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About the Book

Overcome any obstacle to win success at work.

However good you are, there are always times you come under fire at work. But how do you turn a crisis into an opportunity, and make yourself bulletproof?

In Be Bulletproof, business trainers James and Simon Brooke reveal the top practical solutions for strengthening your resilience – so you can bounce back from every setback, rejection or criticism. You’ll learn to be confident, positive and self-assured in the face of any office adversity.

Arm yourself against workplace hazards like: 


	harsh criticism and hostile colleagues

	company politics and bad bosses
 
	rejection and failure
 
	redundancy or losing your job
 
	and – dare we say it? – your own mistakes



This is an essential guide for anyone looking to get ahead in the warzone that is often the workplace.


About the Authors

James Brooke is a director and co-founder at Threshold, an international training and consulting firm dedicated to helping companies, teams and individuals to communicate and work together better. James has twenty years’ experience in the field of internal communication and change management. He has held senior positions with a number of consultancies and has directed multi-national programmes for a number of high-profile companies. He has led major research programmes for international institutes and business schools, and is a regular contributor and speaker on business courses and seminars.

Simon Brooke is a communications strategist and journalist with 25 years’ experience in communications training and development. Having started his career in corporate, financial and consumer PR, he moved into political strategy and has held senior communications positions with major political parties on both sides of the Atlantic. Simon now works with senior executives to develop their communications strategies, identify their key messages and to help them to express their ideas in both speech and writing. As a journalist, he currently writes and edits on a freelance basis for most of the national newspapers, on subjects ranging from business and management to marketing, education and the media. He is also the author of two novels.

More about Threshold

In addition to James Brooke, Peter Nicholas and Dr Amy Silver are also principals of Threshold. Threshold’s clients include Aviva, BP, Coca-Cola, Rolls Royce and Pfizer.
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The Be Bulletproof Project

The Be Bulletproof Project offers a series live interactive workshops which offer the opportunity to develop and practice the techniques of Be Bulletproof, with expert guides, feedback and practice with live actors. For more information visit: www.bebulletproof.net
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INTRODUCTION

Getting really bad news or suffering a serious professional setback can sometimes feel like being hit by a bullet.

However, this does not need to be a downward spiral. How is it that, for some people, having these bullets fired at them seems to lead to greater opportunity? What can we learn from these people? What are the common beliefs and attitudes of resilient people?

Can we identify a pattern? Here is an interesting analogy:

As they thundered across the plains of Central Asia on horseback, the Mongols must have been a terrifying sight. Few warriors have ever matched their leader, Genghis Khan, for military prowess, ruthless determination and the ferocity of his attacks. Despite their fearsome reputation and unparalleled military successes, the Mongols were relatively lightly protected, unlike many of the soldiers that they defeated. Heavy metal armour would have slowed them down and a large part of the Mongols’ success was due to the speed and agility of their horsemen.

In fact the most innovative and effective part of their armour was not made from iron or leather but from silk. The Mongols were great supporters of trade and, in particular, the Silk Road. As well as profiting from the trade in silk, the Mongols used it to create shirts, which they wore into battle.

What, you might wonder, do Mongol warriors’ silk shirts have to do with you if you’re struggling with an overbearing boss, being ostracised by your colleagues, or suffering rejection, setbacks or brutal criticism? Well, we can’t avoid the slings and arrows of the modern workplace but we can learn to minimise the damages caused and recover rapidly. Let’s look at how those silk shirts worked to protect their owners – and what we can learn from them.

Often, because of the shape of the barbs on an arrow, simply trying to pull it out would tear the flesh far more severely than when the arrow first hit. Although the Mongols’ silk shirts wouldn’t prevent an arrow from entering the body, when it did the arrow would not break the fine, yet robust, layer of fabric. So, it was relatively easy for the warrior to simply remove the arrow by gently pulling away the silk around the wound. He could then continue fighting.

Fast forward to the twenty-first century. Have you ever worn a bulletproof jacket? The most common variety is called a ‘soft vest’. Soft vests are made of high-tech fibres, which are densely woven together for extra strength and then usually covered in resin and plastic. Bullets cause damage because they hit the body with a huge force focused in just one very small area. Most bulletproof vests work by diffusing this energy across a much wider surface, allowing that wearer to live and fight another day.

Imagine the challenges we face in the workplace as bullets: rejection; unfair bosses; negative feedback; uncooperative colleagues; and antagonistic, job-threatening meetings. Be Bulletproof provides a range of practical ways in which you can create your own version of the Mongols’ silk shirts and the modern-day ‘soft vest’. It’s not about being the hardest, toughest warrior in the office; instead, it’s about diffusing or absorbing the impact of attacks. After all, if you attempt to trudge around the office – and through your career – in your own thick, heavy and apparently impenetrable suit of armour, you’re going to find life hostile and pretty lonely. It might be tempting to think like this when you’re under attack but the problem is that if you do you won’t learn anything, you won’t interact with colleagues effectively and, worst still, you will waste energy that could be better used elsewhere.

There is a saying: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I shall fear no evil … because I’m the biggest bastard there. Well, maybe. But another way of looking at this is that such an attitude is probably going to make your life in an organisation nasty, brutish and short.

So, how do you create your own Mongol silk shirt or develop your own individual bulletproof vest? Over the last 20 years, we have been looking at the psychology of communication – more specifically how companies communicate with their staff and how those staff interact. At our training company, Threshold, we have helped literally tens of thousands of people in business across the world. What we have learnt from them has been as valuable as the lessons we have learnt from academics and other specialists.

Together we have looked at the wisdom of ancient thinkers and how that has been tested by modern psychology, and then developed. We’ve conducted interviews with other experts in our fields, such as psychologists, sports coaches and writers, for additional information and advice. We’ve also spoken to those who have suffered serious setbacks themselves – but recovered from them – in order to gain their insights and to learn from their personal experience.

The chapters of this book address the most common forms of attack that we face in the workplace and then introduce the tools and techniques you need to ‘bulletproof’ yourself.

Think of this book as a way of constructing your own bulletproof jacket.

We have identified three key themes:


• ‘Mindfulness’ and its modern scientific descendant: cognitive behavioural theory. This is about being self-aware. Being conscious of your thoughts, why you’re thinking something and how this can affect your emotions.

• The new science of Positive Psychology. This doesn’t mean pretending that everything’s great. Instead, it involves the use of a new strand of psychology to change the way you view events in order to increase your resilience.

• Understanding your ‘Story’. Thinking of things in terms of your ongoing story will help you to reframe difficult incidents and put knock-backs into perspective so that you can learn from them and move on.



This book looks at the theories behind personal resilience, flowing on from these three main pillars, and offers practical tips and advice to help you become more resilient in a variety of different scenarios. We have organised the ideas in this book broadly, under the scenarios in which they might be most relevant, but they are certainly not limited to only these scenarios. Each is helpful in the light of the wide range of life’s knocks and setbacks, so we strongly recommend that you familiarise yourself with them all.

So, what explains the difference in success between individuals? Intelligence? IQ is indeed important, but estimates suggest that it only explains between 4% and 25% of the difference in career success between individuals1. Even if we accept the upper parameter, that still leaves a lot to be explained.

Is the difference explained by motivation? Time to explode a myth about motivation: motivation is not an innate character trait. We all possess motivation, but for most of us it is largely situational; it varies according to the circumstance we are in. Any intelligent organism that lacked motivation would not survive long enough to pass its genes to the next generation. Indeed, studies show that the most motivated individuals can readily become the most demotivated when things go against them.2

While motivation per se is a human universal, sustained motivation in the face of setbacks certainly does vary between individuals. This important predictor of life and career success can be learnt.

And then there’s the ‘talent’ myth: the corrosive idea that has so gripped the corporate world that some employees are differentiated from the rest by the fact that they are innately talented. We only need to look as far as research in the classroom to debunk this. Research among school children shows that those who have been labelled as ‘clever’ are the ones who crumble most when they fail at a task. Children who make the best progress are those who willingly persist at a task despite setbacks. In the words of psychologist Carol Dweck of Stanford: ‘For the ones who simply figure that “these are just harder problems, I just need to figure out how to do them”, their confidence remains high, their enjoyment of the task remains high and their performance gets better and better.’3 Resilience makes the crucial difference when it comes to performance. It is worth reflecting on how today’s corporate leaders would benefit from learning from the classroom.

The Enron débâcle was said to be exacerbated by the organisation’s addiction to labelling certain employees as ‘talent’. When these individuals experienced failures the organisation – convinced of the innate ‘talent’ of these people – would typically confabulate explanations which attributed the causes of failure to factors outside of their control (typically market conditions or having been let down by others). The result was that these individuals – who were happy to go along with the more comforting explanation – failed to learn from their mistakes and grow resilient in the way that more durable top performers do.4

Look at the biographical details of most high achievers. Far from leading consistently gilded lives, most of these people spent long periods in the wilderness. Many successful entrepreneurs, for instance, cite an enforced redundancy as an important springboard to their success. For many successful people, there is no epic incident. It is simply a case of turning life’s day-to-day ‘micro-aggression’ into opportunities.


CHAPTER 1

HOW THE BULLETPROOF MIND WORKS

MUCH OF WHAT we feel, and the way we react to situations, is inherited from our evolutionary past. These instinctive reactions are strong, but can be counterproductive in our modern lives. Recognising this is key to developing the silk shirt that will make you bulletproof.

Why do incidents at work seem to be capable of wounding us so much? That voice in your head tells you to get over it. Your friends reassure you that it is no big deal. Common sense tells you that you are not physically injured. You are not in any physical danger. It is probably unlikely that your immediate livelihood is really in danger. Unless you happen to work in a very small number of professions – such as healthcare or the military – it is very unlikely that you or anybody else is likely to die. But we do know that toxic incidents at work – which may seem scarcely apparent to an onlooker – can and do have a disproportionate effect on our sense of well-being. This, in turn, can have an impact on our levels of stress, and on our relationships, cognitive functions and health.

We use the term ‘toxic’ as an incident, which, if left to go unchecked, will infect other aspects of life such as self-confidence, relationships, cognitive ability, stress and health – and, of course, future success and relationships. Toxic incidents include rejection, mistakes, redundancy, dysfunctional bosses, ostracism, antagonistic meetings and brutal feedback.

There is plenty of leadership advice on resilience and adversity of the ‘blind-man-climbs-Everest’ type, as we call it. The assumption here is that tales of heroic achievement in the light of great adversity (at least, far greater than what you are going through) will help you to put your own more mundane travails into perspective, and subsequently inspire you to heroic feats. There is certainly a place for this approach, but it can prove counterproductive. The problem with this sort of advice is that, if you are feeling low, it can often serve to emphasise the gulf that you are feeling between your own self-image and the noble or heroic, rather than inspire. We feel low following what should be viewed as a fairly trivial incident, and the critical parent in our minds tells us that we have no right to feel that way, and that we should get over it. Then we feel more critical of ourselves for allowing ourselves to be affected in this way. You are unlikely to go blind and we assume that you are unlikely to climb Everest. For reasons that you’ll soon understand, how you deal with the mundane knocks and bruises is a key predictor of success in life.

Introducing your inner cave dweller

An arrogant colleague, a bullying boss, unfair or aggressive criticism, repeated rejection and ostracism by the group can wear us down. The pain caused by these things is real. It is what Professor Kip Williams, University of Purdue, Indiana, refers to as ‘Social Pain’. Social Pain serves the same purpose as any other form of pain. It is there to tell us that something is wrong, and that if the situation continues our well-being is in danger.

Ostracism by the group, an undermining of our status and the removal of our autonomy might be unpleasant for us now, but these things would have had very serious consequences for our ancestors. They posed direct threats to whether we got to eat, with whom we mated, and the extent to which we could rely on the collective protection of the group against external threats.5

How often have you reacted to a situation in a way that you know – as an intelligent modern human with the benefit of reflection – will be counterproductive? Sometimes it can almost seem that to be human is to know the right thing to do but to fail to do it. It’s hardly surprising, then, that we often end up reacting to a situation in a way that the modern civilised part of our mind knows will be counterproductive.

Many psychological instincts that developed over time were excellent for our survival for 99.9% of human history, but in a sophisticated modern environment they let us down. We know that the foods that kept our ancestors alive – salty, fatty or sugary foods – are bad for us, but we still crave them. Similarly, when confronted with a setback or aggressive or negative behaviour from colleagues, we may know that anger, hostility, sulking, sabotage, self-justification or denial are not helpful responses, but we react in this way nonetheless.

The good news, however, is that we’re not powerless to do something about these historic, cave-dweller emotions. On the contrary, once we understand where these emotional responses are coming from, we can take a step back and make the most productive choices. It sounds simple, but simple is not the same as easy. Being able to do this takes some practice but it can be done – and you can feel the benefits almost immediately.

Too frequently, leadership and management training focuses on knowing what’s the right thing to do in a situation, but this is the smaller part of the equation. What matters is the ability to develop methods and strategies to make sure that you naturally, and automatically, do the right thing.

We use the term ‘inner cave dweller’ simply as shorthand to describe the impulsive, emotional responses that are driven by our ancestors’ survival needs. Our inner cave dweller is far from stupid – after all, we wouldn’t be here today had he not been so adept at staying alive. In a similar vein, we shouldn’t make the mistake of viewing emotions as an inferior form of psychological processing. The evolutionary psychologist, Steven Pinker, argues that emotions are very effective shortcuts by which we prioritise high-order goals. Our instinctive responses are powerful. They evolved because they kept our ancestors alive – excellent back then, but not always so useful today.

The point is that we are at our most effective when we become aware of our inner cave dweller speaking. Being bulletproof means making the right choice when confronted with a situation – and making the right choice means calming and restraining our inner cave dweller.

As Steven Pinker puts it, our minds have evolved for survival, not for truth. In other words, seeing the truth of a situation may be helpful, but the main priority of our evolving minds is to view a situation in a way that has the greatest chance of keeping us alive. In times where communities and social structures were very much more straightforward, simply categorising people as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘safe’ or ‘dangerous’ may not have been pleasant, but it was a simple and crude way of keeping us alive. So, our instinct to survive encourages us to go for the lowest risk approach – that means thinking the worst and asking questions later. The more we can be aware of these instincts, the better we can make choices to bulletproof ourselves in today’s complex workplace.

Summary


[image: image] The cave dweller reminds us that the legacy of our evolutionary past is always with us

[image: image] Our instinctive responses evolved because they kept our ancestors alive – excellent back then, but not always so useful today

[image: image] Bulletproof people know how to calm and quieten their inner cave dweller



The guide and the cave dweller

Case Study 1.1

Sean was under pressure. His department had to service another department down the corridor and they had not been delivering. But that was only part of the story – at least according to Sean. The other department had been unreasonable and incompetent, making requests for service that were late or incomplete. Sean had now been invited into a colleague’s office for some feedback. It was going to be an uncomfortable dressing down. But Sean, the consummate professional, knew how to handle it: be professional; take the feedback; agree a constructive way forward. In reality he did nothing of the sort. Sean explained that he had delivered some home truths to his colleague and … err … may have gone a little too far. But nothing that the guy didn’t deserve, you understand.

Metaphorically, Sean’s cave dweller had sensed attack, moved Sean out of the way and struck back. Literally, while Sean’s frontal cortex was thinking what to say, his limbic system and amygdala had sensed threat and struck.

The emotional and cognitive processing that we have inherited from our ancestors is not only ever-present, but also influences us more than we realise. That is why so often the reasoning parts of our mind can see the appropriate way to act in a certain situation but, nonetheless, almost before we realise it, we have done something quite different. But that is not all. The instinctive, emotional part of our minds is immensely powerful and the reasoning part of our minds is no match for it.

Imagine a football pitch. You get down on your knees and focus on two blades of grass. These two blades of grass represent the time in which humans have functioned in the modern commercial-industrial setting. Then you look back along the full length of the pitch, over yards and yards of grass. Imagine that all of these blades of grass represent the timeline stretching back to our earliest modern human ancestors. Now visualise almost 5,000 soccer pitches laid out beyond the end of this one. This is the length of time stretching right back to the earliest clump of neurons that functioned as a brain. Most of the instinctive, emotional processing part of our brain resides in the large, ancient limbic system. For humans, evolution added a frontal cortex, allowing us to reason, think rationally, make choices and participate in complex social interactions, alongside the limbic system and the amygdala, which process the more fundamental instinctive emotions that relate to survival.

To illustrate the constantly chafing, forever clashing relationship between these two parts of the mind, imagine that you are handcuffed to your inner cave dweller. You are your inner cave dweller’s guide. In some respects, your inner cave dweller is a strong and powerful resource to you. The problem is that he comes with a mind of his own. The guide knows where he’s supposed to be going and believes that he should be in charge. The cave dweller is big, strong and quick to react. The responsible, sensible guide is constantly trying to drag him back on track. The guide represents your ability to reason and make wise choices in social situations, typified by the frontal cortex, while the cave dweller represents the powerful, instinctive, emotional processing part of our mind.

This distinction matters, because to help us to become bulletproof it’s not enough for us simply to give advice to the guide. The crucial thing is to help the guide to manage the cave dweller. The ability to step back from our instinctive or automatic responses and to make choices, both in the way we think about things and the way we behave, is central to becoming psychologically bulletproof.

Summary


[image: image] The cave dweller reminds us of the sheer power of our automatic responses to situations

[image: image] The reasoning part of our mind is no match for our emotional mental processing

[image: image] If we become more aware of our instinctive emotional processing, we can make more productive choices for today’s complex organisations



Our minds love to see patterns and stories in events

To look for meaning in events is human. If our ancestors saw an unexplained shape crouching behind a rock, it made sense to surmise pretty quickly that it could be a threatening animal and to take evasive action. Getting all of the facts before making a considered decision – or giving things the benefit of the doubt – was not a good survival strategy.

Take a look at the figure below. Most people see a white triangle overlaid on small black discs at each corner. Rotate one of the discs slightly and the triangle disappears. It was never there. Our minds instinctively piece together bigger meaning from smaller clues, seeking out consistent stories, patterns and themes from the things that we experience directly.


[image: images]


Let’s take another example. The photograph below, showing a UFO hovering above the coast of Cornwall in England, generated a lot of interest when it was released to the media by a team of UFO investigators. There’s no denying, even to us sceptics, that it’s pretty clearly the way we expect a UFO to look. However, if you introduce the image as a seagull to even the greatest UFO enthusiast they will not understand what all the fuss was about. Our minds make up the picture, depending on what we expect to see.


[image: images]
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When something undesirable happens at work – you make a mistake, a prospective customer slams the door on you, your boss rubbishes a piece of work, colleagues cut you out of a project – your mind seeks to explain it by looking for a pattern or a theme. It seeks to make the incident mean something either about you or about the world in general. This is one of the ways in which the toxic effects of incidents become amplified. That relatively small incident affects you more than you feel it should, because the unconscious processing part of your mind is looking to give it greater meaning. It is asking whether this is part of a consistent story or theme for which you should be wary.

For our ancestors who faced the threat from behind the rock, it made sense to assume there was a theme: rocks similar to this one mean danger; when I see one, prepare for flight or fight mode. This might make for a stressed, nervous, pessimistic ancestor but one who was more likely to stay alive.

To be human is to seek to make sense of the things we observe or experience. We are natural meaning-makers. We could not function without this instinct, but it is also means that our minds readily start to ascribe meaning to the things that we experience in a way that can be unhelpful. What can seem like a relatively small and survivable incident at work triggers our ‘meaning-making’ processes. Typical reactions are:


• This means that I am not up to the job

• This means that I have been ‘found out’

• This means that things will keep on going wrong

• This means that people are generally mean and hostile towards me



These feelings start to contaminate other situations; the incident has become toxic.

When analysing the facts and the story, it is key to avoid distorting the reality of the situation. ‘Distortion’ is the term that psychologists use when they refer to people interpreting an incident in a way that makes it mean more than it does. For example, if somebody does something that we interpret as hostile, it proves that either:


• I deserve or attract people’s hostility

• People are generally hostile

• I must have messed up again



On the other hand, it could simply be that the person is having a bad day, or tends to be that way with most people. The fact is that we simply don’t know. Any analysis beyond that risks becoming a thinking distortion. And because our inner cave dweller evolved in a hostile and dangerous environment, it made sense to be pessimistic and more acutely aware of risk. For this reason, negative thinking distortions are more common than positive ones.

Bulletproof people, however, will ask, ‘What am I making this mean?’ They’ll challenge their distortions and thinking errors by testing these against the real-world evidence. As we often put it, it is a case of separating out what actually happened in a situation (the facts) from what we make it mean (the story). This is the first step in decontaminating a toxic incident.

Summary


[image: image] Our mind seeks out consistent themes and patterns because it tries to create meaning for us

[image: image] As natural ‘meaning-makers’, we frequently make things mean more than they do

[image: image] Being bulletproof means recognising your mind’s tendency to make an incident mean more than it does, and decontaminating the incident to prevent it becoming toxic




CHAPTER 2

CHANGING YOUR MINDSET

LEARNING HOW TO change your mindset and defuse distortions in your thinking is key in making yourself more bulletproof. The way we think about things affects the way we feel, which in turn affects what we do and the outcomes we achieve. This was the insight of the psychologist Aaron Beck, who recognised that many of the people he was treating for anxiety, stress and depression – the opposite of being bulletproof – seemed to be affected by distortions in their thinking. Beck felt that if he could encourage people to test out the validity of their thoughts – in much the same way that a scientist would interrogate the hard evidence – thinking distortions might be reduced and the disorders might improve. Beck’s approach yielded remarkably beneficial results and this has been borne out by numerous trials under clinical conditions. This is the essence of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT).

Dr Amy Silver is a clinical psychologist who, in addition to her work with individuals in a clinical setting, has been adapting the principles of CBT to help leaders and managers to become more bulletproof in the workplace. By following that belief that all of us, at some stage, risk getting caught in distorted thinking – and that that is when our interpretation of the situation and our reactions to it are unhelpful – Dr Silver helps people in business to recognise common ways in which their thinking can become unhelpful. She often comes across people in business who are simply not functioning as effectively as they could be, because they have allowed their thinking about an incident to become distorted and this affects other aspects of their game. This distortion comes from only selecting the negative aspects of a situation and ignoring the positive, or vice versa. These thought distortions can happen at any time for us and can be so automatic that we don’t even have a chance to assess them for the truth. We find it intuitively hard to grasp that our thoughts might be wrong. But the truth is they can be – and a lot of the time. In varying degrees, this phenomenon affects everyone.

The principles of CBT are core to being bulletproof. If three-letter acronyms put you off, don’t worry – it’s the principles that matter, and the rudiments of these are easy to understand and master.

Summary


[image: image] How we think about things affects the way we feel

[image: image] The way we feel drives what we do and affects the outcomes we achieve – but not always for the better

[image: image] Bulletproof people develop the habit of choosing how to think about an incident or situation



Putting it into practice

When something happens or somebody does something, we typically go on to assume that this incident or this person has made us feel a certain way:


• When he ignored me, it made me feel …

• When I made that mistake, it made me feel …



In reality an incident does not make us feel anything. The feeling that follows on from an incident is not inevitable. There needs to be a thought in between in order for the events that we experience to turn into feelings. And, as we’ve said, our thoughts are often distorted. We weave things into stories or we look for themes and consistencies that aren’t really there. So, an incident or event triggers a thought, which triggers an emotion, which affects our behaviour.

Case Study 2.1

Jane switched on her computer on Monday morning and discovered an email from a client rejecting her proposal [the incident]. Jane started to think, this just proves that I’m not good enough and I’ve been found out [the thought]. So she felt low and lacked confidence [the emotion]. In turn, this led to a certain type of behaviour. She was snappy and irritable with colleagues and family. As a result of how she processed the incident, she might end up being less inclined to approach her next proposal in a bold and creative way.

For a bulletproof version of Jane, the incident is identical but the way in which she thinks about it is not. Bulletproof Jane recognises the idea that ‘this proves that I’m not good enough’ is just that: it’s an idea, and not a fact. When she has these thoughts, she recognises that there may be thinking distortions at play. She distinguishes between facts and assumptions. She considers other possible explanations for what has happened: perhaps the client’s priorities changed; maybe it was all down to budget. She weighs the evidence for these alternative thoughts. The unhelpful effects of her emotions subside more quickly. She’s able to think more clearly and take more constructive action.

You can try this for yourself the next time something similar happens to you, by following these steps:


1. Take a breath and relax. Imagine yourself literally taking a step back from the incident and viewing it on a screen

2. Then ask yourself what thoughts you had in relation to the incident. What did you make it mean? How true are these thoughts? How much do you know and how much are you just guessing? What other interpretations could exist?

3. Imagine you could choose which thought would work best for you; try out the new thought and become aware of how you feel

4. If your mind starts to spring back to the old unhelpful thoughts, remind yourself that you are just trying out the new thought. What could be the harm in that?



Ultimately there are five elements that impact on any scenario:


• What is going on in the surroundings

• What you feel physically

• What you think

• How you feel emotionally

• What you do – in other words, your behaviour



These five elements interact to determine your experience. The very same situation can trigger different aspects of these five elements for different people. In other words, each person will experience the same situation in different ways. But if you want your experience of a situation to be different, you have learn to manage it. You need to change one, or more, of these five elements.

For example, you could change something about what’s going on around you – in other words, your surroundings. This might be something major, such as changing or moving to a different department, or it could be something as simple as changing your desk layout or your working routine.

You could change something physically by doing some simple breathing exercises – ensuring that you are breathing down to the lower part of the lungs and lowering your diaphragm – or going for a walk regularly. As we know, the physical and the psychological are closely related.

You could challenge the way you think about something by questioning your thoughts. This essentially means trying to look at the validity and/or the usefulness of your thoughts by standing back from them and examining them dispassionately. It’s about trying to capture your thoughts and evaluate them. You can ask if they’re actually true; for example, do you mean ‘I can’t cope,’ or is the thought that most accurately describes the situation, ‘This is a really tricky situation that I’m struggling with, but I will get through this as I have other tricky situations’?

You could change something emotionally, with the view to becoming almost dispassionate about your own emotions so that they alone don’t decide what happens in your life. Rather than telling yourself ‘I can’t cope,’ which makes you feel anxious, you could take more of a dispassionate view. You could say: ‘Oh, look, there is that feeling of anxiety’ or ‘there goes that “I can’t cope” thought. Isn’t it interesting that it’s come up again?’ This is a much more practical and effective way to react than, ‘Oh, no, I must do something about that thought. This feeling is unbearable and so I must push against it.’ This process of stepping back from your emotions and becoming aware of them in a more dispassionate way fits with the Buddhist concept of ‘mindfulness’.

You could also change your behaviour. Perhaps you could be more assertive or be less assertive.

When people push against their emotions, those emotions tend to get stronger. Rather than battling against your emotions, with CBT you distance yourself from them and become a sort of scientist, reviewing your thoughts and emotions objectively. Sometimes the very process of distancing yourself from your thoughts and emotions can have a dramatic effect in calming the mind and gaining control over challenging situations.

Summary


[image: image] Asking, ‘What am I making this mean?’ helps us to challenge our distortions and understand our thinking errors

[image: image] Bulletproof people are able to reframe their thoughts and take out the inevitable distortions



Positive self-talk

Telling ourselves that we can’t cope decreases our ability to cope, and it is remarkable how readily we slip into this cycle. But we can do something about it.

Case Study 2.2

Gemma was facing a tough board meeting at 8am in the morning. She fully expected a grilling over her department’s sales figures during an unexpectedly tough trading period. She’d discovered that a colleague on whom she was relying had let her down, absenting himself at the last minute on a flimsy premise. Gemma would now also have to take care of his part of the presentation. She worked late. Her partner was away on business, and when she eventually got home her two young children had come down with a stomach bug that would keep them and her awake all night. She needed to be up at 6am. As she tended to sick children and changed bed linen throughout the night, what did she tell herself?

If she is similar to most of us, her self-talk will instinctively be of the ‘I can’t do this’ variety. ‘I can’t’ self-talk is very common. It goes hand in hand with a low-tolerance threshold. There are many variations on this theme:


• ‘I can’t possibly …’

• ‘Nobody could be expected to …’

• ‘This is intolerable …’



When a situation is far from ideal – when it is stressful, tiring or uncomfortable – another thinking error is at risk of taking over our thinking: we start to see the situation as intolerable, unbearable and insufferable.

The key is to recognise that difficult-to-cope is not the same as impossible-to-cope. Hard-to-tolerate is not the same as intolerable. Questioning the sort of language that we use about a situation is an important step in reframing our view of the situation in a way that is more helpful.

Sports psychologist Julie Douglas uses this technique with the young athletes with whom she works. She feels that self-talk is important and that it helps to take people through a process of developing more positive self-talk. The first step is to encourage them simply to become aware of self-talk, and then to take them through a method that she calls ‘Thought Stopping’. When they notice unhelpful thoughts, she encourages them to stop those thoughts and come back with more positive ones.

Bulletproof Gemma understands that her situation is far from ideal, but that, at the same time, it is far from impossible. When she finds herself slipping into ‘I can’t’ self-talk, she stops and replaces it with ‘I can’ self-talk. She recognises that, in reality, she can actually cope. As she changes one more sheet on the bed, she takes a breath and says to herself, ‘I can do it. I’ll be okay.’

Many self-help books will exhort you to love and relish whatever adversity will come your way. Some even ask people to love and welcome their malignant tumour as a friend. We feel this isn’t helpful. To maintain pretence takes considerable energy. It wears you down until the reality seeps through. What Gemma is doing is something quite different. She doesn’t make herself gush with enthusiasm about the hardship. She does not pretend that the situation is something that it isn’t. It’s far from ideal, but in spite of this she reminds herself that she can cope and that she can do it.

Become aware of your self-talk. Is it helping? Is it strengthening you or is it draining you? Simply saying to yourself ‘I can’ seems to work like magic in its ability to give you strength and increase your tolerance and ability to cope.

Summary


[image: image] Accept that you’re facing a challenge – don’t deny it

[image: image] Become aware of draining, weakening self-talk (‘I can’t’) – and drop it

[image: image] Find a phrase that is honest but positive, such as ‘I can’, and say it to yourself



Acknowledging thoughts and letting go

Stepping back and understanding what you’re feeling is one good way to get an insight into the thought that is governing those feelings.

The more aware you are of your thoughts and feelings, the more you can influence them. And when we say aware, we mean ‘actively aware’. Most of us are driven by our thoughts and emotions, but we don’t take the time to pause, take a look at them and reflect on them.

A useful technique for you to employ is to take a moment and try to step out of your thoughts, in order to gain an ‘observer perspective’ on your thinking. Then, in a more detached way, you can effectively examine the evidence for, and the evidence against, your thoughts.

The mind does not respond to the command: do not think about something. Most of us recognise those negative thoughts, memories or associations that get in the way of our performance. If you have ever tried to push these negative thoughts out of your mind, you will have noticed how they tend to keep springing back bigger and bolder than before. Jennifer Borton and Elizabeth Casey of Hamilton College in New York sought to test this idea with an experiment. People were asked about the most upsetting incident in their lives, and the group was then split in half, with half of the participants asked actively to push thoughts of this incident out of their minds. The remaining half were given no such brief and asked to carry on life as normal. At the end of each day, participants were required to assess their mood. At the end of the eleven-day period when the results were assessed, the difference between the two groups was clear. The group that had been briefed actively to suppress their negative thoughts were significantly more depressed and anxious than the other group.6

By using mindfulness and letting go, you observe this thought. It’s about not telling yourself off. Not only does this give you a calm spot in your mind, the sense of calm allows you to make better choices rationally rather than irrationally, giving our guide more control over the cave dweller.

Stepping outside of yourself is an important part of becoming bulletproof. It creates an awareness that will allow you to manage your emotions calmly and effectively. Imagine a calm and clear-thinking friend alongside yourself: a ‘meta-you’. This friend is supportive but is not afraid to challenge the clarity of your thinking and to ask you about the balance of evidence. For simplicity, let’s refer to the meta-you as the ‘wiser-you’.

This is a simple exercise you can do when an event that you experience troubles you, or you sense yourself feeling tense or not functioning well. Imagine the calmer and ‘wiser-you’ simply stepping to one side and describing what has happened and how you feel.

As we’ll explore throughout this book, the ability to develop awareness in a calm and detached way is a life skill that you can learn, and once you learn it you will wonder how you ever functioned without it.

Summary


[image: image] Don’t try to fight against negative or unhelpful thoughts; let them drift into your mind. Practise becoming aware of them in a more detached way

[image: image] Stepping outside yourself is important in becoming bulletproof

[image: image] Developing a calm self-awareness is an essential life skill for bulletproof people

[image: image] Imagine the ‘wiser-you’, standing alongside yourself and seeing your thoughts and feelings with a bit of objective distance



Recognising negative thoughts – becoming ‘mindful’

When we suffer stress at work, or feel that we’re suffering because of the actions of others – perhaps because we believe people are being unfair to us or have rejected us – mindfulness can help. It offers a new way of being aware of our experience and a way of noticing our negative emotions coming and going, rather than maintaining them with justification, judgement or the desire to ‘solve’ them. This can help prevent them from overwhelming us as they can so very easily do – and usually without our realising.

Professor Mark Williams, of the Oxford Centre for Mindfulness, argues that our state of mind is closely connected to our memories. ‘Whenever something goes wrong or we feel depressed, our minds naturally refer back to find times at which we’ve had similar experiences,’ he says. ‘For instance, if you feel rejected or ignored, your mind will start to bring up other instances when you felt like this so that it can find similarities and see how you handled the situation then.’ It’s a technique that has developed over millions of years of evolution. Our cave dweller is looking for patterns and meaning.

The same process can be triggered by almost any negative thought, including anxiety, fear and stress. The danger is that these thoughts, emotions and damning judgements snowball and make us feel unhappy, threatened and fearful.

Context and location have a powerful effect on memory. If you’ve ever gone back to your old school, or visited a town in which you used to live, you’ll suddenly find all kinds of memories flooding unexpectedly into your mind – memories that you’d never have recalled otherwise.

Mood can act as a context in the same way as a particular location, says Mark Williams. A feeling of being threatened or of being rejected can stimulate memories. Soon you can be lost in gloomy thoughts and negative emotions, and often you don’t know where they came from – they just suddenly arrived. Suddenly you’re miserable and bad tempered and you don’t even know why.

It’s impossible to stop these memories but you can learn how to prevent such memories from spiralling out of control. You can learn to see them for what they are: propaganda. They’re just one way of looking at the world; they’re not you as a person. They’re a point of view, not some objective truth. Once you’ve understood that, you can then observe them dispassionately and watch them float past you. Now, when people learn to do this, we find that they experience something else instead – and that’s a profound sense of contentment. Recognise these thoughts as they float into your mind. Remind yourself that they are just propaganda, and not truth.

Much of the time we’re thinking, planning and referring back to past experiences to find comparisons in an effort to find solutions for life’s challenges. But we can also be aware of the fact that we are doing this; we can be aware of our mind and its habit of thinking, planning and judging. When you feel that spiral of negative feelings, remind yourself of your cave dweller seeking out pattern and meaning – and name that feeling for what it is: propaganda.

This is something that you can readily try out. Become more aware of your thoughts and feelings as they come into your mind. Feelings might be anxious or comforting, happy or melancholy, light or dark. The important point is not to judge them, fight them or suppress them. A useful technique is to view each thought as if it were a cloud drifting across the sky. Become aware of its size, colour and shape; appreciate the way it looks against the backcloth of the sky. Become aware of how it drifts and changes shape. The thought may drift away again, but the important point is that you do not need it to do so. You are now both detached from it and comfortable with its presence.

Summary


[image: image] Identify memories and thoughts as they enter your mind

[image: image] See them for what they are: a point of view, and not some objective truth

[image: image] Observe them dispassionately and watch them float past you



Stop mind reading

Our minds have evolved to interpret things. If they didn’t we couldn’t function. Unfortunately our interpretations often go too far, make leaps of logic or become hard baked. There are common thinking distortions that weaken us and make us less effective. The more aware we are of these, the better equipped we are to avoid slipping into their trap, and the more bulletproof we can make ourselves.

One of the most common thinking traps is ‘mind reading’. We once worked with a project team leader who was convinced that a team member did not respect his authority and was looking to usurp him. When we worked with him to examine the evidence, we discovered that this thought was triggered by an incident where the team member had arrived late at the first project meeting. Once mind reading started, based on this one small incident, the situation spiralled. We encouraged the team leader to keep separating the facts from his ‘story’ (his interpretation). We also encouraged him to try out the Buddhist practice of meeting his colleague ‘anew’ (meeting a familiar person as if we had never met them before, i.e. leaving the baggage at the door). Following this, the relationship thawed. We do not know what was really in the mind of his colleague. What we do know is that once the project leader stopped acting as if he knew, the situation improved.

An example that psychologists often use is this: a colleague walks past you in the corridor and does not greet you as you expect. If you are mind reading, you might feel that it is because the colleague is clearly harbouring feelings of resentment over some past incident and acting accordingly. It may simply be that the colleague was distracted. Mind reading makes you less effective. There is little benefit, and the risk is that you create problems by increasing your own stress.

Mind reading is not the same as putting yourself in other people’s shoes or seeing things from their point of view. These exercises are useful, and bulletproof people make a point of doing them, but they remain aware that they never actually know what the other person is thinking. When we introduce you to Bob in chapter five you will see how his decision to stop mind reading helped with a severe dose of office politics.

Don’t waste time and energy mind reading. If you do so, you are likely to exacerbate any potential problems. Remind yourself that you do not know what other people are thinking and you will be at your best when you keep an open mind.

Summary


[image: image] One of the most common thinking traps is mind reading

[image: image] Even when we are convinced that we know what is in another’s mind, we are often wrong

[image: image] Mind reading is not the same as putting yourself in other people’s shoes

[image: image] Don’t waste time and energy mind reading



Banish self-scrutiny

If you’ve made a mistake and you think that everyone has noticed, the chances are that they probably haven’t. If you have made a fool of yourself and think everyone is talking about it, they’re probably not. If there is something that you are embarrassed or self-conscious about, the chances are that nobody pays it anything like the amount of attention that you pay to it.

Case Study 2.3

Charles had to give a tough presentation about his divisional performance to the executive board of his company. Charles was very anxious that, as a relatively young senior officer, he should come across with a gravitas and confidence that would build confidence in his newly formed division. We coached Charles and he gave an excellent presentation.

Straight after he said to a colleague who had been in the meeting: ‘I know what you were thinking: everyone was distracted by that tick in my left eye.’

‘Sorry?’ said his colleague.

‘That twitch … I couldn’t stop the eye twitching … it always does that at the most crucial moments.’

‘Charles,’ said his colleague, ‘we couldn’t see it. The board didn’t notice. Nobody cares. Forget about it.’

Good advice.

Bulletproof people remind themselves that nobody is paying them nearly as much attention as they at first assume. ‘Nobody is looking at me.’ In fact, it is a very liberating thing to remember. We tend to overestimate the extent to which people notice our blunders or shortcomings. Researchers at Cornell University designed an experiment to test this (also known as the ‘spotlight effect’7.) They gathered a sample of students in a room under the pretext of doing a written memory test. The experimenters created a ruse to cause one of the participants (known as the ‘target participant’) to be late. The target participant was informed that the rest of the group had already started. He was then asked to put on an article of clothing before entering the room to join the group.

Here’s the rub. The article of clothing was a T-shirt emblazoned with a large picture of Barry Manilow (previous research indicated that Barry Manilow is considered about as embarrassing as it gets at Cornell University). The room was arranged so that all of the seats were facing the entrance. The target participant entered the room late and sporting the Barry Manilow T-shirt. After a couple of minutes, he was told that the other participants were already too far ahead and he was escorted out of the room. The target participant was then asked to estimate the proportion of participants in the room whom he believed noticed the Barry Manilow T-shirt. This was compared to the number of participants who actually noticed the T-shirt. Consistently the target participant overestimated the proportion of participants who noticed the T-shirt, generally estimating the figure at roughly a half, whereas in reality only about a fifth noticed the T-shirt. The exercise was repeated several times to ensure that there was a robust sample size of participants. There was no discernible difference in the finding between men and women.

If you find yourself worrying that people are noticing something embarrassing about you, perhaps a blush or a tic, or if you stumble, knock something over or have any other kind of mishap, here is a very useful tip: think Barry Manilow.

Summary


[image: image] Bulletproof people know that when they make a mistake, most people don’t notice

[image: image] Bulletproof people liberate themselves from potentially embarrassing situations: ‘Hey! No one is looking at me’

[image: image] Remember, even a Barry Manilow T-shirt flies under most people’s radar



Flexible is stronger than rigid

Another thinking trap is the rigid rule. We lose effectiveness in a situation when our attitude is too rigid. Being rigid is very different to being bulletproof. Rigid structures appear hard on the outside but can easily snap, whereas flexible structures can more readily absorb the momentum of all that life throws at them. When we are in rigid rule mode of thinking, we are tough on the outside but easily crushed when things become too much. When we are in flexible mode, we are like a tree: we can sway and flex in the harshest wind but never lose our firm rooting.

It works like this: as humans we make sense of the world by formulating things into rules. We also create rules about ourselves. These help to create the sense of a consistent self. So far this is all quite reasonable. The problem arises because these rules can easily become hard baked into something too rigid. We make rules for ourselves such as: I must always be liked; I should always be nice; I should always be the joker; and – a common one – I must always be respected.

You spot the theme. These are the must-always and should-always that we apply to ourselves. Think about an incident where the outcome was something undesirable for you when you felt it really should not have been and it is likely that it came down to a must-always or a should-always rule that was conducting things for you under the surface.

Case Study 2.4

Mike had a short-haul London to Paris business flight. It was the middle of the day, which should have been a quiet, hassle-free time to fly. He had just enough time to polish off a couple of spreadsheets before his meeting in Paris. But Mike ended up sitting next to Mr Grumpiflier. Mr Grumpiflier saw it as a matter of pride to sit with his elbow permanently positioned, not only over the armrest, but over Mike’s seat. Mike gently shuffled his arm roughly in the area of the armrest, hoping Mr Grumpiflier would move his arm, but to no avail. Mr Grumpiflier wasn’t budging. Mike even asked Mr Grumpiflier if he could spare him a little room. Mr Grumpiflier harrumphed and looked affronted, shuffled his arm a little and put it back pretty much where it was.

Rigid-rule Mike reckons this guy has no right to behave like this. Mike has a right to sit in his seat and nobody has the right to steal his all-important share of the space on the seat boundary. Rigid-rule Mike spends a stressful flight in an increasingly tense game of elbow shuffle. He arrives irritable and tired, and he never got those spreadsheets done.

Bulletproof Mike also values respect, but he is capable of being flexible if it means a better outcome. Recognising the stalemate, he looks for another empty seat. He moves to it, relaxes and pops open his laptop.

Bulletproof Mike does not feel his sense of self-worth has crumbled because he left Grumpiflier to it. Who knows why it was such a big deal to Grumpiflier? Either way, it was Grumpiflier’s problem, not Mike’s.

Rigid-rule Mike holds the belief: ‘I must always be respected.’ Flexible Mike retains the essence of this, but reframes it in a way that is more flexible and therefore works better for him: ‘I prefer people to show respect, but if they are really not going to, it doesn’t hurt me. I’m okay.’

Case Study 2.5

Hannah is a corporate conference organiser. She worked on one conference where – for reasons that she couldn’t figure out – the atmosphere seemed fairly poisonous and Hannah felt that she was subjected to some really frosty attitudes. The harder Hannah tried, the worse the situation became. Hannah felt really low after the event and complained that she felt her confidence and sparkle had been extinguished. It turned out that Hannah was getting much of her self-worth from the idea that: I can always make people like me. This had become hard-baked into Hannah as a rigid rule: I must always be popular. When this wasn’t working for Hannah, she felt helpless, as if she had no option but to continually try harder. Then Hannah changed her rigid rule to a flexible preference: I prefer to be popular, but if sometimes that doesn’t seem to be the case, I am okay. She found that, as a result, she was far better able to cope in a range of situations, and was more confident going into a new situation, regardless of what lay in wait.

People often question our recommendation to be flexible about one’s need to be respected. For many of us, respect is an important value by which we live our lives. But it’s the need to be respected that can lead people to behave in a way that is, at best, counterproductive. That’s why the emphasis is on being flexible. And, of course, we are not suggesting you abandon ‘self-respect’, but self-respect is quite different from must-have-respect-from-others. The former is entirely within your control. The latter is not.

We can find ourselves applying rigid rules to ourselves (‘I must always’) or to other people (‘people should always’). The issue is the same: rigid is fragile, flexible is stronger. Again, it’s the equivalent of the silk shirt under your outfit.

You have probably spotted the formula by now. Become aware of rigid thinking (‘I must always’) and modify it to flexible thinking (‘I prefer to … but I’m okay if …’).

Below are some common rigid rules. Try modifying them to become flexible preferences:


• I must always be popular …

• I must always make people laugh …

• I must always be respected …

• I must always have the answers …

• I must always control a situation …



Case Study 2.6

Rhina was head of accounts at a large advertising agency. Once a week she would attend the meeting of its business development team. The team tended to consider Rhina’s input as trivial bureaucracy. They tended to be curt, abrasive and dismissive, but Rhina was relentlessly courteous. Her assistant Viktor pointed this out and asked Rhina why she continued to bother being polite, when the rest of the guys were so rude. Rhina pointed out that courtesy may not be one of their values, but it was one of hers, so why would she let discourteous people choose her behaviour for her.

Replace your old rigid rule with your new flexible preference. Test drive your new flexible preference for a couple of weeks (remember, you have nothing to lose; you can always go back to your old rigid rule at any time). Become aware of how your flexible preference is working. When you would normally react in a way that is driven by your rigid rule, take a pause, take a breath, and act in line with your flexible preference.

Summary


[image: image] The rules we define about ourselves help us to create the sense of a consistent self, but we lose effectiveness when our personal rules become too rigid

[image: image] Bulletproof people don’t maintain must-always and should-always rigid rules

[image: image] Bulletproof people develop flexible preferences: ‘If that doesn’t happen, I’m okay’

[image: image] Bulletproof people are like flexible trees, swaying in the harshest wind but never losing their firm rooting



Don’t let your cave dweller pick your fights

‘I must always be respected’ can be one of the most destructive of rigid rules. In the US, among the most common motives for homicide is the one termed ‘altercation arising from relatively trivial causes’. How often are we left bewildered on hearing of a road rage incident that has escalated out of all proportion? How often are we surprised by the power of our own anger when someone drives discourteously? We may justify it to ourselves in terms of concern for safety but we would suggest that these primal responses have another source. It is our inner cave dweller demanding respect. It is no surprise that the ‘culture of respect’ tends to take root more insidiously in environments of greatest social deprivation. Where you have little else, a perceived diminution of your sense of respect can cause your universe to crumble.8

Let’s look at an example. In August 2010, Ranjit Nankani was sentenced to a minimum of 18 years in prison at the Old Bailey for the murder of Gary Johnson. Johnson had been thrown into the air and partially decapitated when Nankani drove his 4x4 at him, hitting him full on, before crashing into a line of parked cars. As Nankani lay trapped in his ruined vehicle, the body of his victim just feet away, he was shot and injured by a friend of Johnson’s called Dwayne McPherson. After the trial Mr Johnson’s mother, Joyce, said: ‘Eighteen years is not enough. I will never see Gary. Skye (the victim’s daughter) will never know her dad.’

The reason for this particularly brutal murder? Nankani allegedly stepped on Johnson’s toe in a nightclub, which started a row between the pair.9

The fact that humans frequently go to extraordinary lengths to settle scores, at great personal cost, with no rational benefit, is well documented by psychologists.

In the workplace, thankfully, murder is infrequent, but most of us at some time pursue a trivial slight or perceived injustice to the point of conflict. We may tell ourselves that it is a matter of principle. In reality, it is our inner cave dweller at work. The compulsion to get even, to settle a score, with no identifiable rational gain, has an adaptive explanation. It is one of those instincts that appears to be encoded in us, but which tends to be counterproductive in our modern environment.

In our ancestors’ more dangerous and hostile environment, it was a wise survival strategy to give the unambiguous signal that you were somebody not to be messed with, under any circumstances. To give this signal to your potential foes, it made sense to respond consistently – even if that meant disproportionately – to the most trivial slight. To let something go would have singled you out as easy prey to a potential enemy.

Evolutionary psychologists hypothesise that this instinct is particularly prevalent among people whose ancestors are predominantly from lands most dependent on herding, and who hail from areas that were traditionally remote from the forces of law and order. It is impossible, or at least very difficult, to steal arable land, but if you are reliant on herding to feed your family, you know that your livelihood can readily be taken from you at any time, simply by virtue of the fact that your adversary is more powerful or more ruthless. In this environment, reputation is all and therefore scores must be settled. This gives rise to what is known as a ‘culture of honour’: an individual’s honour must be maintained, which means that scores invariably need to be settled. To put it more accurately, the more we are affected by this psychological or cultural inheritance (it’s still a source of contention which of these it is), the more difficult we find it not to react to a perceived slight.

It is believed by many that a strong culture of honour exists in the Southern United States, as herders from Ireland, Northern England and the Highlands of Scotland largely settled these states. In a remarkable experiment at the University of Michigan, a fake psychology experiment was advertised and students were asked to volunteer. To reach the place to which they were instructed to report, they needed to squeeze past a stooge who appeared to be filing papers in the corridor. As they brushed past, the stooge was instructed to say something insulting under his breath. Students who hailed from northern states were more likely to brush off the insult or laugh at the temerity. Students who hailed from southern states were far more likely to become visibly angry and confront the stooge. Their levels of testosterone were measurably higher as their bodies prepared for a fight.10

Ask yourself who you most want to be like: the students who laughed off the insult or the students who could not let it go? Allowing our inner cave dweller to choose our battles is grossly inefficient and mitigates against being bulletproof. Pausing for a moment to remind our inner cave dweller that we do not need to react is a crucial part of being bulletproof.

Try taking a breath and switching your rigid rule to a flexible preference: ‘I’d prefer that guy to apologise to me for unnecessarily interrupting my presentation and making me momentarily lose my flow of thought in front of all my colleagues … but if he is really not going to, it’s not going to spoil my day.’

You can choose to live by a standard of courtesy, and that’s a good thing, but you cannot control the standards by which other people live.

Matthieu Ricard, the former scientist-turned-Buddhist, points out that in order to relieve ourselves of some of the suffering we experience when someone offends or annoys us, we need us to reconsider our self-image and our ego. By way of illustration, he asks you to imagine that you’re lying in a boat, floating on a lake. Suddenly another boat hits you, jolting you rudely. You leap up. Who the hell has been so stupid and careless to bang into you like this? But when you catch sight of the offending boat you see that … it’s empty. Your anger dissipates. You lie down again. What’s changed your mood? ‘In the first case you’d thought yourself to be the target of someone’s malice, while in the second you realised that you were not a target,’ suggests Ricard.

When we are working with groups of young graduates, we impress on them the importance of staying focused on a goal. As a metaphor for this, we ask them to spread evenly around the perimeter of a large room. Each person is asked to focus on a spot on the other side of the room representing his or her goal. The brief is to ‘move towards that goal with absolute determination, letting nothing or no one get in your way’. People tend to mistake focus and determination for strength and toughness. They brace themselves for the inevitable collisions with others. The result is generally a morass in the middle of the room where focus and energy are lost. After a debrief they are encouraged to sustain their focus but increase their sense of flexibility. In other words, they may have to swerve slightly, speed up slightly or slow down slightly. With the new mode of working, with exactly the same number of players – and therefore the same complexity – each player reaches his or her goal with relative ease. They have learnt that staying focused on a goal is about learning when to stay flexible.

The point is not that bulletproof people are submissive or acquiescent. They are not. The point is that they pick their battle carefully. They choose their fights carefully: when the outcome is in their interest. That way they stay in control. If your inner cave dweller is choosing your fights, you have ceded control.

Richard Branson, billionaire businessman and Virgin Atlantic chief, famously said that he was not the sort of person to waste time having arguments with people. At the same time he picked the biggest fight that his industry had ever seen when he took on British Airways for its ‘dirty tricks’ campaign against its rivals. He knows which potential conflicts to let go and which battles to fight.

Summary


[image: image] Bulletproof people pick their battles wisely

[image: image] They recognise that while their inner cave dweller has the urge to settle a score or avenge a slight, they are capable of choosing a wiser and more beneficial course of action

[image: image] Bulletproof people calm and guide their inner cave dweller in order to make the wisest choices

[image: image] Let the small stuff go; fight only the important battles and fight them with guile, and with a calm focus
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