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Author’s Note

This book presents stories from my clients and others to illustrate conceptual points and usage of my coaching tools. I’ve changed names and identifying details in most cases to maintain privacy, but I’ve otherwise tried to present these stories as accurately as possible.





Introduction

For several years, Ken oversaw a technical team charged with designing a very complicated new product for a highly visible client. Despite his best efforts, an initial live test of the product failed. It sucks, but it happens. Yet he couldn’t seem to shake it off and move on. He became despondent and preoccupied with negative thoughts. Spending hours alone, he pondered his shortcomings and missteps. Perhaps he was incompetent. Perhaps he hadn’t hired the right team. Perhaps he was out of his league as a leader. Perhaps he would now be out of a job. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

After about ten days, he realized that he wasn’t managing himself very well and was squandering precious time. He needed to do a reset by reining in his fear response. Reaching into the set of tools that we’d worked on together, he pulled out one called “What’s the Worst Thing That Can Happen?”

I often teach this device to clients, young professionals, students, and friends. Here’s how it works: If you’re wasting time worrying, you need to sit down, take a pause, and force yourself to review methodically all the biggest, scariest things that could possibly happen in your present situation. After taking five to ten minutes to make a list, you consider the items one by one and evaluate how likely they are to actually occur. You specify the probability that each bad outcome could happen: Is there a 2, 5, or 10 percent chance? Twenty percent?

Most people quickly realize that their worst-case scenarios have a vanishingly small chance of happening and that they’re spending a crazy amount of time and energy worrying about them. As their fears subside, they stop spiraling, and they become productive again. With a little practice, they can run through this exercise in just a couple of minutes.

When Ken pondered the worst things that could happen, he realized that there was less than a 1 percent chance that he’d be fired. Sure, he’d have to make some adjustments to his team and its operations—they’d need to internalize what they’d learned from the failure and take appropriate actions. But he was safe from his scary thoughts about losing his job and the embarrassment and instability he would suffer. His team would get a second chance to test the product and probably even a third. Recognizing that helped him stop obsessing and move back into action mode. Soon his team was refocused on revamping the product. His spiraling had cost him ten days, but it could have been much worse.

So many of us operate inefficiently because we fall prey to waves of fear and other negative feelings. We don’t know how to manage our emotional responses properly as we encounter situations and interact with others, so we feel anxious, depleted, and upset, wondering where all our time has gone. Our relationships deteriorate. We make poor decisions. And all too often, we fail to achieve our goals.

Consider your own life. What really causes you to blow through so much time? Is it those countless “cover your butt” emails you send every day? Or is it the unexamined anxiety that, if you’re honest, propels you to write so many of them? Likewise, is it the frequent conflicts you have with colleagues? Or is it the emotional swirling on your part that invites and then sustains that unproductive drama?

The 25th Hour is a handbook for identifying, recognizing, accepting, and managing unhelpful emotional responses. The book teaches you how to turn down the volume on your distracting thoughts and feelings, so that you can get way more done in less time. As people who use my approach tell me, they recover so much time that they feel that they’ve added a 25th hour onto their day. In the process, they turbocharge their careers, while also learning to have fun and laugh a little more. It’s pretty amazing.

I’ve written The 25th Hour because our conventional thinking about time management is messed up. Experts often equate saving time with working smarter. As they tell us, it’s about cutting unnecessary meetings, sending fewer emails, collaborating more strategically. While tactical adjustments such as these help, they only skim the surface and don’t get to the core of time management, which is the ability to handle your underlying behavior patterns and emotional needs. The essential innovation of The 25th Hour is to shift our thinking about time management so that it’s not an end in and of itself but rather a pathway to a deeper, more lasting personal transformation. This book, in other words, isn’t just about time management; it’s about self-development.

Unlike other self-development books, which present either general frameworks or tactical advice, I wanted The 25th Hour to provide something more useful: a proprietary set of exercises, strategies, and tools that will help you manage your professional life better—starting now. I’ve road tested these fun, practical techniques in a wide range of business and personal situations with clients, and they consistently help people get out of their own way, freeing up incredible amounts of time and enabling them to work and live more happily and productively. Again, they gain what seems like a 25th hour in their day.


Inventing the Tools

So who am I and how did I come to understand all of this? Well, I’m not a therapist or academic. I’m more like the coach’s coach, the “leader’s leader.” I’m fortunate enough to be a go-to adviser to some of the most consequential leaders and titans of industry over the past decade or two. My clients hear about me through word of mouth or referral, and they rave about me to their colleagues and friends, causing my practice to grow organically. What people really seem to like isn’t just my strategies for handling negative emotions and complicated situations in the moment but the lighthearted, nonjudgmental manner in which I work with the tools.

Let me tell you a story—and yes, I’ll keep it brief. From a young age, I’ve had an intuitive and uncanny ability to help others with interpersonal problems and relationships. When I was thirteen, I organized an intervention with my irascible grandmother, coaching her on how to tone down her behavior, which had become so bad that it was dragging down my parents’ marriage. In college, I managed to get onto the national board of my fraternity, where I guided the other board members, who were all wildly successful and decades older than me (read: stick-in-the-muds), to implement major policy changes.

While I was in my twenties, after just two years on the job, I began a fast rise up the ranks at Interep, one of the country’s largest national radio sales and marketing organizations. I became a close, informal adviser to the company’s founder and CEO, who again was much older than I was. In my thirties, I made a name for myself as an expert in entrepreneurship, advising several of America’s biggest private equity firms and sitting on the boards of notable companies. By the time I was in my forties, I was also running a media and technology company I had founded called Triton Media, which owned Westwood One, one of the country’s largest radio networks, as well as Triton Digital, a global technology firm.

As I built my career, I had the honor of becoming an informal coach and mentor to colleagues, business associates, and friends. They started coming to me for help, and I offered them practical guidance that led them to improve their relationships, save time, and achieve new levels of success. You know that person everyone seeks out when they or someone they know is struggling? For reasons I don’t fully understand, that was me. I didn’t have anything formal to offer. I wasn’t employing some method, framework, or philosophy, and I hadn’t yet developed my exercises and techniques. I certainly never thought I could make such a big impact helping people to claim back a 25th hour by getting a grip on their emotional responses. I wasn’t, in other words, the coach’s coach just yet. But my intuition and experiences, apparently, were enough.

I would soon feel inspired to take my practice to the next level. One day during the early 2010s, as I was busy running Triton, my attorney called with a special request. A twentysomething entrepreneur he knew was struggling. “Neal,” he said, “you’re really good at the development side of leadership. Can you mentor this kid?”

It turned out that “this kid,” Mark, had developed a promising app that would solve a problem for a niche audience. But after a year in business, he was totally deflated, having struggled to sign clients, hire staff, and raise meaningful money. After chatting with him, I saw that he had the skills, knowledge, and vision he needed to succeed. What he lacked was confidence and the ability to focus and soothe himself at difficult times when his fears cropped up. It was a mental self-management problem, eminently fixable so long as he could own up to it.

In offering my assessment, I didn’t coddle Mark. I told him what was up in a way that, although direct, was also nonthreatening. “Your issue,” I said as we sat in a Chinese restaurant, enjoying our hot-and-sour soup, “is not that you don’t have the right team or plan. It’s that you’re not communicating clearly enough for the staff to understand what you need to accomplish. Also, you’re focusing on managing the board and not on productivity. And why is that? Because of one thing: You’re afraid of failing.”

As the waitress arrived with our main courses, he told me that he knew in his heart that I was right. But then the real magic happened: As we continued to talk, I came up with a simple—some might say obvious—tool he could use to manage himself. He was to write the phrase “I believe in myself” on a piece of paper and tape that onto his computer. As he worked, he would have that phrase staring him in the face as a reminder. It would become his focal point, a mental refuge to which he could return in any uncomfortable or distressing situation. At that moment, something clicked for Mark; he remembers that tool as well as our conversation that day as having been fundamentally life changing.

Mark hired me to coach him on an ongoing basis. As the months passed, I spontaneously created other tools to help him. That first extended coaching gig was fun for me, and it paid off for Mark. He went on to become wildly successful, building his second company into a business with over $100 million in annualized revenue. But honestly, I didn’t take my coaching very seriously. I had a big day job building and running Triton, which at the time was generating hundreds of millions of dollars in sales with over seven hundred employees in seven countries.

Over the next few years, I fielded other requests for ongoing, formal coaching. Another friend called and asked me to help a friend in an entirely different industry. That friend in turn told his friend, who wanted help. By 2018, I sat back and realized that without even trying, I was developing a pretty impactful side hustle as a leadership coach. With all of my clients, I had used the same strategies and techniques that I’d developed while helping Mark and his team, continuing to jot down new ones as I developed them. I had amassed a couple of dozen tools, and more were popping into my head every month. I had become more methodical, too, keeping files on my clients and tracking their progress. And I had started to develop a coaching philosophy built around my tools—the notion that we can all save time and operate more productively and efficiently by improving the way we manage our own thinking and behavior.

I’d noticed a pattern: All of those individuals had the skills, knowledge, and attributes they needed to achieve their goals and become formidable leaders at work, at school, or elsewhere in their lives. What they didn’t have, regardless of their age or career stage, was the ability to rein in unruly thoughts and emotional responses—a skill that I, too, had lacked earlier in my career but that over time I’d worked hard to cultivate. To a person, they were wasting time stressing about meaningless and unproductive stuff. They were making fear-based decisions. They were letting drama overcome what might otherwise have been well-functioning relationships.

But like me, they didn’t need years of therapy to keep their careers and lives on track. All they needed was some easy techniques for cutting through the distractions in the moment, becoming more self-aware, and shifting their mindsets to be more focused and productive. As my clients consistently tell me, mobilizing and mastering my techniques made a profound difference, one that they could measure in terms of time saved, customers added, revenues increased, grades improved, and much more.



Becoming Exceptional

Over the past seven years, my coaching practice has blossomed. I now work with both individual clients and executives at companies I advise or help oversee as a board member. My client list has grown to include some of the country’s most powerful and promising business leaders. My coaching practice has expanded via word of mouth and without the slightest bit of marketing on my part. Some of my clients are high-profile leaders running massive billion-dollar organizations, while others are young geniuses building the unicorns of tomorrow.

I’ve been astonished by the results: People find that these self-management tools help them step up and achieve more success—and happiness—by becoming the leaders they’ve always wanted to be. When a senior partner at a prominent law firm first came to me, he was burned out and on the verge of quitting. After learning and utilizing the tools, he has become dramatically happier and has started killing it with his corporate clients. “I was literally nine toes out the door,” he told me, “and now I’m modeling to my partners how to manage our firm without working ourselves to death. I’m spending much more time with my kids, and I’m taking regular vacations for the first time in my career—with my phone turned off. I can’t thank you enough!”

A senior leader at a health care company told me that I had changed her life by “making it safe to grow professionally and have fun with the tools. I used to behave like an overbearing ‘mama bear’ in our company, which ate up my time and caused my colleagues to distrust me. Now, I just got promoted to chief operating officer, and I work with focus and precision, pinpointing the tasks I want my team members to do and then letting them do it. Even with a bigger job, I have far more time to help out at my kids’ school and take care of my elderly parents.”

I’m not giving myself all the credit by any means, but I’ve seen formerly struggling clients go on to get their shit together and create billions of dollars’ worth of value by learning, practicing, and understanding the tools I’ve provided them. They’ve built relationships, saved or started fulfilling careers, and earned promotions galore. All because they’ve been able to operate more effectively, claim back that 25th hour, and devote it to achieving their goals.

In essence, my strategies work by taking the complicated parts of our professional lives and simplifying them so that we can accomplish more in much less time while enjoying our efforts. What I find interesting, too, about these tools is that they’re cumulative. As you learn more of them and start using them, and as you become expert in applying them at both work and home, you can combine them with one another to quickly catch yourself from going down familiar rabbit holes or from making misguided, fear-based decisions that will only cost you time and energy to unravel later. By mobilizing these techniques over an extended period, you will learn to master your feelings so that you can interact more productively with others, work more joyfully, and achieve breakout success in your career and life.

Ultimately, you will take on what I call an “Exceptional” mindset. Most of us are trained from birth to behave in Ordinary ways. We instinctively copy what others around us do, adopting what most people would consider the typical behavior or action in most situations. Such typical behavior can help us, but more often we’re acting at cross-purposes with ourselves out of fear or some other negative emotion. Even when we sense that our rote copying of others isn’t serving us, we usually stick with it because we’re afraid to take a risk and deviate from the status quo; that’s the last thing we’d want to do.

But is it really? The vast majority of people—the Ordinary ones—are poor managers of their professional lives. They waste untold amounts of time and limit their prospects by remaining at the mercy of their patterns and behaving in defensive, fear-based ways. Why would we want to be Ordinary? To have an Exceptional mindset is to become ever more aware of our emotions, managing them well in the moment, avoiding fear-based responses, and behaving in unexpected and counterintuitive ways that truly reflect our values and advance our goals. Exceptional action does involve a certain amount of risk, but it’s self-empowering in that it allows us to break our ingrained patterns and let our individuality shine through. Ordinary action, by contrast, is self-limiting, leaving us stuck and swirling. Screw Ordinary—an Exceptional mindset is where it’s at!

We might think that senior leaders, by virtue of their experience and level of responsibility, would naturally adopt an Exceptional mindset, but that’s not always the case. I’ve worked with many middle managers who have become so adept at handling their emotions and fears that they behave in admirably Exceptional ways, even more than the top executives of their organizations do. Displaying Exceptional leadership skills, these middle managers save massive amounts of time, gain the respect of their peers, and position themselves to rise up in their organizations, if that’s their ambition.

Likewise, I’ve met powerful CEOs who, sadly, are all too Ordinary. They’re clueless about their professional fears and hapless at managing their behavior. They might be successful thanks to luck or their inborn talents and personalities, but their inability to take control and wrench themselves away from an Ordinary mentality prevents them from maximizing their potential and achieving a joyful success. The tools in this book will help you, regardless of your rank, title, or age, to achieve a 25th hour—and frankly, have more fun—by breaking free of an Ordinary mindset and becoming proudly, joyfully Exceptional.



A Different Kind of Time Management

I once had an encounter with a client named Stephen who was the chief technology officer at a fast-growth company. On the surface, he seemed cool, calm, and sophisticated, but he had a nasty case of impostor syndrome. Having served in the military, he’d had it drilled into his brain that he needed to defer to the leaders above him—a behavior that was very Ordinary. Now, in civilian life, he struggled to break that pattern and see himself as a strong, competent leader in his own right.

One weekend, he found himself grappling with a case of the “Ucks.” I’m sure you know what this is. You wake up and think, “Uck, I have to go to that meeting.” Then, as the day passes, you think, “Uck, I have a client lunch” and “Uck, I’ve got to call that client” and “Uck, I’ve got to pick up my kids from school” and so on. In your mind, everything seems heavy—it takes on extra and unnecessary meaning, leading to a storm of negative self-talk. You really start beating yourself up. In this way, you sap your motivation, slowing yourself down and preventing yourself from getting stuff done. You wind up taking way more time than you expected just to do the simplest things.

In this book, I’ll show you how to break out of those annoying Ucks and swiftly redirect your focus so that you can preserve time and productivity. Stephen knew quite well how to get rid of the Ucks, but on that particular weekend, they were so bad that he forgot all about his tools. The Ucks led him into a Category 5 hurricane of self-doubt and self-pity: I don’t know what I’m doing. Nothing I’m doing is working. It’s pointless. My team hates me. My company is going down the toilet. I’m letting everyone down. I suck at my job. And to make matters worse, my family is pissed at me since I’m so distracted.

Finally he texted me, and I reminded him to pause, remember his tools, and put them to work.

“Damn,” he said, “I wish I’d done that.”

“Yep.”

“So you mean I’ve wasted the past forty hours with my mind spinning?”

“You sure have.”

I wasn’t about to let him off the hook. I reminded him that he now had to pay himself back the time he’d wasted—a tool called “Credits and Debits.” Over the next forty days, he would have to use his tools more deliberately to claw back an extra hour per day. A thirty-minute meeting had to become fifteen minutes. A ten-minute phone call had to become two minutes. Not because he was giving those activities short shrift but because he was using the tools to become even more self-aware and cut through even more of the mental noise—both his own and others’—that otherwise would have bogged him down. I’m happy to report that he not only paid himself back the forty hours in less than forty days, but that each credit and debit he logged served as a further reminder to reinforce how to use the tools to avoid the Ucks.

As Stephen’s example suggests, I have my clients focus on the time they’re saving or wasting in working with the tools. But again, these tools aren’t fundamentally about saving time; they’re about shifting how you see and interact with people, so that you can manage yourself better and in turn save time, while also improving the quality of your experience. Time management is a helpful way of structuring an ongoing personal growth process. The extra time you earn back becomes a tangible benefit that you can track and that makes you want to master the tools even more. You get that elusive 25th hour—and you become a better, more self-aware person to boot. Plus, it’s super fun!

My clients have asked me for years to package this approach into a book that they can give to their teams, other leaders in their companies, friends, and even family members. People who’ve experienced my tools know their value firsthand. They truly believe that their employees would benefit from mastering them, as would employees and managers at many other businesses large and small. At first I was skeptical, believing that much of the success I’d had I owed to the talented individuals with whom I’d been fortunate enough to work. But after so many years of watching these transformations, and after using the tools to overcome my own fears and insecurities, I’ve come to agree: These strategies are life changing and need to spread far and wide.

I believe that anyone from CEOs to students can use these strategies and techniques in the moment to enhance their self-awareness and break old, entrenched, fear-based patterns, managing their time more efficiently and to significantly better effect. When you incorporate them into your life, you’ll start seeing results almost immediately. Stick with them over time, and you’ll learn to see past your ingrained thinking, find your authentic power, build trust and confidence, free up ridiculous amounts of time you never thought you’d have, and enjoy your life more.

What would you do with an extra hour—or three—in your day? How amazing would your life be if you could finally unshackle your behavior from your fears?

It’s time to find out.







Part 1

Life-Changing Tools for Managing Yourself


This section of the book is your 25th hour power pack. In the first two chapters, I’ll present fundamental techniques that will allow you to become more effective in everyday situations by managing your own reactions instead of trying to change other people. You’ll save all the time you would have spent worrying and engaging in needless conflict. I’ll then introduce you, in chapter 3, to additional tools that will help you use time management as a way of deepening the shift toward self-management and becoming Exceptional. You’ll start to track your progress and motivate yourself to practice the many other techniques and strategies I’ll teach you.





One The One Question You Can’t Forget to Ask

Not long ago, I coached a young CEO named Cara who had raised $75 million in funding to grow her business but felt overwhelmed and stuck. She couldn’t seem to stay organized, nor could she exert more control over her busy schedule. When she arrived home at the end of each day, she felt exhausted, but she also wasn’t sure what she’d actually accomplished. In Cara’s mind, her job as CEO was to tackle big tasks such as crafting strategy, collaborating with the board of directors, and developing key talent. Yet in large part because she didn’t trust her management team and insisted on micromanaging many areas of the business, she couldn’t seem to get any of that done. Her frustration had become so acute that she started to feel like a fraud and a “fake” CEO.

To help Cara, I reminded her of a foundational tool I teach called “What’s the Intent?” This is typically one of the first strategies I teach clients when they begin working with me. I love it because it’s extremely simple and enormously powerful. It focuses a conversation, helping you probe beneath the surface of what someone is saying or asking to get to the core. Here’s how it works: When someone approaches you and asks a question or makes a statement of any kind, don’t respond right away. Instead, pause for a moment and ask yourself, “Why is this person telling or asking me this? What’s their real intent?”

Imagine you’re a manager, and a member of your team reaches out with questions about a project they’re working on. They might have substantive business issues that require your help—a problem with a new client, a piece of technology that isn’t working. But most of the time what they really want—in the guise of asking a substantive question—is face time with you. Feeling fearful and insecure, they crave recognition and want to cozy up to you and get on your good side. Do you really want to spend thirty unplanned minutes on that? Not so much. But by understanding their intent, you can avoid a pointless conversation and dispense with their question in just a few short minutes.

Using “What’s the Intent?” is also a powerful way to help soothe your own agitation. Let’s say you’re a middle manager in a meeting with several senior leaders, and one of them asks you a tough question. It really ticks you off. You might respond defensively and afterward spend hours (or days) fixating on the encounter: Why were they targeting me like that? Why don’t they respect me? Do they think I don’t know my shit? Did I say something that suggests I don’t know my shit? Who else thinks I don’t know my shit? Why did I respond like that? And on and on it goes.

Now imagine pausing for a moment and considering the person’s real intent. You might find that what happened has nothing to do with you. Maybe this leader wanted to look tough in front of their peers. Maybe they were having a bad morning and their question came across more harshly or dismissively than they realized. Maybe they just wanted to be prickly—and you happened to be an easy target. Quickly assessing the person’s true intent allows you to respond better in the moment, saving you time you would have wasted on spiraling and feeling angry, fearful, or self-conscious.

Back to Cara. She got into the habit of asking “What’s the Intent?” and saw an immediate difference. When Bryan, the face time–seeking employee, knocked on her door with a complicated marketing problem that seemingly needed her attention, Cara cued into what was really going on. She deftly sidestepped a long, unscheduled conversation by saying “Hey, Bryan, I understand what you’re looking to accomplish with this new campaign. I believe in you and your ability to execute it, and I will support your decision.”

Boom.

That conversation, which took all of five minutes, left Bryan feeling more motivated, focused, and empowered than he would have had Cara taken a half hour to spell out precisely how she thought he could execute the new campaign. He simply needed some quick reassurance, which was easy for her to give. He left believing that his boss judged him to be capable of making important decisions. As it turned out, he did know best what to do. He made some great choices, texting Cara afterward to deliver a brief summary of what he’d done. You can’t always be sure that giving an employee more autonomy will lead to a positive result, but happily, it did that time.

Bryan also told his colleagues about the freedom Cara had granted him, which left them feeling more excited about Cara’s leadership and energized to perform. And here’s the crazy part: As it turned out, Bryan’s handling of the new campaign led to a pitch meeting and the closing of an engagement with the largest client in the company’s history. Meanwhile, as Cara continued over a period of weeks to off-load such conversations, she got part of her day back that she could now devote to being a “real” CEO. Asking “What’s the Intent?” gave her a way to manage not only herself but her team with maturity and focus.


The Angel and the Devil

Let me say a bit more about how “What’s the Intent?” works and why this strategy can be so powerful. Our ability to understand the intentions of others around us is fundamental to our lives. If we couldn’t read other people’s intentions, even the smallest transactions in everyday life would become harder. How would we know that others around us mean to help rather than harm us? We certainly wouldn’t be able to work with others on complex collaborative tasks such as serving customers on the front line or coming to consensus about a strategy in a board meeting.

We first learn to read others’ intentions as infants, and over time we become pretty darn good at it. As the authors of one scholarly study put it, “Human beings are the world’s experts at mind reading. As compared with other species, humans are much more skillful at discerning what others are perceiving, intending, desiring, knowing, and believing.”1 Yet our sense of what others intend isn’t always as accurate as we might think it is. That’s because our biases get in the way, skewing our judgment. If we find someone attractive, for instance, we might think more highly of them in general, and that might influence how we interpret their behavior. Or we might have what scientists call a “hostile attribution bias,” perceiving ambiguous actions as negative or belligerent.2

Our insecurities and entrenched assumptions can also distort how we interpret others’ actions. To explain why, I need to pause for a moment and take you on a brief tangent, presenting a general concept I use all the time with my clients. I promise it’ll be worth it!

Have you ever seen the classic movie Animal House? If so, you’ll remember a famous scene where one of the characters, a young fraternity brother, is in a morally dicey situation and unsure what to do. A Devil appears on one shoulder, counseling him to commit an improper act. An Angel appears on the other shoulder, telling him to take the higher road. The Devil, as I think of it, is all those voices in our heads that tell us to react defensively, to give in to our habitual responses, to feel fearful, and so on. More fundamentally, it’s all those self-limiting narratives we tell ourselves about how we can’t do something, aren’t talented enough, won’t succeed at our goals. That’s where the Devil gets us! The Angel is our higher self, the part of us that can look at life more objectively and strategically, understand our habitual emotional responses and assumed beliefs, and rise above them to achieve our goals. Listening to the Devil is Ordinary. Heeding the metaphorical Angel is decidedly not.

In many situations, we hear the Devil telling us to respond by feeling bad, lashing out, doubting ourselves, and so on. As we learn to use the tools to manage ourselves, the Angel becomes more prominent, but we will still experience tension between our Devil and our Angel. No matter how good we become at managing ourselves, the sneaky Devil still creeps back in from time to time.

I have a client, Bill, who was extraordinarily accomplished, a national leader in his field. At the peak of an illustrious forty-year career, he had successfully run an organization with 140,000 employees. Now that he was retired, he wanted to enjoy a second act as a motivational speaker and consultant. He was hugely confident in most respects, but he found that he tended to become nervous before speeches. When I asked him why, he told me that he was an introvert and not good in front of people.

I found that impossible to believe, so I called bullshit on it. How could a man who had led an organization of 140,000 people possibly be an introvert? Bill explained that when he and his wife had six couples over for a dinner party, he didn’t enjoy it. He preferred to dine with just one or two couples. On that basis, he had concluded that he was an introvert.

Again, bullshit! Bill was lying to himself. Just because he didn’t like entertaining a huge number of people at his house didn’t make him an introvert. He wasn’t inwardly focused or bad at interacting with others, nor was he bad at speaking. He was great at it. It was just his Devil cropping up again in his life.

For years, Bill had listened to his Devil without questioning it, leading him to lie to himself about his capacities as a public speaker. His Devil caused him to feel nervous speaking and sensitive if others seemed to question his performance in front of a crowd. If Bill had kept listening to that Devil, he’d have been limiting his prospects of a second career. To succeed, he’d have to neutralize the Devil’s power over him by acknowledging his patterned ways of thinking and deciding to part with them.

What form does your Devil take? Until about ten years ago, I’d convinced myself that I was the least creative person alive. I came to believe that because I’m bad at the visual arts. I can’t draw a straight line. If you give me a piece of paper and a pen and ask me to draw, it will look as if a kindergartener had done it. Add to that, I don’t play a musical instrument, perform in plays, dance, or sing. My logical conclusion: I’m not creative. And then one day, a coaching client called bullshit on me.

In the course of emphasizing a point about one of my tools, I remarked that I was the least creative person on the planet. My client laughed out loud at me. When I asked him what was so funny, he said, “Neal, you’re lying to yourself.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You totally are.”

My client seemed to be enjoying the chance to coach me for a change. Rather than considering the possibility that he was right, I reacted defensively. I went on to offer several examples of how uncreative I was. I was having an Ordinary moment.

My client, to his credit, stood his ground, shooting back numerous examples of metaphors, illustrations, and exercises I’d used to support him, including many that appear in this book. “Neal,” he said, “nobody else comes up with stuff like that. No joke, you’re the most creative person I know. And maybe it’s time you owned that.”

My mind was officially blown. Wow, I thought, he’s right; I am creative! I’d been lying to myself for decades, limiting my possibilities. All along, my personal Devil had held me by the neck, and I hadn’t even known it.

Ever since that realization, my Devil has been on the back foot. He’s still there, but now my personal Angel talks back, telling my Devil, “I’m wildly creative.”

What does all this have to do with understanding others’ intentions? Well, when we misinterpret someone’s actions, we usually haven’t thought about what their deeper concerns are, as was the case in Cara’s dealings with Bryan. But our inner Devil could also be causing us to systematically misconstrue the meaning of others’ behavior. Asking “What’s the Intent?” enables us to start a conversation with ourselves about others’ behavior. We test our interpretation of reality and catch our Devil’s distortion of it, stopping the Devil in his tracks or, as I like to say, sending our Devil on vacation. Doing so saves us significant time and energy, getting us closer to a 25th hour.

Let’s say you’re a newly promoted middle manager at a large company. If you feel insecure about your ability to lead a team, which you’ve never done before, and an employee you’re supervising asks a higher-up whether they might leave your team and jump onto another, you might take that as a sign of rejection. In truth, their decision might have had nothing to do with you. Maybe they prefer the projects on which the other team is working. Maybe a good friend of theirs is working on the other team and they’d like a chance to collaborate with them. But the Devil on your shoulder is whispering into your ear, warping your sense of reality.

Your negative impressions cause you to waste time stressing out about your perceived rejection. Worse, they cause you to lash out at your former team member, wrapping you up in pointless drama. You also overcompensate with other team members, concentrating on avoiding additional rejection rather than on helping them to operate efficiently and effectively. Your performance and that of your team lag, acting as a drag on your professional advancement.

Most people don’t think to ask about others’ intent. They give their Devil free rein, and they fall into the same patterned responses. They let themselves get bogged down in their own internal swirling, reinforcing their insecurities and preconceived notions in their own minds. It’s the Ordinary thing to do—and it costs them.

By asking about intent, you short-circuit this process. With one simple question, you get outside your emotional reactions, redirecting your attention outward so that you can better understand others and their concerns. You can identify other motives your employee might have had for requesting a transfer to another team. By realizing that you’re likely projecting a whole different meaning onto it, you learn something about yourself—in this case, that you’re feeling a little insecure about your new position, perhaps more than you had previously realized. You enable yourself to take control over your own behavior—to listen to the Angel, not the Devil.



Avoiding Negative Contagion

The real magic of “What’s the Intent?” happens when we practice it over time. As we become skilled at stopping to consider intent, we can stop our spiraling more quickly, maximizing our productivity. Again, our Devil never actually goes away, but it does become a shadow of what it once was, its influence over us diminishing. Let me give you an example from my own life.

Have you ever felt slighted or insulted because you heard about a meeting that took place at work and you felt the organizers ought to have invited you? That happened to me recently. A younger executive at a company where I am a very active contributor—I’ll call him Mitch—told me during one of our regular updates about a one-hour team meeting he’d recently initiated. Although I didn’t let him know it, his decision to exclude me hit me hard, arousing my insecurities: Why didn’t Mitch think to invite me? Does he not respect me? I thought he valued my contribution, but apparently he doesn’t. Was it something I said? Do I intimidate him? Does he not like being around me?

That line of thinking persisted for about forty-five minutes. I couldn’t focus on my work and was pretty useless. I fell into a case of the Ucks. Even reading some benign emails left me irritated. Then I stopped and asked myself: What was Mitch’s intent in excluding me? What was going on in his mind?

Stopping to answer those questions led to an immediate adjustment in my thinking. My Ucks vanished. Of course Mitch hadn’t intended to slight me. And in fact, the situation was quite amusing. I teach senior leaders at his company to increase their productivity by including in meetings only people who will actually contribute. I didn’t need to be at that meeting; I had nothing tangible to offer. Had I participated in that meeting, I would have felt frustrated at having wasted an unproductive hour. Confident in his own abilities, Mitch had stayed focused and spared me a courtesy invite. He’d also put himself in a position to shine as the team leader, since I wouldn’t be there to distract him or to trigger his Devil. Had I attended, the participants would have directed their attention primarily toward me, not him.

Just a few weeks earlier, I’d done a training session with Mitch and other managers on that very topic. What business did I now have getting upset about not being included? Far from slighting me, Mitch had been following my advice! Instead of
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