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Praise for Step Up
Michelle Gibbings has written an excellent book which deserves a wide
audience. One of the key issues facing technical people in organisations is
how to build on their skills and expertise to gain greater influence and
promotion into senior positions. Michelle has written an eminently
practical book which will assist many people to do just this. Her personal
insights and ideas will inspire all of those who wish to advance their careers
and indeed their lives.
Elizabeth Proust AO, company director and former banking executive
Michelle Gibbings’ Step Up is a clear, accessible guide to influencing progress
for self and for organisation. Reaching out to both emerging and wellestablished leaders, she powerfully narrates experiences and examples in
shaping messages and activating transformation in complex organisations
and systems. A leader in her own right, Gibbings shares her acumen and
distils the character and lessons of many leaders: utilising integrity, agility,
insight and impact to motivate, communicate and mobilise. Step Up packs
a hefty punch: a book providing the opportunity for anyone, anywhere to
forge ahead on tough 21st-century challenges – personal or organisational.
Richard Dent OAM, CEO of Leadership Victoria
Crucial to a successful career, and to an extent life, is the ability to influence
others. Michelle Gibbings has written an easy to read and practical guide
to building your influencing skills. This guide would assist people working
in the private, public and non-profit sectors.
Helen Silver AO, corporate senior executive and former Secretary of
the Victorian Department of Premier and Cabinet
Authentic, practical and insightful Michelle Gibbings writes about change
with the authority of someone who has lived it and someone who has
brought the understanding of self and organisation together in a most
readable form. Step Up brings a deep understanding from much of what
has been written on the psychology of the individual and the understanding of organisational behaviour to produce a most useful book for
those wanting to leverage their technical competence so as to have impact
by working with others to achieve valuable outcomes. This is a must-read

for anyone in business, information technology and the public sector
wishing to engage their careers in today’s agile and innovative economy.
Russell Yardley, Chairman of Readify, Folk and Tesserent and
Director of Wunderman-Bienalto and VGPB
If you are coming from an area of strong technical competence and looking
for insight on how to have greater impact in your organisation and make
your voice heard at the table, then I can recommend Michelle Gibbings’
book Step Up. It is an excellent read which provides practical tools and
techniques developed from real life experience in the corporate sector.
Michelle shares many personal experiences which like me I am sure you
will relate to. These stories bring the book to life and enhance the
application of the tools and techniques.
Christine Bartlett, company director
Step Up is an excellent book with key tips, principles, case studies and
examples critical to successfully lead in business. The guidance in this book
will have a very big impact on the leadership of the reader. During my
career, I have applied many of the principles in the book and they have had
a profound impact on my leadership and how I bring my “whole self ” to
work. They’ve been instrumental to my career success. I’d encourage Step
Up to anyone who wants to take their career to the next level.
Greg Braddy, Executive General Manager,
Chief Financial Officer, Business Banking, NAB
Step Up provides essential guidance for aspiring and current leaders. Its use
of practical steps, studies and references brings worldly wisdom to the book’s
approach. The reader is encouraged to make the learnings personal and
relevant to their work environment through a series of self-assessments.
Throughout the book, Michelle ensures the reader is challenged and
inspired to think and act differently. A must read for all those looking to
advance their career.
Carlo Cataldo, Chief Risk Officer, ME Bank
Step Up is an easily digestible, pragmatic and accurate roadmap aimed at
building and maintaining relevance and profile within organisations of all
sizes and environments. It will be appealing to leaders at all levels, but

especially to those who are about to leap into unfamiliar or challenging
roles or territory. Michelle does well to call out that which can and cannot
be influenced, and her approach is particularly relevant to those moving
from functional management to senior executive leadership roles.
Sean Hughes, Chief Risk and Legal Officer, Unisuper Management
If ever there was a time where change is accelerating at break neck pace, it
is now. Consequently, the skills needed to more effectively influence and
thereby better lead those around you are becoming increasingly valued by
organisations.
To better meet these challenges, there is no doubt that Step Up will
provide you will some wonderful frameworks to support you. In her own
engaging style, Michelle shares some practical and easily implementable
methodologies for behaviour change. This book is NOT simply another
step by step guide to changing behaviour. It is a book that if read with a
receptive ‘learner’ mindset, will bring you to a greater understanding of the
value that can be created through improving your influencing skills.
Throughout the book, Michelle covers a range of subjects all designed
to raise your influencing skills, each supported by a series of “check point”
activities which, when properly completed, will help you to embed your
learnings.
I have always been impressed by the effortless and pragmatic manner
in which Michelle influences those around her. It seems only fitting then
that she utilise these skills and her many years of authentic leadership in
this field to share her learnings with you.
By the end of this book, you will have a much better understanding of:
•
•
•

Why you need to change the way you influence in the workplace
How you make the behavioural change needed to become
a better influencer
What you need to do to embed this change to make influencing
habitual

If your aim is to step up and improve your influence at work, then I
wholeheartedly recommend Michelle’s book to help you gain a much better
understanding of the keys skills needed to help get you there!
Tim Mitchell-Adams, Managing Director – Charter & Ipac, AMP Limited

The hierarchical organisation where leaders are at the top, and those below
them simply follow is increasingly rare. Getting stuff done is about people
engaging and influencing people – not only within an organisation but also
across all of the partners and stakeholders that are needed to make an
initiative, project or aspiration a reality. In Step Up, Michelle shares her
deep experience and insight to this critical part of the tool kit of every
effective leader.”
Kate Vinot, Director, City Strategy and Place, City of Melbourne
As a long-time member of the “Cardigan Brigade” (see page 1) I have seen
many technical people who have really struggled to get their point across.
This easily digestible book will help subject matter experts self-reflect and
provides support to empower them in how best to present, negotiate and
influence positively. A highly accessible leadership book suitable for all
technical team members, whatever role they are in.
Carolyn Hanson, President of the Governance Risk and
Compliance Institute
Step Up is a book packed with insights and practical advice to help leaders
make a difference. Michelle challenges and encourages the reader to look
within themselves and then shows them how to influence with impact. A
must read for anyone who takes leadership seriously.
Gabrielle Dolan, Key note speaker and author of
“Ignite: Real leadership, real talk, real results”
A great mix of personal experience, practical models and theory to allow
an individual to maximise their influencing skills and navigate an
organisation successfully.
Carly Rees, General Manager, Global Enterprise and
Services PMO & Change, Telstra
In an age when our work environments are becoming faster and more
complex – and saturated with ‘change’ – the opportunity for technical
corporate specialists to step out of their comfort zones and realise their
potential has never been richer. Michelle Gibbings’ book illuminates the
power and potential of the insightful influencer, providing easy to
understand and well tested frameworks and working examples. As a blend

of science (you’ll never think about your brain in the same way again!),
philosophies and personal experience, it is clear that this book has been
crafted by someone who is passionate about seeing the technical specialist
become as important to successful, impactful and quality decision making
as those who run out front and traditionally get the glory for a company’s
success.
Robyn Weatherley, Australian corporate governance practitioner
and author of “Eyes Wide Open – A First Timer’s Guide to the
Real World of Boards and Company Directorship”
A rare blend of expertise, theory, and practical advice, Step Up is aimed at
mid-career professionals in functional roles wanting to expand their
influence within organisations. As challenging as it is enlightening, readers
are asked to question their individual beliefs and practices, and to then
reflect on themselves within an organisational context. Most importantly,
I felt I was on a journey moving forward while I was reading. The way
Michelle Gibbings shares personal stories and incorporates research in an
easy-to-read narrative meant I felt was I gaining insights into how to be
more successful at negotiating and managing my professional career. This
book is a valuable addition to any professional library.
Dr Kate Ames, Senior Lecturer, Professional Communication,
Central Queensland University
Step Up is an aptly named book as its content includes key messages and
strategies for opening the door to career success. Any person engaged in
the management challenge should keep this book by their side and refer to
it when their job becomes taxing or conflict emerges. The way we approach
interacting with others is critical to workplace success.
With more than 200 references to risk management issues, the book
will be especially relevant to the 12,000 or so Australian banking and
financial services professionals who manage risk and compliance.
Richard Gilbert, Executive Director, Risk Management
Association of Australia Inc

To my husband, Craig Salisbury, for being there.
For listening to my ideas. For encouraging me.
For supporting me every step of the way.
For giving me the space and time to write this book.

About the author
Michelle Gibbings is known for making the complex, simple. She
helps people to think more deliberately, act with greater purpose
and achieve more progress by understanding the art and science of
change.
Michelle loves making change happen. She reframes how people
experience change by strengthening their aspiration and ability to
navigate through the complexity and influence outcomes. To her,
change isn’t a process. It’s about critical moments, and having the skills
to know what to do in each of those moments. In those critical
moments there are turning points. You can do nothing, go straight
ahead, take a detour, go left or right or just keep spinning around and
get nowhere. Michelle helps people find their way through those turning points, so they can get the most out of changing environments.
With more than 20 years’ experience in leading and guiding
people through change in the public, private and not-for-profit
sectors she knows how change works in different personal and
organisational contexts. Her expertise is underpinned by success in
designing and leading large-scale organisational change, having
worked in a number of companies and financial institutions and in
senior leadership positions at NAB and AMP. Her depth of
experience extends across strategy, compliance, governance, and risk
and program management.
Understanding the challenges and opportunities of orchestrating
change in disruptive and shifting environments she offers practical
ideas, blended with the latest thinking to optimise outcomes.
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Michelle is also the Founder of Change Meridian, a consulting
firm dedicated to helping people, teams and organisations get the
most from change.
Michelle has undergraduate degrees in Communications and
Commerce, and a Masters in International Trade. She is an
Internationally Certified Compliance Professional by the International Federation of Compliance Associations, and is a graduate
and member of the Australian Institute of Company Directors. She
is also a Fellow of FINSIA, an Associate Fellow of the Australian
Institute of Management, and a member of the Risk Management
Association, the Governance, Risk and Compliance Institute and the
Change Management Institute. She sits on the Board of the Arts Law
Centre of Australia.
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How to use this book
Change happens! Make it work for you.
That’s a mantra that I live my life by. I believe there are skills,
practices and techniques that individuals, teams and organisations
can apply to make change work.
Everyone says that change is hard. Change isn’t hard. We make it
hard. We construct a mindset, and impose systems and processes
that make change hard.
When I tell people that I’m a change expert they usually think
about programmatic change. For example, when a new technology
system is installed or a company restructures.
To me, change is much broader than that. In a nutshell, change
is about getting stuff done. Sometimes the stuff to get done is big,
and sometimes it’s small. Sometimes the goal to reach is personal,
and sometimes it’s professionally based or organisationally driven.
To be influential in an organisation you need to be able to get
stuff done, and you need to be able to get it done well. All of this
needs to occur in an environment where the goalposts keep shifting
and everything can feel as if it is in a constant state of flux.
It can feel exhausting. You may be wondering – when will it all
end? When will it slow down? When do I get the time to just catch
my breath? Sorry to disappoint you. There’s no chance that the rate
of change will get slower.
The only thing that can change is your capacity to cope with
change and, if you’re a leader, the capacity of your team to cope with
change.
xv
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Organisations are going through rapid change and the most
successful leaders are able to make the most of these dynamic
environments. They understand themselves, understand others and
understand how to best manage and motivate changes in behaviour.
It is through these core skills that they are able to prosper through
change, and gather the influence they need to be successful.
These skills are relevant for everyone – regardless of their role or
hierarchical position or industry sector.
There are lots of books on change, so what makes this book
different?
Step Up is written for people who are more technically focused
but are at that stage in their career where they know they need more
skills – of a different nature – if they want to advance. The time at
which this need arises will differ for people. Some people may have
been working in an organisation for years, while for others it will be
less. Technically focused professionals come from all walks of life
and many different technical domains. They can be accountants, HR
practitioners, marketing specialists, change managers, financial
planners, risk management experts, technologists, project managers,
financial controllers, engineers, scientists or even doctors. They are
people who connect with their technical craft first, even though they
may now be in a leadership role (or are aspiring to be).
If you want to make the most out of changing circumstances and
gain greater traction at work, you need to be able to influence. You
need to be able to step up and into your power. And by that I mean
an ‘inner sense of power’ that comes with the confidence of knowing
that you have the requisite skills to be successful and to hold your
own with your peers and those more senior than you.
If you are in a leadership position, or aspire to hold a leadership
position, how do you respond when someone asks you what you do?
Do you define yourself by your technical profession, or your
xvi
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leadership position? Are you more comfortable with the technical
elements of your role than the leadership elements?
If you put the technical side first, then this book is for you.
Throughout my career, I’ve worked with technicians. They’re
masters of their functional domain. However, some of them really
struggled to be heard and to be a key influencer in the organisation.
They struggled to get traction. They struggled to make change
happen.
And there were others, who had enormous impact. They were able
to work with and through people. They were able to leverage a
situation to make it work for them, and they had a positive impact
on those around them. The difference was their ability to communicate with influence, negotiate outcomes and build awesome
stakeholder relationships. They operated, often subconsciously, as
change agents in the organisation. And most importantly, they were
able to build coalitions of support, create engaged teams and deliver
on commitments. In short, they had influence and power, and they
knew how to use it wisely.
Of course, there were also people who were very influential, but
they used this influence for personal gain, not for the greater good.
They influenced for their own end and gain. You know the person –
all talk no action. For them power is an aphrodisiac. They spend
their time in the organisation managing up and never getting
anything done that helped those around them, or the broader
organisation. Instead, it was all about helping themselves. They
lacked integrity and everything they did was with an eye to their
next promotion.
This is the person who spends their life managing up and ensuring that they look good, often at the expense of others. They’re noone to aspire to – and they’re no asset to the organisation.
So when I talk about influence and stepping into your power I’m
not advocating that you strive to be that type of person.
xvii
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Imagine how good it would be if people who had the technical
skills, but who felt they lacked the skills to influence, acquired more
influence. Think of it like balancing the scales. And I want to tip the
scales in favour of those people in organisations who for many years
have felt as if they have gone unheard, and that their voices have
been drowned out by the charismatic leader or the classic extrovert
who has all the answers and is never shy of putting them forward.
To tip the scales in your favour and be more influential you need
to move beyond the technical to a behaviourally focused approach.
A behavioural focus has an enormously positive impact on the
ability of professionals to get things done and to get traction in
organisations. This is because understanding the nature of yourself
and others better positions you to navigate the complexities of
changing organisations.
Organisations today are going through an unprecedented scale
and volume of change. Successful organisations know they need to
keep changing to survive. If you are to be a successful leader in an
organisation, not only do you need to know how you can change,
but you need to be able to shepherd others through change. This
requires you to be able to identify and manage your way through
the critical moments of change.
To build a platform for influence a purely technical focus just
doesn’t cut it.
Step Up is practically focused and theoretically based. Every idea
that is presented has at its core some form of scientific research or
evidence that backs up the position. It includes practical steps you
can take to build your platform for influence.
This book has been written so it can be easily digested. This
means that while most people will read the book from start to finish,
it can be started from any chapter; as each chapter is stand-alone.
Experience has shown that people will respond to the ideas in this
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book differently. There will be some areas that resonate strongly and
others less so. Take the time to find what works for you. The ideas
in this book work, but they are only effective if you put them into
practice.
You will first be introduced to the framework that underpins this
book. The framework provides the core building blocks that are
necessary for you to create a platform for influence.
The book examines the subject of change from two perspectives
– the individual and the organisation. The first section of the book
looks at this from an individual perspective. It explains the impact
of your mindset on your thinking and behaviour, and then helps
you uncover your operating style and integrity base. Understanding
yourself, before you try and understand other people, is critical. This
section also considers the steps you can take to make progress and
stay ahead of the game in an organisation. This is another critical
step because progress leads to success, and consequently, helps to
build influence.
The second section of the book looks at the individual’s role in
an organisational setting. It discusses why it’s important to have
clarity on the organisational system and culture in which you are
working, and what you need to do to make the most of it. The book
then shares key behavioural insights into how you can nurture great
relationships and motivate behavioural change. Leaders can’t deliver
change alone. They secure organisational change by motivating and
supporting those around them to achieve success. Two core skills
that are required for this are being able to communicate with
influence and negotiate wisely. These skills are outlined in detail.
I’ve really enjoyed writing this book, and I wish you every
happiness as you read it and use the techniques in your personal and
professional life. As you embark on this quest reflect on the quote
from Mark Twain: “Success is a journey, not a destination. It requires
xix
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constant effort, vigilance and re-evaluation”. This is your opportunity
to step into your power, and step up to have the career you want and
deserve.
Above all else, enjoy the experience. Just as change happens, so
life happens. Make that work for you too!
With my best wishes for a happy, healthy, productive and
fulfilling life.

MICHELLE
P.S. I’d love to hear your stories and feedback on this book, so I can
include them in the next edition. Please leave your feedback at
michelle@michellegibbings.com.
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1. Introduction
“If we did all the things we are capable of
doing, we would literally astound ourselves.”
—Thomas Edison, Inventor

id-way through my career I moved into risk and compliance. This was a deliberate move that surprised many
people. Before I moved into risk and compliance I had
been working in an advisory role for the CEO. Risk and compliance
certainly wasn’t seen as the sexy part of the organisation, nor an area
that had much influence. I remember people asking me why I had
gone to work with the ‘cardigan brigade’, and questioned why I
wanted to work in an area that was the ‘handbrake on happiness’.
The cardigan was a reference to a biased perception that risk and
compliance professionals weren’t ‘cool’, but highly analytical and so
perhaps a little boring. While the handbrake comment reflected a
view that the risk and compliance team was just there to say “no”,
and therefore interaction with them was a hindrance not a help.
The comments may have been light-hearted but the perception
that lay behind those sentiments was all too real. To many people,

M
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risk and compliance was seen as an afterthought. It was not regarded
as a central part of the business. It wasn’t seen as a place to go to
grow your career. This is funny when you think that I was working
in a financial institution, which is all about risk – how much you
take, where you take it, and how you manage it.
The challenge was that risk and compliance often attracted
people who were highly technically competent, but they weren’t
good at negotiating outcomes or influencing stakeholders. Some of
them knew this was a gap, while others were blissfully unaware.
And so this is how it would play out…
There was often tension between the revenue-generating areas
of the business (that just wanted to get on, hit targets and make
money) and risk and compliance folk (who were trying to rein in
those activities). But, it’s hard to rein something in when you don’t
know how to influence. Of course, there were legal and compliance
requirements that needed to be met, but relying on that argument
to secure influence only got you so far.
Motivating someone to do something through fear (or a reward)
is not a long-term strategy. Playing the role with a big stick in your
hand isn’t the way to build a long-term, healthy relationship either.
At the same time, you worry that if you push issues too hard with
the business you’ll ‘burn’ relationships.
When I worked as the Head of Compliance I would often have
business leaders complaining to me that the compliance person they
were dealing with didn’t understand the business and wasn’t helping
them. The person did understand the business, but they struggled to
communicate effectively and didn’t know how to position arguments
in a way that they could be heard. This made getting things done
and working with the business harder than it needed to be.
While I’ve used a risk and compliance example here, this
challenge translates across many technical roles. People in technically
2
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driven and functionally focused roles often struggle to get heard in
organisations.
It may be the financial controller who knows that the sales
projections don’t look right but has difficulty convincing the
executive team to take notice and action. It may be the procurement
head who can see that the organisation would be more effective with
its suppliers if it changed how it interacted with them. It may be the
data specialist who can see issues with the organisation’s strategy
but doesn’t know how to position their concerns. It may be a junior
marketing manager who wants to suggest changes to the organisation’s advertising strategy but doesn’t feel confident in pitching the
message. The examples are numerous.
In all cases, these people are struggling to get heard – ultimately
hampering their ability to make progress and to be seen as a
successful leader.
When you find yourself in this situation, you can feel exiled from
the people who hold the power in the organisation. You feel left
behind. Out of the loop. Unimportant. You feel as if you have no
power. It’s not a good place to be.
If you think about it, you’re not in the driver’s seat. You’re the
passenger, and sometimes perhaps you’re not even the passenger in
the front seat who is helping to navigate. You’re in the back seat with
no ability to influence the direction and speed of the journey, or the
route taken.

✓ CHECKPOINT ACTIVITY
Do you sometimes struggle to:
Get your point across in meetings?
Build long-term, constructive relationships with senior
executives and colleagues?
Develop a coalition of support for a concept from idea through
to implementation?

3
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Understand what motivates you and others to action?
Construct engaged and effective teams that can successfully
navigate complexity and change?
Negotiate clear and balanced outcomes?
Know when to hold your ground, give up ground or walk away
from a debate?
Get things done in your organisation?

If you answered yes to any of these questions don’t be discouraged.
There is another way. A better way.
From my experience, getting traction and getting your stakeholders and colleagues to listen is about gaining influence,
understanding how power works in an organisation and using both
of these elements wisely.
INFLUENCE AS COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE
Most people when they hear the term ‘competitive advantage’ think
about Michael Porter’s definition as it relates to organisations. That
is, for an organisation to succeed it needs to know what it’s good at
vis-à-vis other players in the market. It’s this point of difference and
how it is leveraged that makes an organisation stand out and succeed.
Every individual has a unique set of skills. You can hone your
skills in a way to create your distinct competitive advantage. To
secure this competitive advantage, your professional toolkit needs
to go beyond the traditional – to include an ability to motivate and
encourage behavioural change and secure outcomes. In short, you
need to be able to influence.
If you look at successful leaders – in business, society and
politics – they all know how to influence. They know how to get
things done through other people and are aware of the environment
in which they are operating. They know how to use their personal
power to secure outcomes.
4
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On a daily basis, business executives are bombarded with information and requests. When I was a senior executive I’d regularly
receive over 300 emails a day. I’d also often spend eight hours in backto-back meetings. My husband who’s an IT specialist could never
understand it. He used to say to me: “How can you possibly spend
all day in meetings? What are you actually achieving?” The sad thing
was often we weren’t achieving as much as we could have been.
I was often overwhelmed with information. It’s what noted
economist and Nobel Prize winner, Herbert Simon sees as a “wealth
of information” creating “a poverty of attention”.1 There’s so much
information that it’s hard to get through it and know what to
focus on.
The only way I could survive the information onslaught was to
be ruthless about what I spent my time on. Processes and activities
which couldn’t be explicitly connected with delivering value and
business outcomes were pushed down the priority list.
There was immense value in working with people who were able
to help me sift through the rubble to find the gems I needed to focus
on. People who just gave me more information and no insights were
less helpful. Similarly, in dealing with my business stakeholders I
knew that for the relationship to be of value to them, I needed to
offer insights so I could play a critical role in helping them grow
their business and achieve their outcomes. The relationship needed
to be more about them and their needs, and less about my needs.
By shifting the focus to them, I would ultimately get what I needed.
The people who influenced me were often the people who helped
make my working life easier. This didn’t mean they were sycophants
who never expressed a different view. Their opinions were valuable.
They were influential because they were constantly adding value –
and often more than they were expected to. They understood what
it took to craft personal influence.
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THE LADDER OF INFLUENCE
Everyone in an organisation has a label. This label is often your role
title. Unfortunately, role titles can box people in. If you’re a communications manager, you’re the comms person. If you’re the financial
controller, you’re the finance person. If you’re the systems engineer,
you’re the technical person. This is despite the fact that your
experience may extend well beyond those titles.
While you have a designated role in your organisation – that
comes with your title – it’s up to you to choose what level of influence
you want to hold.
At this point you may be thinking – “Yeah right, I can’t determine
my own level of influence”. I’d argue that you can. But, it’s about
how much you are willing to do things differently.
Ask yourself: how much effort am I willing to put into learning
and changing my mindset and adopting a behavioural approach to
leadership? How much am I willing to do things differently so I step
into my personal power?
I’d argue you have choice, but I’d also argue that today’s disruptive
environmental context dictates that you need to take a different
approach.
Assessing your position
Looking at Figure 1, consider where you are placed with regard to
your position of influence and where you want to be. Do you want
to be at the bottom of the scale and be a ‘plodder’ who is pedestrian
and not having much impact? Or at the top and be a catalyst for
progress in your organisation? Catalysts know how to influence and
know how to get things done – adding ten times the amount of value
for the organisation and their own career.
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Figure 1: Positions of influence in today’s environmental context

Let’s start with assessing where you are now. For this to work you
need to be honest with yourself. Everyone can do better, and this
exercise is just about finding out how you are currently positioned.
Additionally, be willing to ask people their opinion, and how they
would answer the question on your behalf so that you get some
different perspectives to work with.

✓ CHECKPOINT ACTIVITY
Ask yourself:
Am I regularly sought out for my opinion?
Do I provide an independent voice and confidently put forward
views that are different to those of people senior to me?

7

STEP UP – HOW TO BUILD YOUR INFLUENCE AT WORK

Am I able to successfully resolve difficult conversations and
negotiate outcomes with people more senior than me?
Do I look beyond my role (and my team) to see the
connections/dependencies with other areas of the organisation
so I can take a whole-of-organisation perspective when making
decisions?
Do I know how to navigate the organisation’s complexity to get
things done?
Do I take a systems-based perspective to issues I am facing in
the organisation?
Do I have an effective balance of business astuteness,
technical skill and behavioural awareness?
Do I take a long-term view of relationships so I can build a
sustainable network?
Do I seek to operate beyond the domain of my current role to
ensure effective outcomes and deliver beyond expectations?
Am I comfortable to leverage my personal power and do I
know how to do this for best effect?
Do I understand how power works in the organisation and how
to leverage it?
Do I seek to continually stay ahead of the game in terms of
knowledge and understanding how disruptive forces are
working in my industry?
Am I constantly pushing myself to try new things and to
improve the way things are done around the organisation?
Do I openly embrace change and the challenges and
opportunities that come with it?
Am I skilled at successfully supporting my team (if I have one)
and those around me through ambiguity and uncertainty?

For every question that you answered yes, give yourself one point.
Then tally up the points and see where you currently stand.
Remember, this also needs to be done contextually. There is
power, rank and hierarchy in an organisation that will impact the
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degree of influence you have. If you’re in a junior position or at entry
level management, you can’t realistically expect to have the same
level of influence as an executive. But, you can have influence beyond
that of other entry level managers. Consequently, regardless of your
position in the organisation you can either wield more or less power
and influence based on your mindset and the actions you take.

STEP UP TIP
This will be a useless exercise if you fall into the Dunning
Kruger effect. This is a cognitive bias where unskilled
people over-estimate their ability and have delusions of
their superior capability.

Take a look at Figure 2 overleaf to see how you rate.
As you move up the ladder of influence you become more adept
at knowing the right time to listen and challenge, and the right time
to act. You’ll be skilled at using all aspects of this influence model to
secure the best outcome for the organisation and its stakeholders.
And in turn, you’ll increase the amount of value you provide, and
therefore the value you secure for your career.
APPLYING THE APPROACH
If you want to move up the ladder of influence there are a number
of things you can do.
This book will unpack each of these elements and provide you
with new ideas and learnings to help you become more influential.
A useful starting point is to outline the framework that will
underpin this learning. Frameworks are helpful as they provide a
way of structuring information and ideas, and so become a useful
reference point as the book progresses. This framework recognises
that there are layers of understanding and different contexts in
9
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Figure 2: Your position on the ladder of influence
Score
(out of 15)

Position on the ladder of influence

0 to 3

Pedestrian – the professional is focused on reactive tasks
and has limited ability to provide proactive advice or
guidance to stakeholders. The role is purely process and task
based. Influence levels are low.

4 to 6

Technician – the professional’s role is operational and
functionally focused. They may be called in reactively when
things go wrong or when information they hold is needed.
There is some ability to provide proactive advice and
guidance to stakeholders. They are not seen as an enabler of
change in the organisation and have limited influence.

6 to 10

Advocate – the professional leads directionally but finds it
hard to build a coalition of support particularly on matters
beyond their domain of expertise. They can advocate or
support change, but they are not a catalyst for change. They
add value to the business and its operations in a systematic
fashion. They have some ability to influence outcomes.

11 to 13

Partner – the professional is comfortable challenging
stakeholders more senior than them. They proactively seek
to advise the organisation and have good relationships with
key stakeholders. They are able to influence beyond the
domain of their role and are seen as a strategic enabler of
change in the organisation. They seek to co-create long-term
sustainable outcomes.

14 to 15

Catalyst – the professional operates with long-term
competitive advantage in disruptive and ambiguous
environments. They help to generate sustainable
organisational outcomes, operate as a key part of the
organisation’s decision making hierarchy and know how to
leverage the system for best effect. They can comfortably
provide the necessary voice of independent thinking. They
challenge and their voice is heard. They are a ‘go to’ person
for issues and advice beyond the domain of their role. They
are highly influential.
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which an individual operates. Each layer needs to be unpacked and
understood.
The starting point for this discovery is the inner circle of the
framework, which is your mindset. This concept is core to the
learning. This is because mindsets impact the way you think and
ultimately act. The assumptions that underpin your mindset create
blind spots and biases that can have serious consequences for
relationships, decision-making and ultimately outcomes.
Of course, it’s not only about your mindset. It’s also about gaining
an understanding of other people’s mindsets. In an organisational
context, this mix of mindsets is often brought to life through the
organisation’s culture. This might sound odd. How can mindsets
make a culture? Easily.
The executive team’s behaviour, what they say and don’t say, and
what they do and don’t do are ingredients that make up the organisation’s culture. And, much of their behaviour is driven by their
individual mindsets. However, collectively, individuals in a team
influence each other and over time they can create a collective
mindset, so that each member of the team starts to think and act in
the same way. This social conditioning can either be a force for good
or not so good.
This is critical to understand as no individual, team or organisation operates in a vacuum. They operate as part of a system, and the
culture dominates how that system operates. The system is like a
hidden force that impedes or prevents change from happening.
Consequently, the system can have a huge impact on how you
influence and its effectiveness.
In addition to your mindset, which is at the core, and the cultural
system, which is all pervasive, there are two primary dimensions at
play: environment and focus.
The ENVIRONMENT is either centred on the individual or the
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organisation. This is an important distinction as you need to first
understand yourself to then be able to understand others.
To be successful you need to stay true to yourself and operate
with integrity. This involves understanding your value drivers and
triggers, and being able to recognise when those values are at risk.
You also need to be able to successfully operate in an organisational context. You will be more valued by the organisation if you
have insight into people and know how to get things done through
people. Importantly, this is about gaining perspective on people and
how they are best motivated, and then knowing what to do with that
knowledge.
These elements work together because if you are operating with
integrity and have insight, your approach naturally goes beyond the
‘winner takes all’ strategy. It is much more about shared value for
all stakeholders. This is essential for successfully negotiating, making
progress and building your influence.
The second dimension is FOCUS. At one end of the spectrum
the focus is on thinking, while at the other end it is on doing. Of
course, often these two elements occur at the same time. It’s useful
to think about them separately because if you are to go to a deeper
level of understanding you will want to think before you act. In this
way you will give attention to both the thought processes you use,
as well as the action you take. To do this you not only need to
understand yourself and what drives you, but you need to stay true
to your values, and to think and act with integrity.
Additionally you want to be agile. This is about acting decisively,
being coherent and well planned. It’s about being responsive to
changing circumstances, and flexible to accommodate the opinions
and needs of others. Being agile will help you stay on track and stay
ahead of the game – always. This is imperative. In today’s disruptive
environment the track keeps moving and the curve keeps shifting.
By staying ahead of the curve and delivering fresh and insightful
12
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perspective at the right time and in the right way you’ll have greater
impact on stakeholders, and over time, greater impact on decisionmaking processes and outcomes.
Having impact that is healthy, helpful and heroic is the goal. This
is not a self-serving impact that is all about you. It is much more
altruistic. It is about impact that delivers the best value to all stakeholders and the organisation. Research shows that consumers are
much more engaged with organisations that have good reputations,
and that employees want to work for organisations that take their
community and social responsibilities seriously.
This book’s framework is presented graphically below (see
Figure 3).
This book is based on the premise that you desire to learn more
and to change in some way. Are you ready?
Figure 3: The framework for building your influence at work
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✓ CHECKPOINT ACTIVITY
Ask yourself:
How physically, mentally and emotionally resilient are you?
This is about uncovering your bandwidth for change – its depth
and breadth. The more flexible and adaptable you are, the
more likely you are to welcome this personal change and see
it as invigorating.
Are you willing to invest the necessary time and energy to
acquire these new skills and capabilities? Learning new skills
and acquiring additional capabilities takes commitment and
effort.
How tolerant are you of ambiguity and disorder? Personal
change doesn’t occur in isolation from what is happening
around you. We live in a world of instability, uncertainty and
disruption. The more you are able to thrive in it, the less
destabilising you’ll find it.
How do you react when things go wrong? Personal change
always involves learning and experimentation, and things
invariably don’t always go according to plan. How you react to
mistakes and your ability to learn from them are hallmarks of
whether you have a fixed or growth mindset. Having a growth
mindset is key to making personal change.
How attuned are you to others and their needs? This is about
broadening your field of view so you don’t only focus on what
this change means for you, but you look around and consider
the impact on others.
Are you emotionally invested in wanting to change? Do you
care enough, too much or not all? Your level of emotional
investment will determine how much effort you put into making
the change work for you and those around you.
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How did you go?
Much of how you answered would have been driven by your
mindset. So why does your mindset matter? Let me explain…
I’ve been fortunate in my career to have moved across functions.
Starting in corporate affairs, I moved into advisory work, compliance,
risk, strategy and organisational change. I was often asked about how
I did it. What drove the enquiry was a curiosity as to how I was able
to move across functional disciplines when I didn’t have the
underlying technical expertise.
My answer was that I wasn’t being hired for my technical skills. I
was being hired because of my ability to get stuff done, and my ability
to influence stakeholders and manage and motivate behavioural
change. I became comfortable with power and how to use it. I wasn’t
born with these skills. I learnt them and the mindset I applied was
critical in being able to do this.
Your mindset is at the centre of everything you do. If it’s not
aligned to what you need, you’ll end up in the wrong location.
In the next part of Step Up you’ll start to uncover the key
elements of your mindset and what could be holding you back.
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Part 1
The Individual

2. Own your
mindset
“Our experience is not what happens to us,
but what we make of what happens to us.”
—Aldous Huxley, Author

veryone’s mindset is unique, and it is crafted over time. Your
mindset is shaped by your experience. It is an important part
of who you are and it impacts what you think and how you
behave. This is because you are interpreting the world and what is
happening through the lens of past experience – your past experience.
It is these past experiences that ultimately shape your beliefs and
perceptions of what, for example, is right or wrong. From that
position you make assumptions about how things should be – not
necessarily how they are. It is this gap between your perception and
reality that gives rise to blind spots. Because you expect something
to be a certain way you can miss what is really going on. Your unique
world view drives your internal state, and ultimately your thoughts,
emotions and behaviour.

E
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Think of it like the ageing process for red wine. If the environmental conditions and inputs into the process are poor, the wine
will age badly. But, if the conditions are good and the inputs are well
selected, the wine will age well.
Your mind is the same. The concept of ‘garbage in–garbage out’
fits perfectly. If your mind is closed to new experiences and ideas it
will be unable to cope in new situations and struggle to embrace
what is going on around you. If however, your mind is open to
challenge and different opinions it will be much more readily able
to cope with changing circumstances.
It’s important to be critically aware of the mindset you are taking
into situations, particularly when you are making decisions and
trying to build new relationships. You need to consider the impact
that your mindset may have on the outcome, and whether it will
detract or enhance the situation.

STEP UP TIP
A quick way to check your mindset is to ask yourself the
following question: Do you believe that you know
everything you need to know already, or do you believe
that there is still so much to learn?
How you answer will help you determine if you have a
fixed or growth mindset.

These terms were coined by the world renowned Stanford academic,
Carol Dweck.2 She found that people who have a fixed mindset see
intelligence as static – a fixed trait. As a result, they want to always
look smart and appear as though they have all the answers. They
believe that success is based on talent alone – not the effort they put
into the task.
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People with a fixed mindset are more likely to avoid challenges
and give up more easily. They think they know everything and so are
more likely to ignore feedback. They also see feedback as a criticism
and feel threatened by the success of others.
In contrast, people with a growth mindset believe that intelligence
can be developed through hard work and effort. Consequently, they
are more eager to embrace learning, take on challenges and persist,
despite setbacks. They love learning and are more willing to learn
from others. Crucially, they’re happy to take on feedback and have
greater resilience.
The danger is that your mindset can limit you and in ways you
may not be consciously aware of. It can put in place roadblocks and
obstacles that make it much harder to achieve your objectives. Or
worse, it may lead you down a path where your ‘faulty thinking’ (i.e.
assumptions and blind spots) creates ‘faulty choice’ (i.e. decisions)
and ultimately delivers a ‘faulty outcome’ (see Figure 4 below).
Figure 4: A faulty mindset in action
Faulty choice occurs

Event you
experience
Impacted by:
• Past experience
• Mindset
• Assumptions

Your judgment
Leading to:
• Interpretations
• Justifications

Faulty outcomes
Can create:
• Ethical failures
• Poor decisions

Faulty thinking occurs

How this works in practice is that your mindset is based on assumptions; assumptions as to what should happen or what is right or
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wrong. When new information is presented you can ignore that
information or discard it, because it doesn’t fit with your view of the
world.
When you do that you are subconsciously creating a blind spot
that prevents you from factoring this new information into the
decision being made. Consequently, your judgment becomes
impaired, which in turn leads to a faulty decision being made, with
potentially faulty consequences.
These pitfalls can have significant consequences for the decisions
you make. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, in the section
‘Unplug your bias’ (see page 60). At this point, it’s just relevant for
you to know that your mindset is your construction. And so it is
yours to change as well.
But, the problems don’t end there.
The inner voice inside your head can be pretty noisy at times. It
can easily lead you astray. Unfortunately, it’s a poor evaluator of what
is really going on.
Many of you will have heard of the concept ‘fundamental attribution error’. It’s where you attribute the error that another person
makes to them. If they do something wrong it’s because “they’re
stupid” or “what an idiot”. It’s not situational.
Whereas when the same thing happens to you, you’re far more
likely to attribute the error to environmental circumstances. It’s like
the old proverb: “A bad worker blames their tools”.
It’s easier to blame what is external to yourself for what went
wrong, rather than look at your own actions to see what caused the
problem. This is normal human behaviour. The problem of course
is you don’t judge yourself in the same way you judge others.
I’ve seen this happen plenty of times in an organisation (and I’ve
been guilty of it too), particularly when I was moving into a new
team environment. As the new team leader, I would invariably have
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people give me their opinions on people in the team. These opinions
were not just their assessment on the person’s capability but also
their assessment on the person’s personality, style and behaviour. I
learnt over time to ignore those opinions – as they were invariably
wrong. Many times, the people who I was told were “no good”, ended
up being the star performers in the team (and vice versa). A person’s
ability and skill were situational and not fixed because they were
influenced by the environment they were working in and their
relationship with their manager.
If something goes wrong you can end up with quite contradictory
thoughts and behaviour. On one hand, you may want to shy away
and try and deflect blame to something or someone else. But, at
other times your inner voice can be an incredibly harsh critic. It can
make it harder for you to cope with change and new circumstances
because it dredges up uncertainties. It questions your actions. It
raises doubt. It worries. It’s overly negative.
Your brain is constantly filtering information and rapidly trying
to make sense of the world and what is going on around you. It filters
out information it thinks is extraneous and takes short-cuts to get
to an answer. This helps you process information and situations
quickly, but it also means you can be processing incorrectly.
For example, think of the following scenarios:
• Your team leader has decided to do something you disagree
with. They’re trying to explain their point of view, and it’s
diametrically opposed to your view. In your head you are
saying: “I can’t believe they’re doing this. It is such a bad
idea”. At this point you’ve probably stopped listening. Your
fixed view of the world is closing you off to other ideas.
Seeing the world as ‘black or white’, ‘right or wrong’ and
having no middle ground can lead you to being oblivious to
what is really happening.
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• You’ve planned a weekend away with your partner, and
rather than having sunshine you’re having torrential rain.
In your head you’re saying: “Oh this weather is dreadful, it
will ruin my weekend”. You can find yourself overexaggerating the negative consequences because your mind
can be more attuned to the negative.
• You’ve gone to a party with a group of friends and one of
your friends doesn’t talk to you. What goes on in your head?
Do you think about what is going on for them, or are you
thinking: “They just ignored me, they mustn’t like me
anymore”. You can easily personalise situations and make
it about you, when in fact the person’s reaction or the
situation may have nothing to do with you.
• You’re working with a colleague who is disorganised and
has forgotten to do something that impacts on your joint
project. In your head you may be saying: “What a stuff up.
They’ve got no ability to plan”. Your brain is a meaningseeking machine and is always trying to rapidly make sense
of the world and so it can make quick conclusions based
on limited information.
In each of those scenarios there are very plausible alternatives. The
team leader’s decision may be based on facts that you don’t know
about. The rain may mean you stay indoors and read a book that
has a profound effect on you. Your friend may have a lot going on
for them personally. And lastly, your colleague may plan in a way
that is different to how you plan.
Just because you have a view doesn’t mean that it’s the right one.
The danger of course is when you let your inner voice take
control and run the show.
Figure 5 shows how this can play out…
24

OWN YOUR MINDSET

Figure 5: Your inner voice as saboteur
What you imagine –
“I am going to fail”;
“They are smarter
than me”

Perception kicks in
– group looks
really smart,
unfriendly and
intimidating

Your fear is realised
– “I was right.
I’m out of my depth.
I failed”

You behave in a
way that makes
the fear real –
i.e. withdraw and
don’t contribute

Amygdala triggers
physical response:
headache, nausea,
sweating

Let’s take an example to explain the diagram above. You are heading
into a meeting with a group of stakeholders who are more senior
than you. That situation, in of itself, can be quite intimidating.
Naturally, your inner voice is on guard and wary. It’s nervous and
not wanting you to stuff up. But, it’s also telling you that you’re not
good enough and that these people are smarter than you. Your
perception then kicks in and goes up a few gears as the meeting
progresses. It starts to reinforce the voice in your head that the
stakeholders are smart and you are out of your depth. This causes a
chemical reaction in your brain and your ‘fight or flight’ senses go
into action. This is often known as the ‘amygdala hijack’. It manifests
itself in a physical response. You may start sweating or feel nauseous.
This isn’t good for you on multiple levels.
The physical response then transitions into a behavioural
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response. Your nerves start to overwhelm you, and you start to withdraw. You limit what you say. You act differently to the way you
would normally act if you were more confident. The stakeholders
notice your withdrawal and changed behaviour. They start responding to that and begin to limit the questions they ask you. As this
happens your involvement becomes less and less, and your fear
becomes more and more realised.
Consequently you walk out of the meeting with your fear fully
realised – that the group of senior stakeholders wouldn’t take you
seriously because they are smarter than you are. What you have
ignored is the fact that you set yourself up for this failure. It was a
self-fulfilling prophecy. You thought you were going to stuff up and
so you did.
This used to happen to me. When I first started corporate life I
was scared of speaking up in meetings. I’d sit there thinking about
what to say. The meeting would go on and I’d still be silent. It made
the situation worse. The longer I sat there silent, the more anxious I
became about speaking up. It was horrible. It took me years to get
over this. The ‘getting over it’ was forced on me as I moved into a
role where I needed to present to senior executives. Before the
presentation I felt as if I wanted to throw up. Of course I didn’t and
surprisingly the presentation would go well. Over time, I became
more confident. As my confidence increased so too did my courage
to speak up.
If you don’t find a way to rein in your inner voice it can be a
vicious cycle. This isn’t easy, as it involves personal change. Personal
change has two main stages. First you need to alter your mindset,
and then alter your action.
The pre-conditions for this are to understand where you are
placed currently. That is, are you ready to change your mindset?
What’s your level of desire and capacity to change?
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From there you are ready to understand and learn the actions
you can put into place to have a mindset that sets the stage for you
to successfully embrace the innate power that resides within you.
These actions are about seeking out and changing your paradigms,
exploring possibilities and adopting new practices.
INTERROGATE YOUR MINDSET

“However long the night, the dawn will break.”
—African Proverb
William Shakespeare’s play “As You Like It” used the metaphor of
the role you play in life as a stage. The melancholy nobleman, Jaques,
says to Duke Senior:
All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players.
They have their exits and their entrances,
And one man in his time plays many parts…
So if all the world’s a stage and you are merely a player, do you get
to choose the role you take on? Can the role you take on change over
time?
The obvious answer to those questions is “Yes”. You can choose
the role you want to play. Do you want to be the victim? The hero
or heroine? The side player or a main character? Who is writing the
script for your life? Are you in charge of it, or have you outsourced
it to someone else? It’s your choice.

STEP ONE: Know your options
To understand your options, let’s examine your awareness and
willingness to change through two lenses:
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1. Consciousness: Your level of awareness about your need to
change
2. Comfort zone: Your risk appetite and tolerance for change.
This will determine your stage of development with respect to
change and whether you are stagnating, reviving or thriving.

Alert

Accommodate
Aware of the
need to change,
but progress is
slow

Decide
Embrace the
need for change
and start to make
progress

Adapt
Know change
may involve pain/
uncertainty, but
welcome it and the
actions needed to
make progress

Awake

Aware
Aware of the
need to change,
but don’t act
on it

Debate
Start to question
and wonder about
change and what
can be done to
progress

Alter
Embrace the
need to change
and eager to try
new things

Asleep

Level of consciousness

Figure 6: Examine your awareness and willingness to change

AWOL
No interest,
and no awareness

Dismiss
Hard to be
convinced of the
importance of
change, and slow
to act

Accept
Know change is
needed and eager
to change, but
unsure about how
to progress

Full

Hungry

Starving

Comfort zone
Growth stage legend:–■–Stagnating–■–Reviving–■–Thriving

Level of consciousness
With all forms of change, it’s important to be conscious of what is
happening and to be involved as much as possible. There’s a choice
and decision to be made. With choice comes action and consequences.
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But, before that there needs to be awareness. Awareness is about
raising your consciousness. The more conscious you are of what is
going on around you, the more you are able to be open to it, and
over time, accepting of it. There are levels of consciousness. At the
lowest end, you’re asleep and you are not aware of what is happening
and how your mind is processing these happenings. The next level
is awake where you are aware and able to distinguish between what
is happening and your interpretation of it. The last level is alert
where your consciousness is at a heightened level of awareness and
your mind is fully present and open to change.

Comfort zone
Some people embrace change. It’s as if they’re starving for it. They
have a high risk appetite for new things, and find change relatively
easy. In fact, doing new things – particularly risky things – provides
an adrenalin rush and keeps them stimulated. In this context, risky
doesn’t necessarily mean dangerous, but it means they are willing to
push the boundaries and try new things. At the other extreme, there
are people who avoid all forms of change. They’re not hungry at all.
They’ve had their fill of change and they feel they are ‘done’ with it.
They find it hard and so they avoid change, learning and any form
of personal growth, even to their own detriment.

Growth stage
Depending on where you are placed on this table you will be
stagnating, reviving or thriving. These are characterised as stages of
growth because as your mind becomes more open you are able to
alter your behaviour more easily. You can move from reflecting on
what is happening, to processing what you need to do and trying
new ways of thinking and acting, to making fundamental shifts that
go beyond minor alterations to adaptation and transformation.
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STEP TWO: Assess your position
It’s now time to consider how you would rate yourself.

✓ CHECKPOINT ACTIVITY
Ask yourself:
Level of consciousness
Do I meditate frequently (at least once a week, ideally daily)?
Do I keep a journal to capture thoughts and reflections?
Do I reflect on my thought processes, assumptions and
decisions?
Do I seek feedback from others on how they see my actions?
Am I open to criticism and feedback, such that I act on it?
Am I naturally curious about my mindset – the foundations,
assumptions and blind spots that reside within it?
Do I feel that I have so much more to learn?
Do I see personal growth as necessary to my personal
success?
Am I looking for new ways to improve myself – every day?
Do I have clear personal goals for development?
Am I excited about the opportunity for personal growth?
Do I have a plan that I can implement to support my personal
growth goals?

Add up the number of ‘yes’ answers to determine your position on
the vertical axis: 10 to 12 points places you on the top line; 1 to 6 on
the bottom line; and 7 to 9 on the middle line (refer to Figure 6).
Comfort zone
Does the thought of trying something new excite me?
Do I embrace the motto: “feel the fear but do it anyway”?
Am I willing to try things that I haven’t done before even if I am
not 100% sure that I will be successful?
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Do I regularly do things that I haven’t done before?
Am I frequently seeking out new things to learn and different
things to do?
Do I take the time to understand the need for change before
seeking change?
Do I understand that with learning comes risk, and that risk is
essential for personal growth?
Do I find the thought of organisational change exciting, and
personal growth energising?
Do I find the actions involved in personal change a good use of
my time?
Do I recognise that feeling discomfort is a sign of personal
growth?
Do I embrace change as a key enabler of my growth and future
career success?
Am I willing to always look for new ways to do things and to be
the first to try something?

Add up the number of ‘yes’ answers to determine your position on
the horizontal axis: 10 to 12 points places you on the top line; 1 to 6
on the bottom line; and 7 to 9 on the middle line.
Once you have these two numbers you can find the point of
intersection between the horizontal and vertical axes to determine
your position.
For an example, please refer to Figure 7 below. In this example,
the person has rated themselves as between 7 and 9 for consciousness, and 10 and 12 for comfort zone. This means they are at the
‘Alter’ phase where they are embracing the need to change, and eager
to try new things. They are reviving, but not yet thriving through
change.
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Alert

10 to 12

Awake

Decide
Embrace the
need for change
and start to make
progress

Adapt
Know change
may involve pain/
uncertainty, but
welcome it and the
actions needed to
make progress

Aware
Aware of the
need to change,
but don’t act
on it

Debate
Start to question
and wonder about
change and what
can be done to
progress

Alter
Embrace the
need to change
and eager to try
new things

AWOL
No interest,
and no awareness

Dismiss
Hard to be
convinced of the
importance of
change, and slow
to act

Accept
Know change is
needed and eager
to change, but
unsure about how
to progress

Full

Hungry

Starving

1 to 6

7 to 9

10 to 12

1 to 6

Asleep

Level of consciousness

Accommodate
Aware of the
need to change,
but progress is
slow

7 to 9

Figure 7: Example – assessing your personal position

Score

Comfort zone

These questions can act as triggers to get you thinking; thinking
about how you may be approaching personal change at this point
in your life. It is only by thinking and reflecting that you can
recognise and understand what may need to change in yourself.
Importantly, these are not static emotions and they can change
based on circumstances and timing. If you’ve faced a barrage of
change it can become overwhelming and exhausting. Little wonder,
in those circumstances, you may find yourself ‘over it’. You want no
change at all, regardless of your usual comfort zone and risk appetite.
To change means to do something different, to learn something
new, to become something different. There are many types and
degrees of change. What is common is that all change involves
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understanding and acceptance; a level of risk; a willingness to move
out of your comfort zone; and a learning process where you try new
things and do things differently.
Of course, moving through these stages – say from ‘aware’ to
‘adapt’ – isn’t simple. That’s because it involves you changing.
Change often makes people feel uncomfortable. That’s a good thing.
If you are not feeling some form of discomfort then you aren’t
changing.
The mindset you take into any form of change is critical. Looking
back to Figure 1 (page 7), is your mindset closed or empowered?
If you know your mindset and its operational levers it’s easier to
move forward and embrace change. You’ll be able to build capabilities
that extend your comfort zone so you can approach the change with
confidence and determination.
Change is not linear. It’s not always about putting one foot in
front of the other. Sometimes there are stumbles and detours.
Sometimes you may feel lost. However, it is important to keep
focused on the direction you want to head in and have your eyes on
your future and goals. From there, you’ll be able to better face the
challenges of change head on, and make strong and lasting headway.
More than 50 years ago, in one of the first of the big selling selfhelp books, David Schwartz wrote: “Believe Big. The size of your
success is determined by the size of your belief.” 3
He goes on to say that if you set yourself small goals you can
expect small achievements. If your goals are big you will achieve big
things.
This still holds true today. Although success requires more than
just thinking. You also need to operationalise it. To do that you’ll
want to understand how your mindset operates, its strengths and
what may be holding you back. Remember, if you are not capable
of change you can’t expect those around you to change.
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EVOLVE YOUR MINDSET

“Between stimulus and response, there is a
space. In that space lies our freedom and our
power to choose our response. In our
response lies our growth and our happiness.”
—Viktor Frankl, Psychiatrist and Holocaust Survivor
There is a famous Native American story, which goes like this…
One evening, an old Cherokee tells his grandson that inside all
people a battle goes on between two wolves. One wolf is negativity:
anger, sadness, stress, contempt, disgust, fear, embarrassment, guilt,
shame and hate. The other is positivity: joy, gratitude, serenity, hope,
pride, amusement, inspiration, awe and love.
The grandson thinks about this for a moment and then asks his
grandfather, “Which wolf wins?”
The grandfather replies, “The one you feed.”
So my question to you is: which wolf are you feeding?
Once you start to understand your mindset and how it’s
operating, you can start to take action to alter your mindset so it is
more willing to embrace personal change.
Remember – this is about setting you up so that you can be your
best self in your personal and professional life. To do that you need
to be ready, willing and able to change how you think, which
ultimately drives how you feel and act. And you need to shift and
shape the perspectives that you hold, and be open to new
possibilities and willing to try different practices.
Don’t get discouraged as you work through these next elements.
These learnings and practices are life skills. You will practise, refine
and reflect on them for the rest of your life.
There are three primary steps in this process, and a number of
practices that help you implement those steps (see Figure 8):
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1. Choosing your paradigm
2. Exploring the possibilities
3. Taking action with practice.
Figure 8: The three P’s of an Empowered Mindset

Act

Step 1:
Paradigms
(Make a choice)

Think

Empowered mindset
Step 3:
Practices
(Take action)

Step 2:
Possibilities
(Explore the
options)

Feel

The practices naturally overlap across each of these steps, and so you
will find the practices listed as part of Step Three.

STEP ONE: Choose your paradigm
Paradigms are theories or groups of ideas that you hold about
things. They are useful as they help you group common elements
and frame issues. They can also hold you back, particularly if the
paradigms are dated. The world moves on – all the time – and
therefore it’s necessary to change your paradigms accordingly.
This is not about throwing away everything you know or
understand. Instead, it’s about being open to new ideas and being
willing to be challenged and accept that perhaps your ideas are no
longer helping you be the best you can be. It’s about leveraging your
strengths, and knowing your purpose and the principles by which
you live your life. It’s about not letting single events define you.
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Instead you can choose your response to life’s events and select the
meaning you put around those events. It’s about not letting yourself
be bound by convention or expectations as to who you should be.
It’s your life. You get to write the narrative. What stories are
running in your head about who you are and what you can be?
These stories you tell yourself, and the stories that others tell you,
shape your paradigms.
The story goes that Napoleon was given a star sapphire stone by
his grandmother when he was a young boy growing up in Corsica
(Italy). His grandmother told him that it would bring him good
fortune because whoever had the stone would become Emperor of
France. Now for a boy from Corsica that would seem like a long way
to travel. It’s reported that he kept the stone his whole life.
Apparently on his death the stone was examined and it turned out
to be a fake. Fake or otherwise, it didn’t matter. It was a useful
talisman for Napoleon because as you know he became the Emperor
of France.
How do you respond in the face of adversity?
Do you throw your hands up in despair or over-dramatise the
situation? Or are you calm and deliberate and able to bounce back
quickly?
Resilience is a very powerful characteristic which is based on a
paradigm that says “I can move forward from this”. It’s the ability to
withstand stress and adversity. Being resilient doesn’t mean you
ignore how you feel or that you don’t experience stress, sadness or
hurt. It’s about how you respond to it. People who are resilient have
a way of recognising the issue, reframing what it means and adapting
to the changed circumstances.
A very personal example for me is when I found out that my
husband and I could never have children. I am lucky. I was born an
optimist and I’ve always been able to find ways to position things
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and look for the positive. This situation was harder. I still remember
when we went to the christening of our godchild, getting in the car
after the service and both of us bursting into tears. We were delighted
to be godparents but there was an ache in our hearts for the child
we would never have. To cope, we repurposed our life. We looked at
all the things we could do more easily because we didn’t have
children. These included travel (which we love); helping our nieces
and nephews; and also supporting the needs of children overseas.
This really helped. I also knew that rationally there was no point in
getting fixated on something that was outside our control. It was
time to regroup and move forward with our lives together.
In today’s ever-changing world, resilience is a really important
skill to have in your toolkit. None of us can alter the pace of change.
So we need to be equipped to face it, and thrive through it. The
famous Roman Emperor, Marcus Aurelius, understood the power
of resilience and that we all have a choice to make about how we
respond to events.
He said: “If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not
due to the thing itself but to your estimate of it; and this you have the
power to revoke at any moment”.
This is a very powerful expression. It goes to the heart of the fact
that whatever happens in life, even if it feels like there is no control,
there are still elements that you can control. This belief in selfdetermination is a fundamental factor in people who live happy and
fulfilled lives.
Marcus Aurelius was also a stoic philosopher. The word stoic is
used today and is usually associated with people who keep a ‘stiff
upper lip’ or don’t show emotions in the face of adversity. As a school
of philosophy it dates back to the third century, BC. Stoics based
their approach to life on being in tune with nature and guided by
virtue. Through their ethics-based approach they saw everything
that was external to the person (i.e. suffering, happiness, poverty,
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wealth, etc.) as all equally unimportant. What was important was
how the person lived their life. They also practised a technique called
the premeditation of evils. It sounds worse than it is. It involves
thinking about what’s the worst thing that could happen as a result
of a situation. What the technique often reveals is that it’s never as
bad as you think it is.
I was mentoring an executive who was facing extreme stress at
work. She had a boss who she felt she couldn’t communicate with.
She also felt that they had a bad relationship and he didn’t value her
work effort. I asked her whether she had broached the subject with
him. She hadn’t. I then got her to do this exercise: to write down a
list of the worst things that could happen if she was to have a
conversation with her boss about how they worked together. At the
top of the list was that he might get angry with her and not renew
her contract. We talked that through. The interesting point was she
didn’t want her contract to be renewed anyway. So what she saw as
the worst thing might not have been all that bad were it to happen.
It provided her with enormous relief. She also went on to have a
great conversation with him; finding out that her perspective on the
relationship was quite different to his.
So next time you are facing a dilemma or crisis ask yourself:
what’s the worst thing that could possibly happen if I do this?
Rather than see challenging situations as a negative, embrace the
learnings, perspective and resilience that comes from the experience.
Ultimately, how you choose to respond will have a major impact on
how you come through the other side and whether you just survive
it or whether it defines you in a positive way.
Doing this is about resetting your internal programming to
believe in your self-mastery and free will. It’s critical to uncover the
paradigms and assumptions that are currently running or limiting
your life. Understand where they come from and when they are
triggered.
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The brilliant science of neuroplasticity has proven that you can
rewire your brain. Education, doing new things and undertaking
meditation creates new neural pathways, and increases the number
of branches among neurons (i.e. how your synapses fire up). For
example, people who meditate have been found to have a thicker
insula (i.e. that part of the brain which is activated when you pay
close attention to something). While the size of a London taxi
driver’s hippocampus (the area of the brain that stores spatial data)
increases the more time he or she spends as a taxi driver.
It’s common practice to use the metaphor of your brain as a
muscle. It’s very apt as the more you exercise the healthier you get.
So too, the more you exercise your brain the healthier it gets. In fact,
as you do new things you are rewiring your brain. How amazing is
that! And the science shows we are never too old to learn new things.
You can choose how you wire your brain. Techniques such as
mindfulness – where you pause, breath, reflect and then respond –
can help in this regard.

STEP TWO: Explore the possibilities
Every day we are presented with options and possibilities. They exist
around every corner. Do you know which ones to take and which
ones to avoid? Do you even see the possibilities in front of you?
Possibilities are amazing, but they can also be intimidating.
Taking advantage of possibilities is about being curious and open to
what is in front of you. And at the same time accepting that you
don’t always know where the possibility may take you. It’s about
being prepared to open doors for yourself, rather than waiting for
someone to open the door for you. Once you’ve opened the door,
it’s time to explore and take a leap into the unknown. The more you
practise this, the easier it will become.
I remember as a young girl reading the book about Helen Keller.
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Born in 1880, a childhood illness left her deaf and blind, and her
world closed in as she was unable to communicate. Through her
teacher, Anne Sullivan, she was able to learn how to communicate
and her world re-opened. It was transformative. She became a wellrespected author and political activist, and she gained great
perspective on how to look at the world and what happens when
things don’t go to plan. She said: “When one door of happiness closes,
another opens; but often we look so long at the closed door that we do
not see the one which has been opened for us.”
Of course, she was talking about mindset. This closed door
mentality means you close yourself off to possibilities and opportunities. However, this often occurs subconsciously. It’s almost like the
responsibility has been outsourced to someone else. Outsourcing
can be fabulously productive and liberating. By outsourcing you get
other people to do the things that aren’t your core focus. It frees you
to spend your time on what you do best. However, you shouldn’t
outsource everything. And top of the list is your ability to choose
the things that matter. Being able to choose and knowing that you
can choose is a critical part of having a healthy mindset
Stephen Covey in his book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective
People, talks about the Circle of Concern and Circle of Influence.4
We can be concerned about things which we can’t influence. But, we
should spend our time and energy on those ideas, issues and
opportunities we can influence. Effective people know the difference.
They know that it’s a waste of time to focus their efforts trying to
change things over which they have no control.
You can be concerned about the fact that it is raining and going
to ruin your outdoor party, but you can’t change it. What you can
change is the venue for the party or what you wear. It is much wiser
to spend your energy on what you can influence.
In life, you’ll meet people who let the little things drag them
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down. They are always complaining about something. They seem to
suck the energy from those around them. Their unhappiness
permeates everything they do. They don’t know how to make the
most out of their life.
In contrast, I’ve met some people who seemingly have very little
and they are incredibly positive about their life. They are able to keep
things in perspective and see the possibilities in difficult situations.
My husband has amazing perspective and insight. If I’m
complaining about something he can make me see the other side.
He doesn’t let little things bother him.
We have a very comfortable and well equipped three bedroom
house. The third bedroom is my office but the house still has plenty
of space. I like my space and I can be quite particular about how
things are done. One time we were faced with both my parents and
my brother (and his girlfriend) wanting to visit at the same time.
From my perspective, the house would have felt way too crowded
and we would have needed to have my brother and his girlfriend
sleep on the floor. My solution was to suggest they stay at a hotel.
My husband was bemused because from his perspective the
house was huge as he was used to having lots of people in confined
spaces. Craig grew up in India and he has a completely different
concept of space. As he jokingly said: “Michelle, don’t be ridiculous.
In India we’d have 11 people sleeping in the space the size of our
laundry”. Now he was exaggerating but the point was well made. I
was letting my expectations get in the way of my relationship with
my brother. I was complaining about something that was irrelevant
and petty. In this case, I could control both the situation and how I
was responding to it.
Nelson Mandela, in his autobiography, The Long Walk to Freedom
said that he was fundamentally an optimist but he wasn’t sure
whether that came from nature or nurture. He wrote: “Part of being
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optimistic is keeping one’s head pointed towards the sun, one’s feet
moving forward. There were many dark moments when my faith in
humanity was sorely tested, but I would not and could not give myself
up to despair”.5
Nelson Mandela was the perfect example of this principle in
action. He knew he couldn’t control what would happen to him
every day. But, he could choose how he responded. He could choose
his mindset and his reactions.
When you don’t make a conscious choice you have, by default,
outsourced the choice to another person or situation. Applying a
conscious choice is about being alert to how you think, clear on
where you focus your attention and selective as to how you
subsequently respond.
This is not about denial. It’s about being realistic about what’s in
front of you. It’s about how you face challenges and how you
respond to situations. Do you put your head in the sand and hope
they go away? Or do you face them front on? Do you look to turn
challenges into opportunities?

STEP THREE: Take action with practice
The saying goes that “practice makes perfect”. Striving for perfection
can be dangerous, but practising and being willing to learn and grow
isn’t dangerous. Changing your mindset won’t happen overnight. It
requires constant vigilance and effort.
Focusing on the practices below will help put you in the best
possible position to deal with what is going on around you.

Practice One: Mindfulness meditation
Mindfulness has been a buzz word in recent times. Everywhere you
turn there are books and articles spelling out why it’s good for you.
Devotees swear to its health, lifestyle and relationship benefits.
Opponents dismiss it as another fad.
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Mindfulness has been around for centuries. It’s an ancient practice
dating back to early Buddhist teachings. Today’s mindfulness-based
interventions are derived from those early learnings. A modern-day
mindfulness expert, Jon Kabat-Zinn, defines it as: “The awareness
that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment,
without judgment”.6
In this state there are various levels of progress:
• Level 1 – focuses on being present to what is happening by
being aware and curious
• Level 2 – focuses on bringing understanding to what is
happening by being open and accepting
• Level 3 – focuses on responding to the issue by being kind
to yourself and others.
Each level involves being conscious of what is happening, rather
than responding reactively and subconsciously. When you are going
through a change or a stressful event, either at a personal or organisational level, invariably things will go wrong. This gives rise to
doubt – creating feelings of stress, tension and discomfort. This all
happens automatically. As soon as our brain detects a threat, a series
of things start to happen (see Figure 9):
Figure 9: Reactions to stress
Stress triggers detected by sensory systems in the amygdala

➔
Hypothalamus sends signal to adrenal glands

➔
Fight or flight response: + Adrenalin + Cortisol + Norepinephrine released

➔
Body responds: heart rate, breathing
Emotional reaction: outburst
Thoughts: anger, victim, blame
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When stress is detected by the brain’s amygdala it sends a message
to the hypothalamus which in turn triggers the adrenal glands to
release adrenalin, cortisol and norepinephrine. This chemical surge
stimulates your ‘flight or fight responses’. You will feel it in your body
as your heart starts to race or your breathing becomes more rapid.
It will also play out in your behaviour as when you are stressed your
pre-frontal cortex is less active.
All of this happens in less than a fifth of a second. These responses
are necessary to protect us. However, if they are constantly activated
they can have very negative health consequences.
This is eloquently expressed by Dr Bruce Lipton in his book The
Biology of Belief, where he explains the impact that arises when stress
hormones are released into the blood stream.7 Blood that was
previously nourishing our visceral organs is forced to nourish the
tissues of our limbs – providing energy to escape the situation. The
visceral organs include vital organs such as the heart, liver and kidney.
When these organs stop receiving blood they stop functioning. That
means they stop performing things like: digestion, excretion and all
the other essential functions that you need them to do for you to
function. Your body, when it is in fight or flight mode, represses your
immune system to conserve energy. That’s why you get sick when
you are stressed.
Lipton goes on to explain: This “… system is a brilliant mechanism
for handling acute stresses. However, this protection system was not
designed to be continuously activated”. 8
In today’s chaotic and busy world, you face many daily triggers
that can set this system off. These are not situations that threaten
your survival, they are just the daily stresses of modern-day living.
What happens is that the system is overly activated causing elevated
stress levels, often at chronic levels. That’s why learning to meditate
and practise mindfulness is essential. The choice you make about
how you respond to events will either minimise stressful feelings or
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exacerbate them. Mindfulness can help because the more you
practise the art the better you’ll be able to manage how you feel,
think and act in any given moment.
Think of it like this…
There’s a trigger which may be someone telling you something
you didn’t want to hear. For example, the person hasn’t agreed with
your suggestion at work. Don’t just react to it.
Instead… Stop and breathe. Notice your immediate reaction and
what you want to say in response to the trigger. Notice how you are
feeling. Reflect on the underlying reasons for those reactions and
feelings. And then, and only then, respond.
This little exercise can be done quickly. And the more you
practise it – the better you’ll become at it.
Over time, you’ll find you will be more aware of what is happening around you. You’ll also be more conscious of what triggers
set you off, and what you need to do to maintain perspective in the
face of uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity. This means you’ll be
able to react to negative news more calmly and objectively – creating
a better frame of mind to determine the best way to move forward.
You can also practise this at various points during the day. Years
ago I was taught a five-minute, breath-awareness exercise by a yoga
instructor. The idea was to use this activity at various points during
the day: on the bus on the way home, before going to an important
meeting or when I was feeling stressed.
It works like this…
Find a comfortable and quiet place to sit.
Close your eyes.
Become aware of your breathing.
Notice its depth and how your stomach rises and falls.
Try to breathe slowly and deeply. Breathe in through your nose
and out through your nose.
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As your mind wanders, come back to the breathing.
Keep doing this for five minutes.
Open your eyes.
Get back to your day.
It’s amazing how relaxed you’ll feel after a short period of time.
I used to think that I could never find the time to practise
meditation. When I understood its power and benefits I moved it
up the priority scale. I start each day doing a short 10-minute mindfulness meditation practice. It’s pretty hard to say that you can’t find
10 minutes.
I was given this advice by a mindfulness instructor and it made
all the difference. Before that time I’d been trying to find space for
a 30-minute practice. It just never happened. I didn’t have 30
minutes, but I found I had 10. All I did was turn the clock 15 minutes
to the right. That’s right – I got up 15 minutes earlier every day so I
could do this. Eventually it became a habit that I looked forward to.

Practice Two: Open your mind
If you want to expand your possibilities, build your resilience and
thrive through change it will help if you are open and willing to:
1. Be curious and have an open mind – investigating issues
through multiple lenses helps you see things from many
perspectives. This, in turn, helps you realise that your
negative view of the event may not be the reality.
2. Surround yourself with people who will challenge, inspire
and support you, and be accepting of others and accepting
of difference.
3. Manage stress – practising mindfulness will help, as will
exercising often, eating well, meditating and laughing lots.
4. Take time to reflect each day – examining what happened
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and how you responded. It is only through reflection that
you’ll be able to understand your trigger points, and how
you can better manage them.
5. Use your energy wisely – don’t waste your time on things
that are outside your control.
6. Learn from your mistakes – view mistakes as an
opportunity to experiment, learn and grow, rather than
viewing them as a failure. All growth involves mistakes,
pain and learning.
7. Quieten your inner voice – all of us have an inner voice
that can be an unharnessed critic. This voice is often trying
to protect us. Understand its message of protection, but
don’t let it hold you back. Reflect and be open to new ideas.
8. Feed your mind with healthy thoughts, and nourish it with
new information and experiences.
9. Don’t expect life to be easy – there are always ups and
downs.
10. Continue to push the boundaries of your expectations
throughout your life. Don’t let other people’s expectations
define you or hem you in.
When you are open to the possibilities and to your responsibility to
choose from those possibilities, a whole new world of opportunity
arises. This is more than just the ‘believe and you will succeed’
mantra. To be successful you have to take action. And that’s about
practice.

Practice Three: Upskill your set point for happiness
Aristotle said: “Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the
whole aim and end of human existence”.
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We all have a set point for happiness. Think of it like a scale. Just
as everybody weighs a certain amount, every person has a happiness
level they typically operate at. That set point remains relatively
constant. There are things that will temporarily adjust it. For
example, a new job, winning the lottery, or buying a new car will
temporarily make a person happier. Sadly, these are only short-term
activators. They don’t last.
In today’s society, people equate money and success with
happiness. This is a fallacy. In fact, 90% of happiness is based on
your internal mental view of the world and how your brain processes
what is happening around you.
Research shows that genetics accounts for about 50% of your
happiness quota (i.e. your happiness setting at birth, predisposition
and personality traits); 10% is due to circumstances; and the
remaining 40% to variants that you can determine; that is, intentional
activity that you undertake.9
In this case, the researchers defined intentional to mean “discrete
actions or practices in which people can choose to engage”. These
are activities that require some form of effort.
Now you might be sitting back and thinking that’s really interesting but why should I care? You should care because how happy you
are impacts your life and likelihood of success.
Lyubomirsky, King and Diener examined whether happiness leads
to success, and the causal factors. They argued that the happiness–
success link exists not only because success makes people happy but,
more importantly, because having a positive disposition engenders
success. Their results showed that happiness is associated with and
“precedes numerous successful outcomes, as well as behaviours
paralleling success”.10
The researchers also reviewed data which showed that happy
individuals are more likely than their less happy peers to have
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fulfilling marriages and relationships, high incomes, superior work
performance, community involvement, robust health and a long life.
The happier you are the more likely you are to experience success.
They found that happiness has a compounding effect, because
happiness, which has its origins in personality and past successes,
leads to behaviours that in turn lead to future success.
When you are with people who are happy they build you up, not
drag you down. Their happiness is usually infectious. You can feel
their energy. There’s no doubt that happier people have higher levels
of resilience.
I’m lucky. I was born with a relatively high set point for happiness. I’ve always had the ability to reframe situations, and to see
the learnings when things go wrong. That doesn’t mean I don’t feel
pain or experience sadness, but I’ve always been able to find
learnings and positive outcomes…on reflection.
Many years ago I worked with a senior leader. He wasn’t the
easiest person to work with. He had a big ego and saw himself as
incredibly important. He also held a position of power in the
organisation. I didn’t enjoy working with him, but I could see the
long-term benefits for my career so I stuck it out. I got to the point
where I knew there was nothing more to learn from working in this
role. It was time to move on. When I told him – as diplomatically as
I could – that I wanted to find a new role, he responded by saying
he didn’t want me going anywhere, as that didn’t suit him.
He proceeded to block career moves I tried to make in the
organisation. It was a pretty traumatic time for me. I felt stymied and
didn’t know what to do. I sought advice as to my best course of
action. Over time, the situation was resolved and I moved on and up.
However, despite the horrible nature of what was going on I was
always able to look back and reflect on what I learnt from my time
working with him. I also knew that my career wouldn’t be where it
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is today if I hadn’t worked with him. I gained enormous experience
and connections from the role.
My point is, often people think that happiness is about being
happy all the time. It’s not. It’s about recognising there will always
be ups and downs but you can’t let the downs drag you down.
You can choose to put in place practices to make yourself
happier. It’s like a plant. For it to thrive it needs to be nourished,
watered and cared for. So too for your happiness quotient.
If you want to change your setting for happiness it is wise to take
deliberate and planned action. Consider including activities such as
these in your day:
1. Craft a gratitude mantra that you say every day. Expressing
gratitude helps you feel happier and builds your resilience.
When you look at what you have vis-à-vis others you can
see how much you have to be thankful for.
2. As part of this practice, focus on one to three things to be
thankful for every day. This can be as simple as – the sun
was shining or I had a great cup of coffee. Buy a journal
and carry it with you. Write those positive experiences in
your journal. Do this daily. Writing down your experiences
helps your brain relive the event, and so you get the brain’s
feel-good chemicals released into your blood stream.
3. Spend time connecting with nature. Appreciate the grace
and beauty of what is around you every day in the natural
environment. Take the time to pause. This can be a five
minute pause. Look around you. What do you notice? What
do you feel? Connect your feelings with your environment.
4. Exercise and meditate regularly. Build a routine so these
activities are mapped out in advance and scheduled in your
calendar. Exercise and meditation are as important as
eating and sleeping.
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5. Get eight hours sleep a night. Sleep is restorative and your
brain can’t function without it. It’s hard to be focused,
mindful and reflective when you’re tired.
6. Eat well and drink lots of water to stay hydrated.
7. Do nice things for other people. When you do something
nice for someone else it makes you feel good. Helping
others helps you realise the positive forces in your life that
others may not have.
8. Wish people well – if you are in a busy environment take a
moment to stop and notice those around you. Internally
cultivate the wish that you want them to be happy, healthy
and free of suffering. Wishing others well is good for your
own emotional state.
9. Devote time to important relationships every single day.
This goes beyond maintaining connections on social
media. Ring people. Have a coffee with them. Send
someone a hand-written note. The connection needs to be
personal. Close bonds and being comfortable to share how
you feel, and being open about experiences is healthy and
very good for the soul. People who are happy have strong
connections to the community and good friends.
10. Accept yourself and love yourself for your flaws. No one is
perfect. Everyone is still learning and evolving. To do this
you need to be open to learning and making mistakes.
11. Strive to find purpose and meaning in your life – people
with purpose are generally happier and more resilient as
they are clear about their goals and where they are heading
in life. Set short, medium and long-term goals – each with
the right amount of stretch and do-ability.
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Building the foundation for an empowered mindset takes time and
effort. Identify the paradigms that underpin your mindset. Be open
to new possibilities. Make a conscious choice to implement these
three practices. These practices are skills for life.

52

