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foreword

Clarity is essential to create success and achieve goals that are important to us. For over 30 years, I have worked with managers, executives, and students to assist them in applying research-based practices to help them achieve their goals—both personal and professional. During this time, I have noticed a specific pattern: most of us can clearly describe what we don’t like about our lives, work, and relationships, with the belief that if only we could do this or change that, we would be successful. However, when asked to describe what we do want for ourselves, the picture we conjure up tends to be blurry, for example: make more money, travel, be promoted at work, have a loving relationship, or start our own business.

In a digital age, the pervasiveness of social media and the frequency with which we “see” others succeed can make it more challenging to find clarity on what success means to each of us. With a continuous stream of images that show how other people seem to be succeeding, our lives, activities, vacations, relationships, and physical appearance can appear to be “less than” in comparison. If we are not yet clear about what we want to achieve, the images we see around us will only obscure our vision.

The ideas, tools, and approaches in the following pages summarize the research on success and achievement. Each chapter is designed to help bring your thinking into focus, enabling you to develop detailed and specific plans. This in turn will allow you to sustain your momentum, even in the face of tendencies to procrastinate, negative judgments from others about whether what you are doing is “right for you,” a fear of failure, and concerns about what you may need to leave behind as you reach for whatever it is that you wish to achieve.

The material in this eBook is based on the psychological research and applied practices of positive psychology, which emphasizes the importance of building hope, resilience, and optimism. Chapter one explores the many ways of finding out what success means to each of us, while chapter two explains how you can harness the positive power of your beliefs to achieve success and fulfillment. Chapter three looks at the benefits of focusing on your strengths, and challenging self-limiting thoughts—such as, “I can’t do that; I tried it before and it didn’t work.” To succeed and achieve, action is needed, and chapter four offers some essential, practical techniques for improving your effectiveness. As you move toward achieving your goals, chapter five discusses topics such as creative problem-solving, effective networking, and the psychology of influencing others. In the last chapter, the eBook looks at how nurturing our well-being and personal relationships is a vital element that contributes to our overall success in life.

You may find it useful to revisit these chapters as you refine your goals, new opportunities emerge, and your life circumstances change—when this happens, you can return with a fresh perspective. Your definition of success will evolve over time, and new goals will emerge and refocus your attention. This is a natural part of our development and growth.

Your picture of what success looks like is unique. Honor this, and know that comparing yourself with others isn’t helpful. It’s the journey of learning how to succeed and the process of continuing to reach for what you want that makes all the difference. Success is about making proactive and purposeful decisions each day about what is important to you, and creating goals that are linked to what you value and dream of achieving. This eBook will help you discover exactly what success means to you, and how to go about achieving it.
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A full life is more than the sum of its most obvious achievements. The first step toward living a more fruitful, engaged, and prosperous life means figuring out what success means to you. 

There’s probably a reason why you’ve picked up this eBook. Perhaps you’re wondering what your next challenge will be, and you’re looking for new ways to harness your ideas, energy, and ambition to get the best results. It could be that you already have a set of goals in mind, but you’re not making sufficient progress toward them (or—somehow—not managing to achieve them at all). Or maybe you’re stuck in a bit of a rut because your old plans are redundant, your usual habits aren’t working any more, and you’ve lost direction. 

Being realistic

Naturally, time pressures, as well as limitations on our multitasking skills and our stamina, prevent us from attaining excellence in every aspect of our lives. Compromise is inevitable. The important thing is that we don’t agonize about what it would have been impossible for anyone in our circumstances to achieve. We can only play the cards we have been dealt.


Measuring achievement

The fact is that there is no single, simple measure of success. Although ambitions can relate to objective yardsticks such as wealth, status, and career, these benchmarks don’t capture the whole picture. Indeed, objective criteria such as these often prompt people to make unhelpful comparisons between themselves and their peers; but these sorts of comparisons only make sense if the people concerned have ambitions in the same areas. Many people prioritize the private aspects of their lives, such as conducting a loving relationship with their partner over many years, rather than the public aspects, such as a successful career. 



Changing ideas

Ideas within wider society as to what represents success change over time too. It could be argued that the idea of measuring success in terms of public achievement has outlived its usefulness, not least because it may involve unacceptable sacrifices in other spheres, such as personal relationships, physical health, and psychological well-being. The material success that comes with a high-profile career may run the risk of clashing with the values of the “good life.” And we must also take into account the cost to the individual and their family of work-related stress, a problem sharply on the rise in the Western world. 

As will become increasingly clear throughout the course of this eBook, we each have our own ideas about what constitutes success, and how you define success will probably change as you progress through the different phases of your life. 
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To achieve your goals you should first consider what it is that you want to accomplish. Start with these questions: 


	What is most important to you? 

	What do you think makes for a successful life?

	Is there anyone whom you admire? What is it about their life or life choices you wish to emulate? 

	How much are you willing to commit to achieving your goals? 

	How will you know when you’ve “succeeded”? 
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In their book, Co-Active Coaching, Henry Kimsey-House, Karen Kimsey-House, Phillip Sandahl, and Laura Whitworth discuss the Wheel of Life, a tool to help you visualize the many aspects of your life. It functions as a snapshot of how you feel about your life at a particular moment in time. 

Consider the different facets of your life, such as your career, personal relationships, physical health, financial position, and so on. (You can change the categories to make them more relevant to you.) Measure your level of satisfaction within each category on a scale of 1–10. One means “not satisfied at all,” and 10 means “highly satisfied.” Draw the lines in the wheel and link them up—as shown with the white line in the example here. 

Have you got the “balance” right? Is the inner wheel you’ve created smooth and well-rounded, or is it “jagged” and uneven because some aspects of your life are being neglected? Use the wheel to help you identify where you could focus more time and energy from now on, showing you how a more balanced life might look. Take another “snapshot” further down the line and compare. 
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To be successful, you need to have a balance of qualities, and have clear ideas about what you want from life. You’re likely to place greater value on flexibility than on trying to bend the world to your will. 

Many people dream of a magic bullet that will make them more organized, productive, and successful. Indeed, highly effective people tend to observe a number of useful practices; perhaps the most obvious relates to good time management. For instance, be realistic about timing, and allow some slack to deal with the unforeseen. Work to a timeline to keep things on track. If you can, get up early—the sense of having the whole day ahead can make you feel energized and creative, and morning is often the best time for brainstorming. Alternatively, deal with your most tedious chores first so they don’t hang over you all day. 

Clear some space

A great way to mark a fresh start and clear your mind at the same time is to declutter. Apply it to your physical environment, or make time in your schedule to focus on one thing without any distractions. Whatever form it takes, decluttering can be a powerful tool, freeing you to focus on your true priorities. 
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Success can look very different in different fields, but the psychological habits that underpin it tend to look similar. Set your thinking right, and it can be the foundation of a more rewarding life.
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It is pleasing to feel passionate about our work; after all, that’s what many of us spend most of our waking hours doing. Even if you don’t have it now, meaningful work can be crafted by your actions and choices. 

It’s hard to be happy in a job you hate. While a good career doesn’t guarantee happiness, the ideal is to find employment that at least doesn’t undermine it. Well-being is the ultimate goal; the challenge is to find ways of creating it as we work. Indeed, research by the Gallup Organization finds that happy workers tend to earn more in later life, have better social lives, and be more supportive to their colleagues. 

To fit, or to grow?

American psychologists Patricia Chen, Phoebe C. Ellsworth, and Norbert Schwarz argue that there are actually two different models for a meaningful career. In the first, we “find a fit,” following our passion to a job that’s perfect for us. This sounds great, but is tough to achieve when the job market isn’t favorable or you aren’t quite sure what your vocation may be. An alternative is to develop a passion for what you find yourself doing—in effect, cultivating your interest rather than bringing it to the job in advance. Is one better than the other?

We’d probably all rather find a “fit” if we could, but the psychologists’ studies suggest that most of us feel we fit our jobs eventually in any case. If you can’t find a job that matches your passions, you may still find meaning in it as time goes on.

Creating your own niche

If you don’t feel that fitting into anyone else’s business is your thing, have you ever considered starting your own? We certainly live in a society that admires the image of the entrepreneur, but what is a life of freedom and challenge for some people might be a life of stress and misery for others. A 2011 Canadian study identified the two psychological qualities best suited to carving out your own place in the world: 


	Learning orientation: How inclined you are to keep updating and expanding your knowledge. 

	Passion for work: How rewarding you find working in itself. 



While both these qualities are helpful, neither of them is a fixed character trait. Some people love to learn, but we can all up our game when circumstances demand; how much you enjoy work is liable to fluctuate throughout your life. So if you aren’t quite sure what you want from a job, the best advice is to keep your mind open and never stop learning. There are many ways to be happy in what you do. 



money Can’t buy happiness

While poverty is miserable, it seems that wealth doesn’t really make us happy. Over the last half-century, for instance, the US has grown increasingly rich as a nation, but people’s life satisfaction has stayed pretty constant. 
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We may define success as achieving what we want or need, but does that one size really fit all? People want different things and, when considering your goals, it’s also useful to consider your personal psychology. 

We’re all individuals, and your idea of success is probably different from your next-door neighbor’s. Having an insight into your own personality can be helpful when planning what will work for you. When 75 advisory council members of Stanford Graduate School of Business were asked what was the most valuable quality for people to cultivate, their answer was, almost unanimously, self-awareness.

Five classic personality traits

Psychologists have a host of different theories about how to measure and classify personality dimensions, but most of them agree that the Big Five personality traits framework explains many aspects of our personality and behaviors. Research on this model began in 1949, and it has been expanded on many times since; one study found that these five traits applied to more than 50 cultures. With so much research behind it, there’s some good evidence that this is a useful way of thinking about ourselves. 

What are the Big Five? The broad categories are as follow: 

1 Extroversion/introversion. Do you feel energized by social situations, or drained by them? Do you need quiet time to think through ideas and regain energy? Neither attitude is “better”—the issue is simply how to find ways of working that feel comfortable for you. 

2 Agreeableness. Are you altruistic and affectionate, or contrary and cynical? Agreeable people tend to function well in cooperative situations; less agreeable people may thrive in a more competitive environment.

3 Conscientiousness. Are you organized, detail-focused, and goal-directed? This is more manageable for some people than others. Of course, if you want to succeed you’ll need a degree of conscientiousness, so even if you’re not that strong in this area, it’s something to work on.

4 Neuroticism. In this context, a “neurotic” person is someone who is easily upset, whereas a low “neuroticism” score suggests you’re more resilient. Consider how much stress you can comfortably sustain and remember you can build your resilience and ability to manage your stress more effectively.

5 Openness. The more open someone is, the more willing they are to have adventures, expose themselves to new ideas, and find creative solutions. Less open people are more traditional, and may find abstract thinking challenging. 
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Motivational needs

How do you think and what do you want? Psychologist David McClelland proposes three primary needs that success seekers are trying to satisfy; which of the following resonates most strongly with your sense of yourself? 
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If you’re reading this eBook, the odds are that achievement motivates you. David McClelland identifies several key traits of such people: 


	They care more about achievement than material rewards. Money only matters as a measure of success. 

	Status and security aren’t very important to them. 

	They constantly look for ways to do things better. 

	They look for jobs that allow them flexibility and the opportunity to set their own goals. 

	They want feedback, not praise. The emotional reward comes from doing the task correctly, so they need to hear accurate assessments. 

	They set realistic goals, following their interests and abilities, and thrive on a sense of accomplishment. 
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When we imagine success, we often picture the external circumstances that go with it, such as profit and prestige. In fact, it’s more helpful to picture a way of living, because circumstances can always change. 

It’s easy to look at successful people we admire or envy and think, “If I were in your position, I’d be set.” The thing, of course, is that circumstances can change. Success is not so much a safe shore you can reach (and then put up your feet), but rather a course you should persistently chart. 

Living the life?

Millionaire Richard St. John interviewed 500 successful people and identified eight principles that had helped them achieve (see “The secrets of success”,). St. John himself, though, considers his career a cautionary tale: at the beginning, he threw himself into it, but once he started succeeding, he began to think of himself as “this hotshot guy” for whom success was just the natural state of things. This led to a creative block, a falling-off of clients as he became more concerned with money than with service, and, finally, clinical depression. His career only started to recover when the near-collapse of his company meant he had to fight to save it: he was happier battling and striving than he had been coasting. 

So it makes sense to think of success as a process rather than as a final goal; this approach is better for our emotional health as well as our careers. It is better to build up good habits and make a long-term effort to maintain them. 

Overcoming reluctance

We have a natural resistance to changing set patterns: starting anything new means being a novice, and this can be daunting. In the Harvard Business Review, business expert Erika Andersen outlines four mental tools we can use to help ourselves along:

1 Aspiration. When a challenge comes along, most of us are quicker to see the pitfalls than the opportunities. Psychological research finds that if we can picture how good it will feel to achieve something, we’re much more motivated to work on it. 

2 Self-awareness. Nobody’s perfect—indeed, it is human nature to have blind spots and failings. Foster an attitude of self-discovery; think about your strengths and your weaknesses, and how you can continue to grow and develop. 

3 Curiosity. We’re all born burning to learn, so try not to outgrow your youthful thirst for knowledge and new experiences. 

4 Vulnerability. It’s easy to stay in our comfort zone, but this is no way to improve. Be willing to try new things, make mistakes, and learn from them. 



the secrets of success

Success expert Richard St. John identifies the eight guiding principles that successful people live by: 
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Tell Yourself A Better Story

Circumstances can sometimes be discouraging, but this is often not the only factor at play. Expert Erika Andersen advises that we work on our “inner narrative”: the self-talk that determines how we react to challenges.
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Active and ambitious people often have more than one aspiration, and sometimes these can conflict with each other. What’s the solution when it comes to deciding which options to choose? 


You’d think everyone would have the same attitude toward personal ability, but in fact studies suggest that there are two opposing sets of beliefs at play: 

The entity theory: the idea that our talents and competence are pretty much fixed. Some people are born good at things, others are not, and our abilities are just part of who we are.

The incremental theory: what we are capable of doing is something we can change and develop. 

What these theories refer to is our perceived competence: how likely we think we are to succeed if we try something, either in terms of impressing others (performance goals), or in terms of learning how to do things (mastery goals). 

The winner is…

Which of these theories should we give credence to? The encouraging news is that scientific research supports the incremental theory. A 2006 study published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology tested more than 450 people and found that the most solid predictor of success—even in supposedly objective measures like IQ tests— was how much a person believed in being able to change what they do. If you want to succeed, the first step is to see yourself as someone who’s capable of learning. Believing you can master new skills makes it significantly more likely you will do so—so let potential rather than current ability be your guide when making decisions. 
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Seek a positive environment

If you’re considering moving on, approach any new workplace with an eye to the prevailing ethos and culture. Sustained stress and feelings of anxiety will limit your growth, so when selecting a new organization to join, it is better to select one where people focus on creating positive changes. 

Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS)—an umbrella concept within organizational studies—has focused on the importance of creating cultures that facilitate the growth and development of people and ways of doing things to serve customers and sustainable change. POS emphasizes the importance of positive attributes, processes, and outcomes. One basic idea is that it’s more effective for a leader or mentor to focus on someone’s good points and build on them than it is to focus on their limitations. This creates a situation in which it’s safe for them to experiment. 

In short, when choosing your path, look for evidence that the organization seeks to grow and make a difference. You’ll develop better and spot more opportunities if you see yourself as capable of learning, and you’ll learn better with people who are more interested in what you can do than what you can’t. 


The positive development cycle

Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) argues that people learn most when they’re taught to focus on their strengths rather than their weaknesses. This can create a virtuous circle:
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If it’s proving hard to choose between your aspirations, try this technique, attributed to magnate Warren Buffett:



	Write a list of 25 things you’d like to accomplish over the next year. Include everything—personal life as well as work. 

	Circle the five most important items on your list.

	Double-check that these five are the absolute top priority for you.

	Start formulating a plan for how to work toward these five goals, which resources you’ll need to assemble, etc.

	Set aside the other 20 items. Once you’ve achieved your top five, you can reassess your goals, but until then the other 20 are distractions. 
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Any strategy for success involves pruning: to focus on what you’re doing, you have to decide what you won’t be doing. When setting your priorities, don’t overlook the less obvious consequences of your decisions. 

Sometimes it can be difficult to know which priorities to focus on, and what the end result of our actions might be. Asking yourself specific questions can help focus your mind on what’s important to you. 

Avoiding pitfalls

American management consultant Fred Nickols, with input from his colleague Ray Forbes, has developed a set of questions you can ask yourself whenever you are trying to determine your objectives:


	What are you trying to achieve?

	What are you trying to preserve?

	What are you trying to avoid?

	What are you trying to eliminate? 



The aim of these questions is to highlight the sometimes-complex interaction among our decisions, actions, and outcomes (see “Achieve, preserve, avoid, or eliminate?,”). The point is that you need to make choices to maintain an overall balance in your accomplishments by preserving what you have that you value, achieving in new areas, and avoiding any negative results. 

You may have more goals than you think, and if you can factor in the “negative” goals as well as the positive ones, you’re less likely to miss something important and end up short of where you started. When clarifying your goals, be clear about what you want—and consider the things you don’t want to risk. 

Maintaining momentum

If you have big plans and are starting from a less than ideal position, you’re going to have to put in a lot of time and effort. There may be moments when you really don’t feel like it: at that point, it may be time to double-check your priorities.

As Stuart Biddle, Professor of Active Living and Public Health at Victoria University in Australia, puts it, “Not having time is not a reality in most cases.” If we have time to watch TV or take a break, that’s time that we can, if we choose, decide to dedicate to a bigger project. The key here, as psychologist Carol Dweck explains, is to have a “growth mindset” rather than a “fixed mindset” (see “Fixed or growing?,”). Instead of being perfectionists who think we either can or can’t do something, it helps to see learning as a process that continues throughout our lives. That relieves some of the pressure. You don’t need to drive yourself to exhaustion; but when time is a limited resource, it’s good to ask yourself whether you’re really losing motivation, or if you’re just tired. 

We need to keep our spirits up as we push for success, and we also need to be aware that not jeopardizing what we already have can matter as much as gaining new things. The clearer you are on your priorities, the better off you’ll be. 
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Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck proposes that there are two mindsets you can live by:


	A fixed mindset: you believe that intelligence, talent, and so on are traits that you either have or you don’t. 

	A growth mindset: you view yourself as a lifelong learner.



With a growth mindset, you aren’t just more proactive: you’re also less hard on yourself, because mistakes are part of the learning process. This makes setbacks easier to endure. 
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Performance improvement expert Fred Nickols devised a set of questions to help establish and clarify priorities: sometimes “success” may be more about preserving, avoiding, or eliminating aspects of your life than it is about achieving something. Think about your different goals, and ask yourself these questions to see if your answers reveal any issues you may need to consider further: 
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We’re all under pressure to be multitaskers these days. The need to do so much at once undermines our sense of peace: it’s hard to maintain your equilibrium if you constantly feel as if you’re falling behind. 



We hear the phrase “work-life balance” quite a lot these days, but it can feel like a bit of a mirage. There will probably never be a perfect balance between work and private life, but rather periods where one has to take priority and other times when the roles are reversed. How much work we have to do to keep on top of things is not, after all, entirely within our control. But we can all learn better habits to keep boundaries in place and our stress levels in check. 

Eat your frogs early

There’s a saying that if you get up in the morning and eat a live frog, you can spend the rest of the day safe in the knowledge that whatever else happens it can’t possibly get any worse. Sometimes a “frog” is on your plate and it has to be eaten: your day will include some difficult tasks, and others that are more palatable. If you put off the tough ones, you will spend time feeling bad because there’s a nasty task hanging over you, and eventually you’ll still have to knuckle down and do it. Procrastination affects all of us, but you’ll suffer less if you get the frog out of the way early—so you can focus on other tasks with clarity and feel better knowing that you can check it off the list of things to do that day. 

Take care of your mind

Let’s be blunt: too much stress can have a negative impact on your psychological health and, over the long term, it impacts you physically as well.You’ll notice if you come down with the flu, but do you pay attention to when your feelings of stress and anxiety are distorting your reactions and interactions with others? Mind, the UK mental health charity, estimates that one in four people experiences a mental health problem every year. Your mind is your motor, and it’s in your best interest to keep it in good condition.

So, what can you do if your work-life balance has become too difficult? The Mental Health Foundation in the UK gives the following advice: 


	Work smart, not long. Again, this is about priorities: eat your frogs, give yourself fixed times to complete tasks, and prioritize the essentials.

	Take breaks during the day, even if they are short.

	Draw a line between work and home. If you have to take work home, make sure you enjoy some totally work-free time.

	Time worrying about work adds to your stress just as much as time spent actually working.

	Friendships, exercise, and leisure activities keep you going. Don’t cut them out: they’re the oil that keeps your gears turning.
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The four domains

According to Stewart Friedman, founding director of the Work/Life Integration Project at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, there are four spheres in your life you should consider when planning your priorities: 
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The idea of finding your place in early adulthood and rising through the ranks over a long, steady, and stable career is largely a thing of the past. In today’s workplace, adaptability is the name of the game. 

If you’re on track but on a career path that doesn’t feel particularly rewarding, or if you suffer a setback, feeling stuck and frustrated is natural given the energy you have invested. However, changing tack is normal, especially in the modern-day job market. The trick is to have the psychological skills to manage career transitions. 

Think ahead

You may not be planning a change right this minute, but it’s good to bear in mind that you may well want to at some point—so the best plan is to keep learning. A 2010 UK study found that the people least likely to get locked into a particular way of working were those who undertook “substantive upskilling or reskilling” every five to 10 years. This can sometimes be done on the job, but if you find yourself pigeonholed, the answer is to keep educating yourself outside work. 

The researchers found that, in regard to both specific information and ways of thinking, it pays to stay informed. Concrete knowledge needs regular updating, and the experience of regular learning creates a mindset that stands people in good stead throughout their careers—in terms of curiosity, experience with a diverse range of people, a wider personal network, or greater confidence in their ability to master new skills. 

Want to keep learning?

You’re not alone. A 2012 survey for the HR journal People & Strategy found that the majority of professionals preferred the “contemporary” model of success: work that provides a sense of meaning, challenges, balance, and the chance to use their skills. “Traditional” rewards, such as status, money, and power, are losing popularity. 
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Business consultant and scholar Clayton M. Christensen’s concept of “disruptive innovation” is very influential nowadays. He argues that there are two ways to be innovative: “sustaining innovation,” which means getting better at what you already do, and “disruptive innovation,” where new markets are identified and old business models replaced. As an individual, how do you apply this thinking to your own life? Writing in the Harvard Business Review, management adviser Whitney Johnson outlines four tactics: 

1 Identify a need that could be better met. Markets exist because people feel that products give them something they want, so look for opportunities to expand your career to meet these needs. 

2 Identify your own unique strengths. Look for things you do well that most other people don’t: they may not be your number-one skills, but if they are unusual, they’re valuable.

3 Be prepared to go sideways or even backward. If you’re trying something new, you may need to take a drop in status. If this opens up an opportunity to grow, though, this planned detour could be worthwhile.

4 Be flexible. Let your strategy emerge in response to feedback, so that you learn what untapped requirements are out there.

You may prefer steady growth to big risks, and you can succeed with either, but in both cases the key is to stay open to new experiences and opportunities. In a changing world, it pays to be adaptable. 





Developing on the job? 

Your job may teach you how to do particular tasks, but it can also teach you transferable skills. A 2012 UK study identified four ways in which your experience gives you new skills: 
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We all love a rebel, but must success mean being a rugged individualist? Actually, if you get it right, social influence can work in your favor. You’re more likely to thrive if you have a positive group around you. 

When we hear the words “peer pressure,” we may think about experiences at school in which we felt pushed to do something we didn’t want to do or that we knew was wrong. That feeling is something we never outgrow: people survive by working together, and it’s natural to want to please those around us. 

Resisting the negative 

Sometimes peer pressure can make us act against our better judgment. What should we do in such situations? Sometimes we need to resist directly, but we can also resist more gently— by setting an example. You can turn people’s natural conformity to your advantage: if you are openly tolerant and nonjudgmental, you create an environment in which accepting difference is the “normal” thing to do. Setting an example is less confrontational than arguing, and it may also be more effective. 

Good pressure

But is peer pressure always a bad thing? It can actually be turned to our advantage. For example, we can use our wish for group harmony for the greater good, or form a team to support each others’ aims.

There’s nothing like a public commitment to motivate us—even a small one makes a difference. A 2013 US study found that a public signup sheet made people join an energy-saving program more than a reward of $25 did. Although the cash raised the numbers of participants from 3 to 4 percent, the signup sheet increased the number from 3 to 9 percent. Feeling that your reputation may suffer if you opt out can be a greater impetus than money. 

That’s a negative incentive, but there are also some more positive ones. In 2011, the St. Louis Business Journal interviewed three women— Gail Taylor, Zundra Bryant, and Sarajeni Hammond—who’d taken part in a course by consultant Jan Torrisi-Mokwa. The results were impressive. The women had formed a group, written letters outlining their goals in specific terms, given themselves a narrow timeframe, and acted as a support network to each other. As a consequence, they met “audacious” goals. By holding a monthly “accountability meeting,” they were able to provide each other with both support and positive pressure to keep their progress on track. 

Of course we want to feel proud of ourselves, but don’t be shy of looking to friends and allies for feedback and support. For these things, you need the right kind of peer: the path to success can sometimes be a team effort. 
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A 2015 US study found that social pressure can backfire. When a company tried to make employees sign up for a retirement plan by telling them that 75 percent of their colleagues had already done so, enrollments actually fell from 10 percent to 6.3 percent. The researchers concluded that people felt their colleagues must be so far ahead of them there was no point trying to compete. The lesson may be that when selecting your “peers,” it is better to choose people you can realistically measure up to. 





[image: 000.png] three different kinds of pressure



Entrepreneur Sriram Bharatam identifies three kinds of peer pressure:
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It’s one thing to choose a specific goal and go all out to achieve it. It’s another thing to assume that a single goal will satisfy all your needs—chances are, you will be seeking to achieve multiple goals simultaneously. 

Look around, and chances are you’ll see the same story in a lot of places. This person has a highly lucrative career, but is bored and chafes against their “golden handcuffs”; that person has wonderful children but the nagging sense that they’re not making any mark in the wider world; this person lives a freewheeling life with many great experiences, but can’t stay anywhere long enough to find romance and feels lonely; that person works within the system and does a lot of practical good, but feels bad for compromising their youthful ideals. Sound familiar? We don’t have a one-size-fits-all framework for success, so many people end up worrying whether they’ve succeeded at all. 

Enduring success

Laura Nash and Howard Stevenson, authors of Just Enough: Tools for Creating Success in Your Work and Life, have developed a model they call “enduring success,” which aims to guide people along a path that’s emotionally renewing, not a source of constant stress. The key is to recognize that everyone, no matter how goal-driven, has their own idea of what success means, and that idea will change over time as they learn from new experiences. The research identified four key components essential to truly fulfilling and lasting success: happiness, achievement, significance, and legacy (see “Lasting success,”). This is what we’d all like; Nash and Stevenson found that if you took away a single component, people found their success rang hollow. People who tell you your problems are solved if you find work you love, they argue, are missing the point. Whatever your career path, you still have complex needs, and no job can satisfy all of them. You have to accept that there is more than one area in life that needs attention, and try to keep an eye on all of them. 

Exactly what does a successful life feel like? It depends on you—but focusing your efforts on just one area of life is unlikely to lead to fulfillment. 
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Laura Nash and Howard Stevenson, academics at Harvard Business School who specialize in business ethics and entrepreneurship respectively, argue that to be truly successful we should be aiming for sustainable, enduring success throughout our lives across the four main spheres of self, family, work, and community. Within each of these spheres, we need to consider the four components of happiness, achievement, significance, and legacy: 
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Since life is made up of days, one of the best tactics is to create a structure for each day that not only keeps us productive, but also includes a little space to check in with the nonwork aspects of our lives. Habit is a powerful motivator—much more powerful than we think. A 2007 study published in the Psychological Review, for instance, found that once we’ve established a goal, we’re more motivated day-to-day by the habits we set up to reach the goal than we are by the goals themselves. 

This doesn’t mean we should forget our goals. A 2010 study found that people who regularly reflect on how they are progressing toward their goals and adjust their habits accordingly make better progress. It does, however, mean that when you’re aiming for success, daily routines supported by regular reflection can really help.  
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Until we live in a perfect world, the reality is that most men and women will encounter different opportunities and expectations during the course of their lives. What does this mean for an ambitious woman? 

The traditional workplace is built around the model of man-as-breadwinner, woman-as-homemaker, but these days few of us can afford to live that way. Even if we could, many people, both male and female, want to have a family, and workplaces are often not geared toward relieving the demands that places on parents. This usually falls heaviest on women. When you add the fact that many people, consciously or not, tend to read the same behavior as “confident” in men and “abrasive” in women, how can a woman with big ideas make her way in the world?

Patterns of employment

A 2012 study of several Western cultures found that women are more likely than men to change jobs, and to take part-time, casual, and temporary jobs to keep themselves going—particularly older women with families to support. This means women often have to manage multiple career transitions and also deal with less-secure employment conditions. Add to this any time taken out of the workforce for maternity leave, or time spent caring for sick family members, and it appears that women may sometimes have to swallow their pride and be less “choosy.” 

The sound of silence 

When it comes to discussions, do women actually talk more than men? Australian feminist Dale Spender taped her students’ discussions and asked whether they thought the men or women were talking more. The women’s assessments tended to be accurate. The men thought the discussions were equal if the women talked 15 percent of the time, and dominated by the women if they talked 30 percent of the time. As Spender put it, “The talkativeness of women has been gauged in comparison not with men, but with silence.”

Creating balance

For her book When Work Doesn’t Work Anymore: Women, Work, and Identity, Elizabeth Perle McKenna interviewed hundreds of women. She found that women tend to want their lives to feel “whole,” which means creating their own definition of success to include work and family goals. 




[image: 000.png] dealing with problems

An international study published in 2012 picked out the “Five Cs,” five ways in which women deal with obstacles:


	Concern: thinking ahead and planning to meet challenges.

	Control: being independent, trustworthy, and persistent; taking responsibility for dealing with difficulties.

	Curiosity: being observant, exploratory, informed, and willing to identify alternatives.

	Cooperation: both working with others, and being able to rely on a support network. 

	Confidence: seeing themselves as capable, productive, and valuable. 
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coping with the challenges

A study carried out between 2010 and 2011 interviewed Sri Lankan women to find out how they saw their relationship with work. Eight themes kept recurring:
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The feeling of progress has a huge impact on your motivation: little victories can be just as important as big ones. Not only do they help you toward your goals; they can also give you the psychological boost you need. 


If you have big aspirations, your ultimate goal may feel a long way off, with years or maybe even decades of hard work between you and your objective. That’s not an encouraging feeling, and can leave you wondering if it’s really all worthwhile. The trick is to learn how to enjoy the smaller triumphs—the stepping stones that take you toward your goal – in their own right.

The progress principle

There’s a helpful theory, developed by psychologist Teresa Amabile, which is known as the “progress principle.” The idea is that we all have “inner work lives,” an ongoing stream of emotions and perceptions throughout the working day. Positive experiences, be they large or small, make people more committed, productive, creative, and favorable toward their coworkers. 

What makes our inner work lives healthy? Over a decade of research, charting nearly 12,000 diary entries, Amabile and her colleagues found that by far the biggest motivator for people was feeling that they were making meaningful progress. The most interesting thing was, those moments of progress didn’t have to be spectacular: just feeling that you were doing or providing something useful felt meaningful. Likewise, the progress didn’t have to be an enormous breakthrough; just feeling that you were getting somewhere was reward enough. 

Applying the lesson

In her work, Amabile focuses mainly on advising managers: her aim is to teach them how to be better leaders. If you are a manager yourself, or aim to rise to that level, the progress principle is useful: if you support a sense of progress, you’re likely to develop a stellar team. 

If you’re still on the lower rungs, though, what should you do? It’s hard to feel motivated if you’re working under someone who micromanages, is grouchy, and never says “thank you.” If this is the case, it’s probably best to take stock: are you in a place where you are learning skills and/or making valuable connections? If the answer to either of these is “yes,” you may need to find other ways to achieve a sense of progress: keep a journal of accomplishments, seek out sympathetic colleagues, set yourself a date by which you expect to have learned enough, and plan to move on after that. In the meantime, try to find ways of making progress in whatever free time you have outside work. 

If the advantages don’t outweigh the depressing atmosphere, however, it may be time to make your exit strategy your new measure of progress. 
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Positive motivation

A feeling of progress can create a positive feedback loop, which leads to further progress being made: 
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Harvard Business School professor Teresa Amabile identifies three kinds of “inner work life triggers” that keep us motivated or discourage us:


	Progress versus setbacks

	Catalysts versus inhibitors: actions that either directly support or hinder what we’re trying to do 

	Nourishers versus toxins: encouragement or criticism from other people



Whether we feel we’re having a good or a bad day is often directly influenced by how many of these triggers we encounter. 






[image: 000.png]



When we’re in it for the long haul, it can be hard to keep up the momentum. We all know that perseverance is crucial, but what’s the best way to sustain it without burning ourselves out? 

Achieving our goals is not easy, and there’s no question that there will be times when you feel distracted or discouraged. It’s all very well for people to tell us to stay focused, but what does that mean in practice? 

Staying on track

Motivational speaker Chalene Johnson lists four pointers that can help keep you on track:


	Set expectations. Know what you want, and why you want it. In low moments, you’ll have a clear picture of where you’re going and can remind yourself why it’s worthwhile.

	Make a conscious decision. You don’t have to mentally shout “I DECIDE!” every 10 minutes, but you will benefit from telling yourself at regular intervals that you’ve chosen to do this, that you had good reasons for making this choice, and that consistency will help you get there.

	Be accountable. Write down your goals so that they’re there in front of you and you can remember why you set them originally. As much as possible, break them down into smaller chunks, which will give you a feeling of progress. If possible, tell someone supportive about your goals so they can help you identify options or encourage you when you lose energy. 

	Don’t be perfect. There will be days where you’re sick, have a crisis, or just can’t face it. If you regard that as a failure, you’ll give up; if you shrug, you can get back on track and you’ll be fine. 



The power of a true motive

From 2007 to 2014, Amy Wrzesniewski and Barry Schwartz tracked cadets at West Point military academy, a challenging course with a high dropout rate. Students reported both “internal” and “external” reasons for joining (an example of the former being wanting to get fit, and of the latter wanting to please their families). Cadets whose motivation was to “become an Army officer” were 20 percent more likely to make it through. Wanting something for its own sake has a significant impact on whether we stick with it.
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Your Daily Diary

Life is an accumulation of daily ups and downs, and there’s nothing like concrete data for getting a good overview. Try keeping a journal, and, at the end of each day, ask yourself these questions:
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If you drive an animal to exhaustion, it’ll collapse. No matter how clever we are, we’re still living, breathing, earthbound creatures: never forget that you need to create a pace you can sustain. 

We’re all different, and some of us tire more easily than others. When gearing up for what you need to accomplish each day, don’t forget to look after yourself, too. 

Flexing your willpower 

Resisting temptations, sticking to unpleasant tasks, and ignoring distractions is something we all need to manage, and if we have to do too many of these things at once, our willpower weakens. This is known as “ego depletion.” Psychologist Roy Baumeister found that subjects asked to resist chocolate and eat radishes instead were quicker to give up when asked to solve impossible puzzles, and people told to suppress their emotions became worse at solving anagrams. Willpower seems to be a finite resource.

An exception to the rule…

Ego depletion theory does come with some caveats. Subsequent studies have found fault with the data, and other researchers have found that subjects’ beliefs could influence their willpower: those who believed in ego depletion gave up quicker than those who didn’t. Meanwhile, a 2012 study by psychologists Michael Inzlicht and Brandon J. Schmeichel found that subjects suffered less depletion when told the study would help develop therapies for Alzheimer’s patients. So far, the evidence is controversial, but suggests that, if nothing else, motivation has a strong effect on our energy levels. If you have a tiring task to perform, your best strategy may be to find a reason to believe it will do some good.
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Take a tip from productivity consultant David Allen and The Energy Project CEO Tony Schwartz: think of your energy in four dimensions. They add that it’s risky to try and run ourselves like machines, fast and continually: human beings perform better when they have periods of activity followed by periods of rest. Working flat out is often less efficient than it looks.
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There’s a new slang word, “hangry,” used to describe someone who is angry because they’re hungry, and there’s good science behind it. When our blood glucose falls too low, our systems release more adrenaline, the “fight or flight” hormone, and release more neuropeptide Y, which stimulates aggression. If you want good working relationships, don’t skip breakfast! 





how much sleep do you need?

Forget the superhumans who can supposedly get by on three hours a night; most of us need considerably more. The National Sleep Foundation recommends the following amounts—you may find you need more, or less:






	Age
	Recommended hours per night
	Range that might be appropriate for you



	14–17
	8–10
	7–11 



	18–25
	7–9
	6–11



	26–64
	7–9
	6–10



	65 and older
	7–8
	5–9
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When success is important to you, you can take it badly if you get something wrong. To become truly proficient, though, we need to understand that mistakes are part of the process and to be expected. 


We all make mistakes—indeed, it happens far more often than we realize. So why does it often take us by surprise when we find out that we’re wrong about something? 

Error blindness

Kathryn Schulz, author of Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margin of Error, has spent a lot of time pondering why our default assumption is that we are always right. She observes that from a young age we learn that people who get lots of things wrong didn’t study for the test, aren’t clever, and are troublemakers. They’re the people we try our best not to be. 

Schulz also points out that while discovering we’re wrong feels bad, until we realize it, it feels exactly like being right. This is because when we’re wrong, we usually don’t know that we’re wrong. Sometimes we’re so focused on one thing that we miss something obvious (see “The selective attention test,”)—this is known as “error blindness.” 

In order to succeed and be happy, it’s best if we shed the stereotype that only the “bad kid” ever makes mistakes. We all do: it’s just that we often don’t notice, or people are too polite to bring it to our attention. And it’s not the end of the world: as Schulz contends, it’s good to be reminded that we are imperfect —imperfection can even be a great source of creativity. 
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Success versus mastery

Would you say you are a perfectionist? Sometimes we have to accept work that “will do,” but which doesn’t meet our standards—and this can be nearly as discouraging as an outright mistake. But do we need to feel bad about the odd mediocre moment? In a popular TED Talk, art historian Sarah Lewis describes watching archers practice over and over again to master the “archer’s paradox” (see “The archer’s paradox,”), whereby to hit a target, you have to aim slightly askew. This, she argues, is the difference between success and mastery: it’s a success to hit the target, and mastery to be able to hit it more than once—but to reach that point, you have to miss many times. 

Many great artists, Lewis adds, didn’t much care for some of their artworks that others value greatly: the “near win” that doesn’t please its maker is a part of learning. Being able to judge your work negatively should be taken as a sign of increasing mastery, as it means you are developing expertise. 

Nobody likes to get things wrong, and nobody likes to feel they’re doing less than their best. But go easy on yourself: the most accomplished people in the world make mistakes, too. 
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To hit the target, aim dead-on? Not necessarily. Archery gives us a good example of why early misses can be crucial. Arrows flex, and this means their trajectory curves in mid-air. Archers have to factor in the stiffness of the arrow’s shaft in order to judge how far its flight will deviate. This is the “archer’s paradox”: for a perfect shot, you have to aim slightly away from the bullseye. 

Sometimes the only way to get a feel for things is to fire some arrows and see how they fly. Think of your mistakes as test shots: look at where your efforts land, and that can tell you how to correct your aim next time.
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In 1999, two psychologists at Harvard University, Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons, showed volunteers a short video. In the footage, two teams of three people are milling around a small space: one team is wearing white T-shirts, the other team is wearing black T-shirts, and each team has a basketball. 

The volunteers were told to count how many passes of the ball the players wearing white made between themselves in a minute of play. During the game, someone dressed in a gorilla suit entered from stage right, walked through the players, paused in the middle of the frame beating their chest, then exited the scene stage left. 

Half of the volunteers were so focused on their task that they didn’t notice the gorilla at all. This has become a classic example of selective attention: when we’re set on a challenge, it is all too easy to miss something obvious. 
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When we think of success, it’s easy to focus too much on our careers. Enjoying our work can be part of it, but in the end, we need to think about our needs in a much broader sense. 

What do we need to make us feel successful? It’s likely that your first answer will include a lot of things you want to avoid: you don’t want to struggle with money and finances, you don’t want to end up lonely, you don’t want to do boring and repetitive work that offers little opportunity for development. That’s because we have a natural “negativity bias”: we tend to pay more attention to and learn more from negative experiences and information than positive ones. This is how the human brain evolved to facilitate our basic survival: if you take no notice of a saber-toothed tiger, you probably won’t live to have many descendents. This bias does not serve us well in the current world, though; more importantly, the negativity bias diminishes our ability to experience well-being.

Positive psychology

American psychologist Martin Seligman is a leading developer of the field of “positive psychology.” Prior to the advent of positive psychology, the focus of research and practice in psychology was on areas related to dysfunction—depression, neurotic behavior, anxiety, and all forms of mental and behavioral tendencies that were causing the individual, their family, or the community “pain or suffering.” Traditionally, psychology was more focused on how to eliminate suffering rather than what creates a life that is fulfilling and “worth living.” Seligman focuses on what he calls “well-being”: an overall sense of emotional health and happiness that makes a human being truly successful. 
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The value of accomplishment 

If you’re set on success, the “A” for “Accomplishment” in PERMA will likely mean a great deal to you (see also “Achievement versus accomplishment,”). The Positive Psychology Foundation observes that, along with a sense of pride, accomplishment can give us other things as well:

1 Accomplishment creates a positive structure for our memories. Days when nothing much happened tend to slip out of our memories, leaving little behind of that piece of our finite and precious lives. If we spend time working toward specific goals, on the other hand, then those days are part of a pattern that we can remember with satisfaction for years to come. Accomplishment is all about being able to look back and feel good, and this can help build a rich memory bank.

2 Accomplishment encourages gratitude. Very few of us can accomplish things entirely on our own. Research confirms that people who regularly feel grateful enjoy better mental health and quality of life. If you can look at what you’ve done and be thankful for everyone and everything that helped you get there, that’s fuel for happiness.

3 Accomplishment makes us more confident about the future. There is always another challenge to face, and even the strongest and most cheerful of us have moments when we doubt we’ll get through a difficult patch. Having had the experience of overcoming obstacles in the past is one of the best ways to build our confidence and the belief that we can handle obstacles as they arise in the future.
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real well-being

A useful touchstone in positive psychology is the “PERMA” model of well-being. Happiness, Martin Seligman argues, is not just one emotion; there are five factors that contribute to the experience of well-being:
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The PERMA theory (see “Real well-being,”) is a key principle. All of the five aspects of happiness are things we pursue for their own sakes: they are valuable in themselves, or “intrinsically” rewarding. 


	✓ Positive emotions, while by their nature fleeting, can make us more open, resilient, creative, and observant—even physically healthier. 

	✓ Engagement comes when we’re feeling confident about our skills. It can be such a pleasant experience that we end up honing these skills for fun rather than as a duty. The better you know your strengths, the more you’ll be able to get into the flow. 

	✓ Relationships are essential. This includes those with family, friends, romantic partners, colleagues, and your community. Without other people, successes ring hollow. 

	✓ Meaning makes us more satisfied, confident, and robust. Sometimes you’re already doing something you consider meaningful, and sometimes you may need to work at finding the meaning, but this is something you can develop. 

	✓ Accomplishment is something all success-focused people care about. Positive psychology suggests that the key quality you need to succeed is perseverance, but actually all the other aspects of PERMA help to make this easier. If you’re tired, isolated, or sad, it’s hard to stick to challenges; if you’re flourishing, it becomes a lot easier. 



We all want to be successful because we think it’ll make us happy. It’s good to remember, though, that it can work the other way: being happy can also help us to succeed. 
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A 2014 Australian study asked student volunteers a series of questions to test their PERMA ratings. Try them and see how they come out for you. Life is fluid, so it’s likely that you’ll be able to give more positive answers in some areas than others, and a year from now you may find that the balance has changed. You’re most likely to feel successful, though, if you have at least some good experiences in each aspect of PERMA, so if you have a nagging sense that something’s missing, these questions might be useful to pinpoint what you need to develop: 
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Who decides if you’re a success? Positive psychologist Patty O’Grady identifies this key difference:


	Achievement is when we meet a standard imposed by others

	Accomplishment is when we reach a goal we personally value



A lot of contemporary society is focused on achievement: pass that exam, win that game, ace that interview. One reason is simply that these are easy to measure—you either get an “A,” score a goal, get the job, or you don’t. But precisely for this reason, such measures can feel reductive, and ultimately unsatisfying: they depend on other people’s ideas of how to measure achievement, not your own. What’s really rewarding is to do something because it will accomplish a goal you think is important, be it personal, professional, artistic, technical, or whatever seems significant to you. This often involves externally measurable successes, but the real reward is your own self-approbation, and the ability to thrive as a whole person. As O’Grady puts it, “Achievement is a by-product of accomplishment.”
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Better than okay

Positive psychology founder Martin Seligman argues that for most of its history, the discipline of psychology has focused on mental illness and unhappiness. Its goal has been to bring people up the “zero line” of simply not being sick. Positive psychology was developed with the aim of addressing the other side of the equation: what raises us above that base level to a state of true well-being? That is, how can we be actively flourishing, rather than just “all right”? 
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Success, happiness, and feelings of accomplishment are all linked. What you think about and do make a difference: spur yourself on toward a more fulfilling life by cultivating positive mental attitudes and habits. 

It is human nature to want to be happy, but what makes us so? What approaches can we use to create fulfillment and happiness, enabling us to achieve the goals that are important to us?

Possessions or experiences? 

Contrary to what we may expect, given the emphasis in our culture on material possessions, “having things” doesn’t make us happy (even if we feel “good” in the moment we buy something). According to a 20-year study by Cornell University psychologist Thomas D. Gilovich, material objects have drawbacks, because:


	We get used to them. Once the novelty wears off, we’re still the same person with the same feelings, needs, and concerns.

	Our expectations recalibrate. Your new car is great compared with your old car, but in time you’ll be comparing it to still better cars. 

	We compare ourselves to other people. There is always someone who has shinier things than we do. 



This is known as “adaptation”: as circumstances change, we adjust to them. What doesn’t lose its shine, however, is having experiences that are meaningful and memorable: 


	We don’t compare in the same way. You can set objects side by side, but comparing experiences seems pointless, which means their value has a sustained impact on our happiness.

	Experiences become part of our identity, both in how we see ourselves and how others see us. 

	We enjoy anticipating experiences. Waiting to afford to buy something generally means feeling impatient; looking forward to a vacation or day out, on the other hand, is exciting. 



The research shows that investing in experiences has a sustained impact on our short- and long-term happiness, as well as our feelings of success. 

Train your brain

Neuroscience shows that our brains are “plastic,” which means they are capable of being reshaped, even in adulthood. While it can be hard to shift your mental habits, consider the effort you make to change the way you think as similar to how you exercise to improve your body. 
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In 2005, Martin Seligman and his team of researchers gave five different groups of people a task to perform over the course of a week. Each exercise was found to raise the participants’ well-being: 
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Happiness researcher Shawn Achor lists some ways to lift your mood: 


	Write down three things you’re grateful for

	Send a positive message to someone you care about 

	Meditate for two minutes

	Exercise for ten minutes

	Spend two minutes writing about the most meaningful experience you’ve had in the last 24 hours

	Get in touch with someone in your social network. 



This final activity has been shown to be the best of all for raising spirits, so never be “too busy” for time with friends, family, and close colleagues.
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Our self-image goes right to the core of our being, and the path to success involves putting some thought into how we see ourselves. How can we cultivate a self-perception that’s both accurate and helpful? 

Self-image can help or hinder us: we judge our options based on how we see ourselves. Accurate self-awareness is a skill that develops with practice and it’s something we need to refine over time through reflection. 

Feeling good

There are benefits to being confident about our strengths and talents. A 2010 American study, for example, found that college students who were best at identifying and analyzing their strengths were also better at building on past successes and managing social support in general; they also tended to have greater well-being and higher self-esteem. Knowing what your strengths are, especially when they can be used in the service of your interests and passions, is a real advantage: it means you know what tools you have at your disposal. 

The thing is, we’re prone to be a bit blind to our own strengths. If we think that, for instance, courage is an important character trait, we may assume it’s only right to be brave when circumstances demand. If we ourselves end up acting courageously at some point, we may think our behavior is only “ordinary.” What seems like “just what you should do” could in fact be a key to what’s best in you. 
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What is a personal “strength”? 

Positive psychology defines a strength as a combination of natural aptitude, knowledge, and skills, which creates a potential for excellence as long as these qualities are cultivated. Therefore, we need to identify our talents, integrate those talents into how we see ourselves, and modify our behavior accordingly. 

Part of this change in behavior involves limiting how much we focus on the negative. When we’re trying to accomplish something, it’s easy to look at what we don’t like about our lives and try to fix it, but there are studies that suggest it’s more productive to focus on appreciating what we do well, and to do those particular things more often. People who try this approach feel more engaged and motivated. 

Trusted friends and family can offer a candid appraisal, both from “inside” and “outside” our interests. We tend to gravitate toward people who share our passions, so friends can help us build on existing strengths; family who aren’t automatically fascinated by our chosen field can provide loving reality checks. 

Feeling good about ourselves is one of the biggest motivating factors available to us. Motivated people get things done and can sustain a productive pace for much longer than unhappy people. Work on appreciating what’s good in you and what’s good in other people too, and you may find that your path to success becomes a lot smoother. 
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Consider the following questions. Your answers may reveal much about where your strengths lie: 


	When people have different strengths from you, do you prefer to discount or learn from them? Are there “strengths” you don’t admire? Are there qualities you don’t particularly possess, but appreciate in others?

	What energizes you, and what exhausts and drains you? 

	Are there people in your life who can help support you to make the most of your strengths? 
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Do you have a colleague whose opinion you trust? Ask them these questions, and see if their answers indicate ways you can improve: 
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Playing it Right

It’s good to have strengths, but you don’t always have to use them at full strength. The Journal of Positive Psychology points out that it’s more helpful to adjust ourselves to each situation, and to be aware of the context in which we are operating: we don’t have to apply the same amount of force every time. When employing your strengths, ask yourself if you could use them more—or even, contrarily, underplay them—depending on what may be politically advantageous or in your best interests. 
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Being mindful 

Buddhists believe that it is limiting to have a fixed view of ourselves, and research supports the view that we have “multiple selves” that emerge in different contexts. A lot of research is being done into the efficacy of “mindfulness,” a state of awareness cultivated in meditation. Mindfulness is based in the present moment, is nonjudgmental, and doesn’t leap to react to every thought and experience that passes over you. 

Psychologists speak of the “S-ART” framework, which stands for self-awareness, self-regulation, and self-transcendence. What this means is that with practice we can develop a state of self-awareness that helps us manage our emotions and rise above our self-focused needs to see the bigger picture and relate better to others. 

Mindfulness has four key aspects: 


	Balanced and focused effort

	Discerning things clearly

	Mindful awareness

	Equanimity: observing things impartially, rather than letting our desires and discontents dominate us. 



In other words, to be mindful, we need to focus on the present moment, see it for what it is, be aware of how we feel, and accept that this moment is what it is and stay with it, instead of racing back to memories or ahead to thoughts of the future. 
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Meditation can be a dynamic practice and a powerful tool. Two traditional words for it are: 


	bhävana (Sanskrit), meaning “cultivate” or “cause to become”

	sgoms (Tibetan), meaning “the development of familiarity” (self-awareness and insight)



By meditating, you’re training your mind and allowing yourself to become comfortable with mental states that will be beneficial to you. 
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Uncomfortable emotions 

How does this affect us? How we see ourselves can limit our ability to act—and the more we put labels on events, interactions, and outcomes, the more vulnerable we become to biases. Memories of how we used to be can interfere with what we feel capable of now; generalizing from our experiences can limit our ideas of what we’re capable of. 



We’ve all had the experience of an unpleasant occurrence bringing up uncomfortable associations, and the natural response is to try to push those feelings away. But this doesn’t help: the less self-aware we are, the more likely we are to succumb to mistaken beliefs. Memory is associative, and if we’re feeling a negative emotion, our mind naturally starts bringing up other negative experiences we’ve had, and we can end up in a downward spiral. It’s more helpful to acknowledge that we’re feeling something negative, and let it be what it is: an uncomfortable moment that will pass in its own time, which doesn’t have to mean anything more. 

The consistency principle 

We have a great psychological need to see ourselves as stable, rational beings. This can lead to problems if we do or say something that doesn’t match our self-image; the temptation is to rationalize it away, so that we can feel consistent with our beliefs and past actions. It is better to accept that inconsistency is part of human nature, and to acknowledge these “aberrations” instead of brushing them aside. 

The more you’re clear on your good points, and the more able you are to be gentle and patient with your mistakes, the more comfortable you’ll be taking the steps that lead you to new heights.
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If you’re too rigid in your idea of what kind of a person you are, you can sometimes talk yourself out of broadening your horizons.

By staying in the present moment and acknowledging how you feel, you can stay “on topic” and remain constructive.
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Trying to succeed without knowing what we really feel is like trying to find our way in the dark. Achievement in all aspects of our life depends on understanding our own feelings and those of the people around us. 

Sometimes it’s easy to get focused on the “externals” of success: what are my qualifications, who are my contacts, what do I have to show for myself? If we want to manage these skillfully, though, we need to understand ourselves and the feelings of the people we come into contact with. 

Emotional insight

The concept of “emotional intelligence” has become increasingly influential since it was first put forward in the 1990s. Psychologist Daniel Goleman defines emotional intelligence as being able to:


	Monitor your own and other people’s feelings 

	Label those feelings accurately 

	Use this information to guide your thoughts and actions. 



This means we need to be attuned to our own feelings and the emotional content of our interactions with other people, and be able to make sound judgments based on these insights. This comes more easily to some of us than others. The good news is that emotional intelligence is something we’re able to learn. 


[image: 000.png]



Enhanced effectiveness

Developing your emotional intelligence can make you highly attractive to employers. Teacher and positive psychology trainer Ronen Habib reports that, at a conference involving top HR executives from high-profile employers such as Google and Facebook, the following skills were listed as being highly sought after: working well with others; creativity; basic knowledge of the subject matter; perseverance through adversity; and time management.

These qualities, they observed, are actually difficult to find. Children are not taught them in school, and we have to learn them for ourselves. If you can do these things, it puts you well ahead of the competition. Working adeptly with others, for example, requires well-developed emotional intelligence skills. 

Cultivating your awareness

Practice looking within to see how your feelings, thoughts, and beliefs are affecting your actions and choices. This may not be easy, especially if it confronts you with new ideas: studies suggest that when confronted with unfamiliar situations or concepts, we tend to feel anxious and rely on past experiences instead of working to create new ones. Try to avoid falling back on old habits, though, because changes for the better mean learning new skills and responses. 

Difficult emotions exist, and it’s best to acknowledge that instead of ignoring or avoiding them. Instead, try doing one thing differently each time. It may be uncomfortable in the short term, but if we cultivate our emotional awareness, it can pay off handsomely. 
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According to psychologist Daniel Goleman, people with strong emotional intelligence are better able to do the following: 
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achieving emotional equilibrium 

According to psychologists Daniel Goleman and David McClelland, self-awareness involves both recognizing our emotions and regulating our responses. This can help us as an individual and when we’re operating as a member of a group:
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Self-awareness is essential to your continued growth and success. The best way to understand how you’re coming across to others is simply to ask and listen—and that can be an advanced skill in itself.

When it comes to how we’re performing, there’s no substitute for feedback. This can call for some robustness on your part, because that feedback isn’t always delivered with perfect tact or sensitivity. Other people, after all, have their own emotions, biases, fears, assumptions, and expectations, and, what’s more, their actions are then filtered through our own perceptions. A 2010 Canadian study found that we listen less to feedback that clashes with our self-image, and we’re better able to hear it if it doesn’t undercut our confidence. When looking for people to give you an honest opinion, find those who can balance candor with support.

Learning to listen

Should we just try to be rational about this? Actually it’s not that simple: research has found that when it comes to taking feedback, our reactions can be led astray by two broad categories of influence: “hot cognition” and “cold cognition” (see “Hot and cold thinking,”). The former is caused by emotions, and can cause problems when we’re too caught up in our feelings to listen. The latter is more to do with the ways in which our attention, memory, and judgment can sway our logic, an example being confirmation bias. 

It isn’t always comfortable to receive feedback, but it is useful. The science says to seek out people who present it helpfully, and to try to be aware of our own reactions—which are never as clear-sighted as we might wish. 



Hot and cold thinking 

We’re prone to both “hot” (emotional) and “cold” (logical) thinking: this is known as hot cognition and cold cognition. When listening to others, it’s helpful to be aware that both emotion and logic can trip us up: 
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We know we’re coming across well when we start influencing other people. This means that we’re communicating clearly; those around us can see what we’re about and are learning in turn. Positive psychology author Travis Bradberry identifies the hallmarks of influential people: 

1 They think for themselves and go by facts rather than trends.

2 They question the status quo, challenging convention without being antagonistic.

3 They inspire discussion: they’re so interested in exploring new ideas that other people catch the mood.

4 They freely make and foster connections, sharing information and introducing people to each other.

5 They focus on the main point, and communicate it to others.

6 They know they’re not infallible, and welcome disagreement.

7 They’re proactive; they see what’s coming and let others know so that they can prepare, too.

8 They respond rather than react—which is to say, they don’t behave in a knee-jerk fashion, but try to preserve relationships even if they’re being criticized.

9 They believe in the power of people to change things.
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Self-knowledge is one of the most important things in life, but also one of the most difficult. We’re all prone to blind spots, but the good news is that there are many ways to deepen our self-awareness. 

You’d think that you’d be the best judge of your own abilities—after all, you’re the only person who witnesses everything you do. In practice it’s a little more complicated. The evidence suggests that we’re not terribly accurate, and the reason for this is that we tend to judge ourselves by our intentions, while others only see our actions and the resulting impact. 

Blind to our blind spots

In 1999, American psychologists Justin Kruger and David Dunning published a paper describing what is now known as the “Dunning–Kruger effect.” Put simply, their finding was this: the understanding you need to be good at something, and the understanding you need to assess your own abilities in that area, are basically the same. This means that if you have a poor grasp of something, you probably don’t realize it. In fact, below a certain level of competence, people often drastically overestimate their abilities, because they’re too incompetent to understand how incompetent they are (see “The Dunning–Kruger effect,”). This isn’t necessarily arrogance: it’s just that when we’re learning something new, we probably don’t know how complex it is yet. 

Do we want accuracy?

When it comes to self-knowledge, we usually want conflicting things. On the one hand, we want to have an accurate assessment of ourselves. With that in mind we often fall back on objective measures, such as how we do on tests and in performance reviews, how we compare to our peers, how we’ve performed in the past, and so on. On the other hand, we also want to have a positive assessment of ourselves. Studies suggest that people who have slightly exaggerated views of how great they are tend to be happier and more popular. So, for most of us, there’s a tension between wanting the cold, hard facts and wanting to feel that others respect us and can see that our intentions are good. 
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the dunning–kruger effect

In a seminal paper David Dunning and Justin Kruger investigated the limits of our self-knowledge. They showed that people who don’t understand a skill generally don’t know that they don’t understand it, because they don’t realize what understanding would involve. In the study, the participants were asked to assess their capabilities, and then undergo a series of tests: 
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Dunning and Kruger speculated that the skills required to do something and the skills required to judge your own performance have a lot of overlap, and so able people are the most likely to be self-critical. 





Finding your Themes

When collating other people’s feedback (see “Gathering useful feedback,”), look for comments that corroborate similar attributes or behaviors. The information might look something like the example below. In this case, the theme is “level-headedness”: 
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When assessing ourselves, we need to be as specific and concrete as possible. We’re better at assessing ourselves when a challenge is:


	Objective. There’s a clear answer that can be stated and understood. 

	Familiar. If testing a skill, it helps to have some prior understanding and knowledge. 

	Low in complexity. Keep it simple: if necessary, break it down into smaller tasks. 



Seek appraisals from others (but positive ones, since we tend to overemphasize criticism). A 2005 study in the Harvard Business Review suggests the following: 


	Identify some trusted people, including colleagues, friends, and teachers if possible, and ask them for an honest assessment of your strengths. Asking via email is a good way to keep the information on record and easy to organize.

	Recognize patterns. Look for themes that keep coming up in different ways.

	Create a self-portrait. Combine what people have said with how you see yourself, and see if this shows a clearer picture of you at your strongest. 

	Adapt your plans/job to build on your strengths. 
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There will be days when we’re tired and discouraged, and at such times it’s a challenge to follow through on what we have committed to do. Achievement is a blend of short-term and long-term decisions and actions. 

Have you ever heard someone described as having “grit”? It’s a colloquial phrase, but it’s also a concept that psychologists have found to be linked to the way that some people sustain their effort over time, even when obstacles slow them down. 

The science of sticking to it 

What is resilience? Psychologist Carol Dweck, pioneer of the “growth mindset”, describes it as any constructive response, be it in behavior, attitude, or emotion, to a challenge. Resilient people are confronted by obstacles the same as everyone else, but they see the situation as a challenge, not as a defeat, and become aware of what they could do differently next time. In a 2002 study a team of researchers (correctly) told undergraduate students at Stanford University that the brain is malleable and develops new connections when presented with fresh challenges. These students went on to significantly outperform their peers, who had been told that intelligence is fixed by early childhood and cannot be expanded. 

Dweck suggests that a view of yourself as able to develop and learn tends to make people better able to survive social embarrassment, manage conflict, get the help they need, and master new things. If you encounter misfortune, don’t forget that the experience has given you an opportunity to discover something new about yourself or the situation itself. No matter what happens, finding ways to adapt and maintain your confidence is essential for success.

Finding your grit

A major researcher in the area of “grit” is American psychologist Angela Lee Duckworth. The qualities she studies are partly about staying on your path despite setbacks, and resisting distractions: adaptability is good, but if you change your interests so often that nothing gets finished, you’re not really advancing. As she observes, you may need to be flexible, but “you also have to be good at something.” That something needs to be a “long-term passion” to be rewarding; if you find it, your focus will keep you motivated. 

To stay resilient, you need a positive mindset (“I can learn, I can improve”) combined with a clear, long-term goal. Focus on something you care about, and then your quest to gather more knowledge about what you find most interesting will contribute to your success. 
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Angela Lee Duckworth, author of Grit, found that taxi drivers tend to drive least on the most profitable days. People take more cabs when it rains, but cabbies usually go home early on rainy days. This is because they’ve picked up more fares, made their usual day’s earnings, and decided to call it quits. If you’re aiming for something big, look out for the “rainy” periods: those are the times to power forward, not take your foot off the pedal. 






“What I Did” versus “What I Am”

People who bounce back are able to take responsibility, but they don’t take disappointments to heart. Consider these two different attitudes:
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When you’re committed to a certain path, you need to feel good about what you’re doing—and also why you’re doing it. If you cultivate mindfulness, you may find that the “why” becomes easier to see. 

Mindfulness has long been a tradition in various religions and spiritual practices, but new research is finding that it has good scientific support as well. Mindfulness is a skill we can use at any time, but one of the best ways to practice it is through meditation, which you can incorporate into your routine.

What does meditation have to do with success? An increasing body of research suggests that it can have considerable power in helping us develop self-awareness, self-esteem, and the ability to cope with and recover from the inevitable knocks of life. Doctors and psychologists are increasingly interested in what the World Health Organization calls “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity”—and in that model, meditation is considered a “health behavior.” 


Choose the practice for you 

There are many different meditation practices; we’ll explain two of the most common here (see “Mindfulness meditation” and “Loving-kindness meditation,”). You may like to experiment with different kinds of meditation: if sitting still or finding time is a problem, for instance, walking meditations may be easier to fit into your daily routine. If you choose to explore further, the internet has a wide variety of exercises, visualizations, and practices you can search through and adapt to suit. Try them and see which practice works best for you. 
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Mindfulness is a relaxed and nonjudgmental state of mind that allows us to observe calmly and accurately, which can make all the difference when we’re facing a tough decision or coping with a setback. This is a classic meditation to help you develop the skill: 

1 Choose somewhere where you won’t be interrupted, and sit in a comfortable position. You don’t need absolute silence; part of the practice is to let yourself be untroubled by background noise. 

2 Close your eyes, relax, and let yourself feel your body. Notice how your feet feel in your shoes, how your body feels against the chair, the temperature of the air on your skin. Just notice these things; you don’t have to do anything about them.

3 Don’t worry if your mind wanders: it will wander, and it doesn’t mean you’re doing it wrong. If thoughts start popping up, just notice they’re there. Don’t follow these thoughts, don’t fight them; let them come and go. This is one of the key experiences of mindfulness: by letting yourself experience thoughts and feelings without leaping to react to them, you’re cultivating emotional awareness and resilience. 

4 Notice your breathing. Can you feel your breath cooling and warming under your nose, the rise and fall of your chest, the passage of air down your throat? Focus on this, letting distractions happen and pass. You don’t have to change the rhythm of your breathing if you don’t want to: just notice it.

5 Sit like this for 5 to 10 minutes. When you’re ready, bring your attention back to your whole body; this will recenter you, and make you more aware when you open your eyes again. 

6 Finish your meditation, and congratulate yourself. There’s no “right” way to do it: whether you were focused or distracted, it was still a successful exercise. 
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Life inevitably holds moments of frustration, and conflicts with other people often hold us back. To help cultivate a more positive attitude, try this traditional meditation: 

1 Sit yourself comfortably, relax, and experience the sensations in your body. Focus particularly on your “heart center,” the area around your chest and solar plexus.

2 Cultivate a feeling of kindness and compassion, and direct it toward yourself. Silently repeat phrases such as, “May I be well,” “May I be happy,” “May I be healthy and well,” and “May I live in joy and peace.” 

3 Next, think of someone you like or admire. Direct your feelings of kindness toward them, and wish that they may also be well, happy, healthy, and joyful.

4 Direct your loving-kindness to someone to whom you have no strong feelings. Wish them the same joy.

5 Think of someone you have difficulty liking (but not someone you absolutely hate, as this will distract you), and direct your loving-kindness toward them. 

6 Expand your sense of well-wishing out toward everyone in the world. 
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We live busy lives these days, so how do we fit meditation in? First, we needn’t do it for too long—20 minutes is ample, and if that’s not possible, a shorter meditation is still better than none. Second, we can optimize our time. Health psychologist Linda Wasmer Andrews recommends the following times of day:
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The four principles 

A 2013 study for The Journal of Positive Psychology found that people who meditate had strong self-esteem if they developed the four key facets of mindfulness, which are as follows: 

1 Nonreactivity. You feel what you feel, but you don’t jump to act on that feeling.

2 Awareness. You know what you feel; these feelings are not suppressed.

3 Labeling and expressing. You’re able to describe your feelings accurately.

4 Nonjudging of experience. You know what is happening, but you don’t have to call it “good” or “bad”: it just is what it is. 


Mindfulness at work

The benefits of meditation aren’t merely personal. A 2008 study for the Academy of Management found that people who practiced mindfulness experienced many positive benefits in the workplace. These people were:




	More aware of what was happening on the job, picking up on details and subtle social cues

	Better able to get along with their colleagues

	More flexible and spontaneous

	More at ease

	More realistic in their goals

	More empathic and responsive to others; less self-centered

	Less focused on material gain

	Less dependent on validation from others

	Better able to derive their sense of meaning in life from more sources than just their job

	More level-headed under stress

	Enjoying their work more

	More adaptable

	More likely to feel that new situations presented a challenge, not a threat. 



The evidence is that mindful people are healthier, happier, and better collaborators—all great advantages in your quest for success.
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Studies find that meditation can support our physical health. It can: 


	Help us maintain good exercise habits

	Reduce risky behaviors, such as excessive drinking and drug-taking 

	Enhance the functioning of the immune system

	Improve our ability to manage pain

	Reduce inflammation at a cellular level 

	Develop our self-control

	Improve cortical thickness in the areas of the brain related to attention and focus. 
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If you don’t feel like trying mindfulness, can you identify a strong reason why not? A 2011 study listed the most common objections: 


I can’t stop my thoughts.

I am uncomfortable with silence.

I can’t sit still long enough to meditate.

I prefer to be accomplishing something.

Meditation might be boring.

It is a waste of time to sit and do nothing.

I don’t know much about meditation.

Prayer is my form of meditation.

There is no quiet place where I can meditate.

I don’t have time.

There is never a time when I can be alone.

I wouldn’t know if I were doing it right.

I’m concerned meditation will conflict with my religion.

My family would think it was unusual.

I would feel odd meditating.

I don’t believe meditation can help me.

I wonder if meditation might harm me.



The researchers found that these barriers were rather effective at discouraging people. If you want to give meditation a try but feel uncomfortable, consider which of these objections sound familiar. If you can suspend your belief in them, even briefly, it might make space in your life to experiment. 
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What, to you, is really worth doing in life? We all have our own ideas about what is important, but to feel fully satisfied we need to channel our energy and passions into something that is productive and meaningful to us.

When we are doing something meaningful, it holds our attention and engages our interest, keeping us focused and persistent over time. Motivation gives us energy, and passion focuses that energy. But what really motivates us? 

Extrinsic versus intrinsic

A series of seminal experiments by psychologist Sam Glucksberg offers a counterintuitive result. Building on Karl Duncker’s “candle problem” (see “How our expectations can limit us,”), Glucksberg tried the same test on two groups. He told one group that the purpose of the research was to establish how long it took people to solve the problem. The other group was told that if they solved it faster than their peers, they’d get a cash reward. The group with the cash incentive solved it faster, if the tacks were left out of the box; but if the tacks were inside the box and the problem required lateral thinking, they took 3½ minutes longer than the group who thought they were trying to discover something interesting. This is a good example of the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation: extrinsic rewards prompt us to solve simple tasks, but if we want to do well on complex ones, we need to be inspired by its intrinsic worth. Engagement, meaning, and purpose all sustain our intrinsic motivation. 
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Ask yourself: “If I won the lottery, would I keep doing what I’m doing right now?” If the answer is “yes,” it is probably because you enjoy what you are doing and view it as important. If “no,” it highlights that at this point you may not be pursuing your true passion. 



Pinpointing your motivation

How do we apply this in real life? “Live Your Legend” online community founder Scott Dinsmore recommends that you: 


	Figure out what your unique strengths are. 

	Consider what motivates you: for example, recognition, a sense of mastery, or connection to others? 

	Think about what you love doing, and what you hate doing.



Add all these together, and you have concrete information to act upon. 
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The findings of German psychologist Karl Duncker’s most famous experiment, the “candle problem,” were published in 1945. In this research, each volunteer was left alone in a room with a candle, a book of matches, and a box of thumbtacks. Their task was to find a way to attach the candle to the wall so that the wax wouldn’t drip on the table. 

Tacking the candle to the wall didn’t work, and neither did trying to melt it on. In the end, most people realized that they needed to use the box, too: they tacked the box to the wall and placed the candle in it. 

If the tacks were presented outside the box, they reached the solution quickly, but if the tacks were in the box, it took longer for them to find the solution. This is due to a cognitive bias known as “functional fixedness.” The box’s apparent function—holding the tacks—blinded people to the fact that it could be used to solve the problem. 

The lesson? Solving a problem often relies on thinking about your resources and opportunities in new ways. Doing so creates long-term success and builds your confidence when finding solutions and making difficult decisions. 
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What if you’re in a job that doesn’t motivate you but you’re not in a position to leave? Psychologists Amy Wrzesniewski, Justin M. Berg, and Jane E. Dutton recommend a process called “job crafting”: stay where you are, but start to manage things differently. They identify three key ways in which you can do this:


	Tasks. What do you want to do more of? Suppose you like teaching: take younger colleagues under your wing and volunteer for more mentoring. This way, you’re showcasing and developing your teaching skills.

	Relationships. Think about the people in your workplace who can help you establish the skills you’re trying to cultivate. Look for mentors, allies, and people you can learn from.

	Perceptions. Mentally reframe the different elements of your job to allow you to focus on the most meaningful elements.



Our jobs shape us, but we can also shape our jobs (at least to some extent) if we’re proactive. Be clear about how you want to develop, and set about creating situations where these opportunities for growth become possible. 
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However passionate you are about your vision, you’re likely to meet people who simply won’t see things your way. Before you get frustrated, stop and reflect: another perspective might reveal a great opportunity. 

It’s undoubtedly true that we thrive on support and encouragement: too much criticism discourages the best of us. That said, there’s a difference between criticism and disagreement. The former can be hurtful, but the latter, in the right context, can help us to excel.

Finding the truth

Some of the best work in human history has come from active and ongoing disagreement. The key is an atmosphere in which nobody takes disagreement personally: you aren’t focused on who’s right, but on what’s right. By taking opposite positions and challenging each other to prove every point, you are working together to reach the right conclusion. This way, disagreement can be pure collaboration.

Business consultant Margaret Heffernan tells a story of constructive disagreement. In the 1950s, a dreadful problem faced British society—more and more children were being diagnosed with cancer. Scientist Alice Stewart collected extensive data and came to the conclusion that the cancer was caused by the children having been X-rayed in utero. Conventional medical thinking at the time was very resistant to this idea. Stewart, though, found her perfect collaborator in statistician George Kneale. His standpoint was: “My job is to prove Dr. Stewart wrong.” Because Kneale worked tirelessly to find weak points in Stewart’s theory, together they were able to prove just how strong it was—thus saving hundreds of lives. 
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Confirmation bias 

An important psychological concept to remember here is “confirmation bias,” in which we test our ideas by looking for evidence that supports them and forget to look for evidence that might contradict them. While we can be even-handed weighing evidence about a neutral subject, when we’re emotionally invested in something, we’re liable to: 


	Overvalue evidence that supports what we already believe and undervalue evidence to the contrary.

	Look only (or primarily) for evidence that supports our beliefs, rather than evidence that might refute it. 

	See what we’re looking for, even finding patterns that aren’t actually there. 



We all do this sometimes. If you can find partners to counterbalance you, and remind yourself to focus on what you can learn and improving your ideas, relationships, and work practices, then disagreement can help you succeed in ways you hadn’t thought of before.
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Disagreement doesn’t have to be antagonistic. When we’re invested in our ideas, it’s easy to take criticism personally—but it’s worth remembering that someone criticizing your idea isn’t criticizing you. When it happens again, reframe what was said, and ask yourself the following questions: 


[image: image]







[image: 000.png]



Knowing who you are is essential when seeking success, but what sort of person are you? Recent research has created a system that clarifies the pattern of strengths that makes each of us unique. 

To achieve success you need to understand the unique combination of strengths that are the essence of your character. This is a concept that psychologists have started studying in more detail. 

The VIA classification system

In the early 2000s, a three-year study involving 55 distinguished scientists at the nonprofit VIA Institute on Character examined positive traits of character: the result is the “VIA classification of character strengths and virtues.” Much has been written about this system since; notably, in 2004, positive psychologists Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman published a book called Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification. This system identifies 24 key traits, organized into six broad categories, that are universally deemed to be morally good. We each possess our own distinct combination of these strengths and virtues; we are stronger in some qualities, and weaker in others, and they all contribute to our unique character. If you can identify your strengths and use them to fulfill your goals, there’s a better chance you’ll feel like you’re pursuing a “calling,” not just a job or other pursuit. 
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Being our best selves can take some discipline. Tiffany Shlain of The Moxie Institute, a film studio that makes films about social awareness and change, adheres to the following process. When you’re about to take action, pause for a moment and ask yourself:


	Does this reflect who I am?

	Does this reflect who I want to be? 





Test yourself

If you want to analyze yourself in detail, try the VIA Institute on Character’s Survey. In the meantime, take a look at the traits themselves (see “The VIA classification of character strengths,”). Which of these do you most identify with, and which do you most admire in others?
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the via Classification of character strengths

The VIA Institute on Character has devised a framework to help people identify their best qualities. Approaches vary, but your top five or six traits are likely to be your “signature strengths.” The VIA system can be a good way of identifying them when you’re trying to decide what your core qualities and aspirations are, as well as a way to identify both like-minded allies and people whose differences balance you out: 
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Teamwork. Being loyal; pulling your weight; good citizenship.

Fairness. Giving everyone a chance; acting without bias; treating everyone fairly. 

Leadership. Getting things done; encouraging others; maintaining good group relationships. 
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Love. Valuing other people and being close to them; caring and sharing.

Kindness. Being generous, nurturing, helpful, and compassionate.

Social intelligence. Being aware of others’ feelings and knowing how to get along with people.







[image: 000.png] Temperance

Forgiveness. Accepting that nobody is perfect; forgoing vengeance.

Humility. Letting your work speak for itself; not setting yourself above others.

Prudence. Being careful; thinking ahead; not doing things you might later regret.

Self-regulation. Having discipline and controlling your feelings and desires.







[image: 000.png] Wisdom and Knowledge

Creativity. Being ingenious and original.

Curiosity. Being open to new things; taking an interest in the world.

Judgment. Being able to think critically, weigh things fairly, and consider without prejudice.

Love of learning. Being curious, but also being systematic in how you add to your knowledge and skills.

Perspective. Giving sound advice; being able to make sense of things.
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Appreciation of beauty and excellence. Being able to marvel at the wonderful, wherever you find it.

Gratitude. Taking time to be thankful.

Hope. Being optimistic and working to bring about a better future.

Humor. Being playful, seeing the funny side, and liking to make people laugh.

Spirituality. Having a sense of purpose about how you fit into the grander scheme of life. 
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Valor. Being brave in the face of threats, challenges, and suffering; speaking up for what’s right.

Perseverance. Working hard and finishing what you start.

Honesty. Being authentic and sincere; acting with integrity and responsibility.

Zest. Living life to the fullest; approaching things with energy and enthusiasm.





© Copyright 2004–2016, VIA Institute on Character. All rights reserved. Used with permission. www.viacharacter.org
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Psychologists talk about cultivating your strengths; leaders talk about working hard. Where do we find the balance between natural ability and self-improvement? The best course is to appreciate the value of both. 

The phrase “practice makes perfect” is a good starting point on the path to success. But what can we realistically expect from ourselves when it comes to natural talent versus hard work?

10,000 hours?

You may be familiar with the theory that to get good at anything you need to put in 10,000 hours of practice. First proposed by Swedish psychologist K. Anders Ericsson, the idea was popularized by Malcolm Gladwell’s 2008 book Outliers. In fact, the data suggests it’s a bit more complicated. 

Ericsson himself stated in 2012 that he didn’t intend to deny that genetics may also play a part, only to say that the evidence hadn’t been found yet. He also stressed that 10,000 is only an average, and that the practice has to be dedicated, intensive, and systematic. In the meantime, other studies have queried his findings. A 2014 analysis of a number of independent studies found that practice, on average, accounted for as little as 12 percent of skill mastery and later success. 
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Musical twins

A 2014 study by Swedish neuroscientist Miriam Mosey found that, when it came to musical ability—one of the key abilities Ericsson was testing—of over 1,000 pairs of identical twins, practice made surprisingly little difference to basics such as a sense of pitch and rhythm. (One twin had practiced over 20,000 hours more than his brother, without dramatic difference.) She added that practice could improve a person’s technical skills, but that the twin studies suggested that both nature and nurture impact musical acumen.

The power of flow

How do we get good at things? Neither genes nor practice are the whole story: on their own, neither will take us all the way. What may be more productive is to find a mental space where we can experience a sense of “flow.”

“Flow” is part of the “PERMA” scheme of happiness. A 2013 American study draws an interesting distinction between “pleasure” and “engagement.” When seeking pleasure, we look to gratify ourselves, whereas when we’re engaged, we lose ourselves because we’re so absorbed in what we’re doing: that’s “flow.” It’s also a key to success: the study found that people who pursued pleasure more than engagement were more likely to get distracted, while people who pursued engagement had more “grit”, were more persistent, and were moving toward greater accomplishments. 

Positive psychologist Martin Seligman estimates that talent and practice account fairly equally for our ability, but he also draws a distinction between “talent,” inborn and involuntary, and “strengths,” healthy ways of thinking that we are able learn. Practice may never make us perfect at something for which we have no aptitude; in such cases, one answer may be to find trusted collaborators who are able to counterbalance us. When setting out to achieve results that are important to you, engaging in your passion and finding flow will make a difference and enable you to sustain momentum. In so doing, you give your abilities the chance to develop to the fullest.
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Positive psychologist Martin Seligman posits that our general level of happiness—an important part of fulfilling our potential—can be encapsulated by this equation: 
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H stands for happiness: your enduring level of happiness, which is impacted by a combination of three factors.

S is your “set range”: your biological disposition toward positive or negative moods, which accounts for about 40 to 50 percent of your happiness level and seems to operate as an “emotional steersman.” Your choices influence whether positive or negative emotional states take control.

C stands for “circumstances”: whether you live in a wealthy democracy, have a strong social support network, and are able to avoid or keep to a minimum negative situations and feelings. 

V indicates the actions under your voluntary control: the actions, choices, and decisions you make each day that affect your level of happiness.
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Strengths have many elements that define them. With your strengths, you:


	Feel authentic—“This is what I really love.” You don’t have to be good at what you’re doing to begin with: you yearn to keep improving. 

	Feel excited when you make even small advances. Do you study people who already do this particular thing well, so you can build your skills in this area too?

	Seek out feedback. When you’re focused on making progress, you ask for feedback from others whenever you get the opportunity.

	Feel energized and enthusiastic when making use of your abilities. 
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Can we “think” our way to success? Of course hard work, skill, and luck play their part as well, but the evidence shows that positive mental habits are essential, and our attitude does make a difference. 


The path toward success can be emotionally tough: there may be knocks and frustrations as well as moments of excitement and satisfaction. A positive attitude can sustain you through unpredictable times, and studies on physical well-being show that optimistic people have stronger immune systems and live longer. Psychologists also find that optimists tend to be happier, better at coping, and more persistent, have a wider network of friends, and are more successful in general. The good news is that optimism can, with practice, be cultivated. 

Five steps to optimism

Over the past 20 years, positive psychology researchers have formulated a five-point plan that educators use to teach students a positive outlook. If you’re working on improving your optimism, try these approaches:

1 Identify and prioritize your top goals. Look at the big picture. Some will be “micro” goals and some “macro” goals, so settle in your own mind which are the most important.

2 Break them down into steps. This is especially helpful with long-term goals. The idea is not to achieve everything at one stroke: you need a series of milestones, which you can celebrate as successes as you reach them.

3 Appreciate that there’s more than one way to reach a goal. Studies show that pessimistic students have difficulty problem-solving their way past obstacles, so flexibility is a key skill.

4 Tell your success stories, and hear other people’s. Seek out opportunities to remind yourself that adversity can be overcome.

5 Stay light and positive. Self-pity is the death of optimism, so keep your self-talk positive, find the funny side of your mistakes, and enjoy yourself as much as you can. 

Clear your mind

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy teaches ways to build optimism when you find yourself thinking negatively (see “Cognitive distortions,”). If you find yourself caught in such thinking, try the following:


	Identify the thought that is bothering you. 

	Ask yourself how much you believe it. Assign a hypothetical percentage to reflect the amount. 

	Ask yourself if there are any cognitive distortions at play. 

	Consider alternative explanations. You don’t have to fully believe them; just try them on for size.

	Look at the evidence as calmly as possible. Does it support your troublesome thought? Is any evidence more encouraging? 

	Ask yourself again how much you believe the negative thought. The answer doesn’t have to be “not at all”; if you’ve dropped from, say, 85 to 45 percent, that’s a significant improvement. 



The benefits of this strategy over the long term can be great, from improved mental health to better focus and resilience—all of which support a more successful life.



Cognitive distortions

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy tells us we’re vulnerable to “cognitive distortions,” as shown here, which undermine our optimism. Combat such thinking by identifying and questioning such thoughts when they occur (see “Clear your mind,”): 
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It sometimes seems that confident people stand a better chance in life. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy: being self-assured and having faith in yourself encourages other people to believe in you, too. 

It may be true that some people have more natural confidence than others, but that’s no reason to despair if you’re subject to self-doubt. Instead, regard confidence as a necessary component in your plans to succeed, and give yourself permission to build it up. 

Practice, practice, practice

Begin by cultivating an awareness of how you “talk” to yourself. Do you spend a lot of time dwelling on worries or self-criticism? If so, work on nipping these thoughts in the bud: replace negative self-talk with positive self-talk. Successful sports coach Ivan Joseph, for example, recommends writing yourself a letter listing all your accomplishments, and reading it regularly. The key is repetition: it’s easy to forget your good points if you only think of them occasionally. 

At the same time, practice doing things that make you nervous. Pushing past your comfort zone is something that only gets easier with familiarity. Start with low stakes; picture yourself like a tightrope walker beginning with a rope only a few feet off the ground. That vertiginous sense of anxiety is still going to be there, because we all fear falling, but once you’ve learned with a relatively safe “drop,” you’ll be better balanced when you try something more daring. 

Start small and build up

Trying to feel confident about everything all of the time can feel like a big task. If you’re not sure how to build yourself up, try breaking it down: make a list of things that you’d like to be more confident about. This will give you a more detailed picture: imagine specific situations that push your comfort zone (but not too much), and then go and do them—every day, if you can. Start small and work on it regularly, and you may find that over time confidence comes more naturally than it did before. 


[image: 000.png]





[image: 000.png] improving your self-confidence



Grab a piece of paper and note your thoughts on the following: 



	1. Ask yourself what your deepest fears are. Abandonment? Humiliation? Dependence? Think about what they are, and how they enter the picture when it comes to your plans for success.

	2. Make a list of why these fears are understandable. Your life experiences have shaped you, including the bad ones, and these fears are a product of those experiences. Don’t get too invested in blaming others, or yourself: the aim is to make peace with the past and move on. 

	3. Think about positive experiences that have helped you in your life, such as any support you’ve received, pride you’ve felt in your own actions, or new skills you’ve mastered. 

	4. Create a plan for using these techniques to help build yourself up in the future. 

	5. Anticipate ways in which this might be difficult—setbacks that may discourage you, particular demons that are hard to shake. Remind yourself that this is all part of the process, and consider ways to keep your compassion for yourself in view in those moments. 
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To sustain your focus on achieving long-term goals, balance is essential. The evidence suggests that a healthy amount of hobbies and vacations increases your resilience, making you more likely to succeed. 

If your goals in life require hard work to reach them, ensuring that you actively schedule downtime into your plans is essential to sustaining your energy over time. As you focus on what you want to achieve, don’t make the mistake of neglecting yourself, your family and friends, and the leisure activities you enjoy. A substantial amount of research suggests that a good use of free time makes a significant difference in how healthy you are, both mentally and physically. 

What counts as leisure?

Is it leisure time when you just don’t happen to be working? That’s one way to view it; psychologists call this the residual definition of leisure—something that, in a pressured economy, is not always in abundant supply. This is one reason why so many of us are anxious to succeed on our own terms: if we have to work this hard, we’d like to enjoy it. 

But there are other ways to categorize the things we do with our time off: some researchers distinguish between active and passive leisure, and others between serious and unserious leisure. There is a difference between watching television and playing tennis or joining an art group: some pastimes allow us to switch off, while others require more engagement. On the whole, the research indicates that we benefit most when we participate in leisure that gets us actively involved. We all need a rest sometimes, but active pursuits can have further benefits as well: they give us a sense of achievement and mastery, which boosts our mood. 

Leisure can encompass a wide range of activities; the key element is what psychologists sum up as “perceived freedom”—which is to say, whether tranquil and relaxed or active and exciting, it feels like a rest because the choice is yours. 
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Leisure time is not just fun—it can be therapeutic, too. American psychologist Linda Caldwell identifies a number of ways in which leisure helps us, by: 


	Being meaningful or interesting to us, and perhaps providing a good personal challenge. 

	Putting us in touch with social support and friendships.

	Increasing our sense of self-efficacy and competence.

	Giving us a sense of personal control and choice.

	Helping us relax or forget our daily troubles. 



These elements support our mental health, which means that when we get back to focusing on our goals, we’re better able to stick at them. Recreation makes you more stable and well-adjusted, so enjoy it with a clear conscience—and be mindful about what you do with your leisure time, to make sure it gives you the energy to keep moving forward. 
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A 2013 study across 33 countries found that certain activities proved universally good at boosting happiness. The researchers found that people were most fulfilled by activities that either helped them be the person they were, or strengthened their relationships with others. The top choices were: 
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Most of us watch films and TV, read books, listen to the radio, and play games in our time off—but what do we get out of it? One theory, based on video games but applicable to other cultural forms, was proposed in 2004 by American researchers Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zubek. They argued that there are eight ways of enjoying something, and that we find certain experiences compelling for different reasons. Why do you enjoy your favorite pastimes? Your answers may give you some interesting insights: 


	Discovery. Exploring new territory.

	Sensation. Enjoying a spectacle or the mechanics of the gameplay. 

	Fantasy. Make-believe; the joy of stepping into someone else’s shoes.

	Narrative. The pleasure of following a story. 

	Challenge. The satisfaction of overcoming obstacles.

	Fellowship. The fun of playing with others. 

	Expression. Self-discovery and identity.

	Submission/abnegation. Sitting back and switching off. 
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A healthy body image is one dimension of feeling successful. Being comfortable in your own skin makes for a better quality of life, and is likely to make you more attractive and impressive to others as well.


However accomplished you are, it’s hard to feel like a success if you’re not entirely happy with your physical appearance. Of course, you can exercise and be more careful about what you eat and drink, but it’s also a good idea to begin by accepting and learning to enjoy your body here and now, whatever it looks like. When we think of the body beyond mere appearance, there’s a lot it can teach us. 

Positive body image

Research finds that a positive body image tends to support a variety of healthy behaviors, including: 


	Higher levels of psychological and social well-being

	Better coping skills

	Improved sex life

	Intuitive eating (that is, eating appropriate quantities when hungry, rather than comfort eating or starving yourself)



If you can become more relaxed with how you feel about your body, the evidence suggests that you become better able to read its signals—and this in turn leads to more positive behaviors. 

Dress for success 

Getting dressed can sometimes be a fraught issue if you’re not wholly confident about how you look. The concept of “enclothed cognition” may come in handy here. 

A series of experiments at Northwestern University in Illinois, published in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology in 2012, found that the clothes we wear have a symbolic meaning, and can make a difference in our level of achievement when completing a task. Preliminary research found that a white lab coat, as typically worn by scientists and doctors, is associated with being attentive and careful. In the experiment, volunteers were shown a white lab coat and given the option of putting it on or not—but first, some volunteers were told it was a doctor’s coat, while others were told that it was an artist’s coat. After making their choice, the volunteers took part in a test. Those wearing the “doctor’s coat” outperformed everyone else: the image of a doctor’s precision and intellect had heightened their concentration. (Attention levels did not increase among those whose coats had been described as belonging to an artist.) The researchers concluded that the influence of clothing depends on the symbolic meaning attached to an outfit and the act of wearing it. 

Certain outfits can bring out in us the positive qualities we associate with their role. When choosing our clothes, perhaps the key is to worry less about how we’ll look, and think of it more as choosing a costume for who we want to feel like.  

Being in the world

In a society full of images of impossible physical perfection, it’s easy to feel we’re lacking. Instead of thinking of your body as an accessory, though, it’s healthier to think of it as a tool: however it looks, your body can carry you toward your goals. Confidence, dynamism, and action are more than skin deep, and these are the qualities that will help you to succeed. 
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Israeli health psychologist Tal Shafir observes that our physical stance gives our brains feedback that can translate into emotions. Hence, assuming a downcast posture tends to make us “feel” sad, while a confident posture picks us up—so, for instance, dancing has been proven to improve mood more than hunching over an exercise bike. Shafir’s research identifies key movements that cheer us up: 


	Expanding the body upward and horizontally, such as stretching, jumping, and arm-raising. 

	Lightness. Walking or moving with a spring in your step. 

	Repetitive movements—dancing is particularly good for this.
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love your body

Positive psychologist Kate Hefferon points out that people who feel comfortable with their bodies tend to be physically and emotionally healthier. She suggests a combined set of techniques to encourage us in the right direction: 
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Chasing your dreams can be an emotional business, and passions can ignite many feelings, ranging from excitement about the possibilities to frustrations with obstacles that get in your way. 

Our emotions give us energy and are a crucial source of information that needs to be attended to and understood. Research on emotional intelligence clearly demonstrates the link between awareness about one’s own and other people’s emotions and the ability to successfully achieve goals. Understanding and managing our emotions is the key to success and effectiveness.

Creating a balance

We generally prefer to avoid uncomfortable feelings, but in fact, that’s not the most productive or effective way of dealing with them. Life will frustrate and upset us at times, no matter how successful we are, and we need to learn how to cope with the inevitable ups and downs. If you are experiencing a painful emotion, it’s better to “sit with it,” as popular author and founder of the Tiny Buddha blog Lori Deschene puts it—that is, to accept that it hurts right now, while also knowing that this feeling will pass. Meanwhile, we can “create situations for positive feelings”: if there’s something that makes you happy, make opportunities to do it regularly. We need a place in our life for both. 

Managing our emotions

Much as we’d like to consider ourselves objective, our brains are rather good at shaping reality to our expectations. Take, for instance, the emotion of loneliness. A 2000 study among 2,500 students at Ohio State University found that there were really no differences in social capital between students who called themselves lonely and students who didn’t: their socio-economic status, looks, and academic achievements were pretty much the same, and they belonged to as many groups and lived with as many roommates. The difference was in how they would “construe their self in relation to others”: they were more likely to blame other people for problems in relationships, and more likely to see themselves as victims who were already doing their best. 

The study didn’t look into whether this affected how other people felt about them—though it’s quite possible that people would act less warmly toward someone who always blamed them for any conflict—but it’s a useful warning. How we label ourselves and our interactions can become reality, even if the external evidence doesn’t initially seem to support it. 

Ways to move forward

What can you do if you’re faced with an emotionally complex situation? First, be sure you know what it is that you’re feeling (see “The emotion decoder,”). Second, consider the possible responses and choices you can make (see “Taking charge,”). Our emotions are our own, and while it can sometimes be difficult, the more we are able to take responsibility for them, the better off we’ll be. 






The Emotion Decoder

Having trouble identifying your emotions? Psychologist Darlene Mininni, author of The Emotional Toolkit, recommends that you examine what you’re experiencing, and ask yourself what message your feelings are trying to send you. 




	Emotion
	Sensation
	Ask yourself



	Anxiety
	Tight muscles, racing heart
	“What am I afraid of?”



	Sadness
	Tired, heavy, possibly tearful
	“What have I lost?” 



	Anger
	Tension, teeth clenching, changes in body temperature
	“How have I, or the values I hold dear, been attacked?” 



	Happiness
	Lightness, laughter, smiles
	“What have I gained?” 






taking charge

Can we be more proactive in how we deal with our emotions? According to James Gross, who specializes in emotional regulation at Stanford University, we can view our emotional responses as part of a process: if we make good decisions early on, we can achieve better outcomes. In any scenario, there are opportunities where we can change our actions, the focus of our attention, our framing of a situation, and our response to it. Suppose you’ve been invited to a short film festival, which would be good for making connections—but one of the films is by a former collaborator with whom you’ve fallen out. What are your options? 
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Achieving long-term goals takes persistence, which often means you need to delay short-term gratification. How can you learn to say “no” to immediate rewards if they conflict with your bigger plans? 

We all have multiple goals that we seek to fulfill, and which give us the feeling of being successful. Unfortunately, many distractions can cause us to focus on short-term good feelings (“I want to buy a new car”) rather than on the longer-term goal (“I want to pay off my student loans so I can save more and buy a house”). The feelings triggered by the desire to fulfill both the short-term desire (driving a nice car) and the long-term desire (getting on the property ladder) can evoke powerful, compelling feelings that impact our choices. 

The struggle comes when our long-term priorities come into conflict with other desires which, while less important to us overall, are easier to undertake and more fun in the short term. 

Making choices

A 2014 study by American psychologists Angela Lee Duckworth and James Gross argues it’s partly a matter of hierarchy. We don’t just have one goal: we have big, overarching goals, and then smaller goals that tend to be more practical and action-oriented. Problems arise when these clash. At that point, we need to go back and decide which of the long-term goals is most important (see “The hierarchy of goals,”). When we have to make a choice, it’s helpful to be able to distinguish between what are competing priorities and what are everyday short-term temptations.

Resisting that marshmallow

The “marshmallow test” was performed by Walter Mischel at Stanford University in the 1960s. In this test, a group of four-year-olds were offered a marshmallow and left alone in a room, having been promised that if they resisted eating it until the experimenter returned 15 minutes later, they could have the marshmallow and a second one as well. This longitudinal study followed these children over many years and found that those who had resisted the marshmallow turned out, in later life, to be doing better academically, health-wise, and indeed in life in general. The findings of this research sparked a series of studies that focused on understanding the dynamics of self-control and how people respond in different situations. 

Testing the marshmallow test

In 2013, a further experiment was done by a group of American researchers to test the original marshmallow theory. In the second test, children were given the same choice of one marshmallow immediately, and, if they could resist eating it, a second one later too—but with a twist. Before the marshmallows came promises about crayons and stickers. The children were told that if they waited before they started using the crayons and stickers, the experimenters would return with better crayons and stickers. With some children, the better supplies did appear; with others, the experimenters came back empty-handed. 

The result? The “reliable environment” group resisted the marshmallow four times longer than children who had experienced an “unreliable environment.” The researchers surmised that the marshmallow test is more a measure of how much trust a child has in their circumstances: for children who had reason to believe a promise, resisting that marshmallow was much easier. 

Perhaps the key to self-control is directly related to emotional intelligence and the ability to understand how your emotions are impacting your responses and behaviors. Psychologist Daniel Goleman identifies self-regulation as one of the elements of emotional intelligence: this means you don’t make decisions on impulse, and you are able to delay gratification. Next time you need to strengthen your resolve, listen to what’s going on in your head and heart. 
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The hierarchy of goals

Even if you have a particular aspiration that outshines all the others, it’s helpful to think in terms of multiple goals. One approach is to consider them as long-term, medium-term, and short-term: that way, your long-term goal or goals can be as broad as you need, and you can keep your short-term goals practical. Draw up a chart, and see if any of your short-term goals conflict with each other—for instance, does networking with clients at a conference conflict with time spent socializing with friends and family? If you can lay it out in this way, it may be easier to decide which short- and medium-term goals best support your long-term goals, and prioritize your decisions accordingly.
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Motivating yourself to keep going despite obstacles helps, but pushing yourself to the limit does not. You may need to be careful: chronic stress can hurt you—and perhaps your chances of success as well. 

Stress is what happens when you perceive, or at least feel, that the demands life is placing on you are greater than your ability to cope. Sometimes stress can be helpful, giving you the impetus and focus to achieve. But stress can also be a trade-off: are you toughing it out because you know the short-term strain will be worth the long-term benefits, or has the short-term harm started to become a long-term liability? In short: how much stress is too much? 

The dangers of stress

We all know stress is an uncomfortable sensation; what we don’t always realize is that it can be damaging. There are many ways in which the brain’s chemistry, structure, and even physical size can be adversely affected by chronic tension (see “How stress affects the brain,”). Chronic stress doesn’t just increase your risk of physical illness (though it does that, too); it also makes you less motivated and, literally, less intelligent. Our bodies are designed to respond automatically in times of threat: this makes sense if you’re fleeing a bear, since you act faster when you’re operating on instinct, but if you’ve ever found yourself freezing in an interview or getting stuck during a presentation, you’ll know there are times when it undermines you. Severe stress simply makes you do worse at the tasks you’ll need to perform well to succeed. When you consider that it also increases your chances of mental illness—something that can incapacitate the most talented—you’ll know that it’s something you need to keep in check. 
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What can you do?

The important question is this: when you feel you can’t cope, where does that feeling come from—the situation, or your faith in your coping abilities? Both are possible, and neither is “wrong,” but each answer calls for a different solution. If you’re in a chronically stressful situation, you may need to revise your plans: a stressful period that will definitely end may be endurable, but you can’t succeed if you burn yourself out. 

If you feel you have to stick with the situation, there are ways you can at least moderate your stress levels. None of these suggestions represents a magic bullet, but try them out and see what works for you.

A successful life includes a level of stress you can tolerate over the long term. You may be stronger than you believe—but it is also sensible to listen to your instincts, and to take action when necessary.
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Stress physically changes your brain in a variety of ways: 


	Too much “white matter” (myelin) develops. In a healthy brain, this provides an insulating electrical sheath enabling nerves to send their signals efficiently. In excess, it overinsulates, slowing down connectivity between different parts of the brain

	The protein BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor) is slowed down. Because BDNF is responsible for the development and differentiation of new brain cells, this impedes the brain’s functioning and can increase the risk of mental illness, dementia, and Alzheimer’s

	Levels of dopamine and serotonin, hormones associated with happiness and well-being, drop. In mild cases this leads to a habitually lowered mood; in more extreme cases, it increases the risk of mental illness and addiction

	The brain’s immune cells (microglia) get overactivated, risking brain inflammation 

	The thalamus, which helps create the fear response, becomes habitually overactive

	The sensory cortex sends stronger fear signals to the body, creating physical symptoms such as muscle tension, stomach upsets, and restlessness

	The hippocampus shrinks, reducing self-control, memory functioning, and emotional regulation

	The pituitary gland stimulates the adrenal glands in the torso, releasing more of the “stress hormone” cortisol. 



Your brain is a physical organ, so take care of it. If you’re really stressed, remember that it’s not a sign of weakness to take a rest: it’s sound medical sense, and much better for you in the long run. 
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Success involves hard work and high stakes. To keep yourself on the right track when the pressure is on, make sure your habits—both mental and physical—enable you to stay composed and in control.

Stress in life is inevitable. A moderate amount of stress can be good for us, but the key lies in how we respond to each situation we face, as this is what will determine if it is something we can handle or if it ends up getting the better of us.

Orderly thinking

It’s tempting to overgeneralize and think “My whole life is stressful!” and sometimes it can certainly feel that way. Instead of giving in to the sensation of being overwhelmed, however, try to identify and monitor the things that cause you the most anxiety: keep your focus as specific as you can. Make a list and see where you might be able to reduce or eliminate certain sources of stress in your life. 

Next, formulate a plan to address situations and people you know trigger a stress response in you. This will facilitate your ability to react effectively when these circumstances arise. Remember, you always have a choice as to how you respond. 

A good way to manage day-to-day pressure is to make lists. Prioritize the most important or pressing items, and enjoy the satisfaction of crossing them off when they’re done. If you consistently feel that you’re falling behind on the things you need to do, employ time-management techniques to help boost your efficiency. 
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Accept the inevitable

What can’t you control? Being proactive about things you can change will help you, but trying to change things that are fixed creates a sense of what psychologists call “learned helplessness.” Trying to do what can’t be done has been shown in studies of both humans and animals to reduce initiative and cause depression. So, don’t train yourself to expect failure: focus instead on what you can influence and change.

The power of nature

Even if you have to stay inside most of the time, most days, it’s a good idea to spend at least some time outside. Pleasant environments such as parks and green spaces can help distract us from our worries, and exposure to sunlight helps our bodies to manufacture vitamin D. This isn’t just good for our physical health; research suggests that it can raise our levels of serotonin, the “feel-good” hormone. A walk in the park might cheer you up on a biochemical level. 

Brightening up your environment indoors can make a difference too. According to a study conducted at Washington State University in 1996, volunteers working in a computer lab displayed a lowered stress response when plants were introduced to the workspace—they were more productive and their blood pressure fell. Even a little indoor greenery can help you relax.




common ways to alleviate stress

The Australian Psychological Society’s “Stress and Wellbeing” survey of 2015 revealed the various ways people deal with stress. The “prevalence” column shows the percentage of respondents who undertook each activity, while the “effectiveness” column indicates their estimations of how successful they found these activities to be—offering good insights for when you’re considering how best to alleviate your own stress levels:  
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Chronic stress is bad for your health and performance, but if you want to get things done, a moderate amount helps you focus and perform at an optimum level. The ideal state is when you’re both engaged and productive. 

It is detrimental to suffer from constant pressure and stress. However, an eight-year study of 30,000 American adults found that, while stress shortened lifespans, it did so only in the cases where the individuals had described stress as harmful to their health. People whose stress made them miserable were damaged by it, but people who were stressed—but not distressed—were able to survive it much better. What does this mean? 

Recasting stress

The “misattribution of arousal” may provide an answer (see “Is it stress you’re feeling?”). Emotions produce physical sensations, but we experience similar sensations for a variety of emotions, and the feelings we experience can be easily confused. What for one person is painfully stressful can be, for another, exciting and challenging. 

A study by Alison Wood Brooks published in 2014 in the Journal of Experimental Psychology showed that, instead of trying to remain calm in stressful situations, people perform better when they recast their stress as excitement instead. This can be achieved with positive self-talk (for example, saying “I’m excited!” out loud to yourself), and by viewing the situation as an opportunity rather than as a threat. 

Hitting the sweet spot

Some kinds of stress are just too much, no matter how positive your attitude. But exactly how much, according to what psychology calls “the Yerkes–Dodson law of arousal” (see “Optimum performance”,), varies from challenge to challenge:


	If you’re not stressed at all, you won’t be alert enough to perform well. 

	If you’re under the right amount of pressure, you’re “in the zone,” performing at your peak.

	If you’re too stressed, your performance will start to suffer. 



Instead of eliminating stress altogether, what you need to do is avoid excessive stress. 

Preventing avoidable stress

How do we circumvent inordinate levels of stress? Neuroscientist Daniel Levitin recommends a “pre-mortem”: consider what might go wrong in any given situation, and prevent, minimize, or think about what you can ahead of time. Stress strains the hippocampus, the part of the brain associated with memory, which means you can become muddled. Levitin advises storing important information in places you can always access (such as digitally, or in “the cloud”) so you don’t have to rely solely on your memory. Anticipation won’t fix everything, but it can make a difference when you’re in a pressurized situation. 



optimum performance

The Yerkes–Dodson law of arousal suggests that there’s an optimum stress level at which we perform at our best—when we are “in the zone” and functioning productively. As a general rule, purely physical activities call for higher levels of arousal, because stress sets our bodies to “fight or flight” mode—necessary for when we are, for instance, competing in a sprint race. For a purely intellectual activity, such as reading a book, our stress level would need to be on the low side to place us “in the zone.” The graph below shows the “zone” for an activity that combines physical and intellectual performance, such as an orienteering challenge. Here a medium level of stress sets us on the right track. When deciding how much stress is too much, think about what kind of task you’re undertaking and monitor your stress level accordingly. 
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An experiment performed in Canada in 1974 by psychologists Donald Dutton and Arthur Aron showed how we can misinterpret the sources of our stress. Male passersby who had walked over either a safe, steady bridge or a shaky bridge were approached by a female researcher on the other side, asked to fill out a questionnaire, and then given her number and told that they could call her if they had any questions. The men who’d walked across the less stable bridge were more likely to call the woman. Why? They’d noticed their trembling knees, rapid breathing, and butterfly-filled stomachs, but had attributed them to their attraction toward the woman, not the terrors of the bridge. This “misattribution of arousal” occurs when we misidentify the true source of our feelings. Make a habit of asking yourself whether what you are feeling is fear, stress, or excitement, so you can react appropriately as circumstances demand. 
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Many of us have heard our inner voice telling us we’re no good, we’ll never achieve what we want, and that nothing we have achieved is worth anything. It’s time to challenge these thoughts and remove their sting. 

If our inner voice is often negative, undermining our self-confidence, it can create roadblocks that stop us from taking action to build our skills and mastery, and so hinder us when we want to move forward. 

View yourself as capable

To defuse these unhelpful thoughts we need to develop a strong sense of “self-efficacy”—the belief that we are capable and competent, and can develop new skills and approaches that contribute to our ability to achieve our goals (see “Self-efficacy,”). Self-efficacy isn’t an all-encompassing trait, as very few of us feel equally capable in every area. If you’re pursuing your passion, though, you do need to build up a sense of self-efficacy in the areas that apply to it. 

Reframe your responses

If you have a tendency to underrate yourself, pay attention to how you “frame” events—that is, the way you explain them to yourself. If you’re not feeling competent, work on reframing your responses. For instance, if you feel that a meeting went badly, view it as a learning experience by identifying what you missed during your preparation for the meeting and what you will do differently at the next meeting. This kind of thinking can become habitual, so cultivate the habit of framing events positively and improve your sense of self-efficacy by focusing on what you are learning and the skills you are developing. 



[image: 000.png] Forgiving Yourself

Almost nobody is suave, athletic, or criticism-proof in every situation. If you’re feeling glum about yourself, bear these points in mind: 


	Don’t make odious comparisons. Put down the celebrity magazine; stop brooding on your “superior” friends. You’re on your own journey, and that’s what is important.

	Accept your vulnerabilities. Focus on the progress you have made and the goals that are important to you. Forgive your flaws and foibles: have compassion for yourself. 

	Please yourself first. We all seek approval from others, but prioritize your own conscience and standards: they’re key to your sense of self. 








All in the mind?

Social cognitive theory proposes that three things contribute to negative thoughts—personal, behavioral, and environmental factors—and that they all interact. You have some power over your personal and behavioral issues, but if your wider circumstances are discouraging, you may need to direct your efforts toward making some changes. 
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When psychologists talk of “self-efficacy,” they mean our belief that we’re capable people who can accomplish what we set out to do. There are four main factors that shape this:

1 Mastery experiences. Working hard and accomplishing a specific result helps us to build skills and fuels our belief that we can achieve the goals we set for ourselves. Our faith in ourselves is stronger if we’ve experienced times when it took effort and persistence to overcome obstacles.

2 Social modeling. We’re influenced by what we see around us. Watching and learning from others who are able to show us how to approach a problem or respond to a difficult situation is important. Understanding that we sometimes need to “see” others handle a problem that is similar to the one we are dealing with helps us to develop new skills and approaches that we had not considered before. 

3 Social persuasion. Seeking out feedback and insight into how we are doing contributes to our self-efficacy. The perspective of others can help us calibrate what we are doing well and where we need to improve, rather than us over- or underestimating our abilities in a specific situation.

4 Choice processes. In each situation, be optimistic about the fact that you can learn and improve or that you can choose a different option in order to continue to move toward your goals and the results you are seeking. Remember that you can modify or change your goals at any point. 
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Have you ever sat in a room full of successful people and thought to yourself: “I don’t belong here. They’ll find out soon, and where will I be then?” If so, the truth is you’re far from alone in having those feelings. 

Many successful people have high standards, which means we may judge ourselves harshly if we come up short. When our standards are high and our self-esteem is less than solid, we can experience “impostor syndrome,” feeling like our successes must be due to pure chance and that sooner or later, other people—real experts, unlike ourselves—will find us out. 

Who suffers?

Ironically, the people most vulnerable to impostor syndrome tend to be qualified, skilled, and at least reasonably successful. Logically, we have to reach a certain level before we start to worry we’ve exceeded ourselves, and the higher we climb, the more we may fear the fall. 

The experience was first studied as a female phenomenon. The first use of the term was in a paper published by Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes in 1978 in the journal Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, entitled “The Impostor Phenomenon in High Achieving Women.” In a culture in which women can sometimes be judged for being too talkative or not compliant enough, it’s not surprising that many women might feel unprepared to assert that, yes, they’re sure they have the skills and talent required for a high-stakes position. 

Men, too, are far from immune. Impostor syndrome expert Valerie Young observes that men have attended her workshops in increasing numbers in recent years, and that among graduate students surveyed as to whether they were prone to feelings of impostorism, the male to female ratio stood at 50:50. 

For all of us, focusing on the fact that we always have more to learn is essential—in which case, it is only to be expected if someone finds out that we don’t know everything yet. This means that we don’t need to pretend we do know everything, and centers our attention instead on how we can develop and grow. 
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How much do you agree with the statements listed below? The more you can relate to them, the more likely you are to be susceptible to impostor syndrome. It may be reassuring to reflect that even highly talented and successful people often feel the same way! 
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Don’t compare your insides with other people’s outsides. When we experience impostor syndrome, we are comparing our anxious feelings to other people’s apparently composed facades. In so doing, we overlook the fact that everyone else may feel just as uncomfortable as we do—and that they may even be worrying about measuring up to us just as much as we are about matching up to them. 

Remember no one is perfect. The right mentor can help us a great deal, but if we see them as unreachably brilliant, we can end up feeling worse because we think we’ll never meet the same high standard. A study by American sociologists Jessica L. Collett and Jade Avelis found that a significant number of female students felt they could never match up to their female mentors, while economist Kate Bahn observed in The Chronicle of Higher Education that even reading advice from the “hyper-successful” can leave those of us who are “moderately successful” feeling inadequate. Role models can be helpful, but only as long as we see them as people like ourselves. 

Mistakes happen. If you haven’t made any mistakes, you might not have been taking risks to try new approaches or do things differently. Stretch yourself and look for ways to do “experiments” that may result in mistakes so that you can learn from them. 
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The fear of doing poorly can have a significant impact on our actions and choices, hindering us from making progress. The first step toward overcoming your fears is to reframe how you think about failure itself. 

Nobody wants to fail. There’s a difference, though, between fearing failure because it means the frustration of our plans, and fearing failure for its own sake. Sometimes our motivations are active: we do something because we want to, or because we want to bring about a result. Sometimes, however, our motivations are avoidant: we do something because we fear what will happen if we don’t. 

Using fear to your advantage

Fear of failure isn’t always a bad thing. A 2015 Dutch–American study published in the Journal of Business Venturing found that many successful entrepreneurs cited fear of failure as one of their strongest incentives. The difference appeared to be what psychologists called an “internal yardstick” for success: the people galvanized by fear were the most ambitious. Afraid to “fail” by not making further progress in their endeavors, they harnessed this fear and used it to spur themselves on. 

What about those of us who freeze at the thought of being found lacking? It’s one thing to decide not to take a risk because failure seems likely. It’s a problem, though, if fear of failure increases our chances of it happening. The trouble is, we’re prone to undermine ourselves if we’re anxious. A 2010 Canadian study found that students who were especially afraid of failure were also particularly likely to procrastinate. Other research has found that we can make ourselves ill with worry: if you keep getting headaches or stomach upsets, or find it harder to focus the more stressed you are, it’s time to examine what you’re really afraid of. 
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Learn not to take it personally

If something falls apart, it’s normal to feel sad or disappointed—even angry. But the key to success is understanding and accepting that these are subjective reactions to an event, not objective measures of what kind of person you are. Disappointment and frustration eventually pass, and if you can keep yourself from getting too caught up in these feelings at the time, they’re likely to pass sooner. It’s normal to feel bad if something fails—but it doesn’t mean that you are bad.

If the idea of failure holds a particular terror for you, it may be a sign that you need to bolster your self-acceptance. Everyone fails sometimes; you’ll make more progress if you learn from the experience and figure out how to do things differently in the future. 
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Fear of failure can be experienced in a variety of ways. A 2016 international study published in the Journal of Business Venturing identified several main themes to how we express our worries. Do you recognize any of these concerns or coping mechanisms in your own thinking? If so, fear of failure might be inhibiting your behavior: 

MENTAL ANXIETIES

Personal ability
“Do I have what it takes?”

Social esteem
“Will my reputation suffer?”

Opportunity costs
“Can I still have a decent work-life balance?”

EMOTIONAL TENSION

Feeling unhappy
“This is stressful!”

BEHAVIORAL RESPONSES

Inhibition
“I have to be cautious.”

Motivation
“I’ll just have to try harder.”

Repression
“I can’t think about this right now.”







niggling self-doubts

Does the fear of failure dominate your thinking? We all have moments of doubt, but keep an eye out for certain assumptions. If you find yourself dwelling on any of the ideas in the left-hand column below, remind yourself that there are other, more productive ways of considering things: 
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No matter how talented you are and how hard you try, sometimes you will fail. Recognize that if you aren’t taking risks and failing, you may not be stretching yourself in ways that will enhance your success.

If you aim high, you inevitably run the risk of falling short, perhaps over and over again. Almost nobody reaches a peak of success on their first attempt, and while we do all know this on some level, it doesn’t stop us from being disappointed, frustrated, embarrassed, and discouraged when it happens to us. How much can we experience these feelings and still focus on and learn from what is important each time we fail? 

What’s in the frame?

We’re familiar with the “glass half full or half empty” paradigm: psychologists refer to this as a “gain frame” (half full) or a “loss frame” (half empty). The thing is, it appears that humans are hardwired to pay more attention to negative information (loss frames) than positive information (gain frames). For instance, social psychologist Alison Ledgerwood has found that our brains have to work harder to see the positive rather than the negative side of things (see “Counting the cost,”). 

In addition, it is easier to change a gain frame to a loss frame than the other way around. To test this theory, Ledgerwood presented two groups of people with the same information, differently framed: one team was told a surgical procedure had a 70 percent rate of success, and the other that it had a 30 percent rate of failure. As you might expect, the first group rated the procedure positively and the second assessed it negatively—but when they were told to look at things the other way around, their responses differed. The first group, reminded that 70 percent success meant 30 percent failure, changed their minds and rated the surgery negatively. The second group, reminded that 30 percent failure meant 70 percent success, stuck to their original negative evaluation. 

Ledgerwood’s conclusion is that we need to make an effort to balance out our focus; for example, we should talk more about positive experiences, and cut back on any unnecessary negativity. 

Embracing vulnerability

You might assume that successful people are tough. According to researcher Brené Brown, however, it’s the opposite: to lead a fulfilling life, we need to accept that vulnerability is part of who we are. We’re all afraid of being rejected for not being good enough, and this fear can hold us back. Interviewing thousands of people over six years, Brown found the people living the happier, more successful lives were those who were, in her words, “wholehearted”: they embraced vulnerability as a necessary part of life. As our brains are designed to process losses better than gains, we can find it hard to see failures as positive learning opportunities. But, as Brown points out, vulnerability is the foundation of innovation and creativity: if we don’t risk looking foolish, nothing changes. In her words, we need the “courage to be imperfect”—to accept that vulnerability is a part of being human and that, despite our failings, we’re still worthy of love, acceptance, and success. 





Counting the cost

Social psychologist Alison Ledgerwood led an experiment in which participants were asked to imagine a disease with 600 victims, and then asked one of two questions. Those asked, “If 100 lives are saved, how many will be lost?” took 7 seconds, on average, to answer. Those asked, “If 100 lives are lost, how many will be saved?” took longer—around 11 seconds—to figure it out. This supported the hypothesis that we are naturally biased toward negative information, or loss frames, rather than positive information, or gain frames. 
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uncomfortably numb

Researcher Brené Brown argues that, for fear of feeling vulnerable, we can numb our emotions: unfortunately, this affects all our emotions, not just the ones we want to eliminate, creating a spiral we need to break—as shown below. Letting ourselves feel the bad times is the flipside to enjoying the good.
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Do you ever find yourself worrying about what might happen if you actually reach your goal? If so, it’s worth considering what success means to you, and what might be at the root of your fears.

Y ou may be completely committed to achieving the goals that you value and still feel nervous about it. Our aspirations are subject to change and chance, and as we get close to accomplishing outcomes that we feel passionate about, we can start to feel apprehensive. 

Exciting… or stressful? 

The “misattribution of arousal” can be a problem if you’ve been used to worrying about whether you will reach your goal. As we come close to the realization of a goal, our systems start to feel “aroused,” which is to say, alert and stimulated. Ideally, we should recognize this feeling as one of excitement, but if you’ve had a history of negative stresses or disappointments, your mind might attribute that keyed-up feeling to fear or tension. If you find yourself getting nervous when a good thing approaches, remind yourself that even if you’re not used to success yet, the jittery feeling is probably a positive sign (see “Telling the difference,”).



Old expectations

Many of us want to be accepted by our community; that’s a natural and healthy wish. But communities carry expectations, and those expectations aren’t always the best fit for our personal ambitions. The more your goals make you different from people around you, the more of a social price you’ll anticipate, and the harder you’ll have to focus on satisfying yourself rather than pleasing others. 

Psychologists have found that fear of success tends to inhibit our initiative and creativity much like the fear of failure. Many of us have heard the saying “It’s lonely at the top,” and we don’t want to be isolated and alone—we’re afraid of flying in the face of other peoples’ expectations and being rejected in some way as a result. But at the same time, holding back is also a loss: as esteemed American basketball coach John Wooden observed, success is the peace of mind that only comes from “knowing you made the effort to do the best of which you’re capable”; falling short of your potential can bring its own regrets. Only you can know what is right for you, but it’s worth asking yourself what your own expectations might be (see “Do you fear success?”). It is helpful to distinguish between goals that represent your authentic ambitions and goals that are about staying in your social comfort zone. Changes often mean a world that’s new and different, but that can be for the best. 




Do you fear success?

In 2001, American psychologists Dawn Deeter-Schmelz and Rosemary Ramsey set out to study the fear of success. They gave a collection of statements to volunteers, and found that certain assertions were clear indicators of whether or not the person feared success. Which of the two groups of statements shown below sounds more like what you believe?
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Do you find it hard to distinguish excitement from fear? Drawing a distinction between a stressful memory and an exciting one can be a good way to train yourself to spot the difference if you’re getting nervous as you come close to achieving success. Trauma psychologist Susanne Babbel recommends the following exercise: 



	Recall a memory of feeling excited and successful from when you were younger. Stay with it for about five minutes, paying attention to the emotions and sensations it stirs up.

	Bring up a more recent memory of excitement and success. Again, stay with it for five minutes and see how it makes you feel.

	Think of an uncomfortable memory. Don’t select a real trauma (or at least not without support from a trustworthy professional), but pick something that was, at least, not a nice experience. See how that feels. 

	Go back to your recent success story. Does it feel similar to or different from your bad memory? 
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The saying goes that it is better to bend than to break. Life means dealing with the unexpected, and, whether the surprises are big or small, your chances of success are greater if you’re able to manage them.

We no longer live in a world where it pays to be set in our ways. Technology changes fast, and with it methods of working. The global economy creates ripples in every corner of the earth. Cultures meet and influence each other more than ever before, and the internet means that many of us are seeing and reacting to what other people do and say. Some of us are more comfortable with change than others, but the ability to respond in constructive ways contributes to our growth and success. To feel at ease with this, we need to be confident that we can adapt when changes come along. 

Spotting opportunities

The positive way to view change is to see it as an opportunity—you’re now facing a challenge to find a new solution. Being open and responsive to new circumstances are attributes well worth cultivating. Researchers at Bradford University in the UK identify a variety of skills relating to flexibility:

1 Intellectual flexibility. Keeping an open mind, so that new information is absorbed and made good use of. Being able to balance both the details and the broad overview.

2 Being receptive. When change happens, accepting it rather than resisting, and being prepared to learn new ways of meeting goals.

3 Creativity. A willingness to try things, improvise, and risk making mistakes in order to achieve your goals.

4 Adjusting. Changing methods and working styles when the situation calls for it. 

5 Making it work. If a solution doesn’t work, not dwelling on it; searching for another way that will.

6 Coming up with new ideas. Devising new ways to make changes more effective. 

The researchers describe these as traits that make their graduates particularly attractive to employers, but whatever your work situation, they’re useful skills to practice. They can also be valuable when you’re trying to prove your worth to a potential new employer or collaborator; the university recommends the STAR technique (see “Showcasing your skills,”) to help show yourself to best advantage. 
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Seeing the other side

When we work alongside other people, flexibility is essential. A good method for staying flexible in the workplace is to be aware of a common psychological mistake: fundamental attribution error. Put simply, when we make a mistake we believe it is because something happened that was beyond our control, but when someone else makes a mistake we think it is caused by some character flaw or personality “defect” within that person. For example: “I didn’t hand in my report because the research took longer than the schedule allowed”; “He didn’t hand in his report because he’s disorganized and irresponsible.” To stay flexible, be aware that we’re all prone to this kind of reasoning, and try to put yourself in other people’s shoes when you can. It makes you a better collaborator, and it also makes other people’s mistakes less stressful for you. 

Four ways to flex

A 2015 study at the University of Miami found that cognitive flexibility—the ability to shift your thoughts and adapt to your environment—calls on four traits:

Attention. The ability to detect what’s relevant and what’s not.

Working memory. Keeping the facts in your mind.

Inhibition. Being able to control your immediate reactions.

Switching. Being able to shift your focus from one task to another. 
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We’re sometimes encouraged to follow a one-size-fits-all solution for coping with difficulties, but it pays to be flexible here too. A 2011 study at Stanford University put volunteers through a variety of experiences of differing degrees of intensity. Given the choice between distraction or “reappraisal” (that is, thinking it through and possibly reinterpreting things) as ways of coping with these stresses, they overwhelmingly preferred distraction for more intense moments and reappraisal for milder ones. We have a natural tendency to switch strategies, because when it comes to coping, there is no one “right” way. Be prepared to follow your instincts.





Showcasing Your Skills

Being able to show that you are flexible and adaptable makes you highly attractive to potential employers. Bradford University in the UK recommends the STAR technique, as below. Their advice is to present any setbacks you have faced as part of a story you can tell with confidence:
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Some see luck as the key to success or as a reason for failure. A more balanced view is that good and bad luck will always play a part in our lives; the key is to think positively and spot the opportunities.

When an effort fails to bring about the desired rewards, it is sometimes tempting, or easy, to blame it all on bad luck. Those who do succeed over the long term, however, are unlikely to have been blessed with an uninterrupted run of good fortune; it is more likely that they have accepted that their enterprise will be affected by both ups and downs. 

To be able to exploit good luck when it occurs, you need to cultivate a particular mindset. The most important thing is to be open to life’s manifold possibilities—the twists and turns of cause and effect. Seeing the potential of an opportunity encourages a positive attitude, which helps to engender success in the long term—even if some of the individual chances turn out to be dead ends.
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Be open and receptive

American psychologist Carol Sansone makes the point simply. “What appears to be luck,” she writes, “is really the result of perceptions, personality traits, choices, and actions. And all that is within your control.” Those who benefit most from luck have been shown to include a high proportion of extroverts. Such people enjoy a richer weave of fortuitous encounters, simply because they are constantly making new acquaintances; they also tend to keep in touch with a wide range of people. 

It helps to be curious about experiences you’ve never had, as well as curious about other people—especially those who do things beyond your range of experience. Initiating conversations and seeing where they lead can expose you to fresh perspectives and directions. 

A willingness to experiment is also key. If you’re naturally cautious and worry too much about the unknown, you may be blocking opportunities for success before they have a chance to flourish. Relish new experiences: remember that if anxiety overwhelms curiosity, inertia is likely to be the result.
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Think of luck as an attribute you have to cultivate and encourage, or as an art you should learn and practice as part of your everyday life. The following techniques will help to improve the chances of new ideas and opportunities opening up for you:
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The opportunity mindset

We all suffer setbacks, so how can you survive them best? Part of it is up to “cognitive framing”—that is, what we choose to notice, what we choose to dismiss, and how we understand and explain the broader situation to ourselves. These mental framings affect our decisions and choices: thinking that we are lucky can make us more proactive. 

In the early 2000s, British psychologist Richard Wiseman performed a series of experiments with people who viewed themselves as either “lucky” (they were successful and happy, and events in their lives seemed to favor them) or “unlucky” (life just seemed to go wrong for them). What he found was that the “lucky” people were adept at spotting opportunities. In one experiment he told both groups to count the number of pictures in a newspaper. The “unlucky” diligently ground their way through the task; the “lucky” usually noticed that the second page contained an announcement that said: “Stop counting—there are 43 photographs in this newspaper.” On a later page the “unlucky” were also too busy counting images to spot a note reading: “Stop counting, tell the experimenter you have seen this, and win $250.” 

Wiseman’s conclusion was that, when faced with a challenge, “unlucky” people were less flexible. They focused on a specific goal, and failed to notice that other options were passing them by. Wiseman identified four basic ways to encourage good fortune:

1 Create and notice chance opportunities.

2 Listen to your intuition—it’s more likely to guide you to a fortuitous decision.

3 Create self-fulfilling prophecies by thinking positively.

4 Be resilient: tell yourself you can turn bad luck around.

He found that when “unlucky” people adopted these strategies, they experienced an upswing in good fortune: they started being “lucky.” By following Wiseman’s methods, your odds of turning bad luck to good may be much improved. 



Stretch your brain

Feeling stuck in a rut? Psychologist Clifford N. Lazarus suggests the following exercises to stimulate your thinking and provoke random opportunities:
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Picture this: you’re in the line at a bank, and an armed robber runs in, firing a gun. The bullet hits you in the arm. Now: were you lucky, or unlucky? 

Psychologist Richard Wiseman put this scenario to both “lucky” and “unlucky” people—people whose lives seemed to be better or worse than each others’ when compared. Their answers are revealing: 


	“Lucky” people tended to say they were very fortunate—after all, the bullet could have hit them somewhere fatal. 

	“Unlucky” people tended to say it was terrible luck—and just typical that they were in the bank on that particular day. 



The evidence suggests that people who greet misfortunes with an alternative picture of how things might have turned out worse tend to be better at coping and adapting when faced with unexpected challenges. 
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Saeongjima, pronounced “say-ong-jay-mah,” is a Chinese–Korean saying that means “the horse of an elderly person living on the border.” The phrase comes from a parable in which an old man encounters a series of lucky and unlucky events. But whatever happens, the old man always shrugs off the congratulations or commiserations of his neighbors by saying, “Good or bad, who knows?” 

  The story goes like this: One day, the old man’s horse escapes and runs away across the border. It seems that it has gone forever, but soon enough it makes its way home again, accompanied by a splendid new horse. At the time this appears to be wonderful good fortune. 

  Months later, the old man’s son is badly hurt riding this new horse and ends up disabled, which at the time seems like terribly bad luck. However, the following year the son is spared from being drafted into a dreadful war because of this injury, and goes on to live a long and peaceful life. 

  In our own lives, events can have unforeseeable outcomes, so it’s always worth remembering “saeongjima”: one “unlucky” or missed opportunity might turn into a new and better one later.


[image: 000.png]





[image: 000.png] creating Good Luck



Psychologist Matthew Smith at Buckinghamshire New University in the UK is an expert in the psychology of luck. His research focuses on whether we can take positive action to make ourselves more fortunate, and he suggests five approaches:

1 Embrace the idea of luck. Not everything is predictable, and some things happen by chance. We seem to do better if we accept this and make the most of good fortune when it comes along.

2 Have a “lucky” mindset. When we think in a positive way, we make ourselves more confident and proactive, and our behavior and expectations make a difference to the events and outcomes we’re able to influence. 

3 Be open to opportunity. By being relaxed, curious, and willing to try new things, we’ll be better able to see possibilities, and more comfortable taking risks. 

4 Go with the flow. If you have specific dreams in mind, it may be uncomfortable stepping off the path you’ve chosen for yourself, but be prepared to let life surprise you.

5 Remember that things could be worse. When you’re feeling “unlucky,” consider that while things might not be perfect, perhaps they’re better than they could have been (see “The bank robber scenario,”).
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If you want to succeed, you will probably want to do so by being yourself, not by being like someone else. It is vital for success that you accept yourself for who you are, and accept circumstances for what they are, too.

Acceptance can create a dynamic and stable person; it is a strong foundation for success. The truth is, however, that many of us aren’t happy with every aspect of ourselves or our situation, and even if we are, we don’t always stay that way. As Leo Babauta, author of the Zen Habits blog, writes, life can be like, “grasping for something solid ... in a river.” Life is fluid, and the flow doesn’t always go in the directions we’d choose. What, then, if you want to change something about yourself, or you’re finding it hard to live with something you can’t change? 

A question of identity

Entrepreneur and motivational speaker Caroline McHugh poses the question: if you could do anything, what would you do? She points out that we have a tendency to only ask this question when we’re feeling unhappy or unfulfiled. Instead, we should ask it when we’re feeling strong. We tend to be born confident in our own ideas and can lose that sense of self-belief as we learn to compare ourselves with others, but it’s better to forget comparisons and work on being, as McHugh puts it, “good at being yourself.” Neither feelings of superiority nor inferiority will help us, she says. Instead, what we need is interiority, or a sense of our own inner character. This is “the only place in your life where you have no competition” because your own perspective can’t be taken away from you. The first step toward resilience is accepting that it’s no good trying to be like someone else—you are who you are, and that’s a good thing.

Radical acceptance

It can be hard to like ourselves if we don’t like our circumstances (and vice versa). Sometimes, though, things just are what they are. You may be working hard to change your circumstances or compensate for them, but it’s harder to do that while you’re still struggling to accept them. 

In the 1990s, psychologist Marsha Linehan, the founder of Dialectical Behavior Therapy, pioneered a useful concept called “Radical Acceptance.” Linehan noticed that people dealing with misfortune tended to react in one of the following ways:


	They tried to change the circumstances.

	They tried to change how they felt about the circumstances.

	They continued to be unhappy.

	They accepted the circumstances.



When the circumstances couldn’t be changed, only the fourth group were able to reduce their suffering. 

From this insight, psychologists have developed the concept, suggesting that we don’t have to accept that reality will always be this way, but we should start by acknowledging that it is this way now. In making this decision, accepting reality isn’t a weakness but a strong and active decision that makes us healthier.
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overcoming the Blocks to acceptance

American author and clinician Karyn Hall identifies three main obstacles to Marsha Linehan’s theory of “Radical Acceptance,” and suggests ways we can overcome them:
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The elements of Radical Acceptance

In her theory of “Radical Acceptance,” psychologist Marsha Linehan identifies five fundamental elements:
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Most of us face hard times at some point during our lives, and we all want to get through adversity and become stronger as a result. What’s the secret to dealing with life’s difficulties and challenges? 

Although there’s no single method for making us resilient to difficult times, we can develop a range of attitudes and habits that will help us manage, and which we can adapt to different situations.
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There’s a large body of research to show that support from friends and loved ones is an important part of dealing with adversity. A well-established model, proposed by psychologist James S. House, divides social support into three categories:

1 Emotional support: being reassured that we’re liked, trusted, respected, cared about, and loved. This feels good and, when we’re in need, it can make an important difference.

2 Instrumental support: when someone offers practical help and assistance, such as a lift to an interview, a loan, or a hand decluttering the house. 

3 Information support: when someone shares their knowledge with us, or points us toward useful resources. 

These types of social support are interrelated and, at times, we need all three. In a digital age, there are many ways to seek support. According to a study performed in 2012, however, even regular internet users found face-to-face support (across all three levels) more effective than online advice.
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In order to feel good about ourselves, it can be more useful to focus on what we want to do rather than who we want to be. A series of studies focusing on athletes identified two major ways to relate to our goals:


	Task-involvement: we focus on gaining knowledge, and improving competence and understanding. We relate to our own skills; other peoples’ aren’t very relevant.

	Ego-involvement: we seek to demonstrate our superior abilities to other people, or to gain their good opinion. Competition and doing better than our peers is important.



Researchers found that task-involved people tended to be less vulnerable to negative emotions and stress, and to have a higher faith in their own effectiveness. Ego-involved people, on the other hand, were more likely to avoid or distract themselves from difficult situations. These avoidant coping strategies tended to impact negatively on their performance and, in turn, their emotions. 

More successful ways of coping included reappraising attitudes, restrategizing, and accepting but managing emotions. While you’re focused on a goal, it’s usually better to think less about your competitors and more about what you need to learn. 
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Coping can become a habit, but not a cost-free one. American psychologist Gary Evans points out that our coping strategies can become problematic if we apply them in situations where they’re not needed. For example, if you live in crowded conditions, research suggests that you learn to withdraw into yourself to find “space,” but that this can lead to having less social support because it’s hard to maintain friendships if you can’t get out of your shell again afterward. 

If you’re going through a difficult time, you may need to put up some barriers. For example, if your boss is temperamental, it makes sense to communicate with him or her as little as possible; if you have loud neighbors, it makes sense to train your ears to screen out background noise. For each situation and person you encounter, think about how best to respond in order to optimize the outcome as well as the relationship with the person.
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Increasing your confidence in one area can lead to greater confidence in general—this can be especially true if you learn a somewhat risky physical skill. A 2000 US study by Julie C. Weitlauf, Ronald E. Smith, and Daniel P. Cervone found that women who took a self-defense course not only felt less frightened by the thought of being attacked, but six months later they were shown to be both more assertive and less hostile to other people.

Is there anything in your life that you’re afraid of, and does that fear make you feel less free? If you can discover a way to make that fear less intimidating, you may find yourself feeling stronger and calmer in other aspects of your life as well.
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Should you show your feelings or try to hide them? According to a 2004 study for the journal Psychological Science, the people who fare best in the long term can do both. Different situations call for different responses, and if you can make adjustments according to what’s needed, you’ll be more successful as time passes. 
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Sometimes it can feel like there just aren’t enough hours in the day, especially when we’re working hard to achieve a goal. Luckily, there are tangible ways in which we can all become more efficient. 

Studies show that people who manage their time positively feel more in control, happier, and more relaxed. (Strictly speaking, of course, we can’t “manage” time; we can only manage the choices we make about how to use the available time.) Although time management is a much-studied area, some key factors come up again and again. People who handle their time well tend to combine: 


	Time-assessment behaviors. This involves having a realistic overview of your strengths and weaknesses, and identifying which areas to focus on to optimize your strengths and use your time effectively (instead of wasting time trying to develop areas that might not be worth your investment). 

	Planning behaviors. Setting goals, making to-do lists, and grouping tasks together are all examples of this. Clarifying your life goals is another example, because it helps you prioritize tasks and keeps you motivated. 

	Monitoring behaviors. Keeping a time log is a good way to monitor your behavior. Observing how you use your hours and minutes can help you focus on tasks and identify what changes you can make to eliminate activities that sap your time and do not help you to either achieve your goals or to relax and recharge. 
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Planning pitfalls

Try not to spend so much time on planning and monitoring that it crowds out the actual tasks you need to do, however. Business experts often recommend limiting planning to 30 minutes at the start of the day. Be wary, too, of “analysis paralysis”, whereby you get so caught up in trying to optimize your plans that you don’t actually act on them. Time planning needs to be practical, not perfectionistic, to avoid procrastination.





The “Eisenhower” Box

If you’re struggling to decide which tasks to prioritize, try evaluating each one using this decision matrix. It’s based on US President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s remark that, “What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.” Crises and deadlines should come first, but usually aren’t very common. After that, goals and relationships take precedence over interruptions.
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Should you multitask?

The answer may depend on you. A 1999 US study by psychologists Carol Kaufman-Scarborough and Jay D. Lindquist identified two styles of working: “polychronic” and “monochronic.” Polychronic workers prefer to engage in several tasks at once, while monochronics prefer to perform tasks sequentially. Monochronics planned in more detail, but actually found it harder to follow through because it was more difficult for them to manage interruptions. So if you’re not comfortable with multitasking, you’re likely to need more control over your environment to limit your distractions. 

When it comes to managing time, we each have a different personal style. The key is to have a clear understanding of what keeps you productive, and then plan your days to allow for as many of those behaviors as possible.


[image: 000.png] THE FOUR “Ds”



Bombarded by distracting emails? Occupational psychologist Emma Donaldson-Feilder recommends that you try the following:
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Some of us thrive on deadlines, while others can feel daunted by the prospect. For most of us, deadlines focus our attention, so how do you plan effectively to meet your targets while managing your stress levels, too? 

Does the thought of a deadline make you feel energized and confident, or create feelings of tension about how you will get everything done on time? Knowing how to manage deadlines is a key part of your success skill set.

Moderation management

Deadlines need to be realistic if you’re going to thrive. It’s one thing to be busy during a critical period, but an environment in which tight deadlines are the norm is not healthy. A 2012 Danish study found that too many deadlines were associated with worse sleep quality, either because workers had to stay up late to finish their tasks, or because the psychological arousal needed to keep up the pace was difficult to turn off at night. Too little sleep takes a toll on both health and performance, so if you’re under that kind of pressure, take extra care of yourself and perhaps start adjusting your plans toward a goal that gives you space to breathe. 

In the meantime, however, cognitive reframing is a helpful tool. It’s common to think of a deadline as a crisis, but research suggests that people who think of a deadline as a challenge (see “Keeping stress positive,”) use the pressure they feel to help them focus on their work, and so avoid distracting thoughts and actions.

Getting started

Some of us jump right in when there’s a deadline, but many of us procrastinate and only start to hear the clock ticking when time is running out. This is a question of whether we have what psychologists call an “implemental” mindset—that is, an attitude of getting down to action rather than planning and evaluating. To meet a deadline, we need to put into action whatever plans we have. 

Categorizing time

According to psychologists Yanping Tu and Dilip Soman, one obstacle is how we categorize time. We tend to break up time into units, such as weeks, months, and seasons; in a 2014 series of studies among farmers in India and students in North America, they found that if the deadline is on the other side of a “break”—such as in the New Year—we’re more likely to see it as remote (see “Getting motivated,” ), and, as a result, be less ready to jump into action. What you need to do in that situation is find another way to think about the timeframe. For example, if it’s November and the deadline is in January, it’s better to tell yourself you have to get it done “this winter” rather than “next year.”

The best approach is to view deadlines as a challenge that you have to meet within a period that’s imminent. That way the stress is more manageable, and you have a better chance of starting—and therefore finishing—in good time.





Keeping stress positive

Not all stress is bad —there’s also a psychological category known as “eustress,” meaning positive or beneficial stress (from the Greek prefix “eu-,” or “happy”). A 2013 study published in Organizational Dynamics identified a positive pattern you can cultivate when the stress of deadlines is getting to you: present the deadline to yourself as a challenge, and you may find yourself taking action instead of stressing out.
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Look back over your work during the last 3–5 years and think about whether you tend to meet deadlines on time. Is there a pattern? Some people can hit deadlines right on the mark, some are always a little late, and others are regularly ahead of time. Assuming the deadline is achievable, these patterns are usually consistent: people will almost always take, for example, just the right amount of time, 5 percent shorter, or 10 percent longer than the time allowed. If you’re one of the late ones, the solution may be to set yourself a false deadline that’s slightly ahead of the real one. 







Getting motivated 

When it’s time to plan, a 2014 study in India and North America by psychologists Yanping Tu and Dilip Soman found that it is best to put the deadline inside a timeframe that feels urgent to you. The study found that to get things done, we need to place deadlines in a “like the present” mental space rather than in a “not like the present” category. In the example below, imagine you have a deadline on June 5, and today is May 10. You can take one of two approaches:
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If you want to be seen as a team player or a “doer,” it can be hard to draw boundaries when you really don’t have the time or energy for something. Even so, saying “no” is a skill we all need to develop. 

Sometimes we have to turn people down. After all, there are only 24 hours in the day and no one has infinite energy. Many of us, however, don’t feel comfortable with saying “no” and worry that it will jeopardize our relationship with the person we’re turning down. So what’s the secret of a good “no” or “not now”?

Saving face

The concept of “face” was developed in 1963 by Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman, and it still applies today. Put simply, we don’t like to feel diminished in relation to others. Because saying no to some­one can threaten their sense of face, most people feel uncomfortable about being the person turning someone down. Goffman identifies two variants of face:


	Positive face: the desire to be seen as a good and respectable person.

	Negative face: the desire to remain autonomous.



Psychologists Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson furthered this idea by categorizing ways of saying “no” into four distinct types (see “Politeness theory,”). Each type has a different effect on the listener’s sense of face. 

If you’re saying “no” to someone you don’t want to offend, you may need to think about what kind of face they might want to protect. It pays to be particularly aware of this if you are in a position where you are expected to be subordinate to the person you’re turning down, such as in a hierarchical organization. Being aware of how your assertion might threaten their sense of face could help you limit the likelihood of a bad reaction.

Once you’ve made the decision to say “no,” there are several other tactics you can use to help make the best of the situation:


	Find the positive: Negotiator and presidential adviser William Ury teaches the art of the “positive no.” It runs in three steps, yes–no–yes:
Affirm: “I’d love to work with you.”
Establish a limit: “January isn’t a good month for me.”
Propose an alternative: “Why don’t we compare our schedules for later in the year?” 
Ury also adds that we should have a “BATNA”—a Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement—so that if the negotiation doesn’t go well, we have already prepared a suitable back-up plan.

	Be specific: A 2005 study published in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology found that people who talk in abstract terms tend to be perceived as being more biased in their attitudes and motivations than people whose language is more tangible. The person you’re saying “no” to will see you in a better light if you’re specific about your reasons. 

	Give a reason: American psychologist Robert Beno Cialdini’s research found that providing a reason for saying “no,” even if that reason doesn’t stand up to scrutiny, is more persuasive than providing no reason at all. 

	Choose your language well: A 2011 US study found that it’s a lot more persuasive to say “I don’t” rather than “I can’t.” Obviously there are situations where this doesn’t apply—for example, it’s not prudent to tell your boss, “I don’t take on more work”—but where the issue is social pressure rather than orders from above, the study found that “don’t” sounds less negotiable. So rather than saying, “I can’t spend money without checking my budget,” try, “I don’t spend money without checking my budget,” or “I don’t make spontaneous decisions about money.” 
Saying “no” can be an uncomfortable experience for both speaker and listener, but with the right combination of confidence and sensitivity, you can maintain both your boundaries and your alliances.
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Psychologists Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson suggest that there are four ways of speaking, which might or might not antagonize listeners by undermining their sense of “face.” The theory applies in many contexts, including refusals. Different situations call for different kinds of “no”: 
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To get things done, we have to make decisions. For some of us this is easy, but for others it can be hard not to hesitate. What’s the science behind our indecision, and how can we overcome it?

Do you ever panic in the face of too much information, or worry so much about how to make a decision that you never actually make one? This is what psychologists call “analysis paralysis”: the state in which your brain becomes so overwhelmed with different possibilities that you can’t reach a conclusion. Overthinking and overanalyzing information can undermine us in a number of ways:


	Productivity and judgment: too much information, pressure, or anxiety can overload our short-term memory and affect our proficiency and acumen.

	Creativity: overthinking makes us less creative. A 2015 study at Stanford University found that participants’ most creative work was done when their prefrontal cortex—the center for conscious thought—was less active than their cerebellum, which handles movement and activity. 

	Happiness: perfectionism can reduce our chances of happiness. According to economist Herbert Simon, people are either “satisficers” who will settle for something that’s “good enough,” or “maximizers” who want to make the best possible decision. Maximizers tend to be less happy, have lower self-esteem, and regret their decisions more than satisficers.



Ironically, the more anxious we are about making the perfect decision, the more likely we are to create mental habits that impede our decision-making skills. 
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Getting to the point

If you find it hard to make up your mind, try the following methods:


	Imagine you’re advising a friend. Studies show that we find it hard to make decisions when we’re too emotionally invested. If you take yourself out of the picture, your choice might become clearer.

	Limit your information. Researchers at Princeton and Stanford universities found that information overload is a key cause of indecision. In a digital age, there’s always more to review—just don’t take on more than you can handle.

	Realize that “common” doesn’t mean “always.” A 2009 study by psychologists Ralph Hertwig and Ido Erev found that we often give too much weight to what’s happened recently and too little to events that are rare yet more likely to happen than we think. Don’t forget that circumstances can change. 

	Don’t waste time on small decisions. If things will be the same in a year’s time no matter what you do, the decision doesn’t deserve much of your energy. 

	Set a deadline. If you haven’t made a decision yet, resolve that you must come to a conclusion by a specific date.



Decisions can be challenging, but if you keep your priorities in mind, they become easier to manage.



Are you a “lay rationalist”?

Do you follow your head or your heart? A 2015 study for the American Marketing Association found that people they described as “lay rationalists”—that is, people who felt more comfortable with facts rather than feelings—were likely to be influenced by what they thought they should do, whereas people who were less rational were more likely to be influenced by their emotions and what they wanted to do. The two types tend to have quite different concepts of success.
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Planning can be a mixed blessing: a good plan can make you much more efficient, while a bad plan can waste a lot of time. When you have a goal in mind, how do you strike the right balance between strategy and action? 

Studies suggest that when we plan well, we perform well, but they also show that we often resist thinking ahead unless someone encourages us to do so. It seems we have a tendency to solve problems opportunistically—as and when they arise—rather than anticipate them beforehand. If we can train ourselves to think ahead, however, we’re at a real advantage. 

What’s stopping us?

Cognitive scientists Wayne Gray and Wai-Tat Fu argue that, when anticipating difficulties, we deal with two kinds of obstacle:


	Hard constraints: non-negotiable facts that mean something either is or isn’t possible.

	Soft constraints: paths of least resistance. We prefer to reach goals with as little cognitive strain as possible. If we can achieve a result one of two ways, and one places more demands on our memory or energy, these “soft constraints” turn us toward the other method. 



Sometimes we need to adapt our plans as we work, but it’s a good idea to have a strategy laid out. If you know how your mind works, you can anticipate soft constraints and limit their impact. Gray and Fu give the example of assembling a child’s toy. Do you like to read all the instructions before you begin, or does that put too much strain on your memory? Do you prefer to read one instruction, follow it, then move on to the next, or is that too much task-switching? Some of us need more time for the early planning stages, while others need wiggle room later in the process. Assess your cognitive approach to simple tasks first, then plan accordingly.

Planning as a group

A good plan needs to accommodate everyone on the team. A useful format to try here is the 1975 “input–process–output” model (see “Group effectiveness,”). Some tasks only require that everyone perform to a basic level, but the more difficult the challenge, the more variables you’ll have to consider. Here are some important tips:


	The more complex the project, the more you’ll need to plan; there will be many tasks and subtasks. 

	If your colleagues have limited experience, you should plan in detail, but also be prepared to make changes once the work begins, because they’ll be learning as they go. This is known as “in-process planning.”

	As well as making a group plan, ask individuals to make their own: research shows that this increases productivity. Other research confirms that people often don’t do this unless specifically instructed, so make it clear that everyone on the team should have their own plan.

	Don’t oblige people to over-plan if they’re doing something they know well: it’s not necessary and wastes time. 



Groups work at their best when every member has his or her own plan and communicates it clearly to the rest of the team. However, since we don’t always plan unless we’re told to, be prepared to be the standard-bearer of a good strategy.



GROUP EFFECTIVENESS

If you’re working with others, you’ll need to get everyone working together for the best outcome. This “input–process–output” model, devised by psychologists J. Richard Hackman and C. G. Morris, helps predict a group’s effectiveness. When drawing up a strategy, try filling out your own version.


[image: 000.png]






Know your goals

Business leaders suggest that every strong plan includes four stages:


1 Purpose: your task, but also your vision and values.

2 Goals: what you will do to work toward this purpose.

3 Strategies: how you will achieve these goals.

4 Action plans: what must be done by when, and by whom.
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A 1990 study found that there are five key elements of an effective plan:

1 Future orientation: everything should be geared toward the goal and how you’ll get there. 

2 Communication: everyone working together should interact as much as possible.

3 Know your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT), and keep reassessing them.

4 Role definition: everyone’s tasks should be clear.

5 Action plans: develop and communicate ideas for what you’ll do and how you’ll allocate resources.






[image: 000.png]



Whether your idea of success is working in perfect isolation or persuading crowds of thousands, it’s likely that you’ll need to talk in public every now and then. Are you comfortable with being center stage? 

According to the Wall Street Journal, public speaking is the biggest fear among Americans—even death takes second place! It’s highly unlikely that we’ll get pelted with rotten tomatoes, even if we do mess up a speech—so what, exactly, are we so afraid of, and what can we do about it? 

Fear of speaking

The fundamental fear is that people will reject us en masse—and rejection is literally painful. A 2013 study at the University of Michigan found that the brain releases the same chemicals in the face of social rejection as it does in response to physical pain. When we say rejection “hurts,” we’re not being metaphorical. Some evolutionary psychologists also argue that the fear of public speaking taps into the ancient part of our brain that believes if we lose social support, we’ll be left alone, not just to sulk, but to starve. It’s not surprising that so many of us fear public speaking, but it’s probably time to become more proactive about it. 
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in good company

According to leadership consultant Beverly D. Flaxington, writing in Psychology Today, three out of four people fear public speaking. Despite this, most of them speak perfectly well when it comes to it. 





ALL HAIL

In 2013, UK sound consultant Julian Treasure devised a useful acronym to help you inspire your audience, and ensure that they will want to hear what you have to say.
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Get in the right mood

Some researchers argue that our brains contain cells called “mirror neurons” that not only notice what somebody else is feeling but produce an image of that feeling in us, too. If you’ve ever flinched when someone else got hurt, or caught the giggles from a friend, that’s your mirror neurons at work. You can use this in public speaking. If you are excited by your subject, the audience will mirror your enthusiasm. 

Be generous to the audience

The popular educational TED lectures advise speakers to give the audience something to take home with them—an insight they can apply to their own lives—and to think about benefiting them rather than selling to them. We can all spot a mechanical pitch, and we usually feel pressured rather than engaged. Instead, see yourself and your audience as members of the same common humanity, and think about how to speak so that they’ll feel all the better for knowing what you have to share. 

See it as a skill 

Public speaking isn’t a measure of your inherent worth: some of the finest people in the world might mumble and drone if you put them in the spotlight. Instead, adopt a growth mindset: you’re a lifelong learner, and public speaking is just one thing you may need to improve with practice. 

Don’t just read it out 

Finally, a note on notes. Use them if you want to, but don’t write a script that you’ll deliver verbatim. It takes an experienced performer to deliver blocks of text with an air of freshness, and if you’re reading aloud, you have the added problem of staring at the page instead of looking at your listeners. Keep your notes to brief points you can grasp at a glance, and use them as jumping-off points to remind you of your key ideas. From that structure, you can speak directly to the audience; it’ll sound much more engaging. 
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A little tension can actually be good for your performance. Anxiety gets adrenaline flowing, and adrenaline gives us energy. You can use that energy to power yourself forward. Put on a confident face, which can feed back into your mood, and remind yourself that feeling nervous doesn’t prove you’re going to fail, it just means your body is gearing up for a challenge.
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It’s one thing to know you have a great idea—it’s another to convince other people. Whether you’re raising funds, looking for a job, or sharing a passion, you’ll do better if you can present your plans persuasively.

Pitching is the art of presenting your own value—or at least the value of your work—to others. This doesn’t always come naturally to many of us, so here are some useful tips based on a number of psychological studies. 
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	Research your market. What are the demographics of the people you’re appealing to? How would they benefit from what you have to offer? Bear in mind that people buy things for their own reasons, not because they want to please a stranger.

	Think price. If you’re selling something expensive, address people with a good level of disposable income.

	Know your competition. If there are a lot of people doing what you’re doing, compete by adding a twist, beating them on quality, or offering better value. If your idea is unique, what need does it fulfill and what else is currently fulfilling that need? Sell the idea that you can satisfy it better.

	Think flexibility. If you’re appealing to a range of people, modify what you’re offering to meet individual needs. 

	Practice speaking. Hone your public speaking skills—a bad speaker makes their idea look poor, too.
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	Know your value. If you have a track record of past successes, or something unique to offer, make it a central part of your pitch.

	Embrace salesmanship. We all recognize the stereotype of the slick, pushy hustler, but don’t let negative associations interfere with your pitch. Remember, you’re presenting something meaningful and honest, so try to see the art of selling in a positive light. 

	Keep your body language calm and confident. Gesticulating or fidgeting will distract from your message.

	Look people in the eye.   You’re trying to connect with them, and eye contact makes a big difference.

	Be willing to learn. Encourage discussion, ask questions, and take feedback on board. It can take courage, but a responsive seller is a good seller.

	Become comfortable with negotiation. Even a strong salesperson doesn’t always get everything they ask for, so role-play with friends until you feel at ease with the back-and-forth of negotiations. 

	Be passionate. This is your idea, and you believe in it. Let everyone see this. 
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	Open with your conclusion. According to executive coach Patricia Fripp, you should let people know from the start why you’re there. Everything else you say will support that. 

	Keep it simple but memorable. Lead with something that’s easy for people to grasp and repeat to others.

	Describe the benefits and the costs. Don’t be shy about either of these elements—your audience wants to hear both. 

	Be specific about what you need. The crisper and more accurate you are, the more professional you’ll sound.






[image: 000.png]




[image: 000.png] make or break?



Kimberly D. Elsbach, Professor of Organizational Behavior at the University of California, identifies four common speaking styles that can ruin your pitch:

1 The pushover. It’s good to adapt to your listeners’ needs, but if you offer to make changes at every turn, you look like you’re not sure about your own idea—and if you’re not sure, no one else will be, either. Take feedback on board, but explain and defend yourself when necessary.

2 The robot. Don’t just read from a script or answer questions with pre-prepared speeches. Interact and respond to the people you are talking to so they feel “heard” and understood.

3 The used-car salesman. Wheedling, outlandish claims, and a hard sell will put people off you, never mind your idea. Take yourself seriously and be credible.

4 The charity case. Don’t sound too needy, and if people say no, don’t beg. Generally people are interested in what you can offer them, not what they can do for you.
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Tackling a project as a team brings many different factors into play, and sometimes things can go wrong. What’s the best way to maintain productivity and enhance group harmony? 

Any group can experience conflict, low morale, and a lack of cohesion. How do you avoid these issues and give your team the best chance of success?

A good plan

It may be common sense that a well-planned project has the best chance of success, but science backs it up too: a 2013 Australian and Fijian study, for example, found that it was particularly helpful to anticipate potential risks (see “Types of risks,”). Carefully planned projects enjoyed a double benefit:


	When there was a high level of risk, well-planned projects were more efficient—that is, more likely to finish on time and budget.

	When there was a low level of risk, well-planned projects were more effective—that is, more likely to achieve good results. 



For everyone to stick to a plan, they need to stay motivated and work collaboratively, which is why good management skills are important.

The key question

Multiple studies confirm that the most important part of keeping a team together is being able to answer one simple question: “Why are we doing this?” It’s discouraging and confusing not to be clear on this point, and teams that aren’t tend to lose focus and be more prone to conflict.

There are many reasons why we might not ask this question. A Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) study in 2013 gave several possibilities, including a bias toward action (the team jumps to work before they’ve considered the big picture) and reaching for a familiar solution (you’ve faced similar situations before and fail to consider whether this situation is unique in some way). Instead, the MIT team suggests that you ask yourselves:


	What is our most important problem? 

	Will this course of action address the real issue? 

	How many potential causes can we find? Are we looking at a big enough picture?

	Are we agreed on the reason that drives the need for the project? 

	Have we had frank and open discussions to bring any unspoken questions to light? 

	Are we keeping to our goal, or are we straying?



That way, personal conflicts take second place, and new information can be handled in the light of your bigger, shared purpose.



The qualities of a great team 

Management professors Dov Dvir and Aaron J. Shenhar have studied more than 400 projects in various industries worldwide since the 1950s, and found that the outstanding teams had several traits in common:
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While making your plans, try to anticipate potential future risks. Different theorists suggest different areas of consideration, so decide what feels right for you.

Project management expert Max Wideman suggest these five areas of consideration:


	External, unpredictable, and uncontrollable risks: e.g., weather damage to your building adds a sudden extra cost. 

	External, predictable, and uncontrollable risks: e.g., your main supplier seems to be heading for bankruptcy.

	Internal, non-technical, and controllable risks: e.g., staff tensions are lowering productivity.

	Internal, technical, and controllable risks: e.g., your computer security is weak.

	Legal and controllable risks: e.g., there are copyright concerns to be investigated. 



Management expert Avraham Shtub and his team suggest these three areas of consideration: 


	Technical performance risks: e.g., can you ship your fragile product safely?

	Budget risks: e.g., will you have enough money to pay everyone next year?

	Schedule risks: e.g., can you meet an upcoming deadline?
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Whether you’re heading up a department or speaking out as part of the team, there are times when you have to step up and use your influence. What’s the best way to get your message across?

It’s common to assume that management and leadership are one and the same. However, it’s probably more accurate to say that leadership is one of the many skills that a manager needs. 

It’s possible to act as a leader even if you’re not in charge. For example, a person who tries to persuade their group to change for the better is showing leadership—whether or not they’re the boss. Management, on the other hand, involves a balance of authority and organizational skills that can be challenging. Managing well may be your aspiration, but you can be a leader based on the actions you take, not your job title or position.

Getting your style right

Successful people often like to say they know the “secret” of leadership, but different situations often call for different approaches. An idea proposed by contingency theorists Robert Tannenbaum and Warren Schmidt (see “The leadership continuum,”) divides leadership styles into four groups, depending on how much authority is used:

1 “Tell.” As the leader you are autocratic, although not necessarily harsh. The rules are already in place and it’s your job to monitor how people follow them. 

2 “Sell.” The decision has already been made, but it’s your job to present it to the team. Key skills here are being persuasive and encouraging.

3 “Consult.” You know what you want to achieve, but the team has a lot of say in how to go about it. Your job is to motivate and delegate as well as to direct.

4 “Participate.” You define what is needed and what the task’s parameters are, but rely on the skills and motivation of your team to find productive ways of working. You allow them as much responsibility as possible. 

Depending on the task and the people you’re working with, you may need to adjust your leadership style. A good leader doesn’t rely on not being questioned, but can shift their approach to meet the needs of each situation. 
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Inspiring people

Think back to favorite bosses, teachers, or people of influence within your community. What was it about them that impressed you? What can you learn from them?



Different cultures value different personality traits, but studies suggest that the following qualities almost always inspire confidence:


	Be clear about what you mean. In a changing world, leaders may have to switch strategies, which can confuse their teams. Let your overarching goal be seen so that your integrity is clear even if you have to adjust your tactics.

	Don’t pretend that listening and agreeing are the same. A leader who doesn’t listen is discouraging, and a leader who won’t own their authority is frustrating. Be receptive to feedback, but when decisions have to be made, make them.

	Hold yourself accountable. Everybody makes mistakes, and it creates needless tension if you fail to acknowledge yours and make amends.

	Be confident, but not arrogant. The antidote to overconfidence is openness. Others may always have something more to teach you. 

	Monitor outcomes and follow up on what you’ve learned.



A good leader can improve things for everyone around them. If you can embrace your responsibilities and find a style that works for everyone, your whole group will be the better for your commitment.



The leadership continuum

This important leadership model was developed in the US in 1958 by contingency theorists Robert Tannenbaum and Warren Schmidt. Different groups and tasks, they found, will do best under different kinds of leaders:
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Psychologist Anna Lebedeva identifies three different responses among stakeholders (such as team members, customers, or sponsors) when change is brought in:

1 Active supporters: people who like and endorse the new idea. A good leader recognizes and publicly thanks such people. 

2 Fence-sitters: people who want to wait and see how things turn out. The best way to persuade them is to surround them with active supporters.

3 Active blockers: people who oppose or criticize. These people need more direct persuasion. 







A leader’s overview

Management expert John Adair argues that group performance is dependent on how leaders balance the competing needs of the “total” situation. When you’re in charge, you need to be aware of all these aspects:
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Memory is part of our ancient survival kit—but how do we make a Stone Age brain work for us today? Whether we’re trying to retain information or maintain our optimism, it helps to know how memory functions.

Why do we have the capacity to make and access memories? The most likely explanation is that this function evolved not so much to allow us to recall the past, but to inform us how to react in the present and attempt to predict the future. Knowing this can be useful to us as we look for ways to retain information, and it can also help us to manage our expectations. 

Think about the context

Need to remember something? Studies show that our memory is adaptive—that is, it is hardwired to help us fit into our environment the best we can. A 2007 study (see “Survival instinct,”) found that we’re far more likely to remember ideas that we associate with survival, so if there is a piece of information that you have to remember, try picturing it in that context. Not to the extent that you panic yourself, of course—the scenario could be imaginary, or related to positive “survival” traits such as making allies or attracting potential partners. 


Don’t discount the positive 

Memory may help us survive, but it can also undermine us. Studies find that we’re highly prone to a fallacy known as “duration neglect,” and that this can lead to negative thinking. 

Psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Jason Riis give the following example: a music lover listens with delight to a long symphony, only to be shocked in the final bars by the scratch of a damaged recording. The listener is likely to say that the experience was ruined, but in fact, only the memory has been spoiled—for more than an hour, the experience was very pleasant. 



We tend to evaluate remembered experiences based on either their most dramatic moment or their ending—a phenomenon known as the “peak/end” rule. When motivating yourself, be aware that you may be liable to putting too much emphasis on bad moments purely because they were intense. Don’t let that intensity discourage you. A “failure” may have had months or years of success preceding it. Remember all the facts, not just the dramatic ones, and you’re likely to feel more confident.



survival instinct

A 2007 international experiment asked three groups of volunteers to read lists of randomly selected words, such as “stone” and “chair." Each group was then asked a different question:


[image: 000.png]


Even though the word list was the same for each group, the volunteers who were asked to think in terms of survival had the best recall. This is “adaptive” memory: we remember best what helps us adapt to—and survive in—our environment. 
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The ancient Greeks and Romans were master speechmakers, and they worked without notes. Their trick was to create a “memory palace,” in which they placed outlandish reminders in a familiar setting. You can try it yourself. Suppose you want to make a speech about growing the market for a product, an advertising campaign you developed in Canada, and your desire to test it out on social media. Picture this: 


	You are outside your home. There is a huge plant on the doorstep, shooting up at great speed. (This reminds you of the word “grow.”)

	You enter your house. There is a dancing clown in the hallway with a maple leaf for a nose. (This looks like the leaf on the Canadian flag, which reminds you of the ad campaign.)

	You walk into your kitchen, but it’s full of tiny computers gossiping about your toaster. (That’s your reminder for “social media.”)



Classical rhetoricians remembered their speeches not word for word, but topic by topic. Contemporary science proves they were right to do so, because our visual-spatial memory is more powerful than our ability to retain verbal and numerical information. If you need to remember something, try creating your own memory palace, populated with outlandish cues. 
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When we want to succeed, it’s tempting to follow any advice that sounds hopeful. The key, however, is to use your judgment, ask questions, and be a little cautious when listening to “success stories.” 

Critical thinking doesn’t always come to us naturally—in fact, studies suggest that most of us are rather poor at it unless we have been explicitly taught how to do it. When it comes to making important choices, however, some skill with logic can be indispensable.

Information literacy

If you are about to embark on a new project, the first step is to gather relevant information. To do this effectively, try applying the set of skills below. They are defined by the Association of College and Research Libraries as key to an “information-literate individual”:


	Define the nature and extent of the information you need.

	Acquire that information as efficiently as possible.

	Critically evaluate that information, including how reliable or biased the source might be.

	Use the information effectively, ethically, and legally to achieve a specific goal.

	Remember that information literacy is an ongoing part of lifelong learning.



The first part of critical thinking is to make sure you have all the facts at your disposal. From that solid base, you can make your decisions.

Listen to the right people

Whatever your aspirations, you’ll probably have role models and people you admire. If so, it’s natural to follow their advice about how to succeed—after all, if their path worked for them, doesn’t it follow that it ought to work for you, too? 

In fact, it’s wise to be wary of that assumption. Critical thinking reveals the reason—successful people are, in effect, an incomplete data set. For example, a person who risked everything they owned on a business venture and became a billionaire is likely to recommend bold strategies and total commitment. However, there may be other people who took the same course of action and went bankrupt; they would advise caution and securing your assets instead. If you only hear the success stories, you are listening to a self-selecting group who can’t give you the full picture. 
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Survivorship bias

“Survivorship bias” is a common logical fallacy. We’re prone to listen to the success stories—the survivors —because the others aren’t around to tell the tale. A dramatic example from history is the case of statistician Abraham Wald who, during World War II, was hired by the U.S. Air Force to determine how to make their bomber planes safer. The planes that returned tended to have bullet holes along the wings, body, and tail, and commanders wanted to reinforce those areas because they seemed to get hit most often. Wald, however, saw that the problem was that these bullet holes had not destroyed the planes, and what needed more protection were the areas that weren’t hit. Those were the areas where, if a plane was struck by a bullet, it would never be seen again. His calculations based on that logic are still in use today, and they have saved many pilots. 



When taking advice on how to succeed, make sure you have all the facts. Gather your information as fully as possible, and be aware that life’s “winners” may not have all the answers. It’s your decision how to proceed, so ask questions and come to your own conclusions.
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The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle taught a form of reasoning that became central to Western thought: the three-part syllogism, or pattern of deductive reasoning. This remains a useful way to see if our evidence makes sense. Consider these two syllogisms below, and try to spot the false one.

Both conclusions are technically correct, but the syllogism on the right is based on bad reasoning—in this case, it overlooks the possibility that Socrates might be some other mortal creature. Arguments can reach a conclusion that sounds right, but always be alert to their actual logic.
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How do we manage information? 

The psychological theory of “dual processing” argues that when we assess information, there are two kinds of thought processes at work: decision-making and reflective thinking. When facing a choice, ask yourself which process seems to be dominating, and whether you might benefit from balancing it with the other. 
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When it comes to taking a gamble, whether in a casino or on the stock market, many of us believe we’ll win. Knowing the psychological reasons behind this false assumption can help us on the road to success.

W e don’t always act in a rational way when we make decisions about what’s in our best interests. In fact, if we’re in a bad situation, we can often make it worse by pursuing an unpredictable course of action rather than simply accepting our losses and trying to prevent further damage.

The sunk cost fallacy 

If we’ve invested in something that hasn’t repaid us—be it money in a failing venture, time in an unhappy relationship, or chips at the roulette wheel—we find it very difficult to walk away. This is the sunk cost fallacy. Our instinct is to continue investing money or time as we hope that our investment will prove to be worthwhile in the end. Giving up would mean acknowledging that we’ve wasted something we can’t get back, and that thought is so painful that we prefer to avoid it if we can.

The problem, of course, is that if something really is a bad bet, then staying with it simply increases the amount we lose. Rather than walk away from a bad five-year relationship, for example, we turn it into a bad 10-year relationship; rather than accept that we’ve lost a thousand dollars, we lay down another thousand and lose that too. In the end, by delaying the pain of admitting our problem, we only add to it. Sometimes we just have to cut our losses. 
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If a choice or product offers an uncertain reward, we are liable to evaluate it on its prospect rather than on its utility. This is to say that we tend to assess something’s value based on what it might be worth later rather than what it’s actually worth right now—and if that “might” is temptingly high, we’re more likely to make irrational decisions and invest too much in something whose utility isn’t worth what we give for it. It pays to be aware of possible future outcomes, but don’t let them rule you: a prospect is not a certainty.



The power of the near miss 

A 2016 experiment for the Journal of Gambling Studies found that subjects who narrowly missed out on a win showed elevated heart rates and a greater desire to gamble again than if they lost by a large margin. Always remember that a narrow loss is still a loss, and take a deep breath before you act on it. 


[image: 000.png] The Gambler’s Fallacy



Do several losses in a row mean a win must be around the corner? Sadly not: this is the gambler’s fallacy, which assumes that the odds of an event happening next time are lowered by it having already just happened. For example, if you flip a coin six times and it lands on heads, what are the odds of it coming up tails? If you guess anything higher than 50–50, that’s the gambler’s fallacy. Evaluate each chance on its own probabilities. 





Quantity versus odds

In 1994, psychologists Veronika Denes-Raj and Seymour Epstein offered US volunteers a chance to win a dollar if they could pick out a red jelly bean from a mixture of red and white jelly beans. Offered either a large, covered bowl with more red beans but worse odds, or a small, covered bowl with fewer red beans but better odds, most of the subjects—even though they knew the odds beforehand—chose the big bowl with the worse odds. The sizes of the bowls outweighed their rational judgment about which was the better bet. When making decisions, don’t let quantity blind you to the actual odds. 
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We can sometimes assume that the whole will be as good as each of its parts. Suppose, for example, you’re in charge of a startup, and you know that everyone you’ve brought on board is productive and efficient. It might seem logical to assume that, as a result, the startup will be productive and efficient, too—but this isn’t necessarily true. The fallacy of composition fails to allow for how the different “parts” interact with each other—if, for example, your efficient administrator and your highly skilled head of IT each assumes the other is in charge of collating prototype test results, then you have a problem. Equally, a unit composed of good people can still be working on a doomed project, and a project composed of good ideas may lack a stable center. When assembling a team with a common goal, always check the overall view as well as the individuals involved. 
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Do you see yourself as a dynamic self-starter, or is it hard for you to get going on a project without somebody else pushing you? How you view yourself can have a surprising impact on your success. 

Do you think you have the power to change your own world? How much of your life would you say was the result of luck? Your response to questions such as these can affect your ability to achieve your goals.

The locus of control

In 1954, American psychologist Julian Rotter originated a now-famous theory known as the “locus of control.” In Rotter’s own words, this is the degree to which people expect that “an outcome of their behavior is contingent on their own behavior or personal characteristics.” Put simply, it concerns where you think the control over your circumstances resides: either within you, or in external factors.

Many studies have found that people with a high internal locus of control tend to be more successful, perform better, enjoy their work more, are better able to delay gratification, and are more willing to challenge themselves. Believing that you can make a difference leads to higher self-esteem and stronger motivation. (Though it can also make you more judgmental, and likely to take failures more personally.) If, on the other hand, you find it difficult to act without someone else’s encouragement or authority, you might have a relatively high external locus of control, and could benefit from seeking out areas where you can exert more control.
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Starting something new? Take a tip from Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) expert David D. Burns: “Motivation does not come first, action does!” Sometimes the best way to get started is simply to start, and wait for the motivation to catch up with you. 





Internal or external?

Do you have a high or low internal locus of control? See which of these statements you agree with—the more red statements you pick, the higher your internal locus of control:
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Does it help?

We can’t control everything in our environment. However, a 1980 study by American psychologist S. M. Miller found that even an incorrect perception of control tends to improve well-being. When it comes to motivating yourself, developing an attitude that you are in control, even if you have private doubts, can be the best way of spurring yourself into action. To sustain motivation over time, focus on what you can control and enlist the help of others when you need to. You may find that you have more control over your world than you believed possible.
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According to Self Determination Theory (SDT), workers suffer less stress when they find their work intrinsically motivating—that is, they enjoy it for its own sake. If, however, there’s nothing intrinsically rewarding about a task, these motivating factors may help you instead:


	External motivators. You do it to get paid, or because it meets somebody’s expectations.

	Self-worth motivators. There is pride in doing it well, or guilt and anxiety in doing it badly. 

	Internalizing motivators. You try to identify with the external reasons. You might say: “I believe in what my company does, so even the small details count.”
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A 2015 study of US, Israeli, and Chinese people facing career decisions investigated what factors made it easier or harder for them to make up their minds. Across all these cultures, the most successful decision-makers showed:


	An internal locus of control.

	Less procrastination.

	Greater speed when it came to making decisions.

	Less dependence on others.



They also found that most people benefited from more comprehensive information gathering (with the exception of the US volunteers) and from being less worried about pleasing others (with the exception of the Chinese volunteers).
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What goes on in the minds of highly successful people? If you want to stay focused and persistent in the face of challenges, try adopting some of these helpful, positive mindsets.

Success comes in many different forms, and we all have our own ideas about what achievement looks like. Studies show, however, that the world’s high achievers have a similar outlook on life. If you find yourself struggling to get motivated, try out these ways of thinking and see if they get you moving again. 

1 Achievement matters more than power. People can rise to management positions if their main goal is authority, but people who really carve out their own place in the world tend to be those who feel best about themselves when they are achieving something important. Some authority may be necessary to attain your goals and to make things happen, but it’s a means, not an end in itself. The goal is to feel you’ve done something that is, by your own values, meaningful. 

2 It’s my responsibility. Successful people tend to have a high internal locus of control, and believe that their own efforts are what will make the difference. The focus is on doing what needs to be done and not waiting for others to encourage you or give you direction. Taking responsibility also means knowing when to ask for help.

3 It’s an opportunity, not a threat. When a challenge comes along, top performers are more excited about the chance it offers than worried about what may happen if it goes wrong. They know that nothing worth having is easy, so difficulty is just a sign that the project is worthwhile.

4 I’ll enjoy this. Perseverance brings its own satisfactions, and go-getters can get hooked on that feeling. Staying focused over the long term can be approached like a game, with every day that you stick to your goals feeling like a win. If you can feel playful about your efforts, you’re likely to be less stressed: the sense of threat goes down, and the fun increases.

5 Talent isn’t worth worrying about. The ability you’re born with can set the baseline for potential success but, without practice, natural talent won’t develop, just like a muscle that’s not used. While there’s very little we can do about the attributes we were born with, there’s a great deal we can choose to do with these attributes. Even gifted people have to work on continuing to develop their skills, so it’s more productive to focus on what you intend to do and learn than it is to worry about whether you’re naturally “good” at it. 

6 Hard work is impressive. People who excel at what they do see hard work as admirable, and dedicated people as interesting. They feel good about themselves for living their values and are willing to work hard over time.

7 Failure doesn’t mean much. If something doesn’t work the first few times, successful people tend to brush this off as a learning process and carry on. It takes many more setbacks before they start to consider something to be impossible. 

8 Don’t burn bridges. You may not like someone, but you might still have to work with them in the future. Even if you don’t, having adversaries is not good for your reputation. It’s a lot easier and less stressful to remain at least reasonably civil and be known as someone easy to collaborate with. You never know who might get to hear of your behavior, so it always pays to be professional.

9 No staying in a rut. Practice doesn’t improve us if we practice the same things over and over again. What works is “deliberate practice”—that is, constantly practicing at a slightly higher level than our comfort zone. 

10 What’s my next step? We continually develop as we go, so your goals are likely to change as you progress. High achievers build regular feedback into their schedules and identify what to do next based on new information. Assess and update your goals as you keep learning.
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engaged workers

A 2014 Gallup poll found that, while less than one third of American employees were motivated and absorbed by their work, levels of engagement were at their highest since 2000—when only 26 percent were engaged. Make it your business to identify and seek out such people—their motivation will feed into your own.
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If you’ve ever thought, “I know I have to do it, but I’ll just do one more thing first …,” then you’re familiar with procrastination. It’s time to stop delaying and get down to business. Here’s how to do it. 

Most of us realize it’s a bad idea to put things off. Indeed, studies confirm that procrastination can lead to worse academic performance; less self-care; poorer health; worse employment records; higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression; and even increased loneliness. Given these negative effects, you might think we would be motivated to avoid procrastination at all costs. However, feeling bad about yourself is likely to make you procrastinate more, not less. A better strategy is to tackle the practical causes of procrastination. 

Why do we do it? 

Psychology defines procrastination as a “self-regulatory failure,” which means that we find ourselves unable to manage our own behavior, even when we know we should. The true nature of this behavior is clear from the word’s Latin origins: “pro,” meaning “put forward,” and “crastinus,” meaning tomorrow. Its causes are complex and still being studied, but various factors contributing to procrastination are known, and are as follows: 


	Some of it is innate. A 2003 twin study, for example, found that about 22 percent of the cause was likely to be genetic. 

	The appeal of a task plays a big factor. This is known as “task aversion”: the more aversive or unpleasant something is, the more likely we are to put it off.

	On the Big Five personality test, people who rate high for neuroticism and/or low for conscientiousness tend to procrastinate more. 

	Perfectionism, fear of failure, and anxiety about being judged all correlate with procrastination. This suggests that some of us delay because the stress of a task not done is less frightening than the stress of doing it and being found inadequate.

	Impulsiveness goes hand in hand with procrastination. If we struggle to control our passing desires, the desire to do something more fun than the task at hand is overwhelming. 

	We can “self-handicap.” People who believe their actions don’t have much power to change things are likely to focus on trying to manage their feelings about a situation instead of acting to try and change it. 

	Just as procrastination can lead to depression, so people prone to depression procrastinate more—largely because depression saps our energy. 
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If you’re delaying getting started on something because you don’t feel up to the task, try a technique discovered in a 2010 study published in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology. The researchers found that uncertain people found themselves feeling more confident if, when they expressed their doubts, they shook their heads at the same time, as if disagreeing with their own words. If you make your gestures “doubt your doubts,” your mood may follow.





The Procrastination Cycle

When we tell ourselves we’ll do something later, we’re hoping that we’ll feel more motivated when the time comes. The trouble is, the stress of leaving tasks undone tends to create a negative cycle. If you think you’ll feel more like doing something tomorrow, you’re probably wrong, so you might as well start now. 
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What can you do about it?

If you tend to put things off, what’s the solution? The first thing to realize is that false logic has a role to play in procrastination. According to American psychologist Joseph Ferrari, we are subject to two false assumptions:

1 We delay taking action because we feel we’re in the “wrong mood.”

2 We assume that (somehow) our mood will spontaneously improve in the near future.

In fact, our mood for doing the task is only likely to grow less favorable the more we put it off (see “The procrastination cycle,”), as guilt makes us less productive. More effective methods include:


	Get someone else to set you a deadline. A study by Israeli-American psychologist Dan Ariely found that, given three passages of text to proofread, students with external deadlines consistently outperformed those who were allowed to manage their own time—especially when they were given a single end date for all three passages, as this added a further level of constraint to the deadline. Set a deadline and share it with someone to hold yourself accountable.

	Trick yourself. A study by Ferrari found that students who put off a “cognitive evaluation” puzzle did this exact same puzzle just as readily as everyone else when they were told it was a game. You can do this particularly well if you use the technique of “impulse pairing” or “fusing.” This means you blend a necessary task with the kind of fun task that you might otherwise be tempted to do instead—for instance, if you avoid studying to socialize, create a study group so you can do both at once. 

	Limit your distractions. If you just can’t do your tax return when you could browse the internet instead, put a temporary blocker on your computer or phone. If you know you always end up doing housework instead of studying for that examination, go somewhere else, such as a library, to focus your attention. 

	Find the challenge. A 1995 US study observed that difficulty isn’t as much of a deterrent as we might think. In fact, tasks that are too easy are boring, and boredom is off-putting. We find it more satisfying to do something that feels like an achievement, so if something is simple but necessary, try to add a level of challenge to it so that it feels more meaningful.

	Find your role models. A 1997 study by American psychologist Albert Bandura found there were two particularly effective ways of making a task more achievable. The first is “modeling,” or learning by example, because it helps to observe other people completing tasks. The second method, “performance accomplishments,” involves knowing your own track record of success and reminding yourself that you’ve finished things in the past. Even if they’re small things, make a note of them so you can see yourself as a finisher, not a delayer.

	Remember you’re a learner. Psychologists talk of “learned industriousness,” meaning that you can teach yourself good habits. The way to do this is to give yourself rewards, which don’t have to be substantial—
a 2000 study published in the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis  found that pennies and praise did the job. The important point about the rewards is that they must meet two criteria. First, they must be reliable, so don’t skip rewarding yourself. Second, they have to come immediately after you have completed the task—after all, your brain is primarily focused on the short term. 



All of us are guilty of the occasional delay, but for some of us it’s a more serious problem. The best solution is not to feel ashamed, as this will only increase your stress levels, and research shows that the more stressed we feel about a task, the less likely we are to get started. Instead, try to see each task as a challenge that will make you feel good when you finish it. Even a moderately efficient working pattern can lead to substantial success.
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A 2008 study published in Psychological Science found that people are more efficient when they think in practical terms. Participants were split into two groups:
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They were then asked to complete a survey and return it within three weeks. The “abstract construal” group took an average of 20.5 days to complete it—right up to the deadline—while the “concrete construal” group averaged 12.5 days. Just being encouraged to think in specific terms shortened the response time.





Growing Out of It?

Who procrastinates the most? According to a 2015 German study, people who are 14–29 years old score highest, but the numbers don’t fall substantially with increased maturity. If you’re young now, you’d be well advised to start improving your habits right away, as good timekeeping doesn’t develop automatically.


[image: 000.png]



[image: 000.png]




[image: 000.png]






[image: 000.png]



If you’re set on success, you’re likely to have high standards. This can be a good thing, but if you’re afraid to be anything less than perfect, those standards may end up being more of a hindrance than a help. 

Does everything have to be exactly right before it’s acceptable to you? Do you struggle to forgive yourself for small mistakes and flaws? While we might think that success means being the best we can be, being set on perfection can actually undermine our performance. 

The origins of perfectionism

Why are some of us so worried about getting everything right? A series of studies in the early 2000s found that one factor was our upbringing. People raised by authoritative parents—who set and enforced reasonable rules, but were open to their children’s feelings—tend to be comfortable with things being “good enough.” People raised by authoritarian parents, on the other hand—who enforced rules rigidly, and emphasized and rewarded obedience—experience a more anxious childhood and are more likely to become adults afraid of making mistakes. There are two types of perfectionism: “adaptive,” which works for the situation, and “maladaptive,” which undermines us. Children of authoritarian parents are affected by both types. 

Our childhoods are not the whole story, of course: some of us are born more worried than others, and life experiences influence us, too. Whatever the cause, studies show that perfectionism doesn’t help us with our strategies for success. 
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Undermining yourself

When faced with a problem, we need a solution. The trouble with perfectionism is that it can make us worse at finding it. Numerous studies have found that perfectionists are less proactive when faced with stress. People whose standards are high but realistic tend to engage in “active coping”—they try to deal with the problem or reduce its impact. Perfectionists who are ruled by a fear of mistakes, on the other hand, tend to resort to “avoidant coping”—trying to ignore the problem or deny its impact. As a result, their problems are more likely to persist.

What can I do about it?

If you are feeling under pressure to be perfect, try to find the root cause (see “Where does the pressure come from?,”). Also, keep in mind the following pieces of advice:


	Avoid black-and-white thinking: between “perfect” and “terrible” there’s a lot of middle ground.

	Decisions aren’t irreversible. You can leave a job you don’t like, or change a project or plan that isn’t working.

	Change your point of comparison. If you compare an adequate solution to the idea of a “perfect” one, you may find yourself unable to act. Instead, compare your adequate solution to having no solution at all. 



The adage “nobody’s perfect” is true. Instead of being a failure, it turns out that being “good enough” can in fact be the most efficient way to get ahead.
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Maladaptive perfectionism, which means being unable to tolerate even minor flaws, can lead to a host of problems. Developing a more forgiving approach creates several advantages:
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Where does the pressure come from? 

According to a 2014 Canadian study, we can define perfectionism as a combination of two basic factors—stress from social pressure, and stress from the pressure we place on ourselves. If you tend to be hard on yourself, it can be helpful to ask where the pressure is coming from: that way, you have a clearer picture of what areas in your life might benefit from a more tolerant attitude. 
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You may be familiar with the idea that visualizing what you want can make it more likely that you’ll get it. What does the science say about this idea, and how can you apply it to achieving your goals? 

The idea that we can think our way to success is an appealing one. Studies show that visualization can help—but we need to be cautious and precise about how we do it. Picturing success isn’t a magic charm; the most it can do is help motivate us to act. Some kinds of visualization can even make us less motivated. 

A word to the wise

There’s an important difference between action-oriented visualization and fantasizing. Studies have found that people who fantasize a lot about their dream job—which you could call “visualizing” it—tend to submit fewer applications, get fewer job offers, and have a lower income than those who don’t. The reason is that these dreams can drain our motivation. A 2011 US study by psychologists Heather Kappes and Gabriele Oettingen found that participants who were encouraged to “mentally indulge in a desired future” were far less proactive than those who were told to consider the potential tasks and challenges they might meet along the way. 

When we imagine that we have something we want, we trick our brains into feeling as though we already have it. This may be pleasant, but it doesn’t motivate us. 

The right picture

If we want to use our thoughts to propel us toward a brighter future, we need to focus on the process, not the outcome. Mental images are, as British psychologists Martin Conway, Kevin Meares, and Sally Standart put it, a “language of goals,” and we need to send ourselves the right message. This means using our imaginations as a kind of simulator for our actions, focusing not on where we want to be, but on how we’ll get there. 

A 2010 New Zealand study published in the Journal of Behavioral Medicine defined two types of mental imaging. The first type—“outcome simulation,” or picturing the end result—was found to increase desire, but didn’t translate into action. The second type—“process simulation,” or picturing working toward the outcome—was more likely to produce “goal-directed behaviors.” 

When we picture what we need to do to achieve a goal, we are mentally anticipating the potential challenges, which means we’ll be less daunted by them when they come along. If you can keep your focus on the right things, it may help you to take the right actions.
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When we plan a project, we often underestimate the resources we will need to complete it—such as time and money. Picturing the work we’ll need to do along the way (known as “process simulation”), instead of imagining the end result, can help us be more realistic. In a 1998 study at the University of California, students performed better in exams when they had included process simulation in their preparations.







Fantasy versus simulation

When visualizing success, we need to see ourselves as problem-solvers rather than dreamers. Suppose, for example, you want to run a marathon to raise money for charity. The different thought processes shown below can have a very different impact on your motivation:
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Feeling happy isn’t just pleasant; it can also influence how other people react to you. How can you tap into the energy of your positive emotions to achieve what’s important to you?

Human beings are social creatures and, as such, we tend to notice each other’s moods. This goes further than simply being able to tell whether someone is happy or sad: we actually experience an unconscious echo of our companions’ emotions. 

Mood on the job

This echoing is known as “emotional contagion,” and it can affect how people respond to us. In a 2011 study conducted in China, actors were hired to serve in a restaurant and were asked to follow either “positive” or “negative” scripts. Positive scripts included things like, “I just received a bonus, so I’m feeling happy,” while negative scripts included, “I’m frustrated with my manager.” Customers were more forgiving about poor service if they believed that their waitress was in a good mood. Happy people feel like better company, and so we’re more likely to excuse their mistakes.

The halo effect

A psychological concept known as the “halo effect” states that we tend to make inferences about other people’s actions and behavior based on limited information. If we have a positive impression of them, we see them with a kind of halo that casts everything else in a more positive light. A 1994 US study confirmed that being in a happier mood at work could translate into better appraisals and higher pay. Happy and warm people were seen as competent and trustworthy. When it comes to success, we benefit from being seen as a cheerful person.



Setting the level

Is emotional contagion (see “Mood on the job,”) just about acting happy or sad? Psychologists R. J. Larsen and E. E. Diener developed a chart that captures the relationships among our moods and our levels of “activation.” We can be influenced by each other’s positive or negative moods, but also by each other’s apparent levels of activation. Put simply, activation is how geared up for action your nervous system is, whether that action is “fight or flight” or joyous engagement. Research has found that it’s easier to catch an “activated” mood (whether pleasant or unpleasant) than a “deactivated” one, probably because activated people are more demonstrative. If you want to be emotionally influential, it’s a good idea to make sure you’re rested and healthy enough to keep your energy levels up. Use the chart below to identify your own mood and activation levels as well as those of the person you’d like to influence. This will help you to model the mood you want them to “catch.”
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Emotional contagion (see “Mood on the job,”) happens on two levels, the “conscious” and the “subconscious.” You have more control over your conscious reactions, but when trying to influence other people—or resist their influence on you—try to be aware of the subconscious signals being sent. If you can assume a physical posture that reflects the mood you want to project, it may help you set the right emotional tone. To make emotional contagion work for you, follow these steps for conscious emotional contagion, and also be aware of the stages of subconscious emotional contagion.
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For a task to be truly satisfying, we need to be able to enjoy the work for its own sake, instead of just taking pleasure in the end results. For that to happen, we need to become fully absorbed in what we do.

Flow is an important part of any kind of success. It’s a word that’s often used in positive psychology and it describes a state of complete engagement with a task, to the point that you lose track of time and want to continue working on the task as long as possible. If you’ve ever forgotten to eat lunch because you were so absorbed in finishing an essay, or hit a sweet spot on the running track where you were aware of nothing but the rhythm of your feet, you’ve experienced a “flow” state. 

These experiences are intrinsically rewarding: we enjoy them whether or not they bring us any other benefits. A task that allows us to be in a state of flow brings us clarity and feelings of accomplishment, whether it’s great or small. 

How do we find flow?

A key to creating flow states is to find tasks that let us feel what Robert J. Vallerand, Professor of Psychology at the Université du Québec à Montréal, calls “harmonious passion.” This comes when we engage with tasks that we feel are a part of us, as opposed to what Vallerand terms “obsessive passion,” which happens when we fear we will suffer or be punished if we don’t complete a task that we don’t really identify with. 

Suppose you teach mathematics, and you not only find your work interesting but consider it central to who you are. In this situation, you’re not just someone who teaches. In your self-concept (who you believe yourself to be), a very important part of your personal definition is that you are “a teacher.” Under the right circumstances (see “Harmonious passion,”), tasks that you enjoy and that fully engage your attention when teaching, will usually lead to a state of flow. The same is true no matter what our vocation: flow comes from tasks that we are passionate about and that align with our values and identity.

Conscious control

Of course, sometimes we need to do everyday tasks that aren’t central to our identity. In these situations, we’re required to use “attention” as opposed to “absorption” (see “Quality or quantity?,”). A 2011 international study for the Journal of Management Studies found that, perhaps predictably, workers who felt a harmonious passion for their jobs were more likely to become absorbed in them, and also found it easier to pay attention. The unexpected news, however, was that people who didn’t feel this harmonious passion were nevertheless capable of both absorption and attention—they just needed to approach their jobs in a flexible way so that they could still create a flow state for themselves. This might involve taking ownership of a task, or fostering an interest in it. 

When it comes to managing your focus—whether it’s a project that you’re passionate about or just a mundane task—it’s useful to have some self-knowledge. What’s at the core of your identity? What are your values and real interests? The more you can approach a task in this spirit, the better chance you’ll have of becoming absorbed in it—and the more rewarding the experience will ultimately become.
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Psychologist N. P. Rothbard identifies two factors that are crucial to cognitive engagement.

1—Attention: the quantity of our focus. It is concerned with the amount of effort we put into keeping our minds on a task. It:


	Is under our conscious control.

	Is finite, and wanes when we grow tired.



2—Absorption: the quality of our focus. It is concerned with how intensely immersed we are in a task. It:


	Arises spontaneously from the right mix of circumstances.

	Is self-rewarding; we may get tired, but can still stay focused and may not notice time passing.







an engaging challenge

The concept of flow was first proposed by Hungarian psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. According to Csikszentmihalyi, we achieve this state of contented immersion when we meet a task that’s reasonably difficult—not beyond our capability, but something that stretches us and demands our full concentration. In the graph below, flow is shown as one of a number of mental states that can result from attempting a task, depending on how challenging the task is and how skilled we are.
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Harmonious Passion

Psychologist Robert J. Vallerand observes that feeling a harmonious passion for a task—that is, our interest in it is deep enough to be part of our identity—can greatly improve our performance. If we feel we’re doing something that reflects our feelings and values, it adds another layer of engagement, because it involves us on a deeper level.
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Achieving our goals often involves choosing between competing priorities. When we decide to give something up, how do we deal with the feelings of discomfort this can cause? 

Have you ever held onto an item of clothing that no longer fits, or a bond that’s fallen in value? You know you’d like to have more space in your wardrobe or a better investment, but somehow the pain of losing what you have, even if it’s not useful, seems to outweigh the clear benefits. This is what psychologists call loss aversion.

The endowment effect

In 1990, economist Richard Thaler joined psychologist Daniel Kahneman and behavioral economist Jack L. Knetsch in an experiment. Half of the study’s participants were given coffee cups, and the other half only shown them. The two groups were then asked how much they would be prepared to either sell or buy the cups for respectively. The “owners” wanted about twice as much for their cups as the viewers were willing to pay. This is the endowment effect: simply owning something, even briefly, makes us put a higher value on it. It seems we dislike giving things up simply because it’s a sacrifice, even if we wouldn’t otherwise value the thing we’re giving up very highly.

Ownership and self-image

Why do we sometimes act in an irrational way? In a 2013 study by American psychologists Sara Loughran Dommer and Vanitha Swaminathan, one group of volunteers was asked to describe a “social self-threat” situation, such as a romantic rejection, while a second group was asked to describe an average day. Both groups were then given a relatively worthless item—a ballpoint pen—before being asked to part with it. The study found that people were less willing to give up the pen after they experienced social self-threat situations. When we own something, we start to incorporate it into our sense of who we are—and the more threatened we feel, the less willing we are to forfeit even unimportant things. 

If you need to give something up, try to bolster your sense of identity first. Remind yourself that self-worth doesn’t depend on particular possessions or relationships—it’s inherent, and the more confidence you have in yourself, the easier it can be to let things go.
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A knowledge of loss aversion can be useful when you are seeking to influence others. When making pitches, marketing psychologists propose the following approaches:


	Suggest your audience already possesses something desirable, and that your product will stop them from losing it. (For example, “You could lose hundreds of clients if you don’t…”)

	Encourage them to imagine themselves owning or using your product. (“Picture yourself sitting behind the wheel…”)

	Let them “own” your product for a limited time, such as a free sample or a trial period. That way, not buying it once the trial ends would mean giving it up.







Weighing the choices

When you have to decide what to give up, it can be useful to think in terms of different types of goals. A 1997 study published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology suggests weighing four different types of goals when trying to make a decision. Suppose you’re trying to decide whether to cancel date night with your partner in order to get some extra work done. Assessing the situation in the context of the following types of goals may help you settle whether, in this instance, your partner or your work should take priority. 
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The effort you put into networking will pay dividends. Think of it as building a community of people you can rely on, learn from, and share ideas with over time. The key is to foster relationships with a wide range of people. 

The ties within our communities can be a strong support to us. But when it comes to networking, do you prefer to align yourself with people based on your feelings toward them, or an assessment of what they can do for you? A 2008 American study found that some people are “affect-based”—that is, they’re led by their feelings and are bonded to others by empathy, rapport, and self-disclosure. On the other hand, “cognition-led” thinkers are guided by rational calculation and prefer people who offer them tangible benefits, such as career guidance and task-specific advice. The researchers concluded that some people value friendliness more than practical help, while for others it is the reverse. When getting along with your colleagues and friends, it’s useful to know which is which.

The strength of weak ties

“Weak ties” refers to the connections we have with people with whom we are on good terms but don’t see often—such as friends of friends, people we meet at conferences, and old colleagues. Such contacts are still worth cultivating: sociologist Mark Granovetter, researching randomly selected professionals, discovered that the majority had found their job through people they saw only rarely. Granovetter deduced that such connections don’t overlap our social circles much, and so they can introduce us to new people and opportunities: those who may not seem to have much influence on your prospects now may make the most difference in the future. 



close-knit or distant 

A 2004 Italian and American study analyzed group dynamics in the Italian television industry—a field that calls for both creative and technical expertise—to examine which sorts of teams were the most effective. They found that when it came to completing tasks, groups with a moderate level of closeness were the least productive, as they were interconnected enough to be insular, but not close enough for the members to have a profound mutual understanding.


[image: 000.png]





connecting others 

Silicon Valley entrepreneur Adam Rifkin argues that most of us think of our network as a series of spokes, like a bicycle wheel, with ourselves in the center. Instead, we should conceive of ourselves as part of a community: connecting people to each other still places us in the center of that community, even if we aren’t particularly connected to each individual. This broadens the depth and size of our network, and by empowering others, we benefit in the long run too. 
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American management consultant and entrepreneur Ken Morse offers these eight tips for successful networking at an event:

1 Do your research. If information is available about who will be present, read it, and see if you know anyone in your network who could help you make a connection to these people. 

2 Perfect a short speech. This is your “elevator pitch”: be able to say what you can offer people in one or two sentences.

3 Show up early. This is an opportunity to meet the host.

4 Act with confidence. Take the initiative by introducing yourself to others. 

5 Hang around by the food. Blocking the bar will irritate people, but food boosts people’s mood and makes them friendlier.

6 Approach speakers before their talk. Afterwards people will be clustering around them and it will be hard to get their attention.

7 Ask for introductions. If you know someone with credibility, being presented by them makes you look credible too.

8 Focus on other people. Ask questions. People enjoy sharing their opinions and perspectives, so listen closely, and make space for conversations to flourish. 






[image: 000.png]



Positive relationships are good for our emotional health, but there’s more to it than that. A dynamic network is also one of the center points of a productive community. This is social capital, and you can help create it.

The concept of “social capital” was first coined by author Lyda Judson Hanifan in 1916. The term refers to the fact that connections within the broader community enrich life both for the individual member and for the group as a whole. The idea enjoyed a revival in the popular consciousness when American academic Robert D. Putnam published his 2000 book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, and has since been taken up by promoters as influential as Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and the World Bank.

Working together

World Bank social scientist Michael Woolcock describes three kinds of social capital:

1 Bonding. This means ties between people in similar situations, such as family, close friends, and neighbors.

2 Bridging. This is similar to the concept of “weak ties” : connections between people who are fairly alike but not especially intimate, such as casual friends and ex-colleagues. 

3 Linking. This is based on connecting people who are in different situations and do not know each other: reaching out to, and sharing resources with, other communities.

The most productive scenario is a healthy mix of all three. Bonding social capital is supportive and reciprocal, and studies find that it is often the source of the most reliable support. On its own, however, it can lend itself to insularity and “us-versus-them” thinking. Bridging social capital allows us to fill gaps in our resources, as long as we make good use of them—that is, we seek and exchange information and resources instead of simply “schmoozing” for schmoozing’s sake. Linking social capital keeps us vital by bringing us into contact with new ideas and encouraging us to be generous and see the bigger picture. Combining all three allows us to have both solid support and a sense of ourselves as part of the wider human family. Building success means establishing a foundation of social capital that is both solid and diverse.
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Beyond networking

Staying active in your social circles is a good way to develop social capital, but the best way to sustain it is to develop a reputation as being trustworthy. A community depends on the good faith of its members, so the more you can show yourself a dependable participant, the greater the rewards for everyone, including you.
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A 1988 study published in the Academy of Management Journal suggests we view the creation of social capital as the result of several factors. To establish good ties with people you need an established arrangement that supports this, such as regular meetings, activities, or communication (the “structural dimension”). You also need to appeal to what you share beyond these circumstances, by finding the values you have in common: even if you’re very different, there will be underlying principles you all hold (the “cognitive dimension”). By spending time together and working over shared ideals, you each have an opportunity to establish yourselves as someone to be trusted (the “relational dimension”). From there, you’ve built the social capital to create outcomes that are greater than the sum of their parts. Use this diagram to help you foster social capital.


[image: 000.png]







[image: 000.png]



Creativity can be defined as the ability to reimagine existing elements in a new way. If you are inventive, you can solve problems in a unique way and find new channels to achieve your goals.

Are you an artist, a scientist, or a combination of the two? According to research, it doesn’t make much difference: creativity is creativity, whatever end it serves. A 2001 American study even found that the works of Albert Einstein and Pablo Picasso were based on similar elements, such as a strong sense of aesthetics and an interest in how spaces are experienced by different observers. 

You may not think of yourself as a naturally creative person, but evidence suggests that how you think about the situation makes all the difference. Using this framework, think of creativity as a mental state that everyone can access. Use the seven methods below to stimulate your imagination and curiosity.


1 Identify the problem



When you’re faced with a new challenge or problem, start by spending time in mindful observation, identifying, defining, and redefining the issue. Keep your mind as open as possible: it’s easy to get used to the status quo, especially with modern life being so fast-paced and full of distractions. Instead, try to be alert to how things are and how they might be improved—and be prepared to see the big picture and consider why they are the way they are. Resist simple or familiar explanations and probe as deeply as you can to develop your understanding.




2 absorb yourself



Groundwork and immersion are crucial. Don’t become fixated on the idea of a sudden epiphany. There’s nothing uncreative about preparation: many of the best “inspirations” are actually the result of long and serious involvement in a field of work. The more you know, the better your ideas will be, so do your research and familiarize yourself with your subject. 




3 practice generating ideas



Your neural networks are designed to run along familiar paths—your brain saves energy that way. We tend to have established categories and rules in our head, but these can be a barrier to innovation. We also have an awkward tendency to play it safe the more stress we’re under: research shows that volunteers pressured to be creative and given an example will, on 9 out of 10 occasions, “create” something that’s a close copy of the example. The best protection against this is practice: think of new ideas regularly in low-pressure situations where it really doesn’t matter if they’re useless. That way, you can strengthen your creative muscles in a comfortable environment, and build your confidence in the fact that you can create new options and alternatives. We’re creatures of habit, so make a habit of thinking outside the box. 




4 cross-POLLINATE ideas



Combining ideas and opinions is something that comes naturally to us: you may have heard someone say that a situation or concept is like, “such-and-such meets such-and-such.” When seeking new solutions, put different concepts and solutions together and see whether they generate any chemistry. If they do, pursue this path and see where it takes you.




5 let it incubate



When you have an idea, you don’t have to leap into action and develop it right away. You might wish to seize the moment, of course, but the creative process also runs on rest periods, so letting an idea ferment for a while can often improve it. Allow your subconscious some time to enrich things. 




6 evaluate and select



Being creative involves vetting your ideas. Which ideas have a good benefit-to-risk ratio? Which ones feel worth the energy it will take to carry them out? Which best reflect your values and aspirations? Good support and a chance to discuss your plans in a safe environment can be particularly useful at this point. 




7 test and implement



There’s no point testing the plot of an unwritten novel or the rough sketch of a new kind of engine, because your idea has to be at least at the first draft or prototype stage before anyone can have an informed opinion about it. However, once you have something tangible to show for your work, test it as soon as you can. Every creative endeavor involves uncertainty and the chance of failure, and discovering and correcting mistakes early on is much better for your confidence than detecting a flaw when you’re a long way down the line. Try it out while it’s still not polished—it’s a good way to get around performance anxiety because at this point, no one expects perfection. 
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Balance your mental space

Brain scans show that there are two major neurological states associated with creativity:

1 A relaxed, quiescent state, similar to dreaming. This is when you are feeling inspired and ideas are starting to form. 

2 An energetic, active state in which you elaborate on the idea you’ve “dreamed up” and put it into practice.

Studies show that highly creative people are good at switching between these two states. Forcing yourself to create is likely to deny you the calm moments when the inspiration can incubate. Don’t strain yourself: rest periods are part of the creative process. 

Forget the “lone genius”

There may be times when you need periods of peace and quiet to work on your ideas, but getting others’ ideas and perspectives can accelerate the creative process in ways you never imagined. The idea of the solitary intellectual pioneer is something of a myth. Numerous studies confirm that creativity is influenced by our social and cultural context, and even some of the greatest minds in history, including Albert Einstein and Charles Darwin, were working with collaborative teams when they made their breakthroughs. History may credit the lead scientist or artist, but this isn’t to say that they weren’t part of a professional community. Contact with other minds keeps us challenged and supported, and that’s good for creativity. 
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In the 1990s, psychologist Edward de Bono developed a game to encourage creative problem-solving. If you and your team are struggling, you might try putting on his different-colored thinking caps, with each of you taking on a prescribed role as you discuss the challenge or opportunity you’re facing. Don’t just pretend: research shows it works best if you actually wear party hats!
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Stay curious

Happiness researcher Todd Kashdan defines curiosity as a willingness to seek out new experiences and to be at ease with the ambiguous and the unpredictable. Keeping an open mind means we’re always able to learn from new experiences as they come along, and tolerating uncertainty means we’re more persistent when it’s not clear how things will turn out. The Romantic poet John Keats described “what quality went to form a Man of Achievement” as “Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” Don’t be afraid of uncertainty: it can be the root of great work. 

Be confident and persistent 

The price of creativity is that sometimes things fail. According to research from the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, scientists given full creative freedom published twice as frequently in the top journals, but also twice as frequently in less well respected journals—in other words, they had as many unsuccessful ideas as successful ones. The nature of creativity is that we move away from reliable certainties and take a chance on a possible dead end. The higher your belief in your own efficacy and the more willing you are to accept that not everything has to be perfect, the more likely you are to free your mind and make a great imaginative leap.
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In 1985, consultants Steve Grossman and Katherine Catlin developed a game to stimulate creativity, called “Superheroes.” Everyone pretends to be—and might even dress up as—superheroes such as Superman and Wonder Woman. They then describe their special powers and characters, and approach the problem in those roles. The sense of empowerment and silliness can result in surprising solutions. 
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According to a 1981 study published in the Annual Review of Psychology journal, creative people in every domain share the following personality traits, which you may wish to cultivate in yourself:
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Nobody likes the idea of falling short, but in order to keep moving forward, we need to be able to learn from our mistakes. This means being able to accept failure instead of fleeing from the discomfort it causes. 

Learning from our mistakes can be critical for our success. A 2015 US study, for example, found that serial entrepreneurs were not only more likely to change industries if a venture failed, but were more likely to fail in the new industry too, not least because they were new to it, lacked expertise, and assumed that what did work in the old field should work in the new. It’s easy to get stuck in a pattern of doing things automatically, but what really helps us develop is being able to step back and identify what we can do differently in the future based on the mistakes we made in the past. 

Seeing straight

Humans are prone to a particularly awkward cognitive error: we see what we expect to see rather than what’s actually there. “Schema theory” argues that this can even include what’s right in front of us, from minor mistakes such as putting the cereal box in the fridge because we were thinking about the cupboard, to fatal mistakes such as a nurse attaching a patient to the wrong drip because of nerves or the pressure of the job. The less reflective we are, the more we fail—and we need to be able to learn the right lessons from our failures. 

Defensive thinking

If we’re intelligent, surely we should be good at learning from mistakes? In fact, according to business specialist Chris Argyris, smart people often lack this skill. The problem is one of mental habits. High achievers usually succeed at what they attempt. As a result, they don’t experience failure on a regular basis and so don’t have much practice at learning from it. Many of us are problem-oriented: if something is wrong, our instinct is to fix it as quickly as possible and move on. This may feel efficient, but it doesn’t help us examine the causes, which could include the need to revise our own approach (see “Learning loops,”). 

When we fail to get the result we want, we tend to go into defensive reasoning. We tried, it didn’t work, and we don’t want it to be our fault, so we redirect our energy into proving that it wasn’t. This is a sure way to shut down our problem-solving abilities. 



Learning loops

Business theorist Chris Argyris points to two different ways of learning from mistakes, the single and double loop. A single loop can be efficient if you’re pursuing a specific goal, but if you want to broaden your mental scope, it’s better to add another loop to your thinking that looks at the bigger picture as well—not just whether you did a particular task “by the book,” but also examining the nature of the task itself. Argyris uses the example of seeing yourself as a thermostat set to 68°F (20°C), and imagines that it could be programmed to add in another level of calculation. 
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Changing habits

While we like to think of ourselves as consistent, Argyris argues that our principles tend to be undermined by a pattern of thinking that aims to:


	Keep us in control

	Maximize “winning” and minimize “losing”

	Suppress negative feelings

	Be “rational,” which, in practice, means evaluating our behavior on our own terms.



At their core, all of these elements are about avoiding anxiety and shame, and they don’t help us to improve. To learn from setbacks, we need to embrace vulnerability and cross-check our actions and assumptions to make sure we’re not denying ourselves an important learning opportunity. We all make mistakes: the key to success is to accept them when they happen, understand what caused them and, if necessary, modify our approach. If we can do this, the mistakes themselves may matter much less.
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Burnout doesn’t happen overnight, but if you’ve been pushing yourself for too long you may not realize you’re heading for trouble until it’s too late. Learn to recognize the signs and take steps to look after yourself. 

We all have days when we’re tired, but burnout is more serious. Burnout occurs when chronic stress overwhelms you to the point where everything in your life starts to suffer. Your efforts need to be sustainable over the long term, and protecting yourself is much more effective than waiting until you are spent to take action. 

The telltale signs

To know when it’s time to give yourself a change or a rest, watch out for these problems:


	Lots of minor health complaints. Your immune system weakens when you’re exhausted, and this means you’re more susceptible to bugs and illnesses. You may also develop stress-related symptoms such as headaches, palpitations, dizziness, chest pains, and stomach problems—in which case, see a doctor. 

	Chronic tiredness. If you’re tired after a big effort, that’s one thing, but if you’re tired all the time—especially if you feel too tired to get simple, everyday things done—you may be suffering from burnout. 

	Trouble sleeping. If you’re chronically stressed, you’re in a state of constant arousal, which means it can be hard to shut off and relax at the end of the day. 

	Impaired memory and concentration. Too much pressure pushes your body into a state of “fight or flight.” In the short term this can help by diverting all our cognitive resources to a single problem, but we’re not designed to live like this over an extended period. If you’re developing tunnel vision or feeling confused, you may need a proper rest. 

	Diminished job performance. Compare your current performance to how you were doing a year or two ago. Burnout tends to reveal itself in a slow but steady decline.

	Interpersonal problems. Are you having more disagreements and quarrels than usual? Or are you feeling detached from others?

	Poor self-care. Are you forgetting to eat, or living on junk food? Are you going without exercise or sleep? 

	Dark emotions. Anger, depression, anxiety, cynicism, and numbness indicate that you may be reaching your limit. 



Preemptive measures

If you notice any of the warning signs, follow these steps to get yourself back on an even keel: 


	Say “no” where you can. Some things may be non-negotiable, but don’t take on any more than you absolutely have to (Standing Your Ground).

	Forget perfectionism. Your aim is to be “good enough,” not perfect. 

	Don’t ruminate. Rumination is when we lapse into a spiral of brooding (see “The ruminative cycle,”): remind yourself of the positives or distract yourself with something else to break the pattern. 

	Know when to get out. Potential causes of burnout are situations of unfairness, insufficient reward, unsupportive communities, and lack of control. Sometimes the solution is to change your environment. 

	Take care of yourself. You have to eat, drink, sleep, and get some exercise: neglecting your physical well-being is a false economy.

	Have a place to be vulnerable, preferably with other people who are going through the same problems as you. 

	Live your values. A big cause of burnout is a disconnect between what you believe in and what you’re working toward. Find ways to do things that align with your principles. 



Put your own well-being first: it helps no one if you run yourself into the ground. It’s more efficient to function at a level you can comfortably sustain over the long term—this is a key component of achieving and maintaining enduring success. 



The ruminative cycle

Reflecting and planning can be helpful, but beware of the “ruminative cycle,” shown below, in which dwelling on negative thoughts can become self-reinforcing. If you find yourself getting mired in worries, resentments, or bad memories, remember that the solution involves breaking a habit. When the problem is overthinking bad feelings, you can’t think your way to a solution—it’s better to go and do something completely different. Listen to music, read a book, cook a meal—whatever it takes to get your mind running along pleasanter lines. It may take some effort at first, but persevere, and you may find your mood lifts. 


[image: 000.png]




optimum workloads

The type of control we have over our work can have an impact on our health. A 2010 Australian–Canadian study found that people who are self-motivated and have a high level of control become less prone to illness as their workload increases. Try to identify your own optimum workload: it may seem counterintuitive, but an increased workload may improve your health.
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When your life is focused on planning for success, it can be easy to treat leisure time as a low priority. In fact, though, you may find it easier to attain your goals if you plan your free time equally well.

Our time is valuable. Yet when it comes to enjoying our recreation time, we can find it slipping away. It’s understandable that we may feel reluctant to plan our downtime—with all the pressures of life, we don’t want to turn fun into yet more work—but a bit of forethought can mean the difference between time lost and time relished. 

The universal goal

The desire to enjoy our leisure time spans nations and generations. Research conducted by the World Health Organization in 2008 found that an enjoyment of leisure time, especially when it produces “flow” experiences, improves people’s quality of life in a range of countries around the world. Meanwhile, a 2006 Brazilian study found that a structured outdoor adventure program markedly improved the quality of life of citizens aged between 60 and 80. Whatever our age or place of origin, we need free time—but it’s more “freeing” when it’s at least moderately planned. 


Making it worthwhile

When we’re tired and overwhelmed, we often long for more time to relax. Sometimes, though, quality is better than quantity. 

A 2010 study published in the Journal of Happiness Studies documented the lives of 403 students over the course of a month. It found that simply having more free time didn’t necessarily lead to an improvement in the students’ well-being. What mattered was how well they used their free time. Those who did benefit from their free time had a proactive approach to it. They tended to:




	Engage in physical activities

	Engage in social activities, with both friends and family

	Engage in specific leisure activities, such as excursions and hobbies

	Set specific goals, such as, “I want to improve my fitness”

	Schedule activities in advance.



If we assume that our leisure time will take care of itself, we are more likely to end up feeling bored and unsatisfied. This can raise our stress levels, as the sense that time is slipping away is more likely to make us feel anxious than rested. Research suggests we thrive most when we see “time off” as a period for doing things that matter to us, rather than just a spell when we’re not working.
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Psychotherapist and business coach Lynn Grodzki states that our time can be divided into three basic categories:


	Work time. Activities that bring us either joy or money.

	Spirit time. Meaningful activities that rejuvenate our souls.

	Buffer time. Time spent on practical and psychological “inessentials” that can eat into the two other, more important categories.



How much of your time is being spent on buffer activities? Could you fill it with something more effective?
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What do we get out of leisure? Working from Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” (see “Our deepest needs,”), psychologists Mounir Ragheb and Jacob Beard identified six types of activity that give us satisfaction:

1 Psychological. Look for activities that reward you on an emotional or cognitive level.

2 Educational. Find activities that improve your knowledge and understanding.

3 Social. Involve your friends and family in your leisure activities.

4 Relaxation. Seek out peaceful and unchallenging activities.

5 Physiological. Enjoy pleasant physical activities.

6 Aesthetic. Engage in activities in which you can enjoy beautiful places and things.





Our deepest needs

In 1943, American psychologist Abraham Maslow first advanced his theory of the “hierarchy of needs”—the idea that we meet our most basic needs first, and then seek to meet “higher” needs, which help us achieve our full potential. Maslow based his theory on his study of outstanding individuals, such as physicist Albert Einstein and abolitionist hero Frederick Douglass, believing that such people represented the healthiest in human psychology. Leisure activities tend to represent the upper tiers of the hierarchy. Which of the following needs do your leisure activities satisfy?
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Success involves coping well with challenges and crises, but also relishing good things when you find them. That way, when life does get difficult, you can benefit from a well-rounded outlook based on positivity and optimism.

Apositive mindset is a long-term investment that prepares you for life’s challenges. Research has found that when we experience good moods, this tends to broaden our outlook and allow us to respond to situations—including bad ones—more flexibly than usual. If we can cultivate this positive mindset, it’s likely to help us build maturity of character. If you want to get through life with a robust attitude, don’t push yourself to be “tougher,” but instead open yourself to the full range of life’s experiences (good, bad, and challenging). Here are some approaches you may find useful in your journey. 
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In the Journal of Happiness Studies, psychologists Michele Tugade and Barbara Fredrickson point out that if we have something good to report, we commonly call friends and family, wanting to tell as many people as possible. This is partly about maintaining social connections, but it’s also about prolonging the happy mood: sharing the good news keeps the pleasure fresh in our minds. We can prolong the mood at any time, by looking forward to a positive experience, enjoying it while it lasts, and then relishing the memory afterward. All are ways of “capitalizing” on something pleasant—which is to say, getting as much value out of it as we can.
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Psychology distinguishes between two kinds of well-being:


	Hedonic well-being. From the Greek hēdonē, meaning “pleasure.” This describes subjective, in-the-moment experiences that we find enjoyable.

	Eudaimonic well-being. From the Greek eu, meaning “good” and daimōn, meaning “spirit.” This describes long-term activities that allow us to grow, have positive relationships with other people, and feel good about ourselves. 



It’s not only life’s challenges that foster our resilience; it’s also our experiences of life at its best. So make enough room for enjoyment in your life.
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While a positive attitude is undoubtedly good for success, in some circustances this needs qualification. As psychologists Robert Cummins and Mark Wooden remark in the Journal of Happiness Studies, “the extremes of optimism are [...] maladaptive”—which means too much can be as unhelpful as too little. Too little optimism makes us discouraged and fearful, but an excess can make us impulsive in situations where caution would serve us better. Balance is the key to success: being optimistic but also realistic.






find the silver lining 

We can’t prevent the bad moments, but we can learn to experience at least some positive emotions within them. According to a 2000 US study, useful approaches for turning negative to positive are:
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Don’t wait for a big problem to arise before you put these coping methods into effect. Instead, see them as faculties you can exercise at any time so that you’ll be strong and ready for whatever life brings you.
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If you wish to boost your self-esteem, it can be productive to give yourself positive messages or “affirmations.” However, a 2009 Canadian study published in Psychological Science adds a caveat to this. If your self-esteem is robust to begin with, repeating positive statements like, “I’m a lovable person” can help—but if your self-esteem is low, this can backfire. The researchers found that the people whose confidence most needed reinforcement tended to feel worse after repeating generalized, nonspecific positive affirmations. It seems they didn’t feel that these statements were true, and having to articulate them only served as a reminder that these were painful subjects. If you decide to use affirmations to lift your spirits, choose statements that you feel describe positive attributes about your talents and what is important to you, such as, “I am excellent at attending to details and planning.”
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As we progress through our lives, we can learn from experiences in work, at home, and in our communities. Development is continuous and keeps us motivated and focused on, “what’s next?”

The most reliable path to success is to assume that learning is not a process that you finish, but a way to approach every situation you encounter. There are always opportunities to seek out new situations in which to learn and develop. With the help of a “growth mindset”, you can always stay vitally and rewardingly engaged.

Seeking out knowledge

Do we ever reach a point where we “know enough”? Certainly we can acquire enough skills to meet a particular challenge, but there are far-ranging benefits to continuing our learning:


	Learning makes us more confident and resilient. The experience of meeting challenges and using our intelligence to overcome them boosts our sense that we can cope with difficult situations.

	Learners are better able to cope with change. Mastering new concepts accustoms us to encountering unfamiliar and perhaps challenging beliefs. The more we come to terms with unknown ways of thinking, the less daunting the unknown becomes.

	Learning enriches our experiences. Life becomes more interesting as we learn and develop. The more we can approach the world as students, the more we are likely to thrive in it.

	Learning makes us more well rounded. A 2015 study published in Adult Education Quarterly found that the best measure of lifelong learning was “human capital”—the understanding we can gain by educating ourselves. “Social capital,” or the extent to which we build on connections with others to help us develop, was also helpful, especially for those with less formal education. But the greater their “human capital,” the better the subjects of the research were able to make effective use of their skills in a variety of situations.

	Learning preserves our well-being as we age. Studies confirm that older people who embark on education enjoy higher levels of health and happiness, and the connections and insight they foster enrich the community as a whole.



Learning to learn

It may sound like a narrow topic, but learning itself can be a skill to develop. In 2006, the European Parliament and Council listed this as one of several “key competences” we can improve throughout our lives. Here is the complete list:


	Communication in our mother tongue

	Communication in foreign languages

	Mathematical, scientific, and technical competence

	Digital and computer competence

	Learning to learn

	Social and civic competence

	A sense of initiative and entrepreneurship

	Cultural awareness and expression. 



If you need a general recipe for success, one of the best things you could do is follow this curriculum. 
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How should we understand our learning in the widest context? Danish Professor of Lifelong Learning Knud Illeris argues that we learn in three dimensions: through our thoughts (cognition), our feelings (emotion), and our place in the world (environment). This creates balance:


	✓ COGNITION: our personal abilities and understanding

	✓ EMOTION: how we achieve psychological balance

	✓ ENVIRONMENT: how we positively integrate into the world and culture around us.








Reaching for meaning

According to Portuguese psychologist and education expert Roberto Carneiro, learning is a process that grows more complex—and more fulfilling—as we develop. We begin with approaching basic information, and progress from there to knowledge, which gives us a grasp of the facts. Then, we approach genuine “learning,” in which we refine our understanding of the knowledge we’ve gained. Finally, we reach a sense of meaning, in which the application, value, and worth of all we’ve learned starts to become clear.
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To adapt or generate?

Thinking of learning as a way of gaining information is useful but limited. Professor Roberto Carneiro proposes a distinction between “adaptive” and “generative” learning. Adaptive learning helps us to manage within our environment; generative learning helps us to change our environment. To be successful, we need to cultivate both types of learning.



	Adaptive learning helps us to …
	Generative learning helps us to …



	■ “Fit” our environment
	■ “Stretch” our environment



	■ Adjust to change
	■ Expand our capacity



	■ Cope with threats
	■ Develop creativity



	■ React to symptoms
	■ Identify causes



	■ Identify signs
	■ Anticipate the future



	■ Gain conventional knowledge
	■ See things in a new way
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Cooperating well with others means being comfortable with feedback—both giving it and receiving it. Opening channels of response, in both directions, is often the key to a successful endeavor. 

No matter how much confidence we have in our own opinions, we can all benefit from views expressed by others. Both in and out of the workplace, knowing how to gather feedback is often a significant factor in attaining success. However, you must be prepared to have your own ideas criticized—even, at times, demolished.

Taking it well

Neurological evidence suggests that we’re wired to fear criticism.There’s even some research to suggest that negative comments are processed by different, more sensitive neural circuits than those that handle positive input. Fundamentally, fear of criticism is fear of rejection. No matter how tactfully a negative comment is phrased, a part of our brain hears the threat of, “You’re fired” or, “No one will love you.” Faced with anxiety-inducing feedback—for example, a negative appraisal from your manager—try the following:


	Listen for the facts. It’s helpful to separate fact from opinion. Even if you don’t agree with the conclusions, you can often pick up good information and store it for later use. 

	Consider the motivation. Is the speaker trying to help you, even if they’re being blunt? Or are they trying to reinforce their own authority or score points? These different motivations require different responses.

	Make it impersonal. If you did make a mistake, present yourself as an ally with your criticizer: “Yes, I notice I sometimes do that. What can you suggest?”

	Ask for time. If you don’t think you can respond constructively at once, say you appreciate the feedback and you’d like time to give the matter serious thought.



Giving as well as taking

Numerous studies confirm that giving feedback to people who share your goals can be at least as helpful as receiving it. Having to assess somebody else’s efforts forces our brains to think objectively about:


	The purpose of what everyone is trying to achieve

	What criteria this can be judged by

	What a good example might look like

	Possible remedies when things aren’t quite as they should be.



Such an approach will develop your critical-thinking skills in ways that can benefit all areas of your life.
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bet and bear

American psychologists Patricia L. Harms and Deborah Britt Roebuck describe two different models for giving positive and negative feedback—“BET” and “BEAR,” respectively. If you have to tell someone what you think of them, follow one of these approaches:
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We all know the importance of learning from others, but it can be surprisingly difficult to really “hear” what someone else is saying. How can we become better listeners and absorb the best of what we are told? 

A good listener is someone able to absorb more information. If you want to improve your listening skills, what are the best strategies?

Mirror, mirror

If you see two people “mirroring” each other’s body language in conversation, you may think this shows the pressure of social conformity. But in fact it may be part of an attempt to understand each other. One scientific theory calls this “embodied simulation” (See “Picture the listening process”). We can’t see into people’s minds, but we believe that private thoughts and feelings will be reflected in overt motor behavior such as facial expressions and body posture—and if we mimic these things, the feedback into our brains can help us fully understand. We tend to do this subconsciously, but if you’re having trouble grasping someone’s motivations, try making a deliberate effort to discreetly copy their body language to increase your intuitive understanding.


Active listening 

Psychologists are increasingly recommending the process of “active listening” for effective learning. Whereas “passive listening” involves simply staying quiet and hearing what’s being said, active listening is the practice of engaging so that the conversation really connects. Try the following techniques:




	Listen with your body. Mirror, smile, make eye contact, lean in slightly. Don’t fidget, as that distracts the speaker: make your whole posture about paying attention. 

	Share the viewpoint. Show from what you say in response to the other person that you’re trying to see how things look from their perspective. 

	Be composed and pleasant. The speaker will pick up on your manner just as you pick up on theirs, so maintain a calm and approachable presence.

	Show “altercentrism” (focus on the other person). Ask open questions; don’t interrupt; reflect back or paraphrase some of what they say; if you’re not sure what they mean, ask them to clarify.

	Defer judgment. Don’t anticipate what they’ll say or jump in with counter-arguments. Let them finish before you form your opinion. 

	Validate. If someone is distressed, always focus on showing that you support their right to feel what they feel. This may make them more coherent. 

	Reflect. Say something like: “So if I understand you, what you’re saying is…” This gives them space to correct any false impressions and shows you’re striving to understand. 

	Summarize. Recap what they say at regular intervals. This proves your interest, and gives them the chance to stress anything you’ve missed. 



Any social situation gives you the opportunity to practice listening, so begin as soon as you can and see where your new skills can take you. Test your own memory, and resolve to listen better. Bear in mind that a good listener is a facilitator, who empowers others to communicate.




picture the LISTENING process

American psychologists Graham Bodie, Debra Worthington, and Lynn Cooper, along with German psychologist Margarete Imhof, propose a “unified field theory” of how we manage conversations. This graphic shows how a conversation operates. The more care and skill we can deploy at the process stage, when we make our contribution, the more valuable the outcomes of any discussion will be.
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Active listening means creating an open verbal space. Here are some suggestions and taboos:

Avoid: Questions that risk sounding accusatory, such as: “Why did you do that?”

Do say: “Can you tell me more about what happened?”

Avoid: Pushing too hard for sensitive information.

Do say: “If you’re willing to talk about that, I’m happy to listen.”

Avoid: Presumptions, such as “I know just how you feel.”

Do say: “How are you feeling about that?”

Avoid: Unwanted advice, such as: “You should just quit.”

Do say: “Do you want to brainstorm some strategies?”

Avoid: Patronizing expressions of pity—such as “You poor thing!”—which is different from empathy.

Do say: “That does sound difficult. How are you coping?”

Avoid: Bluntness, lack of courtesy.

Do say: “Might I suggest…?” “Please excuse me…?”
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A good mentor can be a precious asset. To build a strong mentoring relationship, work creatively to optimize your learning and growth, and be clear about how both sides can benefit from the process.

When a person with greater knowledge or experience takes you under their wing, it can make a positive difference to your life in a variety of areas. Mentoring is a key way for skills to be passed on, both inside and outside the professional sphere. A mentor can benefit you when you’re embarking on a new kind of activity, seeking help with life’s challenges, or trying to grow yourself creatively, intellectually, or professionally. 

Finding a mentor

Good mentors don’t come along every day, so what’s the best way to recruit one? When seeking someone to be your guide, bear in mind the following factors:


	Decide at the outset why you want a mentor. For example: do you need introductions in a particular field, a reliable critic of your performance, or someone to watch in action? Having a clear idea of your expectations can prevent disappointment.

	Identify, and make use of, networking opportunities. Many industries offer mentoring programs: you might wish to find out where your colleagues found their mentors; look into places where the people you admire spend time and are open to socializing. Remember, no one mentor will “have it all”—to optimize your success, you will need multiple mentors.

	When meeting people, be sensitive to their responses. If somebody doesn’t seem willing to help you, there’s no point in pushing—this will only alienate them. But don’t expect them to read your mind. Say clearly that you’d value any advice they can offer you. If they’re polite but vague, that’s probably a “no.”

	Be open to unexpected connections. The right mentor for you might work in a field you hadn’t thought of, or have a very different personality from you. They don’t have to be the person you aspire to be yourself: all that matters is good rapport. 





Maintaining the relationship

Once you’ve established a good connection with someone, put careful thought into how you can continue to get the best out of the mentor–mentee dynamic. Try out these methods:


	Be reciprocal. Offer them any connections or introductions you can. Support and promote their work. Be prepared to assist them. A mentee with staying power knows to give something back.

	Show initiative. It’s not very rewarding to mentor someone who seems too dependent. What a mentor values is a protégé with energy and enthusiasm, who is worth helping because they’ll make the best of what you give.

	Accept what’s offered. Some mentors may not wish to provide emotional support, for example, but can still give good practical help. If you need something your mentor doesn’t want to give, look elsewhere to fill that need.

	Finish the mentor–mentee dynamic when it feels right. If you’re no longer finding your mentor helpful, maybe it’s the natural time to move forward.



The key to any relationship with a mentor is to appreciate the value of what is given, and to show courtesy, consideration, and support as well. Whether this results in a lifelong friendship or a temporary but helpful interaction, look for the benefits and enjoy them for what they are.
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mentoring constellation

Support from those with more experience can obviously be valuable, but don’t overlook “sideways” and even “upward” mentoring. A 2013 US paper for the Center for Creative Leadership describes a “constellation” of relationships in which mutual support and guidance between equals, as well as backing from those below you in a hierarchy, can be just as fruitful as a top-down pattern.
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A reputation for being trustworthy is an essential asset. A person with low credibility misses opportunities, while a good track record wins loyalty. Each action and decision we make has an impact on our credibility.

Credible people are those whom others believe in. Without credibility, you’ll find that your judgments or even the “facts” you present are mistrusted, and that you fail to inspire confidence. The essential thing is to make sure that what you say and what you do line up. It’s easier to lose credibility than to restore it, so be mindful of how authentic you’re being, and how you appear to others. And if things do go wrong, be prepared to do the serious work necessary to address the situation directly.

Align what you say and do

Numerous studies confirm that credibility comes down to a very simple fact: if somebody’s statements don’t align with their behavior, if they profess ideals they don’t uphold, or if they make promises they don’t keep, then we don’t trust them. 

A 1994 US study funded by the National Institute of Mental Health and the Stern School of Business found that volunteers presented with ambiguous messages were much more likely to trust sources seen as credible—and that on relatively low-stakes decisions, credibility was the only factor people considered, no matter how strong or weak the arguments they heard. When it comes to day-to-day living, credibility may be the only currency that counts.

Amending mistakes

Hopefully your aim is to live with integrity, but everybody makes mistakes. Sometimes it’s impossible to keep a promise, or our self-control weakens and we bend our own rules. If others observe you doing this, you have a problem.

If you go wrong, what can you do? Studies suggest that if you’re seen as untruthful, that extends to your “excuses,” so apologies and promises need to be carefully formulated. A 2002 study published in Organization Science found that the question, “What will it take for you to cooperate again?” proved much less effective than, “What can I do to get you to cooperate again?”—shifting the burden of action onto the wrongdoer. The same study found that offers of making amends tended to obtain forgiveness, but they didn’t need to be large: small ones worked equally well in showing goodwill, as long as they made a real attempt at reparation.



the timeline of trust

How do we decide whether we can trust someone? American psychologist Tony Simons argues that the question involves first making a judgment of someone’s “behavioral integrity,” based on their past actions. From there, we decide on their “credibility” and anticipate their future behavior—as shown in the example below. To strengthen your own credibility and inspire confidence, try to make sure that your deeds align with your words: do what you say you will. That way, you will be perceived as an honest and credible person.
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The Ratchet Effect

We know from experience, and multiple studies confirm, that it’s far easier to lose trust than it is to gain it. Psychologist Tony Simons calls this the “ratchet effect.” In the same way that the angled teeth of a ratchet allow it to turn in only one direction, so each time we are perceived as unreliable, our credibility is damaged in a way that’s hard to reverse—even if most of our actions are perfectly honest. 


[image: 000.png]







[image: 000.png]



We often hope other people will approve of our character, actions, and opinions. However, this can leave us with a dilemma: to what extent should we try to win respect by doing as others wish?

Feeling respected in our community gives us peace of mind: it is one of the best boosts for our confidence and our relationships with ourselves and others. But how do we present our most admirable self while being true to who we really are?

Presenting a respectable self

Social disapproval is a powerful deterrent, and all of us, to some extent, will want to maintain a public face that people accept. Psychologists refer to the process as “impression management” (IM). This can sound rather manipulative; and indeed studies confirm that individuals with a high IM score are more willing to be economical with the truth when their reputation is on the line. Recent research, though, has argued that such people are not truly confident—instead, they are defensive, and anxious about losing face. Israeli psychologist Liad Uziel argued in 2010 that a more accurate term would be “interpersonally oriented self-control,” a useful phrase that flags the difference between negative covering up and positive self-presentation. Showing yourself worthy of respect can be a skilled performance, but it needn’t be a cynical one. At times it may even increase your creativity (see “Not so shallow”).
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Respect and giving

While it’s good to be generous, it’s also common knowledge that people don’t usually respect a pushover. When considering this aspect of your standing with others, ask yourself a few questions: 


	Do I have a hard time refusing unreasonable requests?

	Do I often feel taken for granted?

	Do I often put my own needs last?

	Do I do more favors for others than they do for me?

	Do I get the low-grade work no one else wants?

	Do I worry people will reject me if I say no?



As anthropologist David Graeber observes in Debt: The First 5,000 Years, nonreciprocal giving is a mark of hierarchy rather than equality—think of giving candy to a child or bringing a tribute to a king.In such imbalanced relationships, giving once creates the expectation that you’ll give again. 

If you give too much, you may actually be indicating that you consider yourself lower-status. If so, finding ways to say no might actually raise your standing. 

Respect begins with respecting yourself, so work on showing your value and following your principles.

Maintaining respect

Respect, lost in a moment, may take great effort to restore—though at times a single great effort can win over others and recover your position. Don’t skimp on what’s needed to rebuild your standing: respect is worth striving for.




Stepping off the guilt track

If you feel under pressure to accept every responsibility pushed your way, you’re probably a decent person—but you may gain more respect if you can draw some reasonable boundaries. This may mean letting go of guilt. Here is one example, showing a possible set of negative thoughts about a situation, alongside alternative, more positive responses.
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Not so shallow

There’s a tendency to think of people who pay a lot of attention to their “impression management” (IM) as more superficial than those who don’t. A 2010 study by Israeli psychologist Liad Uziel, however, found that a desire for respect may increase creativity in front of an audience. Asked to create stories in a test setting, people rated as having low IM performed better when alone. However, given an audience, it was people with high IM who carried the day.
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Success doesn’t necessarily mean acquiring great wealth, but lack of financial resources may make you feel like an underachiever. Money can be an emotional subject, so how do you cultivate a healthy attitude?

Ever since psychologist Sigmund Freud defined the need to hoard wealth as a sign of an “anal-retentive” personality, psychologists have been studying our relationship with money. How can you get a balanced view of this difficult subject?

What does it mean?

Is money a source of stress, a moral pitfall, or a valid symbol for one of life’s winners? In the 1990s, Taiwanese psychologist Thomas Li-Ping Tang developed what he called the “Money Ethic Scale” (MES), which is a good way to judge how we value money. Tang found that people who ranked money highly as a sign of achievement tended to experience less life satisfaction, and also that people working to a modest budget tended to be more content. Hence, the evidence suggests that treating money as a practicality rather than as a measure of your worth may make you happier. He also found that people who value money highly aren’t necessarily richer than those who don’t, so giving money low priority probably won’t end up impoverishing you!

What can it buy you?

What do you see as the main purpose of money? A useful three-point scale was devised by American psychologists Kent Yamauchi and Donald Templer, alongside a questionnaire you can use for self-testing (see “Test your money focus,”). These writers posit that our relationship with money can be measured by the following three factors:

1 Power and prestige. Using money to obtain influence over and/or impress other people.

2 Security. Using money to protect ourselves against various types of fear or want.

3 Retention. Saving for the sake of saving itself, sometimes to the point of parsimony or even obsessiveness.

They note that security and retention can overlap. Both, for example, can be apparent in a desire for “time retention,” which is when we’re motivated to be prepared for a rainy day. And both can be a sign of distrust, such as when we worry about someone cheating or overcharging us. 
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Money as opportunity

The sense of our being poised to embark on some new project or other experience can be very satisfying—especially when we’re conscious of having enough money to pursue a chosen plan. 

Issues, however, may arise when we aren’t yet ready to commit to—and spend money on—a particular course of action. Perhaps we haven’t made up our minds between alternatives. Having to spend cash may heighten the importance of certainty. Or even if we have decided, our sense of cutting off an alternative future for ourselves, for which the money could equally well have been used, can result in paralysis: unable to commit, we do nothing. In such situations, it’s good to reassess your relationship with money. If you  believe it should be a tool, what’s the point of a tool you don’t use?



Money magnifies

All this illustrates how money can magnify our psychological issues. It can make relationship problems much harder to deal with—just think of money’s role in many celebrity divorces. And having no spare cash can further lower an already low sense of self-esteem. 

The message from all this is: don’t allow money to have symbolic force unless you want it to. And by extension, don’t mistake a wealthy lifestyle for happiness. True wealth lies elsewhere.



Test your money Focus

Research on attitudes about money by American psychologists Kent Yamauchi and Donald Templer was based on asking participants to answer a revealing questionnaire. Use the same questions for your own self-assessment. Which of the three statements in each bubble resonates most with you? Use the concluding summary for self-assessment, and work on the action points given.
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Mostly A: Power and prestige are motivators for you.

Action: Avoid obsessive ambition. Be sure not to neglect love and friendship.

Mostly B: You’re motivated by security.

Action: Check that you’re not neglecting opportunities. Challenge yourself.

Mostly C: You have a tendency toward “retention,” or hoarding.

Action: Make sure your behavior doesn’t turn to meanness. Give generously.
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While working to make a success of your life, consciously attend to building and nurturing relationships and friendships. Human connection is the core of well-being, and good relationships can make us more productive.

Studies confirm that friendships aren’t just for mutual support and shared leisure: people with a good social circle tend to enjoy better mental and physical health and greater life satisfaction, and are even longer-lived. If friendships are the key to well-being, productivity, and success, is there a key to friendship?

Are we all alike?

It is commonly believed that female friendships are more intimate than male ones—or that closeness between men tends to be through bonding over shared activities rather than shared revelations. This way of looking at things distinguishes between “side-by-side” and ‘‘face-to-face” closeness. However, this distinction does not hold; men value and need the same dynamic in their friendships. Studies confirm that men, too, rate “self-disclosure” as an important part of friendships, and feel less satisfied when their friends are not confiding. Research suggests that when it comes to platonic relationships, men and women’s needs are more similar than we might think. 

What seems clearer is that the number of our friendships shrinks as we move through adulthood. According to the studies, though, this doesn’t necessarily mean older adults are lonelier. Instead, we go through what longevity psychologist Laura Carstensen calls a “pruning effect”: in our thirties and forties, as family and work responsibilities limit our free time, we drift away from people who can’t support our “new normal” and become closer to those who do. Older social circles tend to be smaller, but also more robust: in our maturer years we replace quantity with quality.
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The essence of friendship

What are the essential qualities of a friendship? Canadian psychologist Beverley Fehr, in a series of surveys in 2004 with both men and women, found that certain ideas of what a friend should provide were rated more “prototypical”—that is, closer to the core concept of friendship—than others (see “Dimensions of friendship”). Both men and women were more likely to be upset by violations of prototypical friendship rules than of more peripheral rules—but at the same time, more likely to forgive transgressions by friends whose prototypical support could be relied upon. Friendship seems to be a mix of support, acceptance, loyalty, and trustworthiness: if someone can give us those, other things matter less.
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What are the most fundamental friend-like behaviors? Psychologist Beverley Fehr found the following statements were most “prototypical,” or essentially friend-like. Use them to assess your own friendships.


	✓ If I need to talk, my friend will listen. (Women rated this higher than men, but men still put it at the top of the list.)

	✓ If I’m in trouble, my friend will help me.

	✓ If I need my friend, she or he will be there for me.

	✓ If I have a problem, my friend will listen.

	✓ If someone was insulting me or saying negative things behind my back, my friend would stick up for me.

	✓ If I need food, clothing, or a place to stay, my friend will help.

	✓ If I have a problem or need support, my friend will help.

	✓ No matter who I am or what I do, my friend will accept me.

	✓ If we have a fight or an argument, we’ll work it out.

	✓ Even if it feels as though no one cares, I know my friend does.

	✓ If my friend has upset me, I feel I can let him or her know.

	✓ If I have a secret, I can trust my friend not to tell anyone else.
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A loving relationship does not just happen: it is grown, with attention and work from both partners. Communication skills play a big part, alongside patient acceptance of personal differences. 

Akey concept in the psychology of romance was developed in the mid-20th century by psychologist John Bowlby. According to his “attachment theory,” our childhood relationships and subsequent experiences combine to create different attachment styles, or ways of relating to a partner (see “Attachment styles and your relationship”). People with different styles can want very different things—and if we are looking for success in our romantic partnerships, it’s important to understand these differences and be prepared to work around them. 

Emotional security

Secure people tend to have the most secure relationships, but it’s also true that a bond needs only one secure partner to obtain the necessary stability. If the secure partner is content to give reassurance and is not threatened by the idea of being needed, an anxious person can relax, and is often devoted and loving. An avoidant type will often want to spend time alone, and the secret of success here is in the other partner not taking that personally. 

Communication

Constant communication gives built-in protection to any relationship, providing a healthy basis for any compromises needed. Sacrifices silently endured tend to fester, whereas a willingness to talk often leads to solutions even to issues that may initially have seemed impossible to resolve. Emotional security also requires acceptance of your partner’s own personality, needs, and feelings, and a willingness to find welcoming space for all of these in your life. 

Companionship

It is important to share activities, and to keep outside pressures from limiting the time available for these. Constant nurture of a relationship, mutual enjoyment, and affection contribute to a loving future.
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attachment styles and your relationship

Psychologist John Bowlby identified three attachment styles, or ways that you relate in a relationship: secure, anxious, and avoidant. It is possible for any permutation of these styles to work in a romantic partnership, but certain combinations are particularly well matched and others will tend to be successful only if certain pitfalls are avoided, and each partner deals patiently with the other’s tendencies. The chart below characterizes each style in terms of typical thought patterns. At the bottom of the page is guidance on how to get the best out of all six possible matches.
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How can your “atttachment style” combination work well?
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Can we ever achieve the perfect “work-life balance”? Maybe, but only with compromises. In any case, your priorities will shift as time goes by, so you need to keep reviewing your needs as your circumstances change.

Many people find themselves struggling to balance earning a living, being part of a family, and following their dreams. The ideal is for these things to support each other, but this can be hard to achieve.

Work and life

A concept psychologists have studied in recent years is that of “role accumulation”—that is, how we have to manage being different selves in different situations, such as home and work. Depending on how we handle things, this mix can be either a blessing or a burden. 

On the positive side, family can support work and vice versa. Studies confirm that if we’re happy in one area, we can carry a good mood into the other; likewise, skills can be transferred—parenting can make us more comfortable with responsibility, work can teach us time-management skills that help with the family calendar, and so on. At the same time, these factors can buffer each other—if work is going badly, a good social life can support us, while pride in our job can keep our self-esteem high if things aren’t going so well at home. 

How can we attain a good balance? A 2007 study for the Journal of Vocational Behavior argues that we need a high “CSE,” or Core Self-Evaluation. This means having:


	High self-esteem

	Low neuroticism—not seeing ourselves as vulnerable 

	A high internal locus of control

	High self-efficacy.



If our CSE is positive, we are better able to use our work to help in our home life, and vice versa. A negative CSE, on the other hand, leaves us feeling that each interferes with the other. It’s worth noting that people with a high CSE may seek greater challenges and put themselves under more pressure, so the ideal state of mind is to rate ourselves well but beware of overcommitting. Understanding ourselves and our goals throughout our lives helps us to make choices and take actions to maintain balance and avoid burnout.

Pain or gain?

A 2012 study for the College of Business in Florida points out that, while role accumulation can be beneficial, it also has its negative side. If we’re deeply committed to both work and home, it can be hard to avoid exhaustion. The answer is to seek authenticity: what matters to you most? If you’re reaching for your dreams, juggling roles tends to seem more worthwhile. 



Plot what matters to you most

To identify which areas of your life matter to you most, American psychologists Farid Muna and Ned Mansour suggest that you draw your life as a series of interlocking circles, like in the example below. Vary the size of the circles depending on how important each area is to you, and show where areas of your life overlap.
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When you’ve mapped out your life and aspirations, talk over the following questions with your partner, trusted friends, mentors, and family. If you prefer, substitute “I” for “We.”


	Do I have a long-term wish list?

	What will make me happy 10, 20, or 40 years from now?

	What do I imagine are my future goals? 

	What threats, opportunities, strengths, and weaknesses do I face?

	How will these impact my success?

	What do I want to accomplish with the rest of my life?






retro-plotting

Psychologists Farid Muna and Ned Mansour suggest a technique for analyzing what matters to you based on reflecting on past experiences. On a graph, plot events that made you happy or sad in relation to the high-to-low happiness axis. Don’t dwell in the past, but try to understand what it was that made events either happy or sad, so you can learn the lessons and apply them to your current situation.
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Well-being is not just a matter of luck: it can also, to some extent, be an attitude. If we can find ways to be open, friendly, giving, optimistic, and calm, we may tap into a mood that makes success more achievable.

Success, according to one convincing perspective on the subject, is not a finishing line we cross, but a way of living. We cannot usefully separate success from the rest of our lives, as it connects in complex ways with our happiness, our self-image, and the people we care about. In fact, it’s healthy to treat success as a process, so that we’re not so much reaching a pinnacle as walking a path. When working on our ambitions, it’s good to think of our lives as a whole. Focusing on our well-being, as well as on our individual goals, can enlarge us as individuals and make success both more meaningful to us and more reachable.

Which comes first?

Successes make us happy, we might think, but the research suggests that in fact happiness tends to precede success. In one study, American psychologists Julia K. Boehm and Sonja Lyubomirsky found that people who regularly experienced positive emotions—the “P” in positive psychology’s PERMA scheme of well-being—were more likely to do well in life. These emotions didn’t have to be dramatic: in fact, the best predictor of happiness was low-level but regular experiences of positive feeling. For these people, happiness, either by nature or by cultivated mental practice, was a habit. The result? They met with more success. People assessed as happy were found to be more likely to earn bigger salaries a few years after the assessement. Their careers were demonstrated to be measurably more successful, as the following indicators suggest:


	If interviewed, they were more likely to get a callback

	They were less likely to lose their jobs or become unemployed

	If they did find themselves out of work, they were more likely to find another job

	Their colleagues were more supportive toward them.



The reason for their success was, basically, that happiness made these people engage in success-attracting behaviors. They had more energy and were friendlier. They cooperated better with others and were less confrontational. Their problem-solving was more creative, and they set themselves higher goals, persisted longer, and were more optimistic. Happiness naturally inclines us to behave in ways that make other people more willing to work with us and that improve our own performance. Taking care of well-being is, in fact, one of the soundest investments for your future that you’re likely to be able to make.
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According to American psychologists Lisa Mainiero and Sherry Sullivan, as we develop we go through specific stages. How we handle each stage impacts our well-being and what we deem to be important.


	Challenge—the key factor at the beginning of our career

	Balance—our priority in midlife

	Authenticity—the driving force in our late career






Lifelong well-being

What’s the basis for long-term well-being? It’s partly what American psychologists Sonja Lyubomirsky and Kennon M. Sheldon call our “chronic happiness” capacity. This is created by a mix of factors:


	Our genetically determined setpoint, which may be relatively happy or relatively sad

	Our life circumstances

	The activities we engage in.





While we may not be able to do much about our genes, the pursuit of success is very much about changing our circumstances and activities for the better. As we do this, it’s wise to remember that well-being is a lifelong project. When planning our success, we can help ourselves by building the resources that we anticipate may satisfy our future needs. You can’t anticipate everything, of course, but if you treat success as a lifelong process, you can look beyond narrow forms of achievement and truly experience a successful and fulfilling life.




Why happier people are more effective

American psychologists Julia K. Boehm and Sonja Lyubomirsky, in an article entitled “The Promise of Sustainable Happiness,” have summarized some of the reasons why happy people tend to be more effective in pursuit of their goals. Below are four chains of cause and effect based on these findings, showing how happiness tends to lead to enhanced effectiveness. Unhappy people, conversely, follow negative chains, leading to diminished effectiveness.
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I
TIME FOR A BREAK

In 2014, the Draugiem Group, a
Latvian social networking company,
tracked their employees’ use of time.
They found that the most productive
didn't work longer hours, but they did
take an average of 17 minutes’ break
time for every b2 minutes of work.
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Social psychologist Amy o °
Cuddy asked volunteers to
sit or stand in a certain way, o o

not revealing that these were i
decrease in #
testosterone

“high-power” or “low-power”

poses. After two minutes,
increase in cortisol

increase in
testosterone

each group showed changes o
in their hormone levels, of
both testosterone (a hormone o

that increases with confidence
in both men and women) and

decrease in cortisol

cortisol (the “stress” hormone). Result: Result:
Her message? “Fake it 'til you Calmer; primed More nervous; less
make it.” to assert yourself able to speak up
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Unless
commitment is
made, there are

only promises
and hopes; but
no plans.

Peter Drucker
Management guru
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“‘John mentioned
that I keep everyone
from panicking
whenever a deadline

is looming.”

“My sister says
I'm the one she
calls in a crisis.”

Interpretation:
“I'm good under
pressure. I thrive on
feeling dependable.
I'm the person other
people can rely on.”
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Imagine you are
planning a move
to a new home in a
foreign country. Rate
which words are
most relevant to
accomplishing
this task.

M ™1

We are showing
you a list of words.
Rate each word
on how pleasant
you find it.
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The least skilled
25 percent of
volunteers considered
themselves likely to
score well above
average, and had no
idea just how little
they actually knew.

Bottom 25%

The expectations
of the middle
50 percent were
both more modest
and more accurate
than the bottom
2b percent.

Middle 50%

The most
accomplished
25 percent slightly
underestimated their
own abilities.

Top 25%
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Percentage of words remembered correctly:
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“Moving”
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Psychologist Richard Wiseman
believes that no more than

10 percent of life is the result of
pure chance. Rather, luck is a set
of outcomes determined by what
you give to life and how you respond
to the opportunities that arise.
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of European and American
executives have concerns at
work that they don't raise for
fear of conflict.
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WIDER GOODWILL

A study at Harvard University
found that people who meditated
regularly showed kindness and
compassion to others 50 percent
more often than people who didn't.
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Time 1s what
we want most,
but what, alas!
we use worst.
William Penn
English Quaker and

founder of the colony
of Pennsylvania
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Genilus means
little more than
the faculty of
perceiving in
an unhabitual
way.

William James
Psychologist and
philosopher
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UNTIL WE CAN MANAGE TIME,
WE CAN MANAGE
NOTHING ELSE.
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WORK YOUR STRENGTHS

According to a 2015 VIA Institute on
Character study, almost two-thirds
of workers in the US think that
success depends on building

on their strengths, rather than
focusing on their weaknesses.
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The greatest
weapon against
stress 1s our
ability to choose
one thought
over another.

William James
Psychologist
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Conscious
emotional contagion:
Try to figure out what the
other person is feeling.
Use this as information
about which emotional

tone would suit the situation.
) Assume the mood that
) seems most appropriate.

Subconscious
emotional contagion:
See another person'’s
expression and body

language.
Automatically
mimic them.
Start to feel the emotions
you're displaying.
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Leadership is
not about titles,
positions, or flow
charts. It 1s
about one life
influencing
another.

John C. Maxwell

Leadership author
and speaker
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Write about a time
when you were at
Your best.

At the end of each
day, write doww Send a Letter
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that happened to never properl
ow and reflect on thanked.
what caused theMJ
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ONE CAN CHOOSE T0 GO

BACK TOWARD SAFETY
OR FORWARD TOWARD GROWTH.

GROWTH MUST BE CHOSEN

AGAIN AND AGAIN,;
FEAR MUST BE OVERCOME

AGAIN AND AGAIN.

ABRAHAM MASLOW, PSYCHOLOGIST BEST KNOWN
FOR HIS THEORIES ON SELF-ACTUALIZATION

il
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In saying No
positively, we
are giving
ourselves a gift
... We are
protecting
what we value.

William Ury
Anthropologist and
negotiation expert
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OF HAPPINESS

Haven't found Mr. or Ms. Right? Don’t
be too downhearted. According to

a 2007 report for the Journal of
Happiness Studies, romantic
relationship quality only
accounted for 3—6 percent

of people’s total happiness.






OEBPS/image/page170.jpg
PERSONAL
COST CONTROL






OEBPS/image/pg143_1.jpg
| eader-centered leadership «—————p  Team-centered leadersnip

= NN |
111

y@ ﬁﬁj 7 ’ﬁ%}
1V Q“WM“M

Tell SeII Consult Partlcmate

STYLES OF LEADERSHIP






OEBPS/image/pg143_2.jpg





OEBPS/image/page174.jpg
{81 BUILDING YOUR

SOCIAL CAPITAL

Rl GIVE YOURSELF AN EDGE





OEBPS/image/page172.jpg
~7 YOUR EVOLVING
NETWORK






OEBPS/image/page54.jpg
W TRUE AND
=g ACTUAL SELVES






OEBPS/image/page52.jpg
9 R I OSI I IVE
,
/
/
/,
,
,
g
/
g
4
/
4
/
4
%

WAYS OF THINKING AND BEING





OEBPS/image/page58.jpg
EMOTIONAL
@ INTELLIGENCE






OEBPS/image/page166.jpg
27 FINDING

A STATE OF ENGAGED FOCUS





OEBPS/image/page164.jpg
CATCHING
AMOOD

THE POWER OF
EMOTIONAL CONTAGION
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You don't learn
to walk by
following rules.
You learn by
doing, and by
falling over

Sir Richard Branson
Founder, Virgin Group
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ENJOYMENT APPEARS
AT THE BOUNDARY BETWEEN
BOREDOM AND ANXIETY,
WHEN THE CHALLENGES
ARE JUST BALANCED WITH
THE PERSON'S CAPACITY TO ACT.
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A man cannot be
comifortable
without his own
approval.

Mark Twain
Novelist
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FRIENDS BY NUMBERS

A 2015 study published in the
Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships found that men and
women were very similar in their
number of friends. They had:

friends they could
talk to about their
sex lives,

friends they could call when
they were in trouble, and

friends who would celebrate
birthdays with them.






OEBPS/image/info207_1.jpg
S —
SELF-ASSESSMENT

are satisfied with their friendships—
according to a 2015 US study,

suggesting that the sexes are more
aligned than we might think.

of women and

of men
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CHAPTER 1

ALIFEIN
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LISTENING
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SHARING [DEAS AND
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I
SITTING COMFORTABLY?

A study by K. Patricia Cross, a
scholar of educational research,
found that 94 percent of professors
reported that they were doing
“above-average work.” We're
probably more accurate if we think
of ourselves as always having room
to improve and learn new things.
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IMPORTANT

NOT IMPORTANT

URGENT NOT URGENT
|
Crises Goals and
and deadlines relationships
For example: a family For example: Limproving
member Ln the hospital; your skills; developing
an exam to study a healthy Lifcstg Le;
for; a tax deadline maintaining
coming up. your friendships.
d —| d
Interruptions Pastimes

For example: a colleague
asks for a minor favor;
an email requiring a
response arrives; the
phone rings.

For example: watching
TV; surfing the
Lnternet; window
shopping; pla g'w\,g
a game.
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DESIRE IS THE KEY
TO MOTIVATION, BUT IT’S THE
DETERMINATION AND COMMITMENT
TO AN UNRELENTING
PURSUIT OF YOUR GOAL-A
COMMITMENT TO EXCELLENCE-
THAT WILL ENABLE YOU TO ATTAIN

THE SUCCESS YOU SEEK.
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1

Delete. About half of your
emails can go straight into
your trash folder.

2

Do. If it's urgent or won't
take long, do it and get it
out of the way.

3

Delegate. Could anyone
else handle it better? Pass
it right along.

4

Defer. If you know you'll

need more time, schedule

some in and set aside the
email for now.
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TIPPING THE SCALES

0%

According to a Mental Health
Foundation survey, more than

40 percent of UK employees feel
they are neglecting other aspects
of their life because of work.
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ALL EQUAL?

Gender roles can be a mixed blessing. A 2007 study by the Kenexa Research
Institute in the US found that women tended to be more satisfied with their
employers’ flexibility about work-life balance than men.

The Mental Health Foundation in

the UK, on the other hand, discovered
that 42 percent of women were
unhappy with the overall balance

of their lives. ..

... compared to 29 percent of men.
Employers seem more likely to
acknowledge that women have family
commitments, but this imbalance
tends to leave women doing more
than their fair share at home.
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Happy people are... This leads to...

Greater
self-acceptance

Less likely to be
introspective

More likely to see past

. e Positive emotions
experiences positively

More likely to evaluate More effective

other people positively collaboration
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STARTING OUT PASSIONATE?
In 2015, American psychologists
tested who felt best suited to their
work: those who believed in doing what
you love (the “fit” theory), or those who
believed in loving what you do (the
“develop” theory). “Fit” people often
start out feeling better suited to
the jobs they choose, but the
good news is that “develop”
people tend to catch up
with them over time.
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| | |
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When I want people to do
things for me, I use money
to influence them.

I like to plan for my financial
future.

haggle or complain about
the price of things.

It's very tempting to boast
about how much I earn.

I'm being careful to prepare
for my old age.

I don't like spending, even
on necessities.

I often try to find out if other
people make more than me.

I keep a cushion of money
in case of bad times.

I'd describe myself as
a prudent person.

If I'm honest, I buy things to
impress people.

I save regularly.

I tend to say I “can’t afford”
something, even if [ can.

[ know money isn'’t
everything, but I do find
wealthy people impressive.

It bothers me if I've bought
something I could have
gotten cheaper elsewhere.
I like to keep track of

my money.

I'll spend more to get the
best products or brands.

I worry that I won't be

financially secure.

I follow a very careful budget.
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Work
What you do to earn
a living, and what
you do to advance
your career.

Home
Your family, and the
daily tasks that keep a
household running.

Self
Your private
identity,
mind, body,
and spirit.
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BEHAVIORAL
INTEGRITY

CREDIBILITY

What did they say
in the past? Did their
actions align with
their words?
(Perceived integrity)

Do I think they are
a good person?
(Perceived
benevolence)

Do I think they can
get the job done?
(Perceived competence)

ANTICIPATED
BEHAVIOR

Do I think they
will keep or break
their word?
(Perceived honesty)
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but he didn't would support
us, but he didn't
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A reed
betore the
wind lives on,
while mighty
oaks do fall.

Proverb
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values Successes Obstacles
Progress what oo t feel that was there anything
('ve achieved? that undermined
my productivity?
Meaning what has my day's Have ( done anything
work contributed to that  regret?
the worlal?
Reputation what have t done that if tdid anything
l can use to Lnerease that made me Look
my credit? bad, how can ( fix it?
Feeling who has been a good Ave there any
supported mento, ally, or help relationships t need
to me today? to manage better?
Supporting Have ( treated people with | Do  need to make
others respect, listened, and amends to anyone?
given help when asked?
Time what did t do that what did t do that
proved time-efficient? wasted tlme?
Problem.- what challenges what problems do t need
solving did t meet to my to put on my “to-do”
oww satisfaction? list?
Long-term what skills, comnections, what do t need to do
priorities or resources have | to develop, and how
gained today? can ( do that?
Personal life what's happened outside | Ave personal problems
work that helped me making it havder for
focus on my goals? me to concentrate?
Happiness what did ( enjoy today? what should t have

or do less of?
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e
CRITICAL MEMORY

We respond better to praise—
but we remember criticism longer.
Studies show that when asked

to remember important emotional
events, people recall four unhappy
memories for every positive one.
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Physical
You need
sleep, healthy
nourishment,
and rest.
Different people
need different

amounts of these:

be realistic and
make time for
them in your life.

Emotional

You need to cultivate
positive emotions, and,

as much as possible,
encourage them in the
people you work with,

especially if you're in

charge of them.
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We think we
make decisions
because we have
good reasons ...
|but| we believe in
the reasons
because we've
already made
the decision.

Daniel Kahneman
Israeli-born psychologist
and Nobel laureate
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chawge Your routines.
Sitin a different place
at the dining table; take
a new route to work.

Try to learn something
new everg day. it can be
small, like a wew word

or a piece of trivia.

Do new things. Try a
new food, wateh a film
in a genre you don't
usually like, or wear a

different style of outfit.






OEBPS/image/pg117.jpg
Nurture
your network
A good community of
friends and acquaintances,
made up of people from
different walks of life,
will help broaden your
horizons. Surround yourself
with positive people.

Think of
yourself as lucky
Be positive and look

for the possible upsides
in any adverse scenario.
This is a much more
productive approach than
spending time blaming
other people or your fate.

Look around
Notice your surroundings.
Take breaks and change
your routine to open up
fresh perspectives.
Conscientious people who
work hard within narrow
parameters are likely to
miss good opportunites.

Accept failure
Be willing to deal with
ordinary disappointments,
even on a regular basis.
Recognize that successful
people often fail or fall
short: it's all part of
the process of striving
toward a bigger goal.

Engage with
the zeitgeist
Keep abreast of the
trends in wider society.
This can be a source of
inspiration, whatever
kind of project
you're pursuing.
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CHOOSE YOUR STYLE

In 2015, sales training provider

TACK International reported that

b0 percent of the listeners they polled
preferred discussion-based pitches
and presentations:

50%
0
Discussion-based '
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KEEP IT SHORT

152%

of clients want initial proposal
documents to be fewer than
3 pages in length.
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Ways of
speaking

Positive
politeness

Off-record
(indirect)

Example
phrase

“It might be a good
idea if you asked
so-and-so instead.”

“Wow, I'm looking
at a busy week!”

Does it save the
listener’s face?

The aim is to limit the
threat to the listener’s
“positive face™—i.e., it
tries to sound friendly.

The aim is to save face
as much as possible by
dropping a hint before it
becomes necessary to
say “no” openly.
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Coping with individual challenges.
Being able to manage something complex
or deal with stress is extremely useful.

Interacting with broader
communities and networks.
Being able to operate within a larger
context is a valuable skill.






OEBPS/image/pg95_1.jpg
If we have the skills to allow us to make
discriminations about when we do or
don't do something... and when we do
and when we don't wait for something,

we are no longer victims of our desires.

Walter Mischel
Psychologist and creator of the “marshmallow test”
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Become successful
in your chosen career

Network with
other experts

Find mentors
in your field

Have a happy social life

Spend time
with friends

Be available
and supportive

Establish a loving,
long-term relationship

Participate
in social Join a dating
activities to website

meet people

Overarching,
long-term goals

Medium-term
goals supporting
a larger goal

Short-term goals
serving the medium-
and long-term goals
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Lay rationalists

Are more likely to spend money

on ma

Like w
what t

erial goods.

hat feels good but choose
hey think is sensible.

Have more “useful” friends—that is,
people who offer connections.

Are more influenced by

objecti

ve outcomes.

May cut their losses to
salvage something.

When donating to charity, pay
more attention to the number
of people it will help.

Are generally more
successful professionally.

Emotion-based decision makers

Are more likely to spend money
on experiences.

Choose what feels good.

Have more “fun” friends—that is,
people whose company they enjoy.

Are more concerned with fairness
and morality.

May take a loss if the alternative
IS accepting something unjust.

When donating to charity, are
more influenced by their feelings
toward the people it will help.

Are generally happier in their
daily lives.
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INPUT
Variables include:
task design; group
norms; experience and
personalities of all group
members; complexity
of the challenge.

Examples:

B We need the band ready to
perform three new songs.

B We mostly get along, but
there’s tension between
Mike and Jo.

W Jo's a great composer, while
Raj and Ben are a bit rusty
on their instruments.

PROCESS
Variables include:
performance
strategies; effort made
by everyone; skill and
knowledge applied by
team members.

Examples:

W How often can we rehearse?

W Will everyone turn up?

W Are we all accomplished
musicians?

M Do we all have goodwill?

B Who's leading the group,
and can they do it without
alienating anyone?

Examples:

W Good basic musicianship
and hard work carried us
through on the night.

W We were a little ragged
for the last two songs.

FEEDBACK
What can
you learn for
next time?

Examples:
W What did the fans
say after we played?
M Does the venue
manager have
any comments?
M Do any of us have
issues we'd like
to discuss?
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IT IS BETTER TO GIVE
THAN TO RECEIVE

Psychologist Shawn Achor discovered
that the greatest indicator of whether
someone can sustain their levels of
happiness during stressful periods is if
they can count on good social support.
Ssurprisingly, it is even better if they
give support to others!

Workers who supported their
colleagues were:

40 / more likely to
° get promoted.

more likely to
be engaged
in their jobs
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Honesty Authenticity Integrity Love
Talk straight and Be yourself; Do what you say ~ Wish your hearers
say what you mean. “stand in your you will; be well; this sentiment
own truth.” trustworthy. will come across.
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Progress

Feeling
encouraged
and
motivated
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Achievement. The drive
to excel: what counts as
accomplishment will
depend on the set of
standards you value.

If this is your main
motivation, you're what

McClelland calls a
“gambler”: you set
yourself challenges
and take risks to meet
them.

Affiliation. The desire to
have cooperative relationships
and alliances with others,
based on shared interests
and understanding. Your
idea of success is having

a great team around you.
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People
trust you
when you are
genuine and
authentic,
not a replica of
someone else.

Bill George, Peter Sims,
Andrew N. McLean,
and Diana Mayer
Harvard Business Review,
2007
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In American high schools that
implemented a program to teach
emotional intelligence, 38 percent
of students improved their GPA
(grade-point average).
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Performance

Medium

Stress level

STRIKING A PRODUCTIVE BALANCE
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“I missed the
chance to enter
the competition.”

NEGATIVE POSITIVE
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Health is
the greatest
pOssession.

Contentment
1s the greatest
treasure.
Confidence is
the greatest
friend.

Laozi (Lao Tzu)
Daoist philosopher
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m [ adwire people who have achieveo
what [ aspire to, but t don't think
( belong in thelr ranks.

m ( feel like a Lot of my successes were
a wmatter of Luck.

m ( feel foolish or wncomfortable describing
my achievements.

m When U'me around other people tn
my field, (tend to feel they deserve
thetr place L Lt more thaw ( do.

m | worry that people will realize how
Little | kwnow.

B Whew people praise me, | feel Like
'm getting away with something.

B ( can't belleve that my successes will Last.

m ( feel like my successes don't really
prove anything.
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“Your talk
could have been
better planned.”

FEEDBACK

/ \

HOT COGNITION COLD COGNITION
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Thought
process

Decision-
making

Reflective
thinking

How it works

Quick,
automatic, and
based on past
experience.

Consciously
rational and
focused.

Pros

In everyday situations,

it's efficient and saves
needless agonizing.

When facing new or
complex situations,
it's much more likely
to reach a correct
conclusion.

Cons

It's unreflective, prone
to biased thinking,
and vulnerable to
misinformation.

It places demand

on the working
memory and requires
more time and
concentration.
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The people who are the most
satisfied with their romantic
relationships at the age of b0

turn out to be the healthiest and
happiest at 80. This is a better
predictor of aging than health
indicators such as cholesterol levels.
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According to the US Bureau

of Labor Statistics, since 1983,
American workers aged 25 or older
stay in one job for an average of
five years.
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AFRAID OF SUCCESS

B “Often the cost of success
is greater than the reward.”

B “A person who is at the top
faces a constant struggle to
stay there.”

W “A successful person is often
considered by others to be
both aloof and arrogant.”

W “People’s behavior changes

for the worse after they

become successful.”

UNAFRAID
OF SUCCESS
B “T expect other people to fully
appreciate my potential.”
B “Achievement commands
respect.”
B “When you're at
the top, everyone
looks up to you.”
B “When you're the
best, all doors
are open.”
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CLEAR PATH AHEAD?

According to organizational strategist
Jan Torrisi-Mokwa, fewer than

of people say they have goals.

Fewer than

4%

write those goals down.

And fewer than

%

have written
goals that they
regularly review.
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Relationships

Do you agree that. ..

B Your relationships are supportive
and rewarding?

B You actively contribute to other people’s
happiness and well-being?

B When something good happens, you have
people you like to share the news with?

B You have friends you really care about?

B There are people who really care about
and love you?

B When you have a problem, someone
will be there for you?

Positive emotions

How often do you feel cheerful?
How often do you feel energetic?
How often do you feel delighted?
How often do you feel calm?
How often do you feel proud?
How often do you feel daring?
How often do you feel lively?

Engagement Accomplishment

B Do you finish whatever you begin?

B When you have a plan, do you stick
to it?

B Do you see yourself as a hard worker?

B Most days, do you feel a sense of
having accomplished something?

B During the past two weeks, have

you felt pleased about completing

something that was difficult?

B Do you lose track of time
when you're reading or
learning something new?

B Do you often get completely
absorbed in what you're doing?

B When you see beautiful scenery,
do you enjoy it so much you lose
track of time?

B How often do you feel interested?

How often do you feel alert?
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CHAPTER 6

SUCCESS

A WHOLE-LIFE PROCESS
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What to do

Define what happened
and your position

Identify what you needed
to do

Describe what you did
to fix things

Show what outcome
you achieved

Example

‘I quit my old job to join a start-up, but just as | was about to begin,
the funding fell through and the business folded.”

‘| needed to find new work quickly to make ends meet, but | didn’t
want to take a step backward in my career.”

“I had to take a temporary job that wasn't in the right area, so | decided
that I'd use my free time to get more training in technical skills, because
this is my real interest.”

“I ' was then able to apply for jobs requiring more technical expertise,
and now I'm working my way back up the ladder in the right field."
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NEGATIVE THOUGHT PROCESS

Drifting

i . out of the Generalizing

FTrﬁs:nt s:Ituatllon. present moment: about your “self”: Decision:
1a 1;avemr;glc ass ) G oralte Loy “Maybe I'm just “No, I'd better not
Ooks usetul— I wasn't brilliant not very good risk it.”

should I sign up?” at school. It's

at learning.”
humiliating to fail.”

POSITIVE THOUGHT PROCESS

O z Decision:
e Present situation: Mindful Non]udgmer-:tal “I can give it a try!
“That evening class perception: response: If T have any
looks useful— “Hmm, I'm feeling Ao mewell /el problems, I can
Ry nervous right now.” nervous about new

always ask the

elhelllenges. teacher for help.”
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If I fail, I'm afraid that... Instead, try thinking:

“My ability is only part of the
picture. Even the smartest and
most competent people have
setbacks.” (Remind yourself of
personal heroes who worked
through difficult periods.)

we

Uncertain’ isn't the same thing
as ‘doomed.’ I may have to adapt,
but there’s always more than
one chance in life.”

“If anyone thinks differently
about me because I failed at
something, I can focus on
my true friends instead.”

“It's good that I'm a responsible
person, and that's a virtue I'll still
possess even if [ fail.”

“I'm a worthwhile person,
and there's nothing absurd
about me wanting to do
something difficult.”

“I can’t know what it will be like
until I get there. I'll cross those
bridges when I come to them.”
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SLIM PICKINGS

In a 2011 US study, only b percent of
managers showed awareness that
the best way to motivate employees
was through a sense of progress.
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MAKE IT CONCRETE People who relied solely on People who clearly stated
A study in the European Journal of mental resolutions: when and how they'd act:
Social Psychology found that people

who are specific about their plans are

more likely to act on them. Instead of

simply deciding that you're going to

do something, write down when and

how you're going to make it happen.
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The Gallup poll estimates

the cost of lost productivity
by discouraged workers in
the US at $300 billion annually.
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Listening

mmmm— to music

Getting
together
~ with family

Going to
a cultural
event
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He isrich or
poor according
to what he 1s,

not according to
what he has.

Henry Ward Beecher
American social reformer
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Personalization
Blaming yourself when things
go wrong.

Mental filter
Focusing on a negative detail,
screening out the broader (and

more positive) context.

Maximizing and minimizing
If it's bad news, you
“catastrophize”; if it's good news,
it’s no big deal.

All-or-nothing thinking
If you aren’t always perfect,
then you must be hopeless.

Disqualifying the positive
Finding ways to write off good
news and positive feedback.

Jumping to conclusions
Particularly “mind reading” (assuming
you know what others think) and
“fortune telling” (predicting disaster).

Overgeneralization

Assuming that if something
happens to you once, that’s how

things will always be.

Emotional reasoning
Taking your feelings for facts.

Labeling and mislabeling
Thinking that one action
sums a person up.

““Should” statements
Making up rules to motivate
yourself, and ending up
feeling worse.
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More realistic
standards (both
for yourself
and for others)

More comfort
with ambiguity

stress levels
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Fantasy: picturing
the end result

You enjoy the positive
feelings that go with
that self-image.

You feel like you've
accomplished
something.

=

Outcome: “Maybe
I'll put it off. It's not
like I'm a bad person,
after all.”

[— =

l'\ ]

Simulation: picturing
how you'll get there

-

\i

You rehearse the
challenges you'll face.

\2

You prepare yourself for
moments when you'll
need to push yourself.

=
=)
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Not like the
present

Categorize the deadline
as ‘next month.”

See the delivery date as
“not like the present.”

Feel a weaker motivation
to get active.

Have a lower likelihood of
putting plans into action.

Like the present

Categorize the deadline as

“less than four weeks away.”

See the delivery date as
“like the present.”

Feel a stronger motivation
to get active.

Have a higher likelihood of
putting plans into action.
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Flow:
the state of being
completely absorbed
in an activity.

Eustress:
engagement, vigor,
feeling the challenge
is manageable.
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You build
on failure.
You use 1t as a
stepping stone.

Johnny Cash
Musician
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ASK YOURSELF POSITIVE OUTCOME

Do they have
areas of knowledge
that I don’t?

Could you learn from
their expertise?

Feedback can
flag up things you
might not have
considered.

Are they just
different from me—in
personality, worldview,
background, attitudes?

Does their If so, there’s probably
disagreement something to it, even
seem genuine if you still disagree

and honest? in the end.

Our first instinct is usually to
reject disagreement. If you're
feeling defensive, maybe sleep
on it and think about it again
in the morning.

Do I need to
take some time to
think about what
they've said?

If you disagree on moral
grounds, you'll have to
follow your conscience,
but can you find any
common ground?

Do we share
similar values?
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White hat: you're
emotionally and
morally neutral, and
only interested in
objective facts.

Yellow hat: you're
the king or queen
of positive thinking—
an optimistic
counterpoint to
the black hat.
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The most
exciting
phrase to hear
In science, the
one that
heralds new
discoveries, 1S
not “Eureka” but
“That's funny
lcurious]...”

Isaac Asimov
Author and biochemist
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At the end of
the working day
This draws a line
between your daily
tasks and leisure
time, helping you
get the most out
of your life.

-

First thing

in the morning
If you wake up with
a lot on your mind,
starting the day by
calming yourself
might be just what
you need.

In moments of
particular stress
Even if you feel
pressed for time, a
few minutes to settle
yourself may make
you more productive
afterward.

\

4

~

~  yourlunch hour

4

During

It's a good time to
get a break from your
routine, and can
make you more
relaxed and creative
for the rest of ~

the day.
\

4

Zzz...

Just before bed is
not recommended,
as your brain can start
confusing meditation
with sleep.
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I can’t stop my thoughts.

[ am uncomfortable with silence.

I can't sit still long enough to meditate.

I prefer to be accomplishing something.
Meditation might be boring.

It is a waste of time to sit and do nothing.

I don’t know much about meditation.

Prayer is my form of meditation.

There is no quiet place where I can meditate.
I don't have time.

There is never a time when I can be alone.

I wouldn't know if I were doing it right.

I'm concerned meditation will conflict with my religion.
My family would think it was unusual.

I would feel odd meditating.

I don'’t believe meditation can help me.

I wonder if meditation might harm me.
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Problem Solution
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Success 1s
liking yourselt,
liking what
you do,
and liking how
you do 1t.

Maya Angelou
Novelist
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Type of goal

Task-specific
goal: meeting a
specific short-

term goal.

Personal goal:
an individual
aspiration that
transcends
particular
situations.

Personal values
and images

of your ideal
future self:
ideas of who,

in the long term,
you want to be.

Should I go out

for dinner...

[ have planned
a romantic
evening, which

I know would
please my
partner.

I want a loving
relationship.
I know that
means acting
in a thoughtful

and caring way.

Some day I'd
like to get
married and
have a family.
I need to
demonstrate
that I'm a
reliable partner.

...0Y should I
work late?

I have a deadline
to meet; that's

my specific task.
Staying late
would help.

I want to do well
at work. Can I do
that without
putting in the
work tonight?

I'd like to be
seen as the best
candidate for the

next promotion
opportunity. I

need to sustain a
good professional

reputation for that

to happen.
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SELF-AWARENESS

BENEFITS
TO YOURSELF

Recognition
Self-knowledge
and confidence

Regulation
Self-control, integrity,
adaptability, and initiative

BENEFITS
WITHIN A GROUP

Recognition
Empathy and
cooperativeness

Regulation
Influence, alliance building,
and leadership
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Handle conflicts

Cope with
the inevitable
ups and downs
of life

Build
long-lasting
relationships
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SUCCESS

fPSYCHOI.OGY

A practical guide to unlocking your potential
in every area of life

Consultant Deborah A. Olson, PhD
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Number of health complaints

in the preceding month

1

Pressure largely from inner motivations

B Pressure largely from external factors

-

-
-
-
——
-
-
— i
-
-
-
-
-
——
-

Low role overload High role overload

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
WORKLOAD AND HEALTH
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All men are mortal All men are mortal
Socrates is a man Socrates is mortal

Therefore Socrates Therefore Socrates
is mortal is a man
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Well-being
1S everyone's
birthright.

Martin Seligman
Psychologist and founder
of positive psychology
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CHAPTER 5

IN YOUR

GOAL SETTING AND GOAL GETTING
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They worked on offering
something unique or of
exceptional value.

They began with a long

period of project definition,
after which everyone was clear
about the overriding vision
and purpose.

They could create a

revolutionary project culture.
If old habits didn't work, they set
them aside for whatever would
best serve the real goal.

Their leaders had good
personal and communication

skills, and constantly stayed in
touch with the next tier down
in the chain of command.

They didn't try to reinvent

the wheel. If relevant
knowledge already existed,
they used it.

Their teams were diverse
enough to be adaptable if
the market changed.

They had a strong ethos of

team spirit and pride in their
work. Team members had a
sense of joint ownership, and
the leaders respected this.
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Experience
chronic stress

Develop
depressive
habits, making
your mood
more
vulnerable
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The perfect

1s the enemy

of the good.
Voltaire

Writer, historian,
and philosopher
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You reap what
you SOW.

Life is a game
of chance.

No matter what
you do, some
people just won't
like you.

You can usually
get along with
everyone if you

make the effort.

I'm usually
confident in
my plans.

You can never
know how things
will turn out.

If you're properly
prepared for an

interview, you stand

a better chance
of success.

There’s no point

preparing, because

so much depends

on the interviewer'’s

whim.

I often feel I
don’t have much
control over what

happens to me.

[ don't believe
luck plays a big
part in my life.
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Disengaged: actively
unhappy and discontented

51%

Engaged: motivated and Not engaged: doing their
passionate about their work jobs without enthusiasm
or extra effort
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Effectiveness
13%
19%
83%
80%
18%
15%
81%
10%
80%
64%
60%
52%
67%
18%

Way of managing stress

Watch television or a film

Focus on the positives

Spend time with friends and/or family

Listen to music

Read

Adjust expectations

Do something active

Avoid stressful people and/or situations

Spend time doing a hobby

Go shopping

Sleep more

Visit social networking sites

Play video games

Do something spiritual
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1

Abstract construal
The first group was shown an
image of Impressionist
painter Georges Seurat’s La
Parade, and told it was a good
example of color evoking
emotion and harmony.

2.

Concrete construal
The second group was shown
a close-up detail from the same
painting, and told it showed
Seurat’s use of pointillism
(painting with dots) to
build an image with
constrasting colors.
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1
A task needs
doing. Think
about starting it.

3
Put off the
task until you
feel “more
4 like it.”
Feel stressed
and guilty about
not having
started.
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Adaptability. Women are
expected to be more compliant;
sometimes they have to put on
a show of being accommodating
to get ahead.

Compromising. Women don't
always want to give up family
time to attend company events;
this can mean missing out

on opportunities.

Manipulating. Women are
expected to be likeable, and
women who want to succeed
learn that the hard way.

Deceiving. When work
doesn'’t view your personal
commitments as valid, you
may need to tell the odd fib.

Explaining. Some bosses are
more flexible if a woman can
demonstrate that some things
just aren't possible.

Networking. Good advice
for everyone, but particularly
good advice for women trying
to compensate for a lack of
opportunities to advance.

Resisting. You may need to
dig your heels in. However, this
approach can also get you fired;
most women are justifiably
cautious of this tactic.

Opting out. Some women
decide it's not worth it, redefine
their priorities, and look for a
situation better suited to them.






OEBPS/image/flower2.jpg





OEBPS/image/pg14_1.jpg
It requires a
better type of
mind to seek

out... the new
than to follow the
worn paths of
accepted success.

John D. Rockefeller
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When a man is successful,
he is liked by both men and women.
When a woman is successful, people of
both genders like her less.

Sheryl Sandberg
Business executive
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Decide not to go
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Ignore your former
partner’s film.

Watch the film,
then do something
else afterward.

Emotional
response

Envy and
bitterness

Be irritable
and distracted
while meeting
new people.

Repress these
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Respect for
ourselves guides
our morals;
respect for others
guides our
manners.

Laurence Sterne
Irish novelist and clergyman
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Positive emotions

Engagement

Relationships

Meaning

Accomplishment

Optimism, enjoyment, love, contentment, amusement—
any emotion that feels good or makes us kind.

Getting into a state of “flow,” where we're immersed in
something that captures our full attention and focus.

Loving, close, and trusting bonds with other people.

Having a sense of purpose beyond mere personal gain;
feeling part of something bigger.

The satisfaction of achieving goals; even modest
accomplishments help us feel good.
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At any time
I still expect that
the no-talent
police will come
and arrest me.

Mike Myers
Actor and comedian
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Reappraising the situation,

trying to find a positive aspect.

Finding positive meaning
within daily events, such as
appreciating a compliment.

Problem-solving as a boost
to self-esteem: searching for
solutions is satisfying.

Finding the funny side even of
difficulties—as if seeing things
through someone’s else’s eyes.
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Negative responsﬁ
W “If I say no, that'll make

things worse for them”
W “That’s selfish of me”

W “People don't like selfish
people”

W “Maybe I'll lose my
friendship”

You feel guilt and anxiety
W “OK, I guess I'll make time”
You do, and your work suffers

B “Why am I so inadequate?
Maybe people are right not
to respect me.”

Positive responses
MW “This favor is something I
just can't manage right now”
W “I don't have to sabotage
myself to be a good person”
MW “If [ take care of myself,
I can be more help to them
another time”
W “If they're my friend, they'll
understand this”
You feel regret combined with
confidence
B “I'll make it up to them later.”
You say no, and your own life
stays under control

M “If I ask for respect, I can
expect to get it.”
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temperature overall aim?
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Is it to heat
the room as
economically
as possible?
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There are
no solutions;
there are only

trade-offs.

Thomas Sowell

Economist,

soclal theorist, and
political philosopher
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LOST IN TIME

In a 2007 study,
American
students
estimated that
procrastination
consumed as
much as one
third of

their day.
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15-20%

FOREVER DELAYED

A 1996 US study found that 15-20
percent of adults describe themselves
as chronic procrastinators.
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Describe what someone
is doing that benefits
everyone

Qutline the result of this
positive behavior

Show appreciation

Describe the action that
caused a problem

What effect is
this having?

Suggest how someone
could do things
differently in the future

Describe what positive
effects making that
change would create

“You are really making
everyone feel that they
are appreciated.”

“This has led to a greater
sense of well-being within
the group and a better
outcome for all.”

“The people involved are
really happy to be working
with you. Thanks!

“You said you could
handle the contract, but
you didn't start on it
until last week.”

“There was so much to do
| had to stop and help you,
which caused problems
with my other projects.”

“Please let me know as
500N as you anticipate
there being a problem.”

“That way, it will be much
easier to find the right
person to help you out.”
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Opportunity
knocks often,
but sometimes
softly. While
blindly pursuing
our goals, we
often miss
unexpected
and wondertful
possibilities.

Stephen Shapiro
Business author, consultant,
and public speaker
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