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INTRODUCTION 
 
April 2014 
	
  
	
  

ometimes it’s hard to recognize the person you used to be. For example, before I 
decided to shave my head, I had hair. Before that, I had a lot of hair—so much, in fact, 
that kids in high school would tease me about it. “Amiel,” one clever fellow would say 

before Physics class, “how many showers did you have to take yesterday to wash all that 
hair?” Ouch—that one still stings. But here’s the thing. If you show people who know me 
today a photo of that thick-haired kid, they won’t believe it’s me. In fact, I don’t believe it’s 
me. The guy with all the hair and the guy with a shaved head are different people. Isn’t it 
obvious? 
 
Changing on the inside operates the same way. Even if your DNA is identical and your body 
shape remains similar, the way you make sense of your experience can shift dramatically. 
Things that used to provoke outbursts of rage become minor nuisances. Meanwhile, people, 
ideas, and conversations that before were completely foreign to you can move to the center 
of your life. So, when you look back and compare who you were then to the person you are 
today, you may feel confused. Was that really me—or wasn’t it? Have I really changed—or 
haven’t I? And if I have changed, what makes me think that this is the final destination? 
What would it be like to develop myself further, and how can I raise the odds of that 
happening?  
 
These questions are deeply human. They are also profoundly about leadership. In fact, I got 
into the business of developing leaders shortly after discovering that, contrary to rumor, 
leaders are human beings. They are complex. They live in a world of conversations, 
relationships, and emotion. And they grow and develop, sometimes through luck and 
accident, but frequently as a result of conscious intent and deliberate practice. 
 
This collection explores how leaders develop, what can get in the way, and who you could 
become if you practiced speaking, listening, and thinking in new ways. It is comprised of 
columns I wrote between 2003 and 2012 for my newsletter How We Lead. The writings span 
a decade of time in which my life—and the world—changed in profound ways.  
 
The e-book begins with a personal story of how a 30-something consultant came to see 
sustainability and clean energy as part of his life mission (Waking Up the World). It ends with a 
prescription for having better conversations with people who see things very differently 
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from you (My Assessment, Your Assessment). In between I offer tips and insights about how to 
more skillfully lead, learn, and live. 
 
If you’ve come across my writing before, you know that it is biased toward actionable 
insights. Not vague descriptions of competencies, but specific actions you can take with your 
words, body, and mind. How do we know that something is actionable? It has to pass the 
“videotape test.” This phrase came to me one day while conducting a stakeholder interview 
about an executive I was coaching. When I asked the interviewee, a colleague of my client, to 
assess my client’s strengths and weaknesses, he gave me two lists of adjectives. They 
sounded impressive but provided very little that would be helpful to my client. So I said, 
“Please provide a detailed example. What I’m looking for is something so specific that if I 
were following him around with a camcorder (this was before iPhones and iPads), I could 
capture it on film.” To my surprise, the person responded by giving a detailed description of 
an interaction he had had with my client. It was real, and it was actionable. The interviewee 
passed the videotape test.  
 
This e-book scores pretty well on that test. A few columns fall short, but most pass with 
flying colors. To paraphrase a famous saying, the actionable is where it’s at. I argue that to 
get better at leadership, you need to practice certain skills thousands of times (Practicing 
Leadership: The Rule of 300/3000); show how authenticity is a valuable quality that nonetheless 
can interfere with improving your leadership skills (Practice, Fakers, and the Sincerity Police); and 
reveal how understanding what makes you tick on the inside can help you perform better on 
the outside (Odes to Two Leaders). You’ll also find a passionate inquiry into what ultimately 
drives all of us (Leaders Want to be Loved. What’s So Wrong With That?) and a specific set of 
moves to make when you’re angry (Leading When You’re Ticked Off). The collection also 
encompasses the following themes: 
 

• Most leadership skills involve conversations, both those we have with others and 
those we have with ourselves. 

• Cynicism makes it harder to grow. Love makes it easier.  
• Emotional intelligence isn’t a side dish you can dabble in when it strikes your fancy.  
• Organizations work better when leaders treat people not only as human beings, but 

as adults with legitimate concerns and commitments.  
• It’s never too early—or late—to start calling BS on yourself. Not to shame 

yourself, but as a reminder that you have only begun to scratch your full potential. 
 
I hope you find this useful and provocative. Enjoy! 
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WAKING UP  
THE WORLD 
 
First published March 2003 
 
 

y inside, listen to me, the greatest spirit, 
the Teacher, is near, 
wake up, wake up! 

 
Run to his feet – 
he is standing close to your head right now. 
 
You have slept for millions and millions of years. 
 
Why not wake up this morning? 
 
- Kabir 
 
Almost thirty-three years on the planet, and I am still learning to wake up. Some days are 
easier than others. Sunlight through the window helps: each ray provides a reminder that 
nature supports us for free. So I leave the shades up at night. Yet nothing substitutes for a 
reason for being, an answer to the question: what makes getting out of bed preferable to 
staying in? 
 
Four years ago I had an unusual dream. It resembled a life-long recurring dream, but with 
one crucial difference. In my recurring dream, I fly a thousand feet above the earth to escape 
a violent gang of criminals wielding daggers and intent on my destruction. Once floating in 
the air, I am free from harm. In the new version of the dream, I am flying, but for a different 
purpose. This time, I soar above the sea in search of pending danger, not only to myself, but 
also to my ship and the hundred sailors it holds. Scouting miles ahead, I discover a giant tidal 
wave heading with great force toward the ship. I speed back to alert my comrades. “Our 
world is at grave risk,” I warn them, “but we may still have time to do something about it.” 
 
At the time of this dream, I was immersed in two books forecasting the potential for global 
environmental collapse caused by human action. This was a topic to which I had previously 
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given little thought. Because of this reading, as soon as I woke up, I knew what the dream 
meant. First, my life had a purpose, and it had something to do with alerting people and 
companies about their impact on the natural environment and its repercussions for future 
generations. Second, the time had come in my life to embody a new form of freedom: not 
freedom from (criminals, pain, inconvenience) but freedom to (serve, lead, contribute, heal). 
 
About six months later, I read Sex, Ecology, Spirituality by Ken Wilber. This 800-page 
masterpiece shook my assumptions to the core. The heart of the book is a walk through of 
human evolution seen from the perspective of not only biology, but also the development of 
the human mind and spirit. Each stage of evolution, Wilber writes, brings both new 
possibilities (e.g. advanced farming techniques and modern technology) and new horrors 
(e.g. slavery and the Holocaust). The task of humankind now is to embrace the new forms of 
science and economy without dissociating their evolutionary antecedents: our bodies and the 
biosphere. By the end of the book, I was convinced that preserving and restoring the natural 
environment – keeping the planet safe for humans and other living beings – could not 
happen without personal transformation. Furthermore, I saw that personal transformation 
comes about not through reading and trying to form new beliefs (my strategy at the time) 
but through integral practices: daily routines intended to develop our bodies, minds, and 
spirit and cultivate our connections to others and nature. 
 
The day after finishing Sex, Ecology, Spirituality, I purchased a book Wilber recommended 
called The Life We Are Given. This wonderful creation of Mike Murphy and George Leonard 
gave me a way to put Wilber’s theories into practice. I began a program they call “integral 
transformative practice” that centers on a daily 40-minute regimen of yoga, tai chi, deep 
relaxation and silent meditation. Fortunately, I began this practice immediately and did not 
have a chance to tell myself that I was a good Midwestern boy who did not engage in 
weird stuff like yoga and meditation. In a sense, the practice became part of me before I had 
a chance to push it away. 
 
Of course, I did struggle, particularly for the first two months. Each morning when I awoke, 
my body wanted to follow its usual routine of shower/dress/breakfast. It abhorred the 
notion of moving in strange ways for 30 minutes and then sitting totally still for 10 minutes. 
And to repeat the same thing I had done the previous morning struck me as the height of 
idiocy. Yet inside me a voice bellowed, “If you want to make a difference in the world, 
nothing is more important than these 40 minutes. Nothing is more important.” So, to my 
great surprise, I managed to do this practice an average of six times a week for the next nine 
months. 
 
Before the year had ended, I moved from Michigan to San Francisco and signed up for a 
course in integral coaching offered by a company called New Ventures West (where I now 
work full-time). The course, grounded in Wilber’s theory yet infinitely more practical, took 
the Murphy and Leonard regimen a step further. In addition to supporting me in my own 
development, it helped me build competence in developing others. I learned to listen deeply 
for how others interpret their experiences and where they hold these interpretations in their 
language and bodies. I discovered the value of offering them new language and designing 
practices to integrate this language into their bodies and everyday lives. And, perhaps most 
importantly, I began to get in touch with my own unique form of suffering – and that of 
others. 
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For a while after finishing the course, I thought that this was what mattered most to me: 
relieving individuals’ suffering. And, in some sense, it is. Yet I know from my dream and the 
deep stirrings within me that coaching individual people, however powerfully, is only part of 
my deepest life commitment. As important as it is to guide others to competence and 
fulfillment in their organizations, it also matters which people and which organizations. 
 
At this point, I could easily fall back into the language of complaint, describing how what I 
intend to have happen has not yet happened. But that would be rather silly, don’t you think? 
Not to mention ineffective. Instead, it is time to do what I have yet to do in such a forum: 
go public with my commitments. Thus:  
 
I am committed to offering top notch coaching to leading edge heretics, people who, in the 
words of Art Kleiner, “see a truth that goes against the conventional wisdom of their 
organization and remain loyal both to the truth and to the organization.” The truth I am 
committed to supporting is the possibility of harnessing the power of business, government 
and non-governmental organizations to restore the biosphere. Not to create a utopia (as if 
that were possible) but to help flawed human beings experience less suffering in their own 
lives and leave a planet that is inhabitable by future generations.  
 
I am committed to personally supporting renewable energy, clean technology, and industrial 
processes that convert waste into food. 
 
I am committed to writing this column and sharing it with people who find value in it. 
 
I am committed to honoring my friends and family with the love and respect they deserve. 
 
I am committed to simultaneously creating a home and serving as a voice for strangers. 
 
I am committed to feeling sad when I am sad, angry when I am angry, and joyful when I am 
experiencing joy. 
 
I am committed to performing acts whose impact will become apparent only after I die. 
 
I am committed to making statements like these during ordinary conversation. 
 
 
Last but not least, I am committed to writing poems, beginning here: 
 
 
I am your coach 
And you are mine 
For we both sleep 
Through the shouts and the heartache 
 
Who will rise first 
To shake the other 
Into Now? 
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Who will cry 
“Open your eyes”? 
 
Open your eyes! 
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SHINING THROUGH 
CYNICISM 
 
First published August 2004 
 
 

cynic, it is said, is an idealist who has experienced one too many crushing 
disappointments. After all, who among us has not at some point placed our trust in a 
person, organization, or idea and then experienced betrayal when reality fell short of 

the promise?  Situations like these rattle the ground upon which we walk.  
 
A dozen years ago, when first encountering such thoughts, I reconciled myself to the notion 
that cynicism is an inevitable end state of the human condition. We can barricade ourselves 
from it—some of us longer than others—but eventually it will break through. And once it 
does, it will hold dominion over us until the day we die. 
 
I’m no longer so sure. Another decade of living and observing leads me to question whether 
this view is either valid or helpful. While witnessing many challenging events in others’ lives 
and my own, I have learned that pain does not always produce cynicism. Other responses 
are possible and—under the proper conditions—likely. Clients laid off from their jobs in 
disrespectful, even cruel, ways have turned these “hits” into “gifts” by rediscovering 
resilience and forgiveness within and networks of support all around. While feeling the pain 
(genuinely, in their bodies), they have also discovered reason to hope. In my own life, I have 
found that the experience of bouncing back from disappointment feeds into my body at 
least as much energy as was depleted by the disappointment. In short, breakdown does not 
need to lead to cynicism. It can lead to breakthrough. 
 
This point may seem obvious, yet it cuts against the grain of most of the leadership 
literature. Sure, there are countless stories of leaders acting courageously in challenging 
circumstances, but rarely do we get a glimpse of what I find most interesting and important: 
how these people experience and respond to the emotions that show up: the anger, sadness, 
fear, shame, and self-doubt. Most books, and most seminars, leave these out. There are 
exceptions, like Daniel Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence or Deborah Tannen’s 
studies of language and communication, but they are rare. For the most part, we are far more 
likely to study the path to heaven than the road out of hell. 
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This would be fine except that most people I know, including the happy and successful ones, 
spend more than half of their time in hell or something resembling it. (If you had an 
instrument to record their emotions every minute throughout the day, you’d find far more 
evidence of frustration and fear than joy and serenity). When they turn to books and 
teachers for guidance in getting out of hell, they receive instead maps to heaven. This is 
about as helpful as asking to see a doctor for stomach pain and being given a recipe for a 
banana split. The pain gets worse, and it becomes hard to imagine things getting better. The 
result: pain becomes cynicism. 
 
I have mixed feelings about the phenomenon just described. I feel anger that so few people 
in organizations receive adequate support for dealing with life’s challenges. I feel sadness 
that so few leaders and mentors understand the human and business value of such support, 
much less how to skillfully provide it themselves. And, more than anything, I feel grateful 
for the gift of being a coach: the opportunity to be invited into others’ lives and be present 
with them while they makes sense of what is happening around them and within them. This 
is a very special space to be. 
 
Every time we face the pain of our lives without either dismissing it or getting submerged in 
it, hope is born. Every time we do this for others, hope is born and mutual trust grows. 
What are the conditions needed for this to occur? Four things come to mind: 
 

• Getting in touch with the myriad of emotions we feel and understanding what 
possibilities each emotion opens and closes. 

• Appreciating that a healthy, grounded, relaxed, and centered body is crucial to our 
leadership, and taking on regular practices that support this. 

• Connecting with people whose presence, words, and listening nourish us. 
• Choosing to spend time in physical and natural surroundings that enhance life, 

beauty, vibrancy, and serenity. 
 
Of course, we cannot simply will or dream these conditions into being. They come about 
through assessing what is missing, declaring what is important, and having the conversations 
with others needed to bring this about. Together, these actions create the conditions for 
responding to life in new ways. Of course, they themselves don’t just happen on their own. 
They come from somewhere. They arise from something. What is it? 
 
The exploration of this question is a spiritual act. For at the ground of all being and action is, 
what, atoms? Quarks? Light? Consciousness? 
 
At this moment, as the afternoon sun penetrates through the thin ocean fog, I am casting a 
vote for light. 
 
The great Sufi master, Hafiz, likely would agree. 
 
It Felt Love 
 
How 
Did the rose 
Ever open its heart 
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And give to this world 
All its 
Beauty 
 
It felt the encouragement of light 
Against its 
Being 
 
Otherwise, 
We all remain 
 
Too 
 
Frightened 
 
- Hafiz 
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LEADING WHEN  
YOU'RE TICKED OFF 
 
First published November 2007  
 

etting ticked off at someone else is a great opportunity to practice leadership. So, 
too, are those times when we realize someone else is peeved at us. Counterintuitive? 
Perhaps. But we all get angry, and it's the tough moments that often distinguish 

good leadership from mediocre leadership. For these moments present us with a choice: 
 

• Take the low-road paths of emotional withdrawal-leading-to-resentment (both well 
traversed by others, habitual to us, and what people expect) OR 

• Take the high-road path of skillful emotional leadership (unfamiliar to us and others 
and therefore a pleasant surprise to all). 

 
What differentiates high-road emotional leadership from low-road emotional leadership? 
  
Three things: our intent, our body language, and our verbal language. 
 

• Intent: Who are we taking care of when we respond in tense moments? Ourselves? 
The other person? Nobody? When leading from the high road, we take care of 
ourselves, the other person, and the relationship. All three. 
 

• Body Language: Each of us has habitual ways of moving our bodies when we are 
ticked off. Some of us cross our arms. Others point fingers or bang fists. Many of us 
show our anger in our faces. By becoming aware of our habitual body language and 
shifting to something new, we can reshape how we feel and how others perceive us. 
(For a fascinating view of how facial muscles reveal emotions across cultures, see 
Paul Ekman's book Emotions Revealed). 
 

• Verbal Language: Few of us are taught the verbal language of high-road leadership, 
and an equally small number has role models to show the way. This makes it both 
challenging and rewarding to learn such language once we are well into adulthood. It 
feels like learning a foreign language. Because of this, I spend a good portion of my 
time with leaders suggesting new words and asking them to practice these words 
with me and with others. 

G 
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The remainder of this article provides examples of verbal language that has proved useful in 
heated moments.  
 
EIGHT LANGUAGE STRATEGIES FOR HIGH-ROAD LEADERSHIP  
 
Before giving examples of skillful emotional language, I'd like to address a concern that 
leaders often express to me. "These new words feel artificial," they say. "How can I say these 
things and still be myself?"  
 
My response to this concern goes like this:  
 

• "If I propose language to you that feels 0 percent authentic—in other words, you like 
neither the words nor the intent behind them—then give that language the boot. 
Otherwise, you'll feel lousy, and others will see you as phony. 

• Any language that feels 100 percent authentic isn't adding any value. It's just more of 
the same. And you'll get the same outcome. I can only assume you are not fully 
satisfied with this outcome, because otherwise you wouldn't be here talking with me. 

• Effective language feels 50 to 75 percent authentic. In other words, it doesn't reflect 
the person you have been in the past, but feels at least partly like the person you are 
becoming. 

• Speaking in new ways makes you a new person—not completely, of course, but 
enough to have an impact on your leadership and your relationships with others." 

 
In this spirit, I offer eight language strategies that characterize high-road emotional 
leadership: The Paraphrase, The Gentle Probe, The Pause, The Three Breaths, The Timeout, 
The Do-Over, The Slow Mo, and Name That Emotion.  
 

1. The Paraphrase. A simple way to avert escalation and promote mutual 
understanding is to repeat back what we have heard—in other words, to paraphrase. 
Let's say Bob has just told me that my report was late. I feel hot under the collar and 
am tempted to defend myself or attack him. Instead, I say, "Bob, let me make sure I 
understand you. What I'm hearing is that you received the report from me after I 
promised it. Is that correct?"  
 
Paraphrasing like this may seem pointless, but it actually accomplishes two things. 
First, it allows me to make sure I am hearing what Bob actually said, rather than what 
I think he said through the distorting filter in my head that is listening for evidence 
of distrust. Second, the very act of paraphrasing helps me connect with Bob at the 
very moment I feel like fighting.  

 
2. The Gentle Probe. Probing means asking the other person to tell us more about 

what happened, what they think, what they feel, etc. Returning to the example of 
Bob, I might say, "Bob, I'm guessing that the late report had a negative impact, and 
I'd like to hear what that was from your perspective. Would you be willing to say?" 
Or, "Bob, it's very important to me to deliver things on time, so I'm curious: was this 
an isolated incident, or are there other examples I should be aware of?"  
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Said with sincerity (at least 50% sincerity!), the gentle probe can quickly shift the 
dynamics of a conversation and relationship. It is so unexpected—one might even 
say, so bizarre—that it may just shift both people out of their habitual patterns.  

 
3. The Pause. Sometimes the difference between escalating and reconnecting is five 

seconds. This is how long it takes to pause, take a breath, and consider an 
appropriate response. When you notice yourself getting upset, try this: 
 

• Acknowledge what's been said: "I'm hearing that [rephrase what the other 
person said]." 

• Declare a pause: "I'd like to take a few moments to digest that." 
• Pause. 
• Choose an appropriate response. 

 
4. The Three Breaths. This one is simple: When you're ticked off, take three deep 

breaths, and then respond. You can combine this with The Pause or any of the other 
strategies.  

 
5. The Timeout. What about those times when a five-second pause or three breaths 

isn't enough? What can you do when you're so hurt or angry that anything you do or 
say will lead to a conversational explosion, harming you, the other person, and the 
relationship? One solution is to call timeout. The steps go like this: 
 

• Declare a timeout. You can say something like this: "I'm realizing that despite 
our best intentions, this conversation isn't going so well. Let's take a timeout 
and come back to this in 30 minutes/tomorrow/next week. Will that work 
for you?" 

• Calmly walk out of the room, step away from the conversation, remove 
yourself from the phone conversation, or otherwise separate yourself from 
the action. Graceful exits are nice, but sometimes a clumsy exit beats hanging 
around until things escalate. 

 
6. The Do-Over. Let's say you suddenly realize in the middle of a conversation that 

you've put your foot in your mouth by saying something that is harmful to respectful 
dialogue. While the first instinct of many of us is to either berate ourselves or ignore 
it, there is another alternative. We can simply acknowledge we've taken a wrong turn 
and adjust our response. For example, right after you've started to criticize someone 
else, you might pause as you catch yourself, take a breath, and say, "Wait—let me 
rephrase that. What I mean to say is that___"  

 
7. The Slow Mo. Another strategy is to slow down the conversation, or at least your 

part of it. This can include: 
 

• Talking more slowly. 
• Pausing more frequently while you are speaking. 
• Letting other people finish speaking. This can be difficult when you are 

triggered, because your first impulse will likely be to put up a shield, fight 
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back, or withdraw. Letting other people finish means continuing to listen 
even when you're upset. 

 
8. Name That Emotion. Most of us have a habit of reacting emotionally without 

knowing which specific emotions are driving this reaction or where they come from. 
In other words, we don't own our emotions. Our emotions own us. The result is that 
we either end up in stupid fights or hold in our anger until it boils over or gradually 
seeps out as constant low-grade irritation. An alternative is to name our emotions to 
ourselves and others. Books like Marshall Rosenberg's Nonviolent Communication detail 
how to do this in different situations. Here are some examples: 
  

• "When you said no to my request, I felt disappointed because I need your 
support." 

• "When you interrupted me in the meeting this morning, I felt hurt because I 
am committed to contributing my ideas." 

 
The basic structure is this: "[Name], when X happened I felt Y because I value/need 
/care about/am committed to Z."  

 
A Recent Example  
 
Two hours ago, our kitten, Bela, bit me on the finger while I was petting her. My first 
instinct was to yell at her or hit her. Instead, I said, "Bela, I just observed you biting me. Is 
this correct? (The Paraphrase) Was it something I said? (The Gentle Probe) Wait, I need a 
moment to really feel that bite (The Pause)." After taking Three Breaths, I realized my finger 
still hurt and I had done nothing to deserve this, so I said, "Bela, I know that both our 
intentions are good, but I don't think this conversation is going so well. Let's take a minute 
here" (The Timeout).  
 
When I came back ten minutes later, I reached out to pet her, only to feel her teeth dig even 
more fiercely into my finger. I started to curse, then caught myself, said, "Let me rephrase 
that" (The Do-Over) and very slowly (The Slow Mo) said, "Bela, when you bite me, I feel 
furious because I value positive relationships, and how can I ever hope to coach people to 
take the high road when I can barely take it with my own kitten?" (Name That Emotion).  
 
Without missing a beat, Bela began to purr, I smiled, and all was well. 
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PRACTICING LEADERSHIP 
THE RULE OF 300/3000 
 
First published January 2008 
 
 

ecently I introduced my coaching clients to a principle I call the Rule of 300/3000. It 
is one of the most important and least discussed principles in leadership development. 
I didn’t invent the concept. I heard about it from Richard Strozzi-Heckler's book 

Leadership Dojo and then coined the expression. Here it is: 
 
The Rule of 300/3000 
 

• If you want to get good at something, you need to practice doing it over and over 
again.  

• To be specific, it takes 300 repetitions to develop a bodily memory of a skill and 
3000 repetitions to fully embody it. 

• Therefore start practicing right now.  
 
Example: learning to drive stick shift. When you first learn to drive a manual transmission 
car, shifting from first to second gear (or from second to third) is incredibly challenging. 
When do you push your left foot down? Can you time it with your right foot? When do you 
move the gear? Does your hand even know which gear is where? Coordinating these 
movements is hard. As a result, initial attempts typically produce a combination of stalls, 
erratic acceleration, and multitudes of disturbing sounds coming from who-knows-where in 
the car. Do you know anyone who skipped this step in learning stick shift? I don't. This is 
why some people give up and switch to an automatic. 
 
Those who persist require roughly 300 repetitions of shifting gears before they can smoothly 
coordinate their feet and hands once they have decided it's time to shift gears. In other 
words, after 300 repetitions, they can perform this task effortlessly once they choose to   
perform it. This is an achievement. Yet an experienced driver doesn't even think about when 
to switch gears. In fact, she typically isn't even aware of which gear she is in at any given 
moment. This is a higher order skill. Getting to this level requires an additional 2700 
repetitions past the point of bodily memory, or 3000 repetitions in total. Hence the Rule of 
300/3000. 

R 
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How does this apply to leadership? Leadership involves a different mix of skills than driving 
a car (yes, even in organizations where everyone is "driving change"). It also calls for higher 
orders of cognitive, relational, and emotional complexity. Yet the equation, I assert, is the 
same. Consider the following examples: 
 

• Publicly thanking direct reports for recent accomplishments. Do this 300 times, and 
you know how to appreciate skillfully once you've decided to do it. Do it 3000 times, 
and it becomes part of who you are. 

 
• Communicating bad news to the CEO rather than filtering it out in favor of good 

news.  After 300 repetitions, you can do this comfortably albeit with effort and 
consternation. After 3000 repetitions, you do it effortlessly. 

 
• Being grounded and centered when problems arise and emotions are high. After 

you've practiced your response to the 300th problem, you know how to ground and 
center your body once you set your mind to it. After the 3000th problem, you do this 
naturally. 

 
• Speaking more succinctly in executive-level meetings. 300 repetitions give you bodily 

memory. After 3000 repetitions, you're a natural.  
 

• Delegating more effectively by making clear and direct requests that include 
timeframes and conditions for satisfaction. It takes 300 requests to do it smoothly. It 
takes 3000 requests to do it without having to think about it.  
 

Leaders I know get energized by the Rule of 300/3000, because it captures two dimensions 
of their experience: 
 

1. It has taken hard work and a lot of practice to get to where they are today in their 
careers. I asked one executive, "So how did you get so good at giving presentations 
to large groups?" Her reply: "Because I did a gazillion of them." At the time, she had 
considered speeches part of her job, something she had anticipated with either dread 
or excitement depending on the situation and her mood. In retrospect, she saw that 
she had been practicing an important skill. 
 

2. Taking their leadership to the next level isn't an overnight process. Even after 
practicing delegation for six months, one executive still gets feedback that his 
requests are not always clear. The Rule of 300/3000 offers an explanation: you've 
only practiced 1423 times. You are exactly where you should be after 1423 
repetitions. Keep it up. This message is comforting—it protects against the inner 
critic—and inspiring—it creates a powerful challenge for the future. 

 
So what are you practicing today? 
 
Great. And how many times did you practice it? 
 
The reason frequency matters is simple math: 
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• If you practice three times a day, you will develop bodily memory in three months 
and embodiment in three years. This is actually quite a solid pace. 

• What if you practice only once a day? Nine months to bodily memory and nine years 
to embodiment.  

• Some leaders think once a week is enough. That's fine, but they'll be practicing for 
six years until they have bodily memory, and it will take nearly sixty years for 
embodiment. 
 

Perhaps this is the real reason why formal executive education—even six-week classes— 
often fails to produce higher-quality leadership: not enough real-world (or even simulated) 
practice opportunities! 
 
This also can explain why the so-called 70/20/10 Rule makes sense to most managers and is 
a wonderful guide for anyone designing leadership development experiences. (The 70/20/10 
Rule says that you get 70 percent of learning from on-the-job experience, 20 percent from 
hanging around mentors and other role models, and 10 percent from classroom training and 
books.) It makes sense because we get better at things we practice on-the-job, consciously, 
and with a genuine intent toward excellence. 
 
Here's what I'm practicing today and my estimate of the practice count: 
 

• Eating six small meals each day that have sufficient protein—6 repetitions. 
• Writing about leadership—175 repetitions. 
• Strengthening my muscles by working out at the gym (today it's legs and abs)—250 

repetitions. 
• Completing 2-minute-or-less tasks in my inbox right away rather than deferring 

them—350 repetitions. 
• Pointing out to my clients specific examples of progress they have made—550 

repetitions. 
• Completing a daily 40-minute practice of stretching, yoga, tai chi and deep relaxation 

to relax, ground and center my body—1800 repetitions. 
• Brushing my teeth—over 25,000 repetitions. 
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PRACTICE, FAKERS, AND 
THE SINCERITY POLICE, 
PART 1 
 
First published February 2008 
 
 

ast month's issue highlighted the importance of practicing leadership every day. We 
looked at the Rule of 300/3000: 300 repetitions produce bodily memory. 3000 
repetitions allow you to fully embody the new skill. This is as true for becoming 

competent at difficult conversations or framing decisions strategically as it is for learning to 
drive a stick shift car. Thus, I advised: start practicing today.  
 
Now, here's the rub: practicing a skill, particularly something new, is frequently 
uncomfortable and sometimes darn painful. A major reason Americans fear public speaking 
more than death is that most of us have little practice at it, and most of the practice we do 
have is as beginners. This is true of so many activities, even those we look forward to with 
excitement. I remember how thrilled I was a decade ago to take classes in swing dancing, 
first in Ann Arbor, then in San Francisco. The energizing music, the elegant moves, and the 
romantic environment-all of it felt hip and fun. It was also a chance to get a taste of an 
earlier era. Yet my actual experience in class was about 85 percent embarrassment at my own 
awkwardness and 15 percent glee when my dance partner and I actually pulled off a move. 
This was on a good day.  
 
I remember this experience when I ask the leaders I coach to try something new. As with 
swing dancing, most shifts in leadership behavior involve both starting something new and 
ending something habitual. Consider, for example, someone who has made a commitment 
to negotiating around interests rather than positions (as described in Getting to Yes and its 
successor books). He not only has to learn to assess his interests, listen for others' interests, 
and speak from a place of win-win. He also has to unlearn his old habits of unconsciously 
identifying with narrow positions, listening for whether or not the other person supports his 
position (and what it will take to persuade them), and speaking from a place of win-lose. 
These habits are neither minor nor new. 
 

L 
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How many negotiations (large or small, at home or work) do you think an average 45-year- 
old has had in his life? Thousands. And how many times do you think he has negotiated 
around interests rather than positions? If he has hired me specifically to focus on this 
competence, the answer is probably at most a couple hundred. Hence, every time he 
practices speaking and listening in a new way, he is working against a formidable history.  
This history is embedded in his language, his posture, and the gestures he makes.  
 
I have two pieces of advice for leaders experiencing discomfort while practicing something 
new: 
 

1. Don't be a Faker. Some leaders say things that they don't believe-even a little. They 
think that new words will produce better results even if their minds, hearts and guts 
are elsewhere.  In common parlance this is known as faking or being a Faker. 
 

2. Accelerate past the Sincerity Police. Here we have the opposite of fakery: leaders 
who refuse to practice, or do it infrequently, because they interpret their 
awkwardness as fakery. Their ability to practice is impeded by critical voices in their 
heads shouting, "If you're not 100 percent sincere, you're a fake" and people around 
them reacting negatively to the incongruence between their words and their body 
language. I call these voices and people the Sincerity Police. 
 

Don't Be a Faker 
 
There are a lot of Fakers in the world, some of them highly successful in their chosen fields. 
The hallmark of a Faker is the ability to consistently speak with complete insincerity in order 
to look good, get ahead, win a battle, or survive a difficult situation. All of us have the 
potential to be fake from time to time and in certain situations. Fakers elevate this to an art 
form (in this case, propagandist art).  
 
It can be amusing to watch Fakers in action because of the utter incongruence between what 
they say and what they believe inside. It's a bit like watching the TV show, The Colbert 
Report, where every word out of Stephen Colbert's mouth is a clever and overblown talking 
point undermined by the contradictory words on the screen showing his actual thoughts. 
 
I also think it's important to have compassion for fakery for two reasons: first, as I've 
pointed out, all of us have the same propensity. Second, people who are this out of harmony 
with themselves are suffering-whether they know it or not. 
 
Still, the wisest advice on this topic is also the simplest: don't be a faker. 
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PRACTICE, FAKERS, AND 
THE SINCERITY POLICE, 
PART 2 
 
First published March 2008 
 
 

racticing leadership is tough. It involves both learning something new and unlearning 
something habitual. Thus many leaders find practicing itself to be uncomfortable if 
not painful.  

 
Last month we explored one upshot of this: Fakery, which is when people say things that are 
completely out of alignment with what they think and feel inside. This led to a simple 
injunction: Don't be a Faker. 
 
This month, we look at a different phenomenon: the Sincerity Police, which you'll recall are 
those critical voices inside and outside of you saying that unless you are 100% sincere, you 
are being fake. These voices are a tremendous barrier to practice and, therefore, to more 
skillful leadership. That's why I advise: 
 
Accelerate past the Sincerity Police 
 
Contrary to popular assumption, I believe that sincerity in communication is not all-or- 
nothing. At any given moment, we can be 100 percent sincere or 0 percent sincere, but these 
are not the only options. Sincerity actually exists along a spectrum. This is because human 
beings are complex. Although we live in the present, we hold within us both the legacy of 
our pasts and unrealized intentions for the future. 
 
Thus, when someone points out that sincerity means believing in what you're saying, it is 
worth asking: which "you" do you mean?" There is the person you have been for the past 
five, ten or thirty years—you know, the one who (for example) keeps a mental list of 
grievances and invents subtle forms of revenge. But this is not the only you. There is also the 
person you aspire to become—the one who forgives and mends. Just because vengeance is 
more comfortable and natural for you today—it truly is who you have been on some level—
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does this make it wrong to forgive and mend? Just because speaking new words feels 
awkward to you and looks forced to others, are you being insincere to try? 
 
Let me put it another way: is it possible to develop into the kind of leader you aspire to be if 
you set the sincerity bar at 100 percent? This is absurd—how can you get good at something 
unless you practice it when you're still a beginner? 
 
Unfortunately, the Sincerity Police don't ask this question. To these voices within and 
outside you, either you believe in your words 100 percent or you're a Faker. There is no 
other alternative. Thus their strict rule: if you want to say something but your heart, mind, 
and body are not in complete congruence, don't say it. 
 
This regulation is as appropriate to practicing leadership as a 25 mile-per-hour speed limit 
would be on an interstate highway. Both keep us from getting to where we want to go. This 
is unfortunate, because it's hard enough practicing something that is uncomfortable. Imagine 
how much harder it is when the Sincerity Police are standing on the side of the road pointing 
a radar gun in your direction.  
 
Purchase a Sincerity Radar Detector 
 
Solution? Get yourself a Sincerity Radar Detector ($49.95 at www.amielhandelsman.com). It 
works like this: anytime you detect the Sincerity Police getting in the way of your practice, it 
gives off a beep. At this point, you can switch routes by saying something different, but I 
recommend speeding up your practice instead. Here's why: the Sincerity Police lack a means 
of enforcement. In fact, when you speed up, do it over and over again, and get good at what 
you're practicing, they end up admiring you. Why? Because you have become the person 
they wanted you to be at the outset. To return to the earlier example, by forgiving others and 
mending relationships over and over again, you have become a forgiving and mending 
leader. 
 
Follow the 50% Sincerity Rule 
 
Here is an even more effective solution: follow the 50% Sincerity Rule. 
 
The 50% Sincerity Rule: Practice new language if you are at least 50% sincere. 
 
How do you know whether you are past this threshold? There are two potential indicators: 
 

1. The leader you are committed to becoming would say this and believe it 100%. 
2. Right now you like what the words mean but feel awkward saying them because you 

haven't said them before and/or they "don't feel like you." 
 
Corollary to the 50% Sincerity Rule: if you are less than 50% sincere, don't say it. 
 
Many of the leaders I work with instinctively recognize when something they intend to say is 
past this threshold-and when it is not. (My coaching practice doesn't attract 24/7 Fakers.) So 
when I suggest new language to practice for the sake of building competence, they either 
agree (with the caveat that "this will feel strange") or tell me that it doesn't seem at all like 
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them. In the latter case, I ask them to discern whether they feel completely fake or just 
uncomfortable--in other words, whether they are past the 50% Sincerity threshold. 
 
There are more Fakers than Sincerity Police 
 
In the real world, there are a thousand times more people who are either faking or 
grudgingly/cynically tolerant of Fakers than there are Sincerity Police. So why so much talk 
here about the Sincerity Police? Because I assume that the readers of this newsletter either 
genuinely want to become better leaders or are helping others toward this end. For all of us, 
the path to excellence and fulfillment is best served by accelerating our practices and steering 
clear of the impediments along the way. 
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FLOW, BOREDOM, 
AND ANXIETY: 
AN INTERVIEW WITH BILL HEFFERMAN OF INTEL  
 
First published April 2008 
 
 

his month we explore a powerful way to create successful organizations and happy 
people: increasing flow. No, not the flow of cash (though that doesn't hurt!), but the 
experience of doing what we do best and loving every second of it. New research 

suggests that when people are in flow in the workplace, they're more engaged, and their 
organizations produce better results. To help me understand flow and what it means for 
leadership, I sat down with Bill Hefferman and chatted over smoked salmon omelets at a 
restaurant in Northwest Portland (Oregon) called Besaw's Cafe. Bill works at Intel 
Corporation, where he is highly sought by managers interested in using a strengths-based 
approach to elevate team performance.  
 
What is flow and why does it matter in the workplace?  
 
Bill Hefferman: Flow is the state of peak performance, a state of concentration so focused 
that it amounts to absolute absorption in an activity. People lose track of space and time. It 
is a time of high productivity, high creativity, and high innovation. Flow occurs when there is 
a great match between a person's strengths and the challenge at hand. Strength equals 
competence combined with passion. There is positive affect, often deep enjoyment that goes 
with it but not necessarily in the moment flow is happening because flow is an emotion-less 
state. You're so engrossed in what you're doing that you don't feel emotion in the midst of 
those flow activities. It's when you step out that you say, "Wow, this is so great!"  
 
When are you in flow?  
 
BH: I'm in flow when I'm presenting to a large group of people on a topic I know well and 
care about, when I think the information I am sharing is of use to the audience, and when 
they are at least neutral to somewhat receptive about the topic.  
 
Another example is when I'm talking with a manager about a team issue and we're trying to 
identify the root cause and opportunity. What I do is try to listen and not jump to 
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conclusions. At some point and pretty quickly, something will shift, things will become clear, 
and I'll say, "I think it's this."  
 
I could do those two activities for most of my job and be happy, provided that they 
increased in complexity and difficulty over time so as to provide a sufficient challenge.  
 
How did you get interested in the concept of flow?  
 
BH: I heard Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi [author of Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience] 
speak as part of a class I took on authentic happiness with Martin Seligman.  
 
Is it fair to assume that most people are not in flow 100 percent of the time?  
 
BH: Safe to assume [smiles]. And there are some classic signs you are not in flow: anxiety 
and boredom. Anxiety is a term associated with a constellation of emotions like frustration 
and overwhelm. Neuroscientifically speaking, it can produce an amygdala hijacking, and 
there is a flooding of negative emotions and stress hormones. On the other end of the 
spectrum is boredom: when your life force is sucked out of you, and you're feeling inert and 
stuck.  
 
What causes boredom?  
 
BH: It happens when your strengths exceed the challenge that you're facing and/or when 
you disengage from the challenge because it's not a challenge that has meaning for you.  
 
Can you give an example of strengths exceeding the challenge?  
 
BH: I've been in situations where there is a lull in the project (and there are all sorts of 
reasons why that happens—bad manager, haven't seeded your pipeline).  
 
How about an example of the other cause of boredom?  
 
BH: When what was once challenging becomes rote. At Intel I used to teach Effective 
Meetings. When I first started seven years ago, it was exciting for me to teach this to a 
roomful of people. I knew the topic well. But after I delivered a bunch of them, it was no 
longer challenging. I heard the same questions again and again. You see, flow occurs when 
you are called to bring the best of who you are to master a challenge. It's that state of 
heightened attention and awareness that produces flow. So when something becomes rote, 
you're not called to bring the best of who you are. You're just bringing your hard wiring. 
You can do this in your sleep—not literally.  
 
Actually some can do these things in their sleep.  
 
BH: It's important to remember these are not necessarily bad things. Boredom is something 
that happens naturally in any challenge you are in. You develop strength that makes 
something that was once challenging mundane. The good thing is that boredom induces us 
to grow because it is an uncomfortable place to be, so we kick ourselves in the butt to seek a 
bigger challenge.  
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What's the upside of anxiety?  
 
BH: Anxiety tells you that you are in a situation where there is an opportunity for high 
growth. If you can catch yourself and self-soothe your amygdala hijack, you can use anxiety 
as a stimulus to rise to the challenge through the use of your core strengths. 
  
Here is the interesting thing about anxiety. There is eustress, which is positive energy-giving 
stress. You’re given a task that causes you to say, "I don't know if I can do that," but it 
evokes a positive state of anticipation. For example, I was asked to give a keynote 
presentation on strengths last spring at the Oregon Women in Intel Network Conference. 
Before that I had only presented on strengths to small intact teams. When they announced 
the topic, within a week, 900 women had signed up. That was anxiety-producing, but it was a 
positive anxiety, and it was aligned with my mission and purpose.  
 
In what contexts are you using this at Intel?  
 
BH: I use flow as part of the business case for working with teams and organizations to 
define their individual members' strengths. It's the How This Works of strengths theory.  
 
How does what we're talking about "change the game" in leadership?  
 
BH: It's at that nexus of strength and need that states of flow are produced. According to 
the Gallup research, this has measurable impacts on productivity, creativity, and customer 
satisfaction.  
 
For every extra hour that an employee is in flow, how much more money does a 
company make?  
 
BH: The Gallup books First Break All the Rules and 12: The Elements of Great Managing have 
numbers for this. [Gallup interviewed 200,000 employees in 8,000 business units within 36 
companies. Employees who strongly agreed that at work they have the opportunity to do 
what they do best everyday were 50% more likely to be in work in business units with lower 
turnover, 38% more likely to work in more productive business units, and 44% more likely 
to work in business units with higher customer satisfaction scores.]  
 
[Having more employees in flow] also boosts employee commitment, engagement, and 
fulfillment, resulting in lower turnover and lower absenteeism. 
 
In your experience, as you think of all the teams and managers you work with, do 
you find that people have more difficulty spelling amygdala or Csikszentmihalyi? 
 
BH: Csikszentmihalyi  
 
Why do you think that is?  
 
BH: Because CSIKSZENTMIHALYI looks like something you'd read on the eye-chart at 
the DMV. 
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LEADERS WANT TO BE 
LOVED. WHAT’S SO 
WRONG WITH THAT?  
 
First published May 2008 
 
 

ver the past year I received similar introductions to five bright executives in 
different organizations. Before each assignment began, I was cautioned, "(S)he's 
very hard-nosed. Doesn't like touchy-feely. We advise you focus on business 

outcomes. No soft stuff."  
 
In each situation, I took this advice with several grains of salt. In fact, you might say I 
ignored it entirely. Sure, the coaching focused on outcomes at each stage of the program. I 
don't know any other way to do it. But it also included the soft stuff—quite a bit of it—and 
the results were universally positive.  
 
In all five instances, I began the first face-to-face meeting by asking these executives to tell 
me (among other things) what gets them out of bed in the morning and what keeps them up 
at night. All of these "hard-nosed" leaders answered the questions and did so in a way that 
felt real to me. I learned about the twists and turns in their careers, their early role models, 
the causes they cherish, the people (and pets) who matter most to them, and the 
disappointments and anxieties that eat away at them.  
 
This set a precedent for all subsequent conversations—and for coaching as a whole. All five 
leaders not only were open to the "soft stuff." They ate it up. Consider these numbers:  
 

• 5 of 5 spoke with passion about why they do what they do. 
• 5 of 5 talked openly about events that nagged at their craw. 
• 5 of 5 told me about broken relationships they were consciously mending. 
• 4 of 5 brought up the ways they were practicing new ways of speaking and listening 

at home and with their families. 
• 3 of 5 regularly did self-observation exercises about what they were feeling and how 

this showed up in their bodies. 
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• 2 of 5 gave me at least one hug. 
• 2 of 5 cried at least twice during our meetings. 
• 0 of 5 told me the conversations were too personal. 
• 0 of 5 indicated a preference to talk about revenues and costs rather than people, 

relationships, and emotions.  
 
What's going on here? How is it that people supposedly averse to the "soft stuff" end up 
accepting it and even yearning for it?  
 
My answer: leaders long to be treated as human beings. They want to be seen and 
appreciated for all of who they are. Not just a box on an organizational chart. Not just 
someone responsible for X dollars or Y number of people. And not even as someone strong 
on these five competencies and weak on those five.  
 
In short, leaders want to be loved. Not just at home. Not just from family and close friends. 
But from the people they spend thousands of hours with every year: their colleagues at work.  
 
For the past fifteen years, I have been learning how to love leaders. It's different from the 
way I love my wife, my 92-year-old grandmother, my parents, and my siblings. It's also 
distinct from how I love my closest friends. Yet, in some ways, it's not so different.  
 
Because—the point bears repeating—leaders are human beings. They are complex. Every 
moment at work (and every moment not at work) they carry with them stories of who they 
have been and who they hope to be. They bring a set of commitments (what they intend to 
bring forth in the world) and immediate concerns (what's in their face right now). And they 
live in bodies that hold these stories, commitments, and concerns.  
 
When do leaders feel loved? When all of these different dimensions of themselves are 
accepted and honored. When they feel safe revealing the things they assume others don't 
want to hear or can't be trusted with knowing.  
 
My intent as a coach is to create a space where leaders can bring together different parts of 
themselves. I feel grateful that this happens as often as it does. Yet part of me also wishes 
that the relationship I have with my clients were not necessary—or at least not unique. 
Wouldn't it be nice if work were a place where we could show up without embarrassment or 
apology as our full, messy, beautiful selves? Wouldn't it be nice if the most successful 
companies, governments, and not-for-profits were known to be successful precisely because 
they offered the conditions for this to occur?  
 
There are two main reasons I coach executives, who comprise only a small portion of all 
organizations. One is that this is where the money is. The second is a hope that my clients 
will so enjoy being seen fully as human beings that they will feel compelled to offer this 
experience to others. Although everyone can do this, executives are uniquely positioned to 
because of their visibility and decision-making span.  
 
Let me close with a poem:  
 
Leaders want to be loved. We all want to be loved. And when you get right down to it, once 
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we feel loved, we realize something else:  
 
We long to love others.  
 
Because that's what makes us happy. That's what makes us fully human. And, research tells 
us, that's what makes our organizations thrive. In short, love is profitable. 
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ODES TO TWO LEADERS 
 
First published June 2008 
	
  
	
  

hese are not technically odes (elaborate three-part lyrical verses), nor do they correspond 
with individual leaders I have coached. But I so enjoy the word "ode" that I had to use 
it. And I feel so honored to know leaders like these that it was only natural to create 

such composite portraits.   
 
ODE TO THE SKEPTIC (WHO WASN'T) 
 
They told you to stop pushing back against decisions, to quit being the Devil's Advocate at 
every meeting. They said they were tired of the doom and gloom, wanted you to lighten up, 
stop furrowing your brow and smile more. Most importantly, they said, it was time for you 
to start offering solutions rather than complaining about problems. 
 
At first, you thought the feedback was a bunch of crap. First, if you didn't point out all the 
obstacles to success, then who would--and then where would the organization be? Second, 
you had a word for what others called doom and gloom: realism. Finally, even if it would 
help the company for you to act differently, why bother trying? After all, people don't ever 
really change. 
 
Then, one day, a colleague-friend pulled you aside after a meeting and said, "You know 
what? I've been sitting here for the past hour watching you, and I've realized something. The 
conventional wisdom on you is backwards. You're not pessimistic. You're just a woman with 
good judgment who doesn't trust it. And you've got perspectives that are essential but you 
have not yet learned to express them in a way others can hear you." 
 
A week later, that same person called you up to remind you of the previous conversation and 
added this: "Do you realize that all this scary stuff coming down the pipe, do you realize that 
you are totally and one hundred percent capable of handling it—and ending up on your feet? 
You're like the lioness who swallowed a pill and thinks she's a sheep." 
 
Huh? This was weird. I'm all for bucking conventional wisdom, you thought, but doing so puts me in a 
strange place. It means trusting my judgment more. What in the world is that?  
 
Perplexed and intrigued, you had a hard time pushing back when your friend reached out to 
you a third time, in this case with a specific suggestion. Your friend encouraged you to start 
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tracking things that had gone well each day and what you had personally done to contribute 
to these outcomes. It felt awkward at first to do this practice, but over time you found that 
you actually liked it. After all, what a kick to prove (to yourself, at least) that you weren't as 
gloomy as everyone believed.  
 
You also started framing your comments differently in meetings. Instead of saying, "The 
problem with that idea is__" you talked about why the topic was important to you, 
acknowledged others’ perspectives (even if inside you still thought they were unrealistic), and 
spoke about "strategies for handling obstacles." 
 
Over the next few months, two odd things happened. First, people started listening more 
closely to you in meetings, occasionally complimenting you on points you had made.  One of 
your "strategies for handling obstacles" ended up having a major impact on one particularly 
large decision. Second, a couple colleagues told you that you seemed more positive and 
asked what had happened in your life. Hearing this worried you because the last thing you 
wanted was to be Pollyannaish, but the whole idea of defying people's expectations so 
pleased you that you simply laughed it off. 
 
With these acts, you became a better leader and a better woman. You became the person you 
already were but didn't know it. 
 
ODE TO "THE PERFECTIONIST" (WHO WASN'T) 
 
They said you were too critical, talked about people behind their backs, and didn't use the 
appropriate channels. They said you had a "holier than thou" attitude, seemed to think you 
were better or smarter than others. They said you seemed irritated, angry, and disruptive of 
the team's morale. And, to top it off, they said you undercut the decisions of senior 
leadership. 
 
The comments hurt. Felt like a slap in the face. All you ever wanted was to be good, to do 
the right thing. Your standards were high, no doubt, and what was so wrong with that? 
 
Then, one day, you realized this was a case of mistaken identity. They've got the wrong guy, you 
thought. And so have I. 
 
There was more to you than others were seeing, more than you were showing the world. I 
don't have to be good. I already am good. So I don't have to do the right thing. I can do the effective thing. 
 
With these insights you took on new practices. You began spending more time with people 
who genuinely admired you and soaked up the positive energy. This put you in a better 
mood for responding to the inevitable criticisms you would receive back at the office. When 
you felt critical thoughts about others, you either kept them to yourself or gave those people 
feedback directly. You began to make a list of things you felt grateful for—and what a list it 
became! You even started to be kinder to yourself, recognizing when your inner critic was on 
the attack.  
 
With these acts, you became a better leader and a better man. You became the person you 
already were but didn't know it. 
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BRUTAL FACTS +  
POSITIVE EMOTION: 
THE LEADERSHIP THIS MOMENT CALLS FOR	
  
 
First published October 2008 
 
 

ately, I've been wondering what kind of leadership this moment in history is calling for. 
It's an obvious question for an executive coach to ask, yet not necessarily easy to stick 
with. So many other questions distract the mind: what's happening in the stock market 

today? Will the bailout do any good? What's going to happen in the next Presidential debate? 
Should I keep all my cash under the pillow or diversify by burying some in the backyard? 
Why is my little toe purple? (Answer: stubbed it). 
 
Another distraction is to talk about what type of leadership we don't need. This is an easy 
conversation to fall into. Give me even one friendly ear, and I can carry on for five or six 
hours about Dick Cheney, the damage he's caused, and my sense that he will end up as one 
of history's great villains. I could also tell you why, even today, we underestimate him at our 
own peril. 
 
But is solving the problem of Dick Cheney—or any other leader you or I don't like—by 
itself going to make a better world? Probably not. In my case, I would be able to fall asleep 
better at night but not necessarily have any greater impetus to get out of bed the next 
morning. That's why criticizing leaders we consider dangerous (or at least lousy) is mostly a 
waste of time and energy. 
 
So, again, the question beckons: what kind of leadership is this moment in history calling 
for? 
 
Half of the answer to this question can be found in the example of David Walker. From 
1998 to 2008 Walker served as Comptroller General of the United States, the government's 
chief auditor. Currently he is President and CEO of the Peter G. Peterson Foundation. For 
the past few years, Walker has been touring the country with a forceful and daunting 
message. It goes like this: the annual deficit our federal government faces now pales in 
comparison with the cumulative fiscal burden we face two to three decades in the future. If 
you add up all of the money the federal government has promised to spend in the coming 
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decades (including both explicit liabilities like debt payments and implicit exposures like 
Social Security and Medicare) and subtract its anticipated revenues, the net is $53 trillion. In 
other words, we are $53 trillion in the hole. For sake of comparison, Walker points out, the 
total household net worth in the U.S. today is $59 trillion.  
 
The fiscal hole of $53 trillion amounts to nearly half a million dollars per household. That's a 
big burden for future generations. In contrast, the federal bailout bill Congress just passed 
equates to several thousand dollars per household. What's behind this gargantuan fiscal 
burden? Primarily the intersection of three trends: the aging of the Baby Boomers, the rising 
cost of health care, and the overall trend of Americans living longer. Medicare and Social 
Security promises together comprise $41 trillion of the $53 trillion.  
 
According to Walker, faster economic growth cannot solve the problem. Reversing Bush's 
tax cuts for the wealthy, ending the occupation of Iraq, and eliminating earmark spending 
together would just scratch the surface. To balance the federal budget in 2040, we will have 
to either cut federal spending by 60 percent or double taxes. That is, Walker points out, 
unless we take substantial action today. No longer employed by the federal government, 
Walker is now free to recommend specific actions, notably major changes in the way we 
approach health care, taxes, and Social Security. 
 
I don't know how pleasant it was to read the last three paragraphs. It was not pleasant to 
write. Yet I chose to share this information for the very reason that Walker is devoting his 
waking life to communicating it to the public: the facts may be brutal, but they're the facts 
we've got. They're real. Indeed, this is precisely the gift of Walker's leadership: presenting the 
brutal facts that nobody wants to hear yet are essential to our future. 
 
Remind you of anyone else in the news the past couple years? How about Al Gore? An 
Inconvenient Truth is 100 minutes of brutal facts about global warming. They're daunting, but 
they're real, and that is why Gore has earned the admiration of millions and was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize. 
 
Now here's a question for you: are brutal facts enough for the leadership this moment calls 
for? Ironically, there's no factual way to answer that question, but there is a simple empirical 
way. How did you feel after reading the three paragraphs above about David Walker? Did 
you feel more or less energized to take action? Similarly, how did you feel after watching An 
Inconvenient Truth? More or less energized to act? 
 
My immediate reactions to hearing Walker speak for the first time and watching Gore's film 
were nearly identical: curiosity followed by an excited and indignant "aha" followed by 
resignation. In both cases, I knew that something was wrong, sensed what needed to be 
done, but literally could not imagine a positive future nor how I might contribute to bringing 
it into being. In short, I grokked the brutal facts, but the brutal facts knocked me down. 
Other people I know have had similar experiences. 
 
If leadership is about mobilizing people into action to create a future we care about, brutal 
facts are necessary but not sufficient.  
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So what's the other half of the leadership this moment calls for? Positive emotion. More 
specifically, the capacity to evoke positive emotion in others even while delivering brutal 
facts. Positive emotions include gratitude, hope, satisfaction, and joy.  
 
Why are positive emotions important? Because we do more stuff and better stuff when we're 
feeling good than when we're feeling crummy. The growth of the fields of positive 
psychology and positive organizational studies are testaments to this. (For a wonderful, 
research-based book on positive emotions, read Authentic Happiness by Martin Seligman, who 
has street cred because his own genetic temperament is more curmudgeon than optimist.) 
Positive emotions free us to do things we care about even when—particularly when—time 
are tough and the obstacles are great.  
 
Let me give you an example. Imagine that you're sitting in an auditorium listening to 
someone talk about the fiscal deficit. Imagine it's David Walker. After providing a brief and 
compelling description of the brutal facts, he says this: 
 

"The scenario I just described, the $53 trillion deficit, is fortunately not set in stone. It's 
not the only future out there. There is another story that is also possible right here, right 
now. It is a story of a generation of Americans making some really hard, important 
choices for the sake of their children and grandchildren. It's a story of my friend, Sheila, 
55 years old, who decided to support a change in Medicare and Social Security so her 
three grandkids could live a high quality life. Yes, it was a sacrifice, but it's one she was 
not only willing, but also actually grateful to make." 
 
"You know what I mean by grateful? It's when you have that wonderful warm feeling in 
the chest because you have had an opportunity to do something positive for someone 
you love. What a great feeling that is. Now, this is the story of Sheila. This is also the 
story of a generation of people who realized that they already knew what they needed to 
learn, and their job, their opportunity, was to apply it in a different context. They already 
knew how to sacrifice for the next generation, knew that this was the highest and most 
rewarding form of love. They knew this because they did it every day in their family, 
every day in their personal lives, for literally decades. The shift they made was to realize 
that this act of generosity, this expression of love for generations to come, was also 
possible in their public lives, in their lives as citizens. They realized that government was 
not some force out there, but something that together they could harness to leave their 
grandkids better off." 
 
"And here's the most amazing part of the story: those grandkids, the ones who otherwise 
would've been faced with a massive deficit, could look back in the year 2035 and think, 
'What an amazing thing they did for us! It took them a while to get started but once they 
did, wow, what a turnaround. What a sacrifice. What a gift. What courage.'" 
 
"This, my friends, is a story that hasn't happened yet, because, well, because it's not yet 
2035. I have to say, and you can tell by looking at my face that I mean it, it's a story I 
love to tell, because I get to play a central part in it. As a hero. And so do you. Because in 
the end we're all in it together, aren't we?" 
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This is one example of evoking positive emotion in the midst of a challenging issue filled 
with brutal facts. How do you feel having read it? More or less energized to take action? 
 
I hope you feel more energized. I sure feel more energized, and that's just from spending 20 
minutes typing a bunch of words in the hope of making a point.  
 
So here's the formula I am proposing: 
 
Brutal facts + Positive emotion = The leadership this moment calls for 
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hat's the one thing you can do today...and tomorrow...and the day after that...to be 
a better leader? 
 

There may be no more important question to ask. 
 
And it's not as simple as it sounds. I'm asking you to identify the one action that, if practiced 
every day, will have the largest impact on your capacity to make a positive difference in the 
world through people. Yes, we're talking about leverage, and of a very particular kind: 
leverage through practice.  
 
We don't talk a lot about practice in organizations. Sure, we use the term "best practices," 
but not in the same sense as we practice sports or the performing arts. So let me define the 
word "practice"—more specifically, deliberate practice—with some help from Geoff Colvin, 
author of Talent is Overrated. A deliberate practice is one with the following attributes: 
 

a) It is designed specifically to improve performance. Note the word design. This is not 
something we just fall into. It's something we—or someone else—design to improve 
sharply defined elements of performance. 

b) It can be repeated at high volume.   
c) We receive continuous feedback from a teacher or coach. 
d) It requires intense focus and concentration. 
e) It may not always be fun. 

 
OK, now that we have a definition, does this sound like anything you have in your life 
today? 
 
Maybe a sport like golf or tennis. Perhaps a hobby like woodworking, painting or writing. 
 
Great. Now how about something in your role as a leader? 
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If so, send me a note because I'd love to hear about it. 
 
If not, I want to assure you that my intent in asking this is not to club you over the head 
with my metaphorical bat: Practicing is really, really good, so not practicing is really, really bad. 
 
That's not the point, nor is it true or helpful. Instead, what I'm doing is inviting you to share 
my amazement at the situation. Everyone wants better leaders. We invest tons of money and 
time in developing them. Yet rarely do we employ the very thing that consistently produces 
excellence in other domains of life. 
 
And if we do, we do it partially. We practice listening to understand rather than to prepare 
our rebuttal, but we do this only on the third Tuesday of the month. Or we practice using 
stories to invite people into a new future but never get feedback from a competent teacher 
or coach on our presence or delivery. And so on. 
 
I'd love to provide quantitative data to back up my point ("only 8.7% of leaders have a 
deliberate practice they repeat at high volume with feedback"), but I haven't seen any. Have 
you? I imagine not, and here's why: few have asked the question.  
 
Most of my clients are up to their heads in data about competencies, strengths, and 
weaknesses (some of it useful as far as it goes). But often I'm the first person they've met in 
25 years on the job who actually asks them to practice something regularly in a focused and 
deliberative manner. 
 
Now for some good news: 
 

• Experience. Many of us know how to practice. It's how we learned sports or music. 
  

• Humility. Performance reviews, feedback from others and a gnawing sense that we 
are not using our potential—these keep us hungry to learn. 
 

• Access. We have access to more wisdom about more domains of practice than any 
generation has had in human history. Once we know what to look for, we can find 
detailed descriptions with photos in an instant. For example, if you want to learn 
how to read emotions from facial expressions, Paul Ekman (author of Emotions 
Revealed) will show you how. 
 

• Guidance. Teachers and coaches abound. Sometimes they're a ways away. 
Sometimes they're right in front of us. 
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THREE STORIES OF 
PRACTICING LEADERSHIP 
 
First published November 2011 
 
 

n the September issue I made the case that leadership excellence grows through deliberate 
practice. In this issue I'd like to ground that assessment with several examples.  
But first, a quick refresher on the attributes of deliberate practice. You will recall that it (a) 

is designed specifically to improve performance, (b) can be repeated at high volume, (c) 
involves continuous feedback from a teacher or coach, (d) requires intense concentration, 
and (e) may not always be fun. 
 
Let me also make a distinction between practices and habits. (Thank you, Dr. D, for the 
reminder to do this). Practices are conscious. Habits are not. If you tend to signal to others 
that you agree with them when inside you don't—and you're not aware you're doing this, at 
least until much later—I would call this a habit. On the other hand, if you are consciously 
speaking up when you see things differently, even when this feels uncomfortable, I would 
call this a practice. All of us go through the day with dozens, if not hundreds, of habits that 
vary in their impact on our leadership. I often ask leaders to observe those habits in order to 
develop more freedom to respond. It's part one of rewiring the brain. Then and only then do 
I ask them to practice something new. With enough repetition, that new practice becomes—
yes, you guessed it—a habit. 
 
If we've designed the practice skillfully, it fosters excellence, meaning, and engagement. For 
example: 
 

1. Drew (a composite of two people) has been a senior manager for twenty years. He is 
known for accomplishing big things, staying positive, and giving polished 
presentations. He works hard and is proud of his feats. However, interviews reveal 
that most people who work with him feel like they don't really know him and 
sometimes wonder about his sincerity. Is this what he really feels or is this just for 
show? This assessment hits Drew hard, but after significant reflection he 
acknowledges that he actually doesn't know what he's feeling most of the time, so 
how could others? After a couple of months of observing his own emotions and 
learning the language of emotion (sadness, fear, irritation, contentment, disgust, 
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delight, etc.), he starts to practice a new way of speaking. To be specific, he starts to 
practice speaking authentically, which includes revealing what he is feeling. It's not 
easy—after all, he is a beginner at this—but over time he gets the hang of it and even 
starts to enjoy it. How do others respond? At first, they're not sure what to think. 
Drew sure is acting strangely. (This is a common reaction when we change, even in 
ways other desire). But when they see this behavior more consistently, they begin to 
appreciate it. I really know where he's coming from. He feels real. As others trust Drew's 
sincerity more, they more readily sign onto his visions and give him their best. 
 

2. Gina (also a composite) is super-smart and a rising leader in a Fortune 100 company. 
Her greatest asset is discernment. She can pinpoint what's missing in a plan or 
strategy and suggest how to improve it. She also takes care of her staff and is widely 
respected for her competence and integrity. Yet, like Drew, she has what I call an 
Achilles Heel: she can be publicly critical of others' ideas and even dismissive of 
them as individuals. This is particularly true with peers, several of whom tell me she 
has an "attitude" and is "hard to work with because you never know what she's going 
to say about you." When hearing this assessment, Gina readily agrees that it sounds 
like her. On a deeper level, we discover that the voice inside her head that can be 
critical of others is actually brutal toward herself. This "inner critic" is part pit bull, 
part sniper, and always on the attack. After observing it in action for a few weeks, 
she takes on two new practices: keeping a list of what she is grateful for that day and 
doing a physical movement that makes her body more flexible. Over time, these 
practices quiet her inner critic and help her accept others' flaws and mistakes. She 
rebuilds two key relationships that were on the rocks and builds a more positive 
public identity in the company.  
 

3. In 1997 Shawn Green (real name, but not someone I've coached) is a talented Major 
League baseball player who is frustrated by being benched. Not only that, but after a 
confrontation with the team's batting coach, he is prohibited him going to the 
batting cage without the coach's supervision—an insulting restriction. Rather than 
sulk in resentment and resignation, Shawn starts a new practice. He finds a batting 
tee and net in a little-used area outside the clubhouse and starts hitting by himself. 
(Batting tees are not how pros practice). He visualizes game situations and pretends 
"I was facing all of the pitchers I was currently being forced to watch from the 
dugout... [and] notice[s] the sound of the ball swishing against the back net." His 
mind quiets and his breathing "becomes rhythmic." He repeats this batting 
meditation every day. In his first at bat after being placed in the lineup, he hits a 
home run against the great pitcher, Greg Maddux. Within a month, his batting 
average has increased by sixty points. At first teammates tease him about traveling 
with a tee but over time they gain respect for this unorthodox practice. In the 
coming years, he adds other deliberate practices like improving his stride by 
"imagining with my foot and shoulder" and anticipating pitches by carefully watching 
individual pitchers and keeping a journal of their patterns. The result? A fifteen-year 
career with a lifetime .280 batting average and over 300 home runs, including four 
homers in a single game (a record). For more, see his wonderful book The Way of 
Baseball: Finding Stillness at 95 MPH. 
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A few lessons from these stories: 
 

• Sometimes the practices that evoke excellence are unusual and at first 
uncomfortable.  

• Others may have judgments about the practices. So may we. 
• A good set of practices draws upon the body, heart, and mind. 
• When the practices are well-designed, the results speak for themselves. Judgment 

morphs into respect. 
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HOW TO IDIOT-PROOF 
EXCELLENCE 
 
First published January 2012 
 
 

t's now been thirty years since Peters and Waterman published In Search of Excellence. As 
Art Kleiner, Editor of strategy + business, has pointed out, this book brought into the 
mainstream the notion that building a successful company requires more than simply 

managing the numbers. Since then, hundreds of books and articles have examined the topic 
of excellence in organizations and individuals. This month, I present my modest 
contribution to that conversation: how do we idiot-proof excellence? 
 
Idiot-proofing means designing something so that even a person of low intelligence would 
use it properly. In my experience, there are few bona fide idiots in the world. In fact, if you 
subscribe to Howard Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences, everyone is smart at 
something. Thus, calling anyone "stupid" or an "idiot" is, well, stupid. 
 
Yet I would also assert that there is an idiot within each of us. To be specific, the 
magnificent human brain contains a part that acts more like a reptile than a homo sapiens. It 
responds to external events by fighting, fleeing, or freezing. This "survival brain" is very 
effective at protecting us from genuine harm, yet it also gets activated when no true physical 
harm is present. The result: a variety of wonderfully mischievous behaviors.  
 
The rub is that this idiot within us can interfere with the full expression of our natural gifts 
and talents. It can trip us up. Thus it pays to ask: how do we idiot-proof excellence? Here are 
five ideas: 
 

1. Get eight hours of sleep. Research and anecdotal evidence suggests that sleep 
enhances focus, clarity of thinking, resilience, and just about every other cognitive, 
emotional, and physical skill that makes a difference. Conversely, cumulative sleep 
deficit is like giving the idiot within us a promotion and pay raise. 
 

2. Eat multiple lean protein, slow carb, healthy fat meals throughout the day. I've 
been talking about this a lot lately with the people I coach. The reason: it's hard to 
maintain excellence throughout a day when we are on a sugar roller-coaster, feel 
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bloated, or are cranky from cravings or deprivation diets. Personally, I was loyal to 
the much-heralded "low-fat diet" long after research showed it to be 
counterproductive. (Low-fat has often meant high-sugar, and some fats, like Omega-
3s, are good for us.) For more on this topic, check out Jonny Bowden's excellent and 
easy-to-read book 150 Ways to Boost Energy. 
 

3. Sort your stuff and set it in order. During a two-year stint applying lean thinking 
(the Toyota Production System) to a non-manufacturing environment, I learned the 
business value of (a) sorting stuff you really need from stuff you don't, (b) getting rid 
of the unnecessary and, (c) setting the necessary in order so you can find it quickly 
when you need it. Looked in your file cabinet recently? How much of what's in there 
do you actually need? How long does it take you to find electronic files you need? 
Search time is wasted time, and it gives the idiot within each of us a performance 
bonus. The key principle of "set in order" is "a place for everything, and everything 
in its place." 
 

4. Say "thank you." Say "I'm sorry." These simple declarations go a long way 
toward strengthening positive relationships and rebuilding fractured relationships. 
Why does this qualify as idiot-proofing? Because, as the Chilean biologist Huberto 
Maturana has said, love is the only emotion that amplifies intelligence. Both of these 
declarations increase love. Conversely, have you ever observed the dumb things we 
all say when guilt and resentment are present in a conversation (when both you and I 
know but never say that things aren’t so great between us)? Unmended relationships 
give the idiot within each of us a spacious corner office. A sincere apology backed by 
consistently respectful actions can go a long way toward reversing this. 
 

5. Clear your mind. Since I started coaching leaders almost thirteen years ago, I've 
encouraged them to use yoga, meditation, interval cardio training, massage, and other 
practices to bring greater clarity to their minds and calm to their bodies. Many are 
skeptical at first, but a remarkably high percentage later thanks me for pushing them 
into this unfamiliar terrain. More recently, I've started encouraging people to take a 
look at Getting Things Done, David Allen's approach to stress-free productivity. The 
basic idea is to get action items out of your head and into a trusted system of follow-
up—and then use it. The combination of a mindfulness practice and Getting Things 
Done works magic in demoting the inner idiot back to its rightful place. 
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REAL-TIME FEEDBACK 
FOR BUSY LEADERS 
 
First published February 2012 
 
 

arning: this issue contains ideas that may be hazardous to your leadership blind spots. 
 
According to leadership research, 70 percent of what we learn comes from on-the-

job experience. People who elevate their leadership capacity do so by taking on challenging 
assignments that teach them the lessons they need to learn to guide their organizations into 
the future. And they learn—really learn—from those experiences.  
 
How an individual best learns depends on many factors, but one practice that works well 
across the board is receiving specific, requested, ongoing, and real-time feedback from a rich 
variety of competent observers. Such feedback allows leaders to see things they cannot see 
on their own, expand their perspective, gauge their progress in better leveraging their 
strengths and improving on their "Achilles Heel" weakness, and enroll others as allies. Let's 
break these words down: 
 

• Specific. This means describing visibly observable behaviors. "You raised your voice 
and clenched your fists" is specific. "You got angry" is not. Such visible behaviors 
can include a person's words, body language, facial expression, tone of voice, etc. We 
can also distinguish "specific" feedback by its relevance to the particular areas a 
leader is focusing on developing. If someone is deliberately practicing how he 
explains the rationale behind decisions, getting feedback about this would be more 
useful than, say, feedback about how much he thanks people for their efforts. 
 

• Requested. Most of us feel more comfortable giving our perspective when someone 
has asked for it and when we are confident they will listen to us, take our words 
seriously, and not argue with us. I encourage leaders to say something like this: "I'd 
like to get your feedback about how well I explain the rationale behind my decision 
in this afternoon's meeting. All I will do when you are giving the feedback is listen, 
take notes, and ask clarifying questions." To make this promise useful, you have to 
follow through. No counter-arguments disguised as questions. And if you think 
you're going to frown, tell the other person up front, "It can be challenging to get 
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feedback, so my face may frown or do other strange things in the moment, but know 
that my heart is with you and I'll take it very seriously." Breathing deeply and feeling 
your feet on the ground always helps. 
 

• Ongoing. Far too many organizations rely on annual performance reviews to tell 
people how they're doing. Once a year, as many readers know, isn’t enough. 
Particularly for people with seniority and power who can get caught in bubbles 
because the only people who feel safe giving them feedback, their bosses, are either 
too busy or not competent at doing so. How about this for a standard: getting 
feedback at least three times a week from three different sources. 

 
• Real-time. When I shadow senior managers (follow them around and observe them 

in action), I like to give them feedback immediately after observing. The experience 
is fresh in their memory, and it's fresh in my mind. I do this by contracting with 
them to have a conversation during the small "breaks" in the day. How to do this if 
you don't have a coach shadowing you? Ask a trusted colleague to observe a 
particular behavior during a particular meeting and then give you 60 seconds of 
feedback in the hallway afterwards or through a short email that same day. 
 

• Rich variety. The leadership research suggests that feedback works best when it 
comes from multiple people who see you in a range of contexts. Someone working 
on how well they listen might ask a direct report at the end of a 30-minute one-on-
one meeting, "How well do you think I listened to you in this meeting? What could I 
do better?" Notice how different this is from asking a peer to provide feedback on 
your listening behaviors in a wide-ranging strategic discussion involving twenty 
people. 
 

• Competent observers. I've conducted hundreds of 360 degree interviews over the 
years, and I can say with confidence that some people are much more skillful at 
observing people than others. I like to ask, "Can you give me a specific example of 
what they did or said? Can you tell me what you observed on their face or in their 
body language?" Some people provide nuanced details. Others have difficulty 
providing anything beyond vague adjectives. Many are in between. This makes it 
difficult to find competent observers, but some are better than none.  
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WE'LL GET THROUGH  
THIS TOGETHER 
 
First published March 2012 
 
 

y favorite slogan for much of the 2000s was We're in this together. In difficult times--
after 9/11, during major life transitions, and amidst family tragedy—I used it to 
remind myself that I was not alone and that others were looking out for me. I 

offered this phrase to others as encouragement to create networks of support for the 
challenging personal changes they were making. Or to remind them that nobody achieves 
success, happiness, or life by themselves. 
 
We're in this together is a phrase whose power derives not from its accuracy (because it's not a 
factual assertion that can be proven true or false) but from its ability to shift our mood and 
orientation toward life. When we say these words, we become less resigned and resentful and 
more open to taking positive action. 
 
Try it yourself now: Make sure your feet are flat on the ground. Sit upright. Lower your 
shoulders if they're creeping up to your ears. Take three deep breaths, preferably from the 
belly. Now repeat the phrase We're in this together three times. 
 
How did that go? If you felt yourself open up (even a bit), great. You have experienced 
evidence that words don't just describe reality; they also bring it into being. If, on the other 
hand, this exercise didn't do much for you, or even evoked cynicism, that signals one of two 
things. Either (a) you haven't practiced it enough or (b) it's not the exact language you need 
now to move forward powerfully in life. 
 
These days I'm in category (b). Seriously. 
 
In the fall of 2008, when the stock market tanked and supposedly robust institutions started 
crumbling all around, I realized that We're in this together was missing a key ingredient: faith or 
(to use a word more popular in business) confidence.  
 
Why does this matter? Because in a political and social climate of fear, what many of us 
deeply need is access to an inner sense that things might actually turn out OK. Life might 
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work out. We may get bruised and wounded, but we'll still be alive—and together. And if we 
die sooner than expected, at least it might be a peaceful death with our hearts open and 
loved ones by our sides. 
 
In short, we'll get through this together.  
 
We'll get through this together. Now this is a slogan that gets me fired up. By saying it, I declare 
two things: 
 

1. Things will turn out OK. 
2. We will have each other to lean on. 

 
The words inspire me. Perhaps they inspire you. Or perhaps they would if you made them a 
mantra (phrase that transforms you by repeating it) and let them gradually seep into your 
mind, heart, and everyday communication. 
 
How do we apply this to our lives? The boldest application goes like this: take a dire scenario 
of the future that ranges in probability from plausible to likely. Then add two parts 
togetherness and one part faith/confidence. Voila: We'll get through this together.  
Here are four examples to show you what I mean: 
 

• The collapse of several European economies will trigger a global economic 
depression lasting years. People will lose jobs. The social fabric will fray. Resource 
wars will break out. Things will look bleak. Yes—and we'll get through this together. 
 

• The world is running out of cheap oil. As it does, major infrastructures we take for 
granted—like the supply chains that bring food to grocery stores and the 
transportation grid—will break down. This will shock 99% of the population and 
disrupt the way all of us live. Yes—and we will find ways to adapt. We'll get through 
this together. 
 

• The world is getting hotter and the climate more tumultuous. Fluctuating weather 
patterns will put cities and towns underwater, threaten farming, and dislocate 
millions of people. Everyone will suffer in some way. Yes—and we'll get through 
this together. 
 

• Loose nukes will find their way to major western cities. Tragedies will happen. Yes—
and we'll get through this together. 
 

Now, don't get me wrong. A declaration by itself, however powerful, cannot build resilience. 
We also need scenario plans, street smarts, practical skills, effective self-care, and reliable 
friends. But a phrase like We'll get through this together can place us in a mood that triples the 
probability of all these others things actually happening. 
 
You might still be thinking: Fine, but this still won't work for me, because I'm not the kind of person 
who would say this. It's not me. 
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You're right. This may not be you—today. But if the only thing we ever talked about was 
some dimension of who we already are, how would we ever become the person we intend to 
be? 
 
Let me close by inverting Hamlet:  
 

Thus conscience does make lions of us all 
And thus the native hue of resolution 
Is strengthened by the bright cast of trust 
And enterprises of great pitch and moment 
With this regard their currents flow profusely 
And earn the name of action. 
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MY ASSESSMENT,  
YOUR ASSESSMENT 
 
First published April 2012 
 
 

'd like to introduce you to one of my favorite games. It's one with a few simple rules and 
many winners. The best time to play this game is when you find yourself in a conversation 
with people who see things differently from you. It's particularly useful when you feel 

triggered by these differences.  
 
The game is called "My Assessment, Your Assessment." It goes like this:  
 
Rules 
 

• Name the conversation. Just as it's useful on a tennis court to know whether you 
are rallying or playing a match, it's useful in conversation to know its nature. Are you 
here purely to argue or to understand each other's perspectives? Assuming it's the 
latter, kick things off by saying, "I'd like to have a conversation about___. First I'd 
like to hear your assessment and what's behind it. Then I'd like to tell you mine and 
how I came to it. Sound good?" 
 

• Listen for other people's assessments. When they're talking, think to yourself, 
"This is their assessment. Hmmm...I wonder what is behind it." Note how different 
this is from interpreting others' words as a "truth" with which you then must agree 
or disagree. The repeated act of doing this actually helps us differentiate from others, 
which is a very fine move toward mutual respect.  
 

• Hear the signal through the noise. Only a small percentage of people are truly 
gifted at describing and grounding their assessments crisply and without 
defensiveness. The rest of us stumble a bit. There is a lot of noise. Listen for the 
signal, i.e. the assessment. Assume the best in others by interpreting even the most 
blatant acts of bloviation as assessments worth learning more about. 
 

• Acknowledge and request clarification about others' assessments. "I hear your 
assessment is that_____. I imagine you've put a lot of thinking behind this. Could 
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you help me understand it better?" The idea here is to invite others' to ground their 
assessments. This serves two purposes: (1) You learn what is behind their thinking 
and (2) They often learn what is behind their thinking.  
 

• Describe your perspective as my assessment or my take or my side of the 
story. "Thanks for explaining that to me. Now I'd like to give you my take and how 
I came to it." Walk them through your reasoning. Even if it seems obvious to you 
(and it usually does!) it may be surprising, even revelatory, to others.  
 

• When in doubt, feel your feet on the ground and take two deep breaths. This is 
a good rule for all games.  

 
The Game Is Over When  
 

• You understand others' assessments. 
• Others' understand yours. 

 
Rules for Advanced Play 
 

• Once you've reached mutual understanding of each others' assessments, ask yourself: 
"Is there a perspective on this situation that incorporates both their assessment and 
mine?" The idea is to literally grow your own understanding by incorporating what 
you have learned. Yes, this requires advanced skills! 

• Invite others to consider what such a larger perspective might be.  
• Talk about it together. 
• If no light bulbs go on, agree to each ponder this challenging question for a day, a 

week, a month—and then come back together to discuss it. 
• Listen for new ideas on walks, in the shower, and when you least expect it. If you've 

ever read the book Creativity by Mihaly Csikszentmihaly, you know that great creative 
minds work with extraordinary focus and diligence to define a creative focus, then 
forget about it for a while until new ideas wonderfully appear. 

 
Ready to play? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


