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CHAPTER 1

Prep Work: 
The Journey to Self- Awareness

“I was out of the office for only one day, and now it feels like my whole 
world is crashing down.” Choking back tears, Barbara was unaware 
that she had just joined a storied lineage of what we might call the 
“oppressed leader,” one whose blind spots had led, in her temporary 
absence, to a mild insurrection. A young project manager at a 
pharmaceutical research firm, Barbara had a team of eight project 
coordinators— each responsible for tracking a different set of clinical 
trials— who had approached her boss, the director of research, to 
complain about her behavior. She was accused of being impatient, 
critical, and, at times, harsh with feedback to the point where morale 
was low— and many on the team felt dejected and unmotivated.

If anyone was going to be fired, Barbara knew it wouldn’t be the 
aggrieved workers. She admitted to me that under stress she did oc-
casionally lash out at what she considered their immaturity and lack 
of follow- through. She knew better than to shout at them in the 
hallway, but every so often, she snapped.
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Welcome to the brave new world of feedback. Barbara’s moment 
under the microscope is hardly rare. Leadership is a journey, and that 
journey moves in the right direction only with a quality that we all 
spend a lifetime acquiring: self- awareness.

During my opening lecture for my NYU graduate- level lead-
ership class, I ask, “How many of you consider yourselves to be self- 
aware?” On day one, trying to impress the teacher, three- quarters of 
the students raise their hands. Once I introduce the concept of EQ 
using Daniel Goleman’s framework from his book, Emotional Intelli-
gence, of self- awareness, self- management, social awareness, and rela-
tionship management, I ask them about the moments when they 
received the sting (or bolster) of feedback. How do they come to know 
their own talents, interests, and tendencies? Are they aware of how 
they are viewed by others? 

This dialogue creates an interesting shift in the energy of the 
classroom, often bringing the students to a place of vulnerability and 
reflection. They tend to flip from overconfidence to self- effacement. 
When I wrap up by asking, “How many of you still consider yourselves 
to be self- aware?” there are few hands in the air, the students awake 
now to the hard truth that self- awareness is a lifelong journey along 
two interwoven paths: knowing yourself and knowing how others 
perceive you. 

Ultimately, the most effective leaders develop both internal and 
external feedback practices that lead to greater alignment  between 
how they see themselves and how the world sees them. When you 
know how you are perceived and you have a sense of your typical 
responses to the challenges and opportunities the world brings your 
way, you are more likely to feel grounded, centered, and energized— a 
solid foundation from which you can become agile as a leader. 
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Leadership Agility Self- Assessment 
The Leadership Agility Self- Assessment will help you discover your 
own starting point for growth. Take a few minutes to read the ques-
tions in each of the six domains we will explore together. Then go 
back and, without overthinking— there is no right or wrong way to 
be— mark where you consider yourself to be on the spectrum from 
alpha to beta, or heroic to post- heroic, in your approach to each 
question.

FLEXIBLE
1. When making a decision do you tend to declare your position 

first or explore options with colleagues and vote? 

2. Do you consider yourself adept at doing multiple activities at 
once, or do you prefer to focus on one activity at a time? 

3. In a group setting, do you tend to assert your own vision and 
ideas, or prefer to pull ideas and input from others? 

Authoritative £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £
Consensus 
driven

Multitasker £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Focused

Declarative £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Inquisitive

INTENTIONAL
1. Is your vision of the future based on facts and data, or do you 

prefer stories that describe reality, speaking from “what’s so” as 
a bridge to “what’s possible”? 
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2. Do you motivate by sharing evidence and analysis, or do you 
prefer aspirational communication that connects through 
emotion? 

3. Do you prefer to outline goals and objectives when declaring 
your intentions or to share the meaning, purpose, and values 
that underpin your goals? 

Fact based £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Narrative driven

Analytical £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Aspirational

Strategic: 
“what” £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £

Meaningful: 
“why” 

EMOTIONAL
1. Do you prefer to keep emotions, as much as possible, out of the 

work environment and focus on data, facts, and evidence? Or 
do you pay a lot of attention to your feelings and operate 
from gut instinct and intuition?

2. Do you downplay emotions and focus on the rational aspects 
of decision- making, or do you emphasize the need to know 
your own feelings and connect with how others feel?

3. Would you prefer to keep your emotions in check, or do you 
feel comfortable expressing emotions at work? 
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Data driven £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Instinctive

Rational £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Empathic

Reserved £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Expressive

REAL
1. Do you see yourself as self- assured and confident, or as more 

unassuming and humble?

2. Do you tend to keep your personal feelings to yourself, or 
are you comfortable sharing your values, beliefs, and 
idiosyncrasies? 

3. Do you prefer to lead from a position of strength, exuding 
power and confidence, or are you comfortable sharing your 
humanness and vulnerability? 

Self- assured £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Humble

Self- contained £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Open 

Strong £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Vulnerable

COLLABORATIVE
1. Do you tend to be more independent within the organization, 

or do you value working with others to make decisions and 
move projects forward? 
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2. Do you delegate— give directions and set goals for others— or 
do you tend to empower colleagues and subordinates to figure 
out for themselves how they want to step up? 

3. Do you enjoy advising people how to perform better based on 
your experience— or engaging in coaching, where people find 
their own way, with your support? 

Independent £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Interdependent

Delegating £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Empowering

Advising £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Coaching

ENGAGED
1. Are you driven more by the need for results, or do you prefer a 

more fluid approach that fosters new ideas and creativity?

2. Are you a structured, disciplined leader, or do you tend to 
“go with the flow,” comfortable with ambiguity and a more 
flexible work environment? 

3. Are you a high- octane performer who pushes yourself and 
others to perform, or do you prefer a more relaxed work 
environment with time for rest and reflection? 
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Productivity £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Creativity

Structured £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ Fluid

High energy £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £
Balanced 
energy

Now comes the part that requires a bit of courage: Share this 
assessment with a few of your colleagues. Ask them to reflect on the 
questions and mark a box, thinking about how they view your ap-
proach to each domain. Remind them that you are not trying to fit 
into any category, that there are no responses that are better or worse. 
Compare your initial reflections with theirs; where do you discover 
that others perceive you similarly or differently than you perceive 
yourself? Look for alignment and gaps. It is in the space between 
where we find opportunities for exploration and growth.

From Awareness to Action
Did you discover anything about yourself just in reflecting on the 
questions? How many of your peers gave you similar responses? 
Having used this assessment with hundreds of leaders, I find that the 
most common reaction is, “I rarely think about how I lead; I just do 
it.” That’s perfectly normal, of course. Yet, the benefits of re-
flection and feedback start to work their magic immediately. Once 
you have a sense of your natural baseline of behavior, fresh possibil-
ities show up. 

Analytical, exuberant, innovative, and passionate, Andrew had 
cofounded and steered an e- commerce start- up past its chaotic early 
days and remained in charge as the company prepared for an IPO. 
Early on, when survival was anything but assured, his habit of exuding 
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strident confidence, barking orders, being impatient, moving fast, and 
instilling urgency were part of the recipe for success. But when I met 
him, two years later, his employees were on the verge of burnout. 
Suddenly, this same authoritative style was a liability. Andrew needed 
to flex. Not likely to ever become collegial, collaborative, or emo-
tionally sensitive, he still needed to incorporate that beta behavior. 
Otherwise, he could very well lose the loyalty, support, and hard work 
of some of his best people.

Initially, Andrew just wanted his subordinates to undertake my 
assessment, but out of fairness, he agreed to submit to the same. He 
asked his direct reports, a few additional colleagues, and even his wife 
to fill out his evaluation. When I walked him through the results, he 
wasn’t displeased or surprised; he was ranked as strongly alpha on 
most dimensions. He had to acknowledge, however, with the data in 
black- and- white, that many perceived him as being extremely di-
rective and not particularly inquisitive. It was evident that although 
he was curious by nature, he had lost touch with effective listening 
habits in the rush for results.

I knew that Andrew had an analytical, cerebral orientation— he 
respected data— so I shared cutting- edge research and mixed in sug-
gestions for a couple of new habits to consider. First, I showed him 
surveys conducted by Harvard, Duke’s Fuqua School of Business, and 
other leadership consultancies on those attributes most admired in 
C- suite execs. The results were both a balm and a wake- up call. At 
the top of the list were big- picture vision (Andrew had this in spades), 
inspirational communication (he could summon it when needed), 
building cohesive teams (he faltered a bit here, but still considered 
this skill strong), and, finally, good listening and fostering an inclusive, 
creative culture. “Well, three out of five is not so bad,” he joked. But 
he got the point: Executives who listen well and pay attention to 
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culture come out on top. What could Andrew do to better interact 
with his staff? I offered him these suggestions:

1. Ask more open- ended questions, instead of posing “yes” or “no” 
questions, which tend to shut down the conversation, and make 
time— even just a pause— to hear people out. 

2. Pay attention to pronouns, using “we” and “our” instead of 
declarations that start with “I” or “my,” which tend to put you 
on a pedestal and create distance between you and your team. 

3. When it’s time for a check- in, get out of your office and meet 
people in a neutral space. Take five to ten minutes for 
listening— real listening. People need time and space, and if 
you want to know what’s going on in the business, you must 
create room for both. When you call people into your office and 
demand an update, your staff will comply— and learn to tell 
you exactly what you want to hear, in five minutes or less.

Like many leaders, Andrew tended to default to “I,” which was 
great for sending signals of command and competence. He was sur-
prised to learn that something as simple as minding his pronouns 
would help. It wasn’t a matter of right and wrong, but what worked. I 
encouraged him to assign a close confidant to give him regular 
feedback on how many times he used “we” versus “I” in group dis-
cussions. 

Once Andrew had developed two simple habits— asking open- 
ended questions followed by time for listening, and speaking to groups 
using “we”— the entire tenor of the office began to shift. He developed 
a reputation for being more inclusive and team oriented. His 
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company’s cofounder even stopped me one day and whispered, “Jeff, 
what are you doing to Andrew? He seems so much more relaxed. 
Yesterday he sat through an hour- long meeting with us and didn’t 
scream, didn’t look at his phone, didn’t get impatient or roll his eyes.” 
I said I wasn’t surprised: “Andrew has great leadership instincts. He 
just needs to expand his repertoire; that’s often what most of us need.”

Mental, Emotional, and Somatic Leaders
Research conducted at the University of Copenhagen on the way 
leaders influence and impact followers has shown that nonverbal in-
teractions can encourage a positive or negative result as much or even 
more than a conversation itself. Researchers placed bio- mimicry 
sensors on leaders in a simulated work situation so that they could 
record the way different physical stances— leaning in or crossing their 
arms, looking away or directly at subordinates— impacted their col-
leagues’ reactions while receiving feedback. It turned out that how 
they engaged nonverbally resulted in substantially different levels of 
receptivity. Those leaders whose body language was more open, re-
laxed, and connected— with eye contact, smiles, and even light touch 
at appropriate moments— had a much more positive outcome. Sub-
ordinates even reported that leaders whose bodily movements mir-
rored their own were better at giving feedback.

It may appear obvious that the physical stance with which you 
approach another person will impact their sense of connection, trust, 
and willingness to listen, but it’s not always easy to keep in mind. 
When we want someone to pay attention, it helps to create a sense of 
safety, to connect with more than just words; gestures, eye contact, 
and facial expressions matter. In moments of stress, some people sit 
quietly and reflect, arms crossed, head bowed, while others will lit-
erally rise to the occasion, getting up and walking around, preferring 
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to be in action mode. The science demonstrates that this somatic 
dimension of leadership may make all the difference. No matter how 
well intentioned your words and feelings, how you show up enhances 
the possibility of being heard— or shuts it down altogether.

I was asked by the CEO of a fast- growing start- up in online fashion 
merchandising to facilitate a two- hour brainstorming session with his 
two cofounders. Even though the company was doing well overall, 
revenues had been flat. The CEO was concerned that the downturn 
could have a deleterious effect on the morale of the entire company 
unless the founders acted to quell the noise and reinforce their positive 
long- term prospects. It turned out to be a grueling, tense session, 
where each of their styles— one a thinker, one a feeler, and one a 
doer— showed up in stark relief. 

The chief executive officer, a consummate thinker, wanted to hold 
a town hall and put together a PowerPoint presentation with all the 
data demonstrating that the downturn was a mere blip in a bigger 
picture of success. The more emotive chief operating officer agreed 
to the town hall, but rather than a data- driven one, he lobbied for an 
open forum for dialogue to, as he put it, “give people an opportunity 
to vent, and make us all feel better.” And, finally, the physically in-
clined chief technology officer recommended that they take the entire 
corporate staff into the wilderness for a rafting or camping trip. He 
argued that, instead of pontificating on the numbers, which everyone 
was sick to death of hearing about, and, instead of holding a “Kumbaya 
hug fest,” it would help morale more to get everyone out of the office 
and let them work off their anxieties doing something active and fun. 

Ultimately, they decided to hold a town hall and present figures 
demonstrating that the business situation would soon improve, then 
host an open forum, and finally devote a Friday for a barbecue and 
baseball game. This may be an extreme example, but you can see how 
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a leader’s natural tendencies often result in behavior that can have a 
big impact. Can you also see that, depending upon their followers, any 
one of these approaches could work well or be disastrous? These guys 
covered their bases, but we don’t always have the time nor the luxury 
to try multiple techniques, which is why it can be very helpful for a 
leader to be aware of their default style. It is also key to keep in mind 
that you may need to modify, adjust, and even hold back from what 
comes naturally to address the needs of subordinates or colleagues. 

When Brad, the extroverted and high- energy CTO just mentioned, 
took the Leadership Energy Self- Assessment (on the next page), and 
discovered that he was a somatic leader, it was a revelation. Always 
having seen himself as a bit of a geek engineer, he had never noticed that 
his tendency under stress was to always be in motion. He had thought 
that his frustration with more cerebral colleagues was simple impatience, 
and hadn’t recognized that his love of high- energy activities was a key 
source of creative energy both for himself and his team. His desire to 
get everyone together in an active setting turned out to be the spark that 
his high- functioning engineers needed to keep the ideas flowing. 

It was also important for Brad to recognize the need to slow down 
at times, to be reflective and thoughtful about his decision- making 
and communication styles, both of which require a focused mind- set. 
Great motivators learn how to step back and read their audience— not 
everyone wants to run out and play volleyball or make major decisions 
during a shouting match. Some folks appreciate a decisive man-
agement style, while others prefer to be included in decisions or feel 
more motivated by data or a well- crafted story line delivered with 
sobriety and deliberation. Knowing how to switch gears and adjust to 
the group dynamic requires flexibility along with clear and intentional 
communication— and these, as we will explore in the next two 
chapters, are the natural domains of the cerebral leader. Brad 
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ultimately mastered these approaches as well, but first he had to 
become aware of his habits— and their strengths and liabilities— and 
be willing to adjust.

Spend a few minutes on the following self- assessment to de-
termine where you tend to focus your energy.

Leadership Energy Self- Assessment
Go through the items below and reflect on how you normally think, 
feel, and operate in the world. Mark “T” for the items that resonate. 
Mark “F” for the items that do not typically apply. There is no right 
or wrong way to score this diagnostic. When you have completed the 
list, add up the total number of true answers and determine the per-
centage that apply to you by dividing the total number by 30.

CEREBRAL TYPE: TH INKER
1. Enjoys analyzing and dissecting subjects £ T £ F

2. Enjoys rhetorical conversation £ T £ F

3. Thinks in hypotheses, frameworks, and models £ T £ F

4. Decides using logic and analysis £ T £ F

5. Tends to respect the rational argument £ T £ F

6. Expresses feelings as thoughts £ T £ F

7. Likes facts and data £ T £ F

8. Enjoys studying and research £ T £ F
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9. Enjoys reading nonfiction £ T £ F

10. Respects intellectual rigor and debate £ T £ F

11. Expresses compassion with logic  £ T £ F

12. Head- centered in approach to life £ T £ F

13. Experiences concrete visions and fantasies £ T £ F

14. Enjoys brainstorming £ T £ F

15. Enjoys solving problems £ T £ F

16. Likes to dissect ideas £ T £ F

17. Always wants to have more information £ T £ F

18. Tends to enjoy technology, computers, gadgets £ T £ F

19. Writes in an organized, thoughtful fashion £ T £ F

20. Enjoys political discourse £ T £ F

21. Tends to ruminate, philosophize £ T £ F

22. May procrastinate by getting caught up  
in planning £ T £ F

23. Fear expresses as depression, boredom £ T £ F
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24. Thinks before acting  £ T £ F

25. Motto: Let me think about it  £ T £ F

26. Can be overwhelmed with data  £ T £ F

27. Fear mode: frozen then fight/flight  £ T £ F

28. Tends to daydream rather than night dream  £ T £ F

29. Insights and intuitions come in words,  
thoughts, ideas £ T £ F

30. Meditation challenge: quieting the mind  £ T £ F

Total number of “T,” or true, answers: —————
Percentage of true answers (total number divided by 30,  

then multiplied by 100): —————

EMPATHIC TYPE: FEELER
1. Expresses feelings directly  £ T £ F

2. Decides with the heart  £ T £ F

3. Drawn to images more than words £ T £ F

4. Appreciates subjective reality more  
than scientific fact  £ T £ F

9780143133094_Flex_TX.indd 34 3/22/19 12:50 AM 9780143133094_Flex_TX.indd 35 3/22/19 12:50 AM



Flex

36

5. Expresses feelings with compassion/empathy £ T £ F

6. Values relationships more than ideas £ T £ F

7. Wants to feel passionate and engaged  
with people, not things  £ T £ F

8. Can be mercurial, melodramatic £ T £ F

9. Debates with passion rather than logic £ T £ F

10. Focuses on the pain of others  £ T £ F

11. May have bouts of guilt or self- doubt  £ T £ F

12. May have difficulties maintaining  
personal boundaries  £ T £ F

13. Tends to have vivid, colorful night dreams  £ T £ F

14. Enjoys reading fiction and/or poetry  £ T £ F

15. Loves music over silence  £ T £ F

16. Can be overwhelmed by emotions  £ T £ F

17. Procrastination tends to become drama  £ T £ F

18. Tends to love the arts over sports  £ T £ F
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19. Writes in metaphor; uses analogies  £ T £ F

20. Loves stories and narrative  £ T £ F

21. Can be dismissive of logic  £ T £ F

22. Heart- centered in approach to life  £ T £ F

23. Fear expresses as anger, sadness  £ T £ F

24. Can feel overwhelmed at times  £ T £ F

25. Loves just being in nature  £ T £ F

26. Fear mode: flight not fight  £ T £ F

27. Needs a great deal of rest/sleep  £ T £ F

28. Insights show up in pictures/images  £ T £ F

29. Can appear indecisive or wishy- washy  £ T £ F

30. Meditation challenge: not being swept away  
by emotions  £ T £ F

Total number of “T,” or true, answers: —————
Percentage of true answers (total number divided by 30,  

then multiplied by 100): —————
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SOMATIC TYPE: DOER
1. Prefers practicing over theorizing £ T £ F

2. Enjoys conversation while moving £ T £ F

3. May avoid reading or writing £ T £ F

4. Results oriented; may be impatient  
with procrastinators £ T £ F

5. Practical and pragmatic £ T £ F

6. Needs to have concrete goals £ T £ F

7. Appreciates multitasking £ T £ F

8. Prefers physical exercise over contemplation £ T £ F

9. Likes to build things or take things apart £ T £ F

10. Can become overwhelmed with activity  £ T £ F

11. Enjoys physical activities, athletics, sports  £ T £ F

12. Tends to be group oriented, avoiding solitude  £ T £ F

13. Enjoys nature for hiking, movement, exploration £ T £ F

14. Respects physical prowess, strength  £ T £ F

9780143133094_Flex_TX.indd 38 3/22/19 12:50 AM



Prep Work: The Journey to Self- Awareness

39

15. Communicates in short bursts  £ T £ F

16. Tends to focus on logistics, action items  £ T £ F

17. Prefers making music more than listening  £ T £ F

18. Loves to watch sports, contests  £ T £ F

19. Loves active creative hobbies: cooking,  
pottery, knitting  £ T £ F

20. Loves competition  £ T £ F

21. Fear mode: fight not flight  £ T £ F

22. Tends to ignore or dismiss physical ailments  £ T £ F

23. Prefers to work with hands  £ T £ F

24. Can be reactive, aggressive  £ T £ F

25. Tends to be in constant motion  £ T £ F

26. Fear expresses through over- functioning,  
anxiety  £ T £ F

27. Tends to be dismissive of depression  £ T £ F

28. May not sleep enough  £ T £ F
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29. Intuits through the core: respects gut reaction  £ T £ F

30. Meditation challenge: sitting still  £ T £ F

Total number of “T,” or true, answers: —————
Percentage of true answers (total number divided by 30,  

then multiplied by 100): —————

There is no good or bad way to exert leadership energy, as there are 
mental, emotional, and somatic components to every move we make. 
By adding up your true answers, dividing by 30, and then multiply-
ing the result by 100, you can determine which of the three tenden-
cies tends to be your default. It could be that you’re well balanced in 
all three, but most of us have one area that is dominant. Recognizing 
an affinity for one over another is helpful in raising your awareness of 
how you may react to challenges, especially under stress. That can 
free you up to consider your options, be aware of how others may 
operate differently, and help you stretch out of your comfort zone.
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