FINDING YOUR EDGE
THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO UNLOCKING YOUR
POTENTIAL AT WORK (AND IN LIFE)

COPYRIGHT
Copy this the right way. You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it
along for free to anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its original
contents or digital format. Please do pass it along and make many copies. We reserve the
right to bind it and sell it as a real book.

DISCLAIMER
We care but you’re responsible. This booklet is general in nature and is not meant to
replace any specific advice. Please be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any
of the ideas. Change Meridian, its employees and contractors disclaim all and any liability
to any persons whatsoever in respect of anything done by any person in reliance, whether
in whole or in part, on this paper.
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INTRODUCTION
‘You only live once, but if you do it right,
once is enough.’
Mae West, Actress

History is littered with stories of amazing companies that were once the darling of investors,
and yet over time, their magic faded, problems arose, and they now no longer exist. For
many of these companies, the root of their demise was sewn in the arrogant belief that
they ere the best and didn’t need to change. They became comfortably complacent.
This doesn’t just happen with companies. It happens with individuals too. They experience
success and then fall into the mistaken belief that what got them to where they are today,
is what will get them to where they want to go tomorrow.
Sadly, this isn’t case. As the founder of IKEA, Ingvar Kamprad said,

‘The most dangerous poison is the feeling of achievement.
The antidote is to every evening think what can be done
better tomorrow.’
Embracing this notion has never been more important, as the rules of the game keep
changing. Just when you think you have everything nailed, something (or someone) will
change an element that can disrupt you.
The questions for you: How do you respond to this disruption? How do you make sure you
are making the most of your potential and staying ahead of the game?
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WHERE ARE YOU NOW?
Consistently successful people don’t seek to do the bear minimum. They are always on
the look-out for ways to stay ahead of the curve. They seek to make the best of changing
circumstances and are ready and willing to respond to what the world throws at them.
Even if your career is going well and your life is heading in the direction you want it to
head, you don’t want to rest on your laurels.
This means it’s never too early to critically check your progress.
Ask yourself?



Am I keeping up with the pace of change in a way that works best for
me and those around me)?



Am I living a wholehearted life?



What else can I do to add value to my work and life?



What further learning do I need to investigate to enhance my selfawareness, career and life?



What other relationships could I build that will deepen and enrichen my
life?



How else can I contribute to and support those around me?

There are choices to be made - all the time.
You can be stuck as the dis-interested passenger watching the world go by and worrying
about what it all means, or you can be empowered by placing yourself firmly in the
driver’s seat.
In the driver’s seat you determine your version of success and what you need to do to get
there.
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WHERE DO YOU WANT TO BE?
The saying goes “Success breeds success.”
If you talk to people who have generated success, they will tell you that it’s the result of
hard work, experimentation, failure and resilience. They have an idea, passion or a dream
that they want to pursue, and they set out to achieve it. They’re not afraid of working hard
to reach their goal, and they know that they will encounter challenges and set-backs. This
doesn’t mean they don’t have doubt or fears, but they use those emotions to propel them
forward - not hold them back.
Above all else, they are incredibly resilient. They understand that it can be two steps
forward, and one step backward. Ultimately, every step they take is heading them in the
right direction.
As Biz Stone, the co-founder of Twitter said:

‘Timing, perseverance, and ten years of trying will
eventually make you look like an overnight success.’
Success is never instantaneous. Instead, it’s borne from a restless urge to discover,
explore and do something different.
There’s a willingness, no, an eagerness, to push the boundaries, and to look for different
ways to do things.
This involves a quest for knowledge and a yearning to learn. Tomorrow they’ll try
something different.
Tomorrow they’ll continue to push through further. They will persist despite the challenges
and roadblocks. They have a vision of where they want to be, and they are determined to
get there.
Most importantly, your version of success, your colleagues’ and mine will all be different.
That’s ok.
There is no one recipe, perfect path or precise plan. It’s about being proactive and
deliberate about the choices you make, so you lead your career (and ultimately life) in
the way you want it to be led.
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Ask yourself:



Do I have a vision of a life well led and do I know what I need to do to
secure that life?



If so, what is that vision?



If not, what have I always wanted to do that I’ve held back from doing?
What were the dreams for my life when I was growing up?



What’s on my bucket list?



Am I willing to put the effort into making these happen?

If you are struggling to answer those questions, don’t worry! The rest of this guide will help
you figure that out.
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HOW DO YOU GET THERE?
If you want to know how to move forward positively and progressively, then you are in the
right place!
That’s what this handy little guide is all about. It outlines the series of steps you can follow
to get you to where you want to be.
Some of these steps will be big (or big-ish) and others very small. It’s the consistency that
matters, rather than the size of the step. If you make conscious and deliberate steps every
day, you’ll find you progress far faster than if you try to do the occasional big step.
With each step there will be choices to be made. Do I do this or that? Do I go left or right?
The permutations are endless. Everything you do - all the time - involves a choice about
what you will do or won’t do. This is a trade-off decision, because doing one thing often
means you need to forego something else. Getting clear on what matters the most to you
is, therefore, critical.
So, are you ready for your first step?
If so, let’s get cracking!
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LET’S GET REAL
Humans have the fantastic ability to create stories; stories that underpin societies, cultures
and our view of self.
As the Israeli Historian, Yuval Noah Harari, said in his book, Sapiens: A Brief History of
Humankind:

‘Large numbers of strangers can cooperate successfully by
believing in common myths. Any large-scale human
cooperation - whether a modern state, a medieval church,
an ancient city or an archaic tribe - is rooted in common
myths that exist only in people’s collective imagination.’ 1
These stories become reinforcing. We have a view of the world, of how things should be,
and of our place in it, and we constantly look for evidence to support that view.
Sadly, your view of your self isn’t reality because it’s not objectively fact based. It’s just a
perspective, which is highly subjective and on occasions, self-serving. Consequently, it can
be very unhelpful. To thrive we need to constantly challenge our view of the world and
how we think and act. We need to be prepared to accept what’s different, challenge our
thought processes and search for what’s uncomfortable in a world that is:



Complex: In a connected and changing society problems are often
unpredictable and the solutions not easily identified.



Boundaryless: Trends and societies are shifting, and the boundaries
across roles, organisations and work are blurring.



Restless: There is a constant pressure to perform and to find the next
‘big’ thing, making the quest to be innovative never ending, and often
exhausting.



Ambiguous: The system in which we live and work is forever changing
and ambiguous, creating heightened levels of uncertainty.

This means as individuals we need to be ready, willing and able to change.

1   Harari, Y.N. 2011, Sapiens: a brief history of humankind, Vintage, London
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YOUR REALITY CHECK
Let’s start by assessing your perspective on change. Why?
We all have assumptions about change. It is all around us and impacting us in ways we
can’t often control; although I would argue we can seek to make it work for us (but more
on that later).
Consider the following statements. Ask yourself, do you agree or disagree with the
statement, and why?

AGREE or DISAGREE
1. The pace of change isn't getting any slower and it's not going
away. The choice for you is how you best make the change work
for you.

____________________

2. Change has both positive and negative outcomes, and there
is always something you can do to better help you adapt and
thrive through change.

____________________

3. Seeing change as an opportunity, rather than a threat, helps to
change your mindset so you are ready for the experience.

____________________

4. Everyone feels some form of discomfort during a change. That's
normal and nothing to be afraid of. As the saying goes: Feel the
fear, and do it anyway.

____________________

5. Change involves learning and doing new things. Research
reveals that learning and growth are good for our health - our
mind, body and soul.

____________________

6. If you are not prepared to learn, adapt and evolve you will fall
behind everyone else impacting your career, lifestyle and overall
well-being.

____________________

7. The more you understand yourself and how you react during
periods of change, the more you are able to support yourself
through change.

____________________

8. Change involves experimentation, which means you never quite
know what you are capable of doing until you've tried.

____________________

Tally up the number of times you 'agreed' with the statement

/8
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Did you ‘agree’ four times or more? Or was it less than four?
What do you think this is telling you?
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It’s often said (and written) that people don’t like change. If that was true, we would
never have evolved as a species. What people don’t like is having change thrust upon
them.
People want to be involved and feel like they have some say over the change and what
it means for them.
No matter the source of the change, there is always something you can control - and
that’s how you react to the change, and what you say and do as a result of it.
In the face of change do you (tick all that apply):








Embrace it willingly?
Reluctantly embrace it?
Try and fight the change?
Complain to anyone who will listen?
Become demotivated and disengaged, and switch off hoping it goes
away?
Find the ways to make it work for you?

Now consider, does this approach help or hinder your progress?
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There are many aspects of change we can’t change. For example, you may not be able
to change what has happened, but you can change what happens next.
You can be proactive and seek ways to make the change work for you. You can look
for learning and growth opportunities from the change. You can choose your emotional
response to it. You can choose to wallow in pity or find ways to move forward productively
and positively. The choice is yours, and therefore, so too the outcomes.
Are you ready for what the future is holding, and ready to play your part in making it
happen? Are you ready to find the edge and make change work for you?
As you consider these questions reflect on Eleanor Roosevelt’s suggestion to:

‘Light a candle instead of cursing the darkness.’
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What Holds You Back?
You’ve likely heard the story about how 3M Post It notes were developed.
A 3M scientist was attempting to develop a super strong adhesive, and instead
accidentally created a reusable adhesive. However, the discovery of its ultimate use
wasn’t instantaneous. In fact, it took six years before one of his colleagues saw the benefit
of his development; that it could be used on paper and in this case, that it could be used
on a bookmark to stop it falling out.
Likewise, I remember many years ago hearing the Australian former short track speed
skater and four-time Olympian, Steven Bradbury OAM speak. His success at winning a
gold medal at the 2002 Winter Olympics was painted by some commentators as luck as
he crossed the finish line in the winning position for the 1000 metre event after the other
four finalists fell over. What the stories so often missed were the years of hard work, sacrifice
and recovering from injuries that he endured to get himself to the Olympics.
As Steve Jobs said:

‘If you really look closely, most overnight
successes took a long time.’

We often have a romanticised notion of success. It’s never as easy as it looks from the
outside looking in. Success starts with you being open to what needs to change in you.
That means you need to be ready to critically examine what may be holding you back.
All successful people in life have flaws or hurdles that can hold them back. The difference
is they know how to work over and through those challenges.
So, which challenges do you need to overcome? In my work, I’ve discovered seven
common challenges.
Read ahead and ask yourself - ‘Which of these seven apply to me?’
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1. YOU BLAME OTHERS
There’s a saying that ‘People don’t leave their job, they leave their boss.’ Regardless of
where you sit in the organisational hierarchy, your relationship with your boss impacts
you - be it productivity or satisfaction levels, or well-being.
A UK study found that forty percent of survey participants didn’t think their boss was
good at their job, a third thought they could perform better than their manager, and a
fifth said their manager was the single worst thing about their job. 2
It’s easy to point the finger and write a list of things you don’t like about current or
former managers. Perhaps you didn’t feel appreciated, they didn’t back you enough or
give you the support you wanted.
Curiously, often what we find most annoying and frustrating about other people is
exactly what we do to others and ourselves.
Consider for a moment:
Do you ever fall into behavioural traps where you let yourself down, and where you
don’t treat yourself in the way you deserve?
You have choices every day about what you do and don’t do. Yet, like most people,
there will be times when you fail to act in a way that best serves you and those around
you. Perhaps, you put things off until tomorrow, delay the tough decisions or are
always looking for the easy way out.
Let’s work this through.
Here’s a list of the common complaints that people tell me they don’t like about their
manager:



They don’t appreciate me or back me enough.



They don’t invest enough in my development or help me progress my
career.



They are inconsistent.



They don’t treat people equally.



They expect me to work harder than them.

(And I’m sure you may be able to add to this list)

2   Study Finds. 2018, Do you? 1 in 5 employees admit they HATE their boss, Study Finds, viewed 15 February 2019,
https://www.studyfinds.org/one-in-five-employees-hate-boss/
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Now, let’s think about how you would rate yourself against those statements:



They don’t appreciate me: Do you take the time to appreciate and
congratulate yourself when you’ve done well, or do you always look to
find fault?



They don’t back me enough: Do you let yourself down by not having
the courage to back yourself by having the difficult conversations,
saying ‘no’ when you need to, and asking for what you want?



They don’t invest enough in my development: Do you set aside time
and resources each year to support your growth and development, or
do you see it as someone else’s responsibility to invest in you?



They don’t help me progress my career: Do you cruise along with your
career and wait for it to happen, or do you see yourself as the leader of
your career? Are you prepared to take proactive steps to enhance your
career ‘and so too, your life’?



They are inconsistent: Do you constantly change your mind and
therefore, lack focus and direction, and fail to deliver on commitments?
Do you not stick to goals that you have set for yourself? Do you look
for the easy way out, or do you persevere despite the challenge and



They don’t treat people equally: Do you treat yourself as well as you
treat other people, or do you put yourself last and never find enough
‘me time’?



They expect me to work harder than them: Do you place unrealistic
expectations on yourself about what can get done and by when?

Answering these types of questions isn’t easy. It takes time to reflect, and it can help to
have someone who challenges your mental thought patterns as part of this process.
Find a buddy, or mentor who can help you see the different perspectives that are
possible.
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2. YOU ARE TOO BUSY
When someone asks you ‘How are you?’ does the word busy get included in the answer?
For many people the answer would be ‘Yes’. When you combine this busyness with the
need to get lots done and the ineffective use of multi-tasking, there’s a real danger that
little is achieved.
People can fail to see what is going on around them when they are busy and
preoccupied with timeliness. This has interesting implications, particularly for leaders, if you
are juggling shifting priorities, increasing demands and constant expectations.
Ask yourself:



Do I pay attention to what is going on around me?



How conscious am I of the decisions I am making?



Do I make decisions when I am stressed and rushed?



Am I taking time to reflect on decisions and outcomes?



Am I focused on what really matters?



Am I constantly wasting time and so reaching the end of the day and
finding that I’ve achieved little?



Do I sometimes feel over-whelmed with the amount that needs to be
done that I don’t know where to start?

Busy is often a choice. As you’ll find when you read ahead, you need to be deliberate
about how and where you spend your time.
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3. YOU’VE BECOME COMPLACENT
Comfort is a sign of complacency, and complacency is one step closer to irrelevance particularly in a world that is constantly changing. If you want to stay relevant you need
to continue to grow and try new things. You need to be comfortable rattling the cage
and shaking yourself out of your self-imposed complacency.
Complacency is also a trap. You take the easy route. Make the easy decision. Shy away
from what feels difficult. Ignore the difficult conversation. Hope what isn’t working will go
away or someone else will fix it for you. At the root of complacency there is often fear:



Fear of the unknown



Fear of failure



Fear of success



Fear of hard work

Fear doesn’t need to be an inhibitor. It can also be a catalyst for progress. You can learn
to harness how it makes you feel and use its power to take you further.

4. YOU THINK YOU NEED ALL THE ANSWERS
Today, there’s often an expectation that you need to have answers at your fingertips, and
that it’s not OK to say: ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I don’t understand’, particularly, if you are in a
leadership role.
It’s simply not possible to have all the answers, all the time. There are too many unknowns
and shifting variables. As well, by being ‘certain’ you close yourself off to different ideas
and unique opinions. When you have a fixed view you stop listening to others, stop being
open to new thoughts and to having your perspectives challenged, and consequently,
people will stop sharing their thoughts with you.
As Voltaire said:

‘Doubt is an uncomfortable condition, but certainty is
a ridiculous one.’
In the work environment, for example, if people don’t feel safe to speak up and out, issues
go under-ground and facts get distorted. The voice of the silent minority gets squashed.
Ideas or opinions that need to be heard, remain unheard. It is these views that can help
you see things from a different perspective by challenging the prevailing norms of the
group. While these views may make you feel uncomfortable and uncertain, recognise
that this is a good thing.
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5. YOU SHY AWAY FROM FAILURE
It’s very easy for people to talk about embracing failure. But honestly, how many of us truly
believe that when it happens?
Not many of us will get up and jump for joy and exclaim ‘Oh hooray, I’ve failed’. Instead,
the typical response will be on a spectrum. It may be one of self-loathing (if at the extreme
end), disappointment (if you are in the middle) or curiosity as to why it failed (if you are at
the other end of the spectrum).
In an organisational setting, while the mantra may be ‘Fail Early and Fast’ or ‘Fail Forward’,
the opposite can play out in practice. What people often see via the leader’s behaviour is
that failure isn’t an option and that you have to get it right the first time or there will be
consequences.
All progress involves some form of failure. If you think about scientists, they spend a lot
of time failing. Each failure is a sign of progress, as they know they can now discount that
element in their hypothesis. They keep applying different types of thinking and processes
to help uncover the solution. They explore, examine, alter their approach, test the idea
and then iterate until the desired outcome is realised or scientific puzzle is solved. Scientific
breakthroughs are based on many, many failures.
It’s important to cultivate a mindset and environment where failure is seen as progress that
is getting you one step closer to the answer or solution you are looking for. Remember,
failure isn’t failure; unless you fail to learn from it.
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6. YOU’VE LOST TIME
People often use money as a metaphor for time. The logic is that once time has been
spent you can’t get it back. And you can’t spend ‘future’ time - because you can’t spend
what you don’t have.
If you follow that line of reasoning it is the present that you should be most concerned
with. Why? Because it is only the present time that you can be certain you have. This
perspective feels a little too bleak and fatalistic for me.
I’d rather think of time like a triangle, and to thrive through complexity you need all three
corners considered. Your life, like time, is made up of the past, present and future.
Reflecting on the past helps with learning. Thinking about your future helps with goalsetting. Being present and using your time wisely helps advance you towards those goals.
Consider...



Which of the elements (past, present, future) do you spend the most
time on?



Do you often find yourself dwelling on the past and ruminating on
events?



Are you so focused on the present you don’t plan for the future?



Are you so fixated on the future that you don’t know how to enjoy the
present?
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Reflecting on the past, thinking about your future goals, and being focused on what you
need to do in the present is a delicate balance. It’s important to be able to balance all
three.



The Past: You need to look behind you, but not for so long that you get
lost in the past. Reflecting on past experiences and learning from them
is essential. However, being fixated on something that has passed (and
which you cannot change) is very unhealthy.



The Present: You need to concentrate on the present, but not to the
extent that your present enjoyment precludes you from planning for the
future. This is the ultimate expression of the hedonist who only ‘lives for
today’.



The Future: Looking ahead means you scan the horizon. When you
do this, you can take a step back and see the bigger picture. This
perspective is important as it helps you understand what may be
changing in a world and societal context, and what you need to do to
stay ahead of the game.

7. YOU’RE NOT PREPARED TO PUT IN PERSISTENT EFFORT

Effort + Persistence = Progress

It’s that simple. If you aren’t prepared to put in the effort, you won’t make progress. If you
aren’t willing to work through challenges and be ready to withstand the ‘ups and downs’
of everyday life, you’ll make limited-to-no progress.
How ready are you to embark on a personal adventure of growth and development so
that you can unlock your true potential and stay ahead of the game?
Let’s start by checking:
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How physically, mentally and emotionally resilient are
you?
This is about uncovering the depth and breadth
of your bandwidth for change. The more flexible
and adaptable you are, the more likely you are to
welcome change and see it as invigorating.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

How tolerant are you to ambiguity and disorder?
With any change and transformation there are periods
of instability, uncertainty and disruption. The more you
are able to thrive in these types of environments, the
less disturbing you'll find the change itself.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

How do you react when things go wrong?
Change always involves innovation and things
invariably don't go according to plans. How you
react to mistakes and your ability to learn from those
mistakes, are a hallmark of whether you have a fixed
or growth mindset. Having a growth mindset is a key to
thriving through change.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

How attuned are you to others and their needs?
This is about broadening your field of view when things
are changing so that you don't only focus on what it
means for you, but you look around and consider the
impact on others.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Are you emotionally invested in the change?
Do you care enough, too much or not all? Your level
of emotional investment in the change will determine
how much effort you put into making the change work
for you and those around you.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Are you willing to invest time and energy acquiring
new skills and capabilities?
To adapt to the new circumstances, you need to do
things differently, and this means you need to learn
new skills and capabilities.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

As you reflect on each of these seven characteristics, what you may find is that it isn't
others who are holding you back from achieving what you want in your career and life.
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WHY IT MATTERS
The world is pivoting on polar axes creating a strange irony. Whilst we are experiencing
exponential change, which has given rise to rapid human advances and (on objective
measures) the highest ever levels of human prosperity, it has also created increased
complexity and higher levels of mental stress, loneliness, isolation and disconnection.
Surely, there's a better way; a way in which we can all thrive in this complex, changing
world.
My wish for you is that you have the life you want. When you are equipped with the
capability, courage and conviction to make powerful and wise choices you'll be the
positive difference in your life and the life of those around you.
One of my core values is a belief in abundance. That is, in this world there is enough for all
of us. We don't need to be greedy and selfish and take a win at all costs mentality to be
successful. We can be generous, caring and loving. You having success doesn't detract
from someone else's success, and that person having success doesn't mean you'll have
less success.
So yes, this approach absolutely benefits you (but not everything in life is about you). And
so, this approach is also designed to benefit your family, team and organisation; all the
people that are around you.
Why? Because when you are finding your edge and living your best life you are being the
best version of you. You are naturally more generous, inclusive, fair and accepting and
consistently delivering value to yourself and those around you.
The naysayers may say this sounds a little too altruistic. I prefer the optimistic view of life
and genuinely believe that most people want to do their best and be their best. For some,
it's harder to find the way forward and they need more encouragement and support.
With this approach, rather than feeling stuck and playing the role of victim (where it is
everyone else's fault, but yours), you are liberated. You take full accountability for your
actions. You set the course and the direction. You are empowered to be who you need
to be. Your true potential is unlocked and released to the world.
Of course, this progress doesn't happen instantaneously. It's a series of steps and actions
that will, over time, result in you stepping forward.
But first, let's assess where you are now.
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The Ladder of Potential
YOUR
POTENTIAL
UNLOCKED

LOCKED

YOUR
FOCUS

YOUR
SATISFACTION

YOUR
IMPACT

E. Liberated

Leveraging 'In what way can I
be more?'

+100%

Amplifying

D. Centred

Strategising 'How can I change?'

+50%

Growing

C. Hopeful

Discovering 'What can I
change?'

+20%

Positive

B. Restless

Questioning 'Why me?'

Neutral

Neutral

Surviving 'This sucks'

- 10%

Negative

YOU
FEEL

A. Stuck

Exhibit 1: Unlocking Your True Potential

What's Your Current Position?
A. YOU'RE STUCK
You can't see a way forward. You are trapped in a cycle of self-destruction, taking no
accountability. Sadly, the negative impact you feel, think and experience isn't limited
to you. It extends to those around you. You have little to no satisfaction with life. You feel
completely disempowered, and you don't feel like you've made choices; instead you
think they have been imposed on you. Your mantra in life is 'This sucks'.
Unfortunately, at this point you can't see a way to change your circumstances. You are
stuck.

B. YOU'RE RESTLESS
You are starting to question and wonder what could be. You are still fixated on the 'Why
me?' side of life, but are starting to think there can be more you can do to change your
life. You are restless and wanting a better life, a better career, a better anything. While you
haven't yet made the steps necessary to go forward, you've stopped going backwards.
You are restless for change to happen.
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C. YOU'RE HOPEFUL
You can see there is light ahead. You start to believe you have the power within you to
change and do things differently. There is hope. Hope is such a fundamental human need
because without it there's only despair. With hope there is a belief that there is a better
way - for you and those around you.
You are starting to focus on you and what you can do to change. You ask yourself 'What
can I change?' In that questioning and wondering you find the answers that build the
path to a new beginning.

D. YOU'RE CENTERED
At this level, you have deeper self-awareness and self-understanding. You know there is
lots you can change and are focused on how you make that happen; not just once, but
multiple times. You focus on the daily needs of change and what you can do in every
moment to bring about a positive impact for you and those around you.
You no longer let the trivial minutia of life weigh you down. You are centred and focused
about who you are and the life you want. You are constantly growing.
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E. YOU'RE LIBERATED
At this level, you know that within you is everything you need in order to be who you want
to be. This doesn't mean things won't go wrong, nor that you won't have the occasional
'down day'. It does mean you know you can do it; with hard work, perseverance and
effort you will get to where you want to be.
You not only seek to improve your life; you seek to always positively impact those around
you. You are searching for your purpose and the legacy you will leave behind.
You constantly challenge yourself to consider, 'In what ways can I be more?' Your impact
and outcomes are amplified as you live to the full your best version of YOU.
The obvious next question: How do you move from being stuck or restless, to a position
where you are hopeful and over time, centred and then empowered?
The next section will show you how.

Copyright © 2021 Change Meridian Pty Ltd

Page 27

THE WAY FORWARD
Levelling up requires a desire to grow and a capacity for change. This isn't something that
someone can force on you. It all comes down to you. How much do you want it, and how
much effort are you willing to put into making it happen?
This is accountability-focused personal change. The best news is taking full accountability
is the only way to secure sustained personal change and therefore sustained effectiveness
in your working and personal life.
These action steps aren't just focused on work. They are the nine steps you take across the
full spectrum of your life. When you do that, you get the liberated life you are looking for.
These steps build on each other, and so act as the building blocks of success.

Pre Conditions
Desire to grow

Capacity for change

Outcomes
Personal growth

Sustained effectiveness

Liberated life

Exhibit 2: The Nine Steps to Unlocking Your Potential
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STEP 1 - MANTRAS

"I am fundamentally an optimist. Whether that
comes from nature or nurture, I cannot say. Part
of being an optimist 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."
Nelson Mandela, in his autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom

Whether we like it or not, we all have mantras - words or phrases - we repeat to ourselves
(and perhaps others) time and time again. This is often expressed silently as the constant
stream of thoughts in your head.
This chatter can feel quite mindless and therefore harmless, but it can be incredibly
harmful if you aren’t aware of how it influences what you do and don’t do. How you talk
to yourself shapes your view of self and your view of others. If you want to be your best
it starts with knowing how to harness your internal voice and throwing off the shackles of
perfectionism and expectations.
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FIND YOUR LEVEL OF IMPERFECTION
Perfection. It’s an interesting concept because what’s perfect depends on perspective.
What I see as perfect and what you see as perfect may well differ. We hold different
opinions on the merits of striving for perfectionism - some will see it as good and others
as limiting.
As a concept, it holds both positive and negative elements. There are times when we
want perfection or something that is as error free as possible.
Take planes for example. With about 16000 planes in the air every day, even if you had
what, on paper, looks like a low error rate of 0.5%, that would equate to about 80 plane
crashes a day. Thankfully, the likelihood of a plane crashing is far lower - there’s about a
one in 4.8 million chance of a plane crashing.3 The drive for perfectionism has pushed,
and will continue to push, many fields of society and human endeavours to new levels of
progress securing goals that once seemed unattainable. Perfectionism therefore has its
perks!
At the same time, on a personal level the never-ending quest for perfectionism can be a
demon of destruction; both in how we think and act. We see images of what’s deemed
‘perfect’ in the press and social media, and yet often the ideal is unrealistic and worse,
fabricated. According to a recent study, around two-thirds of what gets posted on social
media is made up. This British study found that a large portion of people surveyed said
they posted false images to their profiles to make their life seem more interesting.4 This is
backed up by similar research from other sources.5
Andre Agassi was one of the world’s best tennis players. Throughout his career, he had
some amazing highs with spectacularly good tennis days, and then he would come
crashing down with not so good tennis days. In his autobiography, Open, (which is well
worth reading) he recounts the conversation with his new coach Brad. This was at a time
when his game was faltering. His coach told him that his problem was ‘perfectionism’. He
said, ‘You always try to be perfect, and you always fall short and it fucks with your head.
Your confidence is shot and perfectionism is the reason. You try to hit a winner on every
ball, when just being steady, consistent, meat and potatoes, would be enough to win
ninety percent of the time.’ 6

3    Morris, H. 2017, ‘How many planes are there in the world right now?’, The Telegraph, 16 August 2017, viewed 15
February 2019, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/travel-truths/how-many-planes-are-there-in-the-world/.
4
Vaas, L. 2016, ‘Over 75% of people lie on social media’, Naked Security, 7 April 2016, viewed 15 February 2019, https://
nakedsecurity.sophos.com/2016/04/07/over-75-of-people-lie-on-social-media/.
5 Warren, C.S. 2018, ‘How honest are people on social media?’, Psychology Today, 30 July 2018, viewed 15 February
2019, https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/naked-truth/201807/how-honest-are-people-social-media
6

Agassi, A. 2009, Open: an autobiography, Knopf, London.
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Similarly, Margaret Atwood, an amazing writer and the author of The Handmaid’s Tale
(and other books, once again worth reading) said, ‘If I waited for perfection, I would never
write a word.’
We all have an inner voice that tells us not to do something. Our inner critic can shout out
‘You’re not worthy’, ‘You’re not good enough’ and other unhelpful comments.
I remember when I sent the final manuscript for my first book (Step Up - How to Build
Your Influence at Work), to my publisher. At the time she asked me how I felt, thinking I’d
be elated. I wasn’t. I was worried about judgement. I was worried that people would read
the book and hate it, and that I’d be exposed as a fraud. I mean who was I to think I
could write a book? Those feelings didn’t stop me moving forward, but they were there. I
had to acknowledge them and find a way to work with them.
It can be easy to let your inner critic - the voice that tells you that you have to be perfect
and to never fail - to hold you back from making progress.
You may be holding back posting your first LinkedIn article, waiting for the perfect words
to appear on the page. Perhaps you are holding back having a conversation with a
friend or colleague, waiting for the perfect time. You may be holding back from speaking
up in a meeting, waiting for the perfect time to have your voice heard.
There is never a ‘perfect time’. There’s just time, and the time is now. It’s not about being
perfect, rather it’s about continuous improvement. Being happy with your achievements,
but not complacent. It’s a process of regular reflection so you can learn and progress in
the areas in your life that matter to you.
There’s nothing wrong with ambition and stretch goals. It’s when being perfect is the
outcome or goal that it becomes limiting.
As the American author and journalist, Anna Quindlen said,

‘The thing that is really hard and really amazing,
is giving up on being perfect and beginning the
work of becoming yourself.’
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TAME THE INNER VOICE
The little voice inside our head is the voice that expresses concern, joy, anger, sadness,
happiness and many other emotions. In its own way, the voice is trying to keep you
safe and protected, but it can exaggerate issues, catastrophise and be unhelpful. This is
because as it voices a litany of fears - the fear of failure, of being judged, of being
ridiculed - it can paralyse you from moving forward.
Most people feel pangs of doubt and insecurity. The difference between people who
progress and those who don’t is how they let those feelings impact the choices they
make.
You need to understand why your inner voice is expressing concerns, and then consider if
those concerns are legitimate in any way. At this point, it can be very helpful to employ a
tactic that harks back to ancient times called the Premeditation of Evils. It comes from the
Stoic School of Philosophy; think of philosophers such as Marcus Aurelius, Aristotle and
Seneca. They all used this technique, and it’s a practice I get my coaching clients to use. I
know - it sounds horrific, and yet it is nothing of the sort.
It goes like this:
All you need to do is think about the issue you are worrying about and ask yourself:
‘What’s the worst possible outcome that could happen if I do this?’.

For example:



What’s the worst thing that could happen if you ask for a pay rise? They
say no.



What’s the worst thing that could happen if you don’t get the new job?
You move to another company or find a different job.



You are worried about accepting a new job. What’s the worst that
could happen? You don’t like it and need to find another one.



You are worried about having a conversation with a friend about an
issue that has arisen where you felt hurt. What’s the worst that could
happen? They may react angrily. Let’s be blunt, if that’s the case, are
they really a genuine friend if they are not willing to listen to why you felt
hurt?
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This practice is designed to get you thinking about what could go horribly wrong, so that
when/if issues do arise you:
1. Are prepared for it and therefore better able to respond swiftly.
2. Realise that the worst-case scenario doesn’t often eventuate.
In most cases, the worst case won’t eventuate. As well, reflecting on the possibilities often
helps you realise that it’s worth taking the risk, and therefore worth asking for it, or taking
action.
As Oliver Burkeman wrote in his book, The Antidote: Happiness for People Who Can’t
Stand Positive Thinking said: ‘Confronting the worst-case scenario saps it of much of its
anxietyinducing power.’ 7
I’ve had clients use this approach in multiple situations - career decisions, having a tough
conversation, deciding to buy or not buy and so on. In all situations, this process helped
them make the decision they needed to make.
If you don’t put it out there, it won’t happen. If you do, you might be delightfully surprised
at what you get in return.

7    Sachdeva,S, Iliev, R & Medin, D.L. 2009, ‘Sinning saints and saintly sinners: the paradox of moral self-regulation’,
Psychological Science, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 523-528, viewed 15 February 2019,
http://groups.psych.northwestern.edu/medin/documents/SachdevaSinningSaints.pdf.
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DITCH THE EXPECTATIONS
Expectations! We all have them. We place expectations on ourselves, and we have
expectations placed on us. We also put expectations on other people.
Expectations can be good, bad, or downright nasty. They can drive you to seek new
challenges and try new things. But they can also box you in and confine your thinking and
actions. They can stop you from being the best version of you.
We all want to be liked and respected, and so it’s very easy to absorb other people’s
opinions as to how we should feel, think and act. It’s also very easy to compare ourselves
to other people and to feel we come up lacking in some regard.
It’s your life and if you don’t follow your dreams you end up living the life that people
expect - not the one you want to live. When we live a life that’s congruent with our values
and purpose it’s much easier to be content with who we are.
People who know their purpose are more easily able to overcome obstacles and to forge
their unique path that aligns with their values. They have the confidence to take charge
and be in control of crucial personal decisions, which ultimately determine the course of
their life.
This doesn’t mean that life is easy for them. In many respects, taking the unknown path
can be much harder and riskier. However, with risk comes reward.
Of course, finding your core purpose isn’t simple. It takes effort, and there’s no magic
formula for working out what it is. People discover their core purpose in different ways. For
some people it involves study, experimentation and trying new things. For other people it
involves helping others, taking risks or venturing into the unknown.
If you want guidance identifying and assessing your purpose and its congruence with your
current life, there are some helpful books you can read. Bill George’s True North is one
example. It takes you through a series of exercises you can do to achieve better
alignment in your personal and professional life. Alternatively, seek support from a friend,
coach or mentor. Just be cautious about well-meaning advice that can hold you back.
In my book, Career Leap: How to Reinvent and Liberate Your Career, I also provide
guidance on the steps you can take to find your purpose.
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STEP 2 - PRINCIPLES

“Do not consider anything for your interest
which makes you break your word, quit your
modesty or inclines you to any practice which
will not bear the light or look the world
in the face”
Marcus Aurelius, Roman Emperor and Stoic philosopher

Whether you like it or not, you have a set of underlying beliefs that impact how you see
the world and what you say and do. These beliefs are based on principles and values that
have been instilled in you since infancy. We very quickly learn the family rules and how to
behave in various settings because we get rewarded or punished for failing to follow the
rules that are set by society, family and other institutions.
As you get older it becomes important to question these belief structures and value sets to
make sure they continue to be valid and continue to be helpful and constructive.
Consider:



Do you know what you stand for?



Can you articulate your underlying values?



Do you know what beliefs and assumptions drive your thoughts and
behaviour?



Do you have clear principles that guide what you do and don’t do, say
and don’t say?

If you don’t, you’ll find that your approach to life is fractured, inconsistent and disjointed.
When you have guiding principles, they act as the compass that focuses you on where
you want to go and how you’ll best get there.
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MIND THE GAP
If you’ve been to London and travelled on the Tube, you’ll likely remember the frequent
reminders to ‘mind the gap’ between the platform and the tracks. This is a useful safety
message, which can also be helpful in a very different context.
We are often reminded to look after ourselves in a safety context, and yet there are other
gaps that we need to watch out for.
One of the biggest - the gap between our desired behaviour and our actual behaviour.
We all like to think of ourselves in a positive light; that is, as a ‘good person’. We hold this
image, using it as a reference point when we make decisions and constructing an internal
dialogue to maintain it. However, our behaviour is influenced by a whole raft of factors,
which means we may not be as good as we think we are.
There are two key elements at play:
1. Espoused Values versus Values in Use
2. Moral Licensing
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In psychology, the terms ‘Espoused Values’ and ‘Values in Use’ are used. These terms were
coined by Argyris and Schon in 1974.
Your espoused values are the values you talk about. You might say you value honesty. Yet,
if you are given an honest answer to the question ‘Have I put on weight?’ (the answer
being ‘Yes’, and this being true) you may not be happy with the response.
Your response is your values in use. Your values in use are the values that you use every
day when you do things. For example, you might say you value the environment, but you
don’t recycle or do anything to improve the planet’s health.
In many aspects of life, there can be a gap between the two.
Your behavioural choices get even trickier when you realise that the act of doing
something good, which usually makes you feel good about yourself, then (oddly) gives
you permission to be not so good later.
For example, you may have had a highly productive morning and so you decide to cruise
through the afternoon, or because you went to the gym in the morning you give yourself
permission to have that piece of cake.
This ‘Moral Licensing’ means that a good deed performed at one part of the day, which
boosts your image of yourself, then creates the permission to do something that isn’t
good later in the day.
Think of it like a series of checks and balances. Your brain has an image of yourself and
wants to maintain that image, and so it keeps score of the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ behaviours.
You earn credits for good behaviours and debits for not so good behaviours, with the
eventual aim of balancing the scales.
Researchers at Northwestern University ran a series of experiments to demonstrate this
in practice. They found that “... priming people with positive and negative traits strongly
affected moral behaviour.” 7 This led to people either behaving less morally (in the case of
positive traits) or more morally (in the case of negative traits).

7    Sachdeva,S, Iliev, R & Medin, D.L. 2009, ‘Sinning saints and saintly sinners: the paradox of moral self-regulation’,
Psychological Science, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 523-528, viewed 15 February 2019,
http://groups.psych.northwestern.edu/medin/documents/SachdevaSinningSaints.pdf.
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Often this happens subconsciously and because we have a strong urge to maintain an
image of ourselves that is good, we rewrite the narrative that accompanies any behaviour
that isn’t congruent with who we think we are (or want to be).
So what safeguards can you put in place to mind the gap?



Be clear on your values and what you stand for. Ideally, write them
down and keep them visible.



Have a trusted sounding board who will challenge your thoughts and
actions.



As a leader, give your team members permission to challenge and
question.



When faced with a behavioural dilemma ask yourself, ‘Am I the kind of
person who .... (insert behaviour)?’, and see what the answer will be.



Reflect at the end of each day on your behaviours and actions and
how they align with your espoused values.
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MANNERS MATTER
There’s a famous saying ‘Nice guys finish last’. It’s widely attributed to a US baseball
legend, Leo Durocher, who spent many years as Manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers and
New York Giants. It’s a saying that has entered popular lexicon. It implies that to be
successful you should only look after yourself. It suggests that for you to win, everyone
else must lose.
It advocates selfish, self-serving and at worst, narcissistic behaviour.
It’s a sad reality that in society and organisations you will see some people adopt this style
of behaviour. Everything they do and say is all about them. They are focused on how they
can position themselves for success, at the expense of others.
You also see this play out with organisations when they try to squash smaller players and
use their market power to change the rules to their advantage. This type of behaviour isn’t
necessary, nor is it sustainable. You don’t need to step over others and push those in front
of you out of the way to be successful.
It’s an old fashioned and out-dated way of thinking.
The sharing economy, which is rapidly growing (to the extent that various estimates
suggest it could generate $335 billion in revenue by 2025) is making it more important
than ever to find ways to successfully work in partnership with people. Companies are
discovering that doing it alone is harder, and reputation matters.
Likewise individuals are recognising more and more the benefits of collaborating - in the
right way and at the right time.
At an individual level, being known as ‘nice’ doesn’t mean you are a push-over, and that
you’ll let everyone walk all over you. It means you treat people with respect and act with
integrity. You work to build collaborative partnerships with the people around you. You are
kind, considerate and co-operative with others.
If you wanted a further reason as to why you should collaborate, research has shown that
co-operating with others activates the same reward circuitry in your brain as when you eat
chocolate or have sex. Pretty awesome stuff!
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Being nice to others is simple. Be friendly. Say hello to people in the morning. Celebrate a
team member’s birthday. Recognise important milestones for people. Help others. Think
about the needs of other people, before your own needs. Say please, thank you and
sorry.
Such actions enhance your reputation as you become someone people want to know
and associate with. It creates relationships which are built on trust and mutual respect;
and relationships of this nature are enduring, purposeful and successful. It is relationships
like these that can help propel a person’s career forward.
So, next time you think you need to push and shove your way to the top remember that
nice people don’t finish last. Manners matter, and that’s a great principle to have for life.
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BUILD YOUR GUIDING COMPASS
We live in a society that is based on more. We’re told to strive for more, buy more, do
more and be more.
As the noted historian, Yuval Noah Harari, wrote in his book, Homo Deus: A Brief History of
Tomorrow,

‘The most common reaction
of the human mind to achievement
8
is not satisfaction, but craving for more.’

More can be good, but once you get past the basics of life (food, shelter and safety)
having more doesn’t usually make us happier.
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
shortterm activators. They don’t last. People often equate money and success with
happiness, but that’s a fallacy.
Sonia Lyubomirsky and her colleagues’ 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. The researchers
defined intentional as: ‘Discrete actions or practices in which people can choose to
engage.’ 9 These are activities that require some form of effort.
Having a fulfilling life isn’t just about what we do, it’s about what we choose not to do. In a
world that celebrates ‘more’, there are times when you need to say no to the ‘more’.
Why? Because pursuing ‘more’ will unnecessarily complicate your life, with little return.
A case in point. I often work from my home and have a well-functioning home office, but
as the business has expanded it is getting a little small. My solution one day - To build
up and create space for a purpose-built office. Once I sat back and thought about this, I
realised the build phase would be incredibly disruptive. Sure, at the end I’d have a great
office, but would the pain be worth the return and did I really need it? The short answer no, and so what I did instead was create more space by clearing out and re-designing
the room.

8   Harari, N.Y. 2017, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, accessed 7 January 2019, https://www.goodreads.com/
quotes/8351597-the-most-common-reaction-of-the-human-mind-to-achievement
9   Lyobomirsky, S, Sheldon, K & Schkade, D. 2005, ‘Pursuing happiness: the architecture of sustainable change’, Review of
General Psychology, vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 111- 131.
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Central to this decision is a question that my husband, Craig and I often ask ourselves:
‘Will this overly complicate our life?’ And if the answer is ‘Yes’, we don’t do it.
Life is complex enough as it is without unnecessary complications getting thrown into the
equation. That doesn’t mean you shy away from challenge. It does mean you deliberately
assess the impact a decision may have on you and those around you.
It’s the challenges in life that often bring out our best and are the hurdles we need to
overcome to get to where we want to go. But unnecessary complications are just noise
that help you lose focus. They distract you and suck the energy from you.
Ditching the complications means you need to:



Consider the likely outcome from decisions you are making.



Be prepared to take full accountability for your decision and to
say ‘no’ to ‘more’.



Think about the impact a decision will have on yourself and others.



Be willing to walk away from the drama of life that is caused by
unhealthy relationships.



Be happy to run your own race and drop comparisons with others.

I love this quote from Oprah Winfrey:

‘If you look at what you have in life,
you’ll always have more.
If you look at what you don’t have in life,
you’ll never have enough.’
So next time you are facing a choice, ask yourself: ‘If I do this, will it overly complicate my
life?’ You may find it changes the choice you make.
It also helps to be clear on what you want out of life, and to rid yourself of people, things
and stuff that don’t align with your goals and values. This starts with knowing what your
guiding principles are for a life well-lived.
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For example, some of my principles are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Live life as an adventure.
Don’t hold on too tight.
Make each day matter.
Nourish my body and soul.
Bring music into my life.
Read, meditate and exercise daily.
Be fair and kind.

Take some time to write down your principles.

My principles for a life well lived are...
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STEP 3 - PARADIGMS

“If you want small changes in your life, work
on your attitude. But if you want big and
primary changes, work on your paradigm.”
Stephen Covey, Author

Seven Habits of Highly Effective People

Comedians will tell you that some of their best comedic moments happen when they
go off script. Robin Williams, for example, was well known for being able to improvise adding enormous value to the movie’s production.
Sadly, in our work and personal life we are often told to follow script. This script will be
based on a world view of how we should live and who we should be. This script may
expand your options or confine them.
The question is, who is writing that script for you? Are you setting the script, or are you
being influenced by the ideas of others?
If you are living someone else’s script, it won’t make for a very fulfilling life. In fact, you’ll
end up feeling like a character in a novel or movie that you didn’t pick and not knowing
how you found yourself there.
I’d suggest you ditch the character and in the words of the well-known children’s book,
Where’s Wally - ‘Choose your own adventure’. But you can’t do any of that unless you are
prepared to change the lens through which you see the world and your place in it. That
means looking at the paradigms you hold.
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 you are relying on are dated, obsolete or flawed to begin
to with. The world moves on, all the time, and therefore, it’s necessary to challenge and
change your paradigms accordingly.
Consider: Are your paradigms based on fictitious or credible sources? Are they false or
real? Do they need to change?
It all starts with you...
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REMOVE THE MINDSET LIMITS
To shift the lens, you need to understand your mindset and how you are applying it to
situations.
As individuals, our mindset is shaped by our experience. It is an important part of who we
are; impacting what we think and how we behave. This is because we interpret the world
we live in and what is happening based on our beliefs, perceptions and assumptions. It is
this interpretation that drives our internal state, and ultimately our thoughts, emotions and
behaviour.
As author and philosopher, Aldous Huxley said: ‘Our experience is not what happens to us,
but what we make of what happens to us.’
The danger is that our mindset can limit us, and in ways we may not be consciously aware.
It can put in place roadblocks and obstacles that make it much harder to achieve our
change objectives. Or worse, lead us down a path where our ‘faulty thinking’ creates a
‘faulty choice’, ultimately delivering a ‘faulty outcome’.
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It’s therefore important to be critically aware of the mindset that you are taking into
situations, particularly when you are trying something new or seeking to develop new
ideas, capabilities and insights. You need to consider the impact that your mindset may
have on the outcome, and whether it will detract from or enhance your ability to
succeed.
A quick way to check your mindset is to ask yourself the following question: Do you
believe you know everything you need to know already, or do you believe 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.
She found that people who have a fixed mindset see intelligence as static - a fixed trait.
As a result, they always want to look smart and appear as though they have all the
answers. They believe that success is based on talent alone, not work. This means they
avoid challenges (or things where they may fail) and give up more easily. They also ignore
feedback, which they see as criticism, and feel threatened by the success of others. 10
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 usually display
higher resilience. They are also more willing to learn from others and receive feedback.
It is having a growth mindset that will help successfully get you match-fit and ready to stay
ahead of the game.

10   Dweck, C. 2012, Mindset: how you can fulfil your potential, Random House, New York.
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IDENTIFY YOUR TRIGGER POINTS
Humans are fascinatingly complex, and yet, simple creatures. We have base human
needs - the need for food, water, security, sex and love - that drive so many of our
thoughts and actions. And yet, we can also be inconsistent, complex, and ever-changing.
Consequently, the need for self-learning can never stop either. Learning about yourself is a
life-long process.
Taking the time to know and understand yourself and what drives you is as important as
exercise and eating well. It’s like soul food. It nourishes you internally. And whilst it can be
hard work, the outcomes make it worthwhile.
Have you ever taken the time to consider what triggers your thoughts, behaviours or
reactions?
Think about a time when you were really happy with an interaction with someone (i.e.
colleague, friend or partner):



Where were you? - the location



Who was involved? - the people



What time did it occur? - time of day



How did you feel at the start of the interaction? (e.g. busy, relaxed,
distracted) - your feelings



What did you say or not say during the interaction? - your actions



How did you feel at the end of the interaction? (e.g. tired, frustrated,
angry) - your emotional reaction



What did you think at the end of the interaction? - your behavioural
reaction



What outcome was achieved? - the result

And then, on the opposite end, think about a time when an interaction didn’t go well. Ask
yourself the same questions.
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Happy Interaction:
•

Where were you?

•

What time did it occur?

•

How did you feel at the start of the interaction?

•

What did you say or not say during the interaction?

•

How did you feel at the end of the interaction?

•

What did you think of at the end of the interaction?

•

What outcome was achieved?
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Unhappy Interaction:
•

Where were you?

•

What time did it occur?

•

How did you feel at the start of the interaction?

•

What did you say or not say during the interaction?

•

How did you feel at the end of the interaction?

•

What did you think of at the end of the interaction?

•

What outcome was achieved?
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Look at the responses and the differences they highlight. What do you notice?
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If you look objectively, you’ll find that there are triggers that give rise to whether an
interaction will be healthy or unhealthy. For example, you may be phoned by a good
friend, but they’ve rung late in the day and you’re on the train on the way home. You’re
tired and so less willing to be a ‘sounding board’ or sympathetic ear. On the other hand, it
may be a colleague that you find challenging to deal with, but because it is your first day
back from holidays you are more relaxed and willing to listen.
Through reflection and practice, what you will find is that over time you’ll become more
aware of what triggers reactions in you. It may be a person, place, time of day, event or
something else. Noticing these triggers is the first step.
The next step is to manage them. This involves you actively seeking to manage your
internal state (how you are feeling) and your external state (what you do about it).
Here are some ideas to get you started:



Seek to understand and question, rather than assume you know.



Notice what and who you are reacting to and ask yourself why. Ask
yourself: ‘If someone else said the same thing (or did the same thing),
would I have the same reaction?’



Consider, what would it look like for you if you flipped how you saw
someone you either worked with or interacted with socially? What
would you need to do to always start from the position that the other
person’s intent was good and to give them the benefit of the doubt?



Change the lens you are using to view the issue and see what
alternative ideas you come up with by using a range of different lenses.



Find a friend, buddy or colleague and ask them to challenge your
assumptions and perspectives on the issue, and be open to what you
may hear and learn as a result.



Seek to clarify your understanding of what’s happened, and then
where needed, be prepared to step into the difficult conversations to
work the situation through.

Copyright © 2021 Change Meridian Pty Ltd

Page 51

START NOTICING
When was the last time you responded to the question ‘How are you?’ with the word
‘Busy’?
Being busy is the new normal. We often wear it as a badge of honour. But what are you
busy with? As Socrates said: ‘Beware the barrenness of a busy life.’
There are side effects from the cult of busyness. There’s the usual culprits of lack of sleep
and increased stress, while on the positive side busyness is usually associated with getting
things done and achievement.
What may surprise you is that busyness can interfere with ethical decision making. In fact,
research shows that when people feel pressed for time, they can make decisions that
normally they wouldn’t have made.
In the early 1970s, researchers John Darley and Daniel Batson from Princeton University
examined how time pressure affects behaviour. They invited seminary students to
participate in a series of experiments.11 In one of these experiments the students were told
to move from one building to another. The testers varied the amount of ‘urgency’ in the
message.
To move between the buildings the seminary students had to go past a person slumped
on the floor and moaning. What the researchers found is that the more urgent the
message, the less likely it was for the person to stop and offer assistance. At the same time,
for those who didn’t stop many of them appeared agitated when they got to the next
building. This was because they were conflicted in their desire to help and the instruction
given to get to the new building quickly.
You can fail to see what is going on around you when you are busy, which isn’t helpful
when you want to have conscious impact.

11   Darley, J.M. & Batson, C.D. 1973, ‘From Jerusalem to Jericho: a study of situational and dispositional variables in helping
behaviour’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 27, pp. 100-108, viewed 10 June 2016, http://faculty.babson.
edu/krollag/org_site/soc_psych/darley_samarit.html.

Copyright © 2021 Change Meridian Pty Ltd

Page 52

Ask yourself:
•

Do I pay attention to what is going on around me?

•

Is my mindset holding me back?

•

Do I need to change the lens I am using to view this situation?

•

How conscious am I of the decisions I am making? Are they reactive or planned?

•

Am I taking the time to reflect on my progress?

•

Do I notice how other people are reacting and feeling?

•

How can I best create space in my day to take stock?
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CREATE CONSCIOUS IMPACT
Our perspective is something we rely on every day; often with little thought as to the
impact it is having on the choices we make. Our perspective of ourselves, others and
events ultimately shapes our thoughts, reactions, and actions.
Holding a perspective doesn’t mean it is right, nor is it necessarily wrong. It’s merely a point
of view which means that being open to changing it is important, which isn’t easy.
The hardest perspectives to change are those you hold about yourself, and that’s
impossible to do if you don’t first seek to understand yourself.
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Self-awareness, which Daniel Goleman defines as “Knowing one’s internal states,
preference, resources and intuitions”, is central to this. When you are self-aware you pay
attention to how you are feeling at any given moment and you understand what drives
your thought processes and actions. You also recognise that knowing oneself is a life-long
process, and consequently, you need to be open to accepting feedback from others.
This last piece is crucial because it’s often hard to undertake a realistic, subjective and
nonbiased assessment of ourselves, how we are seen and our impact on others.
This is backed up by research. Adam Grant, an American psychologist from the Wharton
School recounts that there are sixteen studies, involving thousands of people at work,
which have shown that people’s co-workers are better than they are at recognising how
their personality will affect their job performance. If you want to read more on this, his
article in The Atlantic is worth reading.12
It was the esteemed Professor of Psychology at Harvard University, Ellen Langer, who
said, “In the perspective of every person lies a lens through which we may better
understand ourselves.”
But it can be hard to find that lens. We need to take deliberate steps to shift and clarify
the lens we are using to interpret an event and situation, because the one we are using
may be dusty, dirty or just downright faulty.
To have conscious impact we need a realistic and credible view of the world. Here’s a
few tips to get you started:
1. Seek regular feedback from people you trust: Feedback is important, and you need to
seek it from people you know will challenge you, as well as provide it from a place of
good intent.

1   Grant, A. 2018, ‘People don’t actually know themselves very well’, The Atlantic, 1 March 2018, viewed 15 February 2019,
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2018/03/you-dont-know-yourself-as-well-as-you-think-you-do/554612/.
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2. Be open to different ideas and perspectives: When you hear an idea you don’t like,
be curious as to why you don’t like it. Does the idea challenge a perspective of yours?
Does it make you think differently in some way?

3. Understand your trigger points: Notice when you feel uncomfortable or when you start
to feel anxious, alert or in a different emotional state. What has triggered this feeling or
emotional response? Is it a comment, person or event? Are your normally triggered in
this way? If so, why is that?

4. Be conscious about your choices: When making a decision, stop and reflect on
the decision. Is it being made consciously, or is it being driven by the automatic /
instinctual part of the brain?
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5. Embrace diversity: Seek out people with different backgrounds, experiences and ideas
as they will open your eyes to different perspectives and ideas, and challenge your
notion of what’s possible.

6. Set regular times for self-reflection: Check in on how you are feeling, thinking and
ultimately reacting to what is going on around you. Ask yourself:
a. What are people saying or not saying to me?
b. Am I the last person to find out ‘bad news’, or are people comfortable to bring
forward issues to me?
c. Do I listen to people I don’t agree with?
d. Am I taking the time to reflect on what is and what could be?
e. If I am in a leadership role: How engaged is my team? Is it working as a high
performing team where there is strong connection and cohesiveness? How
productive is it? Is there good progress being made? Are there unresolved
issues or high levels of conflict which I am turning a blind eye to?
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STEP 4 - POSSIBILITIES

“Life is an adventure, not a package tour.”
Eckhart Tolle, Author

I love this quote from Eckhart Tolle because it challenges each of us to live the life we
need to. This is a life where each of us chooses the route, how fast or slow we are going
and what detours we are taking.
It’s easy to get complacent. To get comfortable doing what we’ve always done before.
Complacency feels cozy. While stepping up feels harder. And yet, complacency is
one step closer to irrelevance. That sounds harsh. However, in a world that’s constantly
changing we need to embrace living on the edge of our learning and comfort zone, and
to constantly seek ways to expand our perspectives, experiences and insights.
Rather than limit your options, embrace the abundant possibilities that exist.
Of course, with that comes accountability; because when you make the decisions you
have no choice but to be accountable for the outcomes - the good, the bad and the
ugly. That can feel a little scary!
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DON’T LET FEAR CONFINE YOU
More than 25 years ago Susan Jeffers wrote the book, Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway.
It became a best seller and the phrase entered the everyday vernacular. It’s a powerful
phrase, and the need for these words of encouragement hasn’t changed. In fact, they
are more relevant than ever as we enter the era dubbed the fourth industrial revolution by
the World Economic Forum.
There’s no doubt we are living in a time of unprecedented change. This can be liberating
and exciting, or daunting and confusing. The question is: Do you want to thrive through
this change, or struggle to survive it?
Part of how you respond to that question will be whether you let the fear of change
propel you forward or hold you back. Fear is a word that evokes negative images, and yet
it’s not all bad. In fact, a little bit of fear is a good thing. It’s like an energy boost that can
make you feel more alert and inspire action.
When you feel the discomfort arise, notice it and welcome the fact that your brain is
telling you to be on alert. Ask yourself what has triggered the feeling. It could be because
you are trying something new or you are uncertain about what to do. Rather than trying
to ignore how you are feeling, recognise that a level of discomfort or uncertainty is natural
during times of change. This acceptance makes it easier to then make a wise decision as
to how best to move through the fear and to take action.
American singer and actress, Queen Latifah, said:

“Fear can be good when you’re walking past an alley at
night or when you need to check the locks on your doors
before you go to bed, but it’s not good when you have
a goal and you’re fearful of obstacles.
We often get trapped by our fears, but anyone who
has had success has failed before.’

You can’t change the fact that the world around you is changing. You can only change
how you choose to respond to it. Don’t let yourself be trapped by the past or by a fear of
change. Instead, step forward and embrace the uncertainty that lies ahead. Be focussed,
fearless and forward looking - so you can leap forward in the best direction.
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DETERMINE YOUR EQUILIBRIUM
I remember learning about equilibrium in high school science (many years ago!). This is the
state where everything is as it should be, and opposing forces or influences are in balance.
It appears to be such a perfect state; but, as we all know, the world isn’t perfect and
holding a state of equilibrium is challenging.
It’s the same for individuals. Living a life in equilibrium where everything is perfectly
balanced and in alignment appears aspirational. It is also something that is pitched as
something we should all strive for.
Is that the case? Is work-life balance something we should all be striving for, or is it a
constructed myth and unobtainable?
The answer to that question lies in how you define work-life balance; and each person’s
definition can and should be different. This is because what’s in balance for one person, is
out of balance for another. Consequently, the issue is not so much about finding work-life
balance, but about finding the equilibrium that works for you, and then making deliberate
personal choices to make that happen.
Making this choice, staking this claim and then living your life accordingly, particularly if it
flies in the face of conventional standards, can be hard. There’s so much pressure to live
up to certain standards, and it’s easy to feel that if you aren’t living the perfect life that
you’re deficient.
This comparison game never ends up well. So, rather than wasting time living a life
according to someone else’s standard, set your own equilibrium and live to that standard.
To do that you need to make conscious choices, and the first step is to look at how you
are spending your time.
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Consider how much of your time is spent each week on...

•

Self-care: sleep, exercise, meditation and other activities that are good for your health
and well-being

•

Partner, family and friends: caring for others, socialising, spending time with people
thatmatter to you etc

•

Housework: chores around the home

•

Career: working and activities associated with work

•

Lifestyle: leisure pursuits such as gardening, going to the movies or whatever it is you
enjoy doing in your free time

•

Finance: organising and sorting out your financial goals and making progress towards
them

•

Learning: reading, learning and practising new ideas and skills, and participating in
courses
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Once you’ve done that, ask yourself (and answer honestly),
‘When I look at that allocation of time it makes me feel...’



Content and fulfilled.



Anxious, angry or concerned.



Ambivalent and unsure.

Or it may provoke another emotion. It’s important to critically examine how it makes you
feel as tapping into that reaction will help you know whether you are living your life in
equilibrium. And if you aren’t, the only person who can change that is you!
As Eleanor Roosevelt said:

“One’s philosophy is not best expressed in words;
it is expressed in the choices one makes....
and the choices we make are ultimately our responsibility.”
And that means we need to be willing to make the trade-offs necessary to get what we
want. More on that later!
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EXPAND WHAT’S POSSIBLE
One of my favourite books is The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho. It’s the story of an Andalusian
shepherd boy, Santiago. He has a recurring dream, which he believes is prophetic, and so
he asks a fortune teller to explain its meaning. She interprets the dream as a prophecy and
tells Santiago that he will discover a treasure at the Egyptian pyramids.
Now, I won’t tell you the ending in case you decide to read the whole book.
I will, however, share one of the pivotal points in the book. It occurs early in Santiago’s
adventure, when he meets an old King, the King of Salem, who explains that when we
are young, we are not afraid to dream and to yearn for everything we would like to see
happen in our lives. But, that this changes as time passes and we convince ourselves that
our dream will be impossible to achieve. He goes on to explain that we should pursue our
dreams because ‘When you want something, all the universe conspires in helping you to
achieve it.’
I’ve never been one to buy into the notion that all you have to do is want something
badly nough and it will happen. I come from the perspective that change happens success happens - because you put the energy, focus and drive into making it happen.
A desire for change and success, without the willingness to put in the effort is fruitless.
However, it is that desire which is the pre-cursor to action. And this is where the brain
plays its part.
We have this wonderful part of the brain called the Reticular Activating System, which
is a bundle of nerves in our brainstem. It ultimately affects what you pay attention to.
Once you’ve decided that something is important your brain will make sure you continue
to focus and notice it. It does this by filtering out information that the brain deems
unnecessary, so the important information gets through.
In the context of your life and career when you decide that something is important - for
example, a new connection, piece of knowledge, insight, goal or activity - your brain will
make sure you notice relevant information connected to that.
That’s why it’s important to take the time to imagine what you want your future to look
like and feel like. The more you have in your head the vision of what you want your future
to be, the easier it is for your brain to help you lock in on the necessary information you
need to make that happen.
In the classic book, Think and Grow Rich, written by Napoleon Hill in 1937 he outlined the
steps that people need to take to have a successful life. It’s easy to be put off by the title
- thinking it’s just about making money. It’s not. His approach can be applied to anything
you want to achieve in life.
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He wrote: ‘You may as well know also that every great leader, from the dawn of
civilisation down to the present, was a dreamer’ 13 and that ‘A burning desire to be and
to do is the starting point from which the dreamer must take off. Dreams are not borne of
indifference, laziness or lack of ambition.’14
When you look into your future, do you have a clear idea of what you want it to look like?
If you do, write it down. Paint a picture of what it looks like. Use images to bring it life.
Make it visual and put it somewhere that you’ll see it.
For me, the picture of my future and the related goals is on my office wall and directly in
front of my computer, so I look at it every day. I also have a process that I use to track my
progress in achieving those goals.
If you don’t have a vision of your future, start to create your imagine wall by asking
yourself...
What do I want to achieve in my
life?

What could I imagine my future
looking like and feeling like?

What role does my career play in
this future?

What’s on my bucket list that I want
to experience?

What have I always talked about
doing, but not yet done?

What do I want to be remembered
for?

Open yourself to the world of possibilities that are out there. You’ll find this work starts to
shape your purpose.

13   Hill, N 1938, Think and grow rich, Ralston Society, Meriden, Connecticut, p. 44.
14   Hill, N 1938, Think and grow rich, Ralston Society, Meriden, Connecticut, p. 48.
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STEP 5 - PRACTICES

“The difference between a beginner and
the master is that the master practises a
whole lot more.”
Yehudi Menuhin, Violinist

There’s an old saying ‘Practice makes perfect’. Now, if you recall from earlier, I am not
suggesting you strive for perfection. Practice on the other hand, is something you do want
to embrace. It is practice that will set you apart from others.
Success in life is more than just a wish and a dream. It’s the result of deliberate action and
habits.

ESTABLISH EFFECTIVE HABITS
Habits! We all have them; whether it’s biting our nails, smoking, drinking coffee first thing
in the morning or going for a run each day. Some habits are good for us, and some are
not so good for us.
Academic researchers, Bas Verplanken (University of Bath) and Wendy Wood (Duke
University), found that more than 40% of the actions people performed each day weren’t
decisions, but habits.15 This means there is an incredible amount of behaviour that is
automatic and carried out almost unconsciously.
Our habits shape what we do, and therefore impact what we will or won’t achieve each
day.
English novelist, Charles Reade, said:

‘Sow a thought, and you reap an action;
sow an action, and you reap a habit;
sow a habit, and you reap a character;
sow a character, and you reap a destiny.’

15   Verplanken, B & Wood, W. 2006, ‘Interventions to break and create consumer habits’, Journal of Public Policy &
Marketing, vol. 25, no. 1, pp. 90-103, viewed 12 May 2016, https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/5530/7c806800e52d27a32cc6443c10e619c11a91.pdf
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To thrive in a complex and ever-changing world it’s imperative to identify your habits and
know which ones you need to change.
Where do habits come from? They are basically built up over time, and they operate
to save the brain effort. Our brain is very clever and finds lots of ways to save energy.
Creating habits is one such device.
The interesting thing is that they can be created unconsciously or consciously;
thoughtlessly or thoughfully. To change a habit and replace it with a better or new habit,
this needs to occur consciously. It is a thoughtful and deliberate process.
Verplanken and Wood also found that, ‘Successful habit change interventions involve
disrupting the environmental factors that automatically cue habit performance.’ This
means we need to consider what triggers the habit happening. Is it environmental factors,
a person, stress or something else? For example, do you drink a glass of wine as soon as
you get home from work rather than go to the gym. If that’s the case, you need to
change your routine and go to the gym on the way home from work rather than go home
first.
Charles Duhigg in his excellent book, The Power of Habit, also found that we don’t break
habits. Instead, we replace them with new habits, where the pay-off (i.e. reward) from
doing the new habit is equal to or greater than the habit we are trying to replace.
The process used to change a habit isn’t determined by whether that habit arises in a
personal or work context. When you want to change a habit, consider how you can apply
these 10 steps (see over). Remember, you may do many of these steps in parallel. They
shouldn’t be considered sequential.
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Step 1:

Identify the habit you want to change.

Step 2:

Acknowledge that the status quo can’t remain, and
recognise and accept your part in changing it.

Step 3:

Uncover what is motivating the current behavior.

Step 4:

Identify what new routine you may need to establish,
including what you may need to disrupt in your
environment to make the change successful.

Step 5:

Start making changes in small steps. It’s often easier to
create a new habit when it is broken down into a series of
smaller, more achievable activities.

Step 6:

Commit to your changes publicly because it’s much
harder to renege when you’ve told other people you are
going to do it.

Step 7:

Find a buddy who you can undertake this journey with so
you can support each other through the process.

Step 8:

Monitor how you are progressing and keep the results
visible.

Step 9:

Celebrate your momentum by rewarding yourself as you
make progress.

Step 10:

Keep moving forward despite set-backs. Inevitably the
progress of habit change won’t be perfect and you may
find you slip back into old habits. Don’t beat yourself up
when you do. Acknowledge the slip, be kind to yourself
and then get back to it!

Copyright © 2021 Change Meridian Pty Ltd

Page 67

START AND END IT WELL
Starting your day well, starts the night before by getting to bed at a reasonable time, so
you get enough sleep. Research shows that most people are chronically sleep deprived.
That does sound incredibly boring, and yet when you prioritise sleep everything else in the
day goes so much better. Sleep is one of the best friends you can have!
As well, build into your morning routine either meditation or some form of exercise (or
even better both). The meditation will set your head and heart in the right space, while the
exercise gets the blood pumping so you can focus and be alert.
And don’t check social media as soon as you wake up. If you want to process and think
about something use that precious time in the morning wisely. Checking Snapchat,
Instagram and Facebook isn’t a good use of your precious energy reserves!
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INTENTIONALITY MATTERS TOO
Life’s busy and it’s easy to get distracted by things that can be interesting, and yet divert
you from your goals. Of course, it’s easier to focus when you know where you want to get
to and the steps you need to take to get there.
Here’s two questions to ponder:
1. What are the things you say you want, but put little or no action in to bringing to life?
2. In what way is that impacting your life, and do you need to up the ante and make it
matter more to you?
When something matters, it becomes a priority. It becomes something you decide you
want to change or take action on. You’ve set the intention, and when it’s your choice it is
more likely to happen.
Setting the ‘intention’ is what matters. Intentionality is different to wanting. Wanting is like
‘wishing’; there’s no action steps tied to the desire. You can wish for something to happen,
but that’s not going to help you make progress.
Intentionality is specific. It involves focus, energy, determination and above all else,
persistence.
It’s about reflecting on and crystallising your thoughts to articulate:



Where am I now with respect to this matter?



Where do I want to be and what’s my desired goal?



What will be different for me when I get there?



How committed am I to making it happen?



What am I going to do to make it happen?
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Dr Heidi Grant Halvorson, the Associate Director of the Motivation Science Centre at
Columbia Business School, talks about how setting intentions is really important.
Intentions work because in advance of the situation you have already decided how you
will act. You have determined that if or when Situation A happens, then I will perform
Behaviour B.
For example, you may say when I work back late at night, I will meditate before I go to
bed. The research, according to Heidi, shows that you will be more likely to follow through
when you are clear about what behaviour you will choose in a particular situation. She
said:

‘Deciding in advance when and where you will take
specific actions to reach your goal can double or triple
16
your chances for success.’
As well, if you want to make progress write it down, and get a commitment buddy.
Committing your intentions to paper and to a friend or colleague will help.
A study by Psychology Professor, Dr. Gail Matthews, at Dominican University, California
confirmed this. In her research17, she broke participants into five groups, each with
different instructions:
•

First group had unwritten goals.

•

Second wrote their goals down.

•

Third wrote down their goals and action commitments.

•

Fourth wrote goals and actions and gave them to a friend.

•

Fifth group gave their written goals and actions to a friend and also provided weekly
updates.

The research found 76 % of participants who wrote down their goals, actions and provided
weekly progress to a friend achieved their goals. This result was 33 % higher than those
with unwritten goals.
Dreaming, wishing and wanting is fun, but the real action happens when you put your
intentions out there, and the practices in place so that each day you make one, two or
maybe more steps towards your goals.

16   Halvorson, H.G. 2016, ‘The science of success: the if-then solution’, Psychology Today, 9 June 2016, viewed 20 December 2018, https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/articles/201101/the-science-success-the-if-then-solution.
17   Dominican University of California, Study focuses on strategies for achieving goals, resolutions, Dominican University of
California, viewed 15 February 2019, https://www.dominican.edu/dominicannews/study-highlights-strategies-for-achievinggoals#.
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FIND YOUR ROUTINE
I was chatting to my Personal Trainer about the drop-out rate for gym memberships.
About 70% of people who sign up for an annual membership turn up in week one. It then
drops to 50% in week two and 30% in week three. After only three weeks, around 70% of
people are paying for another 49 weeks of membership and deriving zero value from it!
What I waste I hear you say! I agree.
We all have things that we start and don’t finish. It may be a course, a renovation, a
project, or something else. You can want to make a change and even make the effort of
getting started, but sometimes it doesn’t go much further than that. The motivation wanes.
You get busy with other things. Distracted by other tasks. You procrastinate.
Logically you know that wishing for something doesn’t make it happen. It happens
because you make it happen.
Having a brilliant strategy doesn’t mean an organisation will be a success. So much of the
success is in the execution. It’s the same for people. You can have the best idea and goal,
and yet it’s meaningless if there’s no plan in place; no structure and process to get you
there.
You need to make it easy for yourself to succeed, and that’s where having a routine
comes into play.
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Routines sound boring, and yet most successful people will tell you they have deliberate
routines, particularly to start and finish their day.
Richard Branson is a great example. He’s an early riser - 5 am, and his morning routine
includes exercise, drinking tea and checking in with the family and social media. Richard
Branson wrote:

‘While I am known for being predictably unpredictable
- I’m always up for an adventure and love a calculated
risk - I do, however, have a morning and nightly routine.
I find structure to start and finish the day helps me to
focus and achieve the things I need to.’
I was recently asked about how you write a book. To me it’s the same thing. Routine. Set a
discipline and routine about how and when you write.
Routines save you time and energy, because as they become ingrained patterns of
behaviour (i.e. habits, which we discussed earlier) you spend less time debating or thinking
about the activity. Instead, you just get up and do it. It’s the sustained repetition of an
action in a consistent context that leads to that action becoming a habit. Once
something is a habit we need to rely less on motivation or conscious thought to remind us
to do the action.
As reported in the British Journal of General Practice: ‘Decades of psychological research
consistently show that mere repetition of a simple action in a consistent context leads,
through associative learning, to the action being activated upon subsequent exposure to
those contextual cues (that is, habitually). Once initiation of the action is ‘transferred’ to
18
external cues, dependence on conscious attention or motivational processes is reduced.’
For example, when I wanted to start a daily meditation practice, I set myself the goal of 10
minutes a day. The visual cue was the meditation practice on my bedroom wall. My
routine was as soon as I got out of bed, I put the kettle on to make herbal tea and let it
brew while I did my 10 minutes.
WARNING! Don’t fall into the trap of waiting for motivation to strike to help you get
started. It doesn’t work like that. Motivation arises by doing the work, not before. To get
motivated you need to start the work, with a clear focus on what you want to achieve.
Starting, of course, takes discipline, and what makes discipline easier is having a routine.
If you know that every morning you are going to get up and go for a run, and it’s part of
your routine, you do it, despite the weather. If you know that you are going to write for 30
minutes each morning, once again, you do it.

18   Gardner, B, Lally, P & Wardle, J. 2012, ‘Making health habitual: the psychology of ‘habit-formation’ and general practice’, British Journal of General Practice, vol. 62, no. 605, pp. 664-666, viewed 15 February 2019, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/pmc/articles/PMC3505409/.
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Routines are essentially habits you put in place to help you succeed. It requires you to be
deliberate about what you are going to do to get the most out of each day.
It can help to determine the routines (and habits) you want to establish.
Here are some examples to consider:
1

Plan your day: The night before, write down the list of the key things you want to
accomplish the next day. Do the most creative and energy intensive activities first
thing in the morning, rather than dealing with emails and social media tasks first
(which drain your creative energy).

2

Train your brain to focus: Focusing isn’t easy, and like everything in life it’s a practice.
The more you do it, the more effort and energy you put into it, the easier it becomes
over time. Your brain is like a muscle and it can be trained to work more effectively.

3

Exercise, sleep and meditate: These three activities will help your brain feel rested
and therefore, more alert. In this state, it is easier for your brain to maintain
concentration nd to deliberately decide how and when to use your brain’s decisionmaking capacity.

4

Do one thing at a time: Your brain simply isn’t wired to multi-task effectively. As the
Zen proverb said: ‘When walking, walk. When eating, eat.’

5

Tell yourself it matters: When something matters to you and when you decide it is
critical to your success, it is far easier for you to pay attention and to see it through to
completion.

6

Turn off digital distractions: Social media apps and digital devices are designed to
be addictive. Turn off the beeps, alerts and dings so you don’t get the Pavlovian
response, where your brain is in high alert and anxious if you don’t check your
phone.

7

Use the Pomodoro technique: With this approach you focus on a task - just one
task - for 25 minutes and then take a 5 minute break. After four x 30 minute blocks of
time you take a longer 15 - 30 minute break. Research shows this is the peak length in
which your brain can focus. After each time block get up and move. This is good for
your health and stimulates your brain.

8

Make your progress visible: This means you write down key tasks with times allocated
and you cross out the tasks as they are completed. This simple approach helps you
maintain a sense of progress and so the brain’s natural reward chemical, dopamine,
kicks in!
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If you need further convincing, draw on inspiration from Charles Dickens who said:

‘I never could have done what I have done without the habits of
punctuality, order, and diligence, without the determination to
concentrate myself on one subject at a time.’
Now it’s over to you...

The routines I will establish are:
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STEP 6 - POSITIONING

“Be yourself; everyone else is already
taken”.
Oscar Wilde, Author

In many quarters of society, we see people who lose their voice and authenticity in an
attempt to be liked by everyone or to appease both sides of an ideological divide. The
same thing happens to people in their working and personal life. In their effort to build
relationships, to make other people happy or to be liked they lose sight of who they are
and what they stand for.
This isn’t healthy for you, or for those around you.
It’s essential to know how you are seen and to be conscious of how you want to be seen.
This isn’t so you can manipulate others, but so you can be seen in the way that is the truest
expression of your true self. This is you being courageous and being truly YOU.

KNOW HOW YOU’RE SEEN
Just as companies have a brand, so too, do people. It can feel a bit odd thinking of
yourself as a brand, but in a work context, in particular, it’s really important to have clarity
on how people see you.
Seth Godin talks about how a company brand is the set of expectations, memories, stories
and relationships that, when considered together, determine the reason why a person
chooses one product or service over another.
Your personal brand is essentially what springs to mind when people think about you (ie:
your reputation). It’s created through a combination of what you say and do, and how
you make other people feel. It is also what you are known for.
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Are you the person who gets things done? Are you the strategist or deep thinker? Are you
the person who is known for building awesome teams? Are you the technocrat?
The challenge arises when what you are known for doesn’t align with what you’d like
to be known for. For example, if you’d like to be known as the visionary leader who
can rebuild teams, and you’re seen as the technical expert then there is a mismatch in
expectations.
Or if you would like to be known as the deep thinker and you’re seen as operationally
focused, then once again, there’s a mismatch.
A mismatch may result in your career aspirations being unfulfilled. If the people around
you, who are in relevant decision-making roles, don’t see you in the way you want to be
seen you won’t get the role, promotion, job assignment or whatever it is you are striving to
secure.
Reshaping how people see you doesn’t happen overnight, but it is absolutely doable. It
starts with being really clear on how people currently see you and how you see yourself.
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Brand Self Assessment
Write down a list of words that you think describe your brand. Then approach other
people - not just people who you think will be nice to you. You need to know how you are
perceived and experienced, warts and all!

The words I use to describe my brand are...

Tell people you are doing work on your personal brand and exploring how you are
perceived in the world. You are doing this because you recognise that it’s difficult to
identify the difference in how you see yourself and how others see you without help from
people you trust.
Make sure they know you really value their input, and then ask them to pick just 5 - 7
words that they would use to describe you. Encourage them to not over-think this exercise
- they are best to pick words that first come to mind.

The words other people use to describe my brand are...

Once you have the details, look at the responses from both yourself and your contacts.
Give yourself time to reflect, considering:
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•

Where is the commonality?

•

Where are the gaps?

•

What most surprised you?

•

What do you think this is telling you?

•

What are you prepared to do about it?

After gaining these insights you can identify the steps to take to close the gap or reinforce
and sustain areas where there is brand alignment.
Tom Peters said:

‘All of us need to understand the importance of branding.
We are CEOs of our own companies: Me Inc.
To be in business today, our most important job is to be
19
head marketer for the brand called You.’

19   Peters, T. 1999, The brand you 50, California, Knopf.
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OWN YOUR BRAND
When you own your brand you:



Actively seek to understand how others see you and how you see
yourself.



Identify where there are gaps between your desired reputation and
your actual reputation.



Consciously construct a reputation that works for you in the long term
by being positively and sustainably developed.



Realise that maintaining a positive and progressive reputation requires
work - daily.



Don’t take your reputation for granted.

You’ll have heard the saying - ‘It takes a lifetime to build a reputation, and seconds to
destroy it’.
Core to your reputation is integrity. A person with integrity lives their life according to
moral and ethical principles. At a practical level, your integrity is about what you say and
do every day, the decisions you make and how you treat people.
People will bristle if they hear their integrity has been questioned. For most people, their
integrity is valued, and not something they would want to lose. However, your integrity
can become tarnished and eroded slowly, over time, if you’re not careful.
Dan Ariely, a Professor of Psychology and Behavioural Economics, talks about the fact that
everyone lies a little bit. He said:

‘We like to believe that a few bad apples spoil the virtuous bunch.
But research shows that everyone cheats a little - right up to the
20
point where they lose their sense of integrity.’

20   Ariely, D. 2012, ‘Why we lie’, The Wall Street Journal, 26 May, viewed 10 May 2016, http://www.wsj.com/news/articles.
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This is because we often make decisions unconsciously and are not aware of the biases
built into the decision-making process. The environment or culture in which we live and
work, plays a big part in the nature and scale of those biases.
An organisational culture that tolerates or encourages behaviour that is dodgy can see
people behave in ways that is out of character. Behaviour that they wouldn’t consider
appropriate or ethical is adopted as they become ‘culturalised’ to the accepted way of
behaving in that environment.
Maintaining integrity encompasses two core attributes: having courage and being
conscious of the environment or situation you are in.
History is littered with examples of people who were blind to the environment they worked
in and the dangers it posed, and didn’t have the courage to protect their integrity. In
the end, they become captured by the situation and their integrity was sold. The prime
example was Enron. Thousands of words have been written about Enron’s culture and its
impact on employee behaviour as they pursued a profit at all cost mentality. At the other
end of the spectrum are people who are conscious of their environment and have the
courage to remain centred and true to their principles. I’ve worked with leaders like this,
who operate with integrity and good intent. This creates space and support for their team
to be the best they can be.
Of course, life is sometimes not so clear cut and there are always shades of grey, creating
confusion and sometimes conflicted thoughts as to the best approach to take.
If you ever feel conflicted take time out to reflect and answer these questions:



What would happen if my family or friends read about what I have
done? How would they react? What would they think?



How would I feel if this decision became public knowledge?



Can I hand-on-heart attest to this being the best decision for all
involved?

And then, every day adopt the practice of Benjamin Franklin, who asked himself two
questions: In the morning - ‘What good shall I do today?’ and in the evening - ‘What good
have I done today?’
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OPEN YOURSELF TO DISAGREEMENT
One of the best ways to avoid falling foul to reputational damage is to always be open
to new ideas, and willing to listen to all of them - even the ones that on the surface seem
implausible. As well, recognise that debate is healthy and that the person at work (or in
your life) who really annoys you, is often the person you need to spend more time with.
Why? Because it is a great way to learn more about yourself. They annoy you because
they see the world so differently to you. Get curious about that and see what you can
learn from them.
Opening yourself to new ideas can be spurred on with the following eight tips to use (see
over):
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1

Welcome all types of news: Even news that is difficult to hear. Not only is your
reaction a test of your character, it sets the standard for what happens in the future.
If you shoot the messenger, next time an issue arises, you’re less likely to find people
willing to alert you to it.

2

Talk to people at all levels: Organisational hierarchy can interfere with the
information you receive, as information can be filtered and sanitised before it hits
your desk. This is because people don’t want to look bad and they want to paint the
most optimistic picture of what is happening. Talking with people across, and up and
down the organisation ensures you have a better handle on what is happening.

3

Beware of gatekeepers: Whilst your support staff will often be acting with good
intent, if access to you is so heavily managed that it is impossible for people to see
you, you will find it harder to have a realistic assessment of progress and issues.

4

Take the time to walk the floor: Casually walking around the office and incidental
conversations can often prove an invaluable way of finding out what is going on. It’s
also a great way to build rapport and relationships with people.

5

Invite differences of opinion: When you are making decisions make sure you have
people with different perspectives and from different backgrounds involved. This will
help ensure that you engage in a broad level of analysis and debate before
deciding. Out of the box thinking often comes from unexpected quarters.

6

Be open to learning: Whilst news that something has gone wrong on a project won’t
make you happy, be open to the learning that it offers. It is better to fail fast, than fail
slow. Acknowledge the mistake, understand what caused it, and act swiftly to
address.

7

Be alert to the weak signals: This means you need to have your eyes wide open to
what is going on around you, and to be naturally curious and questioning. If
something doesn’t feel right, it usually isn’t. Trust your gut instinct and keep asking
questions until you get to the heart of the matter.

8

Don’t silence the dissenters: It is often the person with the dissenting opinion or the
person who is asking the probing questions who will help you see the issue from a
different perspective. Whilst this can be frustrating, it is usually helpful in the long run
as you can take comfort from the fact that you have examined the issue from
multiple perspectives.
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BE THE REAL YOU
Research shows that when a person stops being their authentic self it causes
psychological distress, which can have ongoing emotional and physical ramifications.21
It also impacts how people perceive and relate to them.
For example, colleagues and team-mates will see when a person shifts and changes their
behaviour and ideas. They’ll notice the disconnect between what the person says and
what they do. This breeds distrust as the person’s credibility and integrity is in doubt. Once
that happens it becomes far harder, if not impossible, for them to build a coalition of
support for ideas and projects they are leading. Any influence they had is gone!
When people no longer know what you stand for, they will question the intent of your
actions. This makes it far harder for them to collaborate with, and support, the work you
do. In time, this puts your career on the downhill slide because you can’t be successful in
an organisation without being able to work effectively with the people around you.
In contrast, when a person is authentic and stands behind their values, has a clear
personal brand and behaves consistently it is far easier to connect with them and build a
longlasting relationship. This is because you know what you will get when you collaborate
and engage with them. There’s no surprise, and you know that person won’t let you down
or say one thing and do another.

21   Calvert, D. 2015, ‘Fake it until you make it? Not so fast’, Kellogg Insight, 3 August 2015, viewed 20 August 2018, https://
insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/the-problem-with-faking-it.
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Ask yourself:
•

How am I showing up every day?

•

Are my thoughts and actions consistent?

•

Would people see me as acting with integrity?

•

Is what I say consistent with what I do?

•

Is my reputation something that I am proud of?

•

Do I own my reputation?

•

Am I aware of situations or issues that could cause my reputation to be tarnished?
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CREATE RIPPLES
Are you genuinely interested in creating long term, mutually beneficial relationships? Or
are you at the other end of the spectrum where you take a ‘crash through’ and ‘it’s all
about me’ approach to networking?
People who take the latter approach are usually easy to spot. They typically spend most
of the time talking about themselves or milking you for information that will help them. The
opposing styles are like the difference between a ripple in a pond and the crashing waves
at the beach.
Ripples take time to leave an imprint. Likewise, good relationships take time, which means
that every investment of energy and interaction matters. In contrast, the waves can have
faster impact but this crash through approach erodes the relationship over time.
It is the slow, steady and consistent approach which strengthens connections and
ultimately enhances your brand.
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If you want to create ripples you need to apply:



Reciprocity: Drawing on the work of Robert Cialdini (author of the
book, Influence - the Psychology of Persuasion) who found that we
have an innate desire to help people who do things for us. We like to
return favours, which means if you do something nice for someone
they’ll usually feel obligated to do something for you.



Interest: Be authentic and genuinely interested in the other person.
Get to know them on an intellectual and emotional level. Listen to what
they say. Be eager to find ways to help them.



Presence: Be conscious of your impact. How you dress, what you
say, your body language, facial expressions, eye contact and physical
proximity all matter. So too, your level of attention. Be present to have
presence.



Power: Tap into the inner reserves that make you who you are. Know
your values and back yourself. When you leverage your inner power in
a way that is focused and deliberate, you have more impact.



Language: Match your language style and pace with the person you
are meeting. Don’t use jargon and avoid over-talking. Keep it simple
and conversational, and remember it is more about them, than you.



Elevation: Always look for ways that you can help them reach their
goals. Open your network to them. Introduce them to people. Look for
ideas, connections and opportunities.

The strength of your relationship is determined by how much effort and energy you are
willing to drive into it. If you want to craft influence, you need to flip how you think about
relationships. Think more about what you can do for them, and less about what they can
do for you. You’ll be amazed at what comes next.
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Ask yourself...
•

What relationships do I need to develop and strengthen?

•

What relationships are already a source of strength?

•

How much energy do I drive into my network?

•

Do I need to do more to drive the creation of a healthy network?

•

If so, what actions would I take?
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STEP 7 - ACCEPTANCE

“Acceptance doesn’t mean resignation;
it means understanding that something is
what it is and that there’s got to be a way
through it.”
Michael J Fox, Actor

We all know that life is a series of ups and downs and that progress is never linear.
However, accepting that is hard. Living life through the peaks and troughs successfully
and sustainably is about finding ways through the challenges and focusing your energy
wisely.
Stephen Covey in his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People explains how you
are far better to focus your energy on those matters you can influence. However, we
often spend our energy on things we are concerned about, and yet have little or no
influence over. Recognising and accepting the difference is a crucial step in directing our
energy positively.
Therefore, be clear on what you can change and what you can’t change. It’s easy to
spend a lot of time focusing on the things we can’t change rather than directing our
energy towards those we can change. Doing this also means we need to get real about
how we feel. This is about a productive approach to change, rather than a destructive
approach that doesn’t help you or those around you.
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DROP THE BRAVE FACE
For our mental well-being we need to be OK telling people when we don’t feel OK. When
we hold back our concerns and hide our true feelings it puts enormous stress on us and
strain on those around us. It’s healthy to share our feelings.
The world is amazing. But it can be a tough ride - made harder if we put pressure on
ourselves to live up to the myth of the perfect life. Nothing is perfect. No one is perfect.
But as Author, Brené Brown would say ‘I’m enough’.
It’s time to get real.
This doesn’t mean you wallow in pity and drag everyone around you down but rather you
are honest about your feelings and what is working or not working. Acknowledging your
feelings enables you to then recognise and accept that you have a choice about what
to do with those feelings and then ultimately the choice to act in a way that helps you
positively respond to, and manage, those feelings.
For me, the mere act of expressing that I am having a bad day or don’t feel myself, makes
me feel better. For you, it may be something different. What all the research shows is
repressing how you feel won’t help you.
Find what works for you - the strategies you can best employ to respond to your feelings
and release the valve.
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FIND YOUR RELEASE VALVE
It can be easy to let the pressure of modern-day life and expectations drag you down.
Interestingly, a little bit of pressure can be good for us, as it spurs us into action. However,
there’s a danger point where pressure becomes debilitating and very unhealthy. Pressure
can become unhealthy when you feel like you:



Have no control or autonomy.



Are making little or no progress.



Have so much to do it feels overwhelming.



Are going backwards or wading in treacle.



Are ruminating about the same issues again and again.

To release the value you need time for you.
Being kind to yourself doesn’t mean you spend the rest of your life sleeping in until
midday, eating chocolate and wearing a track suit all day. It does mean you accept the
reality that sometimes things don’t go to plan, and yes, that can hurt.
You don’t ignore your feelings nor do you wallow in them. Instead, you pick yourself up.
Dust yourself off. Learn from the experience and keep going. This means you also need to
schedule time for you.
Map out your schedule and include some time for you. Put this in your schedule and
commit to it. When you are busy it can be hard to prioritise yourself however, your body
needs time to rejuvenate to ensure it operates at peak performance.
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Reflection...
Do you have any allocated time for reflection and creative thought? If so, is this enough or
do you need more time? You want to identify whether you are spending enough time in
this state, and if not, what you need to do about it.

If you don't have any allocated time, what's stopped you from doing this to date? You
want to be clear on what's stopped you from doing this in the past and how you can
remove those roadblocks.

How much of your day is spent productively? The more you know how you spend your
time, the easier it is to carve out time for cruising.

What could you stop doing or do less of to create some cruising time in your day? This is
so you can identify where there are potential opportunities in your day to reflect and slow
down. If you don't get deliberate about this practice, it won't happen.

What are the benefits of having some allocated cruising time for you and those around
you? If you want to create a new habit you need to be clear on what the reward or payoff from that new habit is - otherwise it won't happen!
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Here are some release-valve strategies:
1

Get intentional: Be clear on what you need to achieve each day and the goals that
need to be reached. When you are clear on your goals, it becomes easier to know
what you can say ‘no’ to. Saying ‘no’ means you can stay focused on what is really
important.

2

Manage your mindset: Check the mindset you are applying to the situation so that
you have the resilience and optimism to work through challenges and set-backs.
With change comes challenges, and how you approach those challenges will
impact your ability to overcome them. You will become very quickly drained of
energy if you let the challenges overwhelm you.

3

Plan action: Know the steps you need to take every day to reach your goals. When
you are planned you are organised and this means you can more easily avoid
distractions and activities that divert your attention away from your purpose. As well,
find ways to break the challenges down into smaller pieces, monitor the progress you
are making and celebrate that progress.

4

Pace yourself: Do the most energy-intensive tasks for your brain in the morning when
you are most alert. The thinking and reasoning part of your brain (pre-frontal cortex)
gets tired during the day. Just like the battery on your phone, it gets depleted during
the day.

5

Take stock: Take the time to stop, breath, reflect and then respond to an event. This
helps ensure that your actions are more mindful and less reactive. Building a daily
meditation practice into your day is ideal to help with this. It doesn’t need to be long.
Even 5 - 10 minutes each day is enough for you to reap the reward of the practice.
Meditation practices can help you be more mindful and when you are more mindful
you are better able to manage how you feel, think and act in any given situation.

6

Be grateful: Adopt a gratitude mantra because expressing gratitude is scientifically
proven to help you feel happier, more resilient and less stressed.

7

Look outward: Do something nice for someone else as doing good things and
helping others makes you feel good about yourself. As well, maintain strong
connections with friends and family - sharing how you feel, talking to people and
being open about experiences is healthy and good for the soul.

8

Know you matter: Exercising often, eating well, meditating and laughing lots are all
key ingredients for releasing the pressure valve.
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A key part of this is also knowing what matters the most to you in life, and therefore, what
you are willing to trade.
Now take some time to write down your strategies
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MAKE THE TRADE
Finding your edge requires a constant quest for knowledge and a yearning to discover.
This is about accepting that you don’t have all the answers and getting OK with the
discomfort of not always knowing the outcome. Uncertainty can be the trigger to propel
you to seek out new ideas and be curious, as well as to do something you’ve never done
before. In this way, uncertainty becomes a challenge to investigate and experience,
rather than a barrier to your progress.
When I set up my business five years ago, I walked away from the certainty of a large
salary to do something I had never done before. Was I uncertain? Yes. Was I excited? Yes.
I didn’t know where it would take me but I knew I had to give it a go. I was also willing to
make the necessary trade-offs to make it happen. In this case, I was trading off the
security of being a salaried executive with the autonomy I’d get from running my own
business.
Life’s a series of trade-offs. This means that to get one thing you often have to give up
something else.
Successful business people and athletes will often recount stories of the sacrifices they
made to secure their dream of a thriving business or Olympic glory.
Get clear on what you want out of life and what you are prepared to give up to get
there.
When you are clear on your purpose and goals it’s much easier to make wise choices and
to take the deliberate steps that will move you forward.
Reflect and consider...
What matters most to me?

What have I traded off in the
past?

Am I happy with those trade-offs?
If not, why not?

When I think of my vision of a life well-led,
what am I willing to trade off to make that
happen?
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FOCUS YOUR ENERGY WISELY
We can rush from event to event, meeting to meeting, day to day, month to month
and even year to year without stopping to really savour the moment and enjoy what is
happening around us.
Worse still, we can waste our time by:
•

Ruminating over past conversations.

•

Worrying about things we can’t change.

•

Engaging in idle and unhealthy gossip.

•

Filing our day with activities that are non-productive and non-value add.

It’s very easy to make yourself busy. You can be incredibly busy - all day, every day. But
your busy-ness never amounts to much. If you want to accelerate your progress and get
the life you want, you need to avoid the trap of being ‘busy’ on things that don’t really
matter.
Get conscious about how you spend your day. And get ‘busy’ on purpose! Take the time
to look at your day and drill into how you spend your time.
Ask yourself:
Am I conscious about how I use my time?

Is it purpose driven and focused or is it completely random?

Will the activities I do today get me a step closer to my goals?

Will they make a difference to my life and to the life of those around me?

How much time am I wasting on activities that don’t add any value?
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To get the most out of every day, plan ahead. The night before, think about the things you
really need to do tomorrow and write these down. But don't just write a list. Instead, work
out how many hours you want to 'work' during the day and then for each 30-minute block
write down what you want to do in that time.
I find by time blocking my day I am really clear on what I need to get done every day and
I get more done. I also schedule in time for exercise and 'down time', both of which are
critical.
If this sounds structured, it is! But what I can tell you is that since I've done it, I've shaved
hours off my work day and been so much more productive.
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ASK FOR WHAT YOU NEED
The well-known American Poet and Civil Rights Activist, Maya Angelou, said:

‘Ask for what you want and be prepared to get it.’
For some people asking for help can be hard as they think it’s a sign of weakness. For
others asking for what they need is equally hard.
You can’t get everything you want in life but you’ll get nothing if you never ask for it!
There’s no doubt that the old adage ‘Don’t ask - Don’t get’ plays out all the time. I’ve
seen it happen too many times in an organisational setting when people don’t ask for a
pay rise when they are getting a promotion or being asked to work at a higher level.
Have you ever walked out of a meeting or away from a conversation and felt like kicking
yourself because you didn’t get what you needed?
Chances are the reason you didn’t get what you needed is that you didn’t actually ask
for it.
There are numerous reasons why we hold back from asking for what we need:



We don’t want to upset or offend the other person.



We worry about what people will think of us.



We’re not sure whether what we are asking for is ‘legitimate’ and
‘valid’.



We don’t have the guts to ask for it.



We’re concerned about how the other person might react.



We don’t know what we need or want.
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Getting good at asking for what you need is essential for a healthy career and life. If you
find it hard to put the ask out there, here’s seven tips to make it easier for you:
1

Pick your timing: Know the right time of day and environment in which to ask. Don’t
ask if the other person is distracted. You want their attention. Also, select a location
which suits your purpose and isn’t adversarial. It’s often better to keep the discussion
light and conversational, whilst being purpose-driven.

2

Think ahead: Think about the conversation in advance and be ready for it. You may
find that an opportune moment to discuss arises unexpectedly. I got my first full-time,
professional job by doing just that. I had been working as an intern and my manager
made a casual remark about how he was going to miss seeing me around the office
as my internship was finishing. I retorted in a light-hearted way: ‘Well you can change
that - you can give me a job.’ He hadn’t thought about it and by me prompting the
idea I ended up working there until I finished university.

3

Recognise your needs: Knowing what you need and asking for it is good for your
self-esteem. However, this can be difficult as our real needs can be hard to uncover.
It can take time to work this out. The best way to do this is to identify and reflect on
the difference between your ‘wants’ and ‘needs’. Wants are things you desire and
are nonessential, whereas needs are more essential.

4

Be explicit: This makes it easier for the other person. The more explicit you are about
your needs, the easier it is for the other person to know whether they can deliver on
those expectations.

5

Know what you are willing to trade: Be clear on what matters the most for you in the
discussion and be prepared to trade other factors that matter less to you.

6

Care for the other person’s needs: Don’t make the other person feel uncomfortable
or backed into a corner. They need to feel as though they have options as this
makes it easier for them to want to meet your needs. This also means you need to be
reasonable and not ask for something the other person can’t give you.

7

Recognise the ‘No’: No one always gets everything they ask for. It can be hard to
accept that life’s not always about you. If you don’t get the ‘yes’ you’re seeking
don’t think you’ve wasted your time. It takes courage to put yourself out there and
make your needs heard so even if the ask isn’t accepted, at least you’ve expressed
your needs. And who knows, you may well get the ‘yes’ next time as you can always
ask again!
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STEP 8 - ACTUALISATION

“Let yourself be drawn by the stronger pull
of that which you truly love.”
Rumi, Poet

Self-actualisation is a concept best associated with Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs. In that model, self-actualisation is where a person reaches their highest level
of fulfillment. It has been characterised as the full realisation of a person’s creative,
intellectual or social potential. In this state, a person is highly creative and psychologically
robust, as they have a realistic view of self and know how to live their life to higher-order
values and principles. They are accepting of self and others, have a genuine desire to
help others, and are resilient (amongst other virtues).
Actualisation is not something that you attain and then stop developing once you get
there. It’s never static. A person in this state has a constant desire to uncover, search
and transform as they seek their higher purpose. That is, to see what could be and to be
grateful for what is already present.
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BE GRATEFUL FOR WHAT IS
When things go wrong - even little things - it can be very easy to catastrophise. Our
brain is very good at quickly taking us to a place of recriminations and ruminations. You
worry about what people think, whether they noticed, the potential fall-out and the best
approach to remedy. Of course, the outcome is usually not as bad as you think it could
be.
The feelings and thoughts that arise when something happens are as a result of the
meaning we place on the event. Fortunately, we have the power to determine that
meaning. We can find a way to reframe and learn from what’s happening.
Martin Seligman, often seen as the founder of Positive Psychology and the author of
multiple books including Flourish, has so much to share in this space. His work turned
much of the conventional thinking about happiness, optimism and treating depression on
its head. I like his approach because he’s not advocating that we deny how we feel. We
don’t ignore our feelings of sadness, hurt or anger. Instead, we acknowledge them and
then make a conscious choice to approach the situation optimistically.
He says:

‘Optimistic people generally feel that good things will last
a long time and will have a beneficial effect on
everything they do. And they think that bad things
are isolated: They won’t last too long and won’t affect
other parts of life.’
His research shows that optimism is a trait that can be learned. It isn’t just something you
are born with.
I’ve heard him speak and, in that session, he recounted the work he had been doing with
the US Army (post the Iraq war) to help returning soldiers deal with the effects of PTSD. By
providing resilience and positive psychology training the rates of PTSD, substance abuse
and depression were lowered.
One of the key practices he teaches to help rewire your brain is to focus each day on
what went well. It’s a simple, daily practice. At the end of each day, you write down three
things that went well and why. This is what’s called gratitude journaling (just in case you’ve
not heard of it). By doing this you are training your brain to focus on what you have - not
what you don’t have.
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These three things don’t need to be momentous events. They can be as simple as: the sun
was out today and it felt good to feel the heat on my face; or I had a wonderful cup of
coffee in the morning, which helped me wake up.
Research shows that this simple practice leads to increased life satisfaction and lower
rates of depression.
Gratitude is one of the greatest gifts we have. When you are grateful you focus on all that
you have and what’s in front of you rather than focusing on what you don’t have. You
also don’t focus on what other people have, you focus on what you have.

Take a moment to reflect. What am I grateful for right now?

At the start of each day take a moment to appreciate what’s in front of you. At the end
of the day finish it well by thinking about your day and what you are grateful for, and
reflecting on what you will do tomorrow.
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BE CURIOUS ABOUT WHAT COULD BE
News reports suggest we are now living in a post-fact world; a world where experts are
devalued and comments and opinions can be positioned without question, even if they
have no substance or evidence to back them up.
This is most commonly playing out in the political arena where politicians make sweeping
generalisations, bend the truth or outright lie to serve their agenda. There’s a sense that
people can say whatever they want with no consequence while people who are experts
are deemed untrustworthy because they are part of the intelligentsia.
Some may argue that this has been going on for centuries. Galileo, for example, was
denounced in the 17th century as a heretic for his scientific findings that the earth rotates
around the sun contradicting the doctrines of the Church.
Today, we are surrounded by more information than ever and it’s becoming harder
to know which sources to trust. We are bombarded with information, disinformation,
propaganda, advertising material and just loads and loads of stuff. In such an
environment it becomes more important than ever to question what we hear, read and
see.
Why? Because it may not be what it seems. When we take something on face-value
we may be missing key pieces of information or overlooking unseen options. If we are
certain we are right, we shut ourselves off from hearing different opinions or exploring
alternatives.
What’s the antidote for certainty? It’s being curious and asking questions - lots of them.
And this isn’t just asking a question to get the answer we want.
Instead we want to:



Seek out different ideas.



Check those ideas by seeking further ideas from other sources.



Reflect on what we hear and see.



Challenge our assumptions and the assumptions of others.



Check our understanding by asking clarifying questions.



Take the time to absorb and ponder the implications of what we hear or
read.
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Much of this is about tapping into the natural curiosity we all have as a child to wonder
not what just is, but what could be.
Brian Cox, Advanced Fellow in Particle Physics at the University of Manchester said in an
interview with ABC Radio National:

‘Being dogmatic is not a positive attribute. Being certain
about things is actually not a positive thing. And so, I think
somehow our societies have got into this position where
people feel that certainty and strength and this kind of
‘I make decisions’, that that is a trait to be valued.’ 22
If you want to make better choices in your life and at work, start with questioning what is
happening around you. Abandon the assumptions. Embrace the power of curiosity and
what comes when you explore and discern, rather than assume and accept.
When you do this, you are accepting that your opinion is just that - an opinion - rather
than a fact. You will also find this approach helps you be better able to hear different
opinions and accept different perspectives.

22   ABC Radio National, 2016. ‘Be curious and open to change, not proud and dogmatic’, radio program transcript, ABC
Radio National, Melbourne, 13 August 2016, viewed 10 May 2018, http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/brian-cox---be-curious-and-open-to-change,-not-proud-and-dogmat/7728192.
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You can also use this strategy when you are angry and frustrated. The famous Greek
philosopher, Aristotle, said:

‘Anyone can become angry - that is easy.
But to be angry with the right person, to the
right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose,
and in the right way - this is not easy.’
Anger can consume an inordinate amount of energy. Energy that is ultimately wasted
because it can be better deployed elsewhere. When you get angry, it’s often because
you are frustrated. Frustrated that you aren’t being heard, getting what you want or
feeling valued and important.
Everyone feels frustration at times. It’s natural. The danger is when you don’t use it
productively.
Ask yourself, when you are angry and frustrated do you:



Let it consume your thoughts?



Ruminate about the event that triggered it - over and over again?



Let it distract you from what really matters?



Enable it to change how you behave?



Use the feeling to drive how you make decisions?
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When you do this, you fail to consider what learnings you might take away from the
experience. Instead, you become consumed with finding ways to prove you are right and
have been unfairly treated. From that position it’s very easy to fall into the unhelpful trap
of adopting the ‘victim mode’ of behaviour where it is everyone else’s fault, and there is
no accountability for your role in the situation.
In contrast, when you take a curious approach you are far more open. Open to what
caused the event/incident, interested in why and how you are feeling, eager to
understand how the other person may be feeling and therefore reflective as to what really
happened. It’s only once you have this level of understanding that you are in a position to
effectively know how to respond and what action to take.
If you respond any earlier, you’ll be responding reactively. A reactive response is usually
not done from the wisest of mindset. A reactive response is ultimately bad for your health,
relationships and reputation. A considered response is one where you take the anger and
frustration and channel it into a productive pursuit.
This approach is not about ignoring how you feel. Instead, it’s about making sense of your
feelings and acknowledging them. It is accepting the fact that in many cases, the cause
of the frustration is less important than the meaning you place on it and what you decide
to do about it.
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FIND YOUR FLOW
We all react to pressure differently and have different levels of pressure we can cope with.
As I mentioned earlier, a certain amount of pressure is good for us because it helps
motivate us to take action and keeps us focused. This is because when we experience the
right amount of challenge and interest, chemicals are released in our brain (noradrenaline
and dopamine), which make us more alert, motivated and ready to learn.
Researchers and educators often refer to this as the ‘Goldilocks Zone’. This is the zone of
optimal performance where we are working on a task or learning something that is neither
too hard, nor too easy. Just like the children’s story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears it is
‘just right’.
This zone has parallel ideas with Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of ‘flow’ which is a state
a person experiences when they have the optimal level of skill and the right amount of
challenge. If one of those elements is missing, they end up anxious, bored or somewhere
in-between.
If you haven’t already, it’s worth checking out Mihaly’s TED talk23 on this. His work has
been pivotal in helping us understand why it is that some people find their work effortless.
He highlighted the conditions that create ‘flow’. Flow can be characterised as feeling like
you are in the zone or in your groove. It is when you find work almost effortless. It doesn’t
mean you are being lazy. Quite the contrary. You reach this peak when you are working
on things that challenge you but you feel equipped to rise to that challenge.
He said:

‘The best moments in our lives are not the passive,
receptive, relaxing times... The best moments usually
occur if a person’s body or mind is stretched to its
limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something
difficult and worthwhile.’

23   Csikszentmihalyi, M. 2004, Flow, the secret to happiness, online video file, TED Talk, viewed 18 February 2016, https://
www.ted.com/talks/mihaly_csikszentmihalyi_on_flow?language=en.
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To do this, focus on three things: equipping yourself with insight, trying and taking action,
and then reflecting.
1

Equip yourself with insight: When a person equips themselves to make progress, they
not only focus on what they need to achieve, but they consider what techniques
and learning they need to undertake to best do that. You need to be willing to
stretch and challenge yourself and therefore, look for new ideas and insights.

Ask yourself:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What’s something I’ve never done before?
Is there a skill or competency gap? If so, how do I close the gap/s?
What new learning do I want to investigate - just because it is interesting?
What books do I want to read or courses do I need to undertake?
Which relationships do I need to expand, cultivate or renew to broaden my field of
view?
What are the new experiences I need to explore?
When am I most in flow?
What opportunities are there to create more flow?
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2

Take deliberate action: Always be open to doing things in new ways and
experimenting with the process you are using to make progress. Don’t be afraid
of making mistakes; knowing that with each mistake comes learning that gets you
closer to your goal.

Ask yourself:
•
•
•
•
•

What are my goals for this year?
What are my short- and longer-term goals?
What steps can I put in place now to get me closer to those goals?
What have I learned recently?
What have I found hard to do?
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3

Reflect on progress: Recognise the benefits of reflecting on the progress you want to
make, have made and will make. By doing this you have a balance of focus on both
the past, future and present.

Ask yourself:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What did I learn this year - either about myself or in terms of new skills/knowledge?
What most surprised me?
What most delighted me?
What do I need to throw out or leave behind?
Am I progressing towards my vision of a life well led?
If not, why not?
What is helping or hindering my progress?
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SEEK PURPOSE
Purpose is a hard word for many of us. We feel like our purpose has to be grand and noble
for it to have meaning. As I explained in Career Leap, our purpose changes over time
Just as we evolve so too does our purpose. Our purpose can be simple and very locally
focused, or it can be more complex and extend beyond our local domain and have
global dimensions.
If you want to live on the edge and unlock your potential you will want to hone in on a
purpose that is beyond you. What do I mean by that? You will want a purpose that isn’t
ego-centric and all about what you need. When we become myopically focused solely
on our needs, we are bordering on unhealthy tendencies that don’t serve us or the
people we love.
At this point, it can be helpful to revisit the work you did at Step 4 around your vision.
Your vision of a life well led is part of this picture. In fact, if you already have clarity on your
purpose it will feature in your vision - and most likely be the foundation stone for your
vision. Your purpose is the ‘why you do what you do’ statement, while your vision is what
your life looks like when you are living out that purpose daily.
For example, my purpose - as expressed through my work - is to help people make
powerful and wise choices so they can live the life they want. I do that by working with
people from around the world to build the courage, conviction and capability to make
those choices. This means that how I bring my purpose to life connects to the vision I have
of my life, and the work I want to do. The two are inextricably linked.
To think about yoru purpose ask yourself:
•

What brings meaning and joy to my life?

•

What drives me to do what I do?

•

What motivates and inspires me to act?

•

How does this connect with the vision I outlined at Step 4?
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My purpose is to...

Note: this is not a one hit wonder and something you nail in one go. It is a highly iterative
process and it benefits from deep reflective work, as well as working with a coach/
mentor. This activity will just get you started.
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STEP 9 - POWER

“Do one thing every day that scares you.”
Eleanor Roosevelt

When you talk with people who have generated success, they’ll tell you it’s the result of
hard work, experimentation, failure and resilience. They have an idea, passion or a dream
and set out to achieve it. This doesn’t mean they don’t have doubts or fears, but they use
these emotions to propel themselves forward. They know that challenges and set-backs
will arise.
They use all the resources at their disposal to stay ahead of the game. They use their
innate sense of self and generate an internal power where they know what they are worth
and back themselves. They create and build their vision of the life and then seek to make
that happen. In doing that, they aren’t captivated by life, instead they lead a liberated
life.
Living a liberated life is the ultimate essence of a life well-lived because you are in the
driver’s seat and making powerful and wise choices.
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EMBRACE YOUR POWER
When you think of the word ‘power’ what’s the association that immediately springs to
mind? Is it a negative or positive connotation?
It’s likely that it will be negative, and that’s because power is usually associated with the
concept of having ‘power over other people’.
There is another way to view power, and this is the approach I take. I prefer an optimistic
approach; where you view power, used in the right way, as a force for good - not evil. This
type of power is designed to help those around us. It provides the courage to take action
when it’s needed. It comes from knowing ourselves and being comfortable to share
power, rather than horde it.
This is a power that is initially drawn from within and enables you to speak up and be who
you need to be.
Have you ever worried about speaking up in meetings or held back supporting an idea
because you were afraid about how people might react? If you have, chances are this is
harming your career and your personal life.
Why? Because if you hold back your thoughts and remain silent you are preventing those
around you from seeing the ‘real you’ and being exposed to your ideas. And worse,
you’re denying yourself the opportunity to be heard.
There’s lots of pressures in today’s society. The 2015 Wellbeing in Australia survey found
that anxiety symptoms were the highest they’ve been in the survey’s five-year history.
While Beyond Blue’s, State of Workplace Mental Health in Australia (2017) report painted
a bleak picture. One in five Australians (21%) took time off work in the past 12 months
because they felt stressed, anxious, depressed or mentally unhealthy. This statistic was
more than twice as high (46%) among those who considered their workplace mentally
unhealthy. While the causes of anxiety and stress are multi-faceted, there’s no doubt that
it’s heightened when people feel they don’t have a voice.
People shy away from speaking up for a variety of reasons, including:
•
•
•
•

They’ve been told they shouldn’t be opinionated
Their confidence has been eroded and they worry about putting forward an idea
that’s contrary to the prevailing view
They are concerned about what people think of them and the consequences of
speaking up
They think people won’t like them if they question or challenge or they could be
ridiculed in some way.
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By not speaking up you are walking away from your right to have a voice. You are
stepping out of your power, and effectively giving it to someone else. Having a voice
is essential for you to feel valued and important (and we all want to feel that). It helps
create your sense of identity and bolsters your self-worth.
It is also important for your career and personal life. If you are not willing to put forward
ideas, question, challenge and inquire it is very hard to advance in today’s ever-changing
world. Ideas and opinions matter in organisations and you need to be able to formulate
them and know how to rally people around them.
While on the personal front, if you give up your voice you allow others to speak on your
behalf or make decisions for you. As a result, your wants and needs go unheard and
ignored.
So, what’s the answer? It’s about getting comfortable with power - your personal power.
This is power that is derived from within and is consciously acquired. At its core is an inner
sense of self-worth. When you know and like yourself, and understand your behavioural
triggers you can be more confident holding your own with peers and more senior
stakeholders.
This makes it easier to take a stand on things that matter and to challenge the status quo.
It also means you are less likely to let people impose their views on you. You’ll know when
you need to speak up, even when this is hard.
When you do that, remember the words of Malala Yousafzai, when she said: ‘When the
whole world is silent, even one voice becomes powerful’.
Communities, organisations and societies desperately need people willing to take a stand
when it matters.
When you use your voice and back yourself, you’ll find you start to balance out the power
that operates in the system in which you live and work. And when that happens, you’ll be
surprised with the outcomes. I frequently found in the work environment that when I stood
up for myself it took senior leaders by surprise; and that surprise worked to my advantage.
When power is equalised it is easier to speak with compassion, challenge assumptions, act
collaboratively and to make more-informed and considered decisions.
So next time you think about being silent, remember the importance of standing out and
having your voice heard. It’s good for you and those around you.
As the first female US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright said: ‘It took me quite a long
time to develop a voice, and now that I have it, I am not going to be silent’.
I hope the same applies to you!
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If you want to progress with your reputation intact, even elevated, focus your efforts on
accelerating your progress by having a more effective and sustainable impact. Here’s
eight tips to get you started (some of which you’ll have seen earlier):

Tip 1:

Consistently deliver value with the work you do by constantly
seeking to improve yourself, the value you bring to your work and
how you work with those around you.

Tip 2:

Be clear on the value you offer organisations in terms of your
capability and skills, and always deliver on your commitments.

Tip 3:

Be prepared to stretch and challenge yourself and learn new
things. This includes being willing to take on feedback from people
including sponsors, mentors, colleagues and peers.

Tip 4:

Stand out from the crowd by knowing what you stand for so
you can ensure there is alignment between your values and the
organisation’s values.

Tip 5:

Undertake self-reflection so you continue to reflect on your
behaviour and thought patterns. This will help you to gather
new insights and deeper understanding about yourself and your
impact on others.

Tip 6:

Build a profile and a strong stakeholder network where you are
known for something, are respected and have a strong network of
people willing to speak for you.

Tip 7:

Look after yourself both physically and mentally. Today’s work
environment is stressful and it’s important to be able to regulate
behaviour and manage stress.

Tip 8:

Continue to stay abreast of changes in the industry and your
chosen profession. Also, look at developments in other industries
that may impact. This helps to widen your frame of reference
about what’s possible.
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CHOOSE YOUR SPEED
When you drive do you typically drive in the slow lane or are you in the fast lane? Are
you the person who weaves between cars so you can find the fastest route or are you the
person who picks a lane and sticks to it?
We are creatures of habit, so each time we drive we are likely to take a similar path.
Research confirms that much of what we do is habitual and consequently, how we
approach each day is filled with patterns of repeated behaviour.
These patterns of behaviour will either be things we do quickly or things we do slowly. If
you think about it, it’s quite easy to categorise activities that way.
For example:
•
•
•

We have fast food, which in turn, reinvigorated the slow food movement.
We think fast and we think slow (see Daniel Kahneman for more on this).
We have fast exercise such as high intensity workouts, or slow exercise such as yoga or
Pilates.

By categorising the world into such opposing spheres, it can falsely imply that one is better
than the other. There’s no doubt that a fast food burger is not as healthy as a slow-cooked
lamb or vegetarian casserole, so in the context of fast food think of Jamie Oliver’s 15
minute meals instead. High intensity interval training is effective, so too is yoga and Pilates.
Our brain needs to make decisions at times quickly, and at other times more slowly.
There’s a time and place for being fast, just as there is a time and place for being slow. If
you are all of one and none of the other something will be missed.
When we are fast, we are decisive, quick to act and typically focused. However, being
fast can also mean we overlook things, take short-cuts or the easy way rather than the
most appropriate way.
When we are slow, we are deliberate and considered. However, being slow can also be
a mask for procrastination, inertia and idleness; none of which is helpful in achieving
personal and work goals.
As with everything in life it’s a balance! If you are always fast and busy, you miss what is
going on around you. You don’t leave time to think and reflect. On the other hand, if you
are always slow you run the risk of letting the world pass you by.
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When it pays to be fast:
•
•
•
•
•
•

When there’s a crisis and a decision needs to be made decisively and quickly.
When being slow is really just you procrastinating or putting off doing something. Just
get started. The motivation arises in the doing of the task, not the thinking about doing
the task.
When you are on a deadline and work needs to get completed within a set timeframe.
When you know exactly what needs to be done and how to do it.
When there are multiple competing priorities and you need to quickly prioritise what
needs to be done and in what order of action.
When you have huge amounts of energy that you want to burn off.

When it pays to be slow:
•
•
•
•

When a decision is complex and requires contemplation and significant stakeholder
dialogue.
When you need to research ideas and thoughts before reaching a conclusion.
When your head is full and you feel tired and you need ‘down time’.
When you are experiencing the wonder of nature and all its beauty. It pays to take
time to take in what’s around you, and be in awe of the spectacle.

You can be fast and be slow; both of them are useful when used wisely.
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Ask yourself...

•

When am I too slow?

•

When am I too fast?

•

When does being slow help me?

•

When does being fast help me?

What does this look like for me when I am leading a liberated life?
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STAY THE COURSE AND STEP UP
With every new project, idea or development you aim to get off the ground there will be
challenges - in both a personal and professional context.
It’s easy to get excited about something that’s new. We get swept up in the initial
enthusiasm for the benefits the change will bring.
But as the work starts, the reality hits. Challenges arise. Unexpected hurdles get put in your
way. Obstacles that looked easily passable become more difficult; making progress slower
and more gruelling than originally envisaged. What looked easy in the beginning is much
harder in the middle.
As Harvard Professor, Rosabeth Moss Kanter says:

‘Everyone loves inspiring beginnings and happy endings;
it is just the middles that involve hard work.’
It’s at this point that it’s easy to waver. To become anxious and uncertain and wonder
whether you are on the right track. You can start to question yourself or the ability of those
around you to make the change happen. If you are managing a team, teamwork can
start to suffer as people look for someone to blame for the lack of progress and your
leadership might start to get questioned.
At this point, regardless of the context or situation, you have two options: lose your nerve
or confront the challenges head on.
When you embrace your internal power, you are more willing to make the choice that
needs to be made.

Copyright © 2021 Change Meridian Pty Ltd

Page 119

Staying the course and stepping up can be hard, so here are seven tips to help you find
your way through to the other side:

Tip 1:

Be clear on the goal you are setting out to achieve and what
every person involved needs to do to get there. Don’t get side
tracked by interesting but irrelevant matters.

Tip 2:

Break the actions to secure this goal into bite size pieces so that
regular and meaningful progress can be regularly delivered.

Tip 3:

Highlight the progress being made and ensure it is visible to
everyone. Celebrate this progress in a way that is meaningful and
share this success with relevant stakeholders.

Tip 4:

Know where you (and if relevant, your team’s efforts) will produce
the most effective results. This is the old 80/20 rule. Focus on where
you will get results.

Tip 5:

Work to eliminate the friction in the system that makes the progress
you need to make harder than it needs to be. This may involve
removing bureaucratic processes and unnecessary activites.

Tip 6:

Make it safe to fail so that those involved are encouraged to
try new things and new ways of working otherwise, they’ll be
discouraged from finding better and faster ways of achieving
results.

Tip 7:

Where relevant, be open with your team/suppliers/clients about
what’s working and what isn’t working. Seek advice as to how you
can more effectively secure progress.
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NEGOTIATE YOUR WORTH
I’ve always lived by the motto - ‘You should never die wondering’. However, we can often
hold ourselves back.
You’ll recall in the section, Ask for What You Need, I encouraged you to not shy away
from asking for something or having a conversation you know you should have. Neither
situation makes for a happy and fulfilled life.
Here’s five further tips to add to your negotiating kit bag so you can better negotiate your
way through life:

1

Know your mindset: Negotiating is mentally taxing. Your mind will be pushed and
pulled in many directions. Strive to understand the mindset you are adopting and
how you are likely to think, feel and react throughout the process. If you go in with
the perspective - ‘I’m right. They’re wrong’, and you are not willing to find common
ground, you’re unlikely to make much progress. It is much more productive to
approach the negotiation from a basis of mutual respect and a willingness to
consider different ideas and options.

2

Understand the ‘wants’: Know what you want from the negotiation and don’t be
afraid to ask for it. It can be a case of ‘don’t ask - don’t get’ so be deliberate about
your needs. Also pick your timing - as timing is crucial. You want to select a time
when the person is most likely to be receptive and recognise that a negotiation’s
starting position can anchor the remainder of the conversation. Take the time to
understand the options available and how your proposal could satisfy the other
person’s needs. Additionally, be clear on your non-negotiables and what you are
willing to give up.

3

Get ready: Think about how the negotiation process will unfold, and the steps
required to secure agreement. Consider each of these steps in advance of the
discussion and be curious as to how they may play out. Running through possible
scenarios and outcomes will enable you to better respond as issues or objections
are raised during the discussion. Importantly, seek to understand the other people
involved - their operating style, agenda, needs and what they care about. The more
you understand those involved, the greater insights you’ll have into what they are
likely to support or reject.
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4

Value relationships: Negotiating effectively is much easier if you have a good
relationship with the other people involved. It helps to build your network early, and
always take the long-term view. You want both parties to the negotiation to walk
away from the process with their dignity intact and feeling as though they have
done well. If someone feels ill-treated through a negotiation, even if an agreement
has been reached, there will be longer term ramifications.

5

Have resolve: Negotiations often take unexpected turns, and it’s very easy for the
situation to escalate. You want to be able to respond mindfully rather than
reactively, so don’t negotiate when you are tired, and if you find your mind racing
focus on breathing, and breathing deeply. This provides time for your nerves to relax
and your heart rate to slow down, making it easier to reflect and respond calmly.

BE READY FOR ‘NO’
It’s often thought that a successful negotiation is all about getting to yes. In fact, there’s
an excellent book on negotiating with exactly that title (Getting to Yes by William Ury and
Roger Fisher). However, successfully negotiating also involves getting to no.
I remember reading an article years ago that suggested you are more likely to get
someone to agree to your ultimate desired outcome if you get them to agree to a series
of ‘yes statements’ during the negotiation process. Sounds logical, but it also feels a
little underhanded; as though you are manipulating the conversation. It also implies that
hearing the word ‘no’ is a bad thing which isn’t necessarily the case.
A ‘no’ can be good for both sides of the discussion. For example, it helps to clearly outline
the boundaries of the discussion, so you know the other person’s perspective on a matter,
and how far they are willing to compromise. It’s also incredibly empowering for you. When
you constantly say ‘yes’ to things you don’t want to do, you ultimately give up your voice
and disempower yourself.
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The acclaimed author Paulo Coelho said:

‘When you say ‘yes’ to others, make sure you are not
saying ‘no’ to yourself.’
Everyone has the right to say what they want and don’t want. That doesn’t mean you say
‘no’ without careful thought. Rather, it is about saying ‘no’ with consideration of others
and compassion for them and yourself. There’s no doubt it can feel hard to say no. In fact,
it’s often easier to say yes.
It’s akin to what marketing experts refer to as a child’s ‘pester power’. When a child
keeps pestering their parents to buy them something, often the parent will give in to the
demands because it’s much easier than dealing with the fall-out from a ‘no’.
As adults it can be the same. We say ‘yes’ to things, often reluctantly, because it’s easier
than explaining why we don’t want to do something, or because we don’t want to hurt
someone’s feelings. When you are faced with this dilemma ask yourself: what’s the right
thing to do for me, others involved, and the organisation (if it’s a business decision)?
If the best course of action is to say ‘no’ use these four steps to help ensure the message is
delivered effectively:
1. Check the real reason for saying ‘no’ and make sure it is legitimate and that you are
not being obstructionist.
2. Stand in your conviction (and power) so you back yourself and why you won’t be
doing something. This means you deliver the message with compassion and resolve,
and you demonstrate your understanding of the other person’s perspective.
3. Be clear on your reason for saying ‘no’ and specific when you tell those involved.
Just saying ‘no’ and nothing else can be interpreted as rude or disinterested. Instead,
express your statement positively and explicitly. For example, ‘I wish I could be
involved. However, I already have the agreed list of projects I need to finalise this
quarter so unfortunately there’s no capacity to take on more.’
4. Be genuine in your response and make sure you are open to hearing the other
person’s point of view. They have the right to express disappointment or discontent
about the fact you have said ‘no’ to something they want. Listen to them and ensure
they feel heard.
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PICK YOUR GIFTS
People who lead liberated, happy and healthy lives know that life is never perfect and
that they too aren’t perfect. They love themselves for their imperfections, but that doesn’t
mean they don’t challenge themselves.
We hear a lot these days about the importance of being kind to yourself and not being
overly critical of your challenges and failings. But are there times when being kind to
yourself isn’t the best approach?
When you are being kind to yourself you are showing self-compassion. This is a term that
has been explored in depth by Kristin Neff. I’m a big fan of her work, and her book Self
Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself is worth reading.
Kristin defines self-compassion as having three core elements :
•
•
•

Self-kindness
A sense of common humanity
Mindfulness

It is important to love ourselves, be caring, kind and understanding, and also to be patient
with ourselves, accepting that we aren’t perfect and things will go wrong. Repeated
cycles of negative self-talk can be incredibly destructive; creating patterns of behaviour
which stop you from progressing and being your best self both personally and
professionally. However, if being kind to yourself means you don’t accept accountability
for your part in what happened, and you don’t seek the learnings for next time, it isn’t
helping you progress.
Instead, you are using kindness as an excuse and a crutch to make you feel better in the
short term, and in a way that won’t help you for the long term.
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A case in point...
A couple of years ago, my husband Craig and I were walking the Milford Track in New
Zealand. It was all going well until Day 3. Day 3 we reached the top of Mackinnon Pass
(and yes that’s the picture of us celebrating at the top). Then it was, both literally and
figuratively, all downhill from there. The main track was closed and we had to use the
emergency track. It was a much harder track and trying to navigate the steep decline
with a 12-kilo pack became arduous for me pretty quickly. I struggled, and then my
mindset went into a very unhelpful place. I was convinced that if I stopped walking that
I’d never get up, and so rather than pacing myself and ensuring I was appropriately
hydrated and energised with food I kept pushing through. It was a bad strategy.
If I was being kind to myself, I could blame the fact that there had been an avalanche
and the main track was shut; that I had a heavy pack; that the path was not well
maintained and very steep; it was the first time I’d done a hike of this length... the list could
go on. But if I was realistic and honest with myself, the fact was I hadn’t done enough
training for the walk. I wasn’t prepared for the unexpected, and my ideal pack should
have been 3 - 4 kilos lighter. In short, I needed to have put more effort into being prepared
and I should have practised.
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I contrast the Milford hike with later hikes we did in Western Australia’s Kimberley region,
which were done in blistering heat. That time, I breezed through because I had practiced,
was considerably fitter and made sure I stayed hydrated and nourished. I was ready both mentally and physically.
Whilst being kind to yourself is an important concept, it’s also not helpful if it’s used as an
excuse for a lack of preparation and focus.
Importantly, we need to ensure that being kind to ourselves doesn’t enable us to be
unkind to others. That happens when we deflect accountability and blame others about a
situation to make ourselves feel better.
Next time, when you are faced with a situation that has arisen where things haven’t
turned out as you had hoped;
Ask yourself:



How do I feel about the outcome?



How much of the outcome was in my control?



How much of it is due to a lack of preparation?



How could the outcome have shifted if I’d put more thought and
energy into the planning?



What could I have done differently?



What will I do differently next time?

As the legendary tennis player, Billy Jean King said:

‘Champions keep playing until they get it right.’
In doing this, they know how to look after themselves and to give themselves gifts that
help to inspire them to new levels of performance.
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So as the final list of suggestions for you to consider, here are ten suggestions of gifts you
can give yourself (because doesn’t everyone love a gift!!):

Gift of learning: Enrol in a free or low-cost online course such as those offered via
Cousera or Edx. Buy a book on a topic that you know nothing about. Book in for a course
that will take your leadership and personal development to the next level.
Gift of time: Set aside some ‘me’ time. This is time that is devoted to something that you
want to do. Preferably it is also time when you are by yourself.
Gift of courage: Pushing yourself outside your comfort zone is the first step in growing.
Try new things and explore the boundaries to see what you are capable of achieving.
Gift of tranquility: You need space to hear yourself think and to ponder. As the saying
goes: ‘Reflection causes learning’. Reflection is critical if you want to understand yourself
and what drives your behaviour and decisions.
Gift of patience: This is a gift for yourself and others. We all make mistakes. The difference
is what you do with them, and the learnings you take away. Have the patience to
understand your mistakes and the patience to apply a different approach next time.
Gift of adventure: Life is an adventure and it’s your choice as to what you do with it. Take
an interest in exploring new ideas. Meet new people. Go to new places. Break the cycle
of the familiar and seek what is different.
Gift of curiosity: There is so much to learn and understand. Be curious about what you
don’t know and be interested in finding out what you can learn. Take the time to think
about these new learnings and what they could mean for how you live your life.
Gift of friendship: Connections and friendships are crucial for a happy and fulfilled life.
Reach out to people and extend the hand of friendship. Seek friendships beyond your
usual circle to help broaden your perspective and challenge your assumptions.
Gift of gratitude: We all have things we can be grateful for. It can be simple: the sun is
shining or I had a great cup of coffee. Being grateful is a key ingredient for a fulfilled life.
Gift of service: Doing things for other people makes you feel good. Acting in service of
others is not a chore, but a gift that you can offer every day to those around you.
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WHAT’S NEXT?
Life is a series of choices. When you are equipped with the capability, courage and
conviction it becomes easier to make the powerful and wise choices that best set you on
your path to fulfillment, happiness or whatever you define ‘success’ to be.
It can be hard to go it alone, and the good news is you don’t need to.
If you want to find your edge and to step forward and up with your career and life then
you need to devote time, energy and resources to this venture.
There are a number of options you can explore.
Tailored Support
Michelle is an accredited coach and mentor, who has helped countless individuals and
teams reach peak performance and career and life success.
Whether you want to refine your approach, shift your thinking, change careers,
accelerate your progress, uncover hidden goals or elevate your ability to connect, inspire
and achieve Michelle can help you secure these outcomes.
There are a range of mentoring packages available to suit your needs:
•
•
•

Activator - for people who are looking for short term career advice and support
Accelerator - for people who are looking for more comprehensive support and advice
to advance their career and life
Accelerator Plus - for people who are looking for exponential career and life success

For further details and to work with Michelle, please email: support@michellegibbings.com
and an information pack will be sent to you.
Programs
Michelle offers a range of leadership and development programs. You’ll find details online
(www.michellegibbings.com).
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MICHELLE GIBBINGS
Michelle is the workplace expert. Comfortable with getting uncomfortable, she’s at the
forefront of creating workplace success by helping people to embrace the unknown and
fall in love with change.
Her key to cultivating thriving environments is working with people through three lenses:
as an individual, a leader, and in their wider role (and influence) within their organisation.
Tapping into each of these facets, she brings self-awareness to the forefront, empowering
people to work with those around them in a way that is productive, healthy and happy.
In a time of unprecedented change, organisations need leaders at every level,
inspiring progress by harnessing the energy and capability of its people. No matter the
organisational system, Michelle works to equip you with a practical toolkit so you are able
to take the pragmatic and purposeful steps needed to identify, harness and leverage
unseen opportunities.
Speaking internationally about better ways to lead, Michelle is in high demand as an
innovative keynote speaker, advisor and executive mentor of choice, with her best-selling
books a must-have for employees and managers alike - ‘Step Up: How to Build Your
Influence at Work’, ‘Career Leap: How to Reinvent and Liberate your Career’, and most
recently ‘Bad Boss: What to do if you work for one, manage one, or are one’.
From her penmanship to her captivating keynotes, Michelle’s relentless pursuit to
empower people is palpable. She is on a mission to change workplaces for the better –
helping people to step ahead, step up and leap into their brilliant future.
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CONTACT DETAILS
Want to know more? Interested in working with Michelle in a team
setting or one-on-one? We’d love to hear from you.
E: support@michellegibbings.com
W: michellegibbings.com

Michelle Gibbings is the Workplace Expert
In a time of unprecedented change, Michelle is bringing back the happy to workplace culture by getting people
comfortable with embracing the unknown. Working globally, she empowers the leaders of tomorrow with practical
tools to thrive through complexity, unlock greater self-awareness, and make powerful, wise and congruent choices.
Choices that better serve their colleagues, organisation and career.
Speaking internationally, passionately and prominently about better ways to lead, Michelle is in high demand as an
innovative keynote speaker, advisor and executive mentor of choice, working with leading corporations and largescale
organisations.
As an author, Michelle focusses the spotlight on the shifting paradigms of work and employment. Her best-selling
books are must-have tools for both employees and managers - ‘Step Up: How to Build Your Influence at Work’,
‘Career Leap: How to Reinvent and Liberate your Career’, and most recently ‘Bad Boss: What to do if you work for
one, manage one, or are one’.
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