to act impulsively, I decided to let these rather unsettling
conclusions bounce around my head for a few weeks. Then one night
as I was walking from my office to my car, the answer hit me like a
punch in the gut. I had to start my own company—period, full stop.
And I had to do it soon, lest I wake up in my 50s, still wondering why I
couldn’t muster the courage to take the plunge. Despite the rather
uncomfortable nature of this realization, I felt a great sense of relief
and purpose. It wasn’t easy to leave the cushy corporate world, but I
can honestly say that I never imagined I could enjoy my job as much as
I do now. And I can trace this trajectory directly to the few weeks I
spent comparing and contrasting the high and low points of my career.

If you want to try comparing and contrasting for yourself, here are a
few questions to get you started. You can apply each one to almost
anything that you want to better understand, such as your job, your
career, or your relationships. What about X is the same and what is
different than it was in the past? Have there been any patterns in my
mood, positive or negative, that have coincided with changes in X?
Does the way I feel about X remind me of any similar feelings I’ve had
about a past situation? How happy or fulfilled am I with X today
versus how I felt about X in the past? When I think about X over the
course of my life, have things gotten better or worse?

Now let’s turn to our final mindfulness tool. Studies have shown
that one reason we fail to learn from experience is that we rarely take
time to reflect on our discoveries. Certainly, finding the time to
regularly check in with ourselves can feel difficult in our busy,



distracted world. But daily check-ins don’t have to be time-
consuming (as with journaling, more is not better). In fact, the
majority of our unicorns described a habit of short, focused check-ins
(just as Ben Franklin did), where they reviewed the choices they made
that day, looked for patterns, and observed what worked and what
didn’t. This small ritual can have a big impact, not just on our mood
and our confidence, but on our actions and results. For example, in
one study, call-center trainees who took just a few minutes to reflect at
the end of each day improved their performance an average of 23
percent.

So try taking five minutes every evening—whether it’s during your
drive home, while unwinding after dinner, or after you climb into bed
—to mindfully ask yourself: What went well today? What didn’t
go well? What did I learn and how will I be smarter
tomorrow? The answers you unearth need not be life-altering—quite
often, even insights that seem insignificant at the time can help us
improve incrementally. But if we can get just a bit more mindful each
day, the sum total effect of these insights can be astonishing.

YOUR LIFE STORY: CHART THE CONSTELLATION, DON’T JUST
GAZE AT THE STAR
My husband just so happens to be a giant nerd, which is precisely why
I married him. By day, he geeks out as an IT systems architect at an
engineering firm, and by night, among other things, he geeks out
about astronomy. A few years ago, he decided his hobby had become
serious enough that it required an equally serious telescope. Due to the
hefty price tag of such a piece of equipment, he formed a coalition of
eight or so family members who each contributed to what would soon
come to be known as the Best Birthday Present Ever. Every time he
uses his favorite possession, he performs an evening-long ritual of
setting it up, getting it configured, sometimes attaching a camera to it,
looking at what times different objects are in the sky, and so on. Then,
with childlike delight, he will spend hours on our rooftop deck looking



at the red spot on Jupiter, or a certain crater on the moon, or the rings
of Saturn.

One weekend, we were up at our cabin in the Colorado mountains. It
was a crisp, clear night, and I figured the telescope would be coming
out at any moment. When I heard the back door slam shut, I prepared
myself for the inevitable “Hey, come look at this!” that I’d soon be
hearing from our back deck. After a while, having heard no such
exclamation, I decided to go out and check on him. I was surprised to
find my husband just sitting there, staring up at the sky with the
telescope still in its carrying case next to him.

“Is your telescope broken?” I asked in horror.
Chuckling, he reassured me that it wasn’t. “Once I got out here and

my eyes adjusted,” he explained, “I started looking at all the
constellations—do you see how beautiful the Milky Way is tonight?”
Still sensing my confusion, he opined, “Sometimes it’s really nice to
take a step back and look at the bigger picture.”

The same is true for self-examination. If the mindfulness tools you
just read about will help you understand your present self, the Life
Story approach helps you look backward to learn how the
sum total of your past has shaped you. If each life event is a star,
our life story is the constellation. And if we spent all of our time
looking at individual stars through a telescope lens, we couldn’t
appreciate the magnitude and beauty of the constellations that dot the
sky. To that end, the process of becoming, as Timothy Wilson
describes it, “biographers of our lives” is a profoundly powerful but
surprisingly underutilized approach to better understand who we are,
who we are becoming, and who we could be.

Psychology professor Dan McAdams has been prolifically
researching life stories for more than 30 years. The approach that
McAdams and his colleagues use to help people compose their life
stories goes something like this:

Think about your life as if it were a book. Divide that book
into chapters that represent the key phases of your life.
Within those phases, think of 5–10 specific scenes in your



story—high points, low points, turning points, early
memories, important childhood events, important
adulthood events, or any other event you find self-defining.
For each, provide an account that is at least one paragraph
long. When you are finished writing your account, take a
step back and look at your life story as a whole:

1. What major themes, feelings, or lessons do you see in
your story?

2. What does the story of your life say about the kind of
person you are and might become—your values, passions,
aspirations, fit, patterns, reactions, and impact on
others?

After collecting life stories from tens of thousands of people,
Professor McAdams and his colleagues have learned that they usually
have overarching themes. And identifying them can help make sense
of seemingly contradictory aspects of ourselves. Take the example of
Chase, an introverted non-profit fundraiser who loves his work. His
pattern of introversion and passion for a job that requires him to
frequently schmooze might seem incongruous at first. But when Chase
examines his life story, he notices that every high point has involved
“doing good” for someone who was less fortunate. So even though his
job requires more mixing and mingling than an introvert might
usually prefer, it allows him to live his most important value: helping
others. And if that involves a little socializing, Chase is happy to do it.

Let’s look at a few specific ways to become a biographer of your life
in a way that generates real insight. Research shows that self-aware
people tend to knit more complex narratives of their key life
events: they are more likely to describe each event from different
perspectives, include multiple explanations, and explore complex and
even contradictory emotions. In many ways, this complexity is the
opposite of the need for absolute truth that we learned about in the
last chapter: instead of searching for simple, generalizable facts, self-
aware people appreciate the complicated nature of the key events in



their lives. Perhaps for this reason, complex life stories are associated
with continued personal growth and maturity years into the future.

At the same time, we also want to seek something called thematic
coherence. When we’re able to find consistent themes across
multiple important events of our lives, we can glean surprising self-
insights—like how Chase discovered his theme of doing good. Some
common themes include achievement (i.e., personal success),
relationships (i.e., forming and keeping connections with others), and
growth (i.e., seeing life as an opportunity to develop and improve).
Another especially interesting life-story theme is one that McAdams
has focused on for much of his career: the theme of redemption.
Whereas people with “contamination sequences” see a pattern of good
things turning to bad ones, people with “redemption sequences”
believe that bad things can turn to good.

One particularly moving example of a redemption sequence involves
a young man from one of McAdams’ studies—let’s call him James—
whose life has been fraught with hardship. Entering the world as a
product of rape, James faced challenge after challenge, including a
near-death experience after being stabbed. But where many would see
only darkness and despair, James sees hope: “I was dead, but the
doctors brought me back….My philosophy of life has always been to be
positive instead of negative on any circumstances you deal with. If you
go with the positive ideas, you’ll progress. If you get involved in the
negative, you’ll drown.” It would be easy to label James as overly
optimistic. But the research on people like him paints a clear picture: if
we view our challenges accurately and as an opportunity for
redemption, even the most horrific experiences can help us learn,
grow, and improve.

SOLUTIONS-MINING: FROM PROBLEMS TO GROWTH GOALS
So far in this chapter, we’ve explored tools to help us better
understand our present (mindfulness, both meditative and non-
meditative) and our past (life stories). At this point, then, one



important topic remains: How can we become more internally self-
aware and successful in the future? Or as one unicorn noted, “It’s not
enough to know yourself. You have to set goals and make changes to
really live the life you want.” Quite often, the commitment to the
process of self-discovery unearths disparities between where we are
and where we want or need to be in the future. Let’s say that after
some mindful comparing and contrasting, you realize that the
company you work at isn’t a good fit for you. Or perhaps charting your
life story reveals the importance of family in your life, but your current
80-hour workweeks aren’t in line with that value. Quite often,
whether we choose to act on our newfound self-insight is the
difference between success and stagnation.

Matt, for example, was a bright, ambitious financial services
professional—in addition to being a fountain of industry knowledge,
he had earned accolades from bosses, peers, and clients throughout
his career for his diligent, disciplined approach. When I first met him,
I was running his company’s high-potential development program,
into which he’d just been accepted. I could see that potential instantly.

Matt had recently been hired as a long-term successor for the role of
business unit president. The plan, the company’s CEO told me, was for
Matt to spend the next three or so years working for the president and
learning the ropes, followed by a smooth and successful transition into
the role when the president retired. But, as is often the case, things
didn’t go as planned. A year into Matt’s tenure, his boss had a sudden
health crisis and had to leave the company. The CEO made the
decision not to hire from the outside to replace him, at least for now,
which left the door open for Matt.

But as much as the CEO wanted to appoint his new high-potential
hire to the role, he wasn’t sure Matt was ready. This left Matt in a
rather awkward position: his mentor was gone, no one had been
appointed to run the group, and someone was going to have to step in
and fill the leadership vacuum. Matt approached the CEO and offered
to fill in until they could find a more permanent solution, and he
agreed. Matt knew he’d feel some growing pains: in addition to facing
the same challenges every leader faces, like motivating his team,



managing performance, and delivering results, he had the added
complication of being an unofficial boss to some of his current peers.
But rather than get discouraged, Matt decided it was the perfect
opportunity to develop the skills he’d need to earn the permanent job.

Most people instinctively know that when faced with a challenge,
finding solutions is the most productive choice—which might explain
why bosses enjoy barking adages like “Don’t bring me problems, bring
me solutions!”—but particularly in the business world, we still spend
inordinate amounts of time focused on problems and comparatively
little on how to fix them. Yet not only does focusing on solutions—a
technique called solutions-mining—help us reach our goals in
record time; it has the surprising benefit of helping us think less but
understand more.

In one study, participants completed a three-month life-coaching
program that focused on setting goals and measuring their progress
toward them. Not only did the program help participants progress in
record time, they showed less introspection and more self-awareness.
Another study demonstrated that people sustained this progress
nearly eight months later. As an added bonus, solutions-mining is a
powerful antidote to rumination.

The data on solutions-mining are so compelling that the field of
psychology has formed an entire discipline based on the premise that
focusing on them can produce insight, well-being, and success.
Developed in the 1980s by married couple Steve de Shazer and Insoo
Kim Berg, an approach called Solutions Focused Brief Therapy has
produced dramatic improvements in things like depression,
recidivism, stress and crisis management, and psychological and social
functioning in populations such as parents, prisoners, adolescents
with behavior problems, healthcare workers, and couples struggling
with their marriages. And for our purposes, the approach has also
been associated with greater insight and psychological growth.

If you want to increase your ability to mine problems for solutions, a
simple but powerful tool is the Miracle Question (you might
recognize it from Chip and Dan Heath’s book Switch). Developed by
de Shazer and Berg, the Miracle Question produces insight everywhere



from the workplace to our home life to the therapist’s couch; it’s even
been shown to help golfers reduce jerks in their putting stroke. So
what is the Miracle Question, exactly?

Imagine that tonight as you sleep a miracle occurs in your
life [that] has completely solved this problem….Think for a
moment…how is life going to be different now? Describe it
in detail. What’s the first thing you’ll notice as you wake up
in the morning?

Let’s circle back to Matt. After getting feedback from his team that
his biggest problem was delegation, he used the Miracle Question to
explore what the solution might look like. If Matt’s problem were
magically solved, he thought, the first sign would be that he’d no
longer see asking for help as a weakness. Instead, he would embrace it
as a method for greater team involvement, improvement, and
prosperity.

Matt proceeded to paint a poignant picture of his desired future
when the problem was solved (or, as the Heath brothers call it in
Switch, a “destination postcard”). One where he would improve his
team’s engagement and performance, all while feeling less burdened
and more efficient. But notice that Matt’s solution wasn’t an
oversimplified single action (“I’ll do a better job delegating”). Instead,
he envisioned exactly how both he and his employees would change on
a far deeper level.

And indeed, part of the reason that the Miracle Question can be so
effective is that it forces us to think more broadly about our goals and
aspirations, a key pillar in our self-awareness journey. But when it
comes to improving our internal self-awareness, all goals aren’t
created equal. And just like Carol Dweck and Carol Diener’s learn-well
kids, when we express our goals in terms of how we will learn
and grow, it opens us up to a whole new level of insight and
achievement. In one study, college students were asked to write two
paragraphs about a major life goal and how they were trying to
accomplish it. Interestingly, when the students described goals
involving learning and growth, they demonstrated improved self-



awareness, maturity, and well-being nearly four years later.* The
sooner we can explore how our challenges can lead to growth, the
easier it is to take charge and get what we want out of life.

At this point, you might be wondering where my maiden voyage into
the world of mindfulness ended up. On the final day of the meditation
course, our group took a long trek through the snow to the Great Stupa
of Dharmakaya. As we crossed an elegant wooden bridge strung with
colorful prayer flags, I looked up to see it towering above us—two huge
white arches topped with a cone of shining gold, all set in a natural
amphitheater of snowy pines. I was surprisingly moved.

After a few minutes experiencing the breathtaking sight from afar,
we took off our shoes and winter jackets and entered the shrine. “Oh
wow,” I whispered to Abby as we walked in—and craned our necks to
take in a towering golden Buddha beneath an intricately painted
ceiling of azure blue.

I was surprised to find myself thinking, “I really hope we get to
meditate in here.”

When we did, I finally got it. And no one was more surprised than
me. It was as if all weekend, my mind had been a glass of water with
dirt swirling around inside it and now, for a few awesome minutes, it
was clear. My anxious, Type A, overthinking brain had stopped
running at a million miles an hour and was now perfectly calm. In that
moment, I understood what all the fuss was about.

On the drive back from Shambhala, I felt happy just to sit in serene
silence with my sister—something that had never happened before.
There was no need, I realized with a kind of fascinated delight, to fill
every second with incessant babble or music. As Abby and I descended
from that magical space back into the noisy city, I considered buying
myself a meditation cushion and converting half my office into a
mindfulness mecca.

The day after my return, with great gusto, I sat and meditated. The
day after that, I sat and meditated (though my emotionally needy five-
pound rescue poodle made the entire affair pretty difficult). But the



day after that, I didn’t sit and meditate. Or the day after that. The day
after that, I thought maybe I’d delay my office conversion for a while.
I’ll admit that I have only meditated a few times since—not because I
don’t see the value, but because I find that non-meditative techniques
just work better for me.

The point is that there are many ways to approach internal self-
awareness—life stories for probing our past, meditative and non-
meditative mindfulness for noticing our present, and solutions-mining
for shaping our future. Though it’s worth trying each of them at some
point, you may find that certain tools work better than others. After
all, part of building insight is learning what methods of self-
exploration work best for you.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 6

Mindfulness: Noticing what we’re thinking, feeling, and doing
without judgment or reaction.
Mindfulness tools

1. Meditation: Mantras aren’t for everyone. Choose the method
that works for you.

2. Reframing: Look at a situation from multiple angles.
3. Compare and contrast: Look for patterns or changes in our

feelings and behaviors over time.
4. Daily check ins: Take 5 minutes to reflect on what you learned

today.

Life story technique: An approach that helps us look backward
to learn how our past experiences shaped us.

Tool: Write your life story.

Solutions mining: Focusing on solutions rather than problems to
move forward with insight and purpose.

Tool: The miracle question.



* And if you’re a fan of the TV show 24, you might be interested to know that the
first author of this study was…wait for it…Jack Bauer.



Part Three
External Self-Awareness: Myths

and Truths



7
THE TRUTH WE RARELY HEAR

From Mirror to Prism

A stranger approaching you in the street will in a second’s
glance see you whole, size you up, place you in a way in
which you cannot and never will, even though you have

spent a lifetime with yourself…and therefore ought to
know yourself best of all.

—WALKER PERCY

There’s an old science-backed adage that the words of a drunk person
are the thoughts of a sober one. Late one Saturday night in a crowded
hometown bar, I recently learned just how true this really is.

It all began, innocently enough, in a trendy restaurant in downtown
Denver. My husband and I, along with six of his oldest friends, had
just had a magnificent meal with a surplus of food and wine (although
I, as designated driver, had been soberly sipping club soda). I’d known
everyone around the table for more than 10 years, and it was just one
of those nights when everything clicked. My friends were at their witty
best and my stomach was sore from laughing. When the check came,
we decided we were having far too much fun to go home.

“What about the Celtic?” said my friend Teresa. “We haven’t been
there in forever!”

“That old Irish pub?” said my husband, wide-eyed. “I love that
place!”



An hour later, my already intoxicated friends had been quickly
overcome with an even more intoxicating level of nostalgia. (The
Celtic, it turned out, was where they used to hang out more than 20
years earlier.) We pushed a few high-top tables together, and with loud
music blaring in the background, they began to reminisce. I chuckled
to myself, picturing these now buttoned-up, middle-aged professionals
engaging in youthful shenanigans.

As we broke into smaller conversations, Teresa pulled her chair
closer to mine. “Tasha,” she said dreamily, “we are so glad Dave
brought you into our lives.” How lovely! I thought, feeling equally
grateful that he had brought them into mine. But before I could
respond, she continued, “And boy have you come a long way since we
first met you.”

I paused, instantly puzzled. “Wha-what do you mean?”
I’ll never forget what happened next. In the noisy ruckus of that

crowded bar, Teresa stood up, clasped my skull with her powerful
hands, and then proceeded to twist my head, agonizingly, all the way
around. Well she didn’t do that, of course—but that’s what it felt like.
I’ll spare you the finer details, but apparently 26-year-old me, a freshly
minted PhD who thought she knew everything, had been rather, shall
we say, high-maintenance.

“Thank you,” I sputtered. “Thanks for your candor, Teresa. How
very illuminating.”

“You’re totally welcome,” she said, beaming.
It was all I could do to stop myself from kicking her off her stool.
Once I composed myself, I recognized that this was a true alarm-

clock moment that actually presented a valuable opportunity. That
opportunity, I hoped, would be to prove that Teresa didn’t know what
the hell she was talking about. But either way, I had to probe further.

So in the car on the way home, with my very merry husband in the
passenger seat, I recounted the conversation.

“What do you think?” I asked him.
“What do you mean?”
“Is she right?”



“Um, is this a trick question?”
“No—go ahead,” I assured him, trying to sound as nonchalant as

possible, “I really want to know if you saw what Teresa saw.”
He paused for a moment and began, “Yeahhh…I can see where she’s

coming from.” I bit my tongue and took a deep breath as he continued.
“I mean, remember when you asked for a hard-walled office after
you’d been in your job for less than six months?”

“Did I?” I said, feigning ignorance.
“No, actually, you demanded it,” he said. “That seemed pretty over-

the-top to me.”
At the time, I’d been of the staunch opinion that it was totally unfair

that all of my peers had offices and I didn’t. But suddenly, I saw things
from another perspective: there I was, newly hired Dr. Smarty Pants,
demanding an office like a petulant child. Now, in retrospect, I could
see how this must have come across. And I was mortified.

For weeks, a sea of emotions swirled in my mind. Was I surprised to
hear this truth about my younger self? Absolutely. Embarrassed at my
behavior? You bet I was. But most of all, I was disappointed that no
one—no one!—had said anything to me about it for 10 years.
Mercifully, I have apparently improved in the intervening decade, but
the fact that 26-year-old me had these tendencies is still a red flag for
present-day me. Those drunken words had revealed one of the most
sobering truths about myself I have ever learned.

If internal self-awareness means gaining insight by looking inward,
external self-awareness means turning our gaze outward to
understand how we are seen. And no matter how hard we try, we
simply cannot do this on our own. Unfortunately, though, learning
how others see us is usually thwarted by one simple fact:
even the people we’re closest to are reluctant to share such
information. We might pick up an observation here and there (with
or without the aid of lip-loosening booze), but without concerted effort
to uncover it, we’re usually not getting, as they say in the courtroom,
the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

In fact, we live in a world where people usually don’t tell us the truth



about ourselves. Stir in our uneasy reluctance to ask for it and we have
a recipe for blissful ignorance. Indeed, for many people, the mere
thought of finding out how others see us can conjure up many fears
and insecurities (“You really do look fat in those jeans” or “Your
presentation was incoherent and underwhelming” or “You were
insufferably arrogant when you were 26”). Though finding out how
others see us can be scary, intimidating, or downright painful, it’s far,
far better than the alternative.

Imagine for a moment that it’s a Monday at your office. After a quick
mid-morning bathroom break, you return with a long strip of toilet
paper stuck to the bottom of your shoe, a fact to which you are
completely oblivious. As you make the long walk back to your office,
your co-workers begin snickering. “Did you see that?” they ask each
other—yet to you, they say nothing. And little do they know that you’re
headed to a meeting with an important client.

When you and your unintentional accessory enter the conference
room, your client smiles bemusedly, and also stays mum. Then,
despite an otherwise successful meeting, she concludes that you’re
scatterbrained and slovenly and decides not to give you more of her
business. If just one of your co-workers had pulled you aside, you’d
have been spared the whole embarrassing and costly ordeal.

Of course, that was an intentionally ridiculous example, but the
truth is that whether it’s a gruff managerial style, poor people skills, a
tendency to stutter when nervous, or something else, we all have some
kind of metaphorical toilet paper stuck to our shoe. And more often
than not, we are the last to see it.

Now, it’s rare not to wonder, at one point or another, what people
are saying about us when we leave the room. But because we’re so
scared about what we might hear, most people stubbornly cling to our
blissful ignorance. Since no one has told me otherwise, we decide, I
must know everything I need to know about [my job
performance/my marriage/my leadership abilities]. But by avoiding
the truth, we risk two equally unappealing outcomes. The first is that
we don’t learn about the behaviors that are holding us back. The
second is that we do eventually learn about it—through an accidentally



overheard conversation, a “come-to-Jesus moment,” or a beer-fueled
admission at a dive bar—in a way that blindsides us, or at a time when
it’s too late to do anything about what we’ve learned.

The saying that “feedback is a gift” is such a painful cliché that we
often forget how true it really is. And we need this gift for one simple
reason: other people generally see us more objectively than
we see ourselves. Psychologist Timothy Smith and his colleagues
powerfully demonstrated this in a study with 300 married couples in
which both partners were being tested for heart disease. They asked
each participant to rate both their own and their partner’s levels of
anger, hostility, and argumentativeness—all strong predictors of the
illness—and found that people’s self-ratings were infinitely less
accurate than those of their spouses. Another study asked more than
150 Navy officers and their subordinates to rate the officers’ leadership
style, and found that only the subordinates could accurately assess
their bosses’ performance and promotability. Other people have even
been shown to anticipate our future behavior better than we can (a fact
to which you can attest if you’ve ever met a friend’s new, obviously ill-
suited love interest and correctly predicted that the relationship
wouldn’t last).

In fact, even complete strangers—that is, people we have never met
face-to-face—can see us disconcertingly accurately. Researcher David
Funder and his colleagues compared how undergraduates were rated
by those who knew them well (parents, friends, and roommates), those
who knew them casually (college and hometown acquaintances), and
people they’d never met (strangers shown just a five-minute video of
them) on roughly 70 personality traits. The three groups’ ratings were
astonishingly accurate: a match for all but three traits! The groups also
tended to see similar qualities in the participants, regardless of how
well they actually knew them. The surprising take-home is that even
people you don’t know well can be a valuable source of
feedback.

Yet given all this, it’s still tempting to think that we know us better
than anyone could ever know us (after all, we live with ourselves every
day, right?). To use a metaphor from earlier in the book, when we see



our reflection in a mirror, it’s easy to conclude that this is the only, and
therefore the most accurate, representation of ourselves. It’s far easier
and safer to gaze at our reflection than face the possibility that others
might not see us the same way. But gazing inward is a necessary but
not sufficient condition for true insight.

When I’m speaking to managers in organizations, I’ll often ask,
“Who is confident that your employees have the same opinion about
your leadership as you do?” About half the hands go up. So I up the
ante. “Keep your hand up if you’d bet your retirement savings on it.”
At this point, I usually see a lot of pensive looks, and most people
tentatively lower their hands. But when I ask whose opinion is
“correct” (theirs or their employees’), perhaps because they want to
seem more self-aware, many confidently shout out “My employees’!”
Unfortunately, the answer isn’t that simple. Just like we can’t glean
total insight just from gazing at our own reflection, looking at
ourselves only through the eyes of others doesn’t show us the complete
picture, either.

A better metaphor for complete self-awareness than a mirror might
therefore be a prism. As you may remember from elementary school
science class, when you shine a white light into a prism, it comes out
the other side in the form of a rainbow. Indeed, every time we seek a
new perspective on how someone sees us, we’re effectively adding
another color to the picture. Instead of just looking at a flat white light,
we begin to see ourselves in a richer, more complete and
multidimensional way.

Put simply, self-awareness is not one truth. It’s a complex
interweaving of our views and others’ views of us. Indeed, according to
studies on this topic, these two different perspectives, rather than
capturing redundant information, may simply capture different
aspects of who we are. And as we learned earlier, if we have only
internal or only external self-awareness, we’re missing a huge piece of
the puzzle. So even though we should take others’ opinions seriously,
they also shouldn’t define us or completely override our self-image;
the key, as we’ll see, is learning how to evaluate the feedback we
receive and determine how—and whether—to act on it.



In this chapter, you’ll learn a few approaches to help you get honest,
actionable feedback and develop a richer picture of how you are seen
by others. First, we’ll explore the two biggest barriers to developing
external self-awareness. Then I’ll show you three methods to help you
seek the right kind of feedback, both at work and in your personal life.

THE MUM EFFECT (OR WHY WE LEAVE GLEN LESTER IN THE
DARK)
Imagine that you’ve been recruited to participate in a study on
consumer preferences. When you arrive in the lab, you’re mildly
amused to learn that you’ll be providing your opinions about men’s
deodorant. The researcher, let’s call him Dr. Rosen, leads you to a
table with various brands, grandly announcing that today, you’ll be
evaluating each one on several factors like color and odor. Dr. Rosen
finishes explaining the task, thanks you, and leaves the room.

A few seconds later, he bursts back in and asks, “Excuse me—are
you Glen Lester?” (or if you’re a woman, “Gwen Lester”). You shake
your head. Dr. Rosen says, “Well, Glen is supposed to be here any
minute. He just got a call—I’ll see if there’s a message.” A few
moments later, Dr. Rosen returns and solemnly says, “Glen should be
told to call home as soon as he comes in. Apparently there is some very
bad news about his family that he needs to get right away.”

You wonder what that news could be, feeling sympathy for this man
you’ve never met and thinking how terrible it would be to get
blindsided by horrible news in public. But here’s the million-dollar
question: When Glen eventually arrives, what would you do? Would
you tell him he has an important message? And if you did, would you
tip your hand that it was in fact bad news?

This clever experiment was designed by University of Georgia
psychologists Sidney Rosen and Abraham Tesser back in 1968, and as
you’ve probably surmised, it wasn’t really about men’s deodorant
preferences. What Rosen and Tesser really wanted to know was



whether people would be more reluctant to communicate bad news
than good news. And that’s exactly what they found. When Glen’s
news was good—there was a second group where participants were
told that his family had called with a positive development—more than
half eagerly spilled the beans as soon as Glen entered the room. But
when the news was bad, five times fewer people passed along the
complete message. In fact, even when “Glen” (who was really working
with the researchers) prompted them by asking what kind of news it
was, a full 80 percent refused to answer his question. Even after
multiple requests, roughly a quarter never shared the nature of the
news, and poor Glen Lester was left totally in the dark.

To describe this tendency, Rosen and Tesser coined the term MUM
Effect, which stands for keeping Mum about Undesirable
Messages. Their findings—confirmed by many subsequent studies—
show that when we’re in possession of information that might make
someone uncomfortable, we tend to choose the path of least
resistance: we simply decide to say nothing.

And the MUM effect doesn’t just apply to the kind of personal news
people withheld from Glen Lester. It also applies to the delivery of
uncomfortable or unwanted information about our failings or
weaknesses. I recently heard about a work group whose manager
abruptly resigned. Upon learning the news, each of his five employees
fancied themselves his successor and eagerly awaited their near-
certain promotion. Not only did the promotion never come; the
group’s senior manager hired someone from the outside. Apparently,
unbeknownst to all five employees, none were doing their current jobs
acceptably in the eyes of their employer, let alone being considered for
a promotion. But had the leader—or anyone—told them? Of course
not! If the employees had received feedback, though, they each would
have had the chance to improve. Their manager’s avoidance of social
discomfort didn’t just hurt their promotion prospects; it hurt the
functioning of the team as a whole.

Making matters worse, while people are reluctant to tell us the truth
about how they see us, they don’t seem to have the same problem
sharing those opinions with others. In 1972, Herb Blumberg, then a



graduate psychology student at Johns Hopkins University, conducted
a study to investigate this phenomenon. He instructed female
undergraduate students to think about four people in their lives—their
best friend, their next two closest friends, and someone they disliked—
and to list each person’s positive and negative traits. Blumberg then
asked whether they had mentioned each trait to any of the four people
they were rating (for example, “you think your best friend Gina is
conceited. Have you ever shared your observations with Gina?”).

His findings were startling. Participants reported freely sharing
their opinions, say, that Gina is conceited, with others—even people
they didn’t like—but they almost never shared them with that person.
Blumberg perceptively concluded that our social world is “devised to
keep people from learning too much about what others think of them.”

This study is disconcerting evidence of something many of us
secretly fear: that our employees, co-workers, friends, and family
probably are sharing what they think about us—they’re just not
sharing it with us!

And this grim reality can get grimmer at work. When was the last
time your boss sat you down to tell you how you could do better? The
last time your colleagues gathered—willingly, voluntarily, and of their
own initiative—to critique one another so they could improve? The last
time you got honest, critical feedback outside an HR-mandated
performance review (or sometimes even in one)? Wait, you can’t think
of a time where that happened? You’re not alone. Despite modern
organizations’ lip service to things like feedback and performance
management, very few people actually get timely, honest opinions
about how they’re doing.

Our inclination to be MUM actually makes sense from an
evolutionary perspective. In the early days of the human race, when
survival depended on belonging to a group, upsetting the social apple
cart often meant being ostracized and having to go it alone—a fate that
could literally mean death. So just as we instinctively pull our hand
away from a hot stove, we instinctively avoid doing anything that
might jeopardize our social standing. (Fittingly, social rejection
activates the exact same parts of our brains as physical pain does.)



We’ve already seen that people prefer to stay MUM rather than
share tough information—but are they willing to out-and-out lie?
Earlier we met Eleanor Allen, the program manager turned non-profit
CEO who improved her self-awareness with the help of her deputy,
Evelio. But in spite of her impressive trajectory, like many engineers,
Eleanor is an introvert, and has struggled with public speaking for
much of her career.*1 In her early years in particular, she’d agonize
over every presentation—and once it was over she’d usually get stuck
in a ruminative loop about her performance.

After her time in Puerto Rico, Eleanor and her team were bidding on
another large water-infrastructure program. When she learned they’d
been named one of the two finalists, her first thought was, Oh no…I
have to make a presentation during the final interview. But she
prepared and delivered it as best she could, and even remembers
feeling uncharacteristically calm afterward.

But much to her disappointment, Eleanor’s team lost the job. As a
big believer in external self-awareness, she decided to get some
feedback on her presentation to see whether it had played a role in the
loss. So she asked one of her project team members—let’s call him Phil
—what he had thought. “Oh, you did great!” Phil enthusiastically
replied. “I don’t know why we didn’t get it.” Eleanor breathed a sigh of
relief and concluded that there must have been another reason for the
big loss.

That is, until a few days later, when she received a totally out-of-the-
blue call from a colleague to express her condolences that they’d lost
the project. Whispering, she asked Eleanor, “So what happened in that
interview?” Eleanor told her that the presentation had gone fine.
“Well, that’s not what Phil told me,” she replied, “He said it was
horrible!”

Eleanor was so taken aback she almost dropped the phone. She had
specifically asked Phil what he thought and he had flat-out lied. And
unfortunately, Phil is not unique in this tendency. Research shows that
people are perfectly willing to tell white lies when they’re
easier than the cold, hard truth. In one clever study, researchers
Bella DePaulo and Kathy Bell invited participants into their lab and



asked them to evaluate a series of paintings. Afterward, the
researchers brought in the artists who created them and asked
participants to share the feedback they had just given. Lo and behold,
they sugar-coated their true feelings, and many outright lied—
especially when the artist said that a painting was personally
important. One participant tellingly went from exclaiming in private,
“It’s ugly. Just ugly!” to saying to the artist, “I like it. It’s my second-
favorite of the group.”

As DePaulo and Bell conclude, not only are we “practitioners of
politeness,” we are especially likely to lie when the other person is
personally invested in whatever it is we’re giving them feedback about.
Because we don’t want to upset the social apple cart, we politely accept
the “face” people present to the world (that is, who we think they think
they are) and avoid putting forward information that may challenge it
—even if doing so would ultimately be useful.

For Eleanor, Phil’s white lie was an alarm-clock event that catalyzed
a critical insight. With the realization that just casually asking “How
did I do?” isn’t enough, she’s since made the commitment to
proactively seek specific and focused feedback from people who will
tell her the truth. And she’s grown by leaps and bounds as a result: as
just one example, as the CEO of global non-profit Water for People,
Eleanor recently gave a phenomenal TEDx Mile High talk that would
have made poor Phil’s head spin! It seems that nowhere is the adage
“You don’t get what you don’t ask for” more true than when it comes to
seeking the truth about how others see us.

But as Eleanor and others like her usually discover, self-awareness
becomes particularly critical, yet infinitely more difficult, when you’re
the boss. Studies show that self-aware leaders are more successful and
promotable, and some research has even shown that self-awareness is
the single greatest predictor of leadership success. The problem is, the
higher up you are on the corporate food chain, the less likely you are to
be self-aware, an affliction that’s been labeled CEO Disease. After all,
who really wants to tell the boss that his management style is
alienating people, or that her latest staffing choices are causing
friction, or that his clients find him controlling? Complicating matters,



as we saw with Steve in chapter 1, the overconfidence that results from
past successes can make it challenging for leaders to hear and accept
difficult feedback—and thus make their employees more reluctant to
give it.

Pixar president Ed Catmull has witnessed this reluctance to speak
truth to power firsthand. Years before he co-founded his company and
became president of Disney Animation Studios, he was a young PhD
student at the University of Utah’s nascent computer graphics
program. He adored the comradery he had with his professors and
fellow graduate students—there were no strict hierarchies, they
worked independently, and everyone generally got along. Catmull
liked this environment so much that he created a similar structure in
his first job out of school. As the head of a small computer animation
research team at the New York Institute of Technology, he hired smart
people, treated them as equals, and let them do their thing. As a result,
they told him pretty much everything that was going on. He was
involved in social activities and was basically one of the guys—it felt
good.

But when Catmull was hired to lead Lucasfilm’s brand-new
computer division, he realized that he’d need to rethink how he
managed people. His new team would be bigger, better resourced, and
have a much higher profile. To achieve George Lucas’s ambitious
vision of bringing computer technology to Hollywood, Catmull
reasoned, he would need to adopt a more formal, hierarchical
structure with a manager running each of the graphics, video, and
audio groups. And when he did that, nearly instantaneously he noticed
that something was different. Casual chatter had a habit of going silent
whenever he entered the room. He was getting mostly good news and
hardly any bad news. And his team was no longer inviting him to their
social gatherings.

Catmull didn’t like this very much. He didn’t feel like a different
person than University of Utah Ed or New York Tech Ed. But he
realized that his new role as The Boss, coupled with his increasing
prominence in the academic community, had changed the way people
perceived him. He told me, “I recognized that, okay, this is the way it



is, and it will probably get worse over time.” In Catmull’s case, the “it”
was the MUM effect, and it was presenting a giant obstacle not just in
his own performance, but to the collective self-awareness of his team.
As we’ll see later in the book, Catmull has made it a top-tier priority to
combat the MUM effect and seek the honest truth, not just about
himself as a leader, but about the challenges and issues his company is
facing. And it has made quite a difference. Yet as we’ll soon see, for
leaders in particular, overcoming the MUM effect is only half the
battle.

THE OSTRICH TRINITY
If the first barrier to external self-awareness is other people’s
reluctance to tell the truth, the second is our reluctance to ask for it.
Most of us, at least intellectually, know we should be seeking more
feedback than we are currently. Yet our emotions can still stop us in
our tracks. Because asking for feedback makes us uncomfortable, we
prefer to find ways to justify our willful ignorance.

In my experience, there are three primary excuses we make, and
because they are designed to help us feel better about keeping our
heads in the sand, I call them the Ostrich Trinity. But luckily,
pushing past these excuses is absolutely possible, and it requires just
one simple decision: to seek out the truth on our own terms rather
than leaving it in other people’s well-meaning (but MUM) hands.

Let’s start with the first excuse: I don’t need to ask for
feedback. Having learned about the MUM effect, we already know
that this is flat-out wrong—and especially wrong for leaders. For proof,
we need not look further than the annals of business history. When
Pehr Gyllenhammar took over as executive chairman of Volvo in 1971,
the future for the automaker looked as bright and shiny as their freshly
painted cars. The 36-year-old wunderkind had been born into
business royalty; his father, Pehr Gyllenhammar Sr., was the CEO of
Scandinavia’s largest insurance company, Skandia. Pehr
Gyllenhammar Jr. was hardworking, confident, and a master at



leveraging his connections. In fact, he’d only just succeeded his father
as the CEO of Skandia when, months later, he replaced his father-in-
law at the thriving Swedish car company.

From the outset, Gyllenhammar had little interest in maintaining a
low profile. He’d proudly roll into the office each morning in his
custom-built 1979 244 Turbo; or his 1980 240 Series with a B21ET
engine; or his 1981 262C coupe—each tailor-made creation was
painted bright red with a matching interior. Though no other Volvo
sported that color scheme, Gyllenhammar required that his cars be
“cheeky” and “provocative” and have “nerve.” That was also how he
ran his company.

And it seemed to work. At least at first, as he basked in the success
of creating Volvo’s innovative team-based craftsmanship model. But
this success would soon sow the seeds of his undoing. In the years that
followed, Gyllenhammar’s head grew in lock-step with the company’s
profits, earning him the nickname “The Emperor.” His hubris,
overconfidence, and refusal to take advice from anybody led him to
pursue risky deals with paltry returns, and inexplicably, he often
bragged about them to the press. In later years, as Volvo was reporting
losses and closing plants, Gyllenhammar was Scandinavia’s highest-
paid executive. And because he had seeded Volvo’s board with
personal friends, it seemed all but certain that his decisions would go
unchallenged.

In September of 1993, Volvo announced a merger with the French
state-owned automaker Renault. It was a move that would make the
new entity the world’s sixth-largest automaker. And who fancied
himself as the chairman of the majority owners? Pehr Gyllenhammar,
of course! Together with Renault CEO Louis Schweitzer, they proudly
outlined their plan for a new borderless business.

But from the moment Volvo’s managers and employees heard the
news, they were decidedly not on board. Convinced that it was both a
bad business move and an attempt to sell them down the river, one
anonymously called the situation “an impenetrable mess.” Yet
Gyllenhammar ignored their pleas. At one point, he issued an updated
prospectus that upped the deal’s projected savings from $4.8 billion to



$7.4 billion, despite having no new information to support such
inflated estimates.

When it was abundantly clear that Gyllenhammar had no interest in
listening to his employees’ opinions, they decided to leak them to the
press. At this point, minority shareholders began to speak up about
their opposition to the deal. Similar announcements from larger
shareholders like Skandia Insurance (yes, his father’s own company)
followed. As one large shareholder remarked, “We didn’t realize Mr.
Gyllenhammar had so many personal enemies.”

In what must have come as an utter shock to the oblivious
“Emperor,” Volvo investors eventually banded together and the board
withdrew its proposal for the merger. On that same day,
Gyllenhammar resigned; his unwillingness to listen to his employees’
feedback, his refusal to seek input from his closest advisors, and his
inability to question his own assumptions would eventually wipe out
$1.1 billion in shareholder wealth. The company was acquired by Ford
just five years later, and Gyllenhammar’s bright and shiny career
tanked along with the company he had so epically mismanaged.

Though companies of this size rarely fail because of one factor alone,
Gyllenhammar’s hubris and lack of self-awareness were significant
contributors. Case in point: years later, in a comical display of his
sustained delusion, Gyllenhammar attributed the failed deal to an
“envious vendetta” against him.

Whether or not we run a multibillion-dollar company, protecting
our fragile egos by deciding we are right and others are wrong can be
risky. The good news is that pushing past the first excuse of the
Ostrich Trinity is fairly simple: we must decide to pull our heads out of
the sand and recognize that others’ opinions are just as
important for insight as our own.

Sometimes, though, we do want to ask for feedback, but we’re
worried that doing so would convey weakness or come at a cost. This
second excuse, however—I shouldn’t ask for feedback—is equally
unfounded. One study showed that 83 percent of top-performing
leaders regularly solicit feedback, compared to just 17 percent of the
worst-performing ones. If anything, we are socially and



professionally rewarded for seeking critical feedback; leaders
who do are seen as more effective, not just by their bosses, but by their
peers and employees (those who seek primarily positive feedback are
seen as less effective). And not surprisingly, nearly three-quarters of
our unicorns reported having a proactive strategy to get information
from people who will tell them the truth. So if we take a page from
their book and muster the courage to do so, we’ll be rewarded with a
new perspective on how we can improve.

The final excuse in the Ostrich Trinity is perhaps the most
understandable: I don’t want to ask for feedback. I’m sure you
know that feeling—it’s the dread that overtakes you when walking into
your performance appraisal with your boss, or sitting down for a
marriage counseling session, or having the first conversation with a
friend or colleague after you’ve had a conflict. But while most people
are afraid of feedback, surely the ease with which our unicorns hear it
should serve as inspiration for the rest of us, right? As it turns out,
they have the same reactions that we do. One sales executive quipped,
“Are you kidding me? I hate hearing that I’m not perfect!”

But what makes unicorns truly special is the fact that they push
through this fear, defensiveness, and vulnerability and go for it
anyway. As U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt once opined,
“Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the assessment that
something else is more important than fear.” In our case, that
“something else” is insight.

Clearly, falling prey to the Ostrich Trinity is a barrier to external
self-awareness. Yet it is one that can be overcome. Instead of waiting
for feedback to come to us, risking being blindsided, or worse, sticking
our heads in the sand, we can choose to learn the truth on our
own terms. So let’s turn to three actionable strategies to do that. (I
also suggest taking the quick assessment in appendix N to get a
baseline on how much you’re currently asking for feedback.)

360-DEGREE FEEDBACK



The first method, 360-degree feedback, is seemingly ubiquitous in
modern organizations. With a rich history dating back to the 1950s,
it’s designed to provide insight into how we’re seen not only by our
managers, but by a variety of groups, like direct reports, peers, clients,
or board members. (It’s called a 360 because we’re getting data from
all directions.) Recent technological advances have made 360s more
accessible for workers in companies large and small, while the
simultaneous growth of my field, organizational psychology, has made
them increasingly popular. And nowadays, depending on who you ask,
anywhere from 30 percent to 90 percent of organizations use this tool
in one way or another.

But 360s aren’t just for businesspeople: they can be used with great
success in families, schools, and community organizations, to name a
few examples. In one study, undergraduates in a science and
technology program that received 360-degree feedback (from their
friends, parents, and teachers) turned in higher-quality homework and
even received better grades in the course.

So much has been written about 360 reviews—and chances are
you’ve had at least one over the course of your career—that I won’t
retread too much ground other than to briefly mention their
advantages and disadvantages when it comes to increasing our
external self-awareness. (And if you haven’t yet taken one, see
appendix O for a few free resources.) One of the biggest upsides of
360s is their anonymity. Because responses are averaged across
respondents, people can provide their feedback without fear that it will
come back to bite them. This is particularly true for leaders whose
subordinates fear the repercussions of being brutally honest; luckily,
the MUM effect usually disappears when feedback can’t be traced back
to us.

The second advantage of 360s is that they show us how our self-
views stack up against others’ views of us. For example, you might
discover that while you believe yourself to be conscientious and
hardworking, your boss doesn’t share that opinion. Or that your peers
consider you to be a great communicator even though you don’t see
yourself that way at all. However, no matter what we learn, when



multiple people are telling us the same thing, it’s difficult to explain it
away—that “Oh, he’s just jealous because I got promoted before him,”
or “She wouldn’t know what good communication skills looked like if
they punched her in the face.” As one manager who’d recently taken a
360 described, “[If my 360 tells me] anything critical…my first…
reaction is ‘What the hell are they talking about?’ but if…you find
several people have said it, you’ve got to face the facts: either it’s
simply true, or it’s their perception of you, which is just as important.”

Despite the clear benefits of 360s, they also come with a few
disadvantages that prevent them from being the “be-all, end-all” route
to external self-awareness. First and foremost, because most 360s are
numeric, it can be difficult to interpret our results in a meaningful or
actionable way. Okay, so I got a 2 out of 5 on relationship-building, we
might think, but what does that actually mean? And what should I be
doing differently? No one loves data and numbers more than I do, but
this kind of information isn’t always easy to translate into insight. One
way to get around this is through a variation that I prefer to use in my
executive coaching work, something I call a “qualitative 360.” Instead
of just sending people a survey, I track them down and talk to them.
Then, when I report the findings, I can provide my clients with specific
themes and examples that paint a richer picture.

Of course, these disadvantages don’t mean we should abandon the
practice of 360-feedback altogether. Instead, we should use it in
conjunction with other approaches. In particular, a 360 can be an
extremely helpful first step in learning about pillars like our patterns,
reactions, and impact on others. Let’s now examine a complementary
approach that I have found to be one of the most powerful feedback
tools at our disposal.

THE RIGHT FEEDBACK
One chilly winter afternoon, I sat in a cacophonous coffee shop waiting
for Kim, my newest client, to walk through the door. Her boss, Greg,
had hired me to work with her in the wake of a rather strange series of



events. According to Greg, Kim, who ran his compliance function, was
struggling to deal with some difficult feedback she’d received in a
recent 360. Her behavior was becoming increasingly concerning—in
the past month alone, Greg had received two complaints about her
from managers in other departments.

Knowing there are always two sides to every story, I was eager to
hear Kim’s perspective. When the door opened with a whoosh of cold
air, I looked up to see a tiny, impeccably dressed woman with a wild
mop of brown hair impatiently scanning the room. Her intense eyes
eventually locked with mine. “Tasha?” she mouthed. I nodded, waving
her over. We exchanged a few pleasantries, but I could see she wasn’t
thrilled to be there.

“Let’s get down to business,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me a little
more about how I can best help you.”

Kim took a deep breath and launched into her tale. A few months
after Greg was hired to lead her business unit, he had decided to hold a
team development session. As part of the process, he asked everyone
to take a 360-degree assessment to get feedback on how they were
seen by their colleagues and employees. As is almost always the case,
there were plenty of surprises, and for Kim, they were not the happy
kind. What she learned had in fact turned her world—and her self-
perceptions—upside down.

To kick off with something positive, I asked Kim if there was
anything in her results that was a pleasant surprise. Her gloomy
expression broke into something that almost resembled a smile. “Well,
I was happy to hear my team say that I empower them,” she said,
“because that’s really important to me. And more generally, people see
me as a strategic thinker who’s dedicated to doing the right thing for
the business.”

“I know people who would kill for just one of those qualities,” I
replied. “Now, what did you learn that shocked you?”

Kim fished out a pristine manila folder labeled “My 360 Results”
from her purse. She removed her report, placed it gingerly on the
table, and proceeded to glare at it accusingly for a good 30 seconds.
She opened to a page where she’d scribbled notes all over the margin.



“It seems that the people I work with think I’m acerbic, aggressive, and
overconfident. One mentioned a meeting where I apparently lashed
out at someone. Someone else said that I assault people with
questions, make snap judgments, and am too blunt.”

I asked if she’d ever gotten that type of feedback before. “Never,”
Kim said. “The reason this is so shocking to me is that I’ve always been
pretty insecure—the fact that anyone could perceive me as full of
myself is…well, it breaks my heart.” I could see tears welling up in her
eyes. “I have no idea what I’m doing to create this impression,” she
said despairingly.

I truly felt for Kim. Having worked with so many clients in the same
position, I know how difficult it is to learn that others don’t always see
us the way we see us. Indeed, the reason she’d been so blindsided was
that she hadn’t been asking for the right kind of feedback—or, to be
frank, any feedback at all. I commended Kim for the huge step she was
taking—it was a step I was sure she’d soon look back on as a turning
point in her career.

After Kim had a bit of time to process our first conversation, we met
again to define a few goals she’d work on over the next few months.
But I could tell that something was still nagging her and asked what it
was. “It’s clear to me now,” she told me, “that I spend so much time
driving results that I’m forgetting about the relationship part. But I
still don’t understand what I’m doing to create this perception. How
am I supposed to improve if I don’t understand what I need to do
differently?”

It was an astute question that illustrated an unfortunate truth about
feedback: if we don’t understand the behavior we’re getting
feedback about, we don’t yet have the power to make better
choices. Luckily, I had a solution in my hip pocket.

“I think we need to get you some better data,” I began, “and the only
way to do that is for you to ask a couple of people a little more
directly.”

To do so, Kim and I used an approach that I call the RIGHT
Feedback Process. The idea is that all feedback (and all sources of
feedback) are not created equal: we have to choose the RIGHT people,



ask them the RIGHT questions, and use the RIGHT process to get the
kind of valuable information that leads to actionable insight.

When I first started studying our unicorns, I expected that they
would report seeking feedback from everybody: their colleagues, their
friends and neighbors, the person next to them in line at the grocery
store. But to my amazement, they reported the opposite approach.
One unicorn, a bright young customer-service manager in the
Philippines, noted, “I get feedback all the time, but not from all the
people. I rely on a small, trusted group that I know will tell me the
truth.” And as we’ll see, she’s not alone. In fact, as a group, our
unicorns showed remarkable consistency in just how selective they
were. They recognize that quality trumps quantity and that not all
input creates true insight—which is why they always work to choose
the right people.

Now, before we look at who we should turn to for feedback, let’s
start with who we shouldn’t turn to. The first category, unloving
critics, are the type of people who would criticize everything we do: a
jealous co-worker, an ex with a grudge, or an irrationally uptight boss.
Whatever their motives—they don’t want us to succeed, they don’t
trust us, or they’re just unreasonably critical people—their feedback
rarely objectively reflects reality.

On the other end of the spectrum, the second source to avoid are
uncritical lovers. While unloving critics hate everything we do,
uncritical lovers wouldn’t criticize us if their lives depended on it. This
group can include both people who think we walk on water and can do
no wrong (e.g., our moms) and those who are afraid to tell us the truth
(e.g., people-pleasers or fearful employees). And while uncritical
lovers’ feedback will invariably be easier to hear, it can’t always be
trusted. As leadership professor John Jacob Gardner observed, “Pity
the leader caught between unloving critics and uncritical lovers.”

So if we shouldn’t ask for feedback from unloving critics or
uncritical lovers, who should we ask? The answer is loving critics:
people who will be honest with us while still having our best interests
at heart. But the ideal people for this job aren’t always the most
obvious. It’s easy to assume that those we’re closest to—a spouse, a



best friend, etc.—would make the best loving critics. But just because
someone knows us best doesn’t mean they will serve us well in this
role. There are a few additional factors you’ll want to consider.

The first is a level of mutual trust. A loving critic doesn’t need to
be someone who would help you bury a body or bail you out of jail at
2:00 a.m. (though hopefully you’d never need this kind of friend), but
they should be someone you implicitly know has your best interests at
heart. Remember that closeness and trust aren’t always the same
thing. Often, the longer we’ve known someone, and particularly if
we’re related to them, the more complex our relationship can be (I
believe the word “frenemy” was invented specifically for this
situation). Choosing someone with whom we have a long and
convoluted history won’t necessarily preclude helpful feedback, but it
might make the conversation more complicated or emotionally
charged than it needs to be.

By the same token, there might be someone you don’t know nearly
as well, such as a co-worker or casual acquaintance, who genuinely
wants you to be successful and is eager to play a greater role in helping
you succeed. In Kim’s case, one of her loving critics—the one I’d argue
gave her the most helpful feedback—was a peer whom she’d worked
with for years, but with whom she wasn’t particularly close. They
didn’t hang out socially, but Kim knew her well enough to know she
was invested in her success.

However, when it comes to feedback, good intentions aren’t always
enough. (You know what they say about the road to hell…) To produce
truly useful insight, the person must also have sufficient exposure
to the behavior you want feedback on and a clear picture of
what success looks like. For example, one of my closest friends is a
lawyer. Because she has demonstrated time and again that she has my
best interests at heart, she would be a great loving-critic contender—
but not for everything. If I asked her to give me feedback on my public
speaking skills, for example, we’d run into two problems. First, she
almost never hears me speak, so she wouldn’t have enough data to
really comment on how I’m doing. The other problem is that, since she
isn’t very familiar with the world of public speaking (current trends,



dos and don’ts, etc.), the feedback she gives me may be candid and
sincere—but perhaps not especially helpful. However, an area where
she could add tremendous value might be helping me understand how
I show up in social situations. She has plenty of exposure to my
behavior in this realm, and because she’s one of the most socially
savvy people I know, her observations would carry a lot of weight.

The third and final factor in selecting a loving critic is whether they
will be willing and able to be brutally honest with you. The best
yardstick here is whether they’ve ever told you a tough truth. But even
if they haven’t, you can examine their behavior in other situations.
Part of the reason Kim selected the peer I mentioned earlier was that
she had seen her raise tough issues in meetings.

However, while keeping all of this in mind, you should also listen to
your instincts. As Malcolm Gladwell points out in his book Blink, our
gut reactions can be surprisingly informative. In this case, I tend to
agree: if a loving-critic candidate doesn’t quite feel right to you, they
probably aren’t.

Once you’ve chosen your loving critics, it’s time to figure out the
right questions to ask them. At this point, you’re not yet having the
actual feedback conversation (we’ll get to that soon)—right now you’re
simply getting your thoughts together regarding how you want the
conversation to go and how you’ll use it to better understand the “you”
that you’re projecting to the world.

The most important characteristic of the right questions is
specificity. A good way to think about this is to look at the scientific
method. When scientists—chemists, physicists, and yes, even
psychologists—build theories, we test specific hypotheses about the
phenomenon we’re studying. By the same token, if you can come up
with a working hypothesis or two about how other people see you—for
example, “I think I have a tendency to come across as timid and non-
authoritative when I meet with clients; is that your experience?”—it
will give you a focused framework for the conversation and help you
either confirm or deny your suspicion.

This emphasis on specificity might be counterintuitive if you’ve
become accustomed to the common open-ended approaches to



feedback in many organizations, like the Start/Stop/Continue
Model.*2 While this method has merits, for our purposes, it’s far too
broad. First off, asking your loving critics for general feedback with no
parameters or specifics could be confusing for them and unhelpful to
you. For example, if I said to a client, “I’d love any observations about
how I’m doing”—that client won’t know what’s on the table. Do I want
feedback on whether I ask good questions during coaching sessions?
Whether my jokes are funny? Whether I’m a snazzy dresser? This
ambiguity could make the feedback conversation uncomfortable for
both of us. Imagine if I went in wanting to learn how I’m doing on my
project but come out of it with feedback that I wear the wrong color of
makeup (incidentally, that actually happened to a friend of mine in
graduate school). The bottom line is that it’s on you to ask the
questions you want answered—and in general, the more specific you
are, the more seamless and successful the process will be for both you
and your loving critics.

So we’ve established that the right questions come from a specific
working hypothesis—but how do we develop that hypothesis? One way
is to consider how you see certain pillars (like your aspirations,
patterns, and impact), or to remember feedback you’ve received in the
past. Let’s look at how Kim did it. Given her aspirations to take on
more responsibility in the future, she knew that she couldn’t be
successful if she was seen as abrupt or aggressive. Her 360 results
made it clear that she had some work to do in these areas, but she
needed more information. So here was Kim’s working hypothesis: I
behave abrasively at work, particularly in meetings. Since we already
had inside information that her colleagues felt this way, we expected to
confirm this hypothesis, but we really wanted to learn what she was
doing to create that impression. (You’ll also notice that Kim’s working
hypothesis wasn’t an indictment of her personally, but rather a specific
behavior that she wanted to better understand.)

In general, it’s a good idea to focus on just one or two
working hypotheses at a time. As with most things, when you try
to do too much at once, you can get overwhelmed—and defensive—
pretty quickly. (“You mean not only is my makeup the wrong color, but



I’m also seen as a misanthrope who makes everyone uncomfortable in
meetings?!”) In general, when it comes to self-awareness and self-
improvement, I’m a big proponent of realism. You can’t—and
shouldn’t—try to transform yourself overnight. And in fact, the people
I’ve seen make the most dramatic improvements are usually the ones
who were laser-focused on one thing at a time.

Let’s turn back to Kim. She was armed with her target list of loving
critics (the right people) and her working hypothesis (the right
questions), so it was now time to build the right process. Kim
started by approaching her three desired loving critics: me (an easy
sell) and two of her peers. She set aside 15 minutes for each
conversation, which she began by giving them some context—sharing
what she’d learned during her 360 and why she wanted to know more.
Specifically, she requested that they observe her in meetings (plus any
other notable interactions) and tell her when she was and wasn’t
being abrasive. And despite her enthusiasm to get started, she
acknowledged that what she was asking for wasn’t a small favor and
suggested that they think about it before accepting. This ensured that
they weren’t just agreeing out of politeness—and after thinking about
it, both enthusiastically agreed the very next day.

At this point, all that was left to do was implement a solid process to
extract the golden egg: their feedback. First, the gestation period.
Kim’s loving critics would need a window of time to watch her in a few
meetings and record some good observations—a month seemed
sufficient. Second, the harvesting of the data. Kim requested one 30-
minute phone call every month with each loving critic for the next
three months.

Over the course of those three months, Kim diligently held her
feedback meetings with her peers, and she and I continued to meet
monthly. The feedback hasn’t always been easy to hear. Kim made
many shocking discoveries, but the important thing was that she was
committed to working through them. For example, in the first meeting
I observed, I noticed that Kim spent most of her time focused on the
negative (complaining, pointing out what wasn’t going well, etc.). I
gave her the feedback, reading the specific examples of the behavior



I’d noticed. And instead of getting defensive, she said “I never noticed
I was doing that.” By the next meeting I attended, she was already
approaching things more neutrally and calling out the positive.

Another loving critic pointed out a time when Kim had been
unnecessarily blunt with someone, which resulted in another “aha
moment.” Kim had grown up in an unusually direct family, and she
was now seeing that what felt normal to her was often uncomfortable
for others. She needed to meet people on their terms rather than hers.

With the help of her loving critics, Kim built a better picture in her
mind of how her behavior was coming across. As she experimented
with new choices, she began to see that being more diplomatic didn’t
just improve her relationships, it actually made it easier to get work
done. She sure could communicate a lot better, she found, when
people weren’t scared of her.

Perhaps Kim’s biggest turning point came when she discovered the
“trigger” that sent her into a downward spiral: the feeling that her
knowledge was being questioned. She started experimenting with
approaches to tame her reactions when she’d been set off, and noticed
that merely thinking I feel attacked or criticized right now helped her
rise above the temptation to instantly act upon that feeling (naming
our emotions to the rescue!). She also found that a few moments of
preparation could help her stay calm. Before walking into a meeting
that she thought might trigger her, she now takes, in her words, a
“mental valium.” This metaphorical medication gives her the power to
stay calm and open-minded.

With time, Kim’s prickly relationships began to soften and deepen.
She felt less frustrated, more confident, and happier at work and at
home. Once Greg came to trust her, he began to give her more
opportunities and more challenges—and she was nailing them. In fact,
Greg recently shared with me that Kim is now his most valued team
member. It was one of the most remarkable transformations I’ve ever
seen—a truly inspiring example of insight in action.



THE DINNER OF TRUTH
In my experience, the RIGHT feedback process is probably the most
powerful booster of external self-awareness that you have at your
disposal—one that’s especially well suited for the workplace. But work
isn’t the only place where external self-awareness matters. Aren’t most
of us equally curious about how we’re seen in our personal lives—by
our friends, our neighbors, and our family? While the RIGHT method
can certainly be applied to this sort of feedback, there is another
slightly simpler method for learning how we show up in the personal
realm. I call it the Dinner of Truth, and if that sounds slightly
ominous, that’s because it is. Yet for those who make the brave choice
to try it, the Dinner of Truth can have an astonishing impact not just
on our external self-awareness, but on our most important personal
relationships.

It was an unusually sunny afternoon in the Pacific Northwest, and
professor Josh Misner was driving his kids home from school. As they
sat squished together in the front bench seat of his old Ford pickup,
the trio cheerfully reported on their respective days. This was one of
those everyday joyful moments that Misner loves to revel in. A
prominent member of the Good Men Project, Misner is a special breed
of amazingly modern father, perfectly in touch with his feelings and
proud to make it known that he takes the job of raising his kids even
more seriously than he does his job as an accomplished and
hardworking communications professor.

Once his children had finished, he told them about an exercise he’d
been tinkering with for one of his communication classes. The topic, as
it so happens, was self-awareness. Suddenly, Misner realized that the
perfect opportunity to test the exercise was staring him in the face.
After all, he couldn’t think of anyone on this earth with whom he’d
rather have more solid communication with than his children. And
even though they were young, he figured he’d get some good data—
kids have a knack for saying exactly what they’re thinking.

“Hey,” he said, “Do you guys want to help me try out this new
exercise?”

“Sure, Daddy!” his seven-year-old son Parker and ten-year-old



daughter Bella enthusiastically responded.
“OK, great!” he smiled. “So…what bugs you the most about me?”
Misner was concerned when they started squirming uncomfortably

in their seats. “Um, you’re good, Dad!” said Bella. “Yep, nothing bugs
us about you, Dad!” echoed Parker.

Misner loved being a father. He knew he was good at it. What could
possibly be making them so uncomfortable? It can’t be anything
serious, he reassured himself.

“Guys, I understand that you don’t want to tell Daddy something
mean, but you’re not going to get in trouble. I really want to hear what
you think. Tell me anything.”

A long, pregnant pause filled the car. “Dad,” his seven-year-old
weakly ventured, “I don’t like it when you yell so much.”

Parker’s voice was cracking. Misner glanced from the road to see
tears welling up in his son’s eyes. “It makes me feel like you don’t love
me anymore,” he continued, “and it makes me want to go hide in my
room.”

Misner was shattered. Desperately trying to control his expression,
he looked at his daughter, who added, “I don’t like it when you get
mad at me, either. It hurts me and makes me cry.”

Painful as it was, Misner pressed on, determined to stick to the
exercise that he had devised. He took a deep breath and started asking
questions: “What do you hear me yelling about the most?” “What
impact does it have on you?” “What can I do differently?” Then he
listened to their answers without getting upset or defensive—though,
as he recounts, it was not easy.

For Misner, that conversation marked the beginning of a new
journey, one that first transformed his relationship with his children
and then, inevitably, changed him. So how can we use the Dinner of
Truth to produce our own radical insight? Here are Misner’s
instructions:

Contact a close friend, family member, or mentor—
someone who knows you well and with whom you want to



strengthen your relationship. Invite this person to a meal.
During the meal, ask them to tell you the one thing that
annoys them most about you. But first, tell the person why
you’re doing this, that nothing is off-limits, and that you
aren’t allowed to answer defensively—only to listen with an
open heart and mind.

As someone who has also tried this myself (let this be proof that
there is nothing I will not do in the name of research), I can tell you
that the answer isn’t easy to hear. I did it twice, and both times, I
dreaded the conversation. Misner’s students generally react the same
way. “As soon as I present the exercise,” Misner told me, “I can see the
blood drain out of their faces.” He fully recognizes that it requires
courage—but thousands have lived to tell the tale and are wiser for it.

On a related note, there’s a reason Misner suggests having the
conversation over a meal—ideally dinner. “There’s something magical
about breaking bread with someone,” he says. “Eating is intimate. It
involves trust.” Plus, let’s be honest: painful truths go down a whole lot
easier with a nerve-diffusing adult beverage.*3

And if you set yourself up for success, the conversation will probably
go more smoothly than you think. First, Misner says, mental
preparation is key. Spend some time trying to anticipate what
might be said and bracing yourself for the worst-case scenario.
Second, make a decision about how “deep” you want to go. The
closer we are to the person we choose, the more insight we stand to
gain, but the scarier the conversation might be.

Third, Misner warns his students that the person you ask might not
be ready to open up to you right away; if that’s the case, he suggests
reminding them that this is intended to help you grow, and
that all you want to do is check your perceptions against theirs. This
gives them permission to be honest and candid rather than cautious
and polite. Then, once your dinner companion starts sharing the
feedback, Misner says, your job is to keep the conversation going. It
will be tempting to shut down this line of inquiry as quickly as
humanly possible. But to get the most out of this exercise, Misner



recommends asking questions to clarify as necessary, just as he
did with his kids during his maiden voyage of the exercise.

As scary as the Dinner of Truth might feel at first, you might be
surprised at how truly exhilarating—and immeasurably helpful—it is
to learn how someone you care about really sees you. And I probably
don’t have to tell you that this is true for all of the tools we’ve reviewed
in this chapter. Although it usually feels safer to train our gaze inward,
we can get so comfortable in our safe, warm cocoon of delusion that
we don’t even realize we’re in it. That’s precisely the reason we need
feedback. So choose your loving critics, make a plan, and get ready to
bask in your newfound insight.

But learning how other people see us is only the first step on the
path to external self-awareness. As eye-opening as feedback can be, if
we want to turn it into the kind of insight that makes our life better, we
need to develop a few more equally critical and rewarding skills: to
receive it with grace, to commit to reflecting on it, and to intelligently
respond to it. Let’s now look at how to put feedback to work.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 7

The prism metaphor: Every time we get a new perspective on
our behavior, it helps us see ourselves in a richer, more
multidimensional way.
The MUM effect: People prefer to withhold the truth when it
comes to telling us how they see us.
CEO Disease: The tendency for people in powerful positions to be
less self-aware; when the overconfidence that results from past
successes makes it challenging to hear feedback—and others
reluctant to give
The Ostrich Trinity: The excuses we make up to avoid getting
feedback: I don’t need to ask for it; I shouldn’t ask for it; I don’t
want to ask for it.
Tools for eliciting candid feedback



1. 360 feedback
2. The RIGHT Feedback

The right people: Loving critics
The right questions: Specific, test a hypothesis about
ourselves
The right process: Observation period, conversations,
follow-up

3. The Dinner of Truth

*1 This is certainly not to suggest that being an introvert makes anyone a poor
public speaker, but rather that for some introverts, public speaking can be
especially challenging.

*2 If you’re not familiar with this model: you’re asking what you should start doing
that you’re not doing, what to stop doing that isn’t serving you well, and what to
continue doing to be successful.

*3 Though with more than one, you may risk a Real Housewives of New Jersey–
style table-flipping incident.



8
RECEIVING, REFLECTING ON, AND RESPONDING

TO DIFFICULT OR SURPRISING FEEDBACK

If you wish information and improvement from the
knowledge of others, and yet at the same time express

yourself as firmly fix’d in your present opinions, modest,
sensible men who do not love disputation, will probably
leave you undisturbed in the possession of your error.

—BEN FRANKLIN

If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that sometimes the
greatest minds in psychology are also the minds in greatest need of
psychology. One semester, I worked as a teaching assistant for an
esteemed psychology professor. Unfortunately, she hadn’t gotten off
on the best foot with her students. They saw her lectures as vague and
confusing and her aloof demeanor as an impediment to their learning.
Time and again, her students begged me to bring their concerns to her,
but I couldn’t imagine having such a conversation without breaking
out in hives. It would’ve probably proven pointless anyway—and
perhaps even made the situation worse.

As the weeks turned into slow, painful months, I helplessly watched
the situation unfold. She soldiered on, apparently without thinking,
and the students became more alienated and disenchanted. Then, one
bright spring morning, I was sitting in my office when I received the
following e-mail from her:

As we’re winding down the year, I wanted to reach out to a



few key people I’ve worked with to ask for your feedback.
I’d like your candid observations on what I’m doing well
and what I can do better. Please schedule a meeting where
we can review your feedback.

I was amazed. Up until this point, she had appeared completely
oblivious about how she was coming across in the classroom—and yet
here she was, making the brave choice to actively seek feedback. So
when my shock eventually subsided, I felt truly hopeful. My professor
was giving me an opportunity that, if I responded appropriately, could
improve the learning experiences of generations of future students.
This would probably be my one shot to do it, so I put everything I had
into preparing for our meeting. In the week leading up to our
appointment, I spent no small amount of time combining what I’d
heard from her students with my own observations. When I finally hit
“print,” the finished document was, if I do say so myself, finely crafted,
specific, and fair.

The morning of our meeting, I woke up with a pit in my stomach. I
still remember standing outside my professor’s office, clutching my
handout as I waited for her to call me in, my excitement quickly
turning to terror. With sweaty palms, I pushed the document across
the table and began my carefully planned monologue.

“All the students really value the depth of your knowledge and
experience, but there are times when you can be perceived as
unapproachable,” I told her.

Her brow furrowed. “Of course,” I quickly continued, “I have no
doubt at all that you’d do anything in your power to help your students
in any way you can. But I also think there are a few presentational
barriers that are preventing you from getting the very best out of
them.” The furrow had become a deep frown. “For example, one
student I spoke with mentioned a time when he asked for clarification
on something you said in your lecture and you just gave him the page
number of the textbook. When he checked it out, he was still confused,
but was reluctant to bring it up again. He ended up missing two
questions on the exam.”



By now she looked visibly uncomfortable. But seeing how much she
was struggling with the process made me admire her all the more.
When I finally finished, I breathed a sigh of relief and awaited the
words of gratitude that would undoubtedly follow.

What happened next gives me flashbacks to this day. My professor
slid my handout back to me and flatly stated, “Well, that’s nice. But
isn’t all of this just your opinion?”

That’s when it hit me. She had never wanted my honest feedback in
the first place—she wanted the Kabuki-theater version of honest
feedback: the kind where I told her she was doing a great job and that
all the students loved her, even though that was far from the objective
reality.

The point here is that seeking out the truth is a necessary but not
completely sufficient step in becoming externally self-aware. To gain
true insight, we also have to learn how to hear that truth—
not just listen to it, but really hear it. Now I’m not claiming that
this is ever easy. In my coaching practice, I’ve seen just about every
possible negative reaction to feedback—yelling, crying, silence, denial,
you name it. In a misguided attempt to cling to the comfortable mental
image we have of ourselves, it’s tempting to react by getting angry and
defensive (remember Steve?) or trying to run away (either literally or
by not listening, shrugging it off, or pretending it never happened).
Even our unicorns get tripped up. But when we make excuses, explain
feedback away, or blame it on bad moods or biases, we’re only hurting
ourselves.

In this chapter, we’ll focus on how to successfully receive, reflect on,
and respond to feedback. Through a tool called the 3R Model, we’ll
learn how to resist the siren song of denial and hear difficult or
surprising feedback with open ears and an open mind. As we’ll learn,
what we hear can take a few possible forms: it might be critical and
surprise us. It might be critical and support our preexisting beliefs. Or,
it might even be positive, either confirming or opening our eyes to a
strength we didn’t know we had. And it’s not until we’ve received
feedback that the real challenge begins: to carefully weigh the source,
find the valuable elements, and decide what we’re going to do about



them. (It would, of course, be overly simplistic to imply that we should
blindly accept and act on whatever we hear.) But whatever the case,
successfully responding to feedback depends on understanding what
we’ve heard—and then lining up the other person’s perspective on our
pillars of insight with our own. So let’s start there.

THE 3R MODEL
We first met Florence, the Nigerian businesswoman, political activist,
and unicorn in the first chapter of this book. In her role as a manager
at an oil and gas company in the Nigerian capital of Abuja, she is lucky
to have a strong and supportive relationship with her boss. But one
day, he gave her some rather unwitting feedback that rocked her to her
core.

As part of the prep work for an upcoming training that Florence was
attending, the school had asked her boss to fill out a survey describing
her work approach. The day it was due, she was sitting in his cozy
office waiting for him to arrive for a meeting. As Florence gazed at the
family pictures hung with care on the warmly colored wall behind his
desk, something caught her eye. It was the feedback form. And he had
completed it.

After a few minutes earnestly attempting to not look at it, she did
what almost anyone in her position would have done: she peeked at
the form. Florence saw a question, “How would you describe the
participant?” and below it was her boss’s reply—just two words: “Very
ambitious.” Her jaw hit the floor, and not in a good way.

Now, to the average Westerner, this feedback wouldn’t be a
problem. In fact, it would likely be a compliment. But in Nigeria, there
are powerful social rules that govern who is “allowed” to be ambitious,
and that set of behaviors is only reserved for men. For a woman, being
ambitious—that is, wanting to succeed professionally, to support
herself, to make her own money—runs counter to her expected place
in society, as a mother, a wife, and a homemaker. Therefore, a woman



who is ambitious is also seen as shunning the role she is expected to
play in the world.

Florence was so shocked that she wasn’t even going to pretend she
hadn’t been reading the feedback form. In all her years, she’d never
thought of herself as ambitious. But though it wouldn’t be easy,
Florence was determined to explore this surprising new data and come
out the other side braver and wiser. And ever the unicorn, she
approached this process in a way that’s a perfect illustration of the 3R
Model, which I’ve used for many years to help others (and frankly,
myself) stay in control of how we receive, reflect on, and respond to
feedback.

The process starts with receiving feedback, and Florence had just
been given that gift whether she wanted it or not. And though she was
shocked to hear that she was seen as ambitious, she was also
determined not to let her emotions get the better of her. Pausing for a
moment and taking a deep breath, she asked herself what she was
feeling. I am upset, she admitted to herself, but there might be
something valuable for me in this feedback anyway. Florence’s
simple but powerful decision to mine the insight potential in her
boss’s feedback led her to wonder, What am I doing that’s causing
him to see me that way?

When her boss returned to his office, Florence summoned the will to
calmly ask a series of questions: “Can you tell me more about what you
mean when you say ‘ambitious’?” “Can you give me a few examples?”
“When did you first notice this behavior?” As he answered, she
scribbled down his exact words in her notebook to refer to later.

For the next few days, Florence let her boss’s feedback rattle around
in her head. Interestingly, when it comes to reflecting on feedback
(the second step in the 3R Model), unicorns wisely avoid the
temptation to jump in right away. Most reported giving themselves
days or even weeks to bounce back after hearing something truly
surprising or upsetting.

When, Florence was ready to figure out what this strange feedback
meant, she asked herself three questions. First, do I understand
this feedback? Although she wasn’t as upset as she’d been when she



heard it, she was just as perplexed. So she decided to talk to a few
loving critics. Although Florence’s gut reaction had been to label the
feedback as negative, she soon learned that her loving critics had a
more nuanced view. Her confidence did sometimes create friction with
people, at least initially, but when they got to know her better, they
realized that her self-assurance gave her a unique edge.

This then led Florence to ask, how will this affect my long-term
success and well-being? Remember, not all feedback is accurate or
important, and as I mentioned earlier, unicorns are surprisingly picky
about what they let in. After all, as Roman philosopher Marcus
Aurelius reminds us, “Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact.” To
figure out what is worth listening to, a good rule of thumb is to look at
how pervasive a particular behavior is. Feedback from one person is a
perspective; feedback from two people is a pattern; but feedback from
three or more people is likely to be as close to a fact as you can get.
Florence had clearly heard she was “ambitious” from so many people
that she had to listen. But she was realizing that, despite the
unfavorable cultural connotations, it wasn’t actually having a negative
impact on her long-term success—if anything, it was helping her
accomplish her goals.

This realization propelled Florence to her final question, do I want
to act on this feedback, and if so, how? Sometimes, even when
we understand feedback and determine that it matters, we might
decide not to respond to it right away. Ultimately, it’s up to us to figure
out whether making a particular change will provide a sufficient return
for the effort and time it requires.

Florence did decide to respond to the feedback (the final step in
the 3R Model), but not in the way you might expect. This process had
led her to discover that even as a woman in her culture, she didn’t
have to be timid. She’d begun to realize that her unique combination
of humility and confidence was not, in fact, a weakness: it was
precisely what would help her achieve great things. And though she
would always consider other people’s feelings and emotions, she was
going to live her life on her own terms. “There will always be people
who say ‘Don’t climb that high—you will fall,’ ” she thought. “But I



won’t listen to them anymore.”
Florence’s chance peek at two words on a piece of paper set in

motion a series of discoveries that didn’t just increase her external
self-awareness, but helped lay the foundation to make a more powerful
mark on the world. This is a compelling lesson: if we can receive
feedback with grace, reflect on it with courage, and respond to it with
purpose, we are capable of unearthing unimaginable insights from the
most unlikely of places.

SELF-AFFIRMATION: NOT JUST FOR STUART SMALLEY
When you picture a chess grandmaster, what image comes to mind?
Probably someone who is quiet and serious; perhaps a Bobby Fischer–
like image hunched over a chessboard, or a studious-looking type in a
turtleneck and tweed blazer facing off against a supercomputer. But
whatever your mental image, which gender did you assign to your
grandmaster? In all likelihood, your grandmaster was male, and in
this you wouldn’t be alone. This is just one of many unconscious
stereotypes that even the most enlightened people involuntarily
possess. But while many of us are at least somewhat aware of the
stereotypes we have about others, we often lack insight into a more
surprising sort of stereotype: the self-limiting beliefs we hold
about ourselves and how others see us. And whether we know it
or not, we all have them.

But how do these stereotypes relate to dealing with feedback and
improving our external self-awareness? Put simply, when we receive
difficult feedback in areas that play into our existing insecurities, it can
cut like a knife. Whereas the feedback Florence received from her boss
was (at least initially) critical and surprising, sometimes feedback can
be critical and confirming—in other words, it backs up a weakness we
already believe is there. And unfortunately, the confirmation of those
beliefs can cause us to shut down, feel helpless, or give up altogether.
In a minute, we’ll learn a simple tool to inoculate ourselves against
such responses. But first, let’s see just how harmful our self-limiting



beliefs can be.
In 2014, psychologists Hank Rothgerber and Katie Wolsiefer wanted

to learn whether the stereotype of chess players as being male
influenced the performance of female chess players. Using data from
the United States Chess Federation, they analyzed the stats from a
dozen elementary, middle, and high school scholastic chess
tournaments, looking for patterns in how male and female students
fared depending on the gender of their opponents. Just as they
predicted, females paired with male opponents performed
significantly worse—a full 20 percent worse—than those paired with
other females.*1 Why? When we hold negative stereotypes about our
abilities—in this case, it was the girls’ belief that boys were better at
chess—our fear of confirming them can become a self-fulfilling
prophecy, even before we receive any sort of feedback.

This effect was dubbed stereotype threat by psychologists Claude
Steele and Joshua Aronson, and it’s been demonstrated for a variety of
stereotyped groups and in a wide swath of areas. In one of Steele and
Aronson’s studies, when African American students were told that a
standardized test was a measure of intelligence (playing into the
prevalent stereotype that they’d underperform their European
American counterparts), that’s exactly what happened. But when the
students weren’t told that the test measured intelligence, both groups
scored similarly. In another study, when researchers reminded
collegiate athletes, who are often stereotyped as poor academic
performers, of their “jock” identities, they scored 12 percent lower
than non-athletes on a Graduate Record Examination (GRE) test.

Stereotype threat doesn’t just hurt performance on individual tests
or tasks; it can seriously limit our long-term success. For many
decades since women entered the workforce en masse, there has been
a persistent gender gap in the sciences. (Despite no inherent
differences in ability, women hold only 22 percent of the science and
engineering jobs in the United States.) Many explanations focus on
things like cultural expectations or norms. But a full decade before
Sheryl Sandberg published Lean In, Joyce Erhlinger and David
Dunning uncovered another contributing factor. They asked male and



female university students to rate their ability to reason about science.
Several weeks later, they invited those same students to participate in
a supposedly unrelated study of scientific reasoning. Results revealed
that women’s views of their abilities were an average of 15 percent
lower than men’s, regardless of how they performed on the test. These
findings suggest that women’s self-limiting beliefs, and the subsequent
choices they make about which profession to pursue, are likely
significant contributors to the gender gap in the sciences.

Thankfully, there’s a simple intervention we can use to inoculate
ourselves against these self-limiting effects: a process Claude Steele
dubbed self-affirmation. When faced with feedback in an area that
plays into our self-limiting beliefs, merely taking a few minutes to
remind ourselves of another important aspect of our
identity than the one being threatened shores up our
“psychological immune system.” Let’s say that you’re about to walk
into your performance appraisal after a tough year where you haven’t
met your numbers. One way you can defend yourself against this
looming threat is to remember that you’re a loving parent, or a
devoted community volunteer, or a good friend.

This might sound simplistic or pie-in-the-sky, but I can assure you
that the research supports it. For example, psychologist Geoffrey
Cohen instructed a group of African American seventh-graders who
were at risk of stereotype threat to take just 10 minutes at the
beginning of the semester to write about their most important values.
At the end of the semester, 70 percent earned higher grades relative to
a group who did not perform the exercise, an improvement which
resulted in a 40-percent reduction in the racial achievement gap.
Fascinatingly, there’s even evidence that self-affirmation buffers our
physical responses to threat—it reduces our levels of the stress
hormone cortisol, which helps us think more rationally and not lose
sight of the bigger picture.*2

If you’ve ever seen Al Franken’s character Stuart Smalley on
Saturday Night Live, the self-affirmation process might conjure
images of a pudgy man in a yellow sweater standing in front of a
mirror repeating in a calm, monotone voice, “I’m good enough, I’m



smart enough, and doggone it, people like me.” Indeed, on the face of
it, isn’t saying that we’re great no matter what tantamount to the Feel
Good Effect? Might self-affirmation simply result in our trivializing
tough feedback or explaining it away?

This couldn’t be further from the truth. The rigorous scientific
research on the practice clearly shows that, rather than causing us to
trivialize what we hear, it actually helps us hear tough truths.
According to researcher David Sherman, self-affirmation makes us
“more open to ideas that would otherwise be too painful to accept.”
After all, when we remember the greater picture of who we are, we can
put seemingly threatening information in its proper perspective.

I learned this lesson myself a few years ago. Right around the time I
started working on this book, I was getting ready to attend a holiday
party thrown by an old high school friend. And to put it mildly, I
hadn’t had the best day. Like many authors I know, when I’m writing a
book, I cycle between two polar-opposite emotions: euphoric
excitement and crippling self-doubt (my husband has dubbed it ABD,
or Author Bipolar Disorder). I had been working on a few central
sections and struggling to synthesize some of our study’s findings.
Earlier that week, after what felt like a million false starts, I had finally
cobbled a few thoughts together. But I was worried that they weren’t
working, so I’d shot them over to a friend of mine who works in
publishing to get his take.

Much to my horror, he was even less impressed than I thought he
would be. Because I was already feeling deeply insecure, his comments
sent me into a spiral of even greater self-doubt. What’s worse, I
received my friend’s feedback less than an hour before I had to leave
for the party. Naturally, I spent that hour sulking around and
wondering if I should even go. To hell with it, I thought, if I do, at least
I can forget about my book for a few hours.

As I arrived at the warm, cozy restaurant, I was elated to see many
familiar faces I hadn’t seen in years. For context, my high school
experience was an uncommonly positive one. (Luckily, you didn’t get
stuffed in lockers for getting good grades or doing theater, otherwise I
would have really been in trouble.) An evening reminiscing with my



old friends was just what I needed.
When I returned home, a dull, sweet pang of nostalgia washed over

me. Things were so easy back then, I wistfully recalled. But at the
same time, I noticed a welcome sense of perspective on my writing
struggles. My high school self never shrank in the face of a challenge.
Why would my current self be any different? I drifted off to sleep that
night with a feeling of peaceful resolve, and slept better than I had in a
long time.

The next morning, I dragged myself out of bed and, coffee in hand,
padded to my office. I felt the same sensation of dread that I’d felt
most mornings that week. I will figure this out, I kept repeating to
myself. And just as I was about to fall into another ruminative pit of
despair, something clicked. All of a sudden, I saw the material in a new
way—a way that made much, much more sense. By the end of the day,
I’d sent my revisions to my friend to review, and to my utter relief, he
loved them. I realized that the party had been more than just an
enjoyable night with old friends; it had provided powerful self-
affirmation that helped me put my friend’s feedback—feedback that
tapped into my deepest fears and insecurities—into perspective. That
affirmation kept my self-limiting beliefs at bay, and inspired me to
tackle the challenge anew.

My own anecdotal experience aside, researchers have recently
discovered that reminiscing can indeed be a powerful
mechanism for self-affirmation. For instance, researcher
Matthew Vess and his colleagues asked undergraduate psychology
students to recall a positive memory from their past before receiving
negative feedback about their performance on an analytical reasoning
test. Those who reminisced weren’t just less defensive;
counterintuitively, they were also less likely to hold delusional beliefs
about their abilities. Other studies have shown that reminiscing
reduces rumination and increases well-being.

So whether you self-affirm by evoking the past or remembering your
most important values, you can inoculate yourself against threatening
feedback and hear it less defensively. Regardless of the approach you
use, though, research has shown that self-affirmation is most



effective when you do it before getting threatening feedback.
And though it can sometimes sneak up on us, as it did in Florence’s
case, there are times when we can anticipate this kind of feedback,
especially when we’ve sought it out on our own terms. So when you
know difficult feedback might be coming, spend a few minutes shoring
yourself up first. Think of self-affirmation as an insurance policy: what
you hear might not be a catastrophe, but if it is, you’ll be covered.

THE FLAWS IN OUR FABRIC: WHEN CHANGE ISN’T AN OPTION
Entrepreneur Levi King was born and raised on a farm in rural Idaho.
After paying his way through college by working at an electric sign
manufacturing company, he started a sign business of his own shortly
after graduation. He sold it for a healthy profit when he was just 23
years old, and then went on to start a financial services company. But a
few years later, a seemingly innocuous action sent Levi down the road
to one of the most difficult—but important—insights of his career.

He had just fired a new sales rep for what he thought were extremely
clear-cut reasons. But his business partner, who’d hired the now-ex-
rep, disagreed. Naturally, both men believed they were right and the
other was wrong. Eventually the conflict morphed into an all-out
argument about who was the better leader. The partners decided to
settle the question empirically: they would each take a 360
assessment, learn the truth from their teams, and compare their
findings. When the results came in, Levi was sure he’d be vindicated.

But the truth wasn’t so rosy. His team rated him lower on many
measures than he’d expected, and worse yet, all of the things he
fancied himself to be best at, like communication, were the things his
team thought he did most poorly. This was a turning point for Levi. He
realized that he could either, in his words, “double down and become
an even bigger asshole, or learn what the heck I was doing wrong.” He
chose the latter and embarked on a process to better understand his
communication style and leadership behaviors.



Yet after reading many books on brain science and communication,
Levi came to the informed conclusion that he might never truly be
successful at being personable, no matter how much work he put in. It
just wasn’t, he discovered, how he was wired. At this point, you’re
probably assuming that I’m about to tell you about how he pushed
through this barrier, worked on himself, and emerged from the
process a master communicator. But that’s not what happened.
Instead, Levi accepted that communication would never be his forte.
And he was okay with that.

But was this wise? After earning these hard-won insights, shouldn’t
he have worked harder to turn them into action? Here’s the truth: in
the process of moving from mirror to prism, we will sometimes
uncover things that will be difficult to change—flaws that are woven
throughout the fabric of who we are. The best way to manage our
weaknesses isn’t always clear-cut, but the first step is to
openly admit them to ourselves, and then to others.
Sometimes we can make small changes that have a big payoff.
Occasionally, we can completely transform. But in a few cases, the
right response is, as they say in Alcoholics Anonymous, to accept the
things we cannot change. That’s exactly what Levi did.

Now armed with this insight, it was time for him to come clean to
his team. Because his employees had given input to his 360, he knew
they were wondering what came of it, and he wanted to be open about
the whole thing anyway. So he called a company meeting, which he
began by thanking them for their feedback. He then explained how
he’d come to the conclusion that working on his social skills wouldn’t
yield meaningful returns. “In the future, it’s unlikely that I will tell you
good morning,” he told them. “I’ll forget your birthday. You’ll have a
baby and I won’t remember to say anything to you about it.” A sinking
feeling engulfed the room—his employees wondered why on earth
their boss was telling them all this, and what it could possibly mean.

As if he was reading their minds, Levi continued, “But I do care
about you—deeply—and I want to tell you how I am going to show you
that. I’ll show you by giving you a safe place to work. I’ll show you by
confirming that your paychecks clear. I’ll show you by making sure you



find meaning in what you do. Those are things I can promise you.”
To Levi’s great surprise, the act of openly acknowledging these new

truths paid off in ways he could have never imagined. Now that his
team knew that he understood his biggest weakness, they no longer
saw him as a too-big-for-his-britches, 25-year-old punk. They could
even see the humor in situations where he was behaving badly. One
day not long after his bare-all meeting, he was trying to make small
talk with his head of HR and finance. He wanted to say something nice
to her and noticed that she was wearing a shirt with a flower detail on
the sleeves. “That’s a nice shirt,” he attempted.

“How weird,” she replied, “you don’t normally compliment me on
what I wear.”

“That’s because you don’t wear nice things—normally you just wear
plain old T-shirts.” And instantly, she burst out laughing.

It’s been more than 10 years (and five more successful start-ups)
since Levi’s 360. And he’s found that admitting—and often letting his
team playfully joke about—his weaknesses has helped him reach a new
level of success.

He is evidence that when it comes to surprising and critical
feedback, though changing is often a good option, it’s not the
only option. Sometimes being self-aware simply means admitting
these flaws to ourselves—and to our colleagues, our employees, our
friends, and our families—while setting expectations for how we are
likely to behave. And as they say, when we let go of the things we
cannot change, it frees up the energy to focus on changing the things
we can.

DISCOVERING OUR STRENGTHS
So far in this chapter, we’ve seen many examples of people who
learned how to cope with disquieting feedback. But it’s worth
mentioning that building external self-awareness isn’t about learning
all the things we’re doing poorly. It’s also about better understanding



our unique strengths, skills, and contributions—and leveraging these
insights for greater personal success. In the process of learning the
truth about how we’re seen, we’re just as likely to encounter pleasant
surprises as unpleasant ones.

I had an experience a few years ago that serves as a perfect example.
I met Tom when I was teaching a strategy course to a group of
corporate leaders. Tom was a self-professed “engineer’s engineer”—a
classic introvert who wasn’t “very good with people.” Tom told me that
even though he loved engineering, he was feeling stalled and
unfulfilled in his current role. I asked what he’d be doing if he could
have any job in the world. He thought for a moment and replied that
he didn’t know, but that he was sure it wouldn’t involve another
promotion. “I just can’t get anyone to listen to me,” he explained
matter-of-factly. “I’m not very influential.” When I asked why, he
simply shrugged and said that engineers aren’t usually very good at
“people stuff.”

“Why don’t I observe you this week and tell you whether or not I
agree?” I offered. He consented, and we shook on it.

During our last evening together, the class was beginning an
elaborate team-building activity. They were gathered in an immense
hotel ballroom, surrounded by tables piled high with building supplies
—PVC pipes, wood, hammers, ladders. Their task was to construct a
device that moved a marble from one end of the room to another. But
things had gotten off to a bad start. Accustomed to always being the
smartest one in the room, these leaders were having a hard time
listening to each other’s ideas. Naturally, they weren’t making progress
on the task at hand, and I could see them getting more frustrated by
the minute.

All of a sudden, I heard a loud, confident voice break through the
cacophony—and to my utter surprise, it was Tom. He had climbed
almost to the top of one of the ladders and was smiling ear to ear,
clearly fired up about the engineering problem they’d been asked to
solve. But given what he had told me about his people skills, I braced
myself for a disaster. “OK, gang,” he began, “many of you know my
background is in engineering. I don’t have all the answers, but I have a



few ideas. Tell me what you think about this…”
Just like that, the tone of the conversation changed. All of a sudden,

people were listening instead of talking. They were cooperating instead
of arguing. They were engaged instead of checked out. And they
finished their task far faster than I would have predicted.

I sat there watching, completely dumbfounded as Tom’s exuberant
team members showered him with handshakes and high-fives.
Afterward, I rushed up to him, grabbed his shoulders, and shouted,
“Tom! Do you know what you just did?! That is the single most
powerful example of influence I’ve seen this whole week!” I was even
more astonished to see him looking back at me blankly, unsure of what
he’d just done to warrant such an effusive compliment.

Tom and I spent the rest of the evening talking. Seeing him wrestle
with this new, positive data about himself was an important reminder:
surprising feedback can often open our eyes to strengths we
never knew we had. And though this new information initially
threw Tom’s whole self-image into question (after all, he had spent
essentially his entire career believing in his ineffectuality at
influencing others), by looking through the prism rather than just at
his own reflection, he could now see a richer, more complete image of
who he was. He had always been a natural leader—he just needed a bit
of help to see what was already there. Tom felt a renewed focus, not
just in his career, but in his life. “You know what? I am going to apply
for that promotion,” he told me, “I think I’ll do well.” And that he did.

While Tom’s strength came as a surprise, sometimes an outside
perspective can reaffirm a positive quality that we hope we have in a
way that helps us make more confident decisions. Kelsey, a unicorn,
worked as a geologist for the first eight years of his career. But with
each passing month, his interest in leaving to become a teacher grew
stronger. Eventually, the urge was too powerful to resist, and he left
his job and applied to a master’s program in education.

When Kelsey announced the decision to his friends and family, he
was surprised and gratified by their response. They gushed, “You’re
going to be a great teacher! You’re so patient! I’d be lucky to have my
kids in your class.” As if that wasn’t enough validation, when word of



his choice spread around his tight-knit community, neighbors Kelsey
didn’t know particularly well came out of the woodwork to tell him
what a smart choice he was making. Even though they’d never seen
him teach, it seemed that his reputation had preceded him.

When he’d initially made his decision, Kelsey wasn’t sure if he’d
made the right choice—he suspected he might have it in him to be an
effective teacher, but how could he be sure? His neighbors’ and
friends’ feedback had given him the boost of confidence he needed.
What’s more, he figured, if people saw him this way, he now had an
obligation to live up to their expectations. Fast-forward to today: he’s
thriving as a middle-school science teacher, his students love him, and
he’s proven to be a powerful force in the classroom.

At the end of the day, as Ben Franklin put it at the beginning of this
chapter, when we “seek information and improvement from the
knowledge of others,” there are quite a few outcomes and a few
potential courses of action. When we learn something critical and
surprising, we can work to change, like Steve; to reframe the
feedback, like Florence; or to embrace it and be open about it, like
Levi. When we learn something critical and confirming—that is,
something that reinforces our prior insecurities or vulnerabilities—we
can use self-affirmation to channel it productively and work to
minimize the impact of that weakness on our careers and our lives.
With positive and surprising feedback, we can acknowledge and
further invest in our newfound strengths, like Tom. And finally, as we
saw with Kelsey, positive and confirming feedback gives us the
confidence we need to continue on our chosen paths.

And regardless of how surprising or upsetting or gratifying that
feedback may feel, reflecting on it and responding to it are far, far
better than the alternative. As author Marianne Williamson once said,
“It takes courage…to endure the sharp pains of self-discovery rather
than choose…the dull pain of unconsciousness that would last the rest
of our lives.” The most successful, fulfilled, and self-aware people are
simply not content with this dull pain. They take charge, bravely
seeking out the truth on their own terms, making sense of it, and using
it to improve where they can—all the while knowing that the



occasional sharp pains of self-discovery are absolutely worth it.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 8

Self-limiting beliefs/Stereotype threat: The stereotypes we hold
about ourselves that hold us back.
Four types of feedback: Positive and confirming, positive and
surprising, negative and confirming, negative and surprising.
Tools to deal with surprising or difficult feedback

1. The 3R Model: Receive, Reflect, Respond
2. Self-affirmation: Not deluding ourselves to think we are better

than we are, but rather, reminding ourselves of our objective
strengths and seeing the bigger picture of who we are

Tool: Affirming our values
Tool: Reminiscing

3. Accept what we can’t change (and put our energy toward what
we can)

*1 However, for this effect to emerge, she had to be matched up with a moderately
to highly competent (as opposed to an incompetent) male opponent.

*2 In one study, Stage I and II breast cancer patients who completed a self-
affirmation exercise coped better with stress—and even showed fewer physical
symptoms—a full three months later compared to those who hadn’t done the
exercise.
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The Bigger Picture



9
HOW LEADERS BUILD SELF-AWARE TEAMS AND

ORGANIZATIONS

The truth is incontrovertible. Malice may attack it,
ignorance may deride it, but in the end, there it is.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL

As Mike appeared in the doorway, his boss smiled warmly. Not only
was Mike a brilliant and talented aeronautical engineer; he was the 25-
year-old manager’s very first employee—and in a short time, Mike’s
boss had grown quite fond of him.

“Mike!” he said. “Great to see you. Do you have your latest
coordination sheet for me?”

“I do,” said Mike, slapping the sheet onto the desk with surprising
force. “But before you suggest any more changes, I want to let you
know that I’m quitting.”

Mike’s boss was stunned. He had worked hard to instill his attention
to detail and commitment to excellence in this eager engineer. This
was how Mike was repaying him? “Wh—what? Why are you quitting?”
he stammered, his smile now replaced by a look of abject panic.

“Because you are driving me nuts!” said Mike. “This is my
fourteenth round of revisions.”

“But I just want—”
“We’re at the point of diminishing returns here, sir.” said the young

engineer. “I think it would be better for both of us if I moved on.”
Mike’s boss was shaken to the core. “I would hate to see you go,” he



pleaded. “Is there anything I can do to change your mind?”
But before his boss could even finish asking the question, Mike

shouted, “No! I have to get away from you!” and left abruptly. My
management career sure doesn’t seem to be off to a very good start,
the rejected leader realized as he stared helplessly out the window.

A few days passed, and Mike’s now former boss asked if he would be
willing to share what had gone wrong. And Mike did—in excruciating
detail. Apparently, the young leader had a big problem. His nitpicking
went beyond micromanagement. He’d been trying to teach Mike to
think exactly like him, work exactly like him, and be exactly like him.
Though Mike wanted to learn from his manager, he certainly didn’t
want to become him.

Mike’s boss never forgot that feedback. Though it was hard to hear,
it turned out to be the alarm-clock moment that marked the beginning
of his incredible journey as a leader. You see, Mike’s boss was 25-year-
old Alan Mulally, the unicorn and future CEO who would go on to save
not just one, but two of America’s most iconic businesses.

In a 2012 commencement speech at his alma mater, the University
of Kansas, Mulally coined a term for those moments of unexpected
insight. “A gem,” he explains, “is a learning that enables us to
reevaluate what we’re doing.” And the gem he received from Mike that
day was that it was wrong to try to make employees in his own image.
That as a leader, his role wasn’t to control their every move, but
instead to help connect them with the bigger picture, give them the
right tools, and provide the space to make mistakes but still hold them
accountable.

Grabbing my arm and grinning as he recounted the story, Mulally
exclaimed, “I was so lucky that Mike made me aware of this behavior
so early in my management career! Can you imagine if no one had told
me for years, or for decades? What a gift!”

Up until now, we’ve focused on self-awareness at an individual level.
In this chapter, we’ll explore what self-aware teams and organizations
look like, and what you as a leader can do to get yours there. As you’ll
see, such teams start with a self-aware leader who makes a
commitment to instill insight into the very fabric of the team and



organization. Indeed, Mulally believes that this passion for creating
collective awareness was one of the key factors in his immense success.
As he told me, “if you don’t know what’s going on, that’s what’s really
terrifying.”

And even though this chapter will focus on teams in a business
setting, you’ll likely find other applications outside the workplace:
your family, community groups, school projects, PTA, garage bands,
beer-league hockey teams, etc. (And by the way, if you’re not in a
formal or informal leadership position, I’ll show you how to deal with
unaware bosses and peers in the next chapter.) You’ll discover that no
matter what kind of team you’re leading, whether you have one direct
report or a thousand, you can’t create awareness by just waking up one
day and deciding that everyone should be brutally honest with each
other. In fact, without laying the foundation, you’ll find yourself in
more trouble than you had to begin with. But most teams can become
self-aware and reap the substantial rewards that such insight brings.

It was a chilly November morning in Dearborn, Michigan. As Mark
Fields walked into the Thunderbird Room on the 11th floor of the Ford
world headquarters, he had, by his estimation, a 50-50 chance of
walking out without his job as president of the company’s Americas
region.

The year was 2006, and Ford was on the brink of bankruptcy.
Saddled with sky-high cycle times, plummeting quality levels,
astronomical labor costs, and rising fuel prices, Ford’s business model
had become untenable. Unable to compete domestically or
internationally, the company had lost a whopping 25 percent of its
market share over the last 15 years. But these failings most certainly
weren’t due to a lack of effort by the man in the top job.

Forty-four-year-old chairman and CEO Bill Ford had taken the reins
four years earlier to try to save his great-grandfather’s company. He
was sharp, self-aware, and possessed a humility and work ethic that
belied his privileged upbringing. And though he briefly got Ford back
in the black, by 2006, the company was facing its worst yearly loss in
its history—almost $17 billion. After five years of herculean efforts



(during which he never took a salary), Bill Ford was finally forced to
face the reality that he couldn’t save his beloved company on his own.

The organization’s problems ran deep. It wasn’t just their flawed
business model or inability to grapple with increasing global
competition; these things were merely symptoms of a larger ailment.
As journalist Bryce Hoffman described in his superb book about Ford’s
turnaround, American Icon:

[Bill] Ford found himself unable to overcome an
entrenched, careerist culture that resisted all change and
put individual advancement ahead of corporate
success….Executives plotted ways to undermine one
another’s efforts, while on the factory floor, union bosses
jealously defended their members’ rich benefits and scoffed
at attempts to boost productivity.

The company’s culture, in other words, was completely broken. And
in July of 2006, Bill Ford announced to the board that he wasn’t up to
the challenge of fixing it: “This company means a lot to me. I have a lot
tied up in it. But the one thing I don’t is my ego…help me find a
solution.”*1 Although his successor is credited with one of the most
impressive turnarounds in corporate history, it was Bill Ford’s
unflinching self-awareness that made it possible.

That help would come in the form of 61-year-old Alan Mulally, the
then-president and CEO of Boeing’s Commercial Airplane division, a
spirited, red-haired Kansan with a track record of technical excellence,
bottom-line results, and dramatic turnarounds. After 37 years at
Boeing, Mulally had not only saved the company from near-
bankruptcy in the aftermath of 9/11; he’d led their program to design
the 777—the five-year, $5 billion project that single-handedly
propelled Boeing ahead of its competition for years to come.

From the moment he arrived at Ford’s world headquarters on
September 5, 2006, it was clear that Mulally was radically different
from his predecessors. In an industry plagued by megalomania,
secrecy, and paranoia, he was open, approachable, and completely



unpretentious. He ate in the employee cafeteria and greeted strangers
with a hug, a kiss, or a pat on the back. But those who confused
Mulally’s agreeableness for weakness were quickly disabused of that
notion. A friend of his once remarked, “Don’t mistake Alan’s smile for
a lack of purpose. The man has a backbone of titanium.”

Mulally knew that the foundational challenge of Ford’s turnaround
would be to start transforming the company’s secretive, change-
resistant, siloed culture into a more open, collaborative, transparent
one. And in his very first press conference as CEO, Mulally made it
clear that the truth would be king: when asked what model of car he
drove, he stunned reporters by replying, “A Lexus. It’s the finest car in
the world.” (It’s worth noting that Ford’s executives didn’t drive Fords,
either, stealthily parking their Jaguars and Land Rovers in the garage
beneath the company’s world headquarters. They just weren’t
admitting it to reporters.)

One thing was clear from the outset: if Mulally was going to
transform his new company’s culture, he had to start with his
executive team. The first change he introduced was a weekly meeting
to review the status of the business, which he called the Business
Process Review, or BPR. Replacing all other pointless and inefficient
corporate-level meetings, the purpose of the BPR was awareness—to
ensure that everyone knew the plan, the status of that plan,
and the reality of the challenges the company was facing.

The BPR would be held on the same day and at the same time each
week—Thursday mornings at 7:00 a.m.—and it would be mandatory
for all members of the executive team. They’d review 320 metrics on
everything from vehicle launches to revenue streams to productivity.
Each metric would be assigned a color: green if it was on track, yellow
if it had potential problems, and red if it had definite ones. Each of
Mulally’s nine executives would have 10 minutes to deliver a succinct
report on, as Mulally puts it, “their respective progress toward creating
an exciting, viable, profitable, and growing Ford for the good of all
stakeholders.” Mulally emphasized that no one should hesitate to
surface problems and no one would be punished for telling the truth.

Ford’s first BPR took place on September 28, 2006. Mulally’s team



had no idea what to expect as they nervously streamed into the
Thunderbird Room, many with lieutenants in tow and all toting heavy
three-ring binders. They took their seats at the large round wooden
conference table, and Mulally called the meeting to order. First, he
repeated his vision: People working together as a lean global
enterprise for automotive leadership. To get there, he reminded them,
everyone would have to be open about everything that was going on in
their area of the business. “This is the only way I know how to
operate,” he said. “We need to have everybody involved. We need
everybody to be aware. And we’ll work together to turn the reds to
yellow and then to green.”

Although early BPRs took as many as seven hours, by October, the
team had settled into a rhythm. Unfortunately, however, the process
still left something to be desired. Despite the fact that the company
was at the risk of extinction, every chart that every executive
presented in every meeting was green. This was, as Bryce Hoffman
quips, “nothing short of bovine scatology.”

One week, after being presented with yet another forest of verdant
charts, Mulally decided he’d had enough. “Guys,” he said, interrupting
the meeting. “We’re going to lose seventeen billion dollars this year
and all the charts are green.” No one said anything. “Do you think
there’s anything that’s not going well? Maybe even just one little
thing?”

The meeting room filled with a thick and itchy silence. Seats were
shuffled in, throats were cleared, and eyes darted toward patent-
leather shoes. The executives smelled danger. And they knew exactly
what would happen to the first fool to show a red slide: the framed
family portrait on their desk would be at the bottom of a cardboard
box before lunch. This whole exercise was surely a trick.

Mulally tried to allay their fears. “We’re not going to be able to
manage a secret,” he said. He looked around the room once more. Yet
again, seats were shuffled upon, throats were cleared, and eyes darted
toward shoes. The executives hadn’t felt safe bringing up problems
under the previous leadership, so why should this new hotshot CEO be
any different?



The days passed and the drill remained the same. Green slides,
green slides, and more green slides. The truth, of course, was far less
rosy. Take, for example, what was happening with the company’s
much-hyped first crossover vehicle, the Ford Edge. It was in full
production and just weeks away from its much-anticipated launch
when mechanics discovered a problem with the actuator. This left the
executive responsible for the Edge, Mark Fields, with no option but to
call the entire operation to a halt.

As 10,000 lonely Ford Edges languished on the assembly lines,
Fields was rather on edge himself. This, he figured, was the
catastrophe that would cost him his job. After all, he’d been the man in
charge of Ford’s turnaround strategy before Mulally’s arrival and he
suspected he was seen as a threat to the new CEO. But he figured he
could do his colleagues one final favor: he’d call Mulally’s bluff.
Somebody has to figure out if this guy is for real, he thought. If I go
out, it might as well be in a blaze of glory.

And with the fearlessness of a man who had nothing to lose, as
Fields and his team prepared for the next day’s BPR, he decided to list
the product-launch metric as red.

When Fields walked into the BPR on that chilly November morning,
he really had no idea of how things would play out. He figured the
best-case scenario was that he’d get reamed out but keep his job.
Worst case, he’d get reamed out and be shown the door. Never did it
dawn on him that there was another possible outcome.

That week’s BPR began as it always did. His colleagues presented
their slides—and as usual, it was a veritable forest of green. Then it
was Fields’ turn. As Mulally recalls, “Up came the red slide. And
WHOOM—the air went out of the room.”

Fields cleared his throat. “On the Edge,” he said, “we have an
actuator issue, so we had to delay the launch.” The entire room cringed
as one. “We don’t know the solution, but we’re working on it.” As
Mulally recalls, this was the moment when people thought, Well, that’s
that. Two large men are going to burst into the room, grab Mark,
and cart him off, and we’ll never see him again.

And then, in the midst of that heaviest of silences came a surprising



sound: Alan Mulally’s exuberant applause. “Mark, this is great
visibility!” he grinned. Turning to his team, he asked, “What can we do
to help him out?” Right away, one of the executives suggested a
solution, and they were off and running.

After all this, Mulally was optimistic that finally, the executive team
would have their first successful BPR. Yet the next week, to his great
disappointment, all the slides were still green. But Mulally’s team saw
something that day that spoke volumes. When they entered the
Thunderbird Room, Mark Fields was sitting right next to a smiling
Mulally. Not only had he not been fired, he had actually been
commended. This was evidently the final proof that the cynical and
battle-weary executives needed. They actually believed it now—they
were in a new world. The following week, the decks they brought to
the BPR were a glorious rainbow of red and yellow gems.

According to Mulally, if there was a single defining moment in
Ford’s turnaround, this was it. Up until that point, Ford’s executives
had been afraid to surface problems; to tell each other the truth; to
give and receive honest feedback. The same mentality that had kept
them MUM about the realities of the business also kept them MUM
about their individual failures, team dysfunctions, and cultural
challenges. But now, for the first time, the team was confronting
reality.

From that point forward, they were on the open road (no pun
intended). As individuals, they understood expectations and were
facing their limiting beliefs and behaviors; as a team, they knew the
business environment, the plan, and the status of that plan. But it
wasn’t just the executive team who possessed this information.
Everyone in the company was trusted and expected to know the
direction, the role they played, and how things were going. This
information flowed to their stakeholders outside the organization—
their customers, investors, dealers, suppliers, and the public.

And the results speak for themselves. By 2009, in the midst of the
biggest economic crisis since the Great Depression, Ford was back in
the black, and it was the only one of the “Big Three” American
carmakers who didn’t take a cent of taxpayer bailout money. By 2011,



their profit had swelled to more than $20 billion. It was their second-
most profitable year in history.

If being individually self-aware means understanding who
you are and how others see you, a self-aware team commits
to that same understanding at a collective level. More
specifically, there are five things that self-aware teams regularly assess
and address: I call them the Five Cornerstones of Collective
Insight. First, their objectives: what are they trying to achieve?
Second, their progress toward those objectives: how are they doing?
Third, the processes they’re employing to achieve their objectives:
how are they getting there? Fourth, their assumptions about the
business and their environment: do they hold true? And finally, their
individual contributions: what impact is each person having on
the team’s performance?

As a result of their collective insight, self-aware teams are more
efficient, more effective, more innovative, and more rewarding to be a
part of. Unfortunately, as many can attest and studies often show, few
teams are naturally self-aware. Though the people who work alongside
us every day are often the ones with the most critical information
about how we’re doing, they’re usually the most likely to stay MUM.
And as we saw with the pre–Alan Mulally Ford, this doesn’t just sap
team members’ confidence and stoke their paranoia, it can also be
damaging—even fatal—to a team’s success.

The Five Cornerstones of Collective Insight can admittedly be
difficult to achieve. Not only does the MUM effect make people
reluctant to share this information, they often see individual feedback
as a “nice to have” rather than an essential ingredient for success. Yet
though leaders should take their team’s tentativeness to tell the truth
seriously, they needn’t be disheartened by it. With the right approach
and a true ongoing commitment, you can foster a culture that
encourages communication and feedback at all levels; one where
honesty trumps hierarchy and even the lowest-ranking member feels
safe putting problems on the table.

Specifically, there are Three Building Blocks that must be in
place for a leader to drive a self-aware team. First, if the team doesn’t



have a leader who models the way, the process will be seen as
insincere or even dangerous. Second, if there isn’t the psychological
safety to tell the truth, the chance of candid feedback is almost zero.
But even with all this in place, you need an ongoing process—not
unlike Mulally’s BPR—to ensure that the exchange of feedback is built
into the team’s culture.

We’re now going to look at each of these building blocks a bit more
closely. But before we do, it’s worth mentioning a critically important
point. If your team doesn’t have a clear and compelling direction, you
are missing the reason to become self-aware in the first place. As
Mulally explains, “If you don’t have a vision, a smart strategy, and a
detailed plan to get there, the process of self-awareness is just talking.”
In other words, if a team doesn’t know where it’s headed, they
are missing the “because” of self-awareness, and trying to get
there would therefore be both frivolous and pointless!

Building Block #1: A Leader Who Models the Way
When Doug Suttles first stepped onto the platform of the 250-by-200-
foot oil rig in the middle of the North Sea, he recognized that his new
assignment would test both his technical and interpersonal skills.
What he didn’t know was that he was about to learn one of the most
important leadership lessons of his career. Suttles, a mechanical
engineer by training, had just been appointed BP’s offshore
installation manager of the Miller platform in the North Sea, just off
the coast of Scotland. On top of their number-one objective, which was
keeping everyone safe, Suttles had been tasked with improving the
rig’s operating performance. And not only was he the sole non-Brit on
the rig, he was also one of the youngest people there.

This unique situation presented Suttles with a few unique
challenges. For one, he would be living with his 196 new teammates—
in close quarters and many miles out at sea. He quickly discovered that
in this multifaceted role of boss/ship captain/counselor, he wasn’t just
on display during working hours—his team had eyes on him virtually
around the clock. Even the smallest choices spoke volumes: Would he



sit with managers or technicians at dinner? Would he participate in
their weekly TV game show? How well would he help them deal with
the interpersonal problems that such close quarters tend to breed?

Though Suttles had always been a big believer in cultivating self-
awareness, his time on the rig provided him with a new and critical
insight. Whether or not he was living in close quarters in the middle of
the ocean, because he was a leader, each and every choice his people
saw him make would serve as a model, profoundly influencing their
attitudes, their behaviors, and their overall effectiveness.

Many years later, this lesson would help Suttles manage an
absolutely unthinkable crisis. On April 20, 2010, the crew of the
Deepwater Horizon, an oil rig located in the Gulf of Mexico just off the
coast of Louisiana, was settling in for the evening. Earlier that day, BP
officials and workers had gathered to celebrate seven years of
operation without a single injury. At around 9:45 p.m., 23-year-old
Andrea Fleytas was monitoring the computer system that maintains
the vessel’s position in the water when she felt a sudden jolt. A few
minutes later, the crew heard a loud hissing sound. Then came the
massive explosion that would ultimately kill 11 people, injure 17
others, and spout an estimated 4.9 million barrels of crude oil into the
Gulf of Mexico.

Suttles was chief operating officer of BP’s exploration and
production division when he was tapped to lead the company’s
response to the largest oil spill in history. In the midst of this massive
emergency, it would certainly be easy to incite panic, to place blame,
or to speak without thinking. (Many BP leaders fell prey to these traps,
none more notably than CEO Tony Hayward, who made headlines by
calling the spill “relatively tiny” and telling the press that he’d “like
[his] life back.”) But recalling his time on the North Sea rig, Suttles
reminded himself to model the way, no matter how difficult things
became.

Suttles’ response team faced a cacophony of criticism—both
legitimate and spurious—from the government, the media, and the
public. Which made it even more important to ensure that each of the
Five Cornerstones was in place: awareness and communication about



their objectives, progress, processes, assumptions, and contributions,
starting with his own. In such a complex and emotionally charged
situation, there would inevitably be mistakes. To fix them quickly, the
team would have to remain cool-headed and not take criticism
personally—and the only way that could happen was if Suttles was
willing to acknowledge his own missteps, model emotional control,
and handle the crisis calmly.

His team faced what seemed like every possible obstacle until
finally, on July 15, they stopped the leak. By September 19, they’d
managed to seal it completely. The lesson is that no matter what
challenges you’re facing, self-aware teams must begin with a self-
aware leader who models the way. “It’s easy to get isolated at the
top,” Suttles told me, “But if your team isn’t performing as you’d like,
the first place to look is at yourself. If I glance over my shoulder and
there’s nobody back there, that’s called feedback. If I glance over my
shoulder and people are following me, that’s probably a good sign.”

Or, as Alan Mulally once told me, “How far the team gets is
completely dependent on the leader’s level of self-awareness.”

So how can leaders model the way? At the most basic level, as Doug
Suttles and Alan Mulally have shown us, a leader must communicate
her principles and act in accordance with them. Psychologists often
refer to this constellation of behaviors as “authentic leadership,” and
their business value is unmistakable. For example, when researcher
Joanne Lyubovnikova and her colleagues surveyed teams in a variety
of industries across the United Kingdom and Greece, they found that
those led by authentic leaders were more self-aware and, in turn, more
productive than those with less self-aware leaders.

These effects also extend to our homes and families. In one study,
when mothers could successfully identify and manage their emotions,
their children were happier and more self-aware a full year later.
Having seen self-awareness modeled through a parent, they were more
likely to develop this valuable skill themselves.

On the flip side, it doesn’t take a degree in psychology to know that
human beings have amazing BS detectors. When we sense that leaders
aren’t being authentic—whether they’re intentionally misleading us or



simply behaving in opposition to their values—we can smell it a mile
away. This causes team members to avoid bringing up issues for fear
of retribution, as Mulally’s executive team initially did, and reality gets
buried under a torrent of excuses and finger-pointing.

However, when a leader commits to confronting his flaws while also
striving to improve, his team is motivated to do the same. In fact, this
is a great example of preeminent psychologist Albert Bandura’s theory
of social learning, which suggests that followers tend to imitate the
attitudes and behaviors of their leader. When a leader is
authentic, team members learn that it’s not just okay but
expected to honestly reflect on the Five Cornerstones (and the
Seven Pillars on an individual level, for that matter).

So whether you are leading hundreds of employees or a handful of
kids, the actions to model self-awareness are the same. First, you have
to make a total commitment to your team’s self-awareness, starting
with your own. Equally important is to know and communicate your
credo—that is, the values that define the behaviors you expect from
yourself and your team. At Ford, Mulally’s credo—something he calls
his Working Together Principles and Practices*2—didn’t just help his
team understand him, it drew a line in the sand for what he expected
of them. And finally, it’s not enough to just ask for feedback and
encourage your team to bring up problems; you need to listen—really
listen—to what they have to say.

But remember, most leaders are fighting an uphill battle when it
comes to soliciting critical feedback from their teams. Those who want
to change that often have to take rather direct measures.
Unfortunately, this creates a bit of a catch-22: If employees are
reluctant to provide their opinions to begin with, won’t they feel even
more stressed when you ask them for it point-blank? Fortunately,
there is a way around this: something I call the Leader Feedback
Process.

Modeling the Way: The Leader Feedback Process
A few years ago, I was approached by Jamie, the president of a
hospitality and property-management company. As only the third



president in its 40-year history, he’d been brought on a year prior to
break the inertia that was starting to threaten the organization’s very
survival.

Jamie had set the audacious goal of doubling the size of the
company in the next five years, and in order to succeed, he would need
to instill a sense of urgency and insist on excellence in every area of the
organization. For this to happen, his executives had to feel safe voicing
problems, confronting the brutal truth, and having tough
conversations with one another about each of the Five Cornerstones.

On the surface, Jamie’s executive team had all the right ingredients.
They were committed to his vision. They were aligned on how they
would achieve it. They were generally comfortable working together.
But since Jamie arrived, there had been obvious posturing, and he
never felt like he was hearing the complete truth. When I interviewed
each member of his team, their responses confirmed those suspicions.
They believed he was the right person for the job, but many were
struggling to trust and connect with him.

Jamie and I agreed that we needed to address these issues directly—
to rip off the Band-Aid, so to speak—and provide a forum for a
confidential but candid discussion. We decided to devote two days to
an off-site retreat that would begin with an exercise that has become a
gold standard in my consulting work. Jamie would later tell me that it
gave him some of the most powerful feedback he’s ever received.

The process was famously pioneered in the early 1970s at General
Electric and has been described as “a super-intensive getting-to-know-
you meeting [where] team members raise candid observations and
questions” about their leader. Though it was originally developed to
help new managers and their teams get to know one another, the so-
called “New Leader Assimilation Exercise” has been shown to be
valuable regardless of a leader’s tenure—that’s why I call it the
Leader Feedback Process. It helps managers earn nearly
instantaneous insight into their team’s perceptions and expectations of
them while improving their leadership, communication, and well-
being. What’s more, empirically, their teams experience better, more
trusting relationships and a greater sense of commitment to their



mission.
So on a stifling summer day a few months after our first meeting,

Jamie, his team, and I gathered in a mercifully air-conditioned
meeting room at a local country club. “Thank you all for making the
time to be here,” Jamie began. “We have one goal: to become a better
team. And I’m up first. Over the next three hours, you’ll have the
chance to give me feedback about my first year on the job. The ground
rules are simple. No comment is out of bounds and everyone
participates. Can we all agree to that?” he added.

To help everyone be comfortable being completely candid, he added
that he would leave the room and have me lead the discussion,
stressing that he’d asked that under no circumstances should I tell him
who said what.

The fear now significantly abated, I (gently) kicked Jamie out of the
conference room, stood up, and gestured toward seven flip-charts
covering one long wall. On the top of each sheet was a question written
in blue marker:

1. What do we know about Jamie?
2. What do we want to know about Jamie?
3. What should Jamie know about us as a team?
4. What concerns do we have about Jamie?
5. What expectations do we have of Jamie?
6. What do we want Jamie to stop doing, start doing, and continue

doing?
7. What feedback do we have about our vision, our strategy, and our

plan?

“This part of the discussion will last about forty-five minutes,” I told
them. “And we’ll answer each question in order. Your job is to give me
as many ideas as you possibly can.” Positioning myself in front of the
first flip-chart, I removed the cap of a large black marker. “Let’s start
by discussing what we know about Jamie.” Three answers came
instantly: “We know he has been working in the industry for twenty-
five years.” “We know that he has insanely high expectations.” “We



know that he must be really brave, because he’s doing this exercise!”
And just like that, we were off and running. The comments were

flowing so freely that I started to write smaller just to fit all of their
replies on the giant sheet of paper. We moved to the second question,
and the third, and so on. Forty-five minutes later, all seven flip-charts
were covered with their comments.

I gave the team a break and went to find Jamie, reminding him how
important it was to remain calm and non-defensive in the next part of
our discussion.

Before we dove into the feedback, I asked Jamie to spend a few
minutes giving some background on his life: favorite things to do
growing up, number of brothers and sisters, funniest childhood
memories, most important values—I’ve found that in the right context,
sharing such information has a near-immediate impact on the team’s
level of trust even if they’ve known the leader for many years.

Next, Jamie responded to their feedback one question at a time. For
some comments, a simple acknowledgment was sufficient. (“Yes, I do
have insanely high expectations.”) Others required more discussion,
and in some cases, a commitment on his part to try a different
approach. For example, many members of the team were frustrated
that Jamie would sometimes go around them and approach their staff
directly. Exploring that feedback helped him understand that this was
embarrassing for his executives and confusing for their employees.

During the course of our discussion—which Jamie started to refer to
as his “proctology exam”—his insight into how the team was
perceiving his behavior grew exponentially, as did their understanding
of his expectations. And when Jamie and I sat down a month or so
later, he told me that he was absolutely awestruck at the
improvements he had seen—both in his own effectiveness and the
overall functioning of the team. The retreat, he said, had accelerated
their trust. They were talking more openly about real, substantive
issues. And though some had occasionally slipped into their old habits,
they were more engaged and collaborative than they had ever been.
Not coincidentally, less than one year later, the company’s revenue
had jumped more than 20 percent.



Jamie and his team had certainly reached an important milestone in
their journey toward collective self-awareness. But to create a truly
self-aware team, this is only the first step. Even once leaders have
opened up these channels, they must also work to ensure that they
stay open, and not just between employees and the leader but among
members of the team.

Building Block #2: The Safety (and Expectation) to Tell the Truth
In 1996, doctoral candidate Amy Edmondson began what has since
become a landmark study on the science of team self-awareness.
Edmondson, now a professor at Harvard, wanted to better understand
the reasons for medical errors among hospital-care teams; a pressing
issue given that the average hospital patient is exposed to between 480
and 960 potential errors, which kill hundreds and injure more than a
million people each year in the United States alone.

Edmondson followed eight hospital-unit teams in two urban
teaching hospitals over the course of six months. At first, she was
puzzled to find that teams with better unit performance (quality of
care, collaboration, efficiency, leadership, etc.) reported more errors.
But as she examined the data further, she discovered the reason for
these surprising findings.

The poorer-performing units weren’t making fewer medication
errors—they just weren’t reporting the ones they’d made. The reason?
These nurses, quite simply, were terrified to do so, telling Edmonson
that those who did got “put on trial” and “blamed for mistakes.” In
contrast, in the highest-performing units in Edmondson’s study—that
is, those with the most reported errors—the nurses were comfortable
telling the nurse manager that something had gone wrong.

Edmondson coined the term psychological safety to describe the
shared belief that it’s safe to ask one another for help, admit mistakes,
and raise tough issues. “The term,” Edmondson explains, “is meant to
suggest neither a careless sense of permissiveness, nor an unrelenting
positive affect but rather a sense of confidence that the team will not
embarrass, reject, or punish someone for speaking up.” Though



somewhat counterintuitive, her comment about “unrelenting positive
affect” is important: in highly cohesive teams, members might be less
likely to challenge one another, often because of a misguided desire to
maintain group harmony. But as “good” as this might feel, it’s
detrimental to the team’s self-awareness and therefore to its success.

Google’s People Operations Department reached a similar
conclusion after a five-year research program examining what it took
to build the perfect team. Early on, after reviewing thousands of
studies on what made teams successful, they couldn’t isolate any
specific patterns. So they tried a different approach, studying
hundreds of Google teams on factors like personality, background, and
work style. Still no answers. It seemed that the team makeup—the
“who”—didn’t matter, whether they were introverts or extroverts,
subject experts or polymaths, worker bees or queen bees, or any
combination of the above.

Interestingly, the Google team reached a breakthrough only once
they began to examine the “how”—or the unwritten rules that
governed the way a team worked. Their findings were consistent with
what Edmondson had discovered in her hospital study 15 years earlier:
psychologically safe teams consistently outperformed those that aren’t.

But how does psychological safety relate to team self-awareness? A
few years after her study with hospital teams, Edmondson began
another investigation—this time, with a company that manufactured
office furniture—extensively studying more than 50 teams via
interviews, surveys, and direct observation (i.e., she essentially
followed people around with a clipboard, which is also one of my
favorite pastimes). Again, when team members felt psychologically
safe, they were more successful and, in fact, the precise reason that
psychologically safe teams performed better was specifically because
of their higher levels of self-awareness.

Let’s look at an example of how leaders can create the safety—and
the expectation—for telling the truth. As a new day was about to dawn
during an especially stressful week, Levi King (the entrepreneur we
met in the last chapter) was clearing out his inbox before attempting to
catch a few futile hours of sleep. The last e-mail he sent before his



head hit the pillow was an exasperated rant to his business partner
about an issue that had been bugging him at their company, Nav. But
the second he sent it, he knew it had been a mistake. The tone was
unnecessarily rude—borderline hostile, even. Levi knew he had really
messed up when his normally lightning-quick-to-respond partner
waited a full 24 hours to reply.

First thing that next morning, Levi found his partner. “I am so
sorry,” he said, “I don’t know what I was thinking. It was late. I was
tired. I was an asshole.” Thankfully, his partner accepted his apology,
but instead of patting himself on the back and moving on, Levi saw a
larger opportunity in his gaffe. During the company’s next monthly
meeting, Levi hooked up his computer to the conference room
projector and pulled up the offending e-mail. He watched his
employees’ eyes grow wider with disbelief as they scanned his
message. “Is anyone proud of this?” Levi asked. They shook their
heads. “Okay, then. Let’s talk about what I did wrong here.” They then
engaged in a frank post-mortem to deconstruct exactly why the e-mail
had been rude and agree on what Levi could have done differently.
And though the conversation was certainly uncomfortable, he pushed
through it because of the learning opportunity it provided to his team.

It should come as no surprise that the first step for leaders wanting
to cultivate psychological safety in their team is to work on building
trust. But though it’s important, trust alone isn’t sufficient for
psychological safety. More than merely trusting that team
members have one another’s best interests at heart, psychologically
safe teams go a step further to see one another as real human beings
with weaknesses and flaws. In fact, Google’s research program found
that the single most powerful contributor to psychological safety was
vulnerability, or a willingness to openly admit our failings. And that
has to start at the top.

To be sure, as research professor and author Brené Brown
demonstrates in her book Daring Greatly, doing so can often feel
scary and even wrong, especially for people in positions of power. I
once worked with a successful executive who saw vulnerability as a
weakness earlier in his career. “If I even hinted,” he told me, “that I



had made a mistake, I thought my team would lose respect for me.”
But as time went on, he realized that the truth was actually the exact
opposite. As Doug Suttles observes, “I’ve learned over time that being
a bit vulnerable deepens people’s respect for you, particularly when
you’re willing to acknowledge it. They walk away and say ‘Holy
smokes! I’m going to screw up someday. But maybe it’s okay and it’s a
good idea to talk about it openly.’ ”

In addition to modeling vulnerability, leaders can foster
psychologically safer teams by working together to create clear
norms. Years ago, I was asked to help a leadership team at a
preeminent hospital with their strategic planning process. Their newly
promoted director, Tracee, along with her four nurse managers, had
been tasked with keeping the women and children’s services
department competitive. The facility was recognized as the city’s “baby
hospital.” But in recent years, local competitors had stepped up their
game, offering then-unheard-of amenities like luxury suites, personal
chefs, and sparkling new facilities. Tracee’s team had to keep up, not
just by ensuring compassionate and world-class medical care, but by
offering the kind of top-notch service found in a five-star hotel.

While some managers might have simply thrown money at the
problem—say, by upgrading the accommodations or trying to one-up
the competition on amenities—Tracee and her team took things a step
further. Understanding the direct link between their willingness to tell
one another the truth and achieving their aggressive goals, they
decided to focus on making their department a safer, more supportive
place to work.

So before we even dove into business planning, our first step was to
have a frank discussion about how Tracee’s team was functioning (i.e.,
the cornerstone of processes). They admitted that while they usually
worked well together, there was sometimes an undercurrent of tension
that no one was willing to call out. For that reason, I suggested that we
create a set of team norms. “The objective,” I told them, “is to agree on
your rules of engagement as a team. What behaviors will help you
achieve your strategy? What kind of environment do you want to
create? What do you need to do to make this a safe and supportive



team?” To define these behaviors, we used the Start/Stop/Continue
Model that we learned about in chapter 7 (while I don’t think this
model is particularly effective at the individual level, it can give teams
a common framework to discuss what’s working and what isn’t).

Tracee’s team’s final list of norms included things like “No gossip:
open, honest, safe communication” and “Assume the best: support
each other in front of staff, patients, and physicians.”

To ensure that their norms became a living, breathing document
rather than something they stuffed in a drawer and forgot, they
plastered their offices and meeting agendas with them so they stayed
top of mind. When the team members demonstrated the principles,
they commended one another; when they didn’t, they called one
another out. Eventually, they started to hold the entire department
accountable. The increase in performance was undeniable: employee
engagement jumped from 71 percent to 86 percent in less than a year;
they were among the top 10 performing hospitals out of 163 national
facilities; and they even managed to grow their service line in a
shrinking market. The time and energy Tracee’s team invested in
creating a few simple norms to support psychological safety among
their leadership team had paid off in spades.

Building Block #3: An Ongoing Commitment and Process to Stay Self-
Aware
As the bright afternoon sun streamed in through the window, I
surveyed the cluttered, colorful office I’d just entered. To my right was
a long, neat desk with a huge Apple computer monitor as its
centerpiece. To my left, a wall of bookcases crammed with action
figures, family photos, awards, and other tchotchkes, including the
cast of a hand that has become world-famous in the computer
animation community. Just minutes before, I had stepped onto the
22-acre campus in Emeryville, California, traversed a long, shady
walkway, and entered the atrium of the Steve Jobs Building. Flanking
the front desk were life-sized versions of Monsters, Inc. characters
Sulley and Mike on one end and a giant sculpture of Toy Story’s



Woody and Buzz on the other. On the back wall was a giant print of
Scottish princess Merida from Brave riding through the forest on her
noble steed.

It was a Thursday afternoon at Pixar headquarters, and I was sitting
in the office of its brilliant president, Ed Catmull. Like many people, I
had adored his 2014 book, Creativity Inc. But because I am a self-
awareness researcher, there were a few elements of it that had piqued
my interest so much that I simply had to talk to him. Among other
things, I wanted to learn more about Pixar’s now-infamous “Notes
Day,” which Catmull chronicled in the last chapter of his book.

The year was 2013, and despite a series of record-breaking box-
office hits, Pixar was experiencing a frustrating sense of inertia. On top
of surging production costs, Catmull and his team had noticed a subtle
but worrisome trend, especially for Catmull, for whom a core tenet is
what he calls “leading by being self-aware.” In recent years, as the
company had grown, the culture had also changed. Instead of
sustaining the “unhindered communication” that made them so
successful, employees seemed to be censoring themselves more and
more. Catmull wanted to know why people were so hesitant to speak
the truth and what to do about it.

Clearly, encouraging feedback wasn’t enough: they needed a
dedicated process to generate it. So on March 11, Pixar closed to hold a
“day of honesty,” which they called “Notes Day.” In the weeks leading
up to Notes Day, Pixar executives posed a question to employees: “The
year is 2017. Both of this year’s films were completed well under
budget. What innovations helped these productions meet their budget
goals? What are some of the specific things we did differently?” They
received more than 4,000 responses about more than 1,000 unique
topics, ranging from reducing the amount of time required to make
each film, to developing a better workplace, to reducing implicit
gender bias in their films. The executives had chosen a few more than
100 of those topics for employees to tackle in 171 separate sessions.
Employees chose which sessions to attend, and all were led by a
trained internal facilitator. Each one concluded with a series of “Exit
Forms”—red for specific proposals, blue for brainstorms, and yellow



for best practices, as well as assignments of “idea advocates” who
would help advance suggestions that came out of the conversations.

In the months following Notes Day, Catmull received many e-mails
from employees applauding its concept and execution. The experiment
seemed to have, as Catmull put it, “broke[n] the logjam that was
getting in the way of candor” and “made it safer for people to say what
they thought.” It also served as a reminder for everyone that
“collaboration, determination and candor never fail to lift us up.”

But now that a few years had gone by, I wanted the final verdict.
Had this exercise truly had an ongoing impact on their culture? Were
leaders still hearing the truth from their employees? Were employees
actually more comfortable giving and receiving candid feedback?

With these questions swirling around in my head, as if on cue,
Catmull appeared in the doorway. Dressed in a black short-sleeved
button-down shirt and jeans (and, naturally, sporting an Apple watch),
he hobbled over to the chair across from mine. Gesturing to the cast on
his right foot, he quipped, “I got drunk in a biker bar and did a
roundhouse kick.” I chuckled, sensing that that probably wasn’t how
he’d actually gotten the injury.

As our conversation progressed, I was struck by Catmull’s depth of
thought. He was focused and professorial, eschewing simplistic or neat
explanations at every turn. This was especially true when I asked him
about what had happened after Notes Day. He sat back in his chair
and adjusted his glasses. I smiled, expecting him to regale me with
tales of how Notes Day had solved all of their candor problems and
now everyone was telling the truth about everything.

But Catmull chose a slightly different path. “It was definitely a
valuable exercise,” he stated. “But a few big things slipped through the
cracks.” He explained that a few months after Notes Day, they were
having a “major meltdown” with one of their films. Both their
traditional channels and their back channels for feedback to leaders
had failed, to the point where the film was in danger of not even being
made.

Catmull paused as I connected the dots. “So these issues were there
on Notes Day?” I asked, furrowing my brow. Catmull nodded. “And



everyone knew they were there?” He again nodded. Flabbergasted, I
asked, “And no one said anything about them on the day of honesty?”
Catmull nodded a third time, looking at me with an expression that
said bingo.

He went on, “We realized that we had a deeper issue that we needed
to figure out. Notes Day originated from a very successful process we’d
developed with our Braintrust, which is a group of our directors and
best story people. That group had done a great job of making their
meetings safe for notes and criticisms. We had been trying to model
this style of safety for the whole company.”

However, he told me, there were two problems. The first was that
not every manager had the skills to solicit ongoing feedback. “People
take their cues from what they see and observe,” he said, “not from
what we say.” No matter how often the executives assured everyone
that this was a safe organization for criticism, if their team didn’t feel
safe, they would be cautious about what they said.

The second problem, as Catmull described it, was that notes are
well-intended criticisms, but they are not solutions. “Solutions,” he
said, “require a great deal of effort, both in understanding them, and
then working out how to act on them.” At the end of Notes Day, they
had thousands of “notes” but still needed to sort through the
information, find patterns, set priorities, and then develop solutions.

But the biggest shock of all was that a few big problems still went
completely unmentioned. Catmull is convinced that no one brought
them up because they assumed someone else would. And since the
leaders didn’t know about these problems, they hadn’t created the
right opportunity to discuss them. “It’s hard to make a safe venue for a
problem that we didn’t even know existed,” he noted. In other words,
they didn’t have the right data to be questioning their assumptions
about how the company was functioning (i.e., assumptions being one
of the trickiest of the Five Cornerstones).

Clearly, if the Pixar executives wanted to keep the floodgates of
feedback open, an ongoing process was needed—though it would take
some adjustment to reap real rewards. Two employees, one technical
and one artistic, proposed a system: if people didn’t feel comfortable



talking to their manager about something that wasn’t working, they
could approach a designated Peer Pirate for help. Catmull explained
that “in the days of real pirates, the crew would elect one of their peers
to take issues and complaints to the captain with the agreement that
he wouldn’t be killed for what he said.”

Pixar implemented Peer Pirates as a back channel to reveal the
kinds of problems that were still going unmentioned. But after eight
months, it still wasn’t yielding valuable information. That’s when Jim
Morris—Pixar’s general manager at the time, and now the president of
Pixar—suggested that each Peer Pirate select four to six colleagues
from their departments who could communicate feedback to Catmull
and Morris together. Each department assembled a group that was
diverse, comfortable with each other, and therefore more likely to be
comfortable with Catmull and Morris.

With this, they were onto something. The Peer Pirates took their
presentations very seriously, and many issues that had gone
unmentioned on Notes Day were brought to the surface. “Now we had
a mechanism for finding deeper insights and patterns within and
across departments,” Catmull said, beaming. “Now we had gold.”
These insights set in motion a few significant organizational changes
that are now bearing fruit.

But Catmull is quick to point out that the process wasn’t a silver
bullet. Some issues have been easy to fix, others took a lot of work, and
others they’re still wrestling with. “It would be a grave mistake for us,
or people on the outside, to somehow think that we’ve got it figured
out,” he said. Yet the great value of the Peer Pirates was that they
uncovered a few systemic problems that were getting in the way of
ongoing honesty. And by addressing the underlying reasons for why
employees weren’t telling the truth, they helped their already smart
and talented managers create a culture where they could.

Pixar’s approach is just one example of how leaders can instill an
ongoing process and therefore a culture of awareness. Let’s look at
another slightly more extreme case. In 1975, 26-year-old Harvard
graduate Ray Dalio founded Bridgewater Associates in his New York
City apartment. The company would go on to become the world’s



largest hedge fund, and Dalio credits their success to the principles of
“radical truth” and “radical transparency.”*3

At Bridgewater, employees are encouraged to call out unproductive
behavior, and criticizing others behind their backs is a fireable offense.
All conversations, unless they are personal or proprietary, are tape-
recorded and accessible to anyone in the company. Each person,
including Dalio, also has a “digital baseball card” where they score
each other on behaviors like creativity and reliability on a scale of 1 to
10—the average of which is then displayed on the card for all to see.
Through another app, employees give one another “dots”—“good dots”
are awarded for behaviors that support the team, and “bad dots” help
employees understand how they might be hurting it. Of such
processes, co-chief investment officer Bob Prince observes, “What
we’re trying to do here is to pursue the truth at all costs.”

But what are the costs? And are Bridgewater’s extreme practices
something that other companies should emulate? Their financial
results are certainly impressive—they’ve returned more money than
any other hedge fund in history. And indeed, many employees say they
love working there so much that they can’t imagine being anywhere
else. But other insiders believe that the company is successful not
because of this “constant drumbeat of criticism,” but in spite of it. One
former employee explained, “What you see at Bridgewater [is] people
practicing armchair psychology. You have a bunch of 23- and 24-year-
olds running around supposedly diagnosing problems that I wouldn’t
trust someone with a PhD in psychology to do.” It is perhaps for this
reason that a shocking 30 percent of new hires leave—either
voluntarily or involuntarily—within two years of being hired.

So is Dalio a brilliant visionary or an Orwellian autocrat? It depends
on whom you ask. Though I certainly don’t disagree with his
unflinching commitment to the truth, my view is that Bridgewater’s
methods may be unnecessarily costly, and that most teams can achieve
a feedback-rich environment without such extreme measures. Let’s
look at one way to do that: the Candor Challenge, a process I have
refined over many years to instill ongoing self-awareness in teams.*4



The Commitment to Ongoing Team Self-Awareness in Action: The
Candor Challenge
“We’re…we’re going to do what?” asked one indignant vice president.

“With respect, I honestly don’t see why this is necessary,” said
another. “Business is booming. Our year-over-year growth is busting
all projections.”

“I agree,” said Sarah, the VP of finance. “We all respect your work,
Tasha, believe me. The morning session was great. But you must
understand, we’re already the most self-aware team I know. We have a
clear direction as a company. John’s a fabulous president and does a
great job modeling the way for us. Everybody knows they can speak up
without getting in trouble. Honestly? We like each other. We trust
each other. We hang out together. So, thank you, Tasha, but I really
don’t think we need to spend three hours exchanging feedback.”

In all my years as an organizational psychologist, I’d never
experienced such a brilliant and well-informed pushback. These
executives not only knew exactly what to say; they were right—mostly.
Theirs was a successful company that already had most of the building
blocks of self-awareness in place. But, perhaps ironically, their success
had created a new problem. When things are going well, people are
more apt to ignore potential issues, suppress difficult conversations,
and put up with bad behavior. In recent months, John had noticed an
increased prevalence of turf wars—his team members had hunkered
down in their departments, seemingly popping up only to squabble
about minor cross-functional issues, and sometimes bringing in John
himself to arbitrate.

Back to the retreat, and the team’s well-intentioned pushback.
“Okay,” I said to Sarah, “I definitely hear you.” I took a deep breath,
knowing that what I said next would either make or break the rest of
the afternoon. “Let me ask a question. How many of you are nervous?”
Every hand shot up.

“Nervousness is understandable and totally normal,” I said. “But the
level of fear in the room suggests to me that something’s still stopping
you from being truly open with one another. Maybe some of you are
afraid to rock the boat when the waters are so calm. Maybe some of



you prefer to avoid conflict or are just keeping quiet because everyone
else is. Could it be, I wonder, that you guys are missing the final
building block? Have you truly made an ongoing commitment to
staying self-aware as a team?” Before anyone had the chance to
respond, I continued, “It would be unfair for me to tell you this will be
easy, but I can promise two things. First, the process works. And
second, this will be one of the most important conversations you’ve
ever had.” Nine sets of eyes stared back at me, each as wide as saucers.

I’d made my promises. Now all I had to do was keep them.
Working in my favor was the fact that we’d already had a great start.

This was the afternoon of a one-day retreat that John and I had
designed to look at how the organization was functioning and lay the
foundation for the open exchange of feedback on an ongoing basis.
The morning had been devoted to briefly verifying their strategic
direction, creating team norms, and, most importantly, participating
in a Leader Feedback Process for John. Seeing him model the process
of receiving feedback was an important prerequisite for his team to
feel more comfortable giving feedback to each other—which was what
we were about to spend the next three hours doing.

The Candor Challenge takes place over a period of months or years,
but most notably begins with a Team Feedback Exchange, in
which every team member gets the chance to give their peers feedback.
And if that isn’t intimidating enough, each team member delivers that
feedback in front of the entire team. To lead the exercise, leaders can
enlist an outside facilitator (in John’s case, it was me) who has
expertise in group dynamics, like an organizational psychologist or HR
professional. Alternatively, they can appoint a team member to
facilitate the process. Beyond the essential requirement that this
person be both trusted and socially savvy, he or she should also be
neither the team’s most senior nor its most junior member. (And as a
general rule, the larger the team, the more helpful it is to engage a
skilled facilitator.)

Three weeks ago, John had asked his team to start thinking about
each of their colleagues’ contributions. Now it was time for them to
speak up. I stood up and walked over to a flip-chart where I’d outlined



the process. It looked like this:

Process (20 minutes per person)
Prepare feedback
Deliver question 1 feedback (30 seconds per question)
Deliver questions 2 and 3 feedback (30 seconds per question)
Questions for clarification

Then I explained how it would work: each person would give
feedback to each other person at the table by answering three
questions—and everyone would have the chance to ask for clarification
on the feedback they’d been given at the end of their turn. The nine
participants would be randomly assigned to one of three groups, and
the exercise would progress in rounds, with short breaks in between.
At the end, we would take some time to process and debrief.

I turned to another page of the flip-chart where I’d written the three
questions they would be answering.

1. What does this person do that most contributes to our
success?

2. If this person could change one behavior to be more successful,
what would it be?

3. What behavior do I need from this person to help me be more
successful?

“Okay,” I said. “Now it’s time. You have a few minutes to prepare
your feedback for the first group. Remember, though, that the purpose
isn’t to tell your teammates everything you think about them—we’re
looking for one piece of feedback for each question, a thirty-second
response or less.”

I stressed that their feedback should focus on behaviors rather than
generalities. “By behavioral feedback, I mean focusing on specific
examples of what they said, how they said it, or what they did
rather than generalities or interpretations,” I said. “For example,



telling someone, ‘You’re being aggressive,’ is not behavioral; it’s an
interpretation of their behavior. Alternatively, if I said, ‘During our last
team meeting, you raised your voice three times; that is about
behavior. Focusing on what people are doing rather than our
interpretations or judgments not only helps us better understand the
feedback, it helps you hear it openly and non-defensively.”

Just as I thought they were finally getting with the program, Sarah
once again raised her hand with the enthusiasm of a straight-A
student. “I understand what you’re saying,” she said, “but this all
seems a little bit over-the-top. Is there a reason that we have to give
each other our feedback verbally? Can’t we just write it down and give
it anonymously?”

“I’ll give you three reasons why it’s always better to give it verbally,
Sarah,” I said. “First, the richness and detail you get in a conversation
is unmatched by written feedback. Second, believe it or not,
anonymous feedback can often be more hurtful. When people’s
comments can’t be traced back to them, they’re not as careful with how
they word things. And third, delivering feedback out loud offers the
opportunity to practice this habit in a safe, controlled environment,
which makes you more likely to continue it in the future.”

Sensing their continuing disquiet, I gave them the ground rules that
would ensure that everyone stayed honest, open, and respectful of one
another throughout the process. They were:

Getting feedback ground rules*5:
1. No pushback or defensiveness.
2. Take notes and ask questions only for clarification.
3. Be open-minded and assume good intentions.
4. Thank your team members. Giving feedback isn’t easy!

Giving feedback ground rules:
1. Avoid generalities (“you always” or “you never”).
2. Focus on the behavior rather than the person.



3. Don’t give your interpretations—just the behavior.
4. Provide examples.

With that, it was finally time to get started. I gave them a few
minutes for everyone to prepare their answers for group 1: first up
would be an executive named Doug. We went around the table, with
each person sharing their answers to question 1, then 2 and 3.*6 Doug
wisely took notes to capture the feedback, and when everyone was
finished, they looked at him expectantly. He smiled, thanked them,
and asked a few clarifying questions. And because he appeared to have
made it through unscathed, they all seemed a little more at ease. The
team was now getting into a rhythm. We moved to the rest of group 1,
and after a quick break, we continued with groups 2 and 3.

When we finished, they broke into a loud, exhausted round of
applause at what they’d just accomplished. The team had followed the
ground rules perfectly and, in my eyes at least, unearthed some
incredibly powerful issues. And just as important, I could tell that each
one of them had managed to hear and absorb the feedback without
defensiveness, denial, or hysterics. Were there some tears? Sure—
there often are. Interestingly, though, after years of using this exercise,
I’ve seen just as many shed during the positive feedback as I do with
the constructive feedback.

Our three hours almost up, I issued a challenge. “To close out the
exercise, we’re going to go around the table. I’d like each person to
make one commitment based on the feedback they just heard.”

“I’m going to play devil’s advocate and share the voice of the
customer more often,” said one executive.

“I’m going make more time to meet with each of you instead of
charging ahead without your input,” said another.

“I guess I’d better stop harping on what’s wrong and be solutions-
oriented,” said a third.

It had been a long afternoon. All that was left was to agree on the
plan to keep the process going—something I call Accountability
Conversations. The team decided to circle back monthly and devote
30 or so minutes to a discussion: each person would provide an update



on what they were doing to make good on their commitment. Then,
they’d ask the team for their feedback, support, or anything else that
would help them stay on the path toward improvement. But
Accountability Conversations, the team astutely realized, weren’t an
excuse to sit on feedback for days or weeks. So they also agreed to
point out, in real time, when they saw behavior that either supported
or contradicted each team member’s commitment.

Before bidding John and his team farewell, I gave them a crucial
reminder. “Now that this feedback-rich culture has hopefully started
to take hold, try to resist the temptation to think your work is done,” I
told them. It is only beginning. ” This is why I recommend that at a
minimum, all teams should hold a Feedback Exchange at least once
per year—there are always new behaviors, new challenges, and new
team members.

With that, John’s team filed out, exhausted, exhilarated, and, yes,
deeply relieved. But did I live up to my promise of giving them one of
the most important conversations they’d ever had? A few months later,
I found out. If the Feedback Exchange was successful, the progress
they made after it was extraordinary. Like any team comprised of mere
mortals, they had a few slips into old behaviors here and there, but the
difference was that they were now brave and committed enough to call
each other out. When I asked John what the net effect of all of this
was, he said, “As a team, we’re getting more done in the same amount
of time. We’re surfacing critical business issues and fixing them before
they get out of hand. We’re working together as one team.”

And while the Candor Challenge is designed primarily for the work
setting, all teams can use it to cultivate and sustain a culture of self-
awareness—whether they’re executives running a business, families
trying to get along, or volunteer groups working to change the world.
(Accordingly, if you would like to implement this process in your own
team, you can download a workbook to help you do it at www.Insight-
Book.com.) Indeed, no matter what your goals are, the commitment to
the process of getting and staying self-aware can be the difference
between failure and energizing, spectacular success.

http://www.Insight-Book.com


FROM SELF-AWARE TEAMS TO SELF-AWARE ORGANIZATIONS
In 1888, while visiting his mother at his childhood home, 34-year-old
George Eastman was tinkering with an anagram set, trying to conjure
a name for his new company. Eastman loved the word they finally
invented—especially the first letter, K, which he saw as “strong [and]
incisive.”

Later that year, he leased the third floor of a building at 343 State
Street in his hometown of Rochester, New York, and an American icon
was born. Eastman’s business model was almost immediately
profitable, in part because his relatively inexpensive cameras required
customers to repeatedly purchase high-margin items like film,
chemicals, and paper. For nearly a century, Kodak thrived, gobbling
up 90 percent of the film market. And the brand wasn’t just profitable
—it seemed to capture the ethos of the American Dream. As just two
examples, Neil Armstrong famously took a roll of Ektachrome film to
the moon, and Paul Simon paid tribute to Kodachrome, the company’s
35mm film, in a song of the same name.

But Kodak’s failure to grasp the changing realities of its consumer
base—specifically, the birth of digital photography and the subsequent
death of film—would be the company’s undoing. In 1975, when Kodak
electrical engineer Steven Sasson assembled a prototype of the first
digital camera, management scrapped it because they believed the
product would hurt their film business. In a textbook example of
delusion, Sasson described the managers’ reaction as something akin
to, “That’s cute—but don’t tell anyone about it.”

In the late 1970s, as Paul Carroll and Chunka Mui reveal in their
book Billion Dollar Lessons, Kodak’s challenges soon mounted on the
back of increasing pressure from its partners—from photo finishers to
film retailers—to evaluate the long-term viability of traditional film.
Their 1981 report concluded that their current business model would
remain competitive only until 1990. Yet instead of using the results as
a rallying cry, Kodak executives burrowed their heads deeper into the
sand. And though they made a trivial foray into the digital space, they
were undercut by competitors who had already responded to this new
reality. The final nail in the Kodak coffin came in January of 2012,



when the company filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy.
This is a chilling tale of what happens in the absence of self-

awareness at an organizational level. If team self-awareness means
confronting reality by fostering candor among team members,
organizational self-awareness means confronting market
realities by actively seeking feedback from all stakeholders—
employees, unions, customers, shareholders, suppliers, communities,
legislators—and keeping those stakeholders informed about
how the company is adapting to serve their changing needs. Alan
Mulally calls this “awareness for everybody.

But this practice flies in the face of the way most companies
function. Paradoxically, as we saw with Kodak, it’s not always that
organizations don’t have the information, but rather that
they can’t or won’t accept it. Specifically, unaware companies fail
to ask the rather arresting question that my colleague Chuck Blakeman
likes to ask his clients: “What are you pretending not to know?” Put
simply, companies who fail to appreciate their market realities are
fostering a collective delusion that will almost always sow the seeds of
their undoing. Though there are many reasons for this kind of
delusion, it is often due to what Chuck calls “Quarterly Report
Syndrome”—prioritizing short-term results over long-term success.

Organizational delusion, however, isn’t just confined to ignoring
external realities—the same can be true for internal truths. When Alan
Mulally first arrived at Ford, it seemed that every day he would open
the Detroit News to find some horrible story about his new company—
engineering issues, manufacturing problems, harassment claims—that
had been leaked by internal sources. Previous leaders may have
reacted by finding out who leaked the story and reading them the riot
act. But for Mulally, this was an opportunity to learn why employees
were airing the company’s dirty laundry in the first place.

So he called up reporter Bryce Hoffman. “Bryce, I want to talk to you
about these pieces you keep publish—”

Hoffman interrupted, “Mr. Mulally, they’re all true.”
“I know they’re true,” Mulally replied. “That’s not why I’m calling.

What I want to know is how you’re getting such accurate and detailed



stories.”
“Well…it’s pretty simple,” Hoffman explained. “I walk into my office

every morning and I push ‘play’ on my answering machine. Most
employees even leave their name and number in case I want any
clarification.”

Mulally was speechless. “Bryce, why are they doing that?”
“Mr. Mulally, they love this company,” Hoffman told him. “And no

one is telling them what’s going on. The issues they’re leaking are so
serious that since management isn’t talking about them, they figure
calling me is the safest way to bring them up!”

Mulally couldn’t believe it. He had to push even harder to ensure
that all of Ford’s stakeholders knew everything—the good, the bad,
and the ugly. He would personally respond to every employee e-mail
he received. He’d wander the halls and factories and really talk to
people. He’d send frequent company-wide updates. Mulally and his
executive team also began inviting guests to their BPRs—engineers,
analysts, technicians—as well as soliciting their feedback on the
meetings.

But that wasn’t all they did. In a sweeping move to ensure that all
employees understood the path forward, Mulally and his team worked
with Ford’s head of Human Resources to design a small blue card they
gave to every employee in the company. On the front was the company
vision, under the headings of “One Team,” “One Plan,” and “One
Goal.” On the back were the expected behaviors that would get them
there. It would be easy to dismiss this as mere optics, but for Mulally,
these weren’t just words on a laminated card—they were a way of life.
As Hoffman explains in American Icon, “it was all there, everything he
wanted Ford employees to know and understand.” As Mulally passed
them out, he made a joke that wasn’t really a joke: “Take two of these
and call me in the morning. It’s the cure for what ails you.”

Just months after Mulally asked Bryce Hoffman about the stories
being leaked to the Detroit News, they stopped completely. Mulally
again called Hoffman. “Bryce, there are no more nasty articles about
Ford in your newspaper.”



“I know,” he replied. “That’s because there are no more messages on
my answering machine.”

“Why do you think that is?”
“Well, it’s pretty obvious,” Hoffman replied. “You’re listening.

You’re including them. They know what’s going on. They don’t need to
call me anymore.”

By opening up the channels of communication, Ford had
fundamentally transformed its relationship with employees. By the
time Mulally retired in 2014, morale was at an all-time high of 87
percent (for comparison, the average engagement level in the United
States that year was 31.5 percent). Thankfully, his successor was
committed to sustaining a culture of awareness for everybody—a
culture where leaders modeled the way, where it felt safe to share the
truth, and where a rigorous, ongoing process supported the free flow
of feedback throughout the organization. But wait—who was Alan
Mulally’s successor? You guessed it. It was none other than Mark
Fields.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 9

Five cornerstones of collective insight

1. Objectives: What are we trying to accomplish as a team?
2. Progress: How well are we achieving our objectives?
3. Processes: Is the way we’re working helping us reach our

objectives?
4. Assumptions: Do the assumptions we’re making about our

business and environment hold true?
5. Individual contributions: How is each team member

impacting our performance?

Three building blocks of self-aware teams

1. A leader who models the way



Tool: Leader Feedback Process
2. The psychological safety and expectation to tell the truth

Tool: Team Norms
3. An ongoing process to stay collectively self-aware

Tool: Peer Pirates
Tool: Candor Challenge.
Organizational awareness: Confronting market realities
by actively seeking feedback from all stakeholders and
keeping those stakeholders informed.

*1 One board member called this brief but stirring speech the most moving one
he’d ever heard in a boardroom.

*2 “Our expected behaviors and culture: People first; Everyone is included;
Compelling vision, comprehensive strategy, and relentless implementation; Clear
performance goals; One plan; Facts and data; Everyone knows the plan, status,
and areas that need special attention; Propose a plan, positive “find a way”
attitude; Respect, listen, help and appreciate each other; Emotional resilience…
trust the process; Have fun. Enjoy the journey and each other.”

*3 Dalio codified his credo in a 123-page document containing 201 of his most
strongly held life and management principles. The tome is required reading for
new hires, and Dalio often uses it as the basis for nightly homework assignments
for employees.

*4 The seeds for this process came from Patrick Lencioni’s excellent book The Five
Dysfunctions of a Team, which I consider required reading for all current and
aspiring managers.

*5 If your team isn’t already familiar with the 3R Model for getting feedback from
chapter 8, I strongly suggest that you briefly review this process when presenting
the ground rules.

*6 I’m often asked why I suggest this structure (i.e., all team members answer
question 1, then everyone answers questions 2 and 3) rather than having each
team member deliver all their answers at once. First, hearing every team
member’s answer to the same question at the same time, versus answers to
multiple questions at once, is the best way to spot patterns. Second, I find that
the urge to deliver all answers at once often stems from a misguided desire to
“soften” the negative feedback (“If I tell Doug what I like about him first, it will be
easier to tell him what I don’t like.”)—but this isn’t the way to build a lasting
culture of candor. Self-aware teams bite the bullet, follow the ground rules, and
give it to each other straight!



10
SURVIVING AND THRIVING IN A DELUSIONAL

WORLD

Someone told me I was delusional. I almost fell off my
unicorn.

—SOMEECARDS.COM

A tadpole is swimming in a pond. All of a sudden a frog appears in the
water next to him.

“Where did you come from?” the tadpole inquires.
“Somewhere dry,” replies the frog.
“What is ‘dry’?” the tadpole asks.
“It’s when there is no water,” says the frog.
“What is ‘water’?”
The frog is speechless. Emphatically gesturing at the abundant

substance surrounding the tadpole, he asks, “Water? You mean…you
can’t see it?”

“No.”
“But how can you not see it? It’s all around you!”
This little allegory perfectly captures how it feels to be around an

un-self-aware person. Whether it’s a spouse who doesn’t pick up on
social cues, a boss who seems utterly incapable of seeing her behavior
through her employees’ eyes, or a friend who is oblivious to how
miserable his job is making him, the experience can be downright
maddening. How can this smart, otherwise reasonable person, we
wonder, be so utterly blind to the “water” they are swimming in—to



who they are, how they behave, and what impact they have on those
around them?

After surveying thousands of people, I’ve come to the obvious but
nevertheless empirically based conclusion that one doesn’t have to
throw a rock very far to hit a delusional person. In fact, only two of our
unicorns reported not knowing such an individual. (Comically, one
decided that since he couldn’t think of any, the most likely explanation
was that he was delusional. He seemed relieved when we assured him
that this wasn’t the case.) Of course, not all unaware people are
created equal; sometimes they are innocuous or amusing. Other times,
they sap our energy and try our patience. And still other times, they
can be a seemingly endless source of stress and heartbreak.

In the workplace, delusional people aren’t just annoying and
frustrating; they hinder our performance. Being on a team with just
one unaware person cuts the team’s chances of success in half, and
unaware bosses hurt their employees’ job satisfaction, performance,
and well-being. When reporters at the Washingtonian asked people
about their worst boss ever, they were regaled with mind-boggling
tales of bad behavior. As just a few examples, one manager made
employees who said anything “particularly stupid” stand on their chair
as punishment. Another added up the time people spent in the
bathroom and deducted the corresponding number of vacation hours
each pay period. But perhaps the most unbelievable example came
from an employee who tried to take a day off to attend his father’s
funeral. His boss’ response? “We need you now. What difference does
it make to him?”

Now, it would be easy to dismiss these three bosses—and others like
them—as simply bad people. Malicious jerks. Sociopaths, even. While
these things may or may not be true, we rarely stop to think about the
role that self-awareness—or a lack thereof—is playing in the equation.
After all, most people don’t wake up every morning and say, “Today,
I’m going to humiliate and upset everyone I talk to!” Instead, they may
just be completely delusional about their behavior and its impact. But
this puts us in a difficult position. Upon learning the truth, the
delusional might very well be horrified and even want to take action to



change. But is it really our responsibility to shock others into
awareness? And even more fundamentally, is it even possible?

The truth is that challenging a delusional person can be risky at best
and disastrous at worst. Remember, almost everyone thinks they’re
self-aware—and the most delusional can be the least receptive to
hearing otherwise. After all, when we hear feedback that suggests
we’re not what we think we are, as psychologist William Swann puts it,
not only do we feel incompetent, we “suffer the…psychological anarchy
that occurs when…[our] very existence is threatened.” Pretty heavy,
right?

We’ve already heard the stories of ordinary people who have
radically improved their own self-awareness, so it must at least be
possible to help the delusional become more self-aware. But not
everyone will want to change. Given this reality, what is the best way
to deal with these people? Is it to understand them and perhaps help
them change? Or is it better to simply minimize their collateral
damage on our success and happiness? In this chapter, I’ll address
these questions with the goal of providing you a few actionable
strategies for dealing with the three types of unaware people you may
encounter in your life—the Lost Cause, the Aware Don’t Care, and the
Nudgable—and keep them from draining your energy, enthusiasm,
and happiness.

ACCEPTING WHAT WE CANNOT CHANGE AND CHANGING
WHAT WE CAN (OR HOW TO SOLVE A PROBLEM LIKE MARIA)
Robert was happy in his new job as development manager at a small
IT security company. He was passionate about the work he did, had a
great boss, and trusted and genuinely liked his co-workers. In fact,
Robert loved everything about his new job—with one giant exception.
That exception was named Maria.

Maria, like most un-self-aware people, seemed to inhabit her own
reality. As the long-time manager of the company’s support desk, she



stubbornly clung to the mistaken assumption that her colleagues
shared her every opinion and disparaged them when they deigned to
disagree with her. She used intimidation and bullying to control her
team. On top of all that, Maria never let an opportunity slide to remind
her colleagues about her academic credentials and years of experience.

Even Maria’s conflict-avoidant supervisor seemed scared of her.
After an earnest but ineffective attempt to confront the behavior a few
years back, he’d thrown up his hands and effectively given her worst
qualities free rein to grow. Rather unsurprisingly, Maria’s behavior
was a constant source of tension and conflict in the office—and if she
had any vague awareness of how it was affecting the people around
her, she certainly wasn’t showing it.

As the days and months dragged on, Robert felt Maria’s impact on
the team growing like a cancer. Her co-workers were afraid to disagree
with her lest she bite their heads off. They were frustrated that her
boss wasn’t doing anything to hold her accountable for her bad
behavior. Over time, Robert found himself waking up each morning
less and less excited to come to work.

Then, one day, his prayers were answered in the form of an
announcement from their human resources director. Each member of
the company’s leadership team (of which he and Maria were
members) would get the chance to receive anonymous written
feedback from their colleagues. This is our chance to put it all on the
table! Robert thought.

Robert decided that he had nothing to lose by being brutally honest
about the specific behaviors that were driving everyone insane. “Maria
takes her role very seriously and puts the hours in,” he wrote. “But she
doesn’t realize her harsh tone, over-policing of staff, and constant
references to her qualifications and experience create a toxic
atmosphere that is hurting morale and performance.” When Robert
finished, he felt oddly optimistic. She’s really not a mean person, he
decided, she just has no idea how much her behavior is damaging our
team.

The human resources director collected and compiled everyone’s
feedback. And a few days later, the eight members of their leadership



team—Robert, Maria, and their peers—gathered in a conference room
to discuss what each person had learned from the process. Robert
found himself nervous but hopeful that today would be the day they
finally addressed the elephant in the room.

The morning moved at glacial pace. For some reason, Maria had
asked to go last, and the team was holding its collective breath with
nervous anticipation. When it was finally her turn, the air in the room
was like hot marshmallow.

“I was really shocked to hear how you all see me,” she began. “It was
not a pleasant experience going through your feedback.” For a
moment, she looked upset. The team was now on the edge of their
seats. Would this be the moment that she’d see the error of her ways?
Would Maria’s bad spell finally be lifted? “But honestly, I just didn’t
recognize myself in any of these comments.”

Even though it felt like the walls were crashing in, the room was
utterly silent. No one was quite sure how to respond to the level of
delusion to which Maria clearly still clung. Robert cleared his throat
and tentatively asked, “Maria, what did you hear from the team?”

“One thing’s for sure. I didn’t hear anything I actually need to
change,” she flatly replied.

“What makes you say that?” he probed, trying to remain calm.
“Well, someone said that I was full of myself—always talking about

my qualifications and experience. That person was obviously just
jealous of my success.”

“Can you think of any other reason someone might have said that?”
he carefully asked.

“What other reason is there?” Sensing an opening, Robert opened
his mouth to speak. But before he could get a word out, Maria
continued her thought. “There is no other reason.”

Robert looked back at Maria, blinking. In a split second, he weighed
the pros and cons of coming clean that he had written the comment
and pointing to any one of the many examples of the behavior that had
inspired it. But despite his initial optimism, Robert suddenly realized
that no good would come of it.



Unfortunately, he was right. A full year passed since Robert’s team
completed this exercise, and a lot of things are different—a lot of
things, that is, except for Maria. While each and every other team
member had made a concerted effort to respond to the feedback they
received, Maria continued to remain willfully ignorant; not only
dismissing her colleagues’ comments, but repeatedly reminding them
how wrong they’d been.

Maria represents the first of three categories of delusional people:
the Lost Cause. Lost Causes cling to their delusion with a righteous,
indignant, and unshakable zeal. Because they can’t (or won’t) consider
any other opinion besides their own, anyone who attempts to shine a
light on their less desirable characteristics will get the proverbial
flashlight thwacked out of their hand. Although you can occasionally
get them to listen to feedback by appealing to their self-interest (“This
behavior is hurting your reputation”), it is usually pointless to
challenge their self-views.

When you discover that someone in your life is a Lost Cause, it’s
easy to feel hopeless. But even though we can’t impose insight on Lost
Causes, it doesn’t mean that we can’t take action to minimize their
impact on our success and happiness. Indeed, there is much to learn
from how Robert learned to peacefully coexist with Maria—primarily
by working to manage his own reactions.

Once Robert realized that Maria had no desire to improve her self-
insight, he challenged himself to adopt the mindset of compassion
without judgment. Rather than getting constantly bent out of shape
about her deficits, he realized that they were simply on different
journeys. If we revisit our “horse race of awareness” analogy from
chapter 2, Robert was picking up speed while Maria was dead last—but
with this realization, he was able to view her as someone who was
simply struggling, rather than as a malicious megalomaniac. It was
actually freeing to realize that Maria’s self-awareness was not his
problem to fix—it was hers and hers alone.

Robert isn’t the only one to adopt such an approach; when surveyed
about how they deal with the Lost Causes in their lives, only about half
of our unicorns reported directly intervening, but nearly all used



strategies to control their own reactions. In his superb book The No
Asshole Rule, Stanford professor Bob Sutton shares an instructive
metaphor for managing our reactions to Lost Causes. (And for that
matter, to the second type, the Aware Don’t Care, whom you’ll read
about in a minute.) Imagine you’re white-water rafting. Your boat is
calmly floating down a picturesque river, when all of a sudden you see
a rough patch and you’re abruptly thrown into the violent waters.

Most people in this situation try to fight it: kicking and flailing to get
back to the boat; trying to swim toward the shore; futilely clinging to a
slippery rock. But those strategies are actually more likely to kill us
than save us, and the less we battle the current, the sooner we’ll find
ourselves in calmer waters. Robert liked this metaphor—it reminded
him that he was actually more in control than it seemed. If Maria said
something antagonistic to him, for example, rather than standing up
to her or trying to make her see the error of her ways, he would simply
imagine floating feet-first, and getting out of the rough waters as
quickly as possible.

When dealing with a delusional person like this, it’s easy to write
him or her off as simply a bad person. But what if we challenged
ourselves to name a few of their positive characteristics? This is an
example of another tool; one that draws on the mindfulness tool of
reframing, or looking at our problem from a different perspective.
When Maria brought her 13-year-old daughter to work, Robert was
genuinely struck by how Maria treated her: she was unbelievably kind,
fiercely loyal, and demonstrably proud. To stay in control of his
reactions when he was working with Maria, Robert kept that image in
his mind and forced himself to conjure it when she wasn’t behaving
quite as magnanimously toward him.

A final technique to deal with Lost Causes is one that Robert
originally learned in fifth grade. The class bully set his sights on
Robert, who would come home every day crying and fearful of the next
day’s abuse. This went on for weeks, until his mother said something
that he never forgot. “Honey,” she told him, “this kid is a bully. He’s
mean, he’s cruel, and I know how much he’s hurting you. But have you
ever asked yourself, what can he teach me?” Initially, young



Robert thought his mother was a bit nuts—what in the world could he
learn from that malevolent monster?—but soon he realized that
perhaps he’d been too hasty. Perhaps the experience was an
opportunity to learn something about himself. Maybe, he thought, he’s
showing me that I need to do a better job sticking up for myself. And
so he did.

Robert was reminded of this a few months after his failed showdown
with Maria. He asked himself the question his mother had asked all
those years before. Was this actually an opportunity to learn a few
lessons about dealing with difficult people and therefore improve
himself? When he gave this new perspective a trial run, it worked
almost instantly. He began to view the situation not as a soul-eroding
marathon, but as an interesting and beneficial challenge. Though she
had no idea, Maria was helping Robert increase his self-awareness and
turn those lemons of delusion into lemonade.

Lost Causes aren’t the only type of delusional people out there. Let’s
now look at a second variety, who, as we’ll see, can seem
indistinguishable from Lost Causes, but in reality suffer from a much,
much different problem.

WHEN A LITTLE SELF-KNOWLEDGE ISN’T ENOUGH
I was once hired by a manufacturing company to coach Jerry, a VP
who was a successor for their chief operating officer role. From our
first meeting, I was impressed with Jerry’s intelligence, instincts, and
insight. But these characteristics couldn’t have been more different
from those of his boss, Daniel, whose behavior was the stuff of legend.
The current COO’s “leadership” techniques included yelling at his
direct reports when they disappointed him, humiliating them in front
of their colleagues, and causing even the most composed professionals
to lose their cool. Unsurprisingly, Daniel’s department had the highest
turnover rate in the company, along with the lowest morale.

Naturally, I had lots of questions about this mysterious Daniel. Did



he have even an inkling about how ineffective his approach was? Had
anyone ever mustered the courage to confront him? And if they had,
did he at any point even try to change his behavior? I would soon learn
the answer, and it wasn’t what I expected.

After Jerry had set his own goals for our coaching process, the two
of us decided to sit down with Daniel to make sure he was on board.
Jerry and I made a plan for the conversation as we waited in the
cavernous seating area outside Daniel’s office. When we were ushered
in, I stuck my hand out to introduce myself to Daniel. Now, for some
context, I’ve often been accused of having an unusually firm
handshake (when I first met my graduate advisor, for example, his
first word to me was literally “OW!”). But when I shook Daniel’s hand,
his grip was so aggressive that I felt like he was trying to get me to
drop to the floor. That was my first clue about what was really going
on.

Luckily, Jerry had a gift for dealing with Daniel that bordered on
magical, and the meeting got off to a great start. Jerry’s first goal was
to delegate more effectively so he could focus more on the strategic
aspects of his role. Daniel was on board. But he didn’t quite feel the
same way about Jerry’s second goal, which was to work on better
engaging his employees. Before Jerry could finish explaining his plan
to do so, Daniel held his hand up as if to say, “Stop talking right now.”
Jerry obliged.

“Jerry, this one’s a waste of your time.”
“Why is that, Daniel?” he calmly asked, as if he had anticipated this

question from his rather predictable boss.
“Because it doesn’t matter if your employees are ‘engaged.’ The most

effective management tool I’ve ever come across is fear. If they fear
you, they will get the work done. It’s really that simple.”

I was so shocked that I almost fell out of my chair. I have heard
executives say a lot of ridiculous things over the years, but I had never
met someone who openly admitted to a strategy of intimidation. And
Daniel didn’t just admit to this strategy; he was bragging about it.
That’s when I realized that, unlike so many of the delusional bosses
I’ve encountered in my coaching work, Daniel knew exactly how he



was behaving—and it didn’t bother him in the slightest. Though many
of his actions screamed Lost Cause, his was an entirely different
problem. Daniel was a textbook case of the second type of delusional
person: one I call Aware Don’t Care.

Whereas a Lost Cause’s primary issue is a lack of insight and no
motivation to acquire it, the Aware Don’t Care know exactly what
they’re doing—and the negative impact they’re having on others—but
they act that way anyway. Why? They truly believe that their
counterproductive (often borderline-abusive) behavior will help them
get what they want. And therein lies their delusion. From Daniel’s
perspective, he (wrongly) believed that cultivating fear helped him do
his job better.

I have an uncle who recently retired from a long career as a surgeon.
During his residency, one of his attending physicians was an avid
marathon runner; this starkly contrasted with the residents, most of
whom rarely left the hospital, let alone found time to exercise. Every
morning, rounds began on the fifth floor. But rather than meeting his
residents there, the attending required them to gather on the first floor
and march up five flights of stairs together. One day, my breathless
uncle asked him if he knew how hard it was for everyone to climb the
stairs. “Of course I do,” the attending replied. “I do it so none of you
will ask me questions.” There we have it, folks. Aware, and definitely
didn’t care.

But since the behaviors of the Aware Don’t Care can so closely
resemble those of a Lost Cause, how can we tell the difference?
Sometimes, we learn the answer only when we confront them—as
Robert did with Maria, and as my uncle did with his attending. Other
times, though, there can be clues. Lost Causes usually show
inconsistency between what they say about themselves and how they
behave. Remember Steve, the construction executive from chapter 1?
When I first met him, he waxed poetic about what a great leader he
was and how much his employees respected him; both claims were in
direct contradiction to his actions. The Aware Don’t Care, on the other
hand, show a different pattern. They are likely to acknowledge their
behavior, but brush it off or defend it (i.e., “Yeah, I know I yelled at



her, but she deserved it” or “Of course I’m pushy with clients—that’s
the only way to make the sale”). Like Daniel, they might even take to
bragging about their unsavory characteristics.

Another way to tell Lost Causes from the Aware Don’t Care is to look
at their perspective-taking abilities. Lost Causes tend to believe that
their way of thinking is the only way—like Maria, who assumed that
everyone else shared her opinions and freaked out when they didn’t.
The Aware Don’t Care, on the other hand, often show that they
understand their behavior from other people’s perspectives—like the
hospital attending who knew just how onerous those five flights of
stairs really were—but they also demonstrate the belief that the
behavior is productive. And for that reason, it’s usually not worth the
energy to try to change them.

When we learned about the Cult of Self earlier in the book, we saw
that narcissists—people characterized by grandiose levels of self-
admiration—are an especially delusional bunch. But while a lack of
self-insight has traditionally been a cornerstone of narcissism, recent
research has indicated that they possess something called “pseudo-
insight.” For example, and rather shockingly, one of the best ways to
identify a narcissist is to simply ask them whether they are, in fact, a
narcissist—more often than not, they’ll reply in the affirmative. But
why on earth are they so willing to admit to toxic traits, like egotism,
selfishness, and vanity? Just like Daniel, they are aware that they
possess these characteristics, but don’t see anything wrong with them.
In fact, they tend to view them as positive! As social psychologist Brad
Bushman observes, narcissists “believe they are superior to other
people and are fine with saying that publicly.”

There is also evidence that narcissists have at least some awareness
of the (generally inevitable) erosion of their personal relationships, but
they don’t seem to recognize their role. Instead, they blame others and
cling to their overly positive self-assessments. One fairly amazing way
they do this is to conclude that others are just too dim to appreciate
their brilliance.

While all the techniques I’ve mentioned above will also work with
the Aware Don’t Care, there is another that’s particularly well-suited



for them. I came up with the laugh track when I worked for an
Aware Don’t Care boss many years ago. After a series of public
humiliations, including being reamed out for a relatively small mistake
in front of our entire leadership team, I was at the end of my rope. I
figured I had two choices: I could quit, or I could find a better way to
deal with my manager. Because I adored every other aspect of my job,
I decided to try the latter. One day, after a particularly unpleasant
encounter with said boss, I happened to recall my favorite TV show
growing up, The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

Mary’s boss was a surly man named Lou Grant, played by the
incomparable Ed Asner. On a good day, Lou Grant was grumpy and
hotheaded; on a bad day, he was nasty and downright abusive. But
because his outrageous comments were often followed by a canned
laugh track, to the viewer, they seemed comical and surprisingly
endearing. I decided that the next time my boss said something so
cruel that it made me want to cry, I’d imagine a laugh track behind it
instead. Now, it would be inaccurate to say that this completely
transformed my experience of working for him, but the tool did make
it that much more bearable (and occasionally, hilarious).

These stories show us that when it comes to delusional people who
refuse to change, by managing our own reactions, we often
have more control than we think. But unfortunately, changing
our mindset is not always sufficient. There are times when we’ll need
to proactively assert ourselves and set boundaries, and there will be
times—if all else fails—when the only tool we have at our disposal is to
remove ourselves from the situation.

I have a good friend who, in addition to having a successful coaching
practice, is a rather prolific writer. A few years back, Scott was hired by
a well-known entrepreneur—let’s call him Joe—to perform some initial
research for a book he wanted to write. In their first meeting, Scott
was blown away by how down-to-earth Joe was for a multimillionaire.
Seconds after they met, Joe enveloped Scott in a huge bear hug, and
throughout their conversation, he seemed positively enraptured by
everything Scott had to say. This is going to be a blast! Scott thought
excitedly.



The contract Scott drew up was simple and unambiguous—or so he
thought. He would perform in-person interviews with 10 CEOs who
shared Joe’s management philosophy, write a report for each, and
submit it, along with his travel expenses, to get paid for that portion of
the work. The day before his meeting with the first CEO, Scott’s
assistant Jenna had set up a call to review the interview questions.
Jenna dialed in to make sure everything was on track and then left Joe
and Scott to proceed with their conversation.

As the call came to a close, Joe asked, “You’re good on the subject
areas I need covered tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” said Scott. “If you think of any others while I’m in
the air, just pass them along to Jenna.”

“Sure,” said Joe. “She seems very efficient.”
“Oh, Jenna’s the best,” Scott replied enthusiastically. “We’ve built

the whole business together. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”
Initially Scott thought nothing of this portion of the conversation.

But then, just a few minutes after hanging up, his phone rang again. It
was Jenna.

“Is everything okay?”
“Sure,” she said. “But you’ll never guess who just called me? Joe!”
“Is there a problem?”
“I don’t know how to say this, exactly…but he offered me a job.”
Scott was stunned. “Wh-what?”
“He offered to double my salary. And he didn’t even ask what my

salary was!”
“You must be kidding,” said Scott, suddenly choked with feelings of

anger and panic.
“I turned him down, of course,” she quickly added. “But I thought

you should know.”
That night, Scott struggled to sleep. How could Joe do that just

minutes after he’d shared how valuable Jenna was to his business? He
knew Jenna was happy and fairly compensated, and he felt lucky that
she’d had the loyalty to turn Joe down. But the whole incident had left



him feeling belittled and betrayed. He decided to confront Joe the next
morning and state his needs.

“Joe, I wanted to talk to you about what happened yesterday after
our call.”

There was a long pause as Scott waited for Joe to realize he’d been
found out and apologize for his completely unprofessional behavior.
“Jenna told me that you tried to hire her away from me.”

“Yeah,” Joe sighed. “And she turned me down on the spot. But that’s
okay. You know, I have to be honest, most people in her position
would crawl over broken glass to work with me. Frankly, the fact she
turned me down makes me question her judgment. It’s really no loss
to me.”

Scott couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It almost seemed as if
Joe thought he was calling to apologize to him. The multimillionaire
was clearly clueless about the impact of his actions—not just on their
relationship, but potentially on the success of the very project he’d
hired Scott to complete. “Look, Joe, can I ask you a favor?” said Scott.
“Can you please refrain from hiring my people?”

Another long pause followed. Apparently, Joe had to think it over.
But finally, he agreed to Scott’s request.

Though Scott was understandably unsettled by the whole encounter,
he hoped it would be a minor bump in the road. He toiled over the
report for his first interview, and a few weeks later, he submitted a 15-
page product to Joe, accompanied by receipts for his travel expenses,
just as they had agreed. Later that day, Scott received a phone call.

“Scotty,” said Joe. “I’ve got to tell you, I don’t want this guy or his
company anywhere near my book.”

Scott was naturally disappointed to hear that he’d wasted three
weeks of work. But his disappointment was nothing compared to the
fury he was about to experience.

“I’ll reimburse your travel expenses,” Joe continued. “So don’t worry
about that. Just send your receipts to my office.”

Scott’s heart felt like it had frozen in his chest. “And, uh…my fee?”
he said. “I’ll send the invoice for the fee at the same time?”



“Scotty, no,” said Joe, suddenly impatient. “I just told you. This
thing is of no use to me. I’m not paying for horseshit.”

Hardly containing his anger, Scott decided he had no choice but to
assertively state his needs. “Joe, this is not reasonable at all. The
report is exactly what you asked for. I have to be paid.”

After a long discussion—and Scott’s repeated insistence that Joe
honor their agreement—the irascible entrepreneur finally agreed to
pay up. At this point Scott seriously considered taking the money and
running. But he decided to try one more thing before he threw in the
towel. This time, he would create better guidelines for their
relationship. What they needed were clear boundaries they could
both agree on.

Scott added about four pages to their contract, spelling out the exact
requirements for the work product, and just in case, the exact travel
expenses that Joe would reimburse him for. After a few back-and-
forths, he was able to get Joe’s signature and set out to schedule his
second interview. Now, even for someone as narcissistic and
delusional as Joe, there could be no doubt as to where they stood.

Unfortunately, Joe’s behavior persisted. At one point, he even
refused to pay for Scott’s expenses because he’d taken a short taxi ride
instead of the subway. Up until now, Scott had been doing everything
he could to deal with his unaware client. He’d assertively stated his
needs and aggressively clarified his boundaries. And he’d attempted to
manage his own reactions. But his concern continued to grow. He
decided to pick up the phone and call a few mutual acquaintances to
get more information.

The most concerning data came from Candace, one of Joe’s
longtime executives. Candace had recently been diagnosed with a
serious autoimmune disease, and despite knowing about her diagnosis
and what it meant, Joe continued to summon her into the office at all
hours of the night and on weekends. “He’s killing me,” Candace half
joked, “and he has absolutely no idea.”

As he hung up with Candace, Scott finally decided that enough was
enough. It was time to walk away. The money he was sacrificing was
minimal compared to the sanity he would be regaining. And in case



you’re doubting Scott’s decision, this might be a good time to tell you
the topic of the book Joe was writing. It was a book on…wait for
it…emotional intelligence. You just can’t make this stuff up.

Granted, not everyone dealing with a delusional person has the
luxury of walking away. But as Scott discovered, when someone is as
thoroughly mired in delusion as Joe, the problems they create in our
lives don’t magically disappear. If we’ve exhausted all of our options—
changing our mindset, stating our needs, and reinforcing our
boundaries—but still can’t manage, we must face these situations with
unflinching honesty. Sometimes, we may indeed decide that whatever
the sacrifice—whether it’s leaving a job we love, cutting ties with an
impossibly unaware friend or family member, or giving up a lucrative
contract—our best option may be to pick ourselves up, dust ourselves
off, and move forward.

HELPING THE NUDGABLE DECODE THE FLASHING LIGHTS
Mercifully, though, not everyone is unreachable. The third type of
delusional person, the Nudgable, is one whose behavior we
absolutely can have an impact on, at least to a degree. What sets the
Nudgable apart from their more hopeless counterparts is that they
genuinely want to be better; they just don’t know they need to change
their approach. And unlike Lost Causes and the Aware Don’t Care,
they are generally surprisingly receptive to receiving this information
—that is, when it’s delivered in the right way.

The day I turned 16, I joyfully experienced the classic rite of passage
of getting my driver’s license. Eager to exercise my newfound freedom,
I begged my mother to let me drive to school and back the next day.
She hesitated, understandably, because I had a play rehearsal that
went late into the evening and little practice driving in the dark. But
eventually she relented. That evening, I got into my car, turned on my
headlights, and headed home. Exhilarated to be behind the wheel, I
thought everything was going great. Then I noticed that almost every
car I passed was blinking their lights at me. Why is everybody doing



that? I wondered.
I soon found out. As soon as I made it home and pulled into the

driveway, my mother burst out of the garage, frantically waving at me
to turn off my brights, “Honey, you’re blinding the entire
neighborhood!”

All of a sudden it made sense. Completely unbeknownst to me, I had
been shining my brights directly at Denver drivers for miles—and
what’s more, they’d all been trying to tell me as much. I just couldn’t,
quite literally, read the signals I was getting. This is a good metaphor
for what life is like for unaware people. Though they can’t decode what
the flashing lights in front of them mean, other people usually can.
And if they’re open to it, we can help the unaware see themselves
through our eyes.

Call me an optimist, but I believe that more often than not, most
unaware people are at least somewhat Nudgable. Many times,
rather than representing a deep disconnect from reality, their
unawareness results from far less pervasive and sometimes even
situational causes. For example, research has suggested a positive
correlation between stress and unawareness: that is, the more stress
we are under, the more unrealistic we tend to be about our abilities,
characteristics, and behaviors. This makes intuitive sense. Have you
noticed that people seem to be most delusional about their behavior in
times of stress? Unawareness isn’t always an indictment of someone’s
potential to develop insight—they may just need a bit of a nudge.

My friend Lisa has been on the board of a local non-profit for nearly
a decade. A few months ago, they brought on a new board member,
let’s call him Phil, who was more than a touch delusional. In no time at
all, Phil was annoying everybody, constantly bragging about his
successes in the private sector with no apparent understanding of how
he was alienating those around him. That is, until he realized that the
other board members were giving him the cold shoulder. When he had
tried to join a few committees, he’d been effectively shut out.

One evening after a board meeting, Phil approached Lisa with a
frustrated look on his face. He asked her if, as the longest-serving
board member, she might give him some advice. He shared his



frustration and asked if he was doing anything that was contributing
to the problem. As is often the case with the Nudgable, Phil knew
something was wrong, but he couldn’t quite read the signs. Lisa gently
suggested that instead of telling everyone everything he had done,
perhaps he could ask his colleagues questions to get to know them
better. Phil was taken aback as he processed the information. He then
proceeded to announce that he would change his approach starting at
that very moment. Though it took a little longer than Phil may have
hoped, he was eventually able to win over his fellow board members.

In Phil’s case, Lisa had the perfect opening to deliver her feedback.
Unfortunately, though, not every unaware person is savvy enough to
seek it out. After all, the big catch-22 of self-awareness is that
the people who need it most are usually the least likely to
know they need it. So is it ever a good idea to confront an unaware
person more directly? And if so, how can we guard against the
inevitable risks? How can we deliver these important insights without
the recipient shooting the messenger (i.e., you)? As we’ll see from the
following story, when it comes to the Nudgable, a little compassion,
coupled with some thoughtful preparation, can really go a long way.

It was the week before Christmas in a picture-perfect mountain hotel.
Sophia and Emma, who’d been best friends since kindergarten, had
been having a fantastic time in Vermont, courtesy of Emma’s generous
and successful father. He’d treated them to seven days of private
snowmobiling lessons, lavish shopping trips, and pricey dinners. But
sitting in the luxurious suite they’d been sharing as the gold December
sun shone through the windows, Emma suddenly looked anxious.

“What’s up?” asked Sophia, sitting on the edge of the bed with a
freshly made cup of coffee.

Emma was peering around the open door. “Is my dad around?” she
whispered.

“What, Frank?” said Sophia. “He went to the gym to find your mom.
Why?”

“It’s the ski lesson he booked for tomorrow,” said Emma, rubbing



the back of her neck. “I don’t think I want to go.”
“Really?”
“Really!” she replied, wide-eyed. “Why would anyone strap slippery

wood planks to their feet and slide down a mountain at a high speed…
voluntarily? I want to live to see Christmas.”

“So don’t go!” laughed Sophia. “What’s the big deal?”
“It’s Dad,” she said. “He’ll chew me out for sure.”
Sophia (who also happens to be a self-awareness unicorn) did her

best to reassure her old friend that she was worrying too much. After
all, Sophia had known Emma’s father for years. Frank was an
extraordinary man. He’d overcome a difficult childhood to put himself
through college and then medical school, and he had since become a
world-renowned surgeon. She knew him to be physically imposing, at
nearly seven feet tall with broad shoulders and a Hemingway beard,
but also extremely kind. For a long time, Frank had supported
Sophia’s dream of becoming a doctor, and been somewhat of a mentor
to her.

Of course, she’d heard about Frank’s “other side” from Emma for
years, who’d often complained that he could be domineering, cruel,
and controlling, and at times lashed out without a moment’s notice.
“He wields his wealth and success like a weapon,” she’d bemoaned,
more than once.

“I know you guys locked horns when you were growing up,” said
Sophia. “But he’s not going to want to ruin Christmas making an issue
of something dumb like a ski lesson.”

“Maybe,” replied Emma, hesitantly at first. “Yeah, maybe you’re
right.”

Minutes later, Frank returned.
“Dad?” said Emma, leaning on the door frame. “Would you mind if I

sat out skiing tomorrow? Would that be okay?”
As he walked to the wardrobe to hang his wife’s coat, Frank’s

expression barely changed. “Sure,” he said flatly, his shoulders
shrugging ever so slightly. Pleasantly surprised by her father’s non-
explosive reaction, Emma put the whole thing out of her mind.



The next morning, as they were all heading back to the suite after
breakfast, Frank ran into a colleague in the lobby. They made pleasant
conversation as an open fire crackled and popped and sweater-clad
guests milled about.

But when the woman asked about Frank’s plans that day, his warm
demeanor instantly dissipated. “Well, we three,” he said, gesturing
wildly toward himself, Emma’s mother, and Sophia, “are going to be
taking a private skiing lesson. But someone,” he pointed at his
daughter, “is too afraid to go skiing and decided to cancel at the last
minute—and it’s too late to get my money back. Can you believe how
ungrateful she is?” Frank bellowed, at a volume that reverberated
through the lobby so loudly that he might as well have made an
announcement on their PA system.

A long, awkward silence followed. Suddenly, Emma, choking back
tears, stormed off without a word. As she went, Frank watched her
with a look of genuine confusion. Clearly, he had no idea how his
brutish words had injured his sensitive daughter.

For the rest of that day and long into the evening, Sophia couldn’t
stop thinking about what she had witnessed. She knew she had
basically two options: to confront Frank or stay painfully MUM and
see his behavior continue. Sophia felt compelled to talk to him, but she
didn’t know whether it would do any good.

To help her decide what to do, Sophia asked herself several
questions. The first was, do the benefits of having this
conversation outweigh the potential risks? Sophia started with
the benefits: first and foremost, she cared about Emma. If she could do
anything to minimize the hurt that Frank caused her in the future,
she’d do it in a second. Sophia also cared about Frank and knew that if
this behavior continued, it could effectively end his relationship with
his daughter.

She imagined the worst-case scenario if their conversation went
south. The most painful thing that could happen was that Frank would
never speak to her again, but she had a hunch that the more realistic
worst-case scenario was that he would yell at her and sulk for the rest
of the trip. So, given these two options—a better Frank or a worse



vacation—she was happy to risk the latter in service of the former.
But even once Sophia decided that the benefits outweighed the

costs, she still had another angle to consider. She asked: Does he
know there’s a problem? Sophia believed (and the research
confirms this) that if someone isn’t feeling any pain or frustration,
they might not have enough motivation to change. In Frank’s case,
though, he clearly knew something was wrong—his pained look when
Emma ran away was proof enough—he just didn’t know he was the
reason.

A related question was: Is his behavior counter to his best
interests? Research has shown that human beings have a desire for
congruence—when their behaviors and beliefs don’t match, they
experience an uncomfortable sense of cognitive dissonance. In Frank’s
case, Sophia knew that he cared deeply about being a good dad. She
even remembered a conversation where he mentioned that the reason
he worked so hard was to give Emma a better childhood than he’d had.
Pointing out how his behavior was impeding those goals, Sophia
reasoned, was likely to create an alarm-clock moment.

The answer to Sophia’s final question—Do I think that he will
listen to me?—wasn’t as straightforward. Power differentials, like
the one she had with Frank, make conversations like this very difficult.
On the face of it, it may seem silly for a 21-year-old pre-med student to
think she should tell a successful 52-year-old surgeon how to act. But
Sophia thought that the trust they shared would tip the balance.

After carefully weighing all sides of the issue, Sophia decided that
she was going to talk to Frank, and sooner would be better. Sophia and
Frank were both early risers, and in the first few days of their vacation,
they’d settled into an early-morning coffee routine. Tomorrow, Sophia
decided to invite him to breakfast.

Later that night, as Sophia tried to channel her nerves to make a
plan for the conversation. When morning finally came, she marched to
their suite’s small kitchen and came face-to-face with Frank. “Frank,
I’m starving,” she said as nonchalantly as possible. “Do you want to
grab breakfast at the restaurant downstairs?” “Sure!” he replied.

The hostess walked them through the nearly empty restaurant and



gestured toward a table in the back. Once they ordered, the pair had an
uneasy chuckle about the unnerving number of stuffed animal heads
on the wall above them, then discussed Sophia’s plans for medical
school the following year. “Frank,” she told him, “I really can’t thank
you enough for everything you’ve done to help me get here. I don’t
think I’ve ever told you how grateful I am for your advice.”

Sophia could literally see Frank puffing up across the table. Smiling,
Frank replied, “Wow, Sophia, thank you. It’s so nice to feel
appreciated! And so rare for me,” he said, winking at her in a not-so-
subtle reference to yesterday’s episode. Sophia didn’t think her
opening would come this fast, but she decided to go with it.

“What do you mean?” she innocently inquired.
“I’ve just had it with Emma. I mean, I’m sorry, I know she’s your

friend and I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. But can you believe
how ungrateful she was yesterday?”

Emma mentally reviewed the plan she’d come up with the night
before. She’d decided to begin by asking questions to see if Frank
could reach a place of insight on his own, without her having to
forcibly drag him there.

“What was going on there, do you think?” she asked.
“The sad fact is, my daughter can be ungrateful.” He lifted a

croissant from the basket at the center of the table. “All my life, I’ve
spent, I mean, my God, hundreds of thousands of dollars trying to
make her happy. And all my life, she’s thrown it back in my face.
Skipping out on the ski lesson? I should’ve expected it.” He ripped the
croissant in half and studied it with an air of faint disgust.

“Fair enough,” Sophia remarked, “but what do you think was going
on from Emma’s perspective?”

“She was acting like a baby!”
Sophia tried again. “Frank, I can completely understand how mad

that made you. But from Emma’s perspective, why do you think she
was so hurt?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”
Sophia paused. She was waiting for an “aha moment,” but all she got



was an old man angrily chewing a pastry. “Okay, you were both really
upset, right?” she said. Frank nodded. “And you don’t want that to
happen in the future?” More nodding. “So don’t you think it’s
important to figure out why Emma reacted that way?”

Frank cocked his head, seemingly curious. Then, as if on cue, he
punted Sophia’s question back to her. “What do you think was
going on?”

Sophia carefully began, “Frank, I haven’t talked to Emma about this
yet, so I can only infer, but think about it for a minute. She was
obviously really scared to go skiing.” Frank rolled his eyes. She
continued, “Then you lashed out at her for it, and in public, no less.”

“What do you mean? I was just making polite conversation.”
“Well, it was a conversation,” she said. “But it definitely wasn’t

polite.” For a moment, Frank seemed taken aback by Sophia’s candor.
But she plodded on anyway. “Did you notice the exact moment Emma
got upset?”

“Was it when I was talking about how she didn’t want to come with
us to the ski lesson?” Sophia nodded. “But I still don’t understand
why.”

Emboldened, Sophia offered, “I think Emma was humiliated. She
was already embarrassed about being so afraid, and you put it out
there for everyone to see.”

Finally, a faint glimmer of understanding came over his face. “So
what I said made Emma feel like she was being punished for not
wanting to go skiing?”

“Well, maybe. And Frank, if I may, there was one more thing I think
Emma might have been reacting to. But let me ask you first: Do you
think it’s possible that she felt like you were holding the money you
spent on the ski lesson over her head?”

Frank’s arm paused in midair. The croissant fell back into the
basket. “Oh, wow,” he said, sitting back and exhaling. “I never thought
about it that way. Is that something I do?”

Suddenly, the floodgates of insight burst open, and Frank was on a
roll. He started connecting his behavior to his childhood experiences—



how his family had trouble with money; how it was a frequent source
of conflict; how helpless and frustrated it used to make him feel. “I had
no idea I was doing this,” he exclaimed. “There’s nothing in the world
more important to me than being a good dad. But if I didn’t know I
was acting this way, how am I going to know when I do it again?”
Sophia thought for a moment. “Frank, why don’t you ask Emma to
help you?”

It took Frank a few weeks to muster the courage to sit down with his
daughter. But he was surprised to find out how good it felt to get
things out into the open. Though Frank and Emma’s relationship
didn’t heal overnight, Sophia noticed a palpable difference in how they
were interacting just weeks later. He was doing a much better job of
listening to her and staying calm, and Emma told her that he’d
virtually stopped talking about money.

As time went on, Frank would lapse back into his old behavior
perhaps more than was ideal—after all, he was unlearning decades of
ingrained habits—but the difference was that now he was more aware
of it when it happened. As a result, he was able to stay focused and
improve a little every day, which over time created a stronger bond
between them.

As Sophia’s story shows, it is often possible to help others to
increase their insight, and it’s never too late to begin. For that reason,
when dealing with a delusional person, it’s not a bad idea to be
optimistic and assume that a person is Nudgable until it’s proven
otherwise. But at the same time, we must also be practical—honestly
assessing their level of openness and examining whether the benefits
of such a conversation outweigh the costs, wisely choosing our timing
and our words, and above all, keeping our expectations reasonable.
Sometimes, a single conversation can be a game-changer, as Sophia
found with Frank. Other times, the person might need a few more
nudges. (Research has shown that on average, the more unaware a
person is, the more likely they are to require repeated evidence over
time, sometimes from several sources.)

But often, if we keep the tone of the conversation positive and
constructive and show that we come from a place of genuine support,



we can help the unaware see themselves more clearly. When we
confront with compassion, we can often nudge them to make
powerful changes that don’t just improve their life and happiness, but
ours as well.

THE LIFELONG QUEST AND THE SPECKLED AX
A man once purchased a hand-forged ax from a blacksmith. Affixed
atop its sturdy wooden handle, as the centuries-old story goes, was an
iron head covered in opaque gray carbon, save for the blade, where the
blacksmith had sharpened off the soot to reveal the smooth silver
underneath. The man liked the look of the blade so much that he asked
the blacksmith to sand the entire head to match. The blacksmith
agreed, but only if the man would help him power the sharpening
wheel.

As the blacksmith pressed the head of the ax hard against the stone,
the man began to turn the wheel. But the task was far more difficult
than he had imagined, and after just a few minutes, the man stopped.
And when he checked his progress, he didn’t see the bright, smooth
silver surface he hoped for—the carbon had only been sanded away in
a few areas, and the ax was a gray-speckled mess.

The man announced that he’d take the ax home as it was anyway.
“No! Turn on, turn on,” the blacksmith said. “We shall have it bright

by and by; as yet, it is only speckled.”
“Yes,” replied the man, “but I think I like a speckled ax best.”
This story, penned by America’s first unicorn, Ben Franklin,

perfectly illustrates how unexpectedly difficult the twin goals of self-
awareness and self-improvement really are. We might strive for an ax
that is shiny, smooth, and flawless, but feel intimidated by the effort
and commitment it takes to get there. Rather than keep sanding away,
we find it far easier to convince ourselves that we wanted an imperfect
ax all along.

While a perfect silver ax—i.e., total insight and absolute truth—is



not a realistic or even productive goal, that doesn’t mean we should
throw in the towel when the going gets tough. Without a doubt, the
lifelong pursuit of self-awareness can be long, difficult, and messy. We
will hit obstacles or setbacks and feel daunted by the work it takes.
And just when we think we’ve finally sanded off all of the proverbial
soot, we might discover that we actually still have a way to go.

But the fact that we are never truly “finished” becoming self-aware is
also what makes the journey so exciting. No matter how much insight
we’ve achieved, there is always more to be gained. Few understand
this better than our unicorns, who see self-awareness as a state of
being that they consistently prioritize. And for the rest of us, no matter
how self-aware we start out, we can all work to continuously broaden
and deepen our insight throughout the course of our lives.

As we go about that process, we will learn things that surprise us,
gratify us, and challenge us. And with each new insight will come the
inevitable question of “Now what?” At the beginning of this book, I
called self-awareness the meta-skill of the twenty-first century—that
is, it’s a necessary but not sufficient condition for a life well lived.
Another way of saying this is that insight is pointless if we don’t
put it to use. As we’ve seen throughout the book, the most successful
among us don’t just work to gain self-awareness—they act on it and
reap the rewards.

Undeniably, this can feel easier said than done. Most leaders I know
who have completed the Leader Feedback Process, for example, come
away with a long, overwhelming list of strengths to hone and
weaknesses to address. And the longer the list, the more daunting and
paralyzing it can feel. Yet this need not be the case. Just one thing
separates people who successfully act on insight from those who don’t:
the ability to take things one step at a time.

In one of my all-time favorite movies, What About Bob? Bill
Murray’s character Bob has a codependent relationship with his
therapist, Leo Marvin, played by Richard Dreyfuss. During one of their
sessions, Leo tells Bob he’ll be going on vacation for a month. When
Bob begins to panic, Leo gives him a book he wrote called Baby Steps
to read while he’s away. Leo explains, “It means setting small,



reasonable goals for yourself, one day at a time.” In an example of
Murray’s classic comedic brilliance, his character follows this advice
literally, taking hundreds of baby steps out of the office and into the
elevator. “I’m in the elevator!” he gleefully exclaims. “All I have to do is
take one little step at a time, and I can do anything!” A silly example,
of course, but research confirms the effectiveness of this approach.

Franklin likened it to weeding an overgrown garden: if you just
walked up and started pulling weeds willy-nilly, you wouldn’t feel like
you were making much progress. But instead, if you tackled just one
bed at a time, you’d be surprised at how quickly you’ll end up with a
better-looking garden. And although by Franklin’s own admission he
never quite arrived at the moral perfection he set out to achieve, he
was “a better and happier man than I otherwise should have been if I
had not attempted it.”

The same is true for the rest of us. The truth is that you could spend
a lifetime applying and refining the concepts from this book. But as
most people instinctively know, we also need quick wins to help us
create and sustain momentum. To help you do this, I’ve created a
simple exercise to catalyze your self-awareness journey, no matter
where you are on that path. During each day of the 7-Day Insight
Challenge (on this page), you’ll focus on one element of self-
awareness. And since the point is to provide you with quick hits of
insight, I designed each day’s challenge to be completed in 15 to 30
minutes. To help you to record and process your learnings from the
Insight Challenge, you can download a workbook at www.Insight-
Book.com. And if you’d like a more scientific baseline of your current
level of self-awareness before you begin, you can find a free 360
assessment at www.Insight-Quiz.com.

KEY CONCEPTS AND TAKEAWAYS: CHAPTER 10

Delusional people: People who have no idea how their behavior
impacts those around them.
How to deal with the three types of delusional people

http://www.Insight-Book.com
http://www.Insight-Quiz.com


The Lost Cause: They cling to their delusions; it is futile to
challenge their self-views.

Tool: Compassion without judgment
Tool: Floating feet-first

The “Aware Don’t Care”: They see their behavior clearly, but
not its negative impact.

Tool: The laugh track
Tool: State our needs

The Nudgeable: They want to change, but don’t know what
they need to change.

Tool: Confront with compassion



THE 7-DAY INSIGHT CHALLENGE

Day 1: Select Your Self-Awareness Spheres
On a piece of paper, list the three most important spheres of your life:
work, school, parenting, marriage, friends, community, faith,
philanthropy, etc.

1. For each sphere, write a few sentences about what success looks
like using the Miracle Question: If you woke up tomorrow and
everything in that area of life was near-perfect, what would that
look like?

2. Then, given your definition of success, rate how satisfied you are
now on a scale of 1 (completely unsatisfied) to 10 (completely
satisfied).

Your biggest opportunities for self-awareness are those where you’re
not as satisfied as you want to be. Circle the one or two spheres that
you most want to improve (these are your target self-awareness
spheres). Think about what is keeping you from achieving your
definition of success and what changes you could make to get there.

Day 2: Study the Seven Pillars
Find a trusted friend, family member, or colleague. Go through the
Seven Pillars of Insight together (this page). For each pillar, describe
how you see yourself (e.g., what are your values?) and then ask the
other person to share how they see you (e.g., what do they think your
values are?). (And please, be a good friend and help your partner
examine his or her own pillars!) After your discussion, reflect on the
similarities and differences between your answers about yourself and
your partner’s answers about you. What did you learn from this
exercise, and how will you build on it moving forward?



1. Values: The principles that guide how you govern your life
2. Passions: What you love to do
3. Aspirations: What you want to experience and achieve
4. Fit: The environment you require to be happy and engaged
5. Patterns: Your consistent ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving

across situations
6. Reactions: The thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reveal your

strengths and weaknesses
7. Impact: How your actions are generally perceived by others

Day 3: Explore Your Barriers
Think back to chapters 3 and 4 and pick one or two barriers to self-
awareness that you suspect might be at play in your own life (i.e.,
Knowledge Blindness, Emotion Blindness, Behavior Blindness, the
Cult of Self, the Feel Good Effect, Selfie Syndrome). For the next 24
hours, try to spot the barrier(s) occurring in real time, either by
questioning your own behavior and assumptions or spotting them in
others. At the end of the day, think about what you learned and how
you can apply the strategies you’ve read to help you shift your
thoughts and your actions.

Extra credit: For the next 24 hours, pay attention to how often you
are focused on yourself versus interested in other people, both online
and offline. When you’re tempted to post your recent vacation photos
or regale your dinner party guests with a story about your latest
professional accomplishment, ask yourself, “What am I hoping to
achieve by doing this?”

Day 4: Boost Your Internal Self-Awareness
Choose one of the internal self-awareness tools below to experiment
with today. At the end of the day, spend a few moments reflecting on
how it went, what you learned about yourself, and how you can build
on this insight moving forward.



1. What not why (this page)
2. Comparing and contrasting (this page)
3. Reframing (this page)
4. Hitting pause (this page)
5. Thought-stopping (this page)
6. Reality checks (this page)
7. Solutions-mining (this page)

Day 5: Boost Your External Self-Awareness
Identify one loving critic within each target self-awareness sphere (this
page). Ask them to share one thing that they value or appreciate about
you and one thing that they think might be holding you back. As you’re
hearing the feedback, practice the 3R Model (this page).

Day 6: Survive the Delusional
Think of the most delusional person you know (ideally, that you’ll see
today). Which category from chapter 10 (Lost Cause, Aware Don’t
Care, Nudgable) do you think the person falls into, and what leads you
to this conclusion? Practice using one tool below to better manage
your relationship with this person the next time you see him or her.

1. Compassion without judgment (this page)
2. Float feet-first (this page)
3. Reframing (this page)
4. What can he/she teach me? (this page)
5. Laugh track (this page)
6. State your needs (this page)
7. Clarify your boundaries (this page)
8. Walk away (this page)
9. Confront with compassion (this page)



Day 7: Take Stock
Review the notes you took over the course of the challenge and answer
the following questions:

1. What do you now know about yourself—and about self-awareness
in general—that you didn’t know a week ago?

2. What one goal can you set for yourself over the next month to help
you continue the momentum you have now?

Once you’ve completed the challenge, be sure to join the Insight
Challenge Facebook group. Just visit www.Insight-Challenge.com and
you’ll be automatically re-directed to a dedicated group where you can
share your successes and best practices!

If this book has convinced you of anything, I hope it’s that self-
awareness isn’t just for unicorns. Truly, we are all capable of gaining
insight and reaping the resulting rewards; of recognizing our self-
limiting behaviors and making better choices; of knowing what’s most
important to us and acting accordingly; of understanding our impact
so we can improve our most important relationships. The lifelong
journey to understanding who we are and how we’re seen can be a
bumpy one, full of obstacles and roadblocks. It can be difficult,
painful, and slow. It can make us feel imperfect, weak, and vulnerable.
But this road is also paved with the greatest of opportunities. Author
C. JoyBell C. articulated this far better than I ever could:

I think that we are like stars. Something happens to burst
us open; but when we burst open and think we are dying;
we’re actually turning into a supernova. And then when we
look at ourselves again, we see that we’re suddenly more
beautiful than we ever were before.

Self-awareness transforms us into supernovas—more beautiful,
better, and brighter than we ever were before.

http://www.Insight-Challenge.com


APPENDIX A

What Are Your Values?

Understanding our values—that is, the principles that guide how we
want to live our lives—is the first pillar of insight. Values help us
define the person we want to be, as well as set the stage for the other
six pillars. Here are a few questions to help you better understand
yours:

1. What values were you raised with? Does your current belief system
reflect those values, or do you see the world differently than you
were brought up to see it?

2. What were the most important events or experiences of your
childhood and young adulthood? How did they shape your view of
the world?

3. At work and in life, whom do you most respect and what do you
respect about them?

4. Whom do you least respect and what makes you feel this way?
5. Who is the best (and the worst) boss you’ve ever had, and what did

she or he do to earn that moniker?
6. When it comes to raising a family or mentoring others, what

behaviors would you most and least want to instill?

To help you further identify or narrow your most important values,
below is a fairly exhaustive list:

Acceptance
Accuracy
Achievement



Adventure
Attractiveness
Authority
Autonomy
Beauty
Caring
Challenge
Change
Comfort
Commitment
Compassion
Contribution
Cooperation
Courtesy
Creativity
Dependability
Duty
Ecology
Excitement
Faithfulness
Fame
Family
Fitness
Flexibility
Forgiveness
Friendship
Fun
Generosity
Genuineness
God’s Will
Growth



Health
Helpfulness
Honesty
Hope
Humility
Humor
Independence
Industry
Inner Peace
Intimacy
Justice
Knowledge
Leisure
Loved
Loving
Mastery
Mindfulness
Moderation
Monogamy
Nonconformity
Nurturance
Openness
Order
Passion
Pleasure
Popularity
Power
Purpose
Rationality
Realism



Responsibility
Risk
Romance
Safety
Self-Acceptance
Self-Control
Self-Esteem
Self-Knowledge
Service
Sexuality
Simplicity
Solitude
Spirituality
Stability
Tolerance
Tradition
Virtue
Wealth
World Peace*

* W. R. Miller et al. “Personal values card sort.” Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico, 2001.



APPENDIX B

What Are Your Passions?

Understanding our passions—the second pillar of insight—is key to
making choices and decisions that line up with what we love to do,
both in our careers and in our personal lives. Here are a few questions
to help you get started in exploring your passions:

1. What kind of day would make you leap out of bed in the morning?
2. What types of projects or activities do you never seem to get sick

of?
3. What types of projects or activities do you find least enjoyable?
4. If you retired tomorrow, what would you miss the most about your

work?
5. What are your hobbies and what do you like about them?

If you’re looking for more guidance to unlock your passions, there is
no shortage of “What color is your parachute”–like assessments, and I
certainly encourage you to take them. But not all are created equal, so
make sure you’re taking a test that’s been well validated. Two of the
best are:

1. The Holland RIASEC Model (you can find a free version at:
http://personality-testing.info/tests/RIASEC/ or
http://www.truity.com/test/holland-code-career-test).

2. The Strong Interest Inventory (you can purchase the test at
http://www.discoveryourpersonality.com/strong-interest-
inventory-career-test.html or http://careerassessmentsite.com/
tests/strong-tests/about-the-strong-interest-inventory).

http://personality-testing.info/tests/RIASEC/
http://www.truity.com/test/holland-code-career-test
http://www.discoveryourpersonality.com/strong-interest-inventory-career-test.html
http://careerassessmentsite.com/tests/strong-tests/about-the-strong-interest-inventory


APPENDIX C

What Are Your Aspirations?

Steve Jobs once said, “I want to make a dent in the universe.” This is
the essence of the third pillar of insight: our aspirations, or what we
want to experience and achieve. Here are a few questions to help you
identify your dent:

1. When you were younger, what did you want to be when you grew
up and what drew you to this profession?

2. Is the way you’re currently spending your time meaningful and
gratifying to you? Is there anything you feel is missing?

3. Imagine that you are an impartial party reading a list of your
values and passions. What might a person like this want to do and
experience in his or her life?

4. What legacy do you want to leave behind?
5. Imagine that you only had one year left on earth. How would you

spend that time?



APPENDIX D

What Is Your Ideal Environment?

Understanding where we fit—that is, the type of environment we
require to be happy and engaged—is the fourth pillar of insight. Fit can
help guide us in making major life decisions: what city to live in, what
kind of life partner will fulfill us, what career or company will help us
thrive, etc. Here are a few questions to help you understand your ideal
environment:

1. In the past, when have you performed at your best at work, and
what were the characteristics of those settings?

2. In school, what type of learning approach or classroom setting
helps/helped you learn the most and the least?

3. Have you ever left a job because the environment wasn’t a good fit
for you? If so, what about it didn’t work for you?

4. If you had to describe your ideal work environment, what would it
be?

5. What types of social situations and relationships tend to make you
the happiest?



APPENDIX E

What Are Your Personality Traits?

Pinning down our personality can be a lifelong process. With all the
personality assessments out there, it’s easy to get overwhelmed. So, to
simplify matters, let’s focus on the five global personality traits that
psychologists have isolated. Let’s start with a high-level, albeit
unscientific, snapshot.

Mark an “X” where you believe you fall on each of these scales
below:*

These items measured Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism,
Conscientiousness, Openness (in that order). The closer to the left
each response is, the more you possess that trait.



If you want a more scientific assessment of your Big Five personality
traits, the most common measures are the NEO-PI-R (a commercial
assessment) and the IPIP (a free assessment at
http://www.personal.psu.edu/~j5j/IPIP/).

* Adapted from Gosling, S. D., Rentfrow, P. J., & Swann Jr., W. B. (2003). A very
brief measure of the Big-Five personality domains. Journal of Research in
Personality 37, 504–528.

http://www.personal.psu.edu/~j5j/IPIP/


APPENDIX F

What Are Your Strengths and Weaknesses?

The sixth pillar of insight is our reactions—that is, our thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors in any given moment. Such reactions, at their
core, are often a reflection of our strengths and weaknesses. Here are a
few questions to help you begin to understand yours.

Your Strengths
1. In the past, what have you picked up easily without a lot of

training?
2. What do you seem to do faster or better than other people?
3. What type of work makes you feel most productive?
4. What type of work do you feel the most proud of?
5. What have you accomplished that’s genuinely surprised you?

Your Weaknesses
1. What are your biggest failures and what commonalities exist

between them?
2. When have you been most disappointed with your performance?
3. What piece of constructive feedback have you heard from others

most often?
4. What tasks and activities do you dread most?
5. What qualities do your loved ones playfully tease you about?

Remember, when it comes to gaining real-time insight on our
momentary reactions to the world, the trick is to reflect less and notice
more—so you also might examine the tool of mindfulness in chapter 6,



which is arguably the most effective approach for actually gaining
insight about our real-time reactions.



APPENDIX G

What Is Your Impact on Others?

As we’ve seen throughout the book, it’s easy to lose sight of the effect
that our behavior has on others—the seventh pillar—yet examining
people’s reactions and responses to us is a critical part of becoming
more self-aware. Here are some initial questions to help you start to
reflect on the impact you might be having on others:

1. In your life and work, who are the people in whom you have a
vested interest (employees, spouse, kids, customers, etc.)?

2. For each of these people or groups, what is the impression that you
would like to create?

3. Think about your behavior in the last week with each person or
group. If you were a neutral party observing that behavior, would
you see it as having the impact you’re aiming for?

4. In the last week, what reactions have you observed from each
person or group? Think back to your interactions and try to recall
not just how they responded to you verbally, but also their facial
expressions, body language, and tone. Do these match up with
your intentions? If not, what changes could you make?

5. If you see an opportunity to change your approach in ways that
would help you to achieve the impact you desire, what could you
experiment with starting tomorrow, and how will you assess your
impact?



APPENDIX H

Do You Have Unknown Unknowns?

U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld is famous for his
statement about “known knowns,” “known unknowns” and “unknown
unknowns.” When it comes to self-awareness, the “unknown
unknowns” are what can hurt us most. It’s uncomfortable to consider
the possibility that we don’t know ourselves as well as we think, but it’s
absolutely essential.

Read the statements below and circle the ones that apply to you. The
more statements you’ve circled, the more you should be questioning
your beliefs about yourself and getting feedback to calibrate those
beliefs.

1. Has your job or career made you feel unhappy or unfulfilled for a
prolonged period of time?

2. Have you ever been surprised that you didn’t get a promotion or a
job you applied for?

3. Have you ever failed at a task or project when you were sure that
you’d succeed?

4. Have you ever been surprised by the results of a performance
evaluation or a 360 assessment?

5. Have you ever been blindsided by negative feedback from a boss,
peer, employee, or loved one?

6. Has a work colleague or loved one ever been angry with you
without your knowing why?

7. Have any of your romantic or platonic relationships taken a
sudden turn for the worse for reasons you didn’t completely
understand?



8. Have any of your romantic or platonic relationships ended
unexpectedly?

What Are Your Assumptions?
One way to avoid the Three Blindspots is to identify your assumptions
before you make critical decisions. Here are a few questions to help
you surface your assumptions in a work context:

1. How will this decision impact the various stakeholder groups
within and outside your company? Are there any stakeholders that
you haven’t considered?

2. What are the best and worst cases if you implement this decision?
3. What consequences for this decision have you failed to consider?
4. How would a smart and savvy competitor view this decision and

how might they respond?
5. What would someone totally unconnected to this decision like and

dislike about it?
6. What developments might change the thinking you’ve used to

arrive at this decision?
7. What sources of information or data might you have overlooked in

arriving at this decision?



APPENDIX I

Are You a Member of the Cult of Self?

For each item below, circle which of the two options (the left or right)
best describes you:

The test you just took is a sampling of items from the Narcissistic
Personality Inventory.* The more items on the left you circled, the
more narcissistic qualities you may possess. Don’t worry—having a few
narcissistic tendencies doesn’t necessarily mean you are a narcissist.



But it might mean you have some work to do in resisting the Cult of
Self.

* Daniel R. Ames, Paul Rose, and Cameron P. Anderson. “The NPI-16 as a short
measure of narcissism.” Journal of Research in Personality 40.4 (2006): 440–
450.



APPENDIX J

How Humble Are You?

Although it’s in increasingly rare supply in our Cult of Self world,
humility is a necessary ingredient of self-awareness. Being humble
means having an appreciation for our weaknesses, keeping our
successes in perspective, and acknowledging the contributions of
others.

For each item below, choose the number that best describes your
behavior in general. Try to look at how you’re actually behaving, rather
than how you wish to behave. Because others can often see what we
can’t, it may be helpful to have a trusted advisor weigh in as well.
When you’re finished, average your responses and review the guide on
the next page.







APPENDIX K

What Is Your Need for Absolute Truth?

As you read in chapter 5, a need for absolute truth is an enemy of
insight because it blinds us to our many complexities, contradictions,
and nuances. To find out whether a need for absolute truth is closing
you off to a multifaceted understanding of yourself, for each item
below, choose the number that best describes your behavior in
general. Try to look at how you’re actually behaving, rather than how
you wish to behave. When you’re finished, average your responses and
review the guide on the following page.*



* Omer Faruk Simsek. “Self-absorption paradox is not a paradox: Illuminating the
dark side of self-reflection.” International Journal of Psychology 48.6 (2013):
1109–1121.



APPENDIX L

How Often Do You Ruminate?

As you read in chapter 5, we all have a Ruminator buried inside of us—
a nefarious character lying in wait to sabotage our attempts at insight
by second-guessing our choices, reminding us of our failings, and
sending us down an unproductive spiral of self-criticism and self-
doubt. To see how much power the Ruminator is exerting over you, for
each item below, choose the number that best describes your behavior
in general. Try to look at how you’re actually behaving, rather than
how you wish to behave. When you’re finished, average your responses
and review the guide on the next page.*





* Paul D. Trapnell and Jennifer D. Campbell. “Private self-consciousness and the
five-factor model of personality: Distinguishing rumination from reflection.”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 76.2 (1999): 284.



APPENDIX M

Do You Have a Learn-Well or Do-Well Mindset?

As you read in chapter 5, when faced with a challenging task, seeing it
as an opportunity for learning (a “learn-well” mindset”) rather than
performance (a “do-well” mindset) can stop us from ruminating in the
face of failure—and at the same time help us improve our
performance. To see which mindset you gravitate toward, read the
statements below and circle the ones that apply to you. When making
your selections, try to look at how you’re actually behaving, rather
than how you wish to behave.

1. I like it when my colleagues know how well I’m doing on a project.
2. I am willing to select challenging work assignments that will help

me improve my skills.
3. I’d be more likely to choose to work on a project I know I can do

well than experiment with a new project.
4. I often look for ways to improve my knowledge.
5. I tend to avoid situations where I might not perform well.
6. I like to set challenging goals I might not meet versus easy goals I

know I can surpass.
7. When others are trying to solve a problem, I enjoy it when I

already know the answer.
8. I prefer to work in environments with extremely high

expectations.

If you found yourself circling more odd-numbered questions, you’re
more likely to have a do-well mindset, and if you circled more even-
numbered ones, you probably have a learn-well one.



APPENDIX N

How Much Feedback Are You Getting?

As you’ve seen throughout the book, getting honest, objective feedback
from others is the best tool we have for becoming more externally self-
aware. To see if you are using this valuable tool to its fullest advantage,
for each item below, choose the number that best describes your
behavior in general. Try to look at how you’re actually behaving, rather
than how you wish to behave. When you’re finished, average your
responses and review the guide below.







APPENDIX O

Free 360 Feedback Resources

If your company doesn’t have institutionalized 360s, it doesn’t mean
you can’t take one. Though many can cost upwards of $500, here are a
few “forever free” options:

1. PersonalityPad.org was developed by Eric Papas and his research
team at the University of Virginia. Their noble goal is to make
multi-source feedback available to everyone. The 10-question
assessment is easy to complete, and the results are high-level but
enlightening.

2. SelfStir.com is more comprehensive: it’s longer, includes open-
ended responses, and even spits out a detailed report.

3. BankableLeadership.com is one I created for the launch of my first
book, Bankable Leadership. The 12-item survey will help you
learn how you see yourself, and how others see you, with regard to
your “people” and “results” behaviors.

If you decide to use one or more of these tools, I suggest that you
contact the people you want to rate you in advance. Just explain that
you’re doing a 360, that you’d love to have them anonymously
participate, and that they’ll be getting an e-mail with a link to a survey
so they can provide their observations of your behavior. Not only does
this ensure the survey e-mail doesn’t get lost in their junk folder; a
personal appeal will help them understand the context and how
important their participation is for your continued growth and
development.

http://PersonalityPad.org
http://SelfStir.com
http://BankableLeadership.com
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