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Dedication

In loving memory of my father, Albert










Epigraph

Mind your thoughts—for thoughts become words.

Mind your words—for words become actions.

Mind your actions—for actions become habits.

Mind your habits—for habits become character.

Mind your character—for character shapes destiny.

—Adapted from Lao Tzu
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Before We Begin


Do not think that what is hard for you to master is humanly impossible; and if it is humanly possible, consider it to be within your reach.

—MARCUS AURELIUS



What makes people exceptional? For a long time, I pondered that question, and perhaps you have also. Over the course of more than forty years studying human behavior—including twenty-five years of service in the FBI, as a founding member of the FBI’s elite National Security Behavioral Analysis Program, conducting more than ten thousand interviews in the field, and years of consulting with multilevel organizations worldwide, as well as researching and writing more than a dozen books on behavior and performance—nothing has captivated me more than those individuals who display exceptional characteristics. These people make you feel special. They draw you in instantly with their kindness and caring. They energize with their wisdom and empathy. They leave you feeling better than when you arrived. You want them to be your friend, neighbor, workmate, or coach. You certainly would want them to be your teacher, manager, community leader, or candidate for office.

What is it that makes them who they are—so influential, effective, worthy to model, and worthy to lead? The qualities that make them stand out aren’t related to their level of education, income, or talents—say, in athletics or art or even business. No, these individuals excel in the ways that really matter: they seem to know what to say and what to do to earn trust, command respect, and positively influence and inspire even the most jaded among us.

My research for this book began more than a decade ago, quite unintentionally, when I was working on Dangerous Personalities. In that book, I explored the characteristics of those who let themselves and others down because of their abhorrent behavior, the decisions they made, the priorities they neglected, lack of emotional control, or because of their lack of caring or conscientiousness.

It was serendipitous that in researching these flawed individuals, their polar opposites—those individuals who have such remarkable positive traits that they make life better for everyone around them—effervesced in front of me with such clarity. It was that transparency, coupled with the thousands of observations that I had made in the FBI and in my international consulting work, that crystallized into this book.

What makes people exceptional? As it turns out, there are just five traits that set exceptional individuals apart from everyone else. Just five, but they are such powerful traits. I call them the Five Domains of the Exceptional.

The Five Domains of the Exceptional

Self-Mastery: The Heart of the Exceptional

By crafting our own apprenticeships, understanding ourselves through honest reflection, and cultivating key habits that lead to personal achievement, we lay the foundation for an exceptional life.

Observation: Seeing What Matters

By increasing our ability to observe the needs, preferences, intentions, and desires of others, as well as their fears and concerns, we are better prepared to be able to decode people and situations with speed and accuracy, gaining the clarity to do what is best, what is right, and what is effective.

Communication: From Informative to Transformative

By embracing both verbal and nonverbal skills, we can express ideas more efficiently and intentionally, appealing to the heart and mind and establishing bonds that build trust, loyalty, and social harmony.

Action: Make It Timely, Ethical, and Prosocial

By knowing and applying the ethical and social framework for appropriate action, we can learn, as exceptional people do, to “do the right thing at the right time.”

Psychological Comfort: The Most Powerful Strength Humans Possess

By grasping the foundational truth that what humans ultimately seek is psychological comfort, we can discover what exceptional people know: that whoever provides psychological comfort through caring wins.

In the chapters that follow, I will combine field-tested insights, examples, and anecdotes from my decades of experience in behavioral analysis and business consulting with examples from history, current events, and everyday life to explore these Five Domains and explain how you can use them to improve and enhance your life, differentiate yourself, and most of all to positively influence others in your pursuit of a more empathetic, ethical life—the kind of life the truly exceptional live every day.

One cannot help but learn from and be influenced by studying exceptional individuals who daily demonstrate that to be exceptional, one must do exceptional things. These five life-changing traits are all that is needed to set you apart. They will immediately reward you the moment you begin to incorporate them into your daily routine. They will increase your capacity to positively influence others and no doubt will make you a better person. They will also make you a better leader—not just ready to lead when or if the opportunity arises, but worthy to lead.

So join me on this journey of discovery of who we are and who we can be. Let’s explore that special realm shared by those few we call honorable, trustworthy, purposeful, and stalwart, but above all: exceptional.








CHAPTER 1

Self-Mastery

THE HEART OF THE EXCEPTIONAL

                        

By crafting our own apprenticeships, understanding ourselves through honest reflection, and cultivating key habits that lead to personal achievement, we lay the foundation for an exceptional life.


Everybody thinks of changing humanity, and nobody thinks about changing himself.

—Leo Tolstoy



One of the toughest decisions I ever had to make as a SWAT team commander took place before the operation even began.

As a team commander, you’re responsible for the operational plan and the skilled and safe execution of that plan. Once you receive the “green light” for the operation to begin and are fully geared up, weapons locked and loaded, and you say over the headset, “I have control, I have control, I have control,” many people are counting on you to have your head in the game. The public expects it. So do your superiors. And your fellow SWAT team members need you to have laserlike clarity of thought, as their safety and the success of the operation depend on it.

Events were unfolding fast in this particular operation—an armed fugitive holding his girlfriend hostage in a run-down motel outside Haines City, Florida, vowing never to be taken alive. Normally the hostage negotiators can deal with events like this, but this hostage was in need of medicine and her life was in peril. With little time to lose, the heat of the day making tempers even more testy, and the suspect unwilling to cooperate in any way, the last thing I needed was to have one of our FBI SWAT operators not up to the task. This particular operator wasn’t as quick with his questions, nor was he finessing the final plans as swiftly as he usually would. Issues that he would normally raise—such as building construction (to determine how far a stray bullet might penetrate); whether the hinges on the door faced out or in (to help us determine how to open the door and what kind of breaching tools we might need); how close we could place an ambulance without it being seen; the location of the nearest hospital with a Level I Trauma Center, and so on—weren’t coming up. His head, I could tell, wasn’t in the game. Finally, I told myself: You have to address this, and quickly. We didn’t have time to explore the cause. I just knew something was going on with him, and I had to take action.

My superiors, in the heat of the moment and busy with decisions that needed to be made by management—dealing with FBI Headquarters, last-minute changes, and making sure local law enforcement was aware of what we were about to do—hadn’t noticed, though we’d been in the same room. But as team commander, I couldn’t ignore it. This SWAT operator was not himself. It was the worst of times to have to deal with a personnel issue—and perhaps no one would notice, so long as I kept it to myself and nothing went amiss in the operation—but I had noticed, and it was on me to resolve. I couldn’t have someone like that going into an operation where the potential for a firefight in an urban environment was high and decisions would have to be made quickly. As a leader you cannot put others at risk if you can easily avoid it, no matter how badly someone wants to be a part of something important or, as in this case, had been critical to the planning of this intricate operation to make a fugitive arrest and rescue a young woman with medical issues who, according to her family, was being held against her will.

I went to the Special Agent in Charge, who was on the phone updating FBI Headquarters on unfolding events, and said, “I need to take one of our operators out of this mission.” As I said the words, I realized that in my two decades on SWAT, this had never happened before.

“You do what is best,” was all he said, his trust in me having been well established over the years. Then, as if sensing I had more to say, he signaled to me with a nod. That’s when I said, “I need to take myself out of this operation, sir.”

At first he just stared at me for a second to make sure he had heard right, his hand covering the phone receiver, putting Washington on hold. He scanned my face, and in that brief moment, I believe, he began to realize what I had been experiencing that day.

He asked if I was sure. I said yes. “Do what you need to do. Do what is best,” he repeated, without hesitation. “I trust your judgment.”

And with that, I took myself out of a major SWAT operation. This was not easy to do, as my second-in-command now had the burden of assuming my role, and I knew some of the SWAT operators would wonder what was going on. Regardless, it was what was needed, and as team commander, it had been my duty to make the call.

The operation went down without incident and no one got hurt.

What had been affecting me? In the end, with some introspective prodding, what should have been immediately obvious eventually percolated to the surface. My grandmother had passed away a week earlier, and I was still under the effects of that profound loss. I was still grieving, still in pain—even though I thought I could just work my way through it. To others perhaps I looked a little more stoic than usual, maybe joking less, but when we’re busy, it’s easy to overlook what others are experiencing emotionally. My emotions were affecting my thinking. Fortunately, I recognized it in time.

That Special Agent in Charge said something important: “Do what is best.” But how do we know what is best to do? And then how do we do it? It begins with self-mastery.

Self-Mastery Defined

We often equate mastery with skill. Skill, we say, is what underlies the ability to build a Stradivarius-quality violin or chisel a magnificent statue. But mastery and skill are two different things.

To become skilled at something requires dedicating yourself to whatever the challenge may be, no matter how difficult—but more importantly, it requires self-mastery: focus, dedication, industriousness, curiosity, adaptability, self-awareness, and determination, to name just some of self-mastery’s skills.

I start with self-mastery because it is foundational to mastering the other four traits that set exceptional individuals apart. The good news is that self-mastery is not an impossible quest. We can actually rewire our brains to bring better versions of ourselves to the small and large things we do every day.

If, as I believe, our lives are defined by what we think—the mind-sets and attitudes we adopt and the knowledge we acquire—what we feel, and the things we choose to do each day, then we cannot achieve our full potential without self-mastery.

Self-mastery may not conquer mountains, but a mountain cannot be conquered without self-mastery. The fastest human to ever live, Usain Bolt, did not achieve that status merely on athletic ability. He achieved it through self-mastery: he learned, he sacrificed, he worked hard, he remained diligently focused. Michael Jordan, the greatest basketball player of all time, did the same thing. This is what it takes to achieve that elite level shared by the exceptional.

But there’s another side to self-mastery that includes knowing our emotions, our strengths, and more importantly our weaknesses. By knowing ourselves, we know when others should take the lead, when today is not our day (as happened to me on that SWAT operation), when we need a dose of humility, need to confront our demons, or take some other action to call forward the power of our better selves. That is what self-mastery allows for—a conscious and honest appraisal of ourselves that can compel and support us to strive and try harder, and to grasp the nuances of awareness that can make the difference between failure and success.

In this chapter, we’ll explore how to take command of your life through your daily habits and behaviors by focusing on how to build the scaffolding essential to self-mastery, ending with a series of self-assessment questions to help you in your journey toward this most essential capacity. You want to reach your potential, grow your influence, grow your brand? Self-mastery is the only way.

Apprenticeship: The Scaffold of Knowledge

Sometime during high school, I had a sobering self-reckoning. It was not imposed on me. No one sat down to talk to me about it or suggested it. It was a very private conversation I had with myself, because it was abundantly clear to my young mind that things needed to change.

Fleeing to the United States at the age of eight as a refugee after the Cuban Revolution had left me at a tremendous disadvantage. Coming to the United States abruptly, not speaking English, not understanding this totally new environment with different rules, customs, and norms had left me bewildered and lagging. I was several steps behind and always trying to catch up in my new world. We arrived in America with no money (Cuban soldiers at the airport made sure of that) and traumatized, having survived a very violent communist revolution in Cuba. As a new arrival I had to fit in, yet the only thing I had in common with the children around me was that, like them, I loved to learn and play sports. They did not speak Spanish and I did not speak English. They had not been through a bloody revolution. They had not been there on the street during the Bay of Pigs Invasion as I had, nor heard the gunshots of the paredón (the wall) where soldiers would line up citizens and summarily execute them for being anti-Castro. They knew Tinkerbell, Bugs Bunny, Road Runner, Disneyland, and the Mouseketeers; to me these were names with no meaning. I was used to wearing a uniform to school; they wore jeans and T-shirts. I went from being in a classroom with one teacher all day to changing classrooms every fifty-five minutes—why, I wasn’t sure. I knew the rules of baseball but had never seen a basketball. I loved this new game I was introduced to called dodgeball, but I hated to be called up to the board to do math problems.

It was culture shock as defined by Alvin Toffler. I tried hard to learn all the social rules: no talking in line, hold hands while crossing the street but don’t touch otherwise, don’t stand too close, don’t gesture too much, don’t talk too loud, raise your right hand if you need to pee, make more eye contact with the teacher when being reprimanded (the exact opposite of what I had been taught, which was to look down, avoid eye contact, and look contrite). There were endless differences I had to learn and overcome to fit in. But there was also the matter of the schoolwork. During the revolution it was not safe to attend school and frankly it was scary, so I was already behind academically when we fled Cuba. Now, on top of that, nothing the teacher said made any sense because it was in English.

Somehow, through sheer persistence and out of necessity, I became fully fluent in English in about a year. There is nothing like immersive socializing for learning a language. I had been put back a grade so I could catch up academically, and in time I made up two years in one. But that was only the beginning.

There was the issue of my accent. I had to work hard to get rid of it because one thing I learned was that if you speak with an accent in America, you stand out, and I so wanted to fit in. Eventually I was able to overcome my accent, but there was always the reality that there was so much to learn that my classmates knew that I didn’t know: all the things we learn from toddlerhood on, on the playground, while watching TV, by attending the same schools, and through years of culture and socialization.

I knew no nursery rhymes. I did not know any playground songs and never quite figured out what “London Bridge Is Falling Down” was about. (Why would such a calamitous event be described in a singsong children’s rhyme?) We had no radio or television at home for about a year, and so the only song I learned was the national anthem, which we sang each morning.

As I entered high school, my classmates knew Shakespeare; I knew Miguel de Cervantes. They read Steinbeck and I Federico García Lorca. They knew Bob Hope; I knew Cantinflas. I knew every island in the Caribbean; most of my classmates could not locate the Gulf of Mexico. The communists in Cuba had indoctrinated us about the “proletariat and the bourgeoise,” terms I readily recognized. My schoolmates thought I was making up those words—but then, I didn’t know what it meant to be “blue collar.”

For a long time, I erroneously thought other kids were smarter than I was. In time I came to understand that they were no more intelligent than I; they just knew things I didn’t know because I hadn’t been exposed to them. It bothered me that I had missed out on so many things. And at the pace we were going in school, I wasn’t going to catch up anytime soon.

School, I realized, could only teach me what was in the curriculum. It could not teach me what I lacked, nor what I most wanted to learn—which went further afield than the Dade County school system allowed for. I wasn’t going to wallow in self-pity, but I somehow knew that I had to take action on my own. I had to face my own reality. And so, in my teenage years, I started my own program of self-apprenticeship.

Take a moment to think about the exceptional people you’ve known, or those you’ve read about or studied. Who wouldn’t appreciate the breathtaking athletic artistry of American gymnast and Olympic gold medal winner Simone Biles or basketball legend Michael Jordan? How about the investment genius of Warren Buffett, known as the Oracle of Omaha? It would be nice to be a legendary singer like Frank Sinatra or Adele, whose voices can fill or break a heart. They are all exceptional in their own ways. But what about us? I will never be an elite athlete, nor likely helm a billion-dollar business, and my singing only offends resting animals. But we can be exceptional in other ways—the most important of ways—including the number one business we’re all in: the people business. How do we achieve that level of performance, where our actions are truly exceptional?

We do it by self-apprenticeship: investing in our own knowledge, growth, and potential, just as great achievers do.

Some people find it easier to value and take care of others than themselves. But just as we support others in bettering themselves, so too we have that same responsibility to ourselves. Once you accept that the best way to value yourself is through your own commitment to become a better version of yourself, you’re on your way to becoming an exceptional individual.

Every time I read about someone in their eighties who graduates from high school or like Giuseppe Paternò who at the age of ninety-six finally graduated from college, I’m reminded that here is a person whose plans may have been derailed by work, responsibilities, or misfortune but who remained committed to investing in their education; even late in life, because they valued themselves. And what a beautiful example they set for all of us.

It’s never too late to take mastery over yourself and pursue your full potential, to acquire those traits and behaviors of exceptional individuals. Not only will you lead a better, fuller life, but when and if the time comes, you can become not just a leader, but worthy to lead.

Often, we’re told to seek out mentors—admirable individuals who serve as guides on the path to wherever it is we want to go. Mentors are great to have. But they can be difficult to come by, and often they have limited time to instruct us.

To be exceptional and to achieve self-mastery, I have found, we must take responsibility for mentoring ourselves.

History offers a useful model in the form of the Renaissance, that vibrant period between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries when science and art flourished throughout Europe. To learn a trade, young men such as Michelangelo, who went on to paint the Sistine Chapel, were apprenticed to experts in the field—in his case, master artists and sculptors to bootstrap their learning. Artistic guilds brought together the best practitioners in drawing, sculpting, drafting, painting, calligraphy, paint mixing, pottery casting, architecture, needlecraft, woodworking, metalworking, gold smelting, et cetera.

These were no summer camps. Apprentices followed rigorous schedules to learn and master skills through days filled with disciplined focus on specific tasks. Many were apprenticed at very young ages, earning their keep through their labor while acquiring skills and an appreciation for being responsible for their own lives and work. In time, they perfected their abilities, adding their own expertise and nuance. Thus, through the arduous annealing process of an apprenticeship, a new generation of masters was assured, and we of course are the beneficiaries of that process.

The concept of a formal apprenticeship is for the most part lost today, except for a few trades and professions. Medical doctors in essence enter into a twelve- to sixteen-year apprenticeship to learn the mind-bendingly complex process of diagnosing and healing human illness. One of my editors described learning her craft in the publishing world as an apprenticeship, in which she first watched her boss work with authors to edit and shape books; then participated in the process under supervision; then finally was entrusted to acquire and edit projects on her own. Apprenticeships still exist in certain trades such as plumbing and electrician’s work, though these tend to be for a short period of time and are very narrowly focused.

But if you look closely at exceptional individuals, as I have, you see that they create apprenticeships for themselves. While they may seek help, advice, or expertise from others, they actively take responsibility for their own improvement. They know what we were never taught: that to be exceptional, you must apprentice yourself.

This self-education process may take a variety of forms—some formal, some informal; some undertaken out of necessity or from a burning desire. And in each case, through patience, force of will, trial and error, and hard work, sandwiched between other duties, or even between jobs or after work—a way is found.

For me, interested in human behavior, I began to keep a journal of behaviors I observed that I did not understand. In time, through experience and research, I would decipher these behaviors, becoming a better observer. At about the same time, I trained for and got my pilot’s license before I graduated from high school. Why? I can’t give you a reason beyond being profoundly curious. I thought these activities and skills would later help me in life and they did, though at the time I did not know how. Those behavioral observations I made as a fifteen-year-old later saved my life in the FBI when dealing with criminals, and that pilot’s license allowed me to serve as a pilot-in-command to conduct aerial surveillance on terrorists. I didn’t know any of that was in my future, but my self-apprenticeships certainly helped me years later.

Without exception, in every case I studied, exceptional individuals made it a lifelong habit to carve out the time to work on themselves. They treated the drive to do better, to learn and experience more, as a worthwhile and essential enterprise.

Now famous for her work for the humane treatment of animals, in particular cattle destined for the slaughterhouses, Mary Temple Grandin was diagnosed with autism (autism spectrum disorder) at an early age. Long before this malady was understood, it was often the case that people with Grandin’s condition were relegated to menial jobs or forfeited a higher education because they were seen as not a good fit for the rigors of academia.

Grandin created her own apprenticeship program to meet her special learning needs and satisfy the depth and breadth of her interests. She taught herself as she wanted to be taught, in her own way, at her own pace, eventually earning a college degree and ultimately a doctorate. But Grandin wanted to be a force for change, and for that she had to go beyond the classroom. She had a vision for what she wanted for herself, what she deemed she needed to learn, and she crafted the program to achieve that. She dug deep into animal behavior and physiology. She researched autism so she could understand her own affliction, which also led to a greater understanding of others and animals. She studied psychology, even delving into how colors affect humans and animals. She learned about drafting and engineering so she could design more humane environments for cattle. She honed her observational skills to the point where she could arrive on a property where cattle were about to be slaughtered and immediately see things that were problematic in their handling and treatment. There was no end to her self-mentorship. She went above and beyond out of necessity to reach out and influence others by studying marketing, social engineering, salesmanship, media relations, negotiations, branding, and on and on.

Over a lifetime Grandin apprenticed herself not to a mentor or school of thought but rather to herself. She sculpted her own path as many exceptional individuals have—no matter how many hurdles were in their way. In doing so, she became a champion for not just the humane treatment of cattle, but also for people on the autism spectrum.

More than two hundred years before Grandin carved out an influential niche for herself, a young boy in Boston began his journey of influence. Before this nation was a nation, America’s first and most notable entrepreneur and the greatest influencer not only of his era, but for generations thereafter led the way by showing us what you can achieve, no matter your circumstances, if you apprentice yourself.

Benjamin Franklin’s father wanted him to be a minister, but from a young age, Benjamin wanted more. Ever observant even as a child, Franklin watched the world around him and saw how things got done and what it took to be successful. He understood that education was key, but no school in America could teach him everything he wanted or needed. So he created a self-apprenticeship program to learn in that unforgiving laboratory we call life.

He read voraciously and became such a good writer that he succeeded in getting himself repeatedly published in local newspapers by passing himself off as an adult, using a number of pseudonyms, including that of a middle-aged spinster.

He was formally apprenticed to his brother James at age twelve, under whom he learned the printing trade, including typesetting, bookbinding, marketing, and publishing. He wasn’t just a laborer learning a trade for making a living—he was learning how to master the most influential communicative platform of his time. He learned to expertly set type, formulate inks, work with printing presses of all types, edit manuscripts, write pithy articles, and generate what we now call “trending” subjects to change minds and challenge the political order. He read everything that came into the print shop and thus honed his reading and writing skills. Back then printed books were expensive, so he bartered and traded for any and all reading material he could get his hands on. No one assigned him things to read; he did this on his own—the very definition of self-apprenticeship. Interestingly, it was that difficulty as a youth in having access to reading material that led him later, as an adult, to create the first lending library in the United States.

After five years, Franklin had learned enough to continue in that trade, but he yearned for more. As the story goes, with fifteen cents in his pocket he left for Philadelphia, where other printing houses eagerly sought not his labor—they could find that anywhere—but rather his skills. Labor in those days was abundant, but skill and knowledge, Franklin learned early, were highly valued and not all that common.

Franklin also understood the power of what we now call networking and access—including the importance of adopting the traits and habits of those who wielded power, influence, or authority in order to fit in and be welcomed among them (what we now call mirroring—something we’ll discuss in later chapters). Similar to how my behavioral study as a teenager helped me immeasurably in the FBI, Franklin’s awareness of customs and manners would serve him well many years later as America’s first ambassador to France.

With his abundant curiosity, skills, and will, he grew his circle of influence to the point that while still a young man he so impressed the governor of Pennsylvania that the governor arranged for him to study in England to further his self-apprenticeship. Franklin had found the secret to success: that knowledge, curiosity, adaptability, hard work, and a yearning for more knowledge can make your life better.

By the time Franklin died in 1790 at the age of eighty-four, this person whose formal education had ended at age ten had been and done so many things that it staggers the mind. He was an original signing member of the Declaration of Independence. He shaped the drafting of the Constitution. He counseled Thomas Jefferson on the founding principles that helped create the United States. As ambassador to France during the American Revolution, he mastered the delicate nuances of French customs and diplomacy, eventually persuading the French to risk war with England by financing these newly minted Americans struggling for independence. These contributions would have been more than enough. But he achieved so much more.

Beyond being an author, a newspaper editor, a printer, a champion for independence, a diplomat with few equals, and the man who “harnessed lightning,” he was a humorist, satirist, Freemason, scientist, inventor, educator, civic activist, researcher, spokesperson, founder of the first fire department in Philadelphia and the University of Pennsylvania, a statesman, and the architect of the first national communications network to keep the colonies and people connected through what we now call the postal system. As Walter Isaacson said in his biography of Franklin, he “was the most accomplished American of his age and the most influential.” He was America’s first thought leader, influencer, and self-help guru—and if TED Talks had been available back then, you would have needed to carve out a few months to binge-watch.

The only way he could have accomplished all that was through self-mastery: creating a scaffold of knowledge, building strength upon strength, through a program he created for himself based on his boundless curiosity. Many more educated people had better access to what Franklin sought to learn, yet he stands out because of his determination to embrace it all, to construct that eclectic and robust scaffolding through his self-apprenticeship that allowed him to achieve everything he did. No school, then or now, could possibly teach all the things he is known for.

Franklin was a legend in his own lifetime and the world owes him much. But perhaps his greatest legacy is the example he set for all of us: that no matter how humble your beginnings, you can take control of your own life, of your own passions, of your own learning, and never stop.

Once we take on the responsibility to reshape our lives through self-apprenticeship, something quite marvelous begins to happen.

When Joseph Campbell spoke of following “your bliss” in his landmark book with Bill Moyers entitled The Power of Myth, he didn’t mean it would come without effort, that it would just appear. He meant that if you have a love, a yearning, or a passion, you go after it, no matter what difficulties you may encounter. When you do, as Campbell said, you “put yourself on a kind of track that has been there all the while, waiting for you and the life that you ought to be living.”

If you’re willing to serve that self-apprenticeship, Campbell says, you start a momentum that builds and gathers force: “you begin to meet people who are in the field of your bliss.” Things begin to go your way. “I say, follow your bliss and don’t be afraid,” Campbell exhorts us, “and doors will open where you didn’t know they were going to be.” They certainly did for Franklin and Grandin. They did for me, too—and they will for you. Someone once said that luck is the residue of hard work, but I would argue that luck is the residue of the hard work we put into our self-apprenticeship.

In 1971, when I was a freshman at Brigham Young University, there were only a few books on body language. The field was barely recognized. There were certainly no majors in the subject. But it was my passion, as I knew how useful it can be for relating to others—something I had discovered in my youth when I arrived in the US without knowing any English. I promised myself that when I graduated, I’d teach myself everything there was to know about nonverbal communication.

On graduation day, I celebrated by, of all things, getting a library card at the city library. Away from the university, now there was time to read whatever I wanted, not just what was required. I created my own apprenticeship in nonverbals, learning about the body language of Trobriand Islanders in the Pacific one day and about greeting gestures among the first people of Alaska the next. The nonverbals the conquistadores observed when they arrived in the New World were just as fascinating to me as the mandated color of clothing King Henry VIII allowed his nobles to wear. The body language Sir Richard Burton observed in Africa while seeking to find the origins of the Nile was every bit as interesting as the customs and mannerisms the medieval explorer Ibn Battuta found over a thirty-year period and seventy-five thousand miles traveling across Africa, the Middle East, India, and Asia. What no class could teach me, I sought to teach myself.

I apprenticed myself to study everything I could about body language and nonverbal communication from psychologists, zoologists, ethologists, anthropologists, clinicians, ethnographers, artists, photographers, primatologists, sculptors, and anatomists. This self-apprenticeship went further afield than I ever could have anticipated—and changed my life in the process. It has assisted me in my multiple careers, helped me to grow a global enterprise, helped me make the most interesting of acquaintances in so many varied fields, greatly enriched my life, and given me treasured insights into human nature.

When I got that library card and started my self-apprenticeship on nonverbal communication, I never dreamed I would meet the giants in the field: Paul Ekman, Bella DePaulo, Judee Burgoon, Mark Frank, David Givens, Joe Kulis, Amy Cuddy, and many others. I couldn’t imagine that I’d be recruited by the FBI and use my knowledge to catch spies, terrorists, and kidnappers. I never foresaw that I would write more than a dozen books on human behavior, give yearly lectures at the Harvard Business School, do educational videos that would receive over thirty-five million views, and consult for organizations and governments all over the world. I had no idea that in apprenticing myself, following my own bliss, doors would in time open to me, as Joseph Campbell had forecast, where I didn’t even “know they were going to be.”

It was hard work. I had to make a total commitment to learn about nonverbal communication—something I still pursue every day. But hard work is the price of this gift we give ourselves of choosing to follow our bliss.

Perhaps best of all, when we find that bliss, we are not the only ones who benefit.

You don’t have to be aiming to improve or save the world or its creatures to mentor yourself to a better state of being and living. I think of the young man in the lane next to mine at the local pool who has practiced to perfection the low-silhouette “combat swim”—on one’s side, arms kept below the waterline to eliminate splash, gliding between strokes, only the mouth pops up out of the water for a breath—based on a video he downloaded from the internet, because he aspires to be a US Navy SEAL. Or of William, a man in his early forties, who recognizes that when he’s excited about something, he talks too fast. He knows it, his wife certainly knows it, but so do his senior managers, who want him to “take it down a notch.” So, on Saturday afternoons, he practices speaking into a recorder, reciting a speech in cadence, almost like a preacher, teaching himself to pace his delivery so that when he shares his thoughts, others have time to absorb them. He is a successful manager, but he wants to be better. While his friends are watching Formula One races on TV on their day off, he is improving himself, one speech at a time.

Self-apprenticeships fill our well of knowledge. They give us resources for weighing options and making decisions, skills for finding and gathering information or pursuing new ventures, and confidence that whatever we need to learn to move forward in life, we can resolve to learn.

Self-apprenticeships take time, but not necessarily money. For years, the local library was my greatest resource in my self-mentoring in nonverbal communication. The internet brings a universe of information within easy reach—from easy-to-follow video tutorials to authoritative articles to engaging podcasts. You can also get leads on resources simply by telling people on social media what you’re pursuing.

What will your apprenticeship be? It’s a question that should stir excitement and one we can ask ourselves at any time in life. Self-mentorship is a gift you give yourself. With it you create your own momentum, one discovery leading to the next as you chart your own path, form your own character, and decide who you will be and what you stand for.

If you truly want to be exceptional, then begin your apprenticeship today. Make a start to build your personal scaffold of knowledge. Take a step. Take control! Enjoy the project of designing what you want and need to know, and how you’ll get there. There are so many ways to learn: reading on your own, talking to others knowledgeable about what you seek to learn, podcasts, checking out video tutorials, signing up for a class, joining organizations or online groups. Delight in where your learning quest takes you. Trust, as Joseph Campbell said, in doors opening where you didn’t know they existed. Create that apprenticeship for yourself. When you do, the exceptional will welcome you, because they understand and respect the commitment you have made.

Emotional Balance: The Scaffold of Stability

One of the best FBI agents I ever worked with was Terry Halverson Moody. The office could be in turmoil—prosecutors demanding this and that, incessant calls from headquarters, media queries that might expose sensitive operations, micromanaging bosses, interviews piling up—yet she
































	What emotions do I find most challenging to manage (worry/fear, sadness, anger)?

	What tends to “set me off” (too many tight deadlines, not enough sleep, when x person does or says y, when a certain combination of things happens)?

	When I’m emotionally hijacked, how do I behave (yelling, saying mean things, sulking, banging things around, withdrawing, unhealthy eating/drinking/drugs)?





	Think about those people you know who handle things well—they don’t lose their cool; they stay focused and decisive under pressure; they deal respectfully with others even when their patience is tested.

	What do they do in these situations? Really observe and be specific here.

	How might you adapt their strategies to the situations that challenge you emotionally?

	Look for blog posts, books, and videos that deal with emotional regulation or anger management.

	Seek professional help in anger management—it can only be beneficial.

















Conscientiousness: The Key Success Indicator






	They accomplish tasks while being mindful of their responsibilities toward others, the community, and the environment.

	They’re aware of the consequences of their actions.

	They can delay gratification when other things take precedence.

	They have the humility to know they’re not always right.

	They are dependable, disciplined, persistent, and well-intentioned.





	Which of these areas am I strong in?

	Which ones could I improve on?









Untethered: Challenging the Limits Others Place on Us













	What expectations do others have of me?

	Do I find these expectations burdensome or motivating?

	Which ones are in alignment with my own goals and interests?

	What expectations do I have of myself?

	Are there ways that I might be limiting my own potential?

	What training, information, knowledge, or skills would I need to reach my goals and pursue my interests?

	What, if anything, is holding me back? What could I do to move forward?








Demonology: Appraising the Flaws That Hold Us Back




	Look at yourself realistically.

	Ponder how you can change.

	Examine how you view yourself and relate to the world around you.

	Constructively take steps to constantly rectify or improve your behaviors.












































Self-Discipline: The Scaffold of Achievement










Order and Priorities











[image: An example of a blank Daily Action List]








Deliberative Practice: The Power of Myelination









































Perseverance







The Rewards of Self-Mastery












	Is there something in your life that you would like to know more about or would love to study further?

	Would that require formal training, further reading, online lessons, or mentoring?

	Have you thought about treating yourself to take a lesson, to ask an expert, to try?

	If you haven’t done so, make that a goal. Do the research to find help, and then set a date for starting.

	What habits could you cultivate that would help you to educate yourself and expose you more fully to what life has to offer? Perhaps reading half an hour a day. Researching a topic of interest. Go to a museum rather than the movies; watch a documentary rather than an action film; take a guided educational vacation. Strike up conversations with a new neighbor. Seek incremental changes that would build those habits that educate you, that help you to experience life more fully.





	What do you do when you are upset? Is that pattern productive, unproductive, or something in between?

	Have you ever overreacted to a situation and later felt badly about it? If this happens often enough, come up with strategies you think you can use that will work to help you react in a more balanced way.

	If you find yourself frequently frustrated and angry, down and depressed, or gripped by stress and anxiety, have you considered counseling? There’s nothing wrong with checking in with a professional to coach us through difficult times.





	When it comes to kindness, reliability, honesty, and trustworthiness, do you think you could improve in any one of these?

	What would you need to do to be both better at these and better perceived?

	Starting today, tell yourself, “I will do these things: _______________________ to be more ____________________.” And just in case you think you are perfect, ask others where they think you should improve.





	Identify some limits or restrictions others have placed on you about your capabilities or potential.

	Resolve to go out and do just a little bit more.





	What are your demons? Put another way: What are your weaknesses? Make a list.

	If they bother you or hold you back, what will you do to tackle them? What strategies could you use?

	Revisit your list every now and then. Have things changed?

	How do you want to be known? Answer here and now:_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________. Live your life then like you mean it.





	In what areas do you lack discipline? (Here again, if you have trouble coming up with ideas, ask someone who knows you well how you could do better in the discipline department.)

	How would you incrementally change that?

	What would be a sustainable goal?

	Would waking fifteen minutes earlier make a difference? How about reading two extra pages from a book per day? Working out with an exercise buddy? Eating smaller portions? Keeping a log of progress toward specific goals? Tidying up your bed, your room, your kitchen one drawer at a time? Start small.





	Of all the things you have to do each day, what should be a higher priority?

	Start your own Daily Action List and put your name boldly at the top. This is your commitment to yourself.

	On your Daily Action List for today, write what you will resolve to accomplish today.

	Follow through with your Daily Action List for a week, a month, a year, and see if this alone doesn’t change how much you get done each day.





	Identify something you want to perform better. Is it giving a presentation? Parallel parking? Your jump shot, lifting technique, or swimming stroke? Set up a practice routine by slowing down the process, parsing it into small steps, and practicing each step, not jumping to the next one, until that step is done perfectly. In time, speed it up.

	If you dread public speaking, practice walking up to the stage confidently. Make eye contact, stop and get your bearings, let the audience get used to you, and begin with a simple, “Good morning.” Then stop and do it all over again, until your pacing and your bearing grow in confidence. I heard the great Dame Helen Mirren once say that walking onto the stage or into a scene is an actor’s most difficult challenge. Work at it.





	Have you stopped doing something you wanted to do, such as writing in a journal, working out, staying in touch with friends, keeping up with current events, volunteering, improving your work or family relationships, saving more money? Whatever it is, dedicate yourself to do it, even if it’s just fifteen minutes a day, or taking a tiny step forward in the process.

	Perseverance is not about big moves and then losing momentum. It’s about steadily sticking it out for the long term. As someone once said, the largest seagoing vessel in the world can make a complete circle if you but move the rudder just one degree.

	It’s okay to take a break, but don’t allow yourself to be distracted. Get back to it.
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