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INTRODUCTION
JACK HAD EVERYTHING going for him. He was highly intelligent, well educated (with a top school MBA and a master’s degree in biological sciences from MIT), articulate, attractive, polished, and knowledgeable in the field of biotechnology. He was happily married with two young sons and a lovely home. At age thirty-three he was the head of a small but promising and growing biotech firm, was earning a high salary, and held stock that was likely to be worth several million dollars when the company went public. In short, Jack had—or was on the way to getting—it all.
Then he began to make a series of baffling management and political mistakes. They were the kinds of errors you might expect from someone in his first job out of college or in his first management position—not from someone with the amount of training, experience, and business savvy that Jack had. He took control away from people on projects in which they had invested a great deal of time, energy, and emotion (nitpicking on which exact shade of red should be used on a sales brochure, for example). He made arbitrary decisions (such as assigning new office spaces to people without their input) that, while not bad choices per se, were tremendously annoying to other people in the firm just because of their arbitrariness. He made statements and decisions (such as declining to hire the niece of a board member for a summer internship) that needlessly offended important investors in the company. The result was that Jack went into a tailspin from which he couldn’t recover, and ultimately he was forced to resign from his position.
Suzanne was an excellent salesperson, regularly exceeding her sales targets, winning awards, and outselling the competition even when they had arguably superior products. She loved her work, and to a great extent her work was her life—possibly too much so. And she was a superstar when it came to selling (“someone who could talk a dog off a meat truck,” as one of her Texas-based customers put it).
Some fourteen years into her career (all spent with the same employer) things started to go wrong for Suzanne. Certain bad habits—expressing her annoyance at company policies too vocally and too often and being overly self-disclosing—that she had had for many years began to show themselves to a much greater degree than ever before. When a new contact tracking system was installed, allowing both managers and other salespeople to easily view critical information via the Internet, Suzanne complained bitterly to her manager, to his manager, all the way up to the vice president for worldwide sales. She talked too openly, too loudly, and too often about her personal life (whom she was dating, how it was going, where she was considering moving, and how much it was going to cost her); and about her personal feelings about other people (“I love your tie,” “I hate your tie,” “That skirt and blouse don’t go together,” “The car you just bought has lots of problems,” “You really should stop smoking,” and so on). Warnings from management only made matters worse, further infuriating her. After a protracted and bitter struggle she left the company, ostensibly voluntarily but in fact having been “managed out.”
ABOUT OUR WORK
Why do talented people fail? And why do talented people fail to be as good (as successful and effective) as they could be? These are questions we have grappled with for many years. As business psychologists and as directors of the Harvard Business School MBA Career Development Program, we’ve worked with thousands of professionals and students over the years in helping them to choose the right careers and to make their way down the paths they have chosen without falling along the way—or at least with as few slips as possible. Moreover, as consultants and coaches, we are brought in by many Fortune 500 companies to work with highly valued employees who are failing—employees and managers on the verge of being fired—as well as with those who are high benefit but “high maintenance.” These are the people who are sometimes described as “95 percent brilliant, a superstar—but 5 percent disaster, someone I spend a huge amount of time taking care of.” We are also called on to work with people who are succeeding in their positions but who clearly could be more effective in those positions—and who may need to make that step in order to be promoted. And we work with people who are being groomed for positions at the very highest levels and need to go from grade “A minus” to “A plus.”
Our charge in all of these cases is to help the people we are working with become more effective. We do not promise to make them more “right” (that is to say, smarter); if we could do that, we would have already received patents on the procedure (and our Nobel Prizes). As we say to the executives who hire us, “Let’s hope Laura is smart and making good business decisions, because if we succeed in this coaching process and she makes bad decisions, they’ll be even bigger and more effective bad decisions!”
In our role as management development coaches, our focus is purely on helping individuals work to their highest level of potential. Does the person need to be a better listener? To be more aggressive? To talk less? To be more direct? To own up to his or her mistakes? To share information more freely? To delegate more? To take more risks? To be more flexible? We are also concerned, regardless of the specific behavioral changes that are needed for the person to be more effective, with why the person exhibits these particular deficits, in order to try to help them achieve insight into themselves and learn effective techniques for behavior modification.
This book is the result of our many hours of thinking and talking together about the question “Why do good people fail or fall short of their potential?”
WHO WE ARE
We came together through our work at the Harvard Business School. Since the early 1980s we have helped thousands of MBA students make their career decisions. Trained as Ph.D. psychologists, we look beneath the surface in trying to understand how and why people act the way they do. Both of us have had extensive training in psychoanalytic psychology, which we feel enriches the way we think about people and organizations as well as about people’s relationships with their peers and managers. Our research and our consulting work led to an interactive Internet-based career self-assessment program, called CareerLeader, which has been adopted by over one-hundred business schools and corporations. CareerLeader acts to help users determine the best career direction for them, assessing their interests, values, and abilities. The program also helps the user to think about what kind of organizational culture (the tone, attitude, and atmosphere) would be the best match for them. For example, would they fit better in a high-change culture or one that is more stable? One that is very team oriented or more of a “star” culture?
Our expertise in formal psychological assessment has been vital in coming to understand “what makes people tick” at work—as well as why some people’s clocks run fast and others’ run slow—while still others’ stop entirely. In The 12 Bad Habits That Hold Good People Back we’re going to share with you what we’ve learned through our research and work as executive coaches about the practical psychology of being effective at work. In our work with clients we gather enormous amounts of information: lengthy life history interviews; comprehensive assessments of their personality traits, abilities, and values (more than a dozen tests in all); colleagues’ comments on their strengths, weaknesses, passions, and blind spots; interviews with eight to ten co-workers (including managers, peers, and subordinates). One client half-jokingly asked if we wanted a blood sample to do DNA testing! (We declined.) We then put that information to use in recommending career directions and developing personal development plans for coaching. That experience provides us with a context, a background, that makes our psychological insights more useful to people in their actual working lives.
In our work as executive coaches there often is a great deal of urgency involved. There is also a great deal on the line: whether the client keeps his or her job or is terminated; or whether the client keeps his or her job or is promoted to a level of much greater responsibility. In all cases, though, the emphasis is on immediate action and early results. As you read about the twelve behavior patterns that hinder people’s success, then, you will find that our focus is on changing what the person does, on a very concrete level. Our training and experience as psychologists informs our work, but our goal is to help people change now. We provide the same sort of pragmatic advice in those chapters that we give to our clients.
WHY FOCUS ON HOW PEOPLE FAIL?
We first discussed what we called people’s “career Achilles’ heels” in a piece we wrote for CareerLeader in the summer of 1998 and later published in Fortune. What do we mean by this term? Sometimes we use an analogy to driving down the highway in a car. To get to where you are going, it’s important to be on the right road, in the right lane, and to have your car in good running order. It doesn’t do you much good to have charted the right path and pulled into the correct lane if your car then proceeds to break down over and over. And that is what happens to some people’s careers. Their “car” breaks down. The desire to help fix such career breakdowns was what motivated us to write a fuller book about people’s career Achilles’ heels. There are dozens of career success books on the market, some good, some not. Most of them follow a tried-and-true formula, presenting rules by which to live, communicate, work, and manage. Such books, however, suffer from one of two flaws (and sometimes both): they present either advice that applies only to the “lowest common denominator”—that is to say, advice that is so general as to be of limited help—or very specific advice that contradicts other advice presented in the very same book.
There is a reason for these problems. The fact is, the “formula for success” in a Wall Street law firm is not the same “formula” that works in a paper mill in Georgia or at a software company in Redmond, Washington. In fact, the elements of success at one Wall Street law firm may not even hold true at another Wall Street firm! Many of the really important “rules” that make for success in one setting are not transferable to other organizations. People succeed for many different reasons, depending on the job, company, or industry they work in. As a result, authors are forced in such books to give very general, generic advice (“make sure that you build and maintain good relationships with people and customers”) in order for it to apply across the broad spectrum of industries and functions, from paper mills, software companies, and music studios to banks, hospitals, auto factories, and government agencies. It’s difficult to say anything very fresh or insightful that will apply to all situations.
Alternately, when those kinds of books do try to get specific, they often contradict themselves. On page 37 you may read that you should be subtle in your use of power, only to read on page 92 that you should come out with guns blazing, to show people that you are a person to be respected and feared. Of course, you should employ subtlety and finesse in using power (sometimes), and you should come in with guns and an iron fist (sometimes). The trick, of course, is knowing where and when to use each, and these books are usually of little help in making those distinctions. Because success is situation-specific, the overwhelming majority of those books that try to offer a formula for success are either too general or too contradictory to be genuinely useful.
Moreover, each person’s experiences of work, and effectiveness at the work they do, are affected to a large extent by core beliefs about the world and other people. These beliefs are created by an individual’s genetic disposition (being an introvert, or psychologically resilient, or prone to depression, for example); by relationships with family members, friends, and teachers (being the firstborn or the last of twelve; being extraordinarily bright, attractive, or athletic; having a dysfunctional parent; being independently wealthy; having a wonderful teacher at a critical developmental moment; and so on); and by larger, impersonal, psychological and social forces (being a member of a racial minority, being raised in a large cosmopolitan city or a small town in Montana, or growing up during an economic depression). As a result, each person’s experience of work is unique. No formula or list of “rules to live by” or “desired behaviors” can possibly apply to everyone in the same way.
The ways people fail in their careers, however, are quite limited. People fail in the same ways, for the same reasons, over and over again, from one industry to another, from the lowest levels to the highest. We have found that whether you work in a law firm or a paper mill or a software firm or a music studio, the patterns of behavior that will get you fired (or stalled) in one are precisely the patterns that will get you fired in another. As a result, we can be far more specific in our advice on how to break those patterns. Moreover, we find that many—if not most—people are amazingly unaware of the patterns of behavior they exhibit that are resulting in their failure.
For example, one client we worked with, whom we will refer to simply as Paula, was perceived by almost everyone she worked with as condescending and a busybody. Paula was eager to rise within her company (a medical device manufacturer), and these reactions from her co-workers were acting as an anchor. What’s important to note, however, is that this “Achilles’ heel” of Paula’s would be a problem whether she was working in a law firm, a paper mill, a software company, or virtually anywhere. Nobody likes to work with a busybody; nobody enjoys being condescended to. Yet her pattern of behavior was not in the least obvious to Paula—in fact, she was shocked and dismayed to get this feedback.
BUILDING STRENGTH FROM WEAKNESS
A few years ago we were talking with the highly successful director of a large, complex organization in a well-known corporation. Martha was not only a star at her organization, but a leader in her profession. She is known as a superb planner and organizer who knows how to get things done, even when they involve large numbers of people and complicated logistics. Our conversation turned to her style as a manager and how it was related to her own personality type. We remarked that we were sure our testing would reveal that she was naturally inclined to focus on details. Martha laughed. She assured us that the testing would indicate precisely the opposite. Martha went on to tell us how she is a highly intuitive, “fly by the seat of your pants” person who found herself, as her career progressed, in a high-level job that demanded exquisite attention to detail and follow-through. Where others with similar traits would have failed, Martha came armed with psychological insight and a will to act on her self-knowledge.
“I knew from previous testing that I was definitely not the detail-oriented type,” she told us. “I knew that if I was going to succeed, I would have to focus squarely on this issue. I was so afraid of slipping up that I deliberately checked and rechecked all plans, lists, and schedules. I became so afraid of letting the details slip that I developed an unusual vigilance for planning and checking. Today, I have ‘compensated’ and almost automatically ask the questions and do the extra checks that spell the difference between success and failure in planning big events. By knowing my devil, I was able to overcome it.”
Martha’s story is not surprising. Psychological development typically proceeds, not from a building on known strengths, but from an honest recognition and response to what psychologist Carl Jung calls our “shadow,” all that is underdeveloped, rejected, suppressed, or experienced as shameful in our individual personalities. We all have traits, tendencies, and weaknesses that we have long ago labeled “not me,” because they were unacceptable, or because we were afraid they would be unacceptable, to parents or other important people in our lives. By extension they became unacceptable to ourselves. By cutting off these parts of ourselves, however, we cut off important sources of psychological energy and avenues for growth. By recognizing her weakness—rather than denying it—Martha could then confront and correct it.
Many of the martial arts employ the principle of using your opponent’s attack and strength to your advantage. It is the same with our inner battles to be more aware and effective, where the “attack” on “us” comes not from outside, but from another part of ourselves. Change begins with insight into an aspect of our personality that is affecting us in a negative way, that may have been denied and suppressed. It is our hope that by recognizing which of the patterns of behavior described in Part I best describe those that might be limiting your career, you too will be able to change and break those patterns. Of course, behaviors associated with deep-set personality patterns do not change easily. But recognizing those behaviors can serve as a “warning bell” that alerts us that we need to change. For Martha, whenever she experiences her instinct to “wing it,” she understands that instinct as a message saying, “It’s time to sit down and work this out carefully.”
ACHILLES’ HEELS IN THOSE AROUND YOU
While our primary goal in writing this book was to help people recognize the behavior patterns that hold them back, we believe the twelve patterns of failure described in Part I can also be a useful tool in understanding those under or above you as well. And understanding the Achilles’ heels of the people you work with can make you even more effective and more successful in your work.
For example, recently the success of one of our clients, a software company, was being impaired by the bullying behavior of one of its senior managers—a fact not being addressed by the president. By helping the president see this as the manager’s Achilles’ heel, and working with the manager to correct his behavior, the organization was able to hire and keep more talented people in the manager’s department. Or take the case of an employee who works under someone who is threatened by more talented employees and applicants. Recognizing this as the manager’s Achilles’ heel could help that individual better to “manage his boss,” to hire better people and hold on to the talented people already there.
Or suppose one of your colleagues works wonderfully with some people but collapses when a manager, customer, or colleague pushes on them hard. Again, by seeing this as the individual’s Achilles’ heel, you might be able to help that person in his or her dealings with people who are more aggressive.
We believe The 12 Bad Habits That Hold Good People Back will also be a useful tool for managers to better understand and work with those under them. As you read through the twelve patterns of career failure, you may find yourself saying, “That sounds a lot like [Tom, Dick, or Mary], who reports to me.” Understanding a subordinate’s disabling behavior pattern may help you to adapt your management style to get the best from those under you. This requires you to be a bit of a psychologist, but that’s part of what being a manager requires. It certainly will help you to think about the people who report to you in a different way.
HOW SUCCESS CAN BEGET FAILURE
One of the most perplexing and frustrating things many people face is that sometimes the very behaviors that helped them achieve the level of success they enjoy are now the very habits that either are preventing them from becoming even more successful or are causing them to fail. It feels as if the rules have changed. And they have!
One of our clients, whom we’ll refer to as Ted, was sent to us because he was failing spectacularly. And he was furious. “I’m only doing my job!” he said. “And that’s why they hired me. That’s what they’ve paid me to do for the last ten years. Now they tell me that I’m too aggressive. They want me to use more finesse. Well, forget about finesse! I am who I am. I work hard to get results for this business, and I get them. If they want finesse, let them hire a nursery school teacher.”
Think of the company as a pyramid, and Ted as one point in it, well on the inside of the outer “skin” of the pyramid. As long as he remains where he is, he’s fine. But if he moves up in the organization, he becomes less and less insulated and closer and closer to upper management and outside scrutiny. His flaws become more visible. In Ted’s case, he was promoted several levels and thus became more visible to top management and to the outside world; and then the company he worked for was bought, with the result that its culture changed to one in which Ted’s kind of aggressive behavior was neither rewarded nor accepted.
Not surprisingly, the behaviors that may make someone a terrific supervisor on an auto assembly line (or a midlevel manager in a sales organization) may not make for a successful upper-echelon manager or CEO, even within the same company. But to the person whose career is stymied, this change in attitude can be baffling and infuriating. What was yesterday’s asset has become today’s liability.
Sometimes a person like Ted, having been told repeatedly how terrific his gung ho, aggressive, results-oriented approach is, becomes even more gung ho and aggressive and results oriented. Ted, figuring that if a little of something is good, a lot must be even better, turns it up another notch or two. This kind of transformation can take on a life of its own. At some point, somebody decides that Ted has gone too far—but only after Ted’s behavior is so far beyond the pale that he may be fatally marked.
HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
If you’re like most people, you may want to go straight to the twelve Achilles’ heels in Part 1 and read through them, looking for those patterns that best reflect aspects of yourself, your friends, and your co-workers. But we also urge you to read Part II, in which we discuss the four essential developmental issues people need to resolve or come to terms with in order to be successful. In both sections we use real-life case examples to help bring to life the concepts we are talking about.
Because many of the stories deal with clients or associates who have suffered career missteps, we have gone to great pains to disguise the identities of the people whose situations we use to illustrate various points we are making. What remain unaltered are those elements of their work situations that are essential to understanding the “teaching point.”
Each of the patterns includes the story of one individual, a sort of “pure case” of that particular behavior. We chose each of these people to use as examples because they provide very clear illustrations of each of the patterns. They show what this sort of person looks like, sounds like, and feels like. But it’s important that you not make the mistake of comparing yourself to those case examples—which are anchor points of 100 on a scale of 1-100—and saying, “Well, I’m not like that, I’m only an 85! I don’t have to worry about that one.” Remember that even the occasional display of these behaviors (or somewhat milder levels of them operating over a long period of time) can do substantial damage to your progression and success. Also, take time to consider what impact any of these behaviors may be having on your nonwork life—social relationships, marriage, and family. Most of them continue “working” even when you’re not, so it’s useful to think about how they’re affecting you in your private life.
In essence, the twelve Achilles’ heels we discuss are the result of not having come to terms with one or more of the four developmental issues described in Part II. To go back to our “right highway/correct lane/well-serviced car” analogy, the outcomes are the overheated engine, frozen piston, blown-out tire; the causes are lack of coolant, an oil leak, and overinflation. You can let the car cool down, but unless you address the coolant issue, you still aren’t going to travel very far. And while you can add oil, unless you fix the leak, you’ll run low again very soon. Because of this, when we describe the twelve Achilles’ heels—the outcomes—and what you can do about them, we’ll refer from time to time to the four developmental issues—their psychological ingredients.
In the cases of Jack and Suzanne, whom we read about at the beginning of the introduction, their Achilles’ heels were their undoing. But having potentially fatal flaws, as they did, does not necessarily result in career stagnation or termination. In fact, we could argue that we all have Achilles’ heels of one sort or another. It’s just that some of us have learned to manage them successfully while others of us allow them to hold us down. In writing this book, we wanted to provide readers with the tools Jack and Suzanne didn’t have. We believe that learning to recognize the ways you—and all of us—engage in behaviors that create your own “glass ceilings” will enable you to break through them and achieve the success you deserve.

PART
I


THE 12 BEHAVIORS THAT CAN HOLD YOU BACK

INTRODUCTION
BEFORE YOU BEGIN reading about the twelve patterns, we want to say just a couple of things to help you get the most from them. We introduced these behavior patterns as Achilles’ heels, referring to the hero of Homer’s Iliad. As an infant, Achilles had been dipped in the river Styx by his mother, making him invulnerable—except for the heel by which she had held him in the process. This heel was where he suffered a mortal wound during the Greeks’ battle with Troy. Our Achilles’ heels are our weaknesses, those parts of us that can be our undoing, regardless of how strong we are or how well we are doing in every other way. Many of the people we have consulted with over the years in fact had been doing very well in every way except for that one disabling (and sometimes potentially fatal) flaw. The fact is we all have strengths, and we all have weaknesses—every one of us. Those who are supremely successful have simply managed to find a way to compensate for their weaknesses, either by hiring people to their teams who have strengths in areas where they are weak or by working on strengthening those areas they are weak in and being ever vigilant to what their weaknesses are. That is ultimately what we hope this book will accomplish for you—identify the area or areas you are weak in and allow you to strengthen that weakness so that you can maximize your success.
Many readers will see one or two patterns that seem to apply to them. In most cases one pattern is dominant in holding you back, while the other has a much milder impact. So if you see aspects of yourself in two or even three patterns, make note of it, and after you’ve finished reading Part I, think about which pattern is most central in impeding your success. This prioritizing is important, because you want to make efforts to change your old habits, and you need to put your limited energy, time, and efforts in the places that will be most effective in helping you get ahead.
That said, even if you read one of the chapters and think, “That’s me to a ‘T,’ we encourage you to read about all of the behavior patterns. First, you may find further insight about yourself and your workplace behavior in other chapters. But we recommend reading all twelve for another reason as well. Even if you fit only one of the patterns, chances are good that you know, manage, work with, or work for—or will in the future—people who exhibit one or more of the other behavior patterns. Understanding how other people operate and why they do the things that they do can be a tremendous help in getting along with them, managing them, and working with them as peers.
We want to underscore that the case examples we’ve included to illustrate our points are real, culled from the hundreds of people we’ve consulted with. Understandably, however, the names and other identifying information about them has been changed. As you read through each of the twelve chapters, some of the people we describe as examples of the patterns may seem to be so extreme that you are inclined to dismiss that pattern (“I’ve never wandered around the office swinging a baseball bat! This pattern doesn’t apply to me”). But we chose to include these examples precisely because they’re so extreme, so black and white, so clear—each one a quintessential example of the pattern in question, making it easier, we hope, to grasp what the pattern is all about.
So don’t judge too quickly—there are many shades of gray exhibited in each of these behavior patterns—and each can, under the wrong circumstances, hold you back. The pattern that was fatal (or nearly so) to the person we describe may (merely) be slowing or undermining your advancement. Think carefully about each pattern, and try to identify which one or two patterns best applies to you, even if only under certain circumstances or only to a limited extent. Think about it this way: Even if a virus that was fatal to someone else causes you only to be sick for a while, you’re still anxious for a way to become healthy again.
In Part II of the book, we analyze the reasons why people fall into these behavior patterns. Each one stems from some combination of four developmental issues, or psychological dynamics, that people have trouble with. We refer to one or another of these four issues in the various behavior patterns in Part I. When you’re finished reading Part I, we encourage you to read on in Part II, learning more about these four dynamics and what you can do if one of them is fueling one of the twelve patterns of behavior in your life.

CHAPTER
ONE

NEVER FEELING GOOD ENOUGH
IN A WORLD overpopulated with outsize egos, Paul seemed to be an anomaly. He had an ego that was too small for his considerable abilities and his position. A big international bank in New York had hired him away from a smaller bank in Texas for a high-profile job taking charge of a group of loan officers who, after some heady early successes, had involved the bank in several dangerous arrangements in Latin America. When the Mexican peso collapsed, the bank had taken a financial bath, suffering tens of millions of dollars in losses. Paul’s assignment was to rein in the lending group, to ensure that the necessary “due diligence” had been done on major loans before any further commitments were made.
Paul, who was in his early forties at the time, clearly had both the intellect and the experience to handle the job. Although he had never been a manager, he had considerable know-how as a banker, and Latin America was his specialty. Moreover, Paul had succeeded at everything he had ever done. He had been a top student in both college and graduate business school, and he was promoted quickly through the bank he joined in Dallas after getting his MBA at the University of Texas.
But in his new position Paul was suddenly a misfit—or so it appeared, and so he felt. He was self-conscious and awkward, unable to speak with authority, and unable to command the respect that he needed to excel. He felt like a little fish tossed into a very big pond, a small-town kid from fly-over country way out of place among East Coast elites. Sure, he had been at the top of his class in school, but in schools without prestigious names. Now he had to take charge of a herd of headstrong and arrogant deal makers with degrees from Harvard, Columbia, and Wharton.
The coterie of loan officers who had been operating on their own before Paul arrived understandably were not delighted to welcome an outsider charged with keeping them under control. Still, if Paul had presented himself as a confident manager, he might have been able to defuse their resentment quickly enough and establish himself as their skillful leader.
But he never demonstrated that confidence and as a result never took command in the fullest sense. He had a look of intensity and concern that sometimes seemed to approach panic. He worked long hours, much too long—and work that he should have been delegating, he took upon himself. His superior, who had hired him, was afraid that Paul was going to burn out. In the eyes of the lenders Paul supervised, he was respected as a hard worker and a technical specialist, but not really admired and certainly not looked up to as a commander.
Troops want a leader who exudes self-assurance. In a battle at sea, sailors want to look up at the bridge and see “the old man” calmly overseeing the battle—not struggling nervously into his life jacket! But everything about Paul said worry. He had no stature in the lending group; people avoided him.
But at his new job, instead of strolling through offices in comfortable command Paul scurried down the halls with an intense, inner-directed gaze on his face that signaled to everyone that he was in trouble. His body language broadcast concern, discomfort, and isolation. When he stopped to talk to people he was all business, almost curt. There was never any small talk.
Paul was telling people, without knowing or intending to, that he couldn’t get away from them fast enough. It was as though if he lingered too long, people would see through him and would recognize that he didn’t belong, would know that he was in over his head—and the fact was, he did feel in over his head. Instead of looking upward and contemplating whether he might be CEO someday, or at least head of all of International, he was frightened that he had already risen too high. He wondered whether he didn’t really belong a peg or two below where he was.
Those in the department followed his instructions when necessary, but they didn’t seek out his advice. Nobody invited him to lunch. Meetings were held without Paul being aware of them. One of his colleagues said of Paul, “He’s a hard worker . . . and it shows.” Another said, “He’s very smart, and everybody respects him—but no one wants to be him.” When Paul stepped outside himself and took a close look, he didn’t want to be himself, either! That was the point at which he came to us.
THE DYNAMICS OF THE PATTERN
Paul’s actions and feelings fall into a pattern that we’ve come to think of as a kind of career-related acrophobia. Acrophobia is the term for a fear of heights or, more to the point, of falling from those heights. Paul’s “career acrophobia” was born of his belief that he was incapable of surviving on the heights he had somehow scaled. He felt in his heart of hearts that he didn’t deserve to be where he had been placed. It’s a feeling a surprising number of people have to a greater or lesser extent.
There is a metaphor involving an elevator that graphically conveys his agony and that of those like him. People like Paul feel as though they are on an elevator with their feet stuck on the fifteenth floor while their heads have been carried to the fortieth floor, with their bodies stretched in between. They feel—in fact, they absolutely know—that they’re “fifteenth- (or tenth- or first-) floor” people; other people think they’re really fortieth-floor people and promote them accordingly. That tension sounds excruciatingly painful, of course, and what these people experience is indeed anguishing—we are not, after all, made of rubber.
In fact, the tension is so difficult to bear that people have only two choices. The first is to somehow unhook their feet from the floor down below and “rise to the occasion” of having been picked to move up to that fortieth floor. This is the happily-ever-after scenario. Less happily, people in this position commonly sabotage their own careers, doing things that get them demoted to the level where they think they belong. One person we worked with had committed a series of gaffes so spectacularly stupid that he actually got himself fired—for no better reason, as we discovered, than because he felt he didn’t belong where he was.
Of course, Paul’s case is somewhat extreme. But a lot of people, because of lack of self-esteem, feel that way and, subtly or more calamitously, undermine themselves or find ways to hold themselves back so they never “suffer” the fate of rising too far or too fast in an organization in the first place. They simply never rise out of their comfort level. One of our clients, a woman who was a competent scientist in her own right, had spent her career acting as the aide-de-camp to a series of others. Another client worked for many years as an editor of others’ work. He wrote his own essays and articles but only occasionally allowed himself to “rise up” and take the risk of submitting them for publication.
This pattern of acrophobia carries some special dangers. If you are “running roughshod” over people (Chapter 5), it’s going to be obvious to those around you, and you can see evidence of it by stopping to look at the bodies you leave behind. Not feeling that you deserve to go higher and sabotaging your career advancement, on the other hand, is likely to be invisible to other people, and the fear is so difficult to face that it may be invisible to you as well. It takes an extremely astute and psychologically minded friend or manager to notice what you’re doing to yourself and point it out to you. Yet without facing the ways you are hamstringing yourself—perhaps by being late with projects, by procrastinating, by failing to exercise initiative, or by not going the extra mile you know will get the job done right—you may lose out on new assignments, be overlooked for raises or promotions, and potentially even jeopardize your job if the environment changes.
Michael, for example, discovered this pattern of acrophobic behavior in himself when he was interviewing for jobs in his last year of law school. Michael was a generally self-confident individual with an apparently high level of self-esteem. He was unaware that he was communicating a sense of uncertainty about himself in his interviews. It was brought to his attention by an interviewer, who pointed out to him that during the interview, every time she (the interviewer) signaled to him that he was the sort of candidate they were looking for, Michael started backpedaling, expressing concern that maybe he really didn’t have the experience they needed, saying that he wanted to make sure they knew what they were getting, and so forth.
It was both insightful and forthcoming of the interviewer to give Michael this feedback. Unfortunately, it was too late to salvage his contact with that firm, and even more unfortunate, he had already done himself in with most of the other recruiters he had signed on with. But by recognizing it in himself, he was able to face his fears and change his pattern of behavior in future interviews. The fact is, even if this pattern isn’t the one you’d call “home,” even if it’s a pattern that few other people would associate with you, it is important to recognize it for what it is and factor it into how you behave wherever you are in your career. Even an occasional occurrence of such a “fear of heights” can, if acted out at the wrong moment, do substantial damage to your career aspirations. Everyone is afraid at times of a particular assignment, a new responsibility, a new environment. The key is to not allow that fear to leak out, in unintentional ways, into your performance or behavior.
Moreover, few of the behavior patterns we describe have consequences only for a person’s work life, and this is not one of those exceptions. The individual who doesn’t feel good enough in his or her work is very likely to carry that into the arena of personal life. There are many possible manifestations of the pattern, from sabotaging dating relationships with appropriate partners whom we feel are “too good” for us to holding back from striking up a friendship with someone we see as “above us” in some sense to being uncomfortable in settings (dinner parties and so on) in which we feel we “don’t belong.”
Sometimes the cost of the acrophobic personality is even more subtle. One client of ours described how his mother, a career economist working for a prestigious international organization, carried with her a sense of inferiority throughout most of her career. The organization where she works is very “credential conscious.” In an environment where compensation is limited, status is attached not only to social and political connections, but to events more remote in time: where you attended undergraduate and graduate school and whom you studied with when you were there. Our client’s mother was highly talented and had a notable career of promotion and recognition, but she never really felt fully accepted. “It’s as if she doesn’t feel comfortable in her own skin,” our client told us. He went on to describe how even though his mother is seen as a strong performer and is regularly sought out for her advice, she feels that she is in an unspoken way seen as lacking because her education was not at a big-name university. Part of this dynamic is attributable to a dysfunctional aspect of the organization’s culture, but the dynamic has clearly been magnified by her own feelings about her place in the world.
The failures that result from this pattern of behavior are most often not spectacularly catastrophic falls from the top (obviously there is only a limited amount of room at that altitude to climb and fall from). Most often we see regular people falling—or about to fall—from much lower pinnacles or holding themselves back from climbing as high as they could.
It may be an obvious point, but we want to make abundantly clear that this kind of self-sabotaging and self-limiting behavior is never conscious. No one wakes up in the morning and says, “You know, I just don’t feel comfortable being vice president, so I think I’m going to go in today and screw things up!” Nevertheless, people do act in stranger and more self-destructive ways than that. Often it is only in retrospect that they can see that what they did, they did for some powerful—but unconscious—reason totally outside of their awareness.
There is a personality test, the California Psychological Inventory, that we have found to be a good indicator of whether someone falls into this acrophobic behavior pattern. Among the twenty scales on which it provides information, two are relevant. The first scale gets at whether you look at the top level/“inner circle” (the executive level, managing directors, partners, or management team) in your organization and see yourself as belonging there. This scale assesses people’s imaginations of themselves, of how high they think they deserve to ascend. The second scale assesses the individual’s ambition, drive, and willingness to work for that goal.
If you have high or low scores on both scales, you are likely to feel satisfied. In other words, if you see yourself as deserving to be the CEO and you have the drive to try to become the CEO, your sense of yourself and your drive and ambition are in alignment. You may or may not make it to that top level, but these two elements of yourself are going in the same direction. At the low end, if you have little drive and at the same time don’t believe that you are capable or deserving of achieving much, then you might feel satisfied as well. At the very least, you are unconflicted.
What distresses people is a mismatch between their sense of themselves and their drive and ambition. The middle manager who believes that he deserves to be CEO but does not have the drive to get there may constantly complain about how unfair it is that he hasn’t been lifted to the mountaintop, how he’s just as smart as the president or his own boss, it’s just not fair. We’ve all encountered such people.
People in the acrophobe pattern suffer from the opposite mismatch. Their drive and talent have carried them to lofty heights, but their self-imagination is low. They don’t believe they deserve to be where they are. Even though they are well within their depth, they think they are in over their heads. The central developmental issue (of the four we describe in Part II) that people who experience this mismatch haven’t negotiated successfully is that of forming a positive self-image and battling elements of negativity. Despite all evidence to the contrary, they still see themselves as the hick from the sticks, or the short fat kid other kids teased, or the little brother or sister whose older sibs were so much more successful. One of our clients, Andy, was a commercial real estate broker who felt fine—and in fact did fine—as long as he was talking to clients who were from socioeconomic backgrounds more or less like his own (middle or lower middle class). But when he was introduced to the representative of a client company who was clearly someone from a privileged background, Andy would freeze. He became less articulate, clearly less confident, and visibly uncomfortable to the point of making other people feel uncomfortable. Andy’s acrophobia wasn’t a factor in his career all the time—only when he hit the occasional slick spot, that combination of patterns and contexts that set him off and sent him into a skid.
Most people who fall into this behavior pattern are also uncomfortable with using power (see Chapter 15 in Part II). They see nothing morally wrong with it, but they simply don’t feel as if they know what to do with it or how to use it. Often they don’t feel as if it belongs to them, as if they really “own” it. But that is not the cause of the person’s pattern of feelings and behaviors. Rather, it is a symptom or sign, a result of the acrophobia. That said, however, one element one can use to overcome career acrophobia is to learn to use and feel comfortable with whatever power you do have in your position. Acting the part (including using your power) can help you feel as if you really belong in the role.
We had a client we’ll call Steve, a very talented, good-looking man who had an MBA and a BS in electrical engineering from two top schools. He worked hard and rose rapidly through the management ranks of a company that makes medical devices. Before long the board made him president. But his poor self-image became his undoing.
The gap between Steve’s high drive and low self-imagination was enormous. “Sometimes,” he told us, “I’d be sitting in meetings of the executive board and I’d think ‘Uh-oh, these people are grown-ups!” At other times, he told us, “in meetings I really felt like my suit was too big, like I was a little kid wearing my father’s suit.”
Steve had never known his father, who had abandoned him and his mother before Steve was born. So Steve grew up without a father to teach him how to be comfortable with success and power. And because he had no father, he grew up feeling that there was something wrong with him and his family. At the same time, he experienced a sense of guilt about supplanting his father (literally, providing support for his mother; metaphorically, wearing his father’s clothes). So stressful was the distance between the heights Steve had achieved and the depths where he thought he belonged that he eventually sabotaged himself. He committed a series of political blunders, gaffes so obvious that no one would think someone with his intellect and corporate experience could have made them accidentally. For example, he fired a close friend of a major shareholder without first consulting board members or anyone else in the company.
Eventually Steve himself was fired and fell back to earth, where he felt in his heart of hearts that he belonged. (The good news in this story is that Steve became much more aware of this dynamic and its effects on his behavior. He is now the head of another technology company, which he has led successfully for many years without any self-sabotaging behavior.) Obviously Steve suffered greatly in this course of events. It’s worthwhile taking a moment to consider all the costs of this pattern.
THE ACROPHOBE IN AN ORGANIZATION
When a career acrophobe sabotages his or her success, and fails, the cost both to the person and to the company is huge. But it is often a hidden cost, unlike the damage caused by most of the other profiles we describe in this book. Some other types of the Achilles’ heels we discuss can cause clear, obvious damage: good people quit because of them, customers are lost, project deadlines slip, quality levels are not met, morale declines (all depending on circumstances and the particular type of Achilles’ heel, of course). With the acrophobe pattern of behavior, the organization loses simply because some of the best and brightest—the people you want at the top of whatever pyramid you’re considering (whether the CEO or the manager of the customer service unit)—don’t get to the top. Philip was an extremely competent information systems professional. From the company’s standpoint it would have been better if Philip had been one level higher, managing the work of a group of more junior, less talented IS professionals. The company, however, was unable to persuade him to leave the security of his position and step up a level. He just wasn’t sure he was up to it. It was his loss, of course (although he certainly wasn’t mortally wounded by this pattern), but the company lost, too.
This may not sound like as big a problem as the fallout from those more obvious patterns of behavior we outline in the book, but consider this: Suppose you have an investment company, and working for the company is a young clerk—call him Jeremy—reconciling each day’s stock trades. Now let’s say that Jeremy has a high school education, is very bright, and is very keen on the investment business. When he has downtime he reads Institutional Investor and Barron’s, and he knows his way around OneSource and First Call on the Internet. He trades his own account (carefully keeping to any SEC guidelines, of course) and makes very good returns.
One day his manager asks Jeremy what he’d most like to do in his work life, and without a moment’s hesitation he replies, “Be a trader!” “So go talk to the head trader about your interests and goals, and ask for advice about how you can make that jump to an assistant trader position,” his wise manager advises, sensing that Jeremy’s true talents—and certainly his interests—would be well expressed on the trading floor. Jeremy screws up his courage, talks to the head trader, and five years later he’s in his dream job, trading equities for the firm’s account. But he never feels comfortable, never as good as the other traders, despite the excellent profits he makes. So he leaves.
Who loses? Well, first, obviously Jeremy does. But think about your firm. You lose the 28 percent returns Jeremy would have continued to produce if he’d stayed in place—which you feel and notice for a while, but then forget about, erasing that “loss” from your balance sheet. This is the hidden damage to the company that loses an acrophobic top performer, that person’s contribution over the course of his or her entire career. Take Jeremy’s “lost” gains and then think about what those profits in turn could have produced over the next twenty years. Albert Einstein once said that man’s most powerful discovery is compound interest. If you have some time, figure out the lost compound interest on this one! Even without doing the math, we can see that Jeremy’s leaving is more costly to your company than to him.
Then consider the cost of the contribution this person would have made to your company after successive promotions—at the next level up and the level after that and the level after that. Then the compound interest really comes into play, and the cost to any organization of losing the talented acrophobe—for no good reason (for example, not having been lured away for more compensation or to join a start-up with equity)—really becomes clear.
THE ORIGINS OF THE ACROPHOBE
Where does this career acrophobia come from? We will describe several primary causes, any or all of which may be driving this feeling and behavior in any given person. The roots of this Achilles’ heel almost inevitably go deep into the person’s childhood, deep enough to overcome the most basic of all our “drives”: the drive to grow and make full use of our potential.
In some cases the causes are cultural. Most of us have heard our parents say something like “Don’t get too big for your britches” at one time or another. In fact, this is so universal that it’s really a culture message our parents just happen to be charged with delivering. But in most cases they are outweighed by countervailing expressions we hear from our parents, teachers, and other adults around us, such as “You can be anything you want to be.” In some societies, however, there are no declarations of encouragement to balance the cautionary note. The Japanese famously live by the phrase “The nail that sticks up gets hammered down,” a severe warning not to see yourself as, or aspire to be, the exceptional performer who stands out. It’s much safer to be a member of a team of equals.
For example, we had a client who had grown up in England in a working-class family who kept hearing the admonition “Don’t be behaving like a big Mick” from his parents. It’s easy to understand how that kind of thinking becomes ascendant in a rigid classist society; where there is a hereditary ruling class, it is dangerous to aspire too high. If you’re not born into the privileged class, you will never be accepted by it—instead you will be resented, ridiculed, and punished, at least economically. So this fellow’s parents were trying to protect him from what they saw as the inevitable punishment that would come if he tried to rise above his station—no matter how talented he was. (In fact, he eventually graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with honors—but still felt himself held back by these messages.) His parents delivered the message, but the real culprit in the story was the society and its cultural norms and proscriptions.
In Christianity, too—a powerful cultural and religious force for hundreds of millions of people around the world—pride is one of the seven deadly sins and modesty a virtue. There is a certain kind of pride born out of arrogance (which is, in turn, born out of deep insecurity). This kind of pride is haughty and attempts to aggrandize the self by demeaning others. The pride of a four-year-old at going into school with her big sister or brother, on the other hand, or the pride of a six-year-old at learning to ride a two-wheeler—these are examples of healthy pride and self-esteem that enable a person to believe in himself or herself. But these feelings, too, are considered sinful by some—and that kind of message can weigh down a person’s aspirations.
The roots of the acrophobic pattern can also be very personal, very idiosyncratic, to the individual. Even though the surrounding society may be based on meritocracy, and schoolteachers and parents are encouraging, a more subtle and deeper message may still tell a particular child to avoid the heights. The relationship between parent and child is crucial in the child’s understanding of how he or she grows into a confident, self-governing adult. If, for example, a child’s very successful parent is aloof and distant and a workaholic, the son or daughter may grow up feeling very ambivalent about authority. They see that “people at the top” (extrapolating from the one very important data point they can see) are unavailable and emotionally cold and have no time for family or pleasure—all combining to form a high price for having ascended to that level of success. And because of that aloofness, the child never sees at close hand how someone in high authority handles (and, yes, sometimes mishandles) his or her power. Because the child has no real window into the parent’s world, he or she is never allowed to develop a real understanding of success, of its rights and responsibilities, of how authority should behave, its prerogatives and its limitations. That was Paul’s case. His father worked many hours and traveled extensively, and even when he was home he kept his distance. In some cases, then, the person’s ambivalence about attaining the highest level of career success may be born of an abhorrence of what he or she sees that success as entailing.
The fear of ascending to high levels of success can also have its roots in that conflict we all feel and struggle with at one point or another in our lives, the conflict that Sophocles wrote about in the tragedy Oedipus Rex. Oedipus, of course, unknowingly killed his father and displaced him in his mother’s bed. When he realized the horror of what he had done—patricide compounded by incest—he went mad and plucked out his eyes. The story plays out the guilt we feel about wanting to best our fathers. Do I really want to be more successful than my father? If I am more successful, aren’t I in some way “killing” him? How can I resolve these conflicting feelings? Most of us handle those anxieties successfully, and generally we do so with the help of our parents, who want us to surpass them—millions of immigrants came to America so their children could prosper as they had not, after all. But not everyone overcomes that primal guilt and anxiety.
Sophocles’ play dealt with the most elemental aspect of the Oedipal struggle—the son’s wish to kill father and take his place as mother’s husband. But the Oedipal conflict is not restricted to a son wanting to and not wanting to defeat and displace his father. It can engender a son’s guilt at overshadowing his mother or a daughter’s concern about surpassing her father or mother. One of our clients was the daughter of a school custodian. She rose to a high position in a high-tech company that gave her prestige and wealth unimaginable to her father. But she was terribly conflicted because of her guilt at having achieved so much more than her father had.
Yet another cause of this discomfort with success is the negative self-image (Chapter 16 in Part II) that results from being psychologically abused by parents, teachers, siblings, and/or peers. Being told you’re stupid, you’ll never amount to anything, you’re a loser, and so on time and again as children can have a devastating—and lasting—impact. The person who begins to succeed in spite of that treatment can find those messages being replayed in his or her unconscious like the unwanted signal of an unlicensed 250,000-kilowatt radio station. It’s a message that may reassert itself just when you are about to say something in a meeting, or ask for a promotion, or make a presentation, or interview for a new job. (“Who do you think you are?” “You don’t belong in here!” “Don’t say anything stupid, Stupid!”) Tuning out those signals is difficult, and some people find it easier simply to move back down a level or two or three, down to where those messages imply they belong.
PAUL REVISITED
How can someone who habitually feels and acts this way acclimate and learn to love the heights? Let’s return to Paul, the banker. Because Paul is very analytical, a “quant” rather than a “touchy-feely” personality, we laid out his alternatives dispassionately, to fit his personal style. “Do you really want to be a manager, or would you rather return to your very successful career as a specialist in Latin American debt?” we asked. Paul assured us that he did want to be a manager and that he believed he had the intellect and talent to excel in the job. We were engaged to help him learn how.
We spent many hours with Paul at the office, watching him interact with the loan officers he managed, with his own boss, and with colleagues outside his department. We saw how he conducted meetings and watched him as he questioned the viability of lending relationships the bank had and of proposed loans. As we watched and studied Paul, it became clear that he would have to learn to carry himself in a way that reflected his ability, the capability for command that he had inside. He needed to exude confidence, to walk tall, to walk his own version of what we sometimes call “the matador’s walk.”
Think about people who are full of confidence. They do things slowly. For example, people who eat slowly are sending a message. They’re saying, “I’m not hungry. I’m wealthy enough to be able to eat enough often enough to be able to savor my food—not just gulp down the calories my body craves.” Successful executives sometimes fold their hands behind their backs and stroll slowly down the hall. They are saying that no matter how much time you take to look, you will discover nothing but quality. It can also be a way of showing that the executive is unafraid of any attack, he or she is invulnerable and doesn’t need his hands in front for protection. Such a person is not afraid to linger. Day-to-day crises come and they go. The confident executive can deal with them. He or she is in charge.
We persuaded Paul to adopt that look. We got him to fold his hands behind his back when he walked. That simple gesture seems superficial, but it worked. It forced him to slow down. We also persuaded him to use hand gestures when he stopped to talk to people, to put his hand gently on someone’s arm or shoulder in a fatherly gesture that says “Don’t worry. I understand the difficult situation you’re dealing with, and we’ll get through it together.” We persuaded him to come in later and leave earlier, to delegate more. In short, we got him to start acting the part, even if he didn’t yet feel it. We were counting on his new actions generating enough feedback from the world around him that it would fuel even more positive, self-confident actions—and that the actions would in turn create a feeling of self-confidence from within Paul.
The strategy worked. Not overnight, of course, and with a lot more happening than we’ve detailed here. But over a period of months, the loan officers and others in the bank began to see Paul as a relaxed and confident leader. Most important, Paul responded to their evolving attitude and growing admiration with even more genuine self-assurance. By (literally and metaphorically) “walking the walk” as well as talking the talk, he began to feel the confidence, the assuredness, of the matadors.
And over time something quite remarkable began to take place. Paul began to truly enjoy his job!
IS THIS ME?
What are some of the “signs and symptoms” of this problem? One is a chronic, nagging feeling that everyone else knows what’s going on and how to play the game; that they all feel completely at home—it’s just me who feels anxious and insecure. (“I’m the one they admitted by mistake,” thinks the person. “They really meant to send that admission letter to another applicant with my name.”) This feeling may be in the background much of the time and leap into the front of our consciousness only on occasion, but it is a pattern that continually reasserts itself.
Making spectacularly dumb mistakes that result in being cast out from “on high” is another tip-off of this dynamic, as is holding back on making contributions in meetings for fear that they won’t be seen as important enough—or will be laughed at. (In some cases the acrophobe loses himself in thought in the meeting, as a means of getting away from that terrible feeling of not belonging—and then is loath to speak for fear that the topic has already been discussed!) Yet in both cases the person in fact has already displayed the talent and drive to have arrived at that place on high to begin with, and to be in that meeting.
Another indication that this dynamic is at play is an up-and-down, fast-and-slow, accelerate-and-brake pattern to the person’s career. In fact, the acrophobe/driver seems to be shifting constantly between pressing down hard on the gas pedal (when the drive and ambition we described earlier are in command) and hitting the brake pedal—hard—when the imagination of self element takes over. In fact, this ambivalence (what social psychologists call “approach-avoidance behavior”) is really the key when it comes to this pattern.
HOW TO BREAK THE PATTERN
If this sounds like you, how can you help yourself? The first step is, as always, self-observation. You need to become aware of feelings of insecurity and inferiority as you actually experience them. Perhaps as you’re walking down a hall to a meeting, you notice that you’re feeling anxious and have, in fact, been worrying about the meeting for days. It is a brief meeting, and the agenda is not a major one—so why were you thinking about it when you were trying to go to sleep? Then think about who will be at the meeting. What are their backgrounds and credentials? How do you feel when you’re with them? Do you feel that you have their respect? Do you feel that your ideas will be weighed the same as theirs? If not, pay attention to these feelings. Are they familiar? When have you had them before, and in whose presence?
You need to learn to notice these feelings of not being as good as, of not being good enough, whenever they come up. Becoming more aware of what you feel, and under what circumstances you feel whatever you feel, is the vital first step toward practical insight, insight that you can use to change. Once you are more aware of your feeling states and what triggers them, you’ll be in a much better position to see and change specific behaviors.
Career acrophobia has both internal and external elements, and to deal with this issue you have to tackle both. First, to “stop the damage,” you need to take a careful and objective look at both the work and the nonwork elements of your life and search for those behaviors that you may be engaging in whose effect is to cause you to fail. Make a list of them. Include “negatives” in this list, such as not returning phone calls, not completing assignments on time, or not making the sales calls you need to. We include the nonwork part of your life because you may be doing things when you are not at work that jeopardize your success (having extramarital affairs, for example, or drinking too much when traveling).
It is of the utmost importance that you be scrupulously honest in this process. The pattern is deep-rooted and unconscious in its origins, so rigorous self-appraisal is both critically important and extraordinarily difficult. You might want to engage the help of one or two most trusted friends (your spouse, perhaps, or a close personal friend—either from your work world or not) to provide you with feedback.
Be as concrete as possible at first (“I’m late for work on Mondays” or “I don’t speak up in situations involving people with more education than I have”). Then look for underlying themes and patterns-within-the-pattern (I feel generally insecure about my level of education and formal business training”). The reason to look both at the specifics and more generally is twofold. First, the themes can help organize your battle plans—because the struggle itself is going to be at the level of mundane, yard-by-yard gruntwork, nothing fancy and—sad to say—no magic shortcuts.
Like gaining ground in the infantry, changing our behaviors requires two things: motivation and action. So after you make your list, or maybe three theme-focused lists, decide which items you are going to tackle first. (Our suggestion: Choose either the easiest or the ones with the biggest and most immediate payoff). Then, one by one, tackle each behavior, reducing or eliminating—or increasing—the behavior in question. Keep an objective record (how many times, how much—whatever the appropriate metric is) of your progress and your inevitable slippages. If you got feedback from someone else earlier in the process, you may want to ask them to provide a “second opinion” regarding your progress. Once again, it’s crucial that you be honest with yourself. Like “cheating” on your diet or exercise regimen when you’re trying to lose weight, being less than objective about your efforts here will hurt only you.
The second reason we want you to look for “subpatterns” among your acrophobic behaviors is that they may help you with the other part of your work in combating your career acrophobia: looking for and confronting the root causes of this feeling that you shouldn’t be as successful as you are or are becoming. There are countless variations on the themes we described above (in “The Origins of the Acrophobe”), and understanding just what internal assumptions or messages from the past you are grappling with will in the long run help you to win the fight. Pure insight is not enough, but it is a tremendous help, when combined with committed efforts to change the everyday behaviors that result from those assumptions and messages. The two together, action and reflection, make for the most potent combination possible for personal change.
FOR MANAGERS
If this pattern of behavior sounds like someone in your organization—specifically, someone you have managerial responsibility for—how can you help them (and, by extension, help yourself and your organization)? The answer to this question lies in another question: What is it about this person (call him Bob), and about what you have been reading, that makes you think Bob may be suffering from this particular Achilles’ heel? In answering this second question, be as specific as possible (“Over the past two years Bob has done the following three times: The first was . . .”). If you’re going to be able to help someone with this issue, you’re first going to have to be able to spell out the actual events and actions that make you associate the person and the issue.
Then you, as Bob’s manager, can do either or both of two things. One is to talk to him about what you’ve noticed, how you see it as forming a pattern, what your concerns are about his career as a result, and what you think he might want to do, or at least think about. Obviously this conversation is unlikely to be helpful if all you can say is that you “have a feeling” Bob might fall into this category. The advantage of having this straightforward discussion is that it opens things up for you and Bob to talk very specifically about what you might be able to do to help him, and it makes clear to him that you value him enough to want to help. It also allows for the two of you to use both the action and reflection discussed above.
You might, however, feel uncomfortable having this kind of direct discussion with Bob, either because of the kind of person you are, because of the kind of person you believe he is, or because of the nature of your particular relationship. If so, your options are more limited—but not eliminated. If you were correct in thinking that Bob is suffering from career acrophobia, you know that his basic sense of himself is of not being good enough, of not deserving his level of success. So one thing you can do is to gradually increase the frequency of positive comments you make to him about his work, his contribution, his general level of value in the organization. For example, “I’m sure I don’t say this often enough, Bob, and I think we all go home sometimes wondering if we’re really making a contribution to the company—I know I do—so I just want you to know how much I personally appreciate you for all you do.” You can also take on one or two of the behaviors you notice as undermining Bob’s success and “protect him from himself,” insulating him from his self-defeating behavior by building in a compensatory safeguard. For example, you might install a final proofreading of important reports Bob writes, knowing that this is one of his self-defeating behaviors. Or you might make it a point to call on him in meetings where you know he has a significant contribution to make but sense that he feels anxious and uncomfortable.
Clearly, taking these steps requires a high level of commitment on your part as the individual’s manager—not something you will want to do for just anyone. But if you choose wisely and do this for a person with very high potential, the benefit to your organization can be enormous. Not only is it a good (altruistic) thing to do, it is a good thing to do (in terms of the return on your investment). This pattern is one of the most difficult Achilles’ heels to repair. It is rooted in attitudes about the self and the world that are established early in life and that are often largely unconscious. Changing this pattern is never accomplished once and for all—it takes determination, self-observation, and deliberate action over not a span of months, but years. It will require a continuing resolution on your part. That said, though, finding a way to allow yourself to ascend to each successive level of responsibility, challenge, and reward—whatever elevation that might mean in your particular case—is well worth the effort. As one of our clients put it, “Whatever it takes, it’s got to be better than sitting around when I’m a hundred years old saying, ‘You know, I could have been . . . but I wasn’t.’”
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