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Praise for The Power of Choice

“Efficacy is game changing. Too often in our careers and in our lives, we become
thwarted by limitations set by others or even ourselves. The Power of Choice shows
you how to take control of your professional destiny and move forward with the
confidence and competence required to be effective and successful. I’m thrilled
Mike Hyter is sharing these life-changing principles.”

—Donna James, Managing Director, Lardon & Associates;
Former President, Nationwide Strategies Investments

“I participated in an Efficacy seminar as a freshman at Harvard. In the forty years
since, it has helped me navigate tough career decisions and manage complex lay-
ers of interactions I’ve experienced as a professional man of color in academic and
corporate environments.”

—William H. Carson, M.D., President and CEO, (Retired)
Otsuka Pharmaceutical Development & Commercialization

“Every year I share this book with our young, talented administrative fellows.
The book lays out a strategy to use the “power of choice” to pursue their personal
and career fulfillment. The conversations sparked by the book inevitably lead to a
better understanding of their life purpose and what it means to ‘live life by design,
rather than default.’”

—Gerry Lupacchino, SVP Experience,
Engagement and Organization Development, Hartford HealthCare

“I was fortunate to have exposure to the Power of Choice early in my career. It has
served as a critical enabler to my advancement and success—a compass to navi-
gate opportunities and challenges, to take individual responsibility for my career,
and to shape my career journey by ‘design, not by default.’ Now, I’m committed
to pay it forward by exposing future leaders and executives to the practical advice
and proven career strategies outlined in this book.”

—Shanda Hinton, Talent Management Executive,
Fortune 100 Company



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f01.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page ii�

� �

�



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f02.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page iii�

� �

�

T H E POWER
O F CHOICE



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f02.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page iv�

� �

�



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f02.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page v�

� �

�

EMBRACING EFFICACY TO DRIVE YOUR CAREER

T H E POWER
O F CHOICE

M I C H A E L C.

HYTER



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f02.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page vi�

� �

�

Copyright © 2021 by Michael Hyter. All rights reserved.

Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey.
Published simultaneously in Canada.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise,
except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without
either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the
appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers,
MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600, or on the Web at www.copyright.com. Requests to
the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley &
Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best efforts
in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or
completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of
merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales
representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be
suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional where appropriate. Neither the
publisher nor author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including
but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

For general information on our other products and services or for technical support, please contact
our Customer Care Department within the United States at (800) 762-2974, outside the United
States at (317) 572-3993 or fax (317) 572-4002.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material
included with standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or in
print-on-demand. If this book refers to media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the
version you purchased, you may download this material at http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more
information about Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Hyter, Michael, author.
Title: The power of choice : embracing efficacy to drive your career /

Michael Hyter.
Description: Hoboken, New Jersey : Wiley, [2021] | Includes index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2020038234 (print) | LCCN 2020038235 (ebook) | ISBN

9781119780922 (cloth) | ISBN 9781119778806 (adobe pdf) | ISBN
9781119778790 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Career development. | Self-efficacy. | Success.
Classification: LCC HF5381 .H97 2021 (print) | LCC HF5381 (ebook) | DDC

650.1—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038234
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038235

COVER DESIGN: PAUL MCCARTHY
COVER IMAGE: © ISTOCK | ERHUI1979

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

http://www.copyright.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com
https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038234
https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038235


Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f03.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page vii�

� �

�

I dedicate this book to my children, Ashlei, Mike Jr., Donovan,
Ten, and Ace, and to my granddaughters, Donatella and Isabella.

Your future is the inspiration for this book.
I love you all.



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f03.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:50 P.M. Page viii�

� �

�



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 ftoc.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:51 P.M. Page ix�

� �

�

Contents

Foreword xi

Acknowledgments xv

Introduction xix

Part I The Foundation 1

Chapter 1 The Requirements for Career Success 3

Chapter 2 Believe You Have What It Takes 15

Chapter 3 The Power of the Message 27

Part II Choose Your Strategy 37

Chapter 4 Build Confidence 39

Chapter 5 Make Your Effort Effective 51

Chapter 6 Leverage Relational Skills 63

Chapter 7 Use Influence Skills to Shape Your Reality 77

ix



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 ftoc.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:51 P.M. Page x�

� �

�

x Contents

Part III The Power of Choice in Action 89

Chapter 8 Real-World Choices 91

Afterword 109

Index 111



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f06.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:51 P.M. Page xi�

� �

�

Foreword

I first encountered the principles that are the core of this book
as a student at Harvard University, and they immediately resonated
with me. My parents had always encouraged me to believe in myself
and to have the confidence to shape my own path, despite the obsta-
cles presented by the segregated society into which I was born. I was
determined to succeed, and to do it in a way that was true to myself.
That mindset has had a powerful impact on my career path, my
approach to leadership, and the success I’ve achieved along the way.

A pivotal example came in my senior year of college. As my
peers busily applied for jobs, I was unsure what direction to take.
My undergraduate major—and passion—was economics, but I was
also drawn to the law. My gut was telling me to follow a path that
combined the two. However, I didn’t know anyone who had done
that, so it seemed like a “crazy idea” to my 21-year-old brain (an
assessment readily shared by the friends who thought I would be a
“natural” lawyer).

It took a great deal of self-confidence, and the encouragement
of one of my favorite professors, to follow the path that felt right
to me—but that’s what I did, earning both a JD and a PhD in
economics. I consider it one of the best decisions I’ve ever made,
because it laid the foundation for what has been a wholly fulfilling

xi



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 f06.tex V1 - 11/21/2020 4:51 P.M. Page xii�

� �

�

xii Foreword

and meaningful career grounded in my deepest passions and
interests.

In charting my career path after graduation, I didn’t have the
benefit of Mike Hyter’s The Power of Choice. But so much of the
advice he delivers in this engaging and insightful book rings true to
the experiences I’ve had. For example, Mike explains that although
technical proficiency is foundational to career success, it’s not
enough. When I entered the workforce, I had solid credentials and
competence in two fields, thanks to the educational path I chose.
But I quickly recognized that to have the kind of impact I wanted
to have, I’d need to deliberately hone the skills that Mike identifies
as equally essential to technical proficiency: building relationships
and influencing others.

The value of relational proficiency was never more apparent to
me than in my days at the U.S. Federal Reserve. When President
Clinton appointed me to the Fed’s Board of Governors, I was not
well known by many in the Fed system, having spent more than a
decade in the consulting world. While I never doubted that I had
the capabilities and the skills to succeed, I also knew that if I wanted
to make a truly meaningful contribution, I would need to develop
strong relationships at all levels of the organization. I was proac-
tive in investing the time to get to know my colleagues, and in the
process, I gained a much broader and deeper understanding of the
Fed—its operations, history, and culture. This in turn enabled me to
be more effective in my own role and to add value to the work of my
colleagues, and I believe it’s an important reason I had the honor of
being appointed vice chairman in 1999.

My strong network of Fed relationships was also invaluable in
helping me navigate what would be one of the greatest leadership
challenges I have ever faced. When terrorists struck the U.S. on
9/11, I was the only Fed governor in Washington, D.C., so it became
my responsibility to lead the Fed’s initial response to the attacks.
Our job was to safeguard the stability of the U.S. financial system,
a task that required herculean efforts by the Fed team. I believe my
colleagues were comfortable having me lead them in this vital effort
because of the relationships we had established long before that day.
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Foreword xiii

It’s in my current role as CEO of TIAA that I’ve most strongly
relied on the influential proficiency that I’ve worked to build
throughout my career. A key part of my role is setting the strategic
direction for our 101-year-old company, to ensure our continued
success in helping our clients achieve lifelong financial well-being.
But CEOs don’t have the luxury of devising and announcing
a new plan and having everyone automatically jump on board.
Getting buy-in is a process that begins with listening to others, to
gather their ideas and input. Then, once a strategic direction is
set, it requires relentless communication across the organization,
delivered in a way that both informs and inspires. As I have come
to learn over the course of my career, leadership is very much
about followership. To put it another way, you can’t be out in
front of the parade unless there are people willing to line up and
march behind you. Successful CEOs—like professionals at all levels
who want to shape their organizations—must be able to influence
others, shaping opinions and inspiring action that advances the
organization’s objectives.

With The Power of Choice, Mike has done a fantastic job in
offering a plethora of career-building strategies, grounded in the
principles of Efficacy, that are highly relevant and extremely valu-
able for today’s workers. It’s especially meaningful that the book
addresses the often unspoken obstacles that individuals from tradi-
tionally underrepresented groups face in their career journeys. As an
African American whose career has spanned the private and pub-
lic sectors, I am well aware that those obstacles are real. However,
they should never be the final word on success. In my own life, I’ve
endeavored to keep my focus where I believe it is most effective: on
what I can control as an individual, on the mindset I bring to chal-
lenges, and on continually learning and growing. If that approach
resonates with you, then you’ll deeply value the advice and perspec-
tive that Mike offers in this excellent book.

Roger W. Ferguson, Jr.
President and CEO, TIAA
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Introduction

I have focused my career on supporting the talent development
of a vibrant and diverse workforce. This work means that I have the
opportunity to speak to large numbers of up-and-coming profession-
als who are eager to make their mark and navigate through a success-
ful career. These individuals are hungry for practical advice about
how to accomplish the goals that are important to them. Many think
of themselves as—or are considered by others to be—“different”
from the majority of employees in their organizations.

In talking with these rising professionals, who come from a wide
variety of backgrounds and an array of industries, I encounter an
interesting ambivalence about the relevance of differences in today’s
multicultural workforce. On one hand, there are countless people
from different ethnic backgrounds, races, gender, cultures, sexual
orientations, and religions, all of whom are living their dreams that
they achieved through their own hard work, intentionality, and sup-
port from others. This is a true sign of progress.

On the other hand, these same differences are still causing
debate and division. In spite of a changing population and expand-
ing opportunities, I still hear concerns about the impact of being
different when it comes to being recognized and rewarded in the
workplace. Many professionals look around and don’t see many
individuals like themselves in senior management. They notice

xix
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xx Introduction

that their careers aren’t progressing as they expected or as quickly
as their colleagues’. They see others like themselves leaving the
company for unclear reasons or “better” opportunities.

As these hard-working professionals make these observations—
and when they encounter the inevitable challenges or setbacks of a
demanding career—questions begin to emerge: Do I have to work
twice as hard as my counterparts to receive the same recognition
and opportunities? Do I have to sacrifice who I am in order to fit in?
These kinds of questions, sometimes raised overtly but more often
unspoken, add another level of complexity—and distraction—to
the challenge of managing a rewarding and satisfying career.

I’ve wrestled with these and other questions throughout my own
career. I grew up in Detroit, Michigan, during the 1960s. When
I graduated from Michigan State University in the late 1970s, I
began working as an entry-level human resource professional for a
large corporation based in Detroit. I was a driven young executive
who was looking to move ahead fast. Yet even after two years of
working hard, I felt senior executives either couldn’t see or didn’t
value my potential. I became cynical about the company and my
future with it.

In the spring of 1980, I was invited, along with twenty-three
other professionals of color, to participate in what was then called
an Efficacy course. I suspected that this seminar would be remedial.
What made me show up despite my reservations was that I had pre-
viously heard the speaker, Dr. Jeff Howard. Most Black leaders of the
day spoke about people of color as victims—a largely white society
was to blame for what we didn’t achieve. Not Dr. Howard. His focus
was squarely on taking personal responsibility for one’s own devel-
opment. He didn’t talk about what was wrong with other people or
what the company ought to be doing differently. He told us that our
success depended upon ourselves and the choices we made about
how to think and behave. I was riveted by this thinking. Was it
really up to me?

During the training, Dr. Howard elaborated on the topic of
personal responsibility, and the meaning of what he called Efficacy
became clearer to me. The American Heritage Dictionary defines
efficacy as the “power or capacity to produce a desired effect.” In
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the context of the program, efficacy also means “a set of thoughts
and behaviors that give you the highest return on the investment
of your time and effort.”

I was struck that the definition didn’t say a good return or a
high return, but the highest return. Efficacy was about leveraging my
choices and my effort to maximize my development and not settling
for less than I was capable of. It was about being strategic with that
effort: defining what was important to me and developing a strat-
egy that would produce the best outcomes with the least amount of
wasted physical or emotional energy.

This experience had a profound impact on me. It helped me
realize that I was concentrating much of my energy on what others
weren’t doing right: they weren’t giving me a chance, they weren’t
appreciating what I had to offer, and they weren’t treating me as
someone with a brain. A key principle of the program is, It’s not the
stimulus, it’s the response. This made it clear that I could choose
how to respond to my environment and people I encounter every
day. I did not have to let frustration, anger, or helplessness dictate my
reaction. I could choose to respond to the unfortunate and unpleas-
ant experiences of life, in a way that expanded my possibilities and
moved me toward my desired outcomes. To this day, that core prin-
ciple rings in my head whenever a situation isn’t progressing the way
I would like it to.

I also came to understand the importance of fostering relation-
ships with others, even those I might not like or choose to have as
friends. I spent more time cultivating a “brand of excellence” with
senior executives. I became much more willing to make mistakes,
admit what I didn’t know, and learn from my errors. Perhaps most
important, I began to seek out feedback constantly—even if I didn’t
always like what I heard. I stopped waiting for others to discover me,
and I stopped assuming that other people’s biases were holding me
back. Instead, I started relying on my belief in my capacity to learn
and improve and become increasingly more effective in accomplish-
ing the goals that were important to the company and to me.

These strategies opened many doors for me. Through my efforts,
and with the support of some wonderful mentors and coaches, I was
rewarded with a satisfying and challenging career.
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xxii Introduction

When I look back, I realize there were many starts and stops,
many lessons I wish I had learned more quickly, and much advice I
wish I’d received sooner. I’m grateful to the wonderful individuals
who recognized my potential and helped me learn how to navigate
my career. So this book is my effort to “pay it forward” and pro-
vide straightforward answers to the questions you might face as you
immerse yourself in an often confusing and challenging workplace
culture. It is about how to take informed personal responsibility for
your career.

There are many books with good advice for attaining and
managing a successful career. However, most of them do not address
the challenges facing professionals who are underrepresented in the
leadership of today’s organizations. This book is intended as an open
discussion about the deliberate choices that must be made about
who you are and how to represent yourself in the organization you
work for. It is about how to create options for yourself, consciously
choose what’s important to you, and decide how you will achieve
your goals. Making these choices might require more work or
numerous tradeoffs if your background and identity don’t always
square with your work culture. However, to ignore the challenge
also means cutting yourself off from the possibility of reaching your
full potential—and developing yourself to the fullest is the core
message of this book.

The power of choice is not about becoming successful in spite
of your differences or even because of your differences. It’s about
expanding your definition of who you are and who you can become.

It’s about expanding your sense of possibilities for yourself.
In the first part of this book, we explore the foundational prin-

ciples of the Power of Choice’s approach to career development. In
the second part, we discuss how to develop the skills—especially
the relational and influence skills—that are required to shape the
kind of career you want. We also examine the factors that some-
times undermine our efforts and stunt our momentum. At the end
of each chapter, a summary highlights the key ideas explored and
provides direction for using the Power of Choice principles to make
decisions and navigate your development.
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The third part of the book offers case studies to help you shape
your reality in a way that sets you up for success.

Long-term career growth is never the result of luck; it’s the
result of conscious and deliberate choices. My intention is that
by reading this book, you will become more aware of the choices
you’ve made to date and the options that will best serve the vision
you create for yourself. By honestly looking at the impact of your
decisions—what’s working and what could work better—you put
yourself in a position to engage even more effectively than you
have in the past. In areas where you’re frustrated with your career,
make different choices and get a different outcome. In areas where
your choices are serving you well, be open to the possibility of an
even bigger vision for yourself.

We can choose to be mediocre and to let our lives be limited
by others, or we can choose to find out just how great we can be. I
encourage you all to choose greatness.
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1
The Requirements for Career

Success

As individuals contemplate their potential for success, they often
wonder what’s required. Individuals understandably want to know
which skills will best advance their careers and earn just rewards
for the effort. Women and others who are underrepresented in their
organizations’ leadership sometimes have additional concerns: Do
I have to work twice as hard because of my race, gender, or back-
ground in order to be recognized and rewarded? Do some folks get
better opportunities because of who they know rather than the skills
they’ve developed?

At Korn Ferry, we’ve researched different kinds of organizations
and the nuances of their cultures, and we’ve found there is a con-
sistent pattern to the career trajectory of professionals whose skills
are most developed and who are most respected. Regardless of their
background or experience, and whether they’ve worked in large or
small organizations, in for-profits or nonprofits, or in traditional or
cutting-edge industries, successful professionals have all built their
credibility and value by developing in three areas:

▪ Technical Skills. Technical proficiency is having the operational
and analytical skills required to do a job. It refers to a person’s

3
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4 The Foundation

capability to do a job accurately, reliably, and efficiently, whether
it’s a highly process-driven set of responsibilities, such as issuing
invoices, or a highly creative one, such as designing a new ad
campaign. Individuals who are technically proficient are knowl-
edgeable about their field of endeavor and are able to do their
jobs with a high degree of excellence in order to succeed. If
these professionals hadn’t made the effort and commitment that
enabled them to be very good at their jobs, there’s little likeli-
hood they would have been offered the opportunity to do more.

However, the mistake many professionals make, especially
women and traditionally underrepresented groups, is to believe
that technical skill alone guarantees they’ll be recognized
and rewarded. After developing a foundation of expertise in a
field, professionals have to learn how to use that expertise in a
manner that mobilizes others to act on their ideas. This is why
the next two areas of competency are as important as technical
competence.

▪ Relational Skills. Relational skills are the capability to relate to
others and have others relate to you, whether or not you like
one another. Organizations are made up of individuals who are
expected to work together effectively. Because most people pre-
fer to work with others they know and feel comfortable with,
professionals who have developed relational skills, who can nav-
igate across a wide variety of people and circumstances, tend to
be the most sought after.

▪ Influential Skills. Influential proficiency is the capability to engi-
neer mutually satisfactory solutions to problems. It requires the
skills to sell ideas and to navigate an organization effectively in
order to get things done. Individuals who can shape outcomes
and engineer the engagement of others add more value to the
organization than those who bring technical skills alone.

Organizations’ expectations of individuals’ contributions
change over time. After professionals master the technical require-
ments of their role, the organization looks to them to influence the
work of others and do more to advance the business’s objectives.
While professionals must be technically competent in order to
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TECHNICAL
PROFICIENCY

RELATIONAL
PROFICIENCY

INFLUENTIAL
PROFICIENCY

Figure 1.1

be credible, relational and influence skills tend to differentiate
individuals who experience the greatest growth and satisfaction in
their careers from those who are perceived as good, but not stellar,
performers. (See Figure 1.1.)
These three fundamental competencies are the secret sauce of suc-
cess and should be the focus of your development as a professional.
Let’s look a little more closely at each of these requirements.

Technical Skills

Mastery of the requirements of your job is critical. Your career will
come to a standstill if you do not consistently and predictably deliver
what is expected of you. Then you need to go one step further. You
need to be known for being excellent at something important to the
business. You want your name to come up when people are looking
to solve a problem or take on new initiatives. Few opportunities and
little support from others will come your way unless you show that
you are someone worth investing in.

I learned this lesson about the importance of doing a good job
early in my career, although I admit that at the time it was more
about keeping my sanity than making a strategic move. One of my
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first tasks as a newly hired human resources employee was to prepare
data from manual personnel records for transfer to a new computer
system. I was shown to a closet-sized room with no windows and one
glaring overhead light. The room was piled high with dusty manila
folders. My job was to go through the information in each folder and
fill out a template for the computer technicians to use in data entry.
Accuracy was of the utmost importance.

It was pure misery for me to sit for long hours and focus on these
painstaking details. Furthermore, I was insulted by the assignment.
This was boring clerical work, not an assignment fit for an aspiring
executive.

As a survival tactic, I devised challenges to get through the day.
How many records could I complete in an hour? Could I finish more
today than I did yesterday? How could I reduce my error rate?

Later I discovered the value of my strategy to make the work
interesting. I completed the task in about half the time the company
expected, so it was able to move up the timeline for computerization
of the personnel records. That got me recognized by the HR leaders
as someone who worked hard and delivered excellent results. The
job also helped me learn the names and expertise of people across
the organization—knowledge that helped me make valuable con-
nections as I moved on to other responsibilities.

What opportunities do you have right now to be first-rate in
what you are doing, even if the task seems initially mundane or
unimportant? How do your responsibilities contribute to the work
of the business? I recently heard a radio interview with a young man
who was responsible for loading pallets of roofing tiles into trucks for
delivery. He reported that his job was “one of the most important
ones in the company.” The interviewer quizzically asked why; many
of us wouldn’t characterize truck loading as a critical job. The young
man confidently replied that he was the last person who touched
the roofing tiles before they went to the customer, so he was the
one who ensured that customers got only quality tiles, not ones that
were cracked or damaged. This was a man who clearly understood
the value he brought to the business.

The more you understand how your work is connected to the
organization’s purpose, the easier it will be to figure out what you
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need to do well and how you can do it more effectively. Without
such technical proficiency, the options you can command for your-
self will be severely limited.

Technical Skills Are Not Enough

Although technical skills are necessary, I am continually struck by
how many of us have been socialized by our families, our education
systems, and even companies’ professional development processes
to believe that hard work and credentials are all that matter. Cre-
dentials get us in the door, and solid job expertise establishes our
credibility. But technical proficiency isn’t enough to earn us appre-
ciation or get us promoted.

I recently counseled a young Asian American woman I’ll call
Joy. Joy worked for a well-known consulting company as a tax
consultant. She had an Ivy League education and worked sixty to
seventy hours a week as a matter of course. In her group, she was
recognized as the go-to person for questions about tax law. She
recognized the need to broaden her expertise if she was going to be
considered for leadership positions within her organization, and she
was outspoken about her frustration at being assigned to the same
client with the same demand for long hours and little development
opportunity. Joy was particularly bitter that a white male peer,
whom she saw as being much less capable, had just been reassigned
to a highly visible client engagement.

It’s tempting to look at this situation and cry foul given Joy’s
depth of expertise and impressive work ethic. However, as we talked
more, I learned that Joy seldom delegated work to others on her
team. She told me, “My reputation rests on my work, and I can’t risk
letting someone else mess things up.” When I asked if she interacted
with anyone other than her client and those on her team, she said,
“Given how much work I have, I have to prioritize how I spend my
time.” As her frustration grew, she was also vocal about her belief
that “this company promotes incompetence.”

Let’s look at this from her leaders’ point of view. What incentive
is there to promote someone who works tirelessly at her current level
and who has demonstrated limited capacity to support and develop
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others? Furthermore, she comes across as cynical and bitter about
the organization in general.

Joy was correct that others with less impressive credentials and
time on the job were getting promoted. She made the mistake of
believing that her expertise should automatically lead to expanding
career opportunities—and that if it didn’t, discrimination was at the
root of her failure to advance. What she didn’t see was that she had
not provided any basis for her leaders to trust her with positions
where she would influence and manage others. In addition, she had
few connections who could provide access to additional opportuni-
ties and champion her candidacy.

In most organizations there are many technically proficient
individuals. Decisions about who gets stretch assignments, spe-
cial projects, or promotions generally involve the more subtle
components of relational and influence skills.

Relational Skills

The second important area of professional development is relational
proficiency: the capability to relate to others and have them relate to
you. Imagine, for example, that you are heading up a project and you
can hand-select your team. Wouldn’t you be more likely to choose
individuals you knew you could work with well? Wouldn’t you want
a group that you believed would accomplish its mission with a min-
imum of tension and discomfort?

It’s human nature to prefer working with people you’re familiar
and comfortable with, which is often easier to do when you think
they’re “like you.” It can be terrifying to walk into a room where
there are few others like you. It takes courage to introduce yourself
to a group of executives, especially when they are different from you
in ethnicity or gender. For too many people, this discomfort means
they avoid making the contacts and connections that could help
build their careers. Instead of figuring out how to relate, they write
off these relationships as too difficult or not worth the time. Then,
unfortunately, they wonder why opportunities go to others.

Three years into my first job out of college, I attended a num-
ber of meetings where the company’s chief financial officer spoke to
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the group. CFO was a really big job to my young eyes. In addition,
this fellow had been working in the company for a long time, had
a larger-than-life personality, and was widely revered. Despite our
being in a couple of meetings together, he would pass me in the hall
and never say hello.

One day, after attending a company-wide meeting where this
CFO spoke about the current quarterly results, I felt compelled to
approach him. I went up and introduced myself, acknowledged how
much I appreciated hearing from him as a young professional, and
said I would love to meet him again some time to become better
acquainted. I was shocked to hear him say, “That would be nice. I’ll
have my secretary give you a call to arrange it.”

To my surprise, she called me later that same day to schedule a
personal meeting with him for the following week. We spent an hour
getting to know each other, sharing stories about our backgrounds
and opinions about the company. A relationship was born that grew
and lasted for years. His mentorship was invaluable as my career
progressed.

A few years later I asked him why he agreed to meet, given how
low I was on the organization chart. He said, “Because you asked
me. No one else at your level had ever asked to meet with me, and
it impressed me that you would.” He also shared that he enjoyed
getting to know me and as he learned more about me, it made him
more aware of how he could support my dreams.

It was at that moment when I realized the significance of build-
ing relationships at all levels of the organization. Such relationships
help build your understanding of the culture, how things get done,
and what you have to do to add value. Relationships allow you to be
present in the minds and actions of others. They expand the num-
ber of individuals who represent you in critical conversations about
your contributions and potential. I know my company seriously con-
sidered me for opportunities because of the CFO’s support. And he
was better able to assess how I could add value because he was famil-
iar with my skills and capabilities. Who would be willing to support
your development if you reached out to them?

The development of relational skills is critical—perhaps even
more critical than becoming technically proficient. Like the
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development of any skill, these take time and effort, but the payoff
is mutually beneficial relationships with people who will champion
you and your goals.

Influential Skills

The third necessary area of professional development is influential:
the capability to shape opinions, inspire action, and successfully
navigate the formal and informal processes of an organization. Influ-
entially skilled people understand how systems work. They leverage
situations and manage relationships to achieve desired outcomes.
They position themselves and their ideas to elicit the support of
others.

Being influential is often undervalued and derided as brown
nosing. People are criticized for playing politics. Yet those who can
sell ideas, shape opinions, and engineer mutually satisfactory solu-
tions to problems bring more to the table than those who are only
technically proficient. Wouldn’t you rather partner with someone
who can secure the necessary resources or provide challenging
learning opportunities instead of someone who is knowledgeable
but ill-equipped to make things happen? Wouldn’t you prefer
to work for a leader who can influence a team to work together
productively rather than one who is merely an expert in the field?
Wouldn’t you rather surround yourself with individuals who will
advocate for you? Securing resources, bringing a project to fruition,
guiding a cohesive team—all these things require influence skills,
and most of us want to be involved with others who can exert this
kind of leverage.

The capability to influence situations, outcomes, and people
increases your value to an organization. When you have the
capability to do your job well, your value equals that of your
independent contribution. When you are also effective in under-
standing what motivates others and can increase their engagement
and productivity, your value equals your contribution plus theirs.
(See Figure 1.2.) Mastering the art of influencing others, regardless
of their level or rank, differentiates the average from the great.
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Figure 1.2

Yet many professionals assume that they have to have a
high-level title or many direct reports before they can or should
exercise influence. As a result, many individuals miss opportunities
to develop the influence skills that enable them to accelerate their
careers. They don’t offer their good ideas because they’re not the
ones in charge. They feel they have to put up with unreceptive
bosses or difficult work groups. When you can look at challenges as
opportunities to improve influence skills rather than as situations
outside your control, you are much more likely to figure out
approaches that will persuade others to adopt your point of view or
create more productive working relationships.

Almost all positions afford opportunities to learn how to influ-
ence others. Perhaps you want to convince others to go along with
a process change or shape the entry of a new person into your work
group. Maybe you have a recommendation for a new product or ser-
vice, or you have a suggestion for enhancing an existing one. These
are all good opportunities to practice influencing others.
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I recently spoke with a young supervisor in the distribution ware-
house for a consumer goods company. He had been assigned to a
committee tasked with finding ways to reengineer some of the com-
pany’s processes; the company wanted people who actually did the
work—and this fellow was one of those people. This young man was
convinced it would all be a waste of time and asked me how he could
gracefully decline.

I encouraged him to stick it out, enjoy the visibility it offered,
and look for ways to actively participate. I suggested he start by look-
ing for clues to each person’s short- and long-term interests relative
to this project. What did each of them envision as the benefits to the
company if the group was successful? What were the personal and
professional benefits each envisioned attaining? What was each per-
son’s point of view? What information did he have access to, given
his position, that the other members of the group didn’t?

He took my advice and adopted a new outlook. He not only
looked for clues at meetings but he also went out of his way to have at
least one discussion with each member outside the formal meetings.
People got to know him as an individual, and he grew in his under-
standing of how they thought and what was important to them.

There was a moment when he recognized an opportunity for an
improvement with one of the processes. I watched him muster the
nerve and confidence to strategically position his idea in the context
of what he had learned about the other members of the task force
and how it could contribute to the outcomes mentioned by many
of them. He was amazed to see people respond so favorably to an
idea he proposed. Eventually, a version of his idea was implemented.
Imagine what that did for his confidence—and his standing in the
company.

What’s Required for Success?

I’ve found that many professionals from a variety of backgrounds
initially balk at this emphasis on relational and influence skills.
After all, technical skills are easier to measure and evaluate.
Organizations place a lot of emphasis on technical skills when
outlining required credentials or explaining the rationale behind
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certain promotion decisions. Yet, in practice, the more subjective
relational and influence skills often determine who is given new
opportunities. When you choose to develop these skills, you have
more control over your own career. You’re better able to create
momentum and make a bigger impact.

Given their importance, I’ve devoted entire chapters to rela-
tional and influence skills. Chapter 6 is about how to develop mean-
ingful connections based on trust and shared objectives. In Chapter
7, I offer guidance on how to develop the influence skills that allow
you to shape your reality rather than react to it.

The good news is that these relational and influence skills are
learnable. No matter what assumptions you’ve made about your
capability to be a socially graceful or compelling personality, you
can become more adept at making connections and mobilizing
the minds and actions of others. It will require your effort and
attention. It will require practice and making some mistakes along
the way. The payoff, however, will be a greater capacity to have
a meaningful impact—on your own behalf and on behalf of your
organization.
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The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ Technical proficiency is absolutely required for career suc-
cess. The most highly valued people in today’s organiza-
tions also develop the relational and influence skills to
interact effectively and shape the work and opinions of
others.

▪ By developing all three areas of proficiency—technical,
relational, and influential—you can increase your options
and engineer the career that is most satisfying to you.

Begin Now

▪ In which area do you feel most skillful? How do you lever-
age your skill in order to accomplish what’s important to
you?

▪ In what area would you like to grow your comfort and
expertise?

▪ What steps will you take to practice and build your skill in
this area?

▪ What will be the benefit of extending this effort?
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Believe You Have What It Takes

You are capable of learning whatever is necessary to achieve your
goals. You are capable of becoming the person you dream to be.

When you embrace this belief at your core—at an emotional
level, not only a cognitive one—you are better able to sustain the
commitment and motivation necessary to engineer your vision.
You’re able to lean into the challenges inherent in crafting the life
you desire. You know that your capacity to learn what’s required
isn’t limited by your hard-wiring. Your development is determined
by the nature of your effort—by what you do to stretch yourself.
Your growth is governed by what you learn from your experience.

As you navigate the increasing challenges of an advancing
career, profound belief in your capacity to learn can be hard to
sustain. I’ve been struck by how often even the most accomplished
professionals confess to having moments of doubt about some
aspect of their abilities. Time and time again, folks who have
received that sought-after promotion have confided, “I’m not sure
I’ve got what it takes to make it at this level.” It’s one of those
dirty little secrets none of us likes to talk about. We put on a good
front, but how often do we drive home wondering if we’re smart
enough or tough enough or skilled enough to succeed in some new
challenge that has surfaced in our jobs?

15
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What’s the root of this phenomenon? What causes accomplished
individuals to harbor doubts about their abilities in some situations?
Why are otherwise confident professionals sometimes stymied by a
sense of limitation at critical junctures in their careers?

The Fixed-Capacity Mindset

Our doubts about our ability to succeed can be traced to the per-
vasive and underlying belief in our society that some people have
“it”—mental and emotional intelligence—but most people don’t,
or at least not in abundance. We’ve been socialized to believe that
each of us has some collection of natural gifts and talents. Some of
us are smart. Others are natural-born leaders. Still others are inher-
ently creative. Conversely, we assume that each of us has innate
limitations—and that there is little we can do to overcome them.

The belief that learning capacity and important job-related
abilities are permanent, unchanging characteristics is called a
fixed-capacity mindset. (See Figure 2.1.) In this way of thinking,
professionals with a high capacity for learning (“naturally smart
people”) will be able to master the increasingly complex demands
of their careers. Individuals with less capacity will eventually tap
out; they will reach their “level of incompetence,” and by virtue of
their limited innate ability, they will find it very difficult—if not
impossible—to develop the level of expertise needed at the more
demanding levels of responsibility.

With a fixed-capacity mindset, failure is viewed as evidence that
a job or task is beyond a person’s ability. Since ability is a permanent

LEVEL OF
DEVELOPMENT

INNATE
ABILITY

Figure 2.1
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characteristic, the person who can’t do it now probably won’t be
able to learn to do it in the future either. From an early age, others
judge our level of mental and emotional intelligence. By the time
we reach adulthood, most of us have internalized these assessments
and accepted the assumptions about our natural gifts and talents and
about those areas in which we can’t quite measure up.

A while back, our firm consulted with one of the world’s premier
research facilities. All the scientists had one or more advanced
degrees from top educational institutions, years of experience,
and multiple patents. We had assumed that at this elite research
institution, we would find folks with considerable confidence in
their potential for high levels of performance. Yet even here, these
highly competent, highly educated PhDs were often demoralized
when they suspected that colleagues had gotten more challenging
projects or made more significant breakthroughs because they were
“smarter,” more capable researchers. It reminded us that the fear of
reaching the limits of one’s potential affects everyone—even some
of the most proficient individuals in the world.

This fear is a consequence of a fixed-capacity mindset. It primes
us to be on the lookout for our shortcomings. When we spot them,
perhaps because we’ve experienced a few disappointments or are
challenged by the demands of a new opportunity, we’re suscepti-
ble to believing our natural abilities have played themselves out
and that we’ve arrived at our personal limit. It seems logical then
to avoid working in situations that require those skills. Why waste
time and effort in an area where we believe we are doomed to inferior
results?

A fixed-capacity mindset is destructive to our confidence and
inhibits our efforts to learn and grow. It feeds insecurity. And most
significantly, it is an inaccurate way to think about our potential for
growth and development.

The Capacity-Building Mindset

Research in brain development and skill acquisition increasingly
confirms that a capacity-building mindset is a more accurate way
to represent the potential of human beings to learn and grow.
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A capacity-building mindset holds that human capacities are not
fixed. Most people can rapidly develop new skills and capabilities;
they can learn to be highly effective at a variety of complex and
challenging new tasks. Sustained involvement in challenging
tasks and regular practice of new and difficult skills stimulate the
development of capabilities. In other words, learning is based on
effective effort, not fixed abilities. (See Figure 2.2.) That means
just about everyone can learn whatever is necessary to do his or
her job, contribute to the organization’s objectives, and prepare for
increased levels of complexity and responsibility if he or she applies
effective effort to meeting the challenges.

We understand we have to learn to drive a car by getting behind
the wheel and practicing. Job-related skills are no different. We have
to work at them, make mistakes, and use the lessons we learn to
become more expert. The more we practice, and the more opportu-
nities we have to learn, the more developed we will become.

In their Freakonomics column titled “A Star Is Made,” which
appeared in the New York Times Magazine on May 7, 2006, Stephen
Dubner and Steven Levitt focused on Anders Ericsson, a profes-
sor who studies Expert Performance, the science of examining
what makes individuals good at what they do. As the authors
explained, Ericsson’s research demonstrates that practice and
effort—not innate ability—are the key differentiators in levels of
accomplishment.

Ericcson’s research pointed out that a large percentage of the
world’s elite soccer players were born in the first three months
of the year. What impact could birth date possibly have on the

LEVEL OF
DEVELOPMENT

EFFECTIVE
EFFORT

Figure 2.2
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development of outstanding soccer skills? It turns out that the
cutoff for age-based youth league assignments in most countries
is December 31. So children born in the early months of the year
had more time to develop their muscles and physical coordination
by the time player selections were made—they were almost a
year older than the children born late in the year. These bigger,
more mature players were more likely to get selected for the
most competitive teams beginning in early grade school. Dubner
and Levitt made clear what effect that has: “Once chosen, those
January-born players are the ones who, year after year, receive the
training, the deliberate practice and the feedback—to say nothing
of the accompanying self-esteem—that will turn them into elites.”

Even something that on the surface appears to be a function
of innate ability—a high level of soccer-playing potential—turns
out to be a function of practice and effort. Older players have had
more time to develop coordination and to mature physically. Then,
because of their inclusion on the most demanding teams, they get
more practice competing at the most challenging levels of play. The
more rigorous the training, the more developed the player.

In his research, Ericsson credibly demonstrated in a wide
variety of fields—chess, golf, surgery, stock-picking, and software
design—that deliberate practice (what we call effective effort) is
the most significant factor in determining one’s level of devel-
opment. Regardless of the perceived level of innate ability at
the beginning of a learning process, those who become the most
capable are those who set specific goals, study the feedback they
receive, and concentrate on incrementally improving their strategy
or technique over time.

Effective Effort Drives Development

I can’t make this point strongly enough: You have enough ability
to develop in whatever areas are important to your success. What it
takes is your commitment and willingness to apply effective effort.
Development comes from being devoted to the practice of improv-
ing yourself.
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EFFECTIVE
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Figure 2.3

Effective effort is much more than working hard. Effective effort
is directed and strategic. It’s marked by three characteristics. (See
Figure 2.3.)

▪ Commitment. To develop your skills and abilities, you have to
commit fully to learning. You have to be “all in”—willing to give
your time, discretionary energy, and thoughtful observation to
the process. Simply put, you have to tenaciously engage in get-
ting better.

▪ A Focus on Feedback. Every situation in which you are involved
teaches you something. Study your results. What happened?
Why did it happen? What feedback and coaching can you get
from others? What does all this information tell you about how
to improve?

▪ A Strategy for Improvement. Use the feedback you receive to
set priorities and formulate a strategy for developing your skills
and talents. What do you need to do differently in order to be
more effective?
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We often overlook—or even discount—the impact of focused
effort when we’re confronted with differences in skill proficiency.
A chess master typically has been playing for ten years, often four
to six hours a day, from a very early age. Such a player has had
significant opportunity to study patterns in moves and to learn to
anticipate the impact of certain strategies. Certainly, he or she will
be much more proficient than the casual chess player who plays a
game or two a month. The difference is time and effort rather than
innate intellectual ability.

We also don’t consider that the “numbers genius” in the finance
department spends hours studying complex spreadsheets and so
learns to see the patterns and trends. And we don’t take into
account that the “natural-born leader” might have started bossing
her younger brother around when she was four years old, honed her
skills as president of her high school class, and went on to form a
new club in college. We look at her in her first job and label her as
a natural leader. Unfortunately, neither she nor those around her
fully understand that her leadership skills were years in the making.

I have seen the impact of focused effort and practice in my own
life. When I began making presentations to groups, I did a mediocre
job. Speaking to fellow professionals and executives was a new
undertaking for me, but I was overly confident in my interpersonal
skills. I thought I could show up, notes in hand, and impress the
audience with my insights and charm.

At first, I was tempted to ignore the audience reactions that were
telling me I needed to do a better job. Then I realized that a col-
league, Corine, was getting much better reviews than I was. The
reason? When Corine was scheduled for a major presentation, she
set up several internal opportunities to practice. During those ses-
sions, she asked for the group’s insights and questions about the topic
and adjusted her presentation based on their input.

Corine also reached out to the communications experts in our
company and asked for coaching. She received suggestions for how
to stand, make eye contact with the audience, and use her Pow-
erPoint slides more effectively. Her committed effort and voracious
use of the feedback resulted in her rapidly becoming a more effective
public speaker.
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I realized that if I was going to accomplish my career goals,
I needed to improve my presentation skills. I began scheduling
my own practice sessions, requesting coaching, and incorporating
the advice I received. Gradually, I became a much better keynote
speaker. I continue to be amazed when someone calls me a natural
at public speaking when nothing could be further from the truth. It
was practice, practice, practice.

I encourage you to look at those areas where you might be
settling for an average or even mediocre level of expertise because
you have come to believe that your talents lie elsewhere—or
because you have been unwilling to commit the effort required.
What difference might it make if you were to engage more fully,
look for more opportunities to practice, and focus on strategies for
improvement?

I’m not saying that there are no differences in capability. There
are some third graders who read better than others. There are profes-
sionals who can repair a piece of equipment more quickly than their
peers or make a more compelling presentation. Rather, my point is
that your current level of capability, in any area, is not predictive of
how much further you will be able to develop. Many slow readers in
early grade school become accomplished, intellectually adept pro-
fessionals. Many senior executives in charge of millions of dollars in
revenue were once considered average students. Many shy individ-
uals learn the art of relationship-building and exert broad influence
in their fields. The variable is their incremental efforts to improve
over time. In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell repeatedly men-
tions the “10,000-hour rule,” claiming that the key to success in
any field is, to a large extent, a matter of practicing a specific task
for 10,000 hours. Whether or not 10,000 hours is the right figure,
the point is well taken: differences in levels of development are
largely a function of the quality and quantity of effort, much more so
than the level of innate talent. If you’re willing to immerse yourself,
learn from your mistakes, and improve over time, you will become
proficient.
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Failure and Difficulty as Feedback

One of the most striking differences between the impact of a
fixed-capacity mindset and a capacity-building mindset is how each
way of thinking affects our use of the feedback required to grow and
learn, especially when that feedback comes in the form of a failure
or setback.

When you have a fixed-capacity mindset, you interpret a failure
or difficulty as evidence that you don’t have what it takes to be suc-
cessful in a particular area. (See Figure 2.4.) You then avoid work-
ing on those tasks that require the expertise you don’t have—and
believe you have little potential of learning. Soon, failure becomes
a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy: you believe that you lack ability
in some area, you avoid working on tasks where that lack might be
exposed, and you don’t improve because you have no opportunity
to learn from your mistakes and improve the effectiveness of your
effort.

CAPACITY-BUILDING
MINDSET

FIXED-CAPACITY
MINDSET

• Our potential is unlimited and depends on
 effective effort.
• Our failure provides information on how to
 improve.
• We seek opportunities to learn.
• We engage to discover solutions.

• Our potential is limited and unchanging.
• Our failure indicates lack of ability.
• We seek opportunities to demonstrate
 ability.
• We avoid risk and ambiguity.

Figure 2.4
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In contrast, when you have a capacity-building mindset, a fail-
ure or difficulty provides information about how to improve. It’s the
gold you mine to determine what you need to do differently. If your
proposed layout for an ad campaign is rejected, you don’t say, “I’m
a bad graphic designer.” Rather, you assess—and, ideally, ask others
to assess—which elements of your design might have been effective,
which fell short, and why.

The psychological shift is huge. In a fixed-capacity mindset,
failure and difficulty are embarrassing, even shameful; they expose
inadequacies we believe we have little ability to improve. In a
capacity-building mindset, difficulty has a much different sting. It
might be frustrating, it might be temporarily embarrassing, but it’s
also information about how to improve. The feedback directs and
focuses our effort; it helps us make our approach more effective. It
doesn’t tell us to stop working, and it certainly doesn’t confirm any
permanent limitations.

Fixed-capacity reasoning sets up a damaging Catch-22 around
the need to work hard at something and our willingness to practice
diligently. In fixed-capacity thinking, one of the indicators of “natu-
ral ability” is ease of execution. If we can perform a task easily—if we
can analyze a set of numbers quickly or ad lib a presentation without
much advance preparation—then we assume we have a natural tal-
ent in that area. If we have to work hard and put in long hours to be
effective, it’s seen as an indication that we’re not naturally talented
in this area. It’s no wonder then why it’s hard to muster the motiva-
tion and perseverance to learn something new when the effort only
reminds us that we don’t quite measure up.

To make matters worse, if we avoid working in some area, our
estimation of our ability becomes true over time. Our skills stagnate
and we don’t develop new competencies. However, this underde-
velopment is not because of any innate lack of ability. Rather, it is
because we avoided the very challenges that allow us to learn new
skills—an unfortunate consequence of a fixed-capacity mindset.

Notice your reactions when you’re faced with some new chal-
lenge. Do you feel your energy expand? Are you looking forward to
mastering the challenge?
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If your answer is yes, it’s likely you’re operating from a
capacity-building mindset: you believe you are capable of learning
and this challenge is an opportunity to expand your skills.

If you feel your energy and effort contract, however, and you
move away from the challenge, you’re probably operating from a
fixed-capacity mindset.

For many of us, it is tough to fully accept that we are capable of
learning whatever is required to respond to a challenge or reach our
dreams. But I encourage you to choose to believe in your potential
for greatness. Pick one area where you want to grow and develop.
Engage fully in learning, study the feedback you get from your own
experience, and zealously ask for feedback from others. Then apply
what you learn to improve incrementally. You’re likely to be amazed
at just how good you can be.

The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ You have enough mental capacity to develop high-level
professional skills. To learn and grow, you need to apply
effective effort.

▪ Stretch yourself to learn something new, study the feed-
back you receive from your experience, and apply what you
learn to improve incrementally over time.

▪ Failure and difficulty are not indications of any permanent
lack of ability. Rather, they provide feedback about how
you need to refine the nature of your effort.

Begin Now

▪ Identify an area where you are confident in your capac-
ity to perform well. How have you developed this level of
expertise? What has supported your confidence so that you
could develop in this area?

(continued)
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(continued)
▪ Now think of an area where you are less confident in your

capacity to be effective. How are your effort and level of
engagement in this area different from the one in which
you have more confidence in your capabilities?

▪ Tell yourself that you are capable of improving in this area.
If you let yourself believe this, how could it impact your
willingness to engage in tasks that will support your learn-
ing? What specific actions could you take to learn and grow
in this area?
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In spite of all the progress we’ve made in becoming a truly diverse
society, there are still lingering questions—spoken and unspoken—
about the abilities of certain groups Are individuals from certain
schools, cultures, or a particular socioeconomic status better pre-
pared for the rigors of a career? Can women make the tough calls
that are necessary at the highest corporate levels? Can profession-
als of color lead effectively in traditionally white organizations? At
one time or another, most of us have had to confront stereotypes
like these in order to secure the opportunities and recognition we
deserve.

Having to prove we are capable and committed can be frustrat-
ing and draining, but the greater harm happens when we let others’
doubts creep into our psyches—when we begin to seriously question
whether we’re smart enough or bold enough or creative enough to
attain our goals. Internalizing those doubts begins to undermine our
confidence, and when that happens, our development is at risk.

Almost all of us can recount a situation where our abilities were
questioned and the doubts affected our mindset and effort. I have
a particularly painful and striking example from early in my career
as a human resources manager. I felt I had conquered the demands
of my position at the time, and I was eager for more challenges

27
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and new responsibilities. So I was excited when Bob, my vice presi-
dent, announced he was recruiting for a new director-level position.
I thought this was a chance to advance my career.

I still vividly remember discussing the opportunity with Bob and
the sting of being told I was “intellectually weak” and didn’t “have
the bandwidth for the job.” He told me that my current position was
the peak of my potential and that he expected me to assist him in
recruiting and hiring the director who would eventually become my
new boss.

I was devastated. And I accepted that what he had said to me
was true. I began forgetting simple tasks. I was reluctant to speak up
in meetings for fear of appearing dumb. I began to question whether
I was cut out for corporate life. Every day was a struggle to get out of
bed to come to work, and I felt pretty defeated about where my life
might go.

Fortunately for me, Bob was replaced by Susan, a vice president
from our corporate finance department. Susan had never worked in
the human resources division before, so the first thing she did was to
reach out to her direct reports to ask for our collective experience
to assist her in building the best department possible. I remember
thinking, “She assumes I have something to offer.” With just that
little acknowledgment of my value, it got easier to get out of bed in
the morning.

Susan also revealed that she was aware of my interest in the new
director position and didn’t want to make a decision until she had
given me an opportunity to demonstrate my capabilities. She even
went one step further: she reassured me she’d partner with me to
develop the needed skills. I can’t tell you how awesome I felt after
that meeting. Not only was Susan giving me a chance, but she was
actively supporting my success.

Susan was true to her word. She took the time to explain the big
picture behind her decisions. She asked me for my perspective. She
gave me assignments that stretched me and increased my visibility
among other senior executives.

As you can imagine, my confidence returned with this kind of
partnership. Coming to work was fun again. I worked doubly hard
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to be effective, and I did everything in my power to aid her success
in her new role. You should have seen the tears in my eyes when I
was promoted to director six months later.

As I think back on my experience now, I’m struck by the real-
ization that I had the same set of talents and potential when Bob
chopped away at my belief in myself as I did when Susan positioned
me for success. The difference was that I let Bob’s assessment of
my abilities destroy my confidence and undermine my efforts. For a
while, I let his negative expectations determine who I was and how
I performed. His messages hit some vulnerability in me at a time
when there weren’t a lot of young Black men in corporate America
and I was still struggling to establish myself and ground my profes-
sional identity. I often wonder where my career would have gone if
Bob hadn’t been replaced.

I’ve heard countless stories like my own. Some professionals
recount a positive ending; others are still struggling to let go of
negative beliefs they’ve internalized about themselves, sometimes
going back to childhood. It is inevitable that we will experience
some level of difficulty when we’re stretching ourselves to take
on new and demanding challenges. And it’s probable that we will
experience some level of judgment and doubts from others. We
can’t control the assumptions others make about us, but we can
control the impact of these messages. We can be intentional about
how we respond when others expect less of us than we are truly
capable of. My dream is for no one to be dependent on a manager
like Susan appearing on the scene to perform at his or her best.

A Downward Spiral

Here’s the pattern that typically emerges when someone overtly or
subtly raises doubts about our abilities or expresses low expecta-
tions in an area where we’re vulnerable: The doubts and low expec-
tations erode confidence and undermine our efforts. Because our
effort is compromised, our performance is less likely to be satisfac-
tory, which confirms the original low expectations—in our minds
and in the minds of others. (See Figure 3.1.) The cycle can then
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Doubts and Low
Expectations

Diminished
Confidence

Ineffective
Effort

Compromised
Development

Figure 3.1

become self-sustaining because we’ve internalized the low expecta-
tions. Even after there’s no longer a Bob in the picture, we doubt
ourselves and our capabilities.

Low expectations are seldom as stark as those that I received
from Bob. Usually, they are more subtle, but they can be equally
capable of damaging your belief in yourself. Your manager might ask
who helped you with a project or why you think you can lead a
team. Other times, you might detect doubt in a colleague’s voice,
notice that you’re not considered for opportunities as regularly as
your peers, or observe that few professionals like you have been
successful in a particular role or at a particular level of leadership.
Sometimes it’s just the feeling of invisibility; no one notices you. You
have the title but not the authority; people make decisions with-
out you.

Some of the negative messages you receive might even be
well intentioned. Family or friends advise you not to take a promo-
tion and “avoid all that stress.” Or colleagues tell you to pass on
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a challenging opportunity because “it will never get you anything
but trouble.” These types of counsel might be intended to protect
us from disappointment or failure, but they nevertheless convey a
negative assessment of our potential for success and discourage the
risk-taking that promotes growth.

Sometimes negative external messages have minimal impact.
We become frustrated or angry that we have to address them again
and again, but overall, they don’t affect our confidence in our capa-
bilities or our commitment to developing them.

Other times, we are vulnerable. We remember a parent or
teacher who doubted us. We recall a past failure or difficulty. We
focus on some problem we’re currently having and wonder whether
the low assessment of our ability could be true. Or perhaps at some
level we’ve absorbed the stereotyped messages. The result is that
our confidence in our ability to be successful is compromised. We
start to doubt ourselves.

When we begin to wonder whether others’ doubts about our
abilities could be true, the resulting anxiety and tension impede our
best efforts.

I was reminded of this when a colleague of mine was agonizing
about her ten-year-old son’s batting slump in Little League. He’d
had several at-bats where he missed the ball and struck out. At first,
he was disappointed. But now his fear of not hitting the ball had
begun to overwhelm his ability to react to a pitch. He was stuck in a
downward spiral: strikes produced anxiety, which crippled his ability
to perform, in turn producing more anxiety and more strikes. And
because he was in a slump, the coach wasn’t playing him as much
since he couldn’t count on him to get a hit.

Low expectations can create the professional equivalent of a bat-
ter’s slump. Our focus is divided between worrying about failing and
actually working on the challenges of the situation. So our effort is
compromised—and ultimately so is the outcome.

Then, faced with less than stellar performance, we have to
explain our lack of success. We’ve already been primed to view the
situation as one where there’s some deficiency on our part. So we’re
likely to confirm in our minds the initial negative expectations we
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received from others. The downward spiral is now complete: we’ve
internalized the original low expectations.

Creating an Upward Spiral

How do we break this downward spiral and create an upward one?
How do we maintain the confidence we need to pursue our devel-
opment? In short, by embracing the capacity-building mindset—the
belief that we can learn any skill, provided we use failure as feedback
and invest effort to improve. (See Figure 3.2.) A capacity-building
mindset makes us less vulnerable to external questions about our
capabilities. It allows us to focus on the effort required to learn and
develop new skills.

I recently coached Alberto, an Argentinean by birth, who had
made a presentation to a group of leaders. When it wasn’t going
well, his manager jumped in and took over the discussion and then

Ongoing
Development

Effective
Effort

Improved
Confidence

Belief in Capacity
to Learn

Figure 3.2
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gave him some pointed criticism about how he handled the group.
As a result, Alberto concluded his accent and poor communica-
tion skills prevented him from taking on any leadership roles that
involved public speaking. (Notice the big leap he had made from a
presentation that didn’t go well to assessing his leadership potential
in general!) Our conversations helped him make a more objective
assessment of his situation. He realized that it was more accurate to
say, “Day to day, I communicate effectively. However, when I’m ner-
vous, I speak too quickly, and it’s hard for others to understand me.
I need to practice the strategies that help me be at ease in front of a
group.” I encouraged him to look for new opportunities to practice
his presentation skills rather than prematurely closing doors. Once
he builds up his confidence, he’ll be ready to take on more visible
leadership roles.

You can’t eliminate stereotypes and low expectations. You can,
however, become more aware of how these subtle messages affect
your confidence

The greater your awareness of the dynamics created by low expec-
tations, the better you can intervene to shore up your confidence and
commitment to develop your abilities. Awareness gives you greater
choice in how you respond. Will you succumb to the low expecta-
tions of others or choose to believe in your potential for learning and
development?

Tell-Tale Signs of the Impact of Low Expectations

Often, the first signal that low expectations have affected your
self-confidence is that you avoid or procrastinate on some task. You
might even devise a variety of seemingly reasonable explanations
for your behavior. You tell yourself that the challenge in front
of you really isn’t an area of interest, it’s not important to your
advancement, or you don’t have time. If you’re serious about
your development, get serious about realizing when you’re making
excuses or rationalizations rather than confronting your fears and
pursuing your development.
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Over the years, I’ve asked many groups about their behavior
when they are questioning their capacity to succeed. According to
one group, at such a time they are most likely to:

▪ Stay busy but never find time for the things that are most critical
▪ Avoid the project or withdraw
▪ Tell themselves their family needs them and they shouldn’t take

on a new opportunity
▪ Not take any risks and play it safe
▪ Take unrealistic risks so they can’t be blamed if they fail
▪ Dress, talk, or act in a way that puts others off
▪ Avoid feedback and deny that there are areas in which they need

to improve

One of the women in the group even confided that she had
four children—each five years apart. Every time her youngest child
was entering kindergarten, she acknowledged that she would con-
template returning to the paid workforce. Although the prospect of
returning to work excited her, it also scared her. So, in retrospect,
she realized she resolved the issue by becoming pregnant. Certainly
with a new baby on the way, it was no time to face the uncertainty
of a new job.

Deciding to have a baby, turn down an assignment, or stay in
the same job is not necessarily an indication that you’re avoiding
a challenge, but it could be. If you’re serious about advancing your
career and going after what’s important to you, be honest with your-
self. Are you making excuses for why you’re not investing fully in
some endeavor when in reality you’re doubting yourself or fearing
the possibility of failure? Such misgivings are normal; we all experi-
ence them. However, you can choose how you respond. Will you let
your possibilities be driven by others’ low expectations and your own
fears? Or will you take the risk of engaging in challenging opportu-
nities that feed your growth and development?

Each of us has to decide what we want to accomplish and make
decisions and choices that honor those goals. We all have to develop
the emotional and intellectual resilience to confront stereotypes,
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embrace new and challenging tasks, and risk failure. We have to
trust that we can develop the skills necessary to be successful in
whatever endeavors we undertake. For only by making a strong com-
mitment to our development and taking those risks can we develop
the skills that prove to ourselves, and others, that we have the capac-
ity to be the person we dream of being.

The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ It’s not the stimulus, it’s the response. Regardless of what
others say or do, your power to engineer your desired out-
comes rests on how you respond.

▪ Be on the lookout for signals that low expectations are
eroding your confidence or compromising the effective-
ness of your effort.

▪ Don’t let others diminish your belief in your potential to
develop. Be willing to risk engaging in challenging oppor-
tunities that grow your capacity.

Begin Now

▪ What messages have you received, directly or indirectly,
about the possibilities for people “like you”?

▪ How have these messages affected the decisions you’ve
made in your life? Have they had an impact, for example,
on the opportunities you’ve tried or those you’ve passed
on, or the responsibilities you’ve gravitated toward or
avoided?

▪ Are there any areas where you feel you’ve limited your
options because of the impact of these messages?

▪ Now that you’re more aware of the effect of these messages,
what expanded choices might be available to you? How
could you take action to expand your development?
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Build Confidence

In general discussion, most of us use the word “confidence”
to mean that I believe I can accomplish a particular task or
goal now—at this moment. The Power of Choice expands that
definition to include the belief that I can learn how to perform a
job or achieve an objective, even if I can’t do it now. Believing you
can learn is the true essence of confidence.

Confidence based solely on what you can accomplish now is lim-
ited. Confidence based on the belief that you can learn is boundless.

When you believe in your capacity to improve, you soak up the
feedback that allows you to learn. True confidence predisposes you
to ask yourself: What information can I take from this experience
that will enable me to be more effective the next time? How can
I improve my effort and my outcomes? Whether you succeed or fail,
every experience teaches you something about how to engage more
effectively the next time. Your expanding expertise in turn rein-
forces your confidence and improves your results. The cycle becomes
self-reinforcing.

Two factors are critical to building robust confidence. The first
is self-talk: what you tell yourself about why you succeed or fail. The
second is the support of those around you. You have significant con-
trol over both of these factors. Let’s start with self-talk.

39
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Self-Talk

Self-talk is that inner dialogue about why we had the outcomes we
did. It’s the conversation we have with ourselves in the quiet of the
car or train ride home—one that can be very different from the
discussion we have with our managers or peers about those same
successes or failures. These conversations with ourselves can take us
in two directions: one that erodes our confidence and another that
builds our confidence and feeds our perseverance and resilience.

A key strategy for building confidence is to become more aware
of the explanations you give yourself about success and failure so
that you can be more intentional in your self-talk.

Confidence-Eroding Self-Talk

I’m Not Good Enough For most of us, the most vulnerable time
for our confidence is after a failure (or any situation where our out-
comes don’t match our own or others’ expectations). Telling your-
self you failed because you lack ability is the most damaging and
limiting kind of self-talk. Inner dialogue such as “I’ve always had
trouble… ,” “I’m not the kind who can… ,” “I’m not good at… ,”
or “I never could… ” reinforces a belief that you don’t have the abil-
ity to accomplish a particular type of task and you’re not likely to
have it in the future.

Once you accept the erroneous belief that you are inadequate
for the demands of any particular situation, it’s logical to avoid that
kind of challenge—which, in turn, erodes your confidence.

It’s Bad Luck, or It’s Out of My Control Explaining a result
in terms of something outside our control is also common after a
failure. Individuals often use reasons such as “My manager didn’t
support me,” “It was an unreceptive group,” or “The process was
faulty.” They might also attribute a failure to having a bad day or
bad luck.

It might be true that the expectations were unrealistic or that
the process was faulty, but if your self-talk stops there, it’s unlikely
the experience will expand your sense of control or increase your
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confidence in the possibility of engineering a better outcome in
the future.

Remember, one of the key principles of The Power of Choice
is this: It’s not the stimulus, it’s the response. Self-talk focused on
external circumstances or luck emphasizes the stimulus. It draws our
energy toward what is being done to us rather than toward the pos-
sibilities for improvement or greater control. To build confidence
and direct our attention toward a useful response, it’s important to
explain our failures in terms of something we can change going for-
ward. The only thing we can change is the nature of our effort.

Confidence-Building Self-Talk

Own Your Successes Building confidence starts long before a fail-
ure. It starts with owning your successes, with acknowledging that
you are a capable individual who made the effort and used the right
approach to reach your desired outcome. Celebrating our role in
engineering our successes (rather than ignoring them or telling our-
selves we were lucky) gives us the evidence that we can learn to be
effective.

For many of us, owning our successes runs counter to messages
we received growing up about being humble and not getting a big
head. We were taught not to take our accomplishments too seriously.
We are encouraged to give credit to our team and our mentors. It’s
great to acknowledge the conditions that facilitated a success or to
congratulate your team for the role they played in a project win, but
you also have to acknowledge, at least to yourself, the value of your
own efforts in shaping those circumstances that supported your suc-
cess. Giving proper weight to your own accomplishments—and your
potential for continued growth—establishes an important founda-
tion for confidence.

What Did I Learn? How Can I Do It Better? The most
confidence-building self-talk after a failure starts with the belief
that failure is feedback about how to improve your effort in
the future. Failure is not an indication of your worth. It’s not a
confirmation of your lack of ability, and it’s not a prediction of your
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Figure 4.1

future potential. It’s only data about those areas where you need to
do more learning and growing. Failure is rarely permanently career
damaging, provided you actually use the information to improve
your approach.

There are three simple questions you can ask yourself to maxi-
mize the learning value of any experience and improve your effort
in the future: What happened? Why did it happen? And how can I
improve? (See Figure 4.1.)

What Happened? You need to be clear about the impact of your
work if you are going to make it better moving forward. Too often,
we answer this question too broadly (“I messed up”), rather than
really understanding specifically what went well and what needs
to be done more effectively. For example, if you’re looking for a
new job and not receiving offers, identify what’s ineffective about
your search process. Are you regularly called for in-person interviews
after a phone screening? Are you called back for a second interview?
Understanding what’s not working helps you make informed deci-
sions about how to focus your effort in ways that are most likely to
improve your effectiveness. If your resume isn’t getting attention,
you probably need to change it or network more strategically. If
you’re getting initial interviews but not getting called back, your
resume is probably fine, but you might need to improve your inter-
viewing skills.

Why Did It Happen? When you understand your current out-
comes, you have to consider why you received them. Answering this
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question is a critical step. For example, if your recommendation for
a product idea isn’t accepted, knowing why enables you to be more
effective the next time you have an idea to propose. Should you have
done a better job of presenting the benefits of the idea? Were there
negative consequences for some of the stakeholders that you hadn’t
anticipated? Did others fail to support you because you hadn’t given
them enough time to consider your suggestion?

How Can I Improve? Answering the “why” question paves the
way for answering the next question: How can I improve? This
answer is the foundation of a strategy for improvement. It will
direct your attention toward the steps you need to take. It will lead
you to take advantage of your strengths rather than focusing on
your weaknesses. It will draw you to resources that you can rely on.
Best of all, it allows you to have some degree of certainty that your
changed approach will be more successful.

These three questions—What happened? Why did it happen?
How can I improve?—focus your attention on the feedback provided
by the experience. They facilitate a thought process that builds con-
fidence and zeroes in on the effort that will accelerate growth and
development.

Explaining your failure in terms of your effort puts you in con-
trol. You can work differently; you can apply what you learned. You
can work to improve a faulty process. You can influence the support
of others. Explaining your failure in terms of your approach—the
nature of your effort reinforces the belief that you have the ability
to create a different outcome in the future.

Faulty Self-Talk About Effort

A word of caution: Some explanations people give them-
selves appear on the surface to focus on the nature of their
effort, but in reality these reasons are disguised judgments
about their lack of ability. Sometimes when individuals
say, “I should have done better” or “I should have put in

(continued)
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(continued)
more effort” what they really mean is that if they were more
capable, they wouldn’t have made this particular mistake or
they wouldn’t have to work so hard. Telling yourself you failed
or had difficulty because you didn’t use the right approach
is different from judging yourself. Be analytical and curious
about what you can do differently after a failure, but don’t
beat yourself up. The need to work hard at something is not
a reflection of your potential; it’s information about your
current level of development. You might be at a different
stage of development from someone else, but remember, any
challenging endeavor requires significant effort in order to
learn to be proficient.

Learn to tell yourself that failure or difficulty is simply
feedback about how to improve your effort and get better
results—and believe it.

A Network of Support

The second factor that’s critical for building confidence is the sup-
port of those around you. In times of challenge and self-doubt, it’s
hard to be completely self-sustaining or objective; we all need a net-
work of people who feed our confidence. Although few individuals
would dispute the advice to surround themselves with people who
support their growth and development, many of us don’t actually
do it—at least not to the degree we could. How often do we hang
out with friends and complain about our bosses or companies? How
often do we reinforce one another’s feelings that we’ve been treated
unfairly or denied opportunities we deserve?

I’m not saying you shouldn’t have a few close friends with whom
you can blow off steam, but if listening to you vent is all your friends
and colleagues do, you’re missing something important. You need a
support network that focuses on problem resolution, provides direct
and constructive feedback, and gives you access to a wide variety of
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perspectives and resources. This is the kind of network that can help
you build confidence and gain a sense of control over your career.

Problem Resolution

A genuine network of support is one that stretches you and builds
your belief that you can improve and accomplish your goals. It
includes individuals who help you focus on what you can do to
overcome the inevitable challenges of maintaining a meaningful
career. A genuine support network doesn’t only offer empathy for
your frustrations; it also helps solve problems. One of the most
effective support networks I’ve been blessed with during my career
was a group of professionals I met in the Efficacy seminar I attended
thirty years ago. We all listened to one another and were actively
supportive, but when one of us had a challenge, the question
most often asked was, “So what are you going to do differently?”
We never allowed someone to get stuck in blaming external forces.
We emphasized personal responsibility as our standard approach to
the issues we faced.

Find the people who believe in you and can help you build your
belief in yourself. Connect with those who will listen to your anger
or frustration or confusion without judgment and then push you to
be intentional about taking steps to improve your situation. People
who support you to meet and overcome a challenge will build your
confidence much more quickly than folks who offer sympathy but
no support for action.

Direct and Constructive Feedback Friends and colleagues who
tell you the truth about an area that needs development are as
important to your growth as the individuals who buoy you up in
tough times. Real feedback is the best gift you can receive. Seek it
out on a regular basis so that you truly understand what you can do
to expand your effectiveness.

I often hear professionals complain that they don’t receive
good feedback from others. I admit that not enough managers—or
colleagues—are skilled in conveying information that helps indi-
viduals learn and grow. However, I’ve also observed that many
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professionals say they want feedback, but their actions send a
different message. Think about your approach. Do you look for
specifics about what you could have done better or do you just want
to hear “good job”? Are you willing to listen to a perspective that
might be different from your own? Do you actually change your
behavior based on the feedback you receive? If you can say yes to
these questions, it’s likely you will receive feedback that helps you
grow and become more confident as you see yourself get better and
stronger.

At one point in my career, I was consistently receiving good
performance reviews, and from what I could tell, I was on track
for a promotion to a management-level position. However, when
I was passed over for an opportunity I had assumed would be mine,
I decided to find out what I could do to accelerate my advancement.
At first my manager, Cathy, told me not to worry; I just needed a lit-
tle more “seasoning.” I remember thinking I could leave it at that
or I could push her to give me the real story. So I asked her, in as
open and nondefensive a way as I could muster, to be direct with me
about anything that would make a difference. I could see her trying
to decide whether I could take the feedback. She took a risk and
gave me insight into some of the subtle things I was doing that made
senior staff question my readiness. Some of it was about my style of
communication; some of it was about my dress. None of the feed-
back related to the formal requirements of the job; it all pertained to
the unwritten rules of the organization’s culture. She took a chance
and gave me the scoop on how I was perceived because of my open-
ness to hearing it. With that information, I was able to be much
more effective in helping my own cause—and she became an even
bigger supporter because she knew I would act on what she told me.

It’s tough for many managers to give this kind of feedback; it’s
often tougher when the manager and employee don’t share a back-
ground that provides a base of comfort and trust. However, when
you send a strong message that you want direct feedback, and when
you’re willing to make the person providing the feedback feel safe
giving it to you, you make yourself “feedback worthy.” In return,
you’re likely to get invaluable information that will accelerate your
growth.
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Ask for Support The kinds of support required throughout one’s
career are numerous. For example, you are likely to need informa-
tion, access to influencers, new opportunities, budget and people
resources, or support for a new idea. Knowing how to secure the
counsel and resources you need builds confidence that you can engi-
neer your desired outcomes. We’ll talk more about how you do this
in Chapter 7, but the first step in receiving the support you require
is asking for it. That probably seems pretty straightforward, but how
often do you struggle with a problem when there’s probably some-
one who would be glad to coach you? How often are you afraid to
ask for a resource or a different kind of assignment? People can’t give
support if they don’t know what you need.

To get support, you also have to give it. When someone needs
your help or effort, are you willing to do that extra bit? Do others
see you as someone they can rely on? Do you positively affect the
tone and productivity of your work group? If you present yourself
as someone committed to helping the organization succeed, and as
someone who will positively influence the productivity of others,
you have something to offer that will make most managers and col-
leagues willing to offer their support in return.

Protect Your Confidence

Some people and situations are more likely to test your confidence
than others. It’s doubtful that you can avoid those individuals or
situations entirely. What you can do, however, is minimize their
capacity to undermine your confidence and your effort. Anticipate
situations that are likely to erode your confidence and develop a
strategy to stay focused on your belief in yourself and your ability
to work effectively. If you have a manager or colleague whose style
undermines your confidence, seek out someone who can coach you
about how to develop a more productive relationship. If you have
specific kinds of responsibilities that cause you anxiety, you might
need to develop strategies to focus yourself and reduce your stress
level. Some people I know write down all the things they do well
when their confidence is feeling shaky. Others go for a run. Still
others write about their feelings in a diary.
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If you know you’re headed into a particularly tough assignment,
arrange for support ahead of time. Who can help you prepare? How
will you recharge and reenergize so you can work effectively? I also
recommend that after a demanding project, you debrief with some-
one who will be balanced in reinforcing your strengths and in giving
you specific strategies for improving. Each of us is likely to have
different approaches that ground us in our most confident and com-
petent selves. Figure out what works for you and be deliberate in
protecting your confidence.

Confidence is a fragile thing. And it isn’t something you auto-
matically have. Confidence is something you build over time and
strategically nurture, especially during times when it is likely to be
tried. Be intentional about cultivating the confidence that you need
to accomplish what’s important to you. The more confident you are,
the bigger your reach will be. You will dare to have a broader vision,
you will set more challenging goals, and you will create more choice
for yourself. You will, in short, be a more developed person.

The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ Attribute your successes to your ability and effort so that
each success boosts your confidence.

▪ Explain your failures in terms of ineffective effort—not
lack of ability.

▪ This leaves your confidence intact and stimulates more
intensive effort.

▪ Failure is not an indication of your worth; it is feedback
about how to get better.

▪ Build confidence by creating a support network that
focuses on problem solving, provides direct and construc-
tive feedback, and gives you access to a broad range of
perspectives and resources.

(continued)
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(continued)
Begin Now

Replace your confidence-eroding self-talk with a dialogue that
reinforces your belief in your capability to grow and develop
over time.

Think of an area where you tend to cite lack of ability or
forces outside your control as reasons for your difficulties.

Confidence-Eroding Self-Talk Confidence-Building Self-Talk

Example: I’ll never be good at
networking. I’m not an outgoing
person.

I’m most comfortable talking to
people one to one; I need to
initiate individual conversations
with a greater range of colleagues.

When you find yourself explaining your difficulties with
the self-talk in the left-hand column, consciously reframe the
dialogue so as to build your confidence that you can engineer
a more desirable outcome.
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Make Your Effort Effective

Having confidence is critically important to your development,
but it alone is not enough to enable your long-term growth. Confi-
dence has to lead to effective effort because effective effort is what
expands your skills and capabilities and drives your career. Effective
effort gets results or moves you closer to your desired outcomes.

One of the most common mistakes professionals make is to con-
fuse working hard with working effectively.

Germaine wants to be seen as the go-to person in her depart-
ment. She works at least ten hours a day processing claims for a casu-
alty insurance company. She’s been doing the same for five years,
and she’s very good at what she does—to the point where she often
redoes the work of others on her team in order to meet the expec-
tations of her manager. Recently, her boss asked her to be part of a
project team charged with evaluating a new software package, but
she declined due to the demands of her workload.

Germaine is working hard, but she is not receiving the best
return on her investment of time and energy. She’s not learning
new skills, she’s not developing the skills of others, and she’s not
expanding the ways in which they contribute to their organizations.

51
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I assure you that in her work group, there is someone who is putting
in the same number of hours (or maybe even fewer) but who is
getting better career traction because their effort is more effective.

If you’re working hard but not accomplishing what’s important
to you, start by examining the nature of your effort. If you incorpo-
rate these steps into your career strategy, you’re more likely to get
the best return on the investment of your time and energy:

▪ Choose what you want as an outcome.
▪ Focus on what you can control.
▪ Expand your skills incrementally.
▪ Align your goals with the organization’s needs.

Choose What You Want as an Outcome

Effective effort starts with the end in mind. What do you want to
accomplish—in the short and the long term? It’s hard to be strategic
about shaping your career and garnering the support of others if you
don’t know the outcomes you’re trying to achieve. What do you
want to complete by the end of the day or the end of the year? What
do you want people thinking or doing at the end of a meeting? The
more precisely you can identify a goal, the more likely you will be
able to figure out a strategy for accomplishing it.

This might seem obvious, but I’m struck by how often individ-
uals are unclear about the outcomes they want. Imagine that you’re
driving and you don’t know where you want to go. Without that
orientation toward a final destination, it’s easy to spend a lot of time
going around in circles. It’s also more likely you’ll get distracted by
the obstacles in your path. When you know your destination, how-
ever, you can choose some interesting detours, but you’re still likely
to make it to where you want to go. A clear vision keeps you focused
on the effective effort that enables you to accomplish your goal.

When I started working on this book, I didn’t have a dedicated
time or consistent process for writing, and I wasn’t making much
progress. I finally realized that if I was going to get this book
published, I had to structure my work life to support the effort.
I also realized that I needed a team that could help me manage
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the many aspects of editing and producing a book. Clarity about
my desired outcome—publishing the book—helped direct my
attention to what it would take to make it happen.

Just as it’s important to know where you’re headed short-term,
it’s also critical to identify what you want from your career
long-term. What will give you satisfaction and a sense of achieve-
ment in the long run? You don’t necessarily need to identify a
particular position or type of job that you ultimately want, but you
do need to give some thought to how you want to invest your time
and energy. What makes you enjoy coming to work? What impact
do you want to have? How would you like to honor your values in
the work you do? If you pay attention to what engages you and what
doesn’t and then craft your work as best you can to align with those
interests, you are much more likely to feel fulfilled in your career.

Some professionals are clear about their interests and career
goals early on. However, for many of us, it takes some trial and error
to determine where we’re motivated to invest significant time and
effort.

My own career journey is a good example. When I was growing
up, I always said I wanted to be a doctor. But after my freshman
year in college, I had to be honest with myself: I wasn’t motivated
to pursue the years of academic training that becoming a doctor
required. Still, I wanted to make a good living, have the opportunity
to use my people skills, and exert influence in an organization.
Business seemed to be a field that would fulfill those aspirations,
so I changed my major to cost accounting. After my junior year,
I landed a summer internship in an accounting department and
made more money than I imagined possible at this stage of my
life. Despite the financial benefits, the experience showed me that
accounting wasn’t for me. I wanted a career that had more to do
with people than with balance sheets.

It was now the beginning of my senior year, and I desperately
needed to figure out my career direction. I solicited the help of a
career counselor at my college. At her suggestion, I switched to
human resources. Fortunately, I loved it! I had to stay an extra
semester to complete the requirements, but my good grades were
proof of my interest in the field.
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I landed my first job in HR in the retail industry My relation-
ship skills were well utilized, but after some time, I realized I wasn’t
fulfilling my salary goals or those I had for strategic influence. To
generate more income and to work in a position with profit-and-loss
responsibility, I took on a role as a store manager. The switch into
the operations area of the business led to several more promotions
and prepared me to eventually become an officer in the company.

Measured in terms of influence and money, I had done a good
job of accomplishing my vision, but I wasn’t fulfilled. When I asked
myself why, I realized that over the course of my career, I had come to
truly value helping others develop, and I wanted to work in an indus-
try where people were the central part of the mission. Going to work
for the company that is now Korn Ferry was a way to bring all the
threads together. I could do what I had learned I liked best—coach
and mentor, build business relationships, negotiate deals, steer the
outcomes of a team—and make enough money to support my family
while doing it.

By continuing to ask myself, “What do I want as an outcome?”
I was able to navigate through the twists and turns of my career in a
way that kept me coming back to the things that were most impor-
tant to me. Keeping my vision in front of me also helped me decline
opportunities that weren’t in line with what I wanted long-term.

What pattern do you see in your own life? Look carefully at how
you choose to spend your time. What work is most satisfying and
energizing? You get a big payoff when you invest effort in something
you care about. You come to work gladly. You’re naturally drawn to
improving. And you are willing to work through the problems that
arise. Knowing what’s important to you provides clarity when you
have to make critical decisions about which opportunities you will
pursue and which you will forgo.

Regardless of the outcomes you choose, you also have to be will-
ing to accept the consequences of your choices as there are likely to
be some trade-offs. If you choose a high-powered career that requires
extensive travel, you are likely to miss out on some family mile-
stones. If you choose to work independently, you’re likely to miss out
on some level of collegial support. If you choose to invest the major-
ity of your discretionary energy in your personal life rather than your
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career, there is likely to be an impact on your perceived value to your
organization.

I’m not suggesting you fear the consequences or avoid pursuing
the outcomes that are important to you. Rather, I’m proposing that
you take the time to identify what’s most important to you—and
consider what you could give up or forgo. Fully contemplate the
likely consequences of your choices and then accept or actively
manage them rather than be surprised by or resentful of them.
Being clear about your desired outcomes and the consequences
increases the likelihood that the investment of your effort will give
you a return that you value.

Focus on What You Can Control

Effective effort is focused on what you can control. Remember, a key
principle of the Power of Choice is this: It’s not the stimulus, it’s the
response. You can’t change the personality of your boss, but you can
choose how the two of you interact. You can’t keep the economy
from taking a nose dive, but you can control how you respond to
the challenges of a tight business climate.

Focus your effort on outcomes that are challenging but, at
the same time, realistic. In other words, don’t settle for the status
quo. Look for outcomes that require you to stretch yourself. Try
to improve a situation or learn something new, but concentrate
on short-term goals that you have a reasonable likelihood of
accomplishing. It’s difficult to work effectively if you’re fixated on
achieving something that’s currently unrealistic. If the gap between
your current skill level and the demands of a situation is too great,
you’ll be frustrated, and it won’t provide you with the feedback you
need to improve. It’s better to direct your energy toward goals that
stretch you and build upon the foundation you have in place.

A colleague once recounted the approach she took in her first
college economics course. It impressed me as a good example of
paying attention to feedback and focusing on what you can con-
trol in order to accelerate your development. The course textbook
was dense; the lecturer was dry. She eked by with a C on her first
test. She tried to spend more hours studying but was frustrated and
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overwhelmed by the content. Finally, she said to herself, “There’s
got to be something I can do to get a better grade.” She went to the
local library and ended up in the children’s section reading books
about how the financial system works. Those books introduced her
to the basics of economics. Once she was more grounded in the
topic, she found the college textbook more understandable, and she
was able to take better advantage of her study group’s support. She
ended the term with a B+. Her willingness to accept her initial level
of development in the subject and read children’s books to bring
herself up to speed always impressed me. She took control of her
situation to engineer better results.

When you’re feeling overwhelmed or out of control, break down
your goals into more manageable chunks. Seek support and coach-
ing. Consider whether another approach might be more effective.
Remember, effective effort either accomplishes your desired out-
comes or moves you closer to your goal. If you’re not getting the
results you want, you need to face that fact. Don’t blame others;
don’t give up. Focus on the steps you can take to achieve at least
a small success. What can you control or influence? Even a small
accomplishment creates momentum that moves you toward your
ultimate vision.

Expand Your Skills Incrementally

When I advise you to focus on the things you can control, I’m not
suggesting that you limit your goals. Quite the contrary. Dream
big; have a grand vision for yourself. Dare to imagine that you can
accomplish great things.

However, you have to work toward your vision incrementally.
Development is a process of continuously stretching yourself. Start
with what’s possible and important to accomplish today. When you
reach your first goal, take on a little more challenge. When you’re
successful at this next level, stretch a bit more. Over time, after a
series of successes and probably some setbacks, a goal that was once
unrealistic becomes attainable. Through an incremental process of
development, you expand the scope of what’s possible.
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I often have conversations with sales professionals inside
and outside our company about “unrealistic” annual sales goals.
I always challenge these individuals to begin by focusing their
effort on a quarterly sales number they think is a reasonable
stretch—regardless of the ultimate target. When their attention is
on a goal that feels possible rather than on one that they fear is
impossible, they typically reach the realistic but still challenging
goal they set for themselves. This initial good result helps them
learn which sales approaches are effective and which aren’t so that
they can build their expertise and increase their confidence.

Then I encourage them to stretch a bit more: what additional
revenue might be possible? More often than not, by pursuing their
sales targets in incremental stages, they meet the original “unrealis-
tic” goal. And if they don’t, we both have more accurate information
to set a challenging but realistic target for the following year.

Sometimes individuals limit their development because they
are afraid to take risks outside the bounds of what they are sure they
can accomplish. It can appear “safe” to limit yourself to areas where
you’ve had a history of success and avoid stretching yourself to
develop new expertise, but playing it safe is actually a pretty risky
strategy. Job requirements change. The competitive environment
changes. The company’s expectations of you change. If you don’t
stretch your capabilities over time, you minimize your options.
Proactively pursuing incremental learning and development gives
you opportunities; it expands your circle of control.

That said, sometimes people jump too far too fast. There’s no
great harm in overstretching. In fact, if you don’t overreach from
time to time, it’s probably a sign you’re playing it too safe. The harm
comes if you don’t adjust your approach when you get the feedback
that your strategy is unrealistic, given your current skill set or the
demands of the external circumstances.

The diversity officer for a global company called us in recently
to help her with her strategy. It was her first year on the job, and she
had come to it full of ambition and great ideas. She had planned
to host a global conference, start an aggressive recruiting strategy
to boost the number of women worldwide in the company, and
establish mentoring teams to support these women’s development.
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Now, six months later, she was totally burned out from working
nights and weekends, and she was angry with her boss for not giving
her more support.

As we talked about her budget and staff resources, I learned that
she had only a part-time assistant and a budget of $40,000. No won-
der she was exasperated! Her vision was a wonderful one, but it was
unrealistic given the current size of her budget and staff and the
amount of executive support. Together we crafted a plan that was
more incremental. This year she would host a U.S.-based confer-
ence, not a global one. She would focus on networking with the
heads of business units to build their understanding of the connec-
tions between diversity and inclusion and the organization’s goals.
She would work on creating a more effective working relationship
with her manager. When the diversity officer focused on plans she
felt she could accomplish, she felt much less frustrated and burned
out. In addition, these challenging but realistic goals gave her a bet-
ter chance of getting buy-in for a bigger budget and more staff for
the next fiscal year.

When you’re confronted with expectations that seem unreal-
istic, focus on a challenging but realistic goal. As you experience
success, stretch yourself and take on something more challenging.
This incremental process of development will enable you to accom-
plish many goals that were originally unrealistic and out of your
control.

Align Your Goals with Your Organization’s Needs

When professionals are deciding how to invest their efforts, I find
they often underestimate the importance of aligning their efforts
with the needs of the organization. You can be talented and busy
with many responsibilities, but if you don’t pair your talents and
work with the organization’s needs, you are not likely to be rewarded
for your effort—or given opportunities to develop further.

Start by aligning your efforts with the goals of your manager
and others you support. What are the results your area is respon-
sible for? How is this work important to the business? What makes
your manager successful? You are much more likely to receive both
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recognition for your value and opportunities to grow if the people
you work with most closely see you as someone they can rely on to
accomplish what’s important to them and to the organization.

The organization also expects you to make connections with
others that enable you to get things done efficiently. Do you know
whom to go to for information and support? Have you established
connections such that others are willing to work collaboratively
with you?

Once you’ve learned to do your job well and use the available
resources effectively, your organization looks to you to influence oth-
ers’ work. Because you have developed deep technical expertise,
your organization rightly expects you to coach and mentor team
members and junior employees, either as a colleague or a manager.
Now you are not only expected to contribute the value of your own
work but also to magnify your contribution through your impact
on others or by improving work processes and outcomes. This is
where Germaine was falling short. She was doing excellent work
herself but she wasn’t delivering higher-order results by expanding
her impact on the work of those around her.

I Don’t Have Time to Do More

Very often aspiring leaders worry about the commitment required to
expand their contributions. They mistakenly think that continued
career momentum requires more work, rather than different ways
of working. They continue to expect to be the expert, involved
in every meeting and decision rather than using their expertise to
develop a talented team who can take on more responsibilities. To
continue your career momentum, you may have to spend less time
in the very tasks that got you noticed in the first place so that you
can make time to engage in higher-level, strategic activities.

I also find that in most organizations there’s more room for nego-
tiation and flexibility in how and when you spend your time than you
might assume, if you have already established yourself as a valuable
contributor and you position your needs in terms of benefits to the
organization. Be willing to test the limits of the organization’s culture
to accommodate your unique talents, interests, and values. Is it really
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required to work from “eight to faint” to get ahead? Is there more
room for different points of view than might be apparent on the sur-
face? Professionals are often surprised by the latitude they have when
they are willing to invest in creating an honest partnership with the
organization and the individuals they work with every day.

A young professional consulted with me about his demanding
travel schedule. Although he loved his job, he worked for a con-
sulting company where being at the client site during the work week
was common practice. As a dad, this level of travel was taxing on
him and his family. Given his long-standing relationship with the
client, I encouraged him to negotiate with them about when they
most needed him on site. With his client’s backing, they were able
to agree on times when his presence was critical and when virtual
access would be acceptable. He was able to reduce his travel time by
50 percent.

This individual’s approach was effective because he showed his
willingness to align the needs of his client (and by extension the
goals of his own organization for quality service) with his own inter-
ests. Such an approach might not always work out perfectly, and it
certainly won’t fall into your lap. However, the more you can align
your interests with the needs of the organization, the more likely
you are to be highly engaged in and committed to your work—and
to win your organization’s support.

The Highest Return on Investment of Your Time
and Effort

However you define it, success requires you to choose how you will
invest your effort. When you make these choices wisely, based on
an understanding of your desired outcomes and the organization’s
needs, you increase the impact of your effort. Know what you want
as an outcome, focus on what you can control, expand your skills
incrementally to move toward your vision, and align yourself with
the organization’s needs. These four principles won’t guarantee suc-
cess every time, but managing your career with them in mind creates
momentum toward accomplishing your vision and maximizes your
return on the investment of your effort.
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The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ The key indicator that your effort is effective is that it
achieves your desired outcomes or it moves you closer to
those goals.

▪ Choose what you want as an outcome—and accept the
consequences of your choice.

▪ Focus on what you can control.
▪ Expand your skills incrementally to move toward your

vision.
▪ Align yourself with the organization’s needs.

Begin Now

Identify an area where you would like to devote more effective
effort in order to reach a desired outcome.

▪ What outcome do you want from your effort?
▪ How does your desired outcome benefit your organization?
▪ What are you doing now that is moving you toward that

outcome?
▪ What are you doing that is impeding your momentum?

What do you need to do differently?
▪ What action steps will you take to make your effort more

effective and move you closer to your goal?
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Leverage Relational Skills

You can work hard, but you won’t be valued as an integral part of
your organization unless leaders and colleagues know who you are
and are comfortable working with you. Teamwork, client service,
information sharing, problem solving—all these activities require
individuals to interact with one another productively and with as
little friction as possible. Given the importance of these interper-
sonal activities in today’s workplaces, people who have developed
relational skills, who have the social grace to navigate a broad spec-
trum of interactions and create comfortable and trusting relation-
ships, are the most sought after by leaders and coworkers. It’s only
through exposure and connections that others know to call upon
you for your expertise. It’s only through relationships that you learn
whose influence and support can help you to accomplish an objec-
tive. And most important, relational skills enable you to work with
others for mutual gains.

The guidelines in this chapter will enable you to be more strate-
gic and intentional in how you expand the breadth and depth of your
relationships in order to expand your opportunities and deepen your
impact.

63
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Connect with Others

Relationships don’t happen automatically. You have to put effort
into making connections. How much effort do you currently expend
on creating relationships? Do folks inside and outside your organi-
zation know who you are and what you have to offer? Do you have
people you can rely on for support and advice? What is the quality
of your relationships with coworkers you interact with every day?
Would they say you’re someone they can count on?

I’m amazed at how often professionals squander impor-
tant opportunities to make connections with others. Recently,
I gave a talk at a company-sponsored networking event for the
African American Employee Resource Group. I directed my
remarks toward the development of relational and influence skills,
so I expected the group was well primed to take advantage of the
meet-and-greet reception with their chief executive that followed
my talk.

I was fascinated to watch what happened. The CEO who came
expressly to network with this group started up a conversation with
me. We stood in the middle of the room in a very accessible loca-
tion, but none of the attendees came up to introduce themselves.
Granted, the CEO could have reached out to the employees, but
certainly anyone in this group could have walked up to him and
initiated a conversation.

When we got back together for a Q&A, I asked the group why
no one took advantage of the opportunity to meet the CEO. Some
employees said that it felt awkward to interrupt; others commented
that they wouldn’t know what to say; still others weren’t sure he
would be interested in meeting them.

All those reservations are understandable, but letting their
discomfort drive their actions meant they lost an invaluable
opportunity—in fact, one that had been specifically set up for
networking. How often do you forgo such important opportunities?
How could you take better advantage of them to connect with peo-
ple, and how would making these connections benefit your career?

For many professionals, initiating a conversation is the primary
stumbling block. One of our consultants recently worked with a



Trim Size: 6in x 9in Hyter780922 c06.tex V1 - 11/07/2020 2:32 P.M. Page 65�

� �

�

Leverage Relational Skills 65

young Asian manager at a top U.S. consulting firm. The manager
was a quiet, unassuming guy who wanted to figure out a way to con-
vey a lasting impression. As he and the consultant were working
together, he mentioned that he spent his weekends racing motor-
cycles. The image of him in leathers wearing a full-face helmet and
dragging his knee on the ground to make sharp turns certainly would
help others remember him! When he added that he brought to his
work the same passion for challenge and calculated risk-taking that
made him an effective motorcycle racer, he had all the necessary
pieces to create a great introduction for himself.

Think about what’s interesting about you. In advance, prepare
an introduction of yourself that conveys the essence of what you
have to offer—your job, career interests, or personal attributes. Try
to make it memorable. No matter their position in an organization,
people want to meet interesting people. With a little up-front prepa-
ration to put your best foot forward, you can take advantage of these
opportunities.

Shape Mutually Beneficial Relationships

A relationship, of course, is much more than being acquainted.
It is an association that builds gradually when people spend time
together and get to know one another. I often hear, “I could never
have a relationship with someone like that.” Certainly everyone
wants to trust that others will work on their behalf, protect their
interests, and will be predictable in their actions.

You have much more control over establishing the basis for good
working relationships than you realize. You can’t guarantee that peo-
ple will support you in all instances. However, by following these
four principles, you can shape your relationships in a manner that
improves the odds of a mutually beneficial connection:

▪ Determine shared objectives.
▪ Clarify the advantages of cooperation.
▪ Take a risk on relationships.
▪ Build trust over time.

Let’s take a closer look at each of these strategies.
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Determine Shared Objectives

First, look for common ground that will serve as the basis for working
together. What are leaders and colleagues responsible for accom-
plishing? What are their goals? Be genuinely interested in learn-
ing their story. Reserve judgment on the differences you encounter.
Rather than focusing on reasons to avoid or distrust others, be curi-
ous and look for ways to connect.

Understand that common ground comes in many different
forms. You don’t have to share a person’s working style, gender, or
cultural identity to have something in common. However, you do
need to understand the incentive each of you have to support one
another. To unearth shared interests that can serve as a basis for
partnership, you have to listen. You have to be genuinely interested
in other people’s points of view. If you see others only as obstacles
to be managed or overcome, you are less likely to find a basis for
mutual support or willing collaboration. Also, if you see others only
as a tool for your own interests, they are likely to see through your
manipulation.

Clarify the Advantages of Cooperation

The shared objectives might be clear to you, but sometimes you have
to help others see what they can gain from working together. Paint
a picture of the benefits for them.

Early in my career, a store manager named George was assigned
to be the human resources manager—and my boss—at my Detroit
store location. George considered this position to be a demotion,
since he was being moved out of the suburban store he’d worked at
previously. He was a white man with a gruff personality. He made
disparaging remarks about the customers we served, and he was
openly critical of staff, especially the intellectual capacity of Blacks,
including me. My colleagues advised me that under George my
career would be toast and to get out quickly. However, George had
to sign off on any transfer or promotion I was offered—and I wasn’t
ready to let him drive me out of the company.
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I decided that I would focus on finding ways within my job
responsibilities to support George’s priorities and make him look
good within the company. I let him know that I was working
to boost our customer service scores and reduce our inventory
shortage. These improvements gave our store—and George—lots
of positive visibility. As he came to understand how I could benefit
him, his negative energy toward me began to lessen, and we were
able to develop a useful and productive working relationship.

I never came to like the man. However, by focusing on our
shared objectives, I gained the chance to move on to a bigger role
with more responsibility at another store.

Given my objectives, I initially ignored some of his rude behav-
ior and condescending comments about me and my colleagues. As
we got to know each other better, we established a relationship
where I could call him on the behavior I found most offensive.
I never would have had this leverage with him if I hadn’t invested
in the relationship.

Some would call this manipulative; others might say I sold out.
Each of us has to choose where we draw the line of integrity. From
my point of view, I wasn’t damaging George or myself in any way
(the ethical line for me). I was focusing on our shared objectives so
that I could maintain momentum in accomplishing what was impor-
tant to me rather than let someone else dictate my future.

Take a Risk on Relationships

I believe most people are capable of—even prefer to have—honest,
fair, and reciprocal relationships. The suspicion that “those
people”—whether they’re white guys or senior managers or staff from
another department—can’t become good working partners gets in
the way of seeking a way to have mutually supportive relationships.
If you are willing to step out of your comfort zone to build trust and
show you can be depended on to support their interests, it increases
the likelihood that the other party will do so as well.

Sharing information about oneself can be uncomfortable for
people who feel different from the majority of those in their work
group. If you are concerned about how you will be judged and
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awarded opportunities in the organization, seeking a relationship
can seem like a big leap of faith. Or our cultural norms might have
taught us to be suspicious of others outside our trusted circle of
family and friends; we might have learned that it’s inappropriate to
voice personal opinions to others, especially those in authority.

A colleague recently facilitated a dialogue between a group of
white and Black women. After some significant time spent building
openness and trust among members of the group, the conversation
turned to cultural patterns the women observed about their Black
or white colleagues. The white women commented that the Black
women were standoffish and closed. The Black women thought the
white women were too nosy. Clearly, there were different cultural
rules at play that influenced how much disclosure was important for
building a meaningful relationship. Neither group is right or wrong
in their preferred style. However, the judgments about the other
group were getting in the way of finding common ground to build a
connection.

Those of us from backgrounds that are different from the major-
ity of our coworkers have to step out of our comfort zones in order
to increase the quality of our relationships. The deepest connec-
tions tend to form when we share our authentic selves, including
our interests, opinions, and vulnerabilities.

Build Trust over Time

Trust comes from a series of successes in a working relationship. Few
people would bet their most important goal on the sole support of
someone with whom they haven’t yet developed a good working
relationship. Start small and risk more in the relationship as each
of you learns what’s important to the other and how you can work
together most effectively.

I recently met Eduardo, a young Mexican American. He grew up
in Texas in a tight-knit community and had deep connections to his
extended family and friends. After three years as a production man-
ager, he was offered a transfer and promotion to a facility in Ohio.
Six months into the new job, he has found coworkers to be polite
but reserved. He feels that his team doesn’t really trust him He’s
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painfully aware that his family is the only Hispanic one in his neigh-
borhood, and one of only a few at the local school. Eduardo misses
Texas and his old job. He wonders whether he’s made a mistake.

When you’re adjusting to the demands of a new job and work-
ing with colleagues who have backgrounds different from your own,
it can be especially difficult to reach out to them. As we talked,
Eduardo admitted that he’s been focused on the operational aspects
of his new job and not on getting to know people. His own discom-
fort with the new community, both at work and at home, had caused
him to pull back from interacting with others. To turn the situation
around, he has to realize he can’t wait for coworkers to reach out to
him; he has to take the initiative. He also has to acknowledge it’s
a process that takes time. The shared ties of community and fam-
ily jump-started his relationships when he was in Texas. In his new
community, there won’t instantly be the same level of connection,
but he has to make the effort and start somewhere.

How Eduardo might begin really depends on his style. He could
dedicate a half hour every morning to walking around the plant and
checking in with folks—personally and professionally. Or he could
eat lunch with different groups every day. He could also schedule
some after-work social gatherings.

The more he reaches out, the more he will learn about his cowork-
ers and their interests, and the more they will learn about him.

When you become proactive about building other people’s com-
fort with you, you are much more likely to find common ground that
will serve as the basis for strong relationships regardless of differences
in your cultures or backgrounds.

Be Strategic in Building Personal Connections

Building relationships is about securing the connections that
grow your social capital—your ability to exchange knowledge,
guide the flow of information, secure resources, and in general
tap into a reserve of cooperation, problem solving, and creativity.
Nurturing these valuable connections requires time and energy.
Being strategic in your approach maximizes the impact of your
relationship-building efforts.
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The Characteristics of an Effective Network

As you plan how you will connect with others, consider the four
characteristics of an effective network:

▪ Breadth. Do you have connections at many levels, inside and
outside your organization? Can you rely on support from your
peers, your leaders, and those more junior to you? Also consider
whether your network gives you access to a wide variety of
perspectives and experience. If everyone in your network shares
your background, socioeconomic status, and politics, you’re
likely to be missing valuable input. Do you eat lunch with the
same folks every day? Do you socialize only with individuals like
yourself? Do you involve yourself in outside activities attended
by the same kinds of people you work with? If the answer is yes,
strongly consider expanding the breadth of your network.

▪ Quality. Too often, we stop at the number of our connections
when we think of networking. However, when you’re focused on
relationships, not just networking, you’ll also want to evaluate
the quality of your connections. Have you spent enough time
together so that there’s a true understanding of one another’s
value? Is there mutual respect? Are the professionals you’re con-
nected with able and willing to use their influence or offer sup-
port on your behalf? No matter how many people you know, if
the quality of the relationships isn’t strong enough that they will
work on your behalf, it doesn’t matter how big your contact list
is.

▪ Reciprocity. The quality of your network is often linked to the
reciprocal nature of your connections. A primary purpose of
making connections is to learn about others and figure out the
resources and support you might have to offer each other. Some
might want the satisfaction of watching young talent grow or
the support to sell an idea. Others might need your resources,
your advice, your effort, or your access to someone else. You can
be a role model, a sounding board, an advocate, or a coach.

If you find yourself hesitant to make connections, consider
the value of what you have to offer. Professionals who know their
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value are more likely to reach out. Why should people get to
know you? What strengths do you bring? Being clear about your
value makes it easier to be a giver, not just a receiver; owning
your value gives you capital for building a meaningful network
of connections.

▪ Dynamic. Your relationships will change over time. Your career
priorities and development needs will change. You will have to
add to your network or invest differently in some relationships
over the course of your career. For example, early on you need
to establish a broad network of connections inside your orga-
nization so that you learn how to get things done in the con-
text of your responsibilities. As your career progresses, you typi-
cally need broader outside connections to stay current with the
trends in your industry and relevant to the evolving needs of
your clients or customers.

Too many women and members of underrepresented groups
don’t expand their networks sufficiently as they move up in their
organizations. One reason is that the time spent cultivating new
relationships, such as with other executives and external industry
leaders, leaves less time for some of the important career con-
nections made during earlier years. Some professionals feel guilty
for leaving those connections behind. Others are pressured by
members of their network to avoid establishing new relationships,
since they might be accused of “becoming one of them.” I’m not
advocating that you ignore those individuals who supported your
early successes, but at the same time, you can’t be limited to those
connections. You and your relationships need to change over time.
The wider and stronger your network, the better poised you are
to be a resource for others, including those connections you made
earlier in your career.

Develop a Connection with Your Manager

Just as I had to find a way to work with George, you must always
develop a relationship with your manager. It doesn’t matter if he
or she is remote, uninvolved, harsh, abrupt, or incompetent. Your
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manager is typically the person who has the most influence on the
opportunities you receive, so you’ll get better support and be able to
create more options for yourself if you maintain a good relationship.

Your manager needs to trust that you are an individual who will
represent him or her well through the quality of your work and
through your presentation of the team to others. No manager wants
to feel that someone on the team doesn’t really care about the work
or, even worse, is working at cross purposes.

If you don’t know what’s important to your manager, ask. Most
managers are glad to discuss their goals for the group. They might
even be willing to share where they’d like to go in their careers. Any
manager will be heartened to hear you’re on board with his or her
objectives.

If you don’t understand your manager’s work style, ask how he
or she wants to interact with you and what he or she needs to work
effectively with you. For example, is your manager a person who
loves to talk through all the angles of a problem or someone who
wants only the bottom line? Does he or she want to know the details
of your projects or only the problems you are experiencing? The bet-
ter you understand your manager’s expectations of you in terms of
deliverables and working style, the better you’ll be able to shape an
effective working relationship.

Professional Relationships Are Not Friendships

You can choose which relationships you invest in and which ones
you don’t, but understand that for the sake of your goals, you will
sometimes have to invest in relationships you don’t particularly
enjoy or that you initially find uncomfortable. Trusting professional
relationships might evolve into friendships, but friendship is not a
requirement. Rather, professional relationships are about connect-
ing with someone to accomplish mutually important outcomes.
You might not like someone else’s style or how they choose to
spend their time outside of work. They might not particularly
like you. However, such factors are not sufficient to write off the
possibility of establishing a productive relationship. If you start by
assuming the other person is too irritating, too untrustworthy, or
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too closed-minded ever to have a relationship with, you will never
figure out a way to work together. In fact, you’re not likely to put
much effort into the relationship at all.

Avoid “Connection Compromisers”

Your appearance and presence are an advertisement for why others
should connect with you. Like in any branding campaign, your “pack-
aging” often leads people to quickly decide whether or not they’re
interested in you. While I fully embrace the idea of being comfort-
able with who you are, it’s important not to confuse a certain style,
dress, or appearance with the essence of who you are. Not long ago,
a colleague of mine attended a one-man show about R. Buckmin-
ster Fuller, a rather eccentric twentieth-century genius most famous
for the geodesic dome. He was years ahead of his time in his advo-
cacy for green living. In the show, Fuller explained that in his earlier
years, he was committed to wearing comfortable clothes wherever
he went—even at events that typically called for a suit and a tie. As
you would expect, he got a lot of notice for his failure to conform to
the social norms of the time. What he didn’t get was funding for his
novel ideas.Finally,Fuller said, “Idecidedtodress likeabanker so that
people could see me and my inventions, and not my eccentricities.”

I was struck by his insight. Fuller might have felt more com-
fortable in khakis and sneakers; he might have thought formal dress
requirements were ostentatious. He also had the wisdom to see that,
at the time, his dress wasn’t getting him the outcomes he wanted.
In fact, it was distracting people from who he was and what he had
to offer.

I encourage each of you to look at yourself with the same hon-
esty. Are there things about the way you dress or present yourself that
make it harder for others to connect with you? Does your presence
suggest the strengths you bring to the table? The more approachable
and appealing you make your “package,” the more likely people will
take the time to get to know you. This applies to your clothes and
the jewelry you wear—even the way you talk. Be sensitive to the
norms in your environment. If your workplace is buttoned down and
conservative, it’s not the place for urban chic. There’s a lot of truth
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in the adage “Dress for the job you want, not the job you have.” No
matter how successful your efforts at the gym, dress in a manner that
calls attention to your brains, not your body. If your language pat-
terns are different from the people’s whose positions you aspire to,
consider adapting your grammar and vocabulary to reflect theirs.

I understand that dress, style of interaction, and language are
controversial for many of us who are from different cultures. They
become dividing lines between how much we conform to our work
culture and how much we maintain our unique heritage and per-
sonal culture. Those are personal decisions. However, I encourage
you to consider the outcomes you want and whether your decisions
contribute to those outcomes.

If you choose to keep a style that’s different from your organi-
zation’s culture, then take personal responsibility for your decision;
don’t hide behind the intolerance of others. Own the fact that you
must make the extra effort to build others’ comfort with your choices
and ensure that they don’t make snap judgments based on your out-
ward appearance or style. Some of you, like Buckminster Fuller, will
choose to conform to the norms of your business environment; oth-
ers won’t. The choice is yours, but don’t blame others for the con-
sequences of your choice.

Relational Confidence Draws Others to You

Relationship building is a learned skill like any other skill. The
more you practice, the better you become. You expand the range of
personalities and perspectives that you can interact with gracefully.
Your connections don’t have to be limited to people like you.
Rather, you build your confidence that you have something to offer
in any relationship.

Confidence in relating to others sends a strong message. When
I first started working on this book, I talked to many accomplished
friends and colleagues about their own career journeys. Almost all
of them could recount turning points in their careers that launched
them on the trajectory to their current levels of success. I noticed
that these pivotal moments were always more of an internal change
rather than anything unique about the external circumstances.
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Through a series of experiences—some positive, some more
challenging—all of these individuals embraced who they were as
people and what they had to offer. They realized they didn’t have
to be cookie-cutter versions of the people around them. They could
connect to others from their unique heritage and perspective,
but they didn’t pigeonhole themselves—or let others pigeonhole
them—based on their background. They were free to represent
and expand the full scope of their talents and perspectives. When
they were comfortable with themselves and confident in their
ability to relate to others, they were able to create more options
for themselves. They leveraged their relationships to expand their
impact.

Such freedom and confidence in your relational skills don’t
come easily, but the effort to learn to interact productively and build
meaningful relationships across the broad spectrum of individuals
is worth the payoff.

The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ Relational skills are as essential to your career success as
the quality of your output. Building relationships is about
securing the connections to grow your social capital; it is
about your ability to exchange knowledge, guide the flow
of information, and secure resources.

▪ Don’t let discomfort drive your actions and cause you to
miss an invaluable opportunity to make a connection.
Become proactive and take the initiative in building
relationships.

▪ Take the time to identify and internalize your value. Pro-
fessionals who know their value are more likely to reach
out and initiate connections.

(continued)
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(continued)
▪ Effectively relating to others isn’t about whether you like

them or they like you. It’s about figuring out the resources
and support you and they have and how to work together
to accomplish an objective.

▪ Make sure your presence suggests the strengths you bring
to the table.

The more approachable and appealing you make your
package, the easier it is to establish connections.

Begin Now

Prepare yourself to reach out and initiate a connection.
Remember, the whole purpose of making a connection is to
learn about that person and build comfort and trust. The
connection lays the foundation for working together toward
a shared objective.

▪ Identify the person you will connect with.
▪ Consider what you bring to the relationship. How might

this person benefit from a connection with you?
▪ Determine how you will contact this person (for example,

making a phone call, asking someone for an introduction,
or attending an event). Then decide when you will initiate
the connection.

▪ Prepare your introduction. Make sure your introduction
leaves this person with the essence of your job, career inter-
ests, or personal attributes.
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Use Influence Skills to Shape Your

Reality

The ultimate aim of this book is to enable you to shape the real-
ity that’s important to you—to proactively and deliberately pursue
your goals—rather than have your future determined by the desires
and motives of others. Everything I’ve talked about so far—building
confidence, being resilient in the face of temporary setbacks or low
expectations, studying the results of your efforts so you can become
more effective, clearly identifying your desired outcome, and devel-
oping strategic relationships—is critical to your ability to engineer
the professional life you desire.

The art of influencing others is so important to managing your
career and to expanding your value to your organization that it, too,
deserves special focus. This chapter explores how you command
trust and respect without provoking fear or resentment. It exam-
ines how you become masterful at achieving the outcomes that are
important to you and the work you do.

Choose to Be Influential

Making a conscious decision to be more influential is the first
step—and often the most difficult. (See Figure 7.1.) When you

77
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Choose to
be influential

Trust that
you can learn
to influence

Be clear about
your desired

outcome

Identify the
benefits for the

other person

THE ART OF
INFLUENCE

Figure 7.1

become someone who shapes the opinions and practices of others,
people begin to pay attention to you. You can’t hide in the crowd.
Others expect you to have an opinion and a strategy for action.
They are also more likely to give you pushback on your ideas.

If you’ve been comfortable working in the background or
relying on the decisions of others, it can be uncomfortable to take
more control and to accept the responsibility of leadership. It can
be especially uncomfortable for individuals whose differences make
them feel they have to work harder to fit in or prove themselves.
Many of us were taught to “go along to get along.” Some of us were
socialized to believe that we shouldn’t share our opinions with those
in authority or that we shouldn’t challenge the perspectives of our
coworkers. Still others feel that they are being too direct or aggres-
sive when they advocate for themselves or a point of view. Because
of these varying cultural messages, many professionals from diverse
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backgrounds often feel that it’s less risky to let others set the tone
and direction for important aspects of their work lives.

However, this perceived safety comes at a cost. If you don’t offer
opinions, people stop seeking them. If you don’t take control of what
happens to you, others decide for you. If you don’t develop the skills
to shape the commitment and effort of others, you become invisible
to the movers and shakers within the organization. Over time, your
career stagnates.

There are many ways to use influence skills effectively. Trust that
there is an approach (or several approaches) that will fit your per-
sonality, your culture, and the needs of the situation. Some of you
will learn to take bold stands in public settings; others will prefer
to leverage opinions one-to-one in private conversations. Some of
you will persuade through the power of writing; others will lead by
example. Most likely, all of you will need to expand the repertoire
you have now; you will have to step out of your comfort zones. To
find the style of influence that works best for you, you must commit
to building your capabilities in this area.

I’m reminded of four Asian women who attended an Efficacy
program almost seven years ago. They were discouraged to realize
that their strong cultural messages to avoid self-promotion were con-
tributing to their feelings of being stuck and taken for granted in
their current positions. At the same time, they had a hard time imag-
ining themselves giving the elevator speeches they had developed
and practiced in the program. So they made a pact to stay in touch
and help one another find ways to take credit for their accomplish-
ments and convey their value to their organization.

They encouraged one another to talk to their managers about
their career goals, rather than waiting to be asked. They embold-
ened one another to reach out to other leaders to discuss their job
function and what new responsibilities they’d be interested in. As
they were offered new opportunities, they helped one another pre-
pare for their interviews. Their hard work was very successful. By
being intentional with their efforts to influence their careers, each
of them has been promoted at least once; two of them have been
promoted twice since they attended that program.
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In addition to the cultural messages you might have received
about trying to influence others, there are other factors in many
work environments that discourage the pursuit of influential profi-
ciency. Influence skills might be labeled as manipulative. People are
accused of brownnosing or playing politics. Some use their influ-
ence to take advantage of others or to advance themselves at the
expense of their colleagues. When you’ve witnessed or experienced
such exploitation, it’s understandable to be cautious about the use
of power.

Influence built on manipulation and dishonesty has a shallow
foundation—one that typically falls apart in the face of influence
built from genuine alliances of mutual respect. True power and
far-reaching influence make an individual and those around him or
her stronger.

All organizations need influencers who can gain access to nec-
essary resources or who can mobilize a group of people to get things
done. There need to be leaders (formal or informal) who can facil-
itate a group’s effort to solve problems and make a difference. It is
only through developing influential proficiency that you have the
power to better yourself and those around you.

As I said earlier, the first step in developing strong influence
skills is deciding you want to be an influencer: you are willing to take
the risk of the greater visibility and the greater expectations for lead-
ership that come with the decision. Your payoff will be the increased
control and freedom that comes from knowing how to engineer the
outcomes you desire.

Influence Skills Require Practice and Effort

You have to decide you want to influence, and you have to trust
that you can learn to influence. It has always struck me as odd that
no one expects to immediately know how to program a computer
or analyze a spreadsheet. Yet we often assume that some individuals
are naturally persuasive and influential, that they are born leaders.
Just as you can’t learn how to play music without picking up an
instrument, you have to put yourself in situations that require you to
shape the opinions and behaviors of others. It takes trying different
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strategies in order to discover which ones are most effective. Influ-
ence is like any other skill—perfecting it takes practice.

Some of us start practicing our influence skills at a very early age.
I’m the oldest of five children. My siblings can attest that I regularly
tried to persuade them to share my chores and their toys. As some
of us get older, we use the skills we have developed to become high
school class officers or leaders in campus organizations. If you are one
of these folks, trust that you can transfer those skills to the influence
demands of the workplace. If you aren’t, it’s never too late to learn.

Begin by studying how things happen in your organization, both
formally and informally. How do effective influencers create a shared
vision and commitment? How do they present their point of view
in a way that invites collaboration and agreement? How do they
handle differing points of view?

Then take an incremental approach. Share your opinions more
regularly in conversations with your friends. Offer your point of view
to your manager. Speak up in meetings. Or offer to lead a small
project. You can’t wait to be given a title or permission to be a person
of influence. Every work situation has opportunities to suggest an
improvement, voice your interests, or motivate others to act. Begin
to take advantage of them.

Be willing to experiment with a variety of approaches. Some
people need the facts and a good logical argument to be persuaded.
Others need to identify with your vision. Still others are willing
to go along in return for your support on something important to
them. Learn from what’s effective and what falls short. Ask for feed-
back and coaching from someone you trust to help refine your skills.
Your willingness to stretch yourself and risk disagreement or rejec-
tion will teach you more about influencing than hiding yourself and
your ideas. Your successes will give you confidence and increase your
comfort in shaping the attitudes and actions of others—the essence
of influence.

Identify Your Desired Outcome

As with any area of effective effort, you have to be clear about the
outcome you want before you try to influence a situation. You have
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to know the goal you’re moving toward in order to gauge whether
you’re having an impact—and where you are willing to negotiate. Be
open to the possibility that there are likely several ways to achieve
your goal, not just the solution you have in mind. Be willing to back
up or take some detours when you need to, but stay focused on your
desired outcome.

Recently, an employee came to me asking to cut back on the
projects she was responsible for. I didn’t have other folks who could
step in and take on some of her workload; we were all stretched thin.
So as much as I wanted to be sympathetic, I wasn’t too pleased with
her request, and I’m sure I conveyed that. She revealed that a big
source of tension was feeling immense pressure to respond immedi-
ately to the e-mails I send out at all hours of the day and night. (I
travel a lot, so nights and weekends are my time for reaching out to
internal folks.) She never felt like she could be “off” when she was
working on projects with me.

With that understanding, we were able to work out a mutually
agreeable solution. She would acknowledge my request within
twenty-four hours and let me know when she would be able to
complete it. We both went away satisfied with the outcome. I know
she’s working on what’s important to me even if I don’t get an
immediate response, and she’s more in control of when and how she
works. Because she could identify that having more control over her
schedule—not necessarily a reduction of her responsibilities—was
most important to her, it was easier to find a mutually agreeable
solution.

Identify the Benefits

Influence happens best in the context of a relationship. To earn sup-
port for your ideas and approaches, you have to show that you’ll
support the objectives of those you most want to influence. The
best influencers don’t concentrate on pushing their point of view.
They concentrate on figuring out why someone might be willing to
adopt their perspective or approach. They make those benefits clear
to those they want to influence. They’ve learned that talking more
or louder doesn’t usually change people’s minds. (If the influencer is
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in a position of power, it might change behavior temporarily, but
simply pushing an opinion more aggressively seldom results in a
change of heart.)

Being a good influencer requires being a good observer and a
good listener. What does the other person have to gain by adopt-
ing your approach? What are they concerned about? How can you
protect their interests while advancing your own?

Our clients, like all customers, want to know that they are
getting a good return on the investment they make in their business
relationship with us. I learned a long time ago that when I clearly
position our services as an answer to a client’s problems—a way to
increase productivity or reduce turnover costs, for example—the
client is much less concerned about the cost. In order to make
my solutions convincing, however, I have to really understand
the source of the client’s pain and offer an approach that provides
relief. This is true in any influence situation: it has to be clear that
the influencer has the interests of the other party at heart before
that person is willing to collaborate or offer support.

All influencers encounter a lack of support from others at times.
When this happens to you, understand that at its core, any resis-
tance is seldom really about you. Rather, ask yourself if you have
made the case for why your recommended approach or desired out-
come is in the interest of whomever you’re trying to influence. The
person you’re trying to influence is anticipating some cost—in time,
money, inconvenience, or esteem, for example—that you haven’t
convinced them is worth paying. To be successful in your approach,
you have to figure out the win for the other person.

Understand the Context of the Situation

Many influence situations are like icebergs: you can see some of the
problem, but in most situations there’s much more underneath the
surface. Just as it was the ice underneath the surface that sank the
Titanic, failing to consider the more hidden aspects of any negotia-
tion or influence situation can derail your efforts.

Study the unwritten rules in your organization. How do effective
influencers shape the willing collaboration of others? For instance,
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in many organizations, the real decision-making is seldom done in
group meetings. Opinions are shaped one conversation at a time
well before the meeting where the official decision gets made. You
can have the best proposal, but if you haven’t built support for it
ahead of time, it’s unlikely to get accepted.

In any negotiation or influence situation, you also have to calcu-
late what’s possible. You have to understand the cost of the position
you’re taking. There are some situations where the cost of nego-
tiation is high and being inflexible damages your credibility as an
influencer. The most effective influencers learn to assess which sit-
uations are moderate risks and which are unrealistic (for now).

For instance, I was coaching an individual about setting better
boundaries between his workload and his personal commitments.
This was a person who believed he had to say yes to everything, so
we were working on prioritizing those responsibilities that yielded
the best return. He had identified client contact opportunities as his
first priority. As a result, when he was asked to attend a high-profile
internal training program open only to folks who were seen as
having high potential, he asked the program coordinator for a rain
check since the date conflicted with a big client conference he
had been invited to attend as a participant. Unfortunately, he gave
little explanation about why he declined the invitation. Although
I applauded his efforts to be more strategic in how he spends his
time, he failed to calculate the cost. The invitation to attend the
internal training was seen as a real plum; declining it cost him a
significant level of support from the manager who had proposed his
nomination.

It might have been possible to negotiate another opportunity for
the training; it certainly was possible to negotiate other opportuni-
ties for client interaction. But because this individual didn’t fully
calculate the cost of asking for a rain check, he didn’t influence the
situation in a way that was aligned with his best interests.

I’ve seen people champion a worthwhile cause—the organiza-
tion’s approach to inclusion, an improved work process, or a new
product—and become frustrated, derailed, and dismissed because
they expected change at a pace the organization wasn’t ready to
adopt. Then, instead of focusing on how to shape incremental
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progress, they lost their credibility by being righteous about their
expectations for change, rather than strategic in the steps ultimately
required to prevail. The best influencers don’t settle for the status
quo; they always believe they can make a difference. But they also
pay close attention to the signals about how to use their leverage
and work at influencing change in stages.

Build Alliances with People Who Have Influence

As your span of influence expands, you can’t personally influence
every individual whose support makes a difference. You need to have
connections with others who will help shape your desired outcomes.

Understand that these alliances need to extend in all directions
within the organization. Often, people on the front line can just
as quickly sabotage the effective implementation of a good idea as
someone who is higher up. They might not be able to pull the plug
on a budget, but they can certainly make costly mistakes or ignore
the effort entirely. On the flip side, the ability to influence the dis-
cretionary efforts of those you rely on for executing critical projects
expands your contribution to the organization exponentially. You
are not only contributing your own efforts but also the efforts of
those you influence.

In the previous chapter, we talked about networking—getting to
know people and having them get to know you. Building an alliance
is a higher-order relationship. It’s when two people have worked
together enough to understand their shared interests, and they agree
to work on each other’s behalf in order to accomplish an individual
goal. Each side knows what they have to gain by collaborating and
what they have to lose by conflict.

At one point in my career, the CEO of my company was adamant
that we needed to accelerate the time frame in which our most
promising talent became officers. He charged me with designing a
process that would reduce the development time for an officer from
the typical ten to fifteen years to five years. This was a task with
many obstacles. There was understandable internal resistance to the
notion that we would select a limited number of people for a tar-
geted development experience. And there was skepticism that it was
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possible to create an effective officer in only five years. I knew that
if any accelerated track were going to be effective, it had to have
the buy-in of the line leadership, or else those selected would not
receive the internal support required to ensure they had the appro-
priate experience and business savvy.

Before I began planning how to structure the program, I had
extensive conversations with the various officers. I learned about
their interests so I could win their support. For some, it was simply
understanding that this project was important to the CEO. Others
saw it as a means of more aggressively growing our business. When I
had the backing of enough leaders to establish the credibility of the
effort, I proceeded with designing the details: how we would handle
the selection process, which schools we would tap for an accelerated
MBA experience, and the developmental rotations that would be
critical.

Had I been given this assignment earlier in my career, I think
I would have erroneously believed that because the CEO charged
me with making this happen, I could go ahead and put a process in
place. Fortunately, by the time I had to take on this project, I had
learned the importance of building alliances. I knew I had to build
support and credibility for the overall idea—and for the specifics
of the implementation—so that the rising officers would be legiti-
mately positioned for success.

Influence Is Not Asking for Permission

There is a subtle but very important distinction in the attitudes
of the most effective influencers. Effective influencers believe they
have the power and the right to advocate for what’s important to
them. They are appropriately respectful of authority, they are cog-
nizant of the current limitations and challenges in any situation,
and they understand the critical importance of others’ buy-in. How-
ever, they don’t ask for others’ permission to pursue what’s important
to them. They give themselves permission—and then proceed to
devise a strategy for gathering the resources and support necessary
to accomplish their goals. Instead of thinking, “They won’t let me,”
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they think, “What do I need to do next?” This fundamental belief—
I have the right and the capacity to shape my circumstances—causes
a profound shift in the quality of one’s influence efforts. It places the
power for change squarely with the individual rather than abdicat-
ing that power to others.

Own the power to be an effective influencer. Developing your
influence skills is at the heart of achieving the professional career
that’s important to you. If you don’t shape your own circumstances,
someone else will. How to exert influence is a learnable skill. What-
ever level of influence expertise you have now—whether it’s refined
and far-reaching or still rudimentary—commit to expanding your
ability to make things happen for yourself and for others. Every one
of us has opportunities to practice and learn how to tap the willing
support of others if we choose to be intentional about expanding our
breadth and depth of influence.

The Power of Choice

Adopt Key Ideas

▪ Decide you want to become more influential. The payoff
will be the increased control and freedom that comes from
knowing how to engineer the outcomes that are important
to you.

▪ Be clear about what you want as an outcome, and be
open to the possibility that there are likely several ways
to achieve your goal.

▪ Identify the benefits for the other person; why might he or
she be willing to adopt your perspective or approach?

▪ Create change over time; assess which situations are mod-
erate risks and which situations are unrealistic for now.

▪ Build alliances with other influencers so that you expand
your power to accomplish shared goals.

(continued)
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(continued)
Begin Now

Identify a situation where you feel your influence would ben-
efit those involved. It should be one that will require you to
stretch your influence skills but where you have confidence
you can make a difference.

▪ Identify the outcome you want.
▪ Identify the benefits for those involved. Why should they

adopt your perspective or approach?
▪ Think through how you will approach the situation. What

actions or points of discussion on your part are likely to
influence others?

▪ Discuss your approach with someone you trust, and ask for
feedback.

▪ Study the outcome of your effort to understand your
results. Remember to own the success of your effort and
look for ways to improve your impact in the future.
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III
The Power of Choice in Action

The Power of Choice principles offer a perspective for managing
the many decisions you have to make—and the many obstacles you
will encounter—in the course of managing a demanding and fulfill-
ing career. More than a prescriptive set of actions, they serve as a
compass that guides your response to circumstances and helps you
create the environment you want to work in.

The scenarios in this part of the book are examples of real-life
situations encountered by professionals who consider themselves,
or are considered by others, to be different from the majority of
their colleagues in some significant dimension. Some details have
been altered to protect confidentiality, but you will recognize their
dilemmas.

After each example, I ask several questions about what’s happen-
ing in each scenario and what would be an effective response given
the person’s challenges. I encourage you to think about these ques-
tions before jumping ahead to my analysis and recommendations.
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Doing so will build your Power of Choice “muscle” and help you to
think critically about the best approach for your own circumstances.

In addition to offering a perspective on each example, I also
comment on how you might more broadly apply the principles used
in that particular situation. My comments aren’t intended to offer
the definitive way to respond. The purpose is to help you antici-
pate and choose responses that will help you manage your career by
design, not by default.
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Real-World Choices

Choose to Overcome Low Expectations

Upon graduating with her MBA, Shaniqua was hired
by a prestigious investment firm and entered its one-year
management-development program along with other newly
hired MBAs. Her group consisted of ten people who would go
through three fifteen-week rotations over the course of a year in
order to gain exposure to key functions in the firm.

Shaniqua was a highly confident individual and a real go-getter
from Washington, D.C. She had a big smile and an engaging per-
sonality.

During these rotations, partners generally reach out to help
those in the program learn the culture of the company. Occa-
sionally, a partner invites a member of the group out to lunch
or offers additional coaching and informal feedback. Ryan, one
of Shaniqua’s cohorts, had this experience. A partner took Ryan
under his wing, which seemed to give Ryan momentum. Shaniqua
even heard the partner telling Ryan after he’d taken on a project
that was a little over his head, “You remind me of me when I started
with the firm.”

Shaniqua’s experience was a stark contrast to that. None of
the partners reached out to her. In fact, Shaniqua felt that the

91
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partners overlooked her or interacted with her only as needed.
When assignments were distributed, it seemed to her that she
always got the weakest or most boring projects. It was almost as if
they didn’t expect much from her. She got little coaching, and if she
got any feedback at all from a partner, it was vague and conveyed
in a somewhat negative in tone: “Your written communication is
not as clear as we need it to be. Try doing a rewrite. When you get
bogged down, I have an open-door policy. So come see me, and
I will do what I can to help you get you back on track.”

By the end of the first rotation, Shaniqua was frustrated and
angry about the firm. She complained to a friend, “Initially,
I thought this would be a good place to start a career, but I’ve
been having some real doubts about whether I can be successful
here. It’s unusual to see an African American in the firm, let alone
an African American woman. This firm has a big push around
recruiting diversity, but I don’t think they’re serious about giving
folks like me a real chance to succeed.”

Halfway through the second rotation, she missed a deadline on
a project. Recounting the incident later, Shaniqua commented,
“I was so embarrassed. That partner yelled at me in front of
everyone at the project meeting. He insinuated that I was not his
choice for his team, but that he was stuck with me because the
management-development program made the assignment.”

Shaniqua found herself avoiding colleagues on the project team
who had witnessed the partner’s tirade. She also skipped several of
the Friday evening get-togethers with her cohorts from the man-
agement development program. She knew these were intended as
opportunities to relax, blow off steam, and offer one another sup-
port, but Shaniqua complained to her family, “They keep asking me
how I feel about my job. They ask me about my background, my
social life—they keep trying to get into my business. I am annoyed
at how nosy these people are.”

Shaniqua finally shared with her family that she was considering
quitting before the next rotation started: “I’m not cut out to be in
an investment firm. Why would anyone want to work in such a bor-
ing industry anyway? I think I should shift to something completely
different.”
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Reflection Questions

▪ In what ways were low expectations communicated to Shaniqua?
▪ What do you think triggered the low expectations?
▪ To what extent did Shaniqua accept and internalize those expec-

tations?
▪ At what points in Shaniqua’s story could she have responded

differently to keep herself from going into a downward spiral?

Analysis and Recommendations

Shaniqua got caught in a downward spiral of low expectations.
When she wasn’t supported or challenged to expand her expertise,
she began to withdraw. Her efforts to deliver strong outcomes were
compromised. Since she wasn’t as engaged as her colleagues, it’s
likely that her withdrawal reinforced the original low expectations.
She also allowed her anger and disappointment to get in the way of
using the support her colleagues could have offered.

It’s understandably discouraging when others react to you
because of your difference or some stereotyped assumption about
you or your capabilities. Although I’m not justifying that behavior,
Shaniqua should acknowledge that her differences might be an
obstacle in establishing rapport and trust with the firm’s partners.
Then she needs to ask herself whether she’d rather be a victim
of circumstances or look for ways to take control. If she wants to
be treated like Ryan, she will need to be proactive to reduce the
“noise” that her differences might cause. Even something as simple
as, “Hello, I’m Shaniqua; don’t be afraid to mispronounce my
name” can go a long way in making a connection and establishing
a level of comfort that will jump-start a relationship.

It’s absolutely critical that Shaniqua stay engaged. Although she
was understandably upset by her manager’s public criticism of her,
she needs to be proactive to figure out his expectations and shape his
perception of her contributions. She might have asked for a meeting
with him to better understand how she can deliver to the standards
and to deepen his awareness of her expertise.

She could also have an honest conversation with a colleague or
mentor about how she sees the situation and ask for advice on how
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to interact more effectively. Blaming or judging others isn’t likely to
produce the outcome she wants. If she can be openly curious about
how she might interact with others to receive the assignments and
support she wants, she gives others insight into her goals and invites
them to engage with her.

The Broader Application

Although it’s certainly demoralizing when you have to confront low
expectations or lack of support from others, keep your focus on what
you can control. When you withdraw or put your energy into blam-
ing others, you compromise your capacity to engineer the backing
and opportunities necessary to advance your career.

Create Comfort and Build Trust Being able to effectively create
comfort and build trust is a critical interpersonal skill set for anyone
who may be perceived as different from the majority of the group.
Too often, we assume we have no control over others’ reactions to
us; our energy is focused on the bias and insensitivity of others.

Start with the assumption that you have the power and the
capacity to make meaningful connections with others. Accept
the fact that it will take work to build connections. However,
the alternative is to let your possibilities be limited by others’
discomfort with you. Some professionals choose to conform to
the people and organizations around them in order to accomplish
what’s important to them. Others maintain a very unique style.
However, anyone who is influential is likely to be intentional in
their efforts to relate well to others and to help others become
familiar and comfortable with them.

It’s Not the Stimulus, It’s the Response All of us hit periods in
our careers where we stumble or where we’re pressed to prove our
capabilities to others. The trick is to catch yourself when the chal-
lenges begin to result in a downward spiral. Take a step back and
ask yourself what you can do to protect your confidence and move
toward a better outcome.

Refuse to be a victim of the circumstances around you.
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Reach out to people who believe in you and who will give you
the support you need. Look for those who can provide perspectives
and strategies that will help you get grounded again.

Then reshape your approach by employing effective effort.
Remember that effective effort is characterized by being seriously
committed and engaged, focused on receiving feedback, and
strategic in using that feedback to learn and improve outcomes.
When you deliver strong outcomes, you add value to the business.
You build the “personal equity” that can move people beyond
assumptions about you and focus attention on your expertise, not
your differences.

Choose to Build Supportive Relationships

After only eighteen months with the company, Ricardo stood out
as a motivated self-starter with a good eye for detail. Managers and
colleagues liked the fact that he could take something and run with
it on his own from start to finish. His technical expertise positioned
him to join a high-profile process-implementation group, long
known for its strong teamwork. Joining this team was viewed as a
step up for anyone in engineering, which fueled Ricardo’s pride and
excitement.

Lauren, the director of the group, was known for her straight-
forward, no-nonsense leadership style. She was often described
as intensely driven, technically talented, politically astute, and
definitely on the leadership fast track. Ricardo was determined to
impress Lauren as his new boss.

Within the first month, however, Lauren’s brusque personality
and hands-on approach began frustrating Ricardo. She asked to
review everything he did before it went to a client. But what
annoyed him most was that she always made revisions to his work.
It was never good enough.

Lauren also ran Ricardo’s work by the team for its suggestions.
Although this was her practice for all team members, in Ricardo’s
mind this just added insult to injury. Ricardo complained to a friend,
“It’s one thing to have my boss tear apart my work, but to invite
others to take shots at me… I get the feeling that I’m an easy target
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being the only Hispanic in the group. It’s as if they don’t expect my
work to be any good. A few of my new colleagues took me to lunch
to offer support, but I’m not sure I believe all the talk about trust
and teamwork. After all, they never seem to pass up an opportunity
to critique my work.”

For the last report he prepared, Lauren suggested he add a few
more charts and graphs. Ricardo argued that this was overkill, but
she insisted he change it. To Ricardo, this was an example of Lauren
exerting her power simply because she could, which he thought she
did frequently. For instance, she typically rushed into team meet-
ings late and then asked endless, detailed questions. To Ricardo, this
was way too much time to spend simply to satisfy Lauren’s need for
control.

Although Lauren was the most difficult boss he ever had,
Ricardo knew he needed to make this work. He decided to talk
with Lauren about the impact of her management style on his
work and dropped by her office to broach the subject. It took a few
minutes for her even to look up from her computer, but once she
finally acknowledged him, Ricardo began to spill out his frustration
about her hands-on style: “I feel like I am stuck between a rock and
a hard place. You give me little freedom to operate, so I cannot
bring my best work to the table. You don’t give me a chance to
shine.”

Lauren was quick to respond: “Our team is known for its unique
style and high standards. Obviously, you don’t get it yet. Eventually
you will see the wisdom of our team’s culture and get the hang of
things around here—or perhaps you can find a team that fits your
style better.” Before Ricardo could say another word, Lauren was
back at her computer. He felt shut down and dismissed.

Since then, Ricardo has kept his distance from Lauren and
avoided team assignments in favor of tasks that he can accomplish
on his own.

Reflection Questions

▪ Where do you place the responsibility for this difficult work rela-
tionship?
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▪ What blind spots does Ricardo have in interpreting his interac-
tions with Lauren and the team?

▪ What could Ricardo do to improve his relationship with Lauren?

Analysis and Recommendations

Ricardo enjoyed operating as a lone ranger in his previous position
and experienced success with that style. However, his current job
requires a different kind of interaction. Unfortunately, Ricardo has
focused on what doesn’t work for him and what he doesn’t like about
Lauren’s management style.

In order to create a better working relationship, Ricardo needs to
start by considering Lauren’s point of view. She has a highly success-
ful team. She believes that her team is effective because of her high
standards. She strives to improve her team’s output by critiquing
individuals’ work, and she expects the members of the group to do
the same for one another. Time is precious; she doesn’t waste it.

Because he misunderstood—and ultimately passed judgment
on—the team’s culture of open feedback and collaboration, he
failed to win Lauren’s trust or secure the support of his team. He
didn’t see that his teammates were trying to give him feedback
about how to work effectively in this environment rather than
judging him because of his ethnicity. He failed to realize that his
preference for working independently was causing him to lose
out on valuable information about the expectations for the work
output.

Ricardo has given Lauren little incentive to change a style that
has been effective for her to suit the preferences of a newcomer,
whom she likely sees as critical of her and resistant to feedback.
Consider the way in which Ricardo set up the critical conversation
about his frustration with Lauren. Given her schedule and pace of
working, she’s not likely to be receptive to a serious conversation
when he unexpectedly drops by her office. However, Ricardo didn’t
consider his own role in the reaction he got. He saw it as one more
piece of evidence about how difficult Lauren is to work with.

The burden of responsibility is on Ricardo to understand and
accommodate the prevalent style of the group before he advocates
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for any changes that might better fit his work style. He needs to
establish trust and demonstrate that he can contribute to the group’s
success. He needs to show Lauren that he understands her expecta-
tions and will take advantage of the give-and-take process of the
team to refine his work.

The Broader Application

If you want a key leader’s attention and support, it is incumbent on
you to see things from his or her perspective. You must give him or
her a reason or incentive to invest in you.

Study the Culture The same skills and work style that made you
successful in one part of the organization might not be what is
required in a different department, in a different role, or at a higher
level within that same organization. In every new situation, you
have to learn and adapt to the cultural nuances of that specific
group or role. Too often, we are quick to criticize and judge, rather
than seek to understand, the new environment. What is the logic
behind the way things are done? What goals and values do you
have in common with the new team? How can you adapt your work
style to the culture of the group?

You can learn the hard way by trial and error, or you can accel-
erate your learning by building relationships with your manager and
colleagues. You might not agree with their point of view about what
supports the group to work most effectively, but you will be able to
interact more strategically if you understand the culture.

Establish Your Value You need to understand your value propo-
sition from your manager’s point of view. Get on your boss’s wave-
length and determine what’s important to him or her. You are not
going to be supported to do your best work if you’re seen as some-
one who resists the “way things are done” or expends a lot of energy
blaming or criticizing others.

This is not to say that you must always accept the status quo.
In fact, part of your value proposition in a new situation is that you
bring new perspectives and expertise. However, when you make it
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clear to your manager that you understand the prevailing culture,
and that your intention is to support him or her and the team, you
are in a better position to sell your new idea and fresh approach.

Before recommending a change, articulate your understanding
of the team’s objectives and how you see yourself contributing to
the achievement of those goals. Then you can position your recom-
mendations or request for a different kind of support as something
that will enhance your contribution. Finally, always ask for input:
is your suggestion something your manager can support? When it’s
clear you’re aligned with what’s important to your manager and open
to feedback, you are much more likely to get a receptive response.

Choose to Expand Your Impact

As a store manager, Amir was attentive to the needs of each shift
and made sure he was there for his staff. He often commented to
friends, “My employees know that I am always available to them.
No matter what time of day, they can count on me to immediately
come in and help fix a problem.” At company headquarters, Amir
had the reputation of being a hard worker with a can-do attitude
who never says no.

Amir chose to work for a large retail chain because he saw poten-
tial for upward mobility. He sought a job at this particular company
because it emphasized the value of diversity and inclusion at the
corporate level.

After two years with the company, Amir’s strong outcomes as a
store manager resulted in his being promoted to district manager. In
this position, he became responsible for ten stores, each of which
had revenues of $1 million to $2 million annually.

When he managed one store, Amir was able to have contact
with the staff every day. However, managing ten stores spread across
the greater metropolitan area made this impossible. It was difficult
to visit each store regularly, much less spend the amount of time
with staff that he had in the past. Building relationships and trust
seemed to take forever.

Sensing his frustration, Amir’s boss candidly talked with him
about his store managers’ perceptions: “Due to the company’s recent
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initiative to increase diversity at leadership levels, the talk among
many of your direct reports is that you were promoted to district
manager only because you’re a person of color. They’re waiting to
see if you are competent and can hold your own. But don’t let that
get to you. You had great sales numbers as a store manager.”

It really shook Amir to know that he was managing people
who didn’t like or trust him. He became determined to prove them
wrong. Many things that he normally might have delegated to
them he instead did himself. As a result, he was working sixty to
seventy hours a week just to keep up. The jump from managing one
store to managing ten stores was overwhelming him, and he was
becoming less and less confident that he had what it took to be a
successful district manager.

Right before the end of the fiscal year, the national store director
issued a very ambitious goal for all markets, demanding a 10 percent
increase over last year’s same-store sales. Amir saw no relief in sight,
and burnout was imminent. He thought to himself, “I’ve always had
a can-do attitude and have never given up, but I just don’t see how
I can work any more hours than I am currently.” Weighed down by
what he perceived to be an unrealistic goal, Amir immediately felt
his energy flag, and his focus shifted to how out of touch corporate
leadership was and the downside of working for large retail chains.

Reflection Questions

▪ What might be some of the root causes of Amir’s burnout?
▪ What does Amir need to do differently to improve his effective-

ness in working with his staff?
▪ How should he approach the 10 percent increase in his revenue

targets?

Analysis and Recommendations

Amir has taken on a new position, but he has not adopted a new way
of operating. Even as a store manager, he spent his energy “fixing the
problems.” He developed a reputation as someone who got things
done and produced excellent results. However, his success as a store
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manager was based too heavily on what he alone could accomplish.
His approach to his work didn’t suit his hard-won promotion with
its expanded responsibilities.

In addition, choosing not to delegate showed a lack of trust in
his people’s skills and experience and made Amir less effective as
a district manager. This fed his team’s doubts about his expertise,
which is making Amir less confident in his role.

Although it can be a bit daunting to give up day-to-day control
and trust that others will handle situations and meet the same high
standards, Amir needs to focus on developing his staff ’s indepen-
dence. He could begin by instituting a set of guidelines to help his
staff know when to involve him, which would ensure accountabil-
ity for meeting his expectations. Over time, he could expand their
confidence and expertise by letting them handle certain problems
without his involvement and then report the outcomes in their reg-
ular touch-base meetings. He could also outline the situations where
they should bring him into the loop immediately. Typically, these
would be situations that require unusual budget expenditures or that
might have ramifications beyond the immediate store in regard to
policy or customer satisfaction.

The other problem Amir has to address is the 10 percent sales
increase. He doesn’t really know whether that’s an achievable goal;
it certainly doesn’t seem so at this point. Amir needs to figure out the
percentage he feels is a realistic but challenging goal. Is it 5 percent
or 7 percent? Instead of focusing his energy on what he perceives to
be an unrealistic goal, he should commit himself to taking the steps
required to hit a goal he is confident is a stretch, but achievable.

Focusing his energy on an incremental goal does two things.
First, it keeps his attention directed on what he can do rather than
what he can’t do. Second, by staying engaged in stretching his orga-
nization’s sales revenue, he gets exposed to new information and
new possibilities. He gets to see which strategies are increasing sales
and which ones aren’t. It’s possible that the results of his efforts to
hit the moderate risk target he set for himself will open up strategies
for hitting the 10 percent target he originally thought was unrealis-
tic. And if it doesn’t, Amir will have data to back up the merits of
the increase he did accomplish.
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The Broader Application

In the trajectory of most careers, technical expertise—being the
doer—is the driver of early success. You’re known as someone who
can get things done. For this, you are rewarded with a bigger span
of control and the opportunity to be responsible for getting more
things done. At this point, you need to make a dramatic shift in
how you get things done.

Change the Way You Contribute Your accomplishments can
no longer be the result of your individual efforts. Rather, your
accomplishments need to come from contributing through others—
developing others’ capabilities to solve problems and deliver quality
work. To hold on to being a doer is a recipe for burnout for most
people—just like it was for Amir. The relative importance of your
technical expertise must decline over time and be replaced by the
expertise to get work done through others. You might still know a
lot about the topic, but your biggest impact will come from your
relational and influence skills—the connections you can make and
the resources and staff you can bring to bear on a problem.

Set Moderate Goals and Improve Incrementally Consider how
you respond when you have been given a stretch assignment that
seems out of reach. Too often, we spend our time focused on what
seems unrealistic about the expectations, rather than figuring out
what might be attainable. You can always bring better energy to a
situation when you focus on what you can do rather than what you
can’t do. Mace Vaughan, a longtime trainer, says, “You can preoc-
cupy yourself or you can occupy yourself.”

When facing an unrealistic set of expectations, break the ulti-
mate goal down into manageable steps. Focus first on a target that
seems achievable in the short run—not a sure thing, but a goal that
requires a level of stretch that feels possible to attain with com-
mitted, focused, and effective effort. The very process of improving
yourself and your results teaches you new skills and opens up new
possibilities for reaching your goal. You can then apply that new
learning to push out your efforts that much further. Often, the goal
that initially seemed unrealistic becomes attainable.
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You will need to take some risks. You will need to be willing
to work hard. You will need to pay attention to the feedback you
receive about how to improve your effort. However, when you lean
into learning rather than being afraid that the goal is unattainable,
it’s often surprising what is possible.

Focus on Influence, Not Friendships Managing people who do
not like or trust you adds a layer of complexity to your role as a
leader. When you know you are perceived to be different, you might
have a higher need to be liked and accepted.

It is important to have good working relationships; it is impor-
tant to build trust. But effective, trusting interactions are different
from friendships. When we focus on being liked, we can undermine
our effectiveness to lead and manage. Our colleagues and direct
reports need to be held to high standards. They need to take respon-
sibility for meeting those standards, even when it’s inconvenient or
requires work they don’t particularly enjoy. They might need to hear
tough feedback. If we’re worried about being liked, we can avoid
these uncomfortable situations or fail to delegate appropriately.

As a leader, it’s likely that there will always be some individuals
who are unhappy or critical of your approach. You have to focus
on getting results, not making friends. Trust that your respect for
others and your effectiveness in getting things done will ultimately
translate into respect for you—and that’s what counts most.

Choose to Influence

Darnell was a well-liked 29-year-old manager in charge of sourcing
diverse suppliers for a global manufacturing company. He was good
at his job and conscientiously built strong relationships and net-
works, both internally and externally, which added to his success
and credibility.

Over the past eighteen months, the company has grown
aggressively and managed to capture a significantly larger share of
the market. This in turn increased its demands on its suppliers.
Darnell’s role in establishing and maintaining solid partnerships
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with key vendors was now critical to the company’s sustaining its
competitive advantage.

Recently, Darnell found himself stuck squarely in the middle of
a contentious disagreement between the company and a longtime
supplier. The company was upset that the vendor did not deliver
on a few critical specifications and that the product’s quality had
been inconsistent in the past nine months. The supplier’s complaint
was that the company had abruptly changed its supply chain expec-
tations in ways that caused it significant additional expense and
seriously undermined its profit margins.

Each side was blaming the other for missed deadlines and com-
promised revenue streams.

The level of animosity was intense. Both parties were on the
brink of walking away from the relationship, which Darnell believed
would be a serious mistake for both sides. For the company, sourcing
new suppliers and getting them geared up for full production was a
very lengthy process, which would hamper the company’s planned
growth. For the supplier, walking away from this longtime account
would be a huge loss of revenue.

Instead of letting things continue to erode, Darnell made a deci-
sion to solve the problem. Leveraging the credibility and trust he
had garnered with each side, he set up a meeting for the key deci-
sion makers to meet face-to-face. He knew that choosing to influ-
ence this situation represented a significant risk for him as a young
manager. The parties at the table would all be at the senior vice pres-
ident level or higher. Darnell would have no hierarchical authority.
How he handled this meeting would either solidify—or destroy—his
credibility with the company.

Darnell also knew that if he didn’t do something in advance of
this meeting, both sides would likely spend it finger-pointing and
not make any headway. Darnell spent the week prior to the meeting
talking one-on-one with key decision makers on each side, focus-
ing on the things that he knew would bring each person to the
table. During these discussions, he listened carefully, making sure
he understood the issues that were most important to each side and
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where they might be willing to compromise. Although he couldn’t
promise any solutions at this point, he made sure all the people
involved knew he had heard their concerns.

He also deliberately positioned himself to be the lead negotiator.
Darnell told the executives from his company, “I’ve been the one
working most closely with this supplier, so I know the issues. I have
developed a reasonable level of trust with the key folks, and they
will listen if the concerns are broached in the right way.”

With the supplier, he positioned himself as an ally: “I’m the best
friend you’ve got at the table, so direct your questions and concerns
to me during the meeting. You can trust that I am committed to
working toward an outcome that will benefit both sides.”

At the meeting, Darnell opened by painting the vision of mutual
gain. He clearly articulated how each side was integral to the poten-
tial future success of the other. The company would become the
supplier’s largest customer and provide them with market share they
never had before. Likewise, the supplier had technological capacity
that the company lacked. The company could provide better service
and grow its brand faster with access to the supplier’s capabilities
than it could on its own.

Every time the meeting started to veer off toward blaming the
other side for a problem, Darnell brought it back with the ques-
tion, “So what can we do to move forward?” He constantly reminded
them of the benefits of a positive outcome if they could stay focused
on the future. As he told his manager later, “I kept highlighting
the potential gains that a restored relationship offered, and I kept
reminding them why they had entered into a partnership in the first
place. At times I felt like I was doing marriage counseling.”

The meeting was a huge success. Each side secured agreements
that resolved its most critical issues, and both sides committed to
keep working on the points they were unable to resolve that day.
Additionally, the company and vendor took major steps toward
restoring the relationship and rebuilding trust, and both sides went
away optimistic that they could make this work long-term.

Looking back on his experience, Darnell commented to a men-
tor, “That was the biggest professional risk I’ve taken in my career
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so far. I chose to influence the outcome, and I facilitated a win-win
for both parties. The risk paid off big time. It elevated my visibility
and credibility within the organization, and it shaped my personal
brand as a mover and shaker.”

Reflection Questions

▪ Prior to the meeting, what did Darnell do well to position him-
self as someone who could engineer such a strong outcome?

▪ What did he do well during the meeting?
▪ How did Darnell leverage the strength of his relationships in this

situation?

Analysis and Recommendations

Darnell didn’t shrink from the challenge. He was deliberate in
taking control; he assumed he could make a difference. Although
he was reasonably confident he would be successful, he realized it
was a big risk to facilitate an agreement and rebuild this partner-
ship. Therefore, Darnell took an incremental approach, setting up
one-on-one meetings to lay the groundwork prior to the meeting.

Darnell had already established good working relationships with
both sides. He was willing to leverage the foundation of trust that he
had built in order to be a credible negotiator. He positioned himself
as someone who could get the parties through the conflict. He made
his arguments to each person in light of what he knew about them.
He was able to appeal not only to the logic of the situation but also
to the more emotional interests and values that each party brought
to the table.

He clearly focused the parties on what they had to gain from
working through the conflict. Regardless of the obstacles, he kept
the parties intent on collaboration rather than letting them get
bogged down in the issues that were preventing a workable solution.
He communicated a common vision to create a focus on the bigger
picture.
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The Broader Application

Darnell’s approach is a great example of how to go about shap-
ing your own circumstances and effectively influencing those
around you.

Choose to Influence Remember that influence is not asking for
permission. Effective influencers assume they can shape the out-
comes that are important to them—and understand that it might be
a gradual process. They seldom think about whether others will let
them do what they want. Rather, they focus their attention on the
actions required to gather the resources and support to accomplish
their desired outcomes.

Build Relationships Effective influencers always work intention-
ally to develop productive relationships. It is through relationships
that you learn about what’s important to the other parties. Your con-
nections give you information about what compromises each side is
likely to be willing to make and what they feel strongly about. Rela-
tionships are the vehicle to build trust that your interests will be
protected and that you will honor the interests of others.

Be Willing to Take a Risk There is never a guarantee that you will
be successful when you choose to influence a situation. Yet without
the willingness to take those kinds of risks, you will never stretch
your skills or expand your base of influence. All strong influencers
are willing to fail and be proven wrong. They’re willing to take
strong stands and can hold up under pressure and criticism.

Focus on Mutual Gains You have to understand the interests of
the people involved. What does each party see as a win? What are
the shared interests? You also have to help others believe in the
possibility of achieving those gains. Too often, people get bogged
down in the problems and can’t see the benefits that are possible. It
takes someone with a strong vision of the benefits to keep the parties
focused on moving forward.
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Professionals who shape their own circumstances also remem-
ber that their interests are as important as the interests of others.
Although they’re willing to be flexible and compromise for the sake
of the common good, they don’t abdicate their own needs. They
represent their desired outcomes respectfully but firmly.

Match Your Approach to the Situation There is no one way to
be effective when you choose to influence a situation. Those who
are effective in shaping the opinions and actions of others develop
a broad repertoire of strategies. They use logic and data. They appeal
to emotional interests. They are willing to bargain. Or they create
a shared vision. They call on the strength of the relationship. They
are willing to be flexible in order to meet the needs of the situation.
They realize that all influence requires some give and take, so they
keep their focus on achieving what’s most important.
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Looking back over my life and career, I have to laugh when
I remember that I almost declined the invitation to attend that
seminar thirty years ago. The experience changed my life. Dr. Jeff
Howard challenged all of us to accept full responsibility for our
personal and professional development. It’s easy to hear his charge
of “full responsibility” and miss the significance of truly adopting
the mindset it implies. I encourage you to fully embrace the idea
that you can produce the outcomes that are important to you
through an ongoing process of development.

Wherever you are now in your lifelong journey of development,
think boldly about what the future could hold for you. What have
you dreamed of? Tell yourself that you can—you will—make your
vision a reality. Focus on your possibilities, not your limitations.
Step out of your comfort zone and shape your circumstances. Don’t
let others dictate who you are or what you could become. Always
think in terms of next steps. What can you do to move your situa-
tion forward? Managing a meaningful life and career is never easy,
but you will have more energy and a greater sense of control when
you actively choose how you will engage in the development impor-
tant to reaching your goals. Choosing to manage your life by design
gives you strength. It draws you forward.

109
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Don’t let yourself be sidelined by difficulties or temporary fail-
ures. Understand that no matter how determined you are or how
much courage you bring, there will be setbacks. Learn from your mis-
takes. Use the feedback from your efforts to craft a better approach
and keep moving toward your ultimate goal.

Surround yourself with people who will support your develop-
ment. Build a community that understands what you’re about and
will create forward momentum for you to get where you want to
go. Seek out those who will feed your confidence and your effective
effort, especially during times when you are vulnerable to the impact
of external challenges.

The Power of Choice principles gave me a way to take control
and shape the life and career that was important to me. I hope these
principles do for you what they did for me.
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10,000-hour rule, 22

Accomplishment levels,
practice/effort (impact), 18

Achievement, sense, 53
Action

defining, 42, 42f
reason, 42–43, 42f

Alliances, building, 85–87
Anger, 92

listening, impact, 45
Animosity, intensity, 104
Assignment, support (arrangement),

48

Bad luck, perception, 40–41
Behavior (change), feedback

(impact), 46
Bias, focus, 94

Blaming, redirection, 105
Burnout, 100

Capability
demonstration, 28
differences, 22

Capacity-building mindset, 17–19
impact, 23
operation, 25

Career
advancement, challenges

(increase), 15
goals, accomplishment, 22
journey, example, 53–54
momentum, continuation, 59
rigors, preparation, 27
success, requirements, 3
trajectory, pattern (consistency), 3

Change, creation, 87
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Chief Executive Officer (CEO),
interaction (reservations), 64

Choice
consequences, acceptance, 54–55
real-world choices, 91

Choice, power, 39
action, 89
principles, 41

Client
needs, personal interests

(alignment), 60
service, interaction (requirement),

63
Coaching, usage, 21, 84
Collaboration, intent, 106
Collective experience, usage, 28
Comfort

basis, 46
creation, 94

Commitment
effort characteristic, 20
requirement, worry, 59
sustaining, 15

Common ground, forms, 66
Company

expectations, 57
supplier, disagreement (example),

104
Confidence

basis, 39
building, 33, 47, 48
factors, 39
confidence-building self-talk,

41–43, 49
confidence-eroding self-talk,

40–41, 49
destruction, 29
erosion, 29–30, 47
fragility, 48

improvement, 32f
maintenance, 32
protection, 47–48
relational confidence, benefits,

74–75
return, 28–29
undermining, 47

Connections
building, 94
compromisers, avoidance, 73–74
development, 71–72
initiation, preparation, 76
number, 70
personal connections, building

(strategic approach), 69
Constructive feedback, 45–46
Context, understanding, 83–85
Contribution

method, change, 102
value, relationship, 10, 11f

Control, 43
absence
belief, 40–41
impact, 79
focus, 55–56
increase, discomfort, 78–79
release, 101

Conversation, initiation (problem),
64–65

Cooperation, advantages
(clarification), 65, 66–67

Coworkers
contact, initiative, 69
interaction, example, 68–69
relationships, quality, 64

Credentials
impact, 8
value, 7

Credibility, loss, 85
Cultural messages, variation, 78–80
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Cultural rules, influence, 68
Culture, study, 98

Demotion, impact, 66
Details, focus, 6
Development

effort, impact, 19–22
limitation, 57
ongoing development, 32f
potential, belief, 35
process, 56
pursuit, 33

Development level
effort, impact, 18f
innate ability, impact, 16f

Difficulty, interpretation, 23
Direct feedback, 45–46
Disappointment, protection, 31
Discomfort, control, 75
Dishonesty, usage (problems), 80
Diversity/inclusion

connections, understanding, 58
increase, 100
value, emphasis, 99

Diversity officer, strategy (example),
57–58

Doubts
detection, 30
internalization, 27

Downward spiral, 29–32, 93
Dress, control, 73–74
Dubner, Stephen, 18, 19

Effort
characteristics, 20f
development level, relationship, 18
effectiveness, 32f, 51
improvement, 23
usage, 95
examination, 52

focused effort, impact, 21
frustration, example, 55–56
function, 19
impact, 19–22
impeding, anxiety/tension

(impact), 31
improvement, 39, 41
ineffectiveness, 48
organizational needs,

alignment, 58
outcome, defining, 61
return on investment, 60
self-talk problems, 43–44
undermining, 29–30

Emotional intelligence, 16
judgment, 17

Energy
expansion, feeling, 24
focus, 101

Engagement, increase, 10
Ericsson, Anders (research), 18–19
Expectations

low expectations
impact, signs, 33–35
overcoming, 91–95
meeting, 51
realism, absence, 58, 102
subtlety, 30

Expectations, confirmation, 29–30,
30f

Expertise, development, 16

Failure
evidence/impact, 16–17
explanation, 43
feedback usage, 32
interpretation, 23
protection, 31
self-fulfilling prophecy, 23
worth, relationship, 48
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Fear, fixed-capacity mindset (impact),
17

Feedback
absorption, 39
avoidance, 34
direct/constructive feedback,

45–46
failure/difficulty, 23–25
focus, effort characteristic, 20
request, 88
resistance, 97
usage, 21
worthiness, 46

Fixed-capacity mindset,
16–17

impact, 23
psychological shift, 24
reasoning, impact, 24

Focused effort, impact, 21
Friendships

focus, absence, 103
professional relationships, contrast,

72–73

Gladwell, Malcolm, 22
Goals

achievement/accomplishment, 15,
87

chunking, 56
knowledge, 82
organizational needs, alignment,

58–60
setting, 102–103

Higher-order results, delivery
(failure), 59

High-level professional skills,
development, 25

Human capacities, change, 18

Idea, implementation (sabotage), 85
Impact, expansion, 99–103

analysis/recommendations,
100–101

application, 102
reflection questions, 100

Improvement
capability, 26
effort, investing, 32
incremental improvement,

102–103
information, providing, 24
process, 42, 42f, 43
strategy, effort characteristic, 20

Inclusion, organizational approach,
84–85

Incompetence level, attainment, 16
Individuals (contributions),

organizational expectations
(change), 4–5

Influence
art, 78f
mastery, 10
benefits, identification, 82–83
capability, 10
choice, 77–80, 103–108
analysis/recommendations, 106
reflection questions, 106
creation, 80
decision, 87
focus, 103
measurement, 54
permission request, contrast, 86–87

Influencers
alliances, building, 85–86
observer/listener, relationship, 83

Influence skills
development, 11, 64, 80
emphasis, 12
methods, 79
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practice/effort, requirement, 80–81
usage, 77

Influential proficiency, 5f
Influential skills, 10–12

development, 4
Information sharing, 67–68

interaction, requirement, 63
Innate ability

development level, relationship,
16f

function, 19
impact, absence, 18

Inner dialogue, impact, 40
Insensitivity, focus, 94
Intellectual weakness, 28
Interaction, style, 73–74
Interpersonal skills, 21

Job
demands, adjustment, 69
expertise, impact, 7
job-related abilities, perspective, 16
negotiation, example, 60
quality, importance, 5–6
requirements
change, 57
mastery, importance, 5
responsibilities, 67
burden, example, 97–98
transfer, example, 68–69

Leadership
line leadership, buy-in (example),

86
roles, prevention, 33

Learning
capability, 15
capacity, belief, 32f
content, 41–42
expansion, 25

opportunities, 10
trial and error, 98

Levitt, Steven, 18, 19
Life, pattern (discernment), 54
Line leadership, buy-in (example), 86
Long-term growth, enabling, 51
Long-term interests, 12
Low expectations

analysis/recommendations, 93–94
impact, signs, 33–35
overcoming, 91–96
reflection questions, 93

Management style, impact, 96
Manager

connection, development, 71–72
expectations, meeting, 51
support, example, 66–67
trust, 72
work style, understanding, 72

Manipulation, usage (problems), 80
Meetings

preparation/resolution, 104–105
speaking, 81
success, 105–106

Mental capacity, 25
Mental intelligence, 16

judgment, 17
Mentor, conversation, 93–94
Mentoring teams, establishment, 57
Mentorship, value, 9
Messages

cultural messages, variation, 78–80
effect, awareness, 35
power, 27
sending, relational confidence

(impact), 74
stereotyped messages, absorption,

31
Mistakes, learning, 23
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Money, measurement, 54
Motivation, sustaining, 15
Mutual gains

display, 105
focus, 107

Natural-born leader, origin
(possibility), 21

Negotiation
lead negotiator, role, 105
situation, calculations, 84

Network. See Support network
breadth, 70
characteristics, 70–71
dynamic relationships, 71
expansion, 71
quality, 70
reciprocity, 70–71

Objectives, support, 82–83
Ongoing development, 32f
Openness, building, 68
Opinions

leveraging, 79
shaping, 78
sharing, 81

Opportunity, avoidance, 34
Organization

culture, rules, 46
needs, efforts/goals (alignment),

58–61
occurrences, study, 81
purpose, work connection

(understanding), 6–7
unwritten rules, study, 83–84

Outcomes
clarity, 87
absence, 52
consequences, fear, 55
effort, focus, 55

identification, 81–82, 88
improvement, 39
knowledge, 60
satisfaction, 82
selection, 52–55

Outliers (Gladwell), 22

Partners, assistance/support, 91
Partnership, usefulness, 28–29
People

connecting, 64–65
minds, change, 82–83

Performance
potential, 17
reviews, 46

Permission (request), influence
(contrast), 86–87

Perseverance, 40
Personal connections, building

(strategic approach), 69
Personality, problems (example), 95
Power, exertion (example), 96
Power of Choice. See Choice
Practice

function, 18
impact, 18
importance, 22
shaping, 78

Presentation skills, improvement, 22
Problem resolution, 45–48
Problem solving

decision, 104
interaction, requirement, 63

Processes
improvement, impact, 12
ineffectiveness, identification, 42

Productivity, increase, 10, 84
Professional relationships, friendships

(contrast), 72–73
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Proficiency
areas, development, 14
discouragement, 80
relationships, 5f

Projects
avoidance, 34
team, avoidance, 92
work, problems, 82

Promotions
credentials, relationship, 8
decisions, 13
example, 68–69

Public speaking, involvement, 33

Reciprocal relationships, 67
Relational confidence, benefits,

74–75
Relational proficiency, 5f, 10
Relational skills, 8–10

development, 4, 64
importance, 9–10
emphasis, 12
freedom/confidence, 75
importance, 75
leveraging, 63

Relationships
analysis/recommendations, 97–98
building, 95–99, 107
efforts, impact, 69
importance, 9
change, 71
cultural rules, impact, 68
effort, 64
establishment, 67, 72, 106
professional relationships,

friendships (contrast), 72–73
reflection questions, 96–97
risk-taking, 65, 67–68
shaping, 65

Reputation, work (impact), 7

Resilience, 40
Response, power, 41, 93–94
Responsibility, burden, 97–98
Risks

avoidance, 34
taking, 46, 65, 107

Sales
goals, realism (absence), 57
increase, attention (example), 101

Seasoning, need, 46
Self-advocacy, perceptions, 78–79
Self-examination, importance, 73–74
Self-focus strategies, development, 47
Self-promotion, avoidance, 79
Self-satisfaction, defining, 53
Self-talk

confidence-building self-talk,
41–43

confidence-eroding self-talk, 40–41
problems, 43–44

Self-talk (confidence building factor),
39–44

Shared objectives, determination, 65,
66

Short-term interests, 12
Situation

approach
discussion, 88
matching, 108
context, understanding, 83–85

Skills
development, 19
absence, 51–52
expansion, 51, 56–58, 60
learning, absence, 51

Social capital growth, 69
Social norms, conformity, 73
Staff independence, development,

101
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“Star Is Made, A” (Dubner/Levitt),
18

Stereotyped messages, absorption, 31
Stereotypes, confrontation,

34–35
Stress

avoidance, 30
reduction, 47

Style
change, incentive

(absence), 97
confusion, 73
impact, 69
uniqueness, 96

Success
absence, explanation, 31–32
capacity, questioning, 34
engineering, role (celebration), 41
facilitation, 41
factors, 23f
potential, negative assessment, 31
requirements, 12–13

Support network
confidence building factor, 39,

44–48
support request, 47

Talent, stability, 29
Tasks, obstacles (example), 85–86
Team

culture, understanding (example),
96

objectives, understanding
(articulation), 99

Teamwork, interaction
(requirement), 63

Technical expertise,
development, 59

Technical proficiency, 5f, 10
requirement, 14

Technical skills, 5–8
development, 3–4
organizational emphasis, 12
surpassing, 7–8

Time
prioritization, 7
return on investment, 60
usage, organizational

negotiation/flexibility, 59–60
Training, opportunity (negotiation),

84
Trust, 72

absence, 100
basis, 46
building, 65, 68–69, 93

Turnover costs, reduction, 83

Upward spiral, creation, 32–33

Value
contribution, relationship, 10, 11f
establishment, 98–99
identification/internalization, 75
increase, 10

Vaughan, Mace, 102
Victim, refusal, 94
Vision

approach, 56, 60
identification, 81
realism, absence, 58

Vulnerability, 30–31

What happened. See Action
Why did it happen. See Action
Women, development (support),

57–58
Work

completion, strategy revision
(impact), 6
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connection, organizational purpose
(understanding), 6–7

delegation, importance, 7–8
enjoyment, defining, 53
environments, proficiency

discouragement, 80
ethic, 7
expectations, 96

impact, clarity, 42
preferences, 8
style, understanding, 72
value, appreciation, 6

Work group, productivity, 47
Worth, failure (relationship), 48
Written communication, clarity

(example), 92
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