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FOREWORD

Because | love how Rajesh Setty thinks—his “zeroth
impression’ ranks among my favorite concepts ever—I was
flattered when he asked me to write this.

And his title captured something I’d written about, too, after
seeing so many brilliant people fail: Brilliance isn’t enough

So, what is it, beyond brilliance, that you need? You need to
identify, and overcome, your stumbling blocks.

Fortunately for you, Rajesh has worked for decades in an
area that must have the highest concentration of stumbling
blocks in the world: America’s Silicon Valley. It’s a place
packed with people whose SATSs were perfect but whose careers
are stalled. He decided to study them.

What tripped them up? How could they have avoided it?
And what if | write a book that shares what | learned, and shows
people how to identify, and overcome, their stumbling block?

Another great idea, Rajesh, and good for you. And lucky
for you, the reader, for coming upon this very smart book.

Harry Beckwith 111

Partner, Beckwith Partners

100 Best Business Books of All Time Honoree

2011 World’s Five Best Speakers Honoree

2004 Business Audio Book Of The Year

American Marketing Association Gold Effie

1We dive into the concept of the “zeroth impression” in chapter seven.

X | Smart, But Stuck Foreword |

Xi



PREFACE

Anne Frank said it right: “How wonderful it is that nobody
need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world.”

That includes you.

Whatever it is that you are pursuing, one thing is for
sure—you don’t want to settle for less. You’re not someone
who is satisfied with merely getting by.

While on your journey this book caught your attention. |
don’t know you personally, but it’s safe to assume that you
know you’re smart, and you’re probably feeling stuck on the
path to expressing your unique brilliance.

You are the kind of smart | am referring to if you:

> are capable of making a significant contribution to the world

> can make life more meaningful for the people around
you, or...

> can more easily and quickly accomplish what your peers
accomplish, at less cost.

Being stuck is knowing that you are not expressing your
full potential in any one, or all, of the aforementioned ways.
It’s frustrating, understandably. You can clearly see your
desired destination. You know it’s reachable, and that you’re not
just dreaming about a pie-in-the-sky. You’re doing the things you
think you should be doing, and following the path you think is
right. There just seem to be unseen obstacles in your way.
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Another way of putting this?
You may feel like you’re going nowhere, instead of somewhere.
Let me point out from the start that 'm not simply
referring to financial success or lack thereof, although
financial success is often a byproduct of going somewhere
when you choose it to be.
So you’re smart and going nowhere because you’re stuck.
This means one or more of the following is happening:

> the gap between where you are and where you want to be,
however you define living a good life, is widening.

>  the gap between where you are and where you’d be if you
were living up to your potential, is widening.

> the gap between where you are and where you should be
in terms of the significant contribution you’re meant to
make to the world, is widening.

All of this makes you feel terrible because you know you
have the brains to go somewhere, be someone, and do
remarkable things.

It surprises you when you see other smart people who
seem to be going nowhere (according to their own
assessment), but it’s a whole different story when it’s you. It
hurts...and worse yet? Is when you can’t figure out why people
who don’t seem to be any smarter than you are leaving you in
the dust on their way to somewhere meaningful.

This book will help you start figuring out how to start going

somewhere meaningful too, to the places you’re meant to be.
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You have to get “unstuck” before you resume the journey to
your pot of gold.

I’m not promising to make you any smarter—Yyou
already have enough smarts to accomplish your goals. My goal
is to help you clear the obstacles in your way and get unstuck.

(Smart) + (UN-Stuck) = accelerating beyond brilliance.

I do cover both sides of the equation in this book. If you
are already on the “beyond brilliance” side, you’ll be able to
look through a new lens at some important challenges you
might yet encounter on your future journey.

With this book, | hope to be a catalyst and accelerate your
journey to beyond brilliance.

The information in this book has been field-tested. Over the
last few years I’ve shared excerpts of this book via my blog and
in my speaking and consulting engagements. The feedback has
not only been encouraging and fulfilling, it’s convinced me that
writing this book is the right thing to do.

I am delighted to invite you on this journey of going
beyond brilliance, and | look forward to hearing your success
story.

ACCELERATION CHALLENGES

"Nothing in this world can take the place of
persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common
thanunsuccessful people with talent. Genius
will not; unrewarded genius isalmosta proverb.
Educationwillnot; theworldisfull ofeducated
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derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are
omnipotent.”

—CALVIN COOLIDGE

Todd Sattersten, who | am blessed to have as a friend
and advisor, said it brilliantly in the introduction of a book
he co-authored called “The 100 Best Business Books of All
Time.” He said, “Business books can change you, if you let
them.”

This book is no different. It took me a few years to
do the research for his book, a year to write, rewrite and
rewrite it again, and then another nine months to get it
published.

Everyone has a choice in how they spend their time.
You’ve chosen to spend anywhere between three to five hours of
your precious time with me as we go through this journey
together. It means a lot to me. | am delighted. I am honored. | am
humbled. | understand the enormous responsibility that is placed
on me to deliver the goods.

I knew that this was a challenge going into it. | took that
seriously, and the result is in your hands. | know that the job is still
incomplete.

You still have to read the book, right?

True, but that’s not all. There’s more.

You could read this book the way you’d read fiction, but I
know that you want more out of this than the satisfaction of
checking a book off your list. You want to make a difference in
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yourself and then you want to make a difference in this world.
You will agree with me that this cannot happen simply by reading
the book. The rubber meets the road when you apply one or more
of the lessons out on the field.

Honestly, it’s more fun to practice on the field than simply
digging into the book.

Think about it:

Do you stop at reading about swimming? Or do you want to
swim?

Do you stop at reading about sky-diving? Or prefer to
actually go sky-diving?

Do you stop at reading about a movie? Or, actually go to
see that movie?

Clearly, knowing has value but using what you know has
far higher value. With that in mind, there is an Acceleration
Challenge at the end of each chapter. You might want to make
a note somewhere, dog-ear that challenge page or simply add
it to your “To Do” list. Use whatever system you want—>but
make it a point to revisit the challenges and complete them—
as many as you can.

If you want to go one step further, feel free to share your
new experiences wherever you are comfortable sharing— maybe
on your blog or any social media outlet (you can use the hashtag
#beyondbrilliance if you want!) or if you are the introvert type,
you can just record it in your personal diary.

There is one more important thing | want to cover before

we really dig in...
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HOW TO FINISH READING THIS BOOK

I’ve bought a few hundred business books so far in my life,
and received a few hundred more as gifts from other authors,
publishers and publicists.

While | read at least one book a week, the number of books
I’ve “half-read” far surpasses the number of books I've
completed—Dby a wide margin.

During the early days of building Audvisor (www.
audvisor.com), | had serious discussions with authors, publishers,
behavioral analysts and a lot of other experts about this issue. It’s
been on my mind for years.

I asked: Why do we love to buy (with the intention to
read!) so many books, only to leave them half-read?

During this informal research, | expected to hear the
following, seemingly legitimate, excuses:

>  “I’m too busy.” You realize you don’t really want to
spend all that time to finish the book, so you browse,
scan, and skip to the parts you think offer the most in-
sights.

> “Well, I’malways learning.” These days you have more
ways than one to be constantly learning: podcasts, videos,
blog posts and articles. You’ll get around to the pile of
books...eventually.

> “I’moverwhelmed.” There’s an overabundance of infor-
mation available on any topic you want, it’s coming at you
from everywhere and it can overwhelm, not to mention,
distract. Especially when you have to frequently stop
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reading to pop onto the internet ‘real quick’ to look that

topic/person/site up that the author mentions.

> “Too much fluff!” It’s disappointing when a book has

more fluff than you expected, and some of us have very

low tolerance for the fluff.

>  “Books?lI’makidinacandystore.” You’re in the midst

of reading one book, but then you spot another that looks

exciting. You can’t say no! You open it up and start dig-

ging in, only to find another book before you finish...

again and so on. You’re reading too many books at once

and end up finishing few.

Can you relate to any of the above?

I’m sure you can! Me too.

But while the above excuses played a reasonably big role,

there were also the following three major factors at play. Here’s

where we get more serious.

A

30'\\03

Commitment
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1. A demand for escalating commitment as we
progress through a book:

Think about it.

The first chapter of any business book asks little or
nothing from us. Oftentimes there’s even a fairy-tale like story
to give us a high-concept idea of what the book is all about.
We can’t wait to dig in further.

In the next two to three chapters, the book goes a bit deeper,
but still, very little commitment or action is required of us. It’s
thought-provoking intellectual entertainment up to this point.

Moving forward, we begin to get into the core principles, and
this is where the rubber meets the road. Our thinking
is challenged. We’re called to reflect upon or perhaps even
completely reframe some of our views on the topic in
question, and that’s hard work!

But wait, isn’t this why we bought the book in the first
place? To reap the promised benefits and/or transformation?

Sure...except this is when resistance shows up.

It’s no longer a fairy tale. It’s impossible to continue as if
we were reading a novel or some fluff. We’re too smart for that.
The only way we can justify the time we spend continuing to
read further, is if we actually make a commitment to change.

And change is painful. It’s can be time-consuming. It’s also
hard.

So what’s the alternative? We pick up the next book and start

reading, not realizing we’ve just committed to Stay where we are.
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2. The signal-to-noise ratio problem

This is an extension of the discussion of “fluff ” above. A
typical business book is 200-plus pages, and might have ten to
fifteen major takeaways in the entire book. So let’s say it takes
five hours to finish the book. Best case scenario is that the time
required to simply acquire a takeaway is around 20 minutes.
That’s not including the time it takes to apply any
insights we gain. Many smart people want to, but we just don’t

have that kind of time to invest.

3. Books require our full attention

If you love learning, there are several slices of time in your
day where you might hit two birds with one stone thanks to
a myriad of audio learning modalities available to us. We can
listen and learn while working out, commuting, waiting for
someone, or taking a morning walk, but we can’t actually read a
book.

My humble advice is this: Awareness is half the battle. If you
find yourself relating to the concepts in this book, but becoming
uncomfortable or impatient, remember the concepts above and
don’t rush yourself. Resist your resistance. It’s our natural
tendency to get impatient and look for ways to solve problems as
quickly as possible, but humans are complicated when it comes to
change.

I’ve done my best to organize what | know and what I’ve
learned in a way that will make for an easy read. I’ve tested
and received feedback on the concepts I’'m about to present by
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publishing on my blog, on other websites, and by sharing them
during my speaking engagements. | know they work, and it’s
my sincere wish for everyone to move beyond brilliance for
the benefit of all.

Over to you now.
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PART 1

Being Stuck—What’s
Blocking Your Brilliance?



"How doesone become abutterfly? You must
wanttoflysomuchthatyouarewilling togive up
being acaterpillar.”

—TRINA PAULUS

There are lots of reasons for getting stuck. You can claim
your “stuck” situation is unique and that no one else in the
world has it and I’d agree. It can’t be any other way. There is no
one else who is “you,” so your “stuck” part also has to be unique.

However...there are patterns that repeat themselves. I’ll
go through these problem patterns and the reasons why they
show up again and again. Where applicable, I’1l also share
insights and outcomes from my research on why it’s hard
to notice some of these patterns. I’11 share suggestions on
how to escape the traps, which you will be able to customize
according to your unique situation.

GRADUALLY...THEN SUDDENLY

"Thetimetorepairtheroofiswhenthesunis
shining.”

—JOHN F. KENNEDY

In the book, The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway paints a
scenario where one of the key characters, Mike Campbell, is
asked, “How did you go bankrupt?” His response is
“Gradually...then suddenly.” This is probably applicable to
all of us at some point—you rarely fail “suddenly.” It happens
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through a series of smaller everyday failures. The day you
fail “suddenly” is just your realization of a culmination of the
smaller ones.

In fact, “gradually...then suddenly” is a phenomenon that
explains a lot of the individual and societal problems we’re
grappling with.

It’s no different for how we suddenly find ourselves stuck.

Having had the privilege of working with very smart people
for close to three decades, I can say | see smart people getting
stuck all the time.

What about less smart people?

Don’t they also get stuck?

Yes, of course.

The difference between you and them, is that when smart
people recognize that they are stuck, they figure it out. Well, most
of the time. We will get to more details soon.

Less smart people will often believe themselves to be
victims of circumstances beyond their control who can’t do
much to change their stuck-ness. They choose to stay stuck, not
even realizing it’s a choice.

But that’s not you, so let’s not even worry about the not-
so-smart-and-stuck people right now, okay?

SEVEN KINDS OF BEING STUCK (INCLUDING ONE
THAT’S GOOD)

Being stuck is a problem, but there is at least one situation in
which it’s not necessarily all bad. In fact, it’s part of our
Part 1: Being Stuck—What’s Blocking Your Brilliance? | 3



Here are the six kinds of getting stuck that need to be fixed,
and the last kind that needs to be encouraged.
Growth.
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1. We’re stuck outside the field

We’re not on the field we really want to be playing on.
We’re stuck between our agenda and the agenda of the person
who is paying us to do a job. In fact, our “stuck-ness” is
costing us, but it’s also costing the company (if we work for
one) twice. First, because they aren’t getting the value of their
investment in us, and second, because of the opportunity cost
incurred as a result.

Example: Five years ago, Joe wanted to start a business.
Today, he still wants to start that new business. Ten years from
now? Who knows—he may still be talking about starting that
business without having made any real progress. Meanwhile,
his job performance at work continues to suffer because he is
torn between the present in which he’s lost interest, and the
future to which he has not fully committed.

2. We’re stuck at the door

We are at the door. We know that the field we want to play
on is on the other side. We have to open the door and walk
through, except we’re too busy fiddling with the door. We
talk about getting in there and playing hard but we’ve yet to make
the effort required. In other words, we have trouble with starting
things.

Example: You hired a consultant to come in and make
recommendations to fine tune the business. You had to do
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some homework before you could make the changes and
embark on the new journey. You were halfway through

that homework when you got busy with other things. You
don’t start that new journey because your homework is not
complete. You can’t complete the homework because you are
busy doing what you were doing before the consultant came.
You are basically stuck at the door.

3. We’re stuck at the center

We are somewhere near the center and we’ve been there
for quite some time. Moving away from center involves
taking risks and we don’t like that. So we stay where it’s
safe and comfortable. It’s a safe bet in the short-term, but
it backfires in the long term because the landscape changes every
few years: what’s center today may no longer be on the map
tomorrow.

Example: Things are going very well in your business. The
trends are not. If you change what you’re doing now, there will be
a dip in revenue but you might avert a long-term threat.

Plus, you don’t want to admit it—but it’s a lot of hard work to
change. You think about the change almost everyday, but
continue what you are doing. Until one day...

4. We’re stuck in a fight

For whatever reason, we believe that for us to win, others
have to lose—which means we get stuck in a bloody fight
every now and then. If we work for someone else, this is
another case in which we might lose twice too: on our
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productivity and the productivity of the person we engaged in
a fight.

Example: You’re writing a book and decide to post a
chapter excerpt on your blog. You get a comment that you
don’t like and start engaging with the person who made the
comment in an effort to prove that you are right. You’re so

focused on the fight, you’ve forgotten about the book.

5. We’re stuck in the weeds

We’re on the path, and bravely moving along the edges of our
comfort zone, but then we get stuck in the weeds—those totally
unrelated and unnecessary details. It gets worse when we can’t
even acknowledge that we’re in the weeds.

Example: You start doing some research on a new business
opportunity. It leads to a survey, and one of the survey
questions is related to the competition. So you decide to do
further analyses and take a deep dive into the businesses of
all of your competitors. You’re both fascinated and worried.
You begin to keep tabs on everything and anything they do.
Meanwhile, you start running behind on your own business
while your competition keeps running even further ahead
of you. Now you work harder to find out how they’re getting
ahead...(you know where we are going with this.)

6. We’re stuck at the wrong edges

We’re far from center and beyond the edges of our
comfort zone. We’re stuck because we’re in unfamiliar territory
and we really have to stretch ourself to get comfortable. It’s no
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use because we’re outside of the wrong edges. Even if we were to
get unstuck, we or our company won’t benefit that much because
we’re in the wrong place.

Example: A wrong edge is anything you’re doing that’s
new and unfamiliar, and that isn’t leading you to a better
place. It may be a wrong habit that you are acquiring, the
wrong networking group you’ve joined, or it may simply be
something you’re super passionate about causing you to risk
what you’re already building. It’s possible that your timing
is off.

7. We’'re stuck at the right edges

This is golden. We’re away from center, we’ve taken the risk
and we’re willing to be uncomfortable. We probably know we
don’t have much competence here but we are willing to do
whatever it takes to acquire the competence and skills. This is
where growth happens and we know it. We go to the edge and
stretch. We tumble and fall but when we get up and go again,
we’re better than before.

Example: Your business is growing and your competitors
are embracing social media in a big way. You’re an introvert
and you have trouble participating in social media of any
kind. You’re stuck, but you’re not going to give up. You get a
lot of help from friends and experts and finally, after a few
months you’re comfortable using social media. Your business
continues to thrive. More importantly, you’ve grown by leaps
and bounds.

So how do you know which kind of stuck you’re in?
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Ask yourself these questions:

1 Where are you going?

2 If you did reach the goal, would your “capacity” to make mean-
ingful contributions to the world be significantly increased?
Would you be creating more value for those around you?

4 Would you feel that you’re using your gifts and talents to
their fullest potential?

5 Would you be creating more opportunities to grow—for
yourself and others?

If you are fairly confident in answering the first question, and
answered “Yes” to everything else, congratulations. You’re
getting stuck for good reason: you’re navigating the edges of your
comfort zone.

Nobody is an expert at the edges of their comfort zone.

If you didn’t have an answer for question 1, and said “no”
or “not sure” to any of the other questions, then we have work to
do!

Thankfully you’ve taken the first step in solving your
problem. Now you can stop running around in circles wasting
your precious time and energy.

WATCH OUT FOR THE “QUICK-FIX” TRAP

You’re smart, you’re stuck, and here we are about to go into
all the ways and reasons you might have gotten stuck. So as soon
as you’ve got a glimpse into the reasons why you’re stuck you’ll
naturally be tempted to get unstuck as quickly as possible.
Like...now!
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Searching for a quick-fix to complex problems is a specialty of
us smart people. We’ll start slicing and dicing the problem every
which way we can to find a better, easier, quicker solution.

You might even look for some “top ten” tips or articles on
a blog or website. On second thought, you’re not going to do
that because you’ve already picked up this book, right?

I’d love to give you a pep talk and some encouragement, and
tell you “How to Get Unstuck now!”” Unfortunately, it’s not that
simple. A problem that has been created over the course of years
isn’t going to be solved in a few weeks or even a few months, and
expecting the quick fix is a recipe for despair and disaster.

So now that you’ve picked up this book, I urge you once
again to go all the way and make it count. Take a few extra
minutes to complete the Acceleration Challenges and make a real
difference in your life, or in the life of someone you care about.
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CHAPTER ONE

Stuck hYouPerspective






The first step to understanding our outer world, is to take
a look at what’s going on in our inner world. Perspective in
short is your point of view—it is the lens with which you view
the world.

TEN REASONS WE MIGHT BE STUCK

1. We’re not lucky (enough)

Let me first say this: Yes, luck matters, so don’t believe
anyone who tells you otherwise. Luck alone may not get you
where you want to be, but a little bit of luck will take you
farther, faster than you dreamed—no matter how smart and
hard-working you are.

Having said this, you can neither make luck part of your
strategy nor your excuses. You cannot sit and wait for it, or
cook up arecipe for it.

What you can do is improve your chances of preparing for and
meeting it. You can be open to new ideas, new encounters with
people, and new experiences. You can explore the
unfamiliar, keep a positive attitude, and challenge yourself
to take risks. Basically, if you continue to operate only in the
spaces that are familiar, your chances of getting lucky are
pretty slim.

Qi Lu grew up in avery poor and remote Chinese
village and eventually became a Vice President of Microsoft.
Obviously he is very smart, and he worked hard, but he
said luck is essential to success. The issue is that no one
understands how it really works. Luck, he says, is like a bus
12 | Smart, But Stuck



that will keep coming around to the bus stop. If you’re not
there with the right fare at the right moment, you’ll never be
on the bus no matter how many times it comes around.

So some of those other smart and successful people you see
that seem “luckier” than you? That may be true. Realize that
you might be able to do more to get luckier too.
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2. We’re used to the sandbox

Life in the sandbox begins very early. In fact, for most of
us it starts with school, where if you got good grades you were
considered smart.
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School is a sandbox environment in which the penalty for
making mistakes is very low. At worst, you get a lower grade and
a slap to your ego.

In some schools and exam systems, memorization is given
a huge premium—whoever can memorize the best is the
smartest. It’s not said that way, of course, but exams are often
designed to test someone’s memorization skill rather than
what they’ve actually learned.

A marketplace is very different. It’s not even close to
a sandbox environment. The rules that worked in a school
sandbox don’t apply here. In fact, very few of those rules work in
the marketplace.

It takes flexibility, awareness and deliberate effort to

graduate from “sandbox smarts” to “marketplace smarts.”

3. Our appetite for risk is too low

Rules are safeguards and reduce risk. Your parents gave you
rules to keep you safe from harm. In school, following the rules
kept you safe from trouble or detention, and helped you get high
grades.

In the marketplace, there aren’t always hard rules, and
where there are, following them to the dot may lead you to a
mediocre life—at best.

Depending on rules will keep you in the center. Sure, you’re
safe, but there is no premium. While the edges are riskier, it’s
where your chances of catching a premium are high.

Consider this: The only way to stretch and grow is to
move to the edges where you may slip and fall—risky indeed.
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Or you can stay in the center and you might never get
anywhere—very risky.

Of course, risk is still relative. What’s risky for you may
not look very risky to another. It’s easy to to gauge the impact
of the premium you want. The real measure of your risk is to
consider what’s at stake if you go for it and don’t receive the
anticipated premium.

What’s the impact of failing?

What do you lose?

When it comes to risk, only you can decide. In the
marketplace, sometimes no one can tell you all the rules.
Sometimes they change. And sometimes, you have to come up
with your own.

4. Our past successes fool us

They say success begets success.

That’s not entirely true.

Success begets success only when you’re willing to adapt to
new situations rapidly. So if you think that what made you
successful in the past should continue to bring you success now
and into the future, think again.

If you observe the fine print in many financial
instruments, it clearly says, “past success is not a future
indicator of success.” It’s just as true in real life. Whatever
conditions existed during your successful past don’t
necessarily exist in the present, in which case applying the

same strategies won’t work. Be careful.
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5. We get blinded by a sense of entitlement

Knowing you’re smart and experiencing early successes can
easily build up one’s ego. When you don’t keep your ego in check,
it slowly transforms into entitlement. A sense of entitlement will
fool you into thinking that what you want is owed or will be given
to you, rather than requiring you to take action to earn it

The combination of entitlement and inaction is a deadly
trap. Don’t fall for it. Expect something for nothing—or almost
nothing—and you will end up with nothing.

6. We’re in evergreen “preparing” mode instead
of taking action

You’re trying to cross all your t’s and dot all your i’s.
You’re conducting your research and your due diligence and
adamantly completing your preparation before you take the
crucial steps that will actually move you forward.

Except the more you prepare, the more you find what you
might be missing, the more unprepared you feel, and so the more
you continue preparing.

Your extreme preparation may be masking perfectionistic
tendencies, unrealistic expectations and/or your fear of failure,
which can trap you in this never-ending loop and a severe case of
analysis paralysis.

7. We miss the opportunities in front of us

Opportunities are rarely handed out on a silver platter, but you
can take a situation and create one with the right perspective.
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You might know the story of two shoe salesmen from
different companies who end up on an island to scout for
business. Both see that nobody on the island is wearing shoes.
One salesman calls his company and says, “We have a problem.
No one here wears shoes!” The other salesman calls with the
message that, “We’ve hit the jackpot! Nobody here on this
island wears shoes!”

Two salesmen, same situation. One sees a problem, the
other sees opportunity.

There is a window of opportunity for everything, and it’s up
to you to find and make the best of it.

No matter how smart you are, not having an open mind or
getting stuck in the kind of analysis paralysis discussed above, will
cost you.

8. Our relationship with failure needs fine-tuning

Nobody has the Midas touch, and being smart doesn’t give
you an exception.

In other words, we all fail sooner or later.

Of course you don’t want to fail because you might fear that
any failure will expose you as inadequate or foolish in some way.

Here’s a question for you: What are the chances you’ve
been right about every single decision you’ve made?

You’re merely human (a smart one), so your answer
can’t be 100 percent. First, you know some decisions have
been wrong. Secondly even with those decisions we deem
satisfactory, it’s always possible a different decision would

have led to much better outcomes!
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So to be safe, let’s assume a 70/30 split where you get 70
percent of your decisions right, and 30 percent are wrong. You
know why that’s not failure? Because you acquire the wisdom
and insights needed for 70 percent of your good decisions from
the mistakes you make in the other 30
percent.

If your relationship with failure doesn’t change, you’ll find
that you keep following the tried and tested safe routes. You’ll
learn little, and end up with predictable and (most probably)
mediocre results.

Remember: We either succeed, or we learn.

9. We don’t know we need help

Maybe you’ve operated in a sandbox environment where
there isn’t a big demand for teamwork. Instead, the focus is
usually on individual accomplishments and standing out
amongst the others. This has worked well for you as you’re
generally able to win as a solo act.

Unfortunately, marketplace dynamics are completely
different. Success requires a stronger push and larger set of
resources. These days, it’s more than teamwork. It’s about
configuring the right ecosystem and structuring it in a way
that’s aligned to meet your goals and—at least partially—the
goals of the other members in your ecosystem.

If this sounds complicated, you’re right! This is the
marketplace.

The first step towards creating or finding your ecosystem is
knowing and accepting that you need help to succeed. Even
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if you think you have all the skills to complete everything on
your own, trying to do so is futile.

10. We don’t get good help when we need it

It’s common knowledge that knowing is not doing but
doing is doing. Once you know and accept that you need
help, it’s not enough. A greater level of humility is needed to
actually go and ask for it.

Once you ask for help, unfortunately, that may not be enough
either. You also need to have established and nurtured
relationships with the kind of people who have good help to offer,
and want to help you.

Think about it. The kind of people from whom you need
help are the kind of people who have plenty of opportunities in
front of them, so your request for help is competing for their
precious resources.

Can you provide them with an opportunity while asking
for their help? Are you worthy and deserving of help,
having offered to help and serve others with the skills you
possess?

To summarize, the foundation required for others to be
available around you who can offer good help, has to be laid
long before you need it.

THE MID-LIFE STALL

Being stuck can seem more complicated when it hits you in
middle age.
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Tell me, were you one of those rising superstars when you
first started your career? Probably. You knew you were damn
smart, and you were going places in life.

You cruised along and went on to become reasonably
successful by most standards, although your own assessment has
always been a different story. Deep down you’ve known that you
could do more, and there are others who know you well enough to
see the gap between where you are and where you could be as well.

Then before you knew it, you were looking at your career as
a 40 year old. That’s when you hit a wall, and everything seemed
to come to a screeching halt.

If you were asked what happened, you’ll present a set of
really convincing arguments for your present situation, and
most people would find your arguments quite solid.

The most common age at which I’ve heard of smart people
getting stuck, more than any other age, is right about forty.

While that seems to be the magic number, yours may be plus or
minus a few years.

I first wrote about this in my book “Beyond Code”, but it’s
worth revisiting again.

Here is what | think happens.

The first 10-15 years of working life seem like progress for
most people, though what is typically happening is a general
upward adjustment of salary that the marketplace offers to pretty
much anyone who is doing reasonably well. Exceptional people
are getting a premium during this period, but the delta between
exceptional and good performers is not big enough to catch

anybody’s attention.
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It is also during this period that some of the greatest
life changes are happening in the life of a professional—first job,
marriage, kids, first home, and so on. Added to all this, what’s
required to stay ahead in the marketplace is constantly changing.
In short, there are big changes at work and big changes outside of
work—there is change everywhere. Unless someone is
consciously learning not just how to deal with change, but how to
be a step ahead, activities that merely keep up with change will
seem like progress.

There isn’t a premium for adapting to change. Adapting to

change is a simple matter of survival. You adapt, or die.
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If you want to stand out, you not only adapt to change,
you find a way to thrive from change.That’s where the
premium is.

In our mini-research, we focused on several cases in
which careers started off big and then began to taper. We also
looked at careers that progressed brilliantly over a 15-20 year
period, which is about the time it takes to arrive at middle age.

If you’re at this stage, see if you can determine whether
any of our findings resonate with you.

Stalled careers by this period were hugely influenced by six
things:

1 Entering the road less traveled

2 Shining locally, but invisible globally

3 Limelight-induced inertia

4 Inability to re-invent ourselves at or above the rate of
market change

5 Focusing on the short-term at the expense of long term
investments

6 Serious lack of leverage

Let us dig deeper on each of the above findings.

=

Entering the road less traveled

In the early years of our careers we’ve pushed up to the
next levels of the success pyramid within a few years, and as
we move higher and higher, the available seats start dwindling.
Sure, it’s exciting that one of those increasingly dwindling and
more coveted seats should be reserved for us.
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What many forget, however, is that as we continue to excel,
we find ourselves on roads less traveled with fewer traveling
companions. It’s rarely comfortable for anyone to take the
road less traveled.

The reason for the unsaid anxiety is two-fold: a) we need
to embrace the uncertainty in the new situation and b) we
need to depart from what’s familiar.

2. Shining locally, but invisible globally

While we were so busy and focused on our internal
responsibilities within the company, we forgot about the world
beyond. The inevitable result is that while we may be shining
locally, globally, we’re invisible.

We gain leverage from networking and establishing
strong relationships with others in our industry who might be
knowledgeable and influential, and who can help us or whom we
might be able to help. Not only that, we become more valuable
within our organization when we make it our responsibility to bring
in fresh perspectives from the outside world.

3. Limelight-induced inertia

If I had to choose the biggest cause of a stalled career by
mid-life, this is possibly the hardest to detect.

Limelight-induced inertia is what happens when we’ve
made choices to stay where we are and continue doing what
we’re doing because it keeps us in the “success” limelight.

In other words, we allow ourselves to get boxed into a place
where we can move sideways for a long time, but in actuality,
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we’ve hit a plateau and don’t realize it. We’re comfortable, and
we’ll stay comfortable until something or someone gives us a big
shake-up. Unfortunately too many people don’t experience that
shake-up until it’s too late.

4. Inability to re-invent ourselves at or above the
rate of market change

Today’s darlings turn out to be tomorrow’s “also-rans”
when a particular space no longer holds any appeal. In other
words, being a hero today doesn’t guarantee us hero status
tomorrow.

Early hero status becomes a handicap if we’ve gotten
comfortable with being a star in our area of expertise and
continued to dig deeper and invest more as a result. In
the short term, it was great because the space in which
we were operating was hot. Then suddenly, it wasn’t hot
anymore (remember what we know about things happening
“suddenly”). As a result, our star status came to mean very
little.

5. Focusing on the short-term at the expense of
long term investments

This one is closely related to how early hero status
can be a handicap. Being hot and in demand can cause us
to forget about other fundamentals of a solid foundation
for success, such as, investing in our health, relationships,
growth and personal brand. We may have been so busy
doing what was required, that we forgot to upgrade our
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“being.” We invested in our craft but forgot to invest in the
architect behind the craft.

Again, in the short-term we don’t see the problem. It
takes time to build a solid foundation of health, important
relationships and a trusted personal brand. Over the years,
however, the gap in strength between our foundation and the
foundations of our peers who started early, can become the
size of the grand canyon. By middle-age, it can feel impossible to
jump that gap.

6. Serious lack of leverage

Great results are a combination of two main types of
labor: direct and implicit.

The difference is subtle but important.

Direct labor is the act of picking up our phone and
making a call to someone from whom we’re about to ask a
favor. Perhaps we need advice on a project, buy-in for an
investment, or validation for an idea. The cost of our direct
labor is minutes added to our phone bill, and the time we invest
out of our day.

Whether that phone call is a good investment of our time and
direct effort, and the weight of that call to the person we’re
calling, is determined by our implicit labor.

Implicit labor is the investment we’ve made into assets
such as our personal brand, reputation, and the quality of our
relationship with the person we called. In other words, the
price for our implicit labor has already been paid (or not) over
the previous few years.
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Another way to think of the quality of our relationships
is to consider that we have an emotional account balance
with certain people when we serve, help, and are available
to them. Have we made enough “deposits” before we ask for
withdrawals?

If we haven’t built our foundational assets, all we have
today is hope and our effort. We can make the call but it

probably won’t be effective without sufficient leverage.

WE HAVE A CHOICE

There are more, but | chose to highlight the above six
causes of mid-life career stalls because regardless of your age,
you have control over how to handle them.

If you relate to any of the above situations, remember,
there is nothing you can do about the past and it’s useless to
beat yourself up. What you can do is begin shaping your future
differently starting today.

Being smart is a great entry ticket to the games, but you still
have to play well to win. If you haven’t been winning yet, it

might be time to change your strategy.

WHY SMART PEOPLE FAIL TO HIGHLIGHT
THEIR STRENGTHS

There are so many smart people who fail to make the most of
their biggest strengths. Ever wonder why?
The answer: There is an invisible weakness related to our

biggest strengths.
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Actually, it’s really a blind spot. A blind spot that causes us to
not even notice our biggest strengths.

Easy for you but hard for others

You have strengths that you not only may not be using,
but that you may not even realize you possess.

This happens because you do some things so effortlessly
and easily, that it hardly even occurs to you that other smart
people might not be able to do it at all, let alone do it so easily.
In fact, it’s so natural, easy and effortless to you that it could
be said to be automatic and unconscious. It’s just part of the
background and you stop noticing it.

Your greatest strengths are precisely these things you do,
and that you may not be noticing.

Our brains are wired to put “easy” things on auto-pilot.

When was the last time you noticed how you walk?

When was the last time you noticed how you talk?

You may not remember learning to walk or talk, but most
of you can remember learning to drive. The very first time
you drove a car, you noticed everything. You had to coordinate
watching the road, changing gears, steering, turn signals,
traffic signs, braking...It felt like so much to handle that you had
to focus on every detail and movement, right?

Eventually, you stopped noticing how you drive. It became
seamless. You forget you’re doing anything required to drive
safely. Your body just does what it’s supposed to in response
to external stimuli you encounter while driving. You may have
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even had the experience of being lost in thought and arriving
at your destination with no memory of what you saw or how
many red lights there were along the way.

The same thing happens when you’re operating from your
greatest natural strengths. They’re so much a part of you, and
S0 automatic, that they easily go unnoticed.

So what’s the problem, you ask?

The problem is that if we don’t notice our most natural
strengths and work on them, we won’t be able to make them work
for us. They become unused assets rather than true, growing assets.
Meanwhile, we will focus instead on strengths that are more
noticeable to us, but that may not be our greatest strengths.

Your highest potential can be achieved only when you focus
on your greatest strengths, so it’s sort of your duty to do yourself
justice and give your natural strengths the attention they deserve.

The Proposed Solution

So, what’s the solution?
Obviously, we can’t build on something that’s invisible to

us . So, our first step is to make visible that which is invisible.

The way to begin is to start paying attention and training
our minds to notice what we may not have been noticing. This
may sound odd, but it’s not that hard. Basically, we learn not to
take anything for granted and examine things instead. What we
notice and don’t notice are both important. Here are a couple of

examples to get us started:

28 | Smart, But Stuck



When you go to a movie with someone and you both
enjoy it, share exactly why you liked the movie with your
friend. Then, ask your friend to share why he or she liked the
movie. Even though you both liked the movie and have that in
common, each of you may have totally different reasons why
you liked it. You might notice and observe different aspects
of the movie based on your life experiences, preferences, and
interests.

The next time you’re in a class or conference, take down
some notes. Then ask four other people to share their notes
and compare. It’s highly likely that you’ll discover insights that
you missed. Not because you didn’t hear them but because we
all filter what we hear differently. What touched you may not
have touched others and vice versa.

Once you start paying attention, you won’t need anyone to
tell you what your greatest strengths are. All you need is to get
a hint or the slightest clue of what they are and you’ll grab
those strengths by the horns and start nurturing them, right?
Make them true assets.

Learning to notice what we are not noticing is the first step
towards uncovering our hidden strengths. Once we’re operating
from our greatest strengths, or what can be called our zone of
genius, the demarcation between work and play starts to
disappear.

Lastly, notice the requests for help that come from your
network. Focus on those requests that have high-stakes
attached to them. A high-stakes request is one where if
they don’t get good help either they will miss a significant
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opportunity or they will incur a significant loss. When you see a
pattern of these requests, you know where the marketplace is
seeing your strengths even if you don’t see them.

30 | Smart, But Stuck



ACCELERATION CHALLENGE 1

TakeBackYourTime

ACCELERATION CHALLENGE 1: HARNESS Tt
POWER OF REFLECTION

"Our careers are linear in foresight and
circuitous in hindsight.”

—KATHLEEN MITCHELL

For most people, serious reflection and
contemplation is reserved for the beginning of a new
year, if ever. | hope this isn’t the case for you.
Reflection is definitely not something that you
engage in once a yeatr.

The last time | spoke to a group of smart
people, one of them asked me the question, “How
do we measure our own progress for the year?
What are the metrics?”

The answer is that it requires reflection and you
can do it anytime of the year. You just have to look
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one right answer or one right approach when it comes
to self reflection.
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There are two questions that | thought nail it
down a bit. Here they are:

1 “What significant contributions have | made to the
world in the last 12 months?”

2 “By how much has my ability to make a difference
in the world increased in the last twelve months?”

Take this acceleration challenge and reflect on the
last twelve months. Should you dare, share the results
with someone that cares about you and ask them to
comment. Ask that they give you some
ideas on what you can do better or improve upon in the
next twelve months.

Most important, don’t wait for 12 months to
pass before you reflect on these questions
again. Ask them repeatedly whenever you want to
consider your progress. As your capacity to perform
goes up, you don’t have to stick to a 12-month
term. You can cut that down to six months, three
months, one month or even one week. You are the
best judge of how often to check your progress on
your goals.

The first chapter was about the reasons we may be
going nowhere. Honestly, if you are making
valuable contributions (deliver) and acquiring
the capacity (prepare to deliver in the future) to
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continue to make valuable contributions, you will never
be out of place. You will never feel that you are going
nowhere. The reflection questions are

just a simple way to test how well you are balancing
on the “deliver” and “preparing to deliver” aspects of
your life.
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CHAPTER TWO

Stuck In The

Workplace







Many smart people feel the frequency mis-match between
themselves and the others around them.

The people around you just don’t seem to get it, do they?

WHY SMART PEOPLE AREN'T APPRECIATED
FOR THEIR WORK

"Youbecomeastarnotbecause ofyourtitle; you
become a star because you are adding star value to
the company.”

—N.R. NARAYANA MURTHY OF INFOSYS

Over the years I’ve heard many smart people complaining
that they work hard, but that their hard work is unappreciated.
You might feel like a victim of unrecognized hard work as well.

To be more specific, you might have experienced or said
the following:

> “Idid most of the work on that project, but my boss got
all the credit!”

> “TIwork evenings, | work weekends and now my company
is taking my long hours for granted. In fact, they almost
seem to expect it!”

> “The people around me don’t even care how hard or long

| work.”

Let’s take a look at these while I outline some of the
outcomes of my conversations, research, and reflections on
how good hard work goes unappreciated.
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Someone else takes credit for our hard work. How does
this happen?

As | listened to people complain about this during my
research, I did so with an open mind. | probed to get more
details about their specific situation, and I suspended any
prior biases | might have had on the issue.

Truth be told, | agree that in a few cases people
were victimized and treated unfairly. Yet they continued
employment with the company that took advantage of them. In
some of those cases, they didn’t have other viable choices and
were somewhat stuck. One such example is applying
for permanent residence in the United States through your
employer, and not wanting to introduce a major hiccup into
that process.

In most cases though, | found that those who complained that
someone else was taking credit for their hard work had
one over-arching reason for their situation, and it was their
interpretation of “hard work.”

Please see if you can identify some similarities in your
own life or perhaps one of your smart-but-stuck employees in
one or more of these scenarios.

We’re working hard because we lack the skills for
the job

No matter how smart you are, you’re not going to have all
the skills you need when you first start a job, and if you did,
you’d probably be bored to death.
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So imagine, it’s your first job and you have to walk the
extra mile to ensure that you develop the skills and
knowledge required to complete the work expected of
you. Your company does not benefit directly from you
having to work harder or longer to update your skills. You
working harder is not necessarily adding more value to your
organization when you’re simply doing what you must in order
to get the job done.

There is an indirect benefit to the organization, sure, but
they’re investing resources in you while you expand your skills,

which is to your benefit as well.

We’re working hard because we lack competence in
related skills

Not only do you have to have a competence in a certain
skill set for a job, you also have to be competent in many
related tasks in order to get the job done. In other words,
having the skill set covers the matter of your breadth of
knowledge, while being competent is about effective and
precise execution overall.

Competence is not an all or nothing, black or white
matter. There are four stages of competence.

1. Unconscious Incompetence

You neither understand nor know how to do something.
In fact, you don’t even recognize a deficit, and hence, have no
desire to address it.
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2. Conscious Incompetence

Though you don’t understand or know how to do
something, you recognize your deficit without yet addressing it.

3. Conscious Competence

You understand and know how to do something, but
demonstrating your skill or knowledge in it takes a great deal of
conscious focus and concentration.

4. Unconscious Competence

You have had so much practice with a skill that it’s second
nature. You can perform it easily and without any conscious focus
or concentration. You may or may not be able to teach it to others
depending on how or when you learned it.

Your ability to go deep on atopic can be considered a
strength, but it can turn into a weakness if its blurring your
vision. You may be working hard on what you’re good at while
avoiding any related skills or knowledge areas that you are
also expected to be well versed and competent in.

An example of this would be as follows. A good CTO is
someone who must be able to identify and understand new
technologies and present their understanding to others. If
a CTO only works in the domain of knowledge and skills
required to identify and understand new technologies while
ignoring what it takes to sharpen his or her presentation skills,
it’s a loss. Working hard or long hours on what you’re good at
doesn’t compensate for your lack of competence in other areas.
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We’re confusing time spent and value created

Industrial age thinking has brought about this general
notion that whoever spends more time on a job contributes
the most value. Makes sense if you’re a factory worker. If your
job is to produce the most possible widgets, you need to work
the machines longer because the longer you work, the more
widgets you produce for your company.

Today, we are living in the knowledge economy and the rules
have completely changed. Since computers and machines can do a
ton of work, value has shifted from “doing” better, to “thinking”
better, in a big way.

It’s no longer about the amount of time spent on the job.
We can spend a ton of time creating zero value, eroding value,
or even creating a major headache for someone else who is
trying to create value.

We say beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and that
applies to “value” as well. “Value” is typically in the eyes of the
person willing to pay.

We not only have to invest time and energy in our craft, but
ensure that the employer or customer comes away with a positive
assessment of the value created by our investment of time and
energy.

And, who is responsible for ensuring that assessment? Not

the employer or customer.

It is up to us to ensure that the value we created is
recognized as having helped them achieve their goals.
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We might be discounting the value of
others’ experience

There is one general but thousands of foot soldiers. When
the battle is won, the general gets the credit. When the battle
is lost, the general will be blamed. Foot soldiers are very
important but they are replaceable. Generals are more
important and not easily replaceable. When you’re a foot
soldier, you’re free to think that you did the work and
somebody else (the General) got the credit.

It’s so easy to forget that generals have paid their dues
earlier, and for a long time before they reached their position.
It’s that experience that helps them better interpret situations
and tell foot soldiers what to do. No matter how hard a soldier
works, he’s not seeing or interpreting the bigger picture as well
as the general.

So if you’re working hard every day and seeing someone
that isn’t working as hard as you (like, for example, your boss)
it’s easy to conclude that your boss is getting an easy ride,
making you work hard while taking all the credit.

We all know of “bad” bosses, but not nearly all bosses
are bad. Bosses have more often paid their dues and are now
putting their experience to work.

That counts.

Actually, that really counts a lot.
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We forget that commodity stuff doesn’t command
apremium

You can put in a lot of hard work producing commodity
output.

Your output is valued as per-market standards.

You can earn great money but only until your employer
finds someone else that can produce the same output for less
(consider outsourcing, offshoring or both) Sooner or later,
market forces will create buyers who pay the ‘right’ price for the
output—advantageous to the buyer but perhaps not so much you,
the smart person.

When you’re easily replaceable your hard work counts for
little. If you’re what Seth Godin calls a linchpin—someone who
is indispensable—you will be paid a premium for your work.

Being indispensable is hard, and merely being brilliant

doesn’t cut it.

We may not be telling the right story about
our work

When you complete a job, most people don’t see the job
you completed so much as hear a story about the work being
completed. If you don’t take responsibility for telling the right
story about your work, others will create their own versions
which may or may not be advantageous to you.

You may have thought that your job was complete when

the work was complete, but that’s rarely the case. It’s only
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complete when the people assessing your work hear the right
story behind it. Don’t leave it to chance, instead, be sure to
thoughtfully and carefully tell your story in a way that doesn’t
come across as boastful.

We may have too much humility or too little pride

You ought to take pride in your work, and yet be humble.
Lack of pride and too much humility will hurt you. You must
strike the right balance between pride and humility, which
isn’t easy. But the alternative is a recipe for future misery.

We may be thinking that the employer is responsible for our
career growth

For those who think the employer is obligated to take care of
their growth, think again.

Employers care, of course. They care about their
employees to the extent that their larger concerns are served.
They cannot possibly worry about taking care of the careers
of all of their employees. Hence, they focus on the growth
of only those employees who make themselves valuable and
indispensable. These are the people your employer will not
want to lose, or worse, lose to their competitor.

It’s unfair to you and your employer to delegate any
responsibility for your career trajectory to anyone but
yourself.

Smart people are already getting a salary for their
contribution and the employer provides the framework to

grow. That’s the most they can do. The rest is up to us. We can
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get cracking and flourish or stay on the sidelines and watch
others.

Our personal brand may be too dependent on
affiliation with an employer

This can happen if you’re working for a big brand. You’re
proud of your affiliation, and so you may have a tendency to
confuse your affiliation with the brand, and your own personal
brand.

Your affiliation doesn’t automatically entitle you to anything.
Every employee in your organization has the same power that the
affiliation provides, and while affiliations help, they are not a
substitute for the valuable and meaningful contributions you
make. That is where your real power lies.

We may be confusing brilliant storytelling
and bragging

You may think that doing your work is enough and that
it should speak for itself. Why should you have to talk or brag
about it in order for people to appreciate it?

Brilliant storytelling and bragging are not the same thing.
Storytelling is an art. Bragging is a desperate attempt for
attention.

Brilliant storytelling is helping people interpret what they see,
properly. Bragging is interrupting for personal gain.

Brilliant storytelling will elevate the person to whom you’re

telling the story, while bragging serves only to elevate yourself.
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Brilliant storytelling will encapsulate and sell the need,
helping another see the value of fulfilling that need. Bragging
says what you did is important regardless of whether a need can
be fulfilled.

In short, if you are feeling victimized and it is clear
that someone else is responsible for it, you have to evaluate
whether you want to continue being associated with
the person, organization or employer. If you are feeling victimized
and after reading the above realize it may be your own doing you
have your work cut out—take responsibility and make the
necessary changes, then go out and make
things happen.

WHY SMART PEOPLEARE TAKEN
FOR GRANTED

Short answer: We’re taken for granted because we give
others permission to do so.

There are many ways in which people can feel taken for
granted. In our particular context I’m referring to the feeling of
having been shortchanged or given the short end of the
stick. Or it may be when others assume that things would have
been just fine without our help, and treat us as though we
didn’t matter much in the given context.

Let’s look at a hypothetical scenario.

Someone makes a request for you to do something for them.
You fulfill the request, in record time, way faster than anyone else
would have. You go the extra mile and beyond the call of duty.
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You naturally think that the person who made the request will
be delighted with the work you’ve done for them. If they are, case
closed.

What about when there is no delight, or recognition of the
effort, efficiency and care you put into the request?

Two things are possible.

1 The person who made the request is incapable of properly
assessing the value of your help, or;

2 The person who made the request has actually chosen to
downplay the value of your help.

Now let’s delve a bit deeper.

Case 1. The person who made the request is
incapable of properly assessing the value of
your help.

How might this come to be?

Either they don’t have the background knowledge and
experience to understand the value of your help, or they are
used to thinking of value in terms of time spent. In other
words, they are used to paying someone by the hour, rather
than by the value of the work that’s done.

Either way, you’re at a disadvantage. You can choose to go
and convince that someone of the value you delivered. You
may not enjoy such a confrontation or want to engage, however,
so you accept the arrangement. In accepting it, you’ve just set
the bar lower for the actual value of the work you bring to the
table.
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In other words, you lost twice. You accepted how you were
treated, and lowered your value.

Case 2: The person who made the requesthas
chosen to downplay the value of your help

In this scenario, the requestor deliberately wants to
undermine the value of your help. He or she is intelligent
enough to make a good assessment of the effort and value in
your help. He or she may think that acknowledging
the value of your help means they’d have to upgrade your
compensation in some way, which would be a disadvantage to
them. So, he or she chooses to behave as if the work was not of
great value.

It is even more difficult to convince someone of your
value in this case. Why? Because this person does not want to
be convinced. He or she is now pretending to not understand
the value. Ever heard about how difficult it is to wake up a
person who is pretending to be asleep?

It hurts a lot to know the value of what we have delivered, and
yet, be unable to sell it.

It’s possible that others are the main cause of the problem, but
since we rarely have control over changing others, let’s not focus
on that part for now.

The truth is, we have a big chunk of the responsibility for our
situation and we can do something about it. So, let’s get to the
bottom of this.
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Sometimes we focus on our craft and forget to focus on
how to sell the value of our craft. We can blame it on others and
get frustrated, or we can start investing in ourselves and learn
how to sell.

Feeling victimized or getting frustrated is easy. When we
choose victimhood, we’ll have plenty of opportunities to be a
victim for the rest of our lives.

Learning to sell the value of what you bring to the table
is hard. What makes it harder is that you might consider the
selling of your craft, as opposed to the performing of it, an
opportunity cost. You might think that you could have just
been working and spending time on improving your craft.
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Instead, you have to move away from your comfort zone and do
what you’re not the expert in—selling.

Don’t ever forget that investing in learning how to sell
yourself and your craft is as important as investing in taking
your craft to the next level.

WHY SMART PEOPLE THINK THEY DESERVE
BETTER AT WORK

"Ifyouwantthetitle, please bewilling totakethejob
that comes with it.”

—TIM SANDERS

It starts with your boss, or someone else who is higher in the
organizational hierarchy than you. You watch what they do and
you just can’t believe it.

Some decisions your boss makes are very obvious.

Some decisions your boss makes are what any employee
could easily do.

Sometimes when your boss speaks it sounds like he
doesn’t have a full handle on things at all.

Sometimes you wonder how your boss even reached the
career position he or she is in...how is it possible?

You seem more intelligent and more capable in so
many different ways. It doesn’t make any sense. There is no
logic here. Maybe it’s luck, and that very well may be the answer.

You pay attention and begin to observe your boss and
others in the upper hierarchy to find clues about what it is that
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they do differently that makes them stand apart. A few months
later, you haven’t found anything that jumps out, and so now
things take a turn.

Not only do you think these people don’t deserve to
be where they are, but that you deserve to be in a better place. After
all, you have more talent, more insight, and you’re more competent
than what you’ve seen demonstrated by them.

There’s been an injustice, and you’ve been given the short end
of the stick. Not fair.

At least that’s what you think.

Agreed.

Here’s an explanation.

You watch your boss in action and you make a quick
assessment of the action, it’s value, it’s purpose and the general
design of that action. That is what you can see. What you don’t see
are the underlying (mostly invisible) processes that created the
decision for that action.

Just before taking that action, a series of steps have to take
place—sometimes these steps are taken quickly and sometimes
a single step may take weeks or months to conclude. Watching
from the outside, you may never know what really went on
behind the scenes of an external action. The schematic below
digs a bit deeper into this. The highlighted components are in
no way complete but do provide an idea of what goes on prior
to the arrival of a decision, and observable action.

1. NETWORK: Networks have a huge influence on the
thinking of any leader, and so certainly play a part in the
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behind-the-scenes aspect of any decisions or actions. The quality
of a leaders network and conversations with members of the
network over the course of years will determine a lead- ers level
of awareness and the quality of decisions he or she makes.

2. INPUT: While the network can provide a big chunk of

the input, other sources include but are not limited to books
read, events and conferences attended or spoken at, and past
life and career experiences. Most important with respect to

all of these sources of input is the quality of a leaders obser-
vational skills and reflections upon everything available to

them.
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3. ELIMINATION: The ability to discern relevant signals
from noise. The more unnecessary stuff (noise) a leader can
remove, the more necessary stuff (signal) they can focus on
and consider in any decisions.

4. PROCESSING ORASSEMBLY: Thisislike playinga
game of Legos.

You have a number of pieces and you can build a
number of things. Whoever can determine a wide variety of
possibilities quickly will have a huge competitive advantage.

5. SYNTHESIS: This involves coming up with the right
combination of available pieces and customizing them to fit
the current situation.

6. DECISION: Completing the synthesis will result in the
“lightbulb” moment which appears as a decision to the exter-
nal world.

What you see and observe is the final output of the above steps
culminating in the decision. To you, it seems like you could repeat
the decision, and since you’re smart that very well may be true.

But rather than trying to copy decisions, try to become the
person who can produce high quality decisions. Once you are
ready, a better position will automatically come up sooner or later.

The same logic applies to many other situations outside your
work too. You might feel someone else in your network is
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successful because they seem to get lucky all the time. If you peel
down the layers, you will see that there was much more than luck
at play.

What is visible are actions and decisions. What is invisible is
everything else that led to those actions and decisions.
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ACCELERATION CHALLENGE 2

Take Back Your Time

Here is a hypothetical example | use often
in my speaking engagements. Remember, this is
fictional.

Imagine that one of your friends John asks you for
a favor. He has a problem. He's supposed to
receive an important package at the local library on
one of the Saturdays in February. Unfortunately, he
is traveling on business for the whole month, and
won’t be able to receive the package. He has three
other friends who have signed up to wait for the
package on the first three Saturdays. In case, the
package does not arrive in the first three Saturdays, he
needs your help to wait at the library for just
the fourth Saturday. John says there is a 75 percent
chance that the package will be delivered during
one of the first three Saturdays—meaning there is
only a slight chance that you may be required to
spend the entire fourth Saturday of February
waiting in the library. He wants to know whether you can
help him.

Most probably you would sign up to help John.
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A couple of days later, John comes back to
you and he wants to make a change to his request for
help. Apparently, he’s found a company called
“Package Receivers LLC” who take up these kinds of
jobs. John decided to sign up for their service
instead of inconveniencing his friends. That’s the good
news. The bad news is that John has to pay
$400 to these folks. He wants to know whether you
would pay $100 (your share) as you had offered to
help him earlier. You politely decline.

Think about this for a second. You had offered to
give him about ten hours of your time.

Let’'s say you would have productively used
about five of those ten hours. This means you
sort of would have squandered five hours. You’re
now being asked to instead pay $100—about $20
per hour—to get those five hours back. And you
declined.

| know your mind is now screaming with the
logic of why this story doesn’t make sense. You may
be right, but the point | want to make is
simple—most of us are willing to squander time, and
we safeguard money at the expense of time.
Money can be earned back but time once lost can
never be earned back. This is the sorry state of our
relationship with time and money.
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What are the consequences of this problem?

Your relationship with time and money
influences a lot of your decisions—those decisions
where you have to choose whether to do something
yourself, or to delegate to another.

To-do is easy—you do it yourself and it seems
like you will save money.

To delegate is hard—you have to explain the
work to someone else (costs time) and then you
have to pay (costs money) to do it. It seems like you
lose twice with delegation.

But this is flawed logic.
Very flawed.

In the first case, doing something will take
away your time that could have been used to do
something else. The moment you are engaged in
anything, the opportunity cost of not being able to do
something else is always introduced.

In the second case, although it seems like
delegating involves high costs at first, the longer
term cost declines. Delegation is the first step
required for scaling.

With that in mind, here is your acceleration
challenge.
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1 Find some work that you have not delegated be-
fore.

2 Try to find a professional free agent (freelancer)
and delegate it. It will cost you some money but it
will save you time.

3 With that new-found time, start a project that
you’ve been putting off for too long because you
didn’t have time.

Share your learning with someone you care. Get
feedback and adapt for the next iteration.

Chapter Two: Stuck in the Workplace | 57




58 | Smart, But Stuck



CHAPTER THREE

Stuck in Unrealistic

Expectations



You know that in order to win, you have to give.

The dilemma is often about when to start giving back if you
are still struggling to find enough time to reach your own goals.

Of course the answer is...NOW.

Sure, looking at things from where you stand, there’s a
long way to go to realize your dreams.

Consider, however, that whatever your level of success, in
whatever way you measure it, there are always hundreds of
thousands (probably millions) of people out there who aren’t
where you are yet, but would like to be. So as far as they’re
concerned, you’ve made it, and you most definitely have

something to give back. In fact, it’s only fair.

WHY SMART PEOPLE DON’T HELP ENOUGH

Most of you are generally capable of helping others.
Sometimes you do, and sometimes you don’t.

Many people have shared with me their frustrations about not
getting a response to a request for help from someone they’ve
reached out to. They complain that it would have taken “just five
minutes” for this expert to help them, and yet they
chose not to.

There are a wide variety of assumptions that are then
made about the person who ignored, dismissed, or rejected
request for help.

> They’re not the helpful type
> They don’t have a caring heart
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> Okay, so maybe they are just too busy
>  They’re selfish

You may be making these assumptions about someone you

reached out to for help, or, someone is making them
about you.

We could go on and on about the real reasons requests
for help go unfulfilled, but the truth is that we all have our
own frustrations. We don’t want to be labeled heartless or
self-indulgent or uncaring, but with all the requests for help
that keep coming, sometimes ignoring such requests is
unavoidable.

Whether you’re asking for help or on the receiving end of
a request for help, it’s worth digging in further on this topic.

Smart people are also human beings—we cannot
scale

Bits scale.

Atoms don’t.

On the same day in 2010, two social media stars Chris
Brogan?and Jason Falls® (Article: Some social media
housekeeping around the Explorer) opened their hearts and
shared why it was difficult to continue to engage the way they
were engaging.

2 Article: “Redrawing” from his blog 3-19-2010 https://chrisbrogan.com/
redrawing/

® Avrticle: “Some Social Media Housekeeping Around the Explorer”
from his blog 3-19-2010 https://socialmediaexplorer.com/social-media-
marketing/some-social-media-housekeeping-around-the-explorer/
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Here is what Chris said:

“If I just manage my inbox, that’s about ten hours of work
a day (600 new mails divided by one minute each). If I spend
time on Twitter, on Third Tribe, on Facebook, on my blog (in
the comments), that’s another three hours. If | take two phone
calls or do a webinar, that’s another two hours.

“We’re up to fifteen hours before even doing production of
anything (no blogging/writing/creating for clients).”

Here is what Jason said:

“I’m also going to be less active in responding to every
comment. I’11 still do a good job of answering questions and
the like, but have to budget my time to do so once a day rather
than continuously. Clients pay my bills. I can’t camp out on
comments all the time. I’m not ignoring you, but need to
control the commitment a bit.”

Not every smart person’s situation will be similar to that
faced by Chris and Jason, but you get the point.

It’s not “just five minutes”

There may be dozens of requests that individually take
five minutes, but if all are responded to, they could collectively
take 24 hours or more.

Remember the standard security announcement in any
airplane: “If the air pressure drops and the oxygen masks are
lowered, please put your own mask on before you help others
put on their masks.”

Smart people get requests for help from others precisely

because they’ve devoted a lot of time to create or produce
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something of value. The more time they spend helping, the less
time they have to continue producing.

So, it’s not selfish to take care of yourself before you tend to
others. Everyone has a life to lead, and none of us can give from
an empty cup. You can’t become an expert unless you

create time for your own work and projects.

Too many requests for 1:1 help put a dent
in leverage

Many smart people share a lot and a large number of them
are helpful on various social media platforms. Since they are
giving you a ton of time for “free” already, it may be tempting
to think that they can simply give you a little bit more time,
individually. Just remember that as they move to help anyone
1:1, smart people start losing leverage. Unless you can prove to
them that it is worth building a relationship with you.

You, as a smart person from whom a request is made, are
not an exception here. You won’t have the magic bullet to solve
this dilemma. If you are on a path to make a big difference,
you will have no choice but to decline several 1:1 requests for
help—unless it makes sense for you in the grand scheme of
things.

It really depends on the amount of attention the request
deserves from you.

One of the fundamental tenets of NLP (Neuro-Linguistic
Programming) is that “the meaning of your communication is

in its response.”
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This may seem rude but if the request was worthy of being
ignored, chances are that a smart person will ignore it. If
someone makes a meaningless pitch or request, it’s hard to
provide a meaningful response.

Everyone can see when a meaningless request has been
made of them. But we rarely acknowledge that we ourselves
might also make requests that are:

> meaningless

> insensitive to the amount of time the other person may
need to devote

>  totally one-sided

> inappropriately timed

Most of us out there are not thinking about how to design
our request in a way that creates a win-win for everyone.
We’re too busy or preoccupied with what we need and forget to
think about the effort or opportunity cost involved for the person
we hope will fulfill our request.

So if you’re smart and respected, you’ll be at the receiving
end of many meaningless requests. That’s life. If you don’t learn
how to handle them well, you’ll run out of bandwidth to attend to

the truly meaningful requests.

Most requests require a balance in the emotional
bank account

Most people who request 1:1 time for help don’t realize
(or acknowledge) the fact that equal investments of time from
two people will result in unequal returns on investment for
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the two people involved. This is especially true when there is a
clear line between receiver and giver.

Sometimes you can get lucky. You make a request and
it’s fulfilled even though you didn’t have a relationship with
the person. In most cases, it won’t work. You have to build a
relationship long before you make a request. If you remember the
popular banking metaphor, you have to make a deposit before you
can make a withdrawal.

If you think about it, that’s really the way most of the
things in life work—you have to sow before you reap, you
have to train for months before you can run a marathon, you
have to practice for years before you can perform in a concert.
You have to pay the price, before you win the prize. We can go
on and on but the point is simple and it’s the same with
relationships. It takes years to build one.

Again, it’s the same if the shoe is on the other foot. If
someone makes a request from you and hasn’t taken the time
to build a relationship with you, it should be difficult for you
to justify investing your time in fulfilling the request.

It may not be meaningful enough in the current
scheme of things

This one has two aspects to it.

The first aspect is timing.

The second aspect is all about relative and alternate
opportunities available to put your time to work.

The impact of fulfilling a request may not be big enough
compared to the alternate opportunities you have on your
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hand. Since you only have 24 hours in a day, and you have
to make choices about where to invest that time most
meaningfully, a request may not have made the cut.

As | said earlier, it works both ways. People are reaching
out to you for help because you are smart and they need your
help. You will reach out to people who are smarter than you
because you are not sufficient all on your own.

To blame and criticize people who don’t help you is
pretty useless. Rarely can you change how those people
behaved, or improve your chances of getting help from
someone like them in the future. You don’t improve by
focusing on others. You improve by focusing on what you can
do to get better.

Knowing the above should help you fine-tune your own
requests for intros.

THREE THINGS TO CONSIDER BEFORE
MAKING REQUESTS FOR INTROS

First, let us clear up a myth.

It may be true that you may have only six degrees of
separation from anyone else in the world. So, theoretically
speaking, if you want to reach anyone all you have to do is find the
right six-degree chain and voila, he or she will be right in front of
you.

It rarely happens, and it’s just not how these things work.

LinkedIn has made it easier to overcome the boundaries a bit.
For starters, you can definitely see who is in your extended
network. Again, your power mostly ends right there. Just
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because you can now see who is connected to whom does not
entitle you to be connected to anyone.

A new relationship or a new connection still needs to be
invested in and earned. That has not changed.

So, before you ask for the next introduction to someone
you want to meet, think about these three things. To make it
easy, let’s assume that you are asking your friend John to

introduce you to Bob.

1. Trust

First, John should have enough trust in you to introduce
you to anyone. If John is your friend, and he knows and trusts
you, you already have the required entry ticket, so to speak.

On the other hand, imagine that someone you don’t know
reaches out to you on LinkedIn. You look at their profile and
everything seems good, so you accept the
connection request thinking you will get to know the person and
build a relationship based on your mutual interests.

To your surprise, within ten minutes, you receive a request from
this new connection, for you to introduce them to someone else
in your network. You’re stumped, and just shake your head

There is a second level of trust that is about your
competence or expertise. If you are asking John for an
introduction to Bob because you’d like to get some help
or higher expertise, John should trust that you have the
knowledge and skills that would make it worthwhile for Bob to
spend time with you.
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Here is what | mean: You trust your childhood friend with
respect to a lot of things, but perhaps not as an entrepreneur
because you believe that he has yet to prove himself in this
arena. You get an email from him asking for an introduction to
one of your friends who is a big name in the venture world.
Now you’re in a dilemma.

A third level of trust comes into consideration where
there is a project in question. John should strongly believe that
your project has merit. It is also your responsibility to sell the
concept of this project to John first.

2. Timing

As in many things in life, timing becomes very important
when it comes to requesting introductions.

Your project is super important and you just know in your
heart that as soon as John brings this to Bob’s attention, Bob
will be delighted to get to know you and want to meet with
you immediately.

It’s all in your mind.

You don’t know Bob and what is going on in his life.
Among all the available opportunities that Bob could pursue,
who knows where your project would stack up! Granted,
what you know about Bob from your online and offline
research might allow you to make an educated guess, and
your friend John might be able to shed some light on more
particulars if he shares a strong enough bond with Bob. Still,
there are no guarantees that you or your project will be a
priority for Bob.
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The thing about timing that gets tricky is that there is an
element of luck involved in it. You can’t control the luck of
timing, but you can’t dismiss its existence either.

One thing you can do about timing is goes back to an old adage:
“you must dig your well before you are thirsty.” Get it? In this
context, digging your well is making sure you focus on building
relationships before you need them. This leads to the next item—
thoughtfulness.

3. Thoughtfulness

Thoughtfulness is about showing real concern for the
needs and feelings of other people.

This goes to the heart of crafting a request. Forget about
solely thinking about what’s in it for you. If you’re thoughtful,
you’ll want to discover the mutual benefit to both you and
Bob, of meeting and starting a dialogue. Taking it even further,
you’ll try to find out how it might be a huge win for Bob to
accept your proposal to meet.

As you start thinking about this, you have to remember that
Bob has many options to invest his time, energy and mindshare,
and your project happens to be just one of them.

There is no simple litmus test for thoughtfulness. Itis
your job to keep working on crafting the request until you
are very sure that it’s a no-brainer for Bob. It should be a
request that John would feel proud to present to Bob. If
the request is such that John considers this an opportunity
because he happens to be the one presenting it to Bob, then you
have won big.
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Note: When | am talking about crafting the request, |
am not referring to the narrative part of the request. A good
narrative is necessary but not sufficient. At the foundation
of the request is an opportunity and that opportunity is what
needs to be carefully crafted to make it meaningful to both
John and Bob.

WHY SMART PEOPLE DON’T SHARE ENOUGH

If you are rich, people expect that you share your
wealth.
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If you are smart, people expect that you share your
knowledge.

However much you share, there will always be people who
think you’re not sharing enough, and they’ll make up all kinds of
assumptions. They might say that:

You don’t have time
You’re selfish
You just don’t care

AV VA R 4

You don’t have enough incentive

Some of these may be true, but | wanted to get to the
bottom of the lose-lose problem. You take the time to share, but
you’re still penalized for not sharing enough. I was perplexed
about this and over a period of several weeks
| asked many smart people to talk to me, and to help me
understand what’s going on here.

Here is what seems to happen. You want to give and share
as best you can. But as you learn more, you realize that you
need to learn a whole lot more before you can really know
what you’re talking about and start sharing. So you continue
learning some more, and realize that there is still so much
more to learn before you can share.

What you forget is that most of the expertise that you
already have is either becoming obvious to you, or becoming a
part of your automatic, background thinking. What you know
is now common knowledge to you, so you mistakenly assume
it must be for others as well. Hence, you feel that there is
nothing special enough for you to share.
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Take a look at the following schematic. On the X-axis is the

continuum of time as you build your expertise on a topic. On the

Y-axis, is your level of expertise on that topic.
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Think about your own passionate topic where you are an

expert.

a. Youstart at level 1. Things are new and exciting and since

you are passionate you realize how much you don’t know,

and you are hungry for knowledge.

b. Youare in level 2. You are at a new level of expertise. The

earlier level (Level 1) seems obvious and common.

¢. Youarein level 3. You are again at a new level of expertise.

The immediate previous level (Level 2) knowledge is now

obvious and common. The levels below that (in this case
Level 1) is a part of your background thinking. Remember
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that what’s in your background thinking is almost invisible
to you. You have that knowledge but you don’t think about it.

d. Youare in level 4—a new level of expertise. Level 3
knowledge is obvious and everything below that is in your
“background thinking.”

You can go on. You feel that you are not ready to share
the knowledge at your current level, and that there is no point
in sharing what’s obvious. And, what’s in your “background
thinking” has become a part of you. So it’s invisible so there is
no possibility of sharing that.

So, what are you missing?

Two things:

1 The point that what is obvious to you is not obvious to many
other people who are not at the same level of expertise. It’s
absolutely worth sharing what you know with them.

2 Not noticing what’s in your “background thinking.” It may
be in your background thinking, or common knowledge to
you, but it’s not at all for everyone else. So, once you notice
the ‘common knowledge’ you have, you can easily package
and share it.

Honestly, it’s true that most smart people don’t share
enough. They could definitely do more. If you are one of them,
it is never too late to start.

WHY MANY SMART PEOPLE ARE NOT VERY
SOCIAL

I’'m guessing you and I have both met enough smart people
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who are not social. You yourself might be in this category.
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And while “social” has many meanings, what | am
referring to is what we call social at the fundamental level—
to invest ongoing time and energy in conversations with
people that fall under a broad spectrum of relationships (from
strangers to close friends.) Social media simply happens to
be a more efficient (may not be more effective all the time)
medium for some of those conversations.

I went on a journey to explore reasons that smart people
aren’t social. Some of the reasons are obvious but some would
definitely surprise you.

Before we go there, let us look at the smart/social
landscape. If we put them all in a graph, we can slot people
into four quadrants namely:

Not Smart and Not Social: These people are invisible.
Except for people that have relationships with them, no one
would know they’re missing.

Smart and Social: These are noise generators. With the
barrier to entry for any social media tool being so low, they talk
a lot but the value of what they say is questionable.

Smart but Not Social: These are Hidden Gems. | have to be
careful here as there are many people in this category that are not
“hidden.” Their work is so valuable that others will amplify it for
them.

Smart and Social: These are Amplifiers. They bring a lot of
value and being social, they know how to amplify their value.

Our focus here is on number three—Hidden Gems.

So why are these smart people not so social? Here are
some explanations | received.
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1. “l haven’t felt the need to be social”

Many people | spoke to told me they haven’t felt the need
to be social butterflies. They’d rather create and nurture deep
relationships with a close-knit small group than spread their
energy more superficially. They are social in their own limited
circle but not the way others expect them to be. If you have to
choose between quality and quantity, you should go for quality
when it comes to building relationships.
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2. “I'm super busy”

Some expressed that they are so busy with current projects
that they don’t have any time to engage with new people. That
IS not to say that they don’t meet new people—nbut it usually
happens via one-to-one introductions through their trusted
sources.

3. “ldon’t believe the ROI story...completely”

They don’t believe the general explanation of an ROl from
socializing. Their logic is that the general ROI explanation
assumes that one doesn’t have a better use for the time
invested in socializing. These people say that the alternatives
for spending that time, for example, inventing something new,
or writing a book are equally or more powerful.

4. “I'm not easy to put in a box”

This is more of a problem for the others who are
interacting with smart people. Human beings have a need to
“box” other people—it gives them the comfort of knowing who
they’re dealing with. Many smart people (ex: polymaths) are not
easily “box”able—which makes it more difficult for them to
socialize.

5. Signal discovery is expensive in the socialworld

Time is precious for “hidden gems” and for some of them,
time is more precious than money. Investing time is very
costly to them, so they expect to get a better ROII (return on
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investment for an interaction.) Unfortunately, many places
where people hang out are filled with noise and these people
have no interest in investing their time to “discover” the
valuable signals from the social world.

Hidden gems understand that there are other “gems” out there
like themselves, and that socializing might help them discover
other peers. They’re just not convinced that it’s worth the possibly

large investment of their time.

6. They believe that amplification will be automatic
if the contribution is valuable enough

One advantage of being social is the reach and
amplification of your work that comes with it. Many people
that belong to the above category were of the opinion that
if their work were truly valuable, it would automatically get
amplified.

When | countered by giving the example of Apple
products still being marketed heavily, the response was that
they are not against marketing, but that they first need to take
the time to create something marketing-worthy. One of them
said that it is best to spend 90 percent of his time creating and 10
percent marketing, than to do it the other way round.

7. Big frequency mismatches frustrate them

In a classroom, a teacher has to deal with students of all
levels of intelligence. He or she needs to have the patience to
construct the message so that (hopefully) all the students will
understand it. The teacher is happy to accommodate this and
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adjust his or her communication. That is not the case with
these smart people. They have no interest in, or time to engage
where there is a big frequency mismatch.

Think about your own situation if you are under any
pressure from others about not being social enough. The
explanations above may not transform you into a social
butterfly, but could put you at peace.
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ACCELERATION CHALLENGE 3

Activate the “Gifting”
Mindset

Everyone has heard the phrase, “Do you want

some fries with that?”

This refers to the standard up-sell offer from

McDonalds. You buy a burger (or almost anything)

and while your order is being rung up, you hear:

‘Do you want some fries with that?”

The offer is compelling and it works. Most

people take the offer and McDonalds wins.

Now, let’s look back at our lives.

You will get an opportunity to up-sell all

the time, every time someone makes a simple

transaction with you. A brilliant up-sell might get

some appreciation for marketing brilliance but

that’'s not what will make someone memorable.

Imagine that we change the game a bit—let’s

say you forget about the opportunity to sell or up-

sell. Instead, you just decide for the rest of your life

to look for opportunity to give gifts.
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In simple terms, a gift is something that might:

Help someone be better than who he or she is
Help someone get closer to their goals
Help someone have more capacity to contribute

VoV VvV

Help someone have more capacity to take care

of things they care about

> Connect them to someone that will increase
their capacity in the future

> Help someone make more meaning out of their

lives

Now, suppose you were able to do that for the
rest of your life—with almost everyone that you
touch...

Do you think your own life will be more
meaningful?

You bet!
Then, why not start today? It
is easier said than done.

First, you need a “mindset” of gift-giving that is
on all the time. It takes time to develop that.

Second, you need “capacity” to give gifts.
Based on all of our histories, we all have some of it but
it is a life-long process to build this key asset.
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Third, you need to be “growing” so that your
gifts are more powerful with time.

and

Lastly, there has to be a healthy balance of
taking care of your concerns and taking care of the
concerns of others. Just because you have
the mindset of “gift giving,” there is no need to
sacrifice yourself or your dreams.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Stuck In Communication

Breakdowns






This chapter is all about criticism and communication.
We’ll talk about others accusing us of being too critical and our
inability to take criticism from others. Ultimately, it’s about
where smart people encounter a lot of challenges in
communicating well.

Let’s start with why being smart makes us likely to be so
critical.

SEVEN REASONSSMART PEOPLE
CRITICIZE OTHERS

People around us know we’re smart. A lot of them might also
think we’re extremely critical. Some might go so far as to say that
discussing their plans or ideas with us is a downright pain.

The moment someone shares their idea or opinion,
we find the holes and literally rip their idea apart. If
encouragement is what they were looking for, they’re
probably not going to find it with us. So eventually people
stop discussing ideas with us because the only guarantee is
immediate criticism.

Of course we’ve encountered the same type of critical
person and been on the receiving end of having our ideas
shredded. We know they’re being too critical and note that
they have a problem, but fail to notice the problem when it’s
ourselves.

I have wondered why smart people can be extremely
critical. If we choose, we could be more positive and add value to
an idea in some way. We could encourage those who bring
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their ideas to us. Instead, we often end up killing the idea in one
shot.

This became one of the topics for my mini-research and
here are my findings. Some of the reasons for our critical
behavior may be as follows:

1. “We are just being realistic”

We may think that we are just being realistic. We want
to help and whip the other person into shape before they get
hurt, right? Yes, we agree that we could be nicer and more
tactful, but we also strongly believe that being nice may not
drive home the point we’re trying to make.

2. “It’s just our style and personality”

This is our style and who we are—it’s hard for us to
change our ways now. We belong to one of the categories:

1 Wedon’t seem to have a problem with our abrasive style
2 We’re aware that this is a problem and are working on
changing our attitude.

3. “Really?”

We are surprised that we come across as “extremely
critical.” We see it as just having a heart-to-heart conversation.

4. “But we care more”

We care more than others. Our caring can come across as

being critical, but if we didn’t care we would have not
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participated in the discussion in the first place. Once we
were in deep discussion, we removed all the stops. Things got
carried away a bit and that was just how we expressed our
caring. We are disappointed that it came across as criticism.

5. “We got carried away by passion”

We’re passionate on that topic. We also have strong
opinions on how things should be or how things should work.
With that combination, it’s not hard to get carried away.

6. “We’'re just being honest”

As far as we’re concerned, honesty is the best policy and
we’re not into sugarcoating. We wish the focus was on the
message—which is most important—and not the delivery,
which is just the container. We feel it’s unfair to penalize
honesty.

While all of the above make sense, there is actually another
(important) hidden reason for being critical, and this is it:

7. Criticizing others is a side-effect of our constant
need for approval

We may be the kind of people who need the on-going
approval and validation of the world for how smart we are.
The keyword is “on-going”—we’re not satisfied with validation
here and there. We need it again and again and again.

There are two ways of getting that validation—the long-

haul route and the “instant gratification” route.
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The long-haul route requires real accomplishments to elicit
a “wow” from our audience, and real accomplishments take
time. If they didn’t take long, they’d be easy to come by
and unworthy of a “wow.” If anyone could do it, it’s no big deal.

Being smart may shave off some time from what it
takes to create something remarkable but there is no magic
here. It does take a long time to create worthy
accomplishments. It’s also worth noting that no one has the
“midas touch,” which is to say, that all our hard work could go
unrecognized and our efforts go to waste if our project doesn’t
make it.

The “instant gratification” route seems easy. It only takes a
few minutes to try to show that someone else isn’t as smart as we
are. Simply criticize and rip apart their “smart idea.” If we can
prove in a matter of seconds that their “smart idea” wasn’t actually
S0 smart, we appear smarter.

The “instant gratification” method is our shortcut to
getting the validation we crave. It’s a way of garnering an
ego boost with far less effort than the long term route would
require. Once we start getting those ego boosts, it’s easy to
get used to them and want more until soon, criticizing others
becomes second nature. It’s a trap in which we don’t realize

we’re caught until the damage is done.

WHY SMART PEOPLE ARE UNABLE TO HANDLE CRITICISM
We all know that taking criticism is hard. It’s hard for
me and likely hard for you too. If not done right both parties
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lose, and hardly anyone does it right. For all | know, reading
the previous section might have made you uncomfortable and
some of you might have been thinking “That’s not me...that’s
not me at all” throughout the last section.

The number one defense against criticism is that the person
offering the critique is unqualified to do so. It’s a fast duck and
escape. Just shoot the messenger if we don’t like the message.

Yes, it’s annoying sometimes when people who “think they are
smart” start tearing apart our logic and making a mess.

That’s in an extreme case, but most times it’s definitely worth
looking at the message before we shoot the messenger.

CRITICISM

STANDING out

www.napkinsights.com/napkin/826

Think about it:
*We may not be chefs but when we go to a restaurant we
probably comment on how the food tastes.
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> Wemay not be pilots, but surely we have something to say
if the pilot crash-lands the plane.

> We may not know how to direct a movie but it won’t stop
us from commenting on how a movie was made.

> Wemay not know how to write a book, but we will have a
critique of the one we’re reading (including this one).

There are countless examples and situations in which we’re
the consumer rather than the creator of a product or experience,
and yet, are perfectly qualified to have and share an opinion.

The same goes for what we create. The consumer of our
creation has the right to critique it. The next time you hear a
critique, rather than debating, disconnect the message and the
messenger for a second and simply focus on the message. If
you don’t fight it, you may learn something meaningful (Okay,
except the oddball comments. Just ignore those).

WHY SMART PEOPLE HAVE TROUBLE COMMUNICATING WELL

"Agossipisonewhotalkstoyouaboutothers; abore
isonewhotalkstoyouabouthimself; andabrilliant
conversationalistisone who talks to you about
yourself,”

—LISA KIRK

The core of the criticism problem is a communication
problem. In this section, we will discuss why many smart
people have trouble communicating their ideas.
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When we’re smart, we’re brilliant in our head first. What
I mean is that we may have a problem communicating our
brilliance to others. Whether we’re pitching something to the
boss, trying to get a buy-in from our co-workers or making a
case for a product or service with prospects, we may be losing our
listeners half-way. This can be quite frustrating.

One cop-out explanation is to say that people around us
aren’t smart enough to get what we’re saying. Unfortunately, in
nine out of ten cases this explanation won’t fly.

If we start believing this, however, our confirmation bias*will
ensure that we collect enough proof to support our assessment.

A good reason to blame others for our communication
problems is the convenience it provides. It places the burden
of making sense of what we’re saying on the listener, while we
dodge the responsibility of learning to communicate better.

Here are a few things to think about when it comes to
communication breakdowns.

1. Being smart does not automatically make us
good communicators

We’re smart in our field of work. That does not automatically
make us smart in the field of communication. Sure, we can figure
a few things out on-the-go, but it’s never the same as investing
in learning how to communicate well. Communication is a
skill. It involves two things—transmission and reception. A
good communicator takes full responsibility for both.

*From Science Daily see “Confirmation bias” at https://www.sciencedaily.
com/terms/confirmation_bias.htm
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2. We may just be poor listeners

Why is it hard for many smart people to listen well?
Because:

a. We’re busy with our own thing—too many fun things go-
ing on to pay attention to what someone else is saying. In
other words, we have no time to listen.
and/or

b. What others are talking about is not of immediate interest to
us.

What does listening well have to do with being able to
communicate our ideas?

Everything.

Skipping the listening side of communication means less
knowledge about the person we’re communicating with. We
need to listen well so that we can find out what’s important
to them. Otherwise we miss the opportunity of being able to
frame what we want to share in a way that our listener will
find relevant and interesting.

3. We may be skipping the “obvious” details

We have thought long, well, and hard about our idea and it’s
crystal clear in our mind. When we start outlining it to others we
skip a few of the core elements—not intentionally, but because
we figure why mention the “obvious” and risk annoying our
audience, right?

Smart people do this a lot, and this is a biggie because
unless someone else points this out to us, we might
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never discover that this is the reason for some of our
communication breakdowns.
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For us, the information we’re conveying is complete. When
in fact, we’re skipping some important elements and losing
listeners along the way.

Meanwhile, our listener is challenged to a rapid “fill-in- the-
blanks” puzzle. The listener can see the enthusiasm and hear the
passion we’re conveying. There is no question about that. But
our articulation of the idea leaves them with holes that need
filling in.

Of course the listener has a choice to ask for more details and

make more attempts to understand. In theory that’s
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what should happen, but in reality it doesn’t. The listener is
busy too and it’s probably convenient to simply non-
noncommittally appreciate our idea.

Besides, the way we so passionately convey our idea
may make the listener feel that he or she should have
understood, and asking for more details might make them feel
self conscious about whether we might question their
intelligence.

4. We may be using a weapon of communication
destruction: jargon

Recently someone | know pitched me an idea. In the first
90 seconds, he used four acronyms and at least two words I’'m
sure | thought were not English. | was busier trying to decode
the puzzle than understanding the idea.

By the time | figured out what he was saying by
googling a few terms, he’d moved on. The train had left the station.

Jargons provides shortcuts when discussing something
with our cohorts but outside of our circle, people may have no
clue what we’re saying. We’ve lost them at first base.

WHY SMART PEOPLE DON’T GET BUY-IN FOR THEIR IDEAS

"Ifyouwanttogofast, goalone. Ifyouwanttogo
far, go together.”

—AFRICAN PROVERB
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We want to get onto bigger and better projects.

We can’t 