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			To my dad, an early hero of mine, who was the first to show me what emotional fitness looks like.

			To Angela and Brenda. In your gentle ways, you taught me the wonder of becoming fully human.
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				As you set sail for Ithaca,
hope that your journey be long,
full of adventures, full of awakenings,
fear not Cyclopes and Laestrygons,
fear not mad Poseidon.

				You will not meet such monsters on your way,
if your thoughts remain noble and high,
if your spirit and body are touched by passions.

				You will not meet such monsters
if you do not bear them in your soul,
if your soul does not set them before you.

				—FROM “ITHACA” BY CONSTANTINE PETER CAVAFY

			

		

	
		
			• INTRODUCTION •

			You’ve learned how to manage your temper, but certain people in your workplace still set you off. And honestly, you don’t know why.

			Sometimes work feels like the loneliest place in the world.

			You love what you do, but the culture of your company is at odds with your beliefs and values. The job fits great. Not the company.

			Emotions drive workforce happiness, and happiness powers people to succeed. This book is about bringing our strongest emotional selves to work each day, and how best to do that.

			It’s rather funny, ironic really, that I’m writing a book about how to deeply and authentically express emotions on the job. Before I was thirty years old, three traumas, two work-related, closed the spigot on my emotions—other than fear—and certainly on trusting anyone at work. Then, when I was thirty-nine, I landed a wonderful job at HGTV and began working with a group of guys who taught me I could let down my guard. Bit by bit, they showed me what it meant to build trust and to work together in community. Imagine that, a woman learning about emotions from a group of guys.

			I didn’t know how to have real interdependent work relationships until then. I was like little eleven-year-old Riley in the Pixar smash hit Inside Out, who struggles through a few tough days in her life, as seen through the animated characters Anger, Disgust, Fear, and Sadness. It seems I had a few tough days that lasted three decades. What I learned at HGTV was that open and honest emotions play a vital role in the workplace. I learned how trust is the most powerful emotion that binds us together to do our best work because it keeps us moving toward common goals with speed and focus. It leaves out the messy human dramas that can quietly creep in, wreak havoc, and disrupt your peace of mind.

			In my leadership and coaching roles, I’ve worked with plenty of women and men who carry around small fears and discomforts that inhibit their success, like a fear of standing up in a crowd and speaking. Or the fear of learning a new skill, and the worry you’ll fall flat on your face if you try. Maybe it’s a feeling of general unease, like you’re simmering in a chronic, low-level anxiety you can’t define. Maybe you find no purpose in your work except for a paycheck. You might feel emptiness or loneliness, even in a roomful of people. My friend Anne once described that sensation this way: “It’s like you have a hole in your soul.” The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that suicide rates rose steadily in most states from 1999 to 2015, up by 25 percent nationally, and that the lack of social “connectedness” was among the factors.1 Certain emotional triggers might keep you trapped in a cycle of addiction or other toxic behaviors.

			You don’t have to feel this way. Fully Human tackles the emotions men and women deal with as we seek happiness and fulfillment at work, and offers a useful paradigm, which I call EQ Fitness (EQF). EQ Fitness is a solutions-based road map of three steps to help you prepare for, master, and grow in emotional intelligence and maturity. When we apply EQF to our whole lives, not just our professional ones, I call that emotional fitness. Emotional fitness is bringing our strongest emotional selves to all we do. EQF is how we use it at work.

			At its most basic, emotional intelligence (EI) is awareness and control of our emotions, and the ability to identify and respond effectively to the emotions of others. In the business world, emotional intelligence is often referred to as “EQ,” as an offset to IQ—it’s why I call the three-step process “EQ” Fitness. Just like we all have an IQ, we all have some baseline EQ, that ability to manage our emotions and to read others. Whatever your baseline as you begin this book, you can grow it significantly through the steps I lay out here. This will enable you to claim the full spectrum of your humanity, to become fully human, both in work and life.

			While emotional intelligence has been studied and applied by various scientific disciplines and industries since it was first labeled in the mid-1960s, it has taken root in business thought leadership since the early 1990s. As a science journalist for the New York Times, Daniel Goleman happened upon an article written by two psychologists about how success was not due to just knowledge but also to this concept called emotional intelligence. A psychologist himself, Goleman published the first book on the subject, Emotional Intelligence, which is still popular today. A 2009 follow-up, Emotional Intelligence 2.0, by Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves, brought EQ into the new millennium.

			Emotional intelligence was one of the most important breakthrough ideas in career building, and it remains so today. In the World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report, EQ was listed as one of the top ten skills that will make candidates desirable to employers in 2020.2 Its importance has only grown, even in the face of digital technologies transforming how we work; in fact, they make emotional intelligence especially important.

			And yet, most workplaces still lack EQ. Much of this falls to a lack of mature leadership. Too many executives operate first from self-serving agendas, where money, power, and prestige are their primary drivers. Consider this: research shows that one out of five CEOs are psychopaths,3 and the rate of diagnosed psychopathy is three times higher among corporate boards than in the general population.4 If leaders demonstrate a knowledge of and pay lip service to EQ, it can be clinical and superficial or mask other problems. And the traits often associated with “strong” leadership, like risk-taking, long hours, and financial success, also often overlap with high-functioning substance abuse or dependence. In fact, data shows that the higher your income, the more alcohol you consume.5 As my story unfolds here, you’ll see I came to know that data only too well.

			With poor leadership that no one wants to model, and employees not addressing the confusions, fears, and longings they bring to their jobs, these workplaces are emotionally crippled. People lash out in anger, and distrust and paranoia abound. It’s like watching a bunch of people with sprained ankles and broken legs trying to run a marathon; without healing before you enter the race, the run will be slow and clumsy at best.

			This is how I navigated work relationships for a long time, but increasingly it felt artificial and robotic, and I never trusted anyone. No one knew this but me, which shows you how counterfeit the entry-level behaviors of emotional intelligence can be, or at least how half-measured. I believe my experience reflects a common reality: many of us just don’t know how to manage our emotions. We stuff down whatever is unsettling us. We may feel anger or fear or some deep ache, but we don’t know what to do about it. How, then, can we be expected to effectively deploy this great skill called emotional intelligence? EQ Fitness offers the tools to help us maximize a precious human gift we’re given—our emotions—so we can forge healthy, interdependent relationships at work and in life.

			As we work the three steps, we can arrive at a place of transcendent growth, which reflects both emotional and spiritual insight. I can already see some eyes rolling. Spiritual what? At work? Let me try to help. I’m not referring to organized religion or any given denomination of religion. This idea goes beyond church, mosque, or temple. What I call God you may call by a completely different name. Spiritual insight is really a state of heart. It nudges you away from fanatical self-reliance and toward building community—a network of trust-filled relationships. When you have spiritual insight, you have the quiet confidence that you’re not alone. It’s a humbling reminder that your success is owed to others too, not just you. To become fully human takes inner work, and if we skip the inner work, our outer work will pay a price. What’s really gratifying about spiritual insight is that it makes bringing our strongest emotional selves to work a whole lot easier, and that makes being successful a whole lot easier.

			Emotional fitness is, in essence, a place of steadiness. You can recognize it in people. They’re not flash-in-the-pan types. They’re willing to pause and listen. They’re balanced and accountable, and you can trust them. They are a steady force for good and a model for living life well.

			It took me three jobs and a lot of trial and error to put this together. But oh, the rewards! EQF provides a new paradigm for emotional intelligence, which, when practiced in its highest form as emotional fitness, is a transcendent place of mind, heart, and spirit that will, time and again, trump self-centeredness. You might say Fully Human is a master class in EQ. By reading it, you can become emotionally fit much quicker than I did.

			The tools you need are out there and waiting, and I’ll be your guide on the path.

			THE THREE STEPS

			Fully Human is organized around the three core steps of EQ Fitness, which also function as the three sections of the book:

			
					
					Develop a willingness to do some self-discovery to identify, understand, confront, and dispel unproductive emotions.

				

					
					Deploy emotional intelligence to build authentic relationships of trust.

				

					
					Use We Principles to create as a leader, or as an employee to perpetuate, a collaborative workplace culture.

				

			

			Each of these is a step up: you need to get yourself right before you can use your EQ knowledge to form trusting relationships and then to create and facilitate a collaborative workplace.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					FIGURE A: Step Up to Emotional Fitness Through the Steps of EQF

				
			
			At the end of each section, I include practice sessions so that you can take concrete steps to implement what you’ve read. Simply put, the path I lay out here is this:

			
				Willingness + Trust + We Principles = EQ Fitness

			

			STEP ONE: WILLINGNESS (PART 1)

			Willingness is a linchpin of EQF. It begins with self-honesty. It’s easy to stay on cruise control, but you’ve been dodging, or pushing down, or numbing those feelings of unease and self-accountability for long enough. That’s what happened to me at thirty-nine. I finally stopped dodging my history. Life can be so much richer if you catch this earlier than I did!

			Willingness simply means that to improve yourself starts with understanding yourself. It asks you to grow in self-awareness, which is the beginning of emotional intelligence. We become willing to work from the inside out, as Stephen Covey proposes in his 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, so this is old wisdom. Let’s work from the inside out by identifying unproductive emotions, like anger and resentment, and bringing them out into the light so they can be dispelled before they come to work with you.

			The path is an ongoing process; it’s not a one-shot deal, because life just keeps on happening. The sooner you deal with unproductive emotions, the sooner you’ll feel the freedom to forge meaningful relationships.

			STEP TWO: TRUST (PART 2)

			Being willing feeds directly into building trust. Of the many rewarding emotions out there, trust is the best barometer of healthy work relationships. Many other emotions, like gratitude and hope and compassion, can rise up without needing reciprocation, but it takes two to tango with trust. It can be sustained only as long as it’s shared.

			It can be hard to open up at work and trust people. Many of us have experienced opportunists, cutthroat competition, and basic unfairness. Some people are just jerks, always trying to game the system for their personal benefit. Those you meet in this book will talk about having a willing heart, but also a shrewd eye. Some folks are just not worth the time it takes—and it does take time—to build authentic trust.

			Trust is critical as Step Two because it requires emotional risk, which is a rigorous test of willingness, and is also an effective gateway to We Principles.

			STEP THREE: WE PRINCIPLES (PART 3)

			Step Three adds the spiritual work that develops us into true leaders. It looks at how we use We Principles, which are hope, generosity of spirit, and moral courage, to moderate our self-centered inclinations. This isn’t a judgment on anyone; we all want to know how things can be beneficial to us. As a leader who practices the We Principles, you prioritize your people and the greater good of the organization. You keep your ego in check. Let’s face it, many high achievers have supersize egos, so I offer a whole chapter on managing ego and our tendencies toward self-aggrandizing behaviors. We Principles help you inspire more from your team. You build purpose into the culture. People want to work for something bigger than them.

			By practicing We Principles, you can connect with people and get out of your own way. You’ve also gained an important perspective—that the emotional health of your organization is vital to its economic health.

			DOING THE NEEDED PREP WORK

			WHERE IT BEGAN FOR ME

			I took on leadership roles by practicing some EQ basics without fully understanding them; I just came to work paying attention to others around me and responding in engaging ways, since I found it helped to get things done. But it wasn’t enough. To get to the C-suite and experience success that was really fulfilling, I had to go deeper.

			I had my first glimpse of what being EQ Fit is all about as I sat on the beach one weekend in Santa Monica. At the time I was a regional director at a popular TV network and considering a job transfer that offered me a bigger title and more money. In the stillness, I heard, it doesn’t fit. The more I thought of it, the more my stomach hurt. I thought of my new husband, who loved Los Angeles and who’d have to saddle up and find a new job in a new city. I thought of my team, none of whom were trained to step up in my place. I thought of how much more I could still accomplish for my company in my current position. For the first time in my career, I made a choice for those who were in my life, instead of just for me. I decided not to chase “new” just for the sake of the chase, and on Monday morning I took my name out of the running. A fresh perspective had opened up when I allowed myself the time, and the willingness, to reflect on it.

			INFANT EMOTIONS

			We bring many unproductive emotions to work, and fear tops the list. So many of our fears are rooted in two seemingly simple emotions that we’re born with: the need to feel secure and the need to be loved. My conversations with psychologists, executive coaches, and executives for this book, and my years of experience as an executive and executive coach, have confirmed those roots. Fears bubble up in many forms, from performance jitters to blending well with teammates. More diversity and inclusion means employees are bringing anxieties about acculturation and gender identity to their jobs too. Many fears sweep in matters of the heart and, sometimes, the soul, all of which can muddy trust building. Step One of EQF asks that you confront and clear away all this confusing and uncomfortable emotional “stuff” as a precursor to authentic human connection. You need to do the prep work before you can build trust in any meaningful way.

			TRUST AND SPIRITUAL GROWTH

			Being willing builds the bridge to Step Two: creating relationships of trust. We give our trust to those worthy of receiving it. It takes time, patience, and a little risk to open ourselves up to trust others, and to become trustworthy. We cannot give something we don’t feel worthy of receiving ourselves. We can earn others’ trust as we grow in self-respect, a foundational quality of EQ Fitness.

			In Step Three, we begin to live beyond the surface of right behaviors to right motives with spiritual insight. This is a place of self-transcendence, the final and perhaps most challenging of the steps, because we’re used to seeing things through a lens of our own needs. You might act like you’re high in EQ, but if it’s still all about you, you’re not leadership material yet. EQ Fit leaders go from “me” to “we” and build healthy, emotionally rich, and profitable cultures. This is what happened to me at HGTV, and it can happen for you too, if you’re willing to practice the steps laid out here. As our careers and personal lives keep evolving, we stay alert and ready for possible moments of emotional growth. Thus, emotional fitness never ends, and is a powerful tool throughout our lives. To be happy and productive, we need to stay vigilant and keep practicing.

			We need both vulnerability and resilience working together to gain well-developed and mature emotional intelligence. Those in a steady, emotionally fit place have the necessary grounding to draw in both. This is a paradox that underlies EQ growth, and it may be hard for many of us just starting down the path. How can two seemingly contradictory things—vulnerability and resilience—both be needed? But they are. EQF opens our eyes to how often paradox plays a role in our lives. It’s been said that the soul is the only part of us that can deal with paradox, so you’ll see how having, or trying to gain, some spiritual depth helps with each of the three steps. You’ll begin to see a larger truth emerge from seeming contradictions, and your life will expand with possibility.

			EQF AND TECHNOLOGY

			For those who’ve grown up communicating through screens, EQ Fitness may be a challenge, but it’s all the more necessary. Technology is a tool, but it can inhibit human connection when it becomes a barrier, a form of self-protection from encountering others face-to-face. That doesn’t have to be the case; technology can become a healthy partner instead of an enabler of bad habits. I love my devices, but I try to guard against using them as partitions. Communication via technology is disposable, and people and relationships can become that way too if you’re not careful. If you’re on the receiving end of an email you don’t want to deal with, you can just delete it. To dodge a confrontation or (my personal favorite) someone who likes to digress, you can press Send instead of talking it through. Face-to-face communication, although messy at times, is also heart-to-heart communication, and the foundation of building trust with another. When you breathe the same air, it’s an opening to something new—maybe a spark of an idea or, if we’re really lucky, a friendship.

			In a 2017 commencement speech, Apple CEO Tim Cook told students that technology can do great things, but it doesn’t want to. It doesn’t want to do anything.6 It’s up to a company’s leadership to make sound judgments about technology’s deployment. Work and social relationships can be buffeted through technology, but only if those relationships are already intact. In other words, spend time with people, which builds real trust, before imposing an intermediary. You’ll read about leaders who have learned how true this is, and who work to build interpersonal trust every day with their teammates and within the teams themselves.

			Millennials will be the last to know what life is like with and without the Internet. Data shows that 25 percent of kids between the ages of two (!) and five years old have a smartphone. Child psychologists will tell you that face-to-face interactions are the primary way kids learn and bond, so what we do with technology matters more than ever. Kids who grow up communicating through screens are less intimate with human emotions; now there are even classes to help teach them how to read emotions, since they never learned how through natural processes. If that’s standard for a seven- or eight-year-old, how will they experience the precious lessons we learn through looking someone in the eye, interacting face-to-face, heart-to-heart?

			“When my kids were growing up, I encouraged them to join pickup basketball games, not the organized ones,” explained Dr. Robert Kelley, Distinguished Service Professor of Management at Carnegie Mellon University’s business school. “It’s the ideal place for kids to have to look others in the eye and read them. If you’re a ball hog or otherwise not playing a team game, the others will punish you. You have to negotiate the rules with the other players in real time, and these rules can vary depending on the gym or playground where the game is being played.”

			Technology is amazing—but trust must come first.

			ESTROGEN VS. TESTOSTERONE?

			When I told my friend Barbara about EQF and this book, she said, “Oh, that’s great. Men really need this.” That’s partly due to biology and partly due to American culture. As psychiatrist Julie Holland explained in the New York Times, “By evolutionary design, we [women] are hard-wired to be sensitive to our environments, empathic to our children’s needs and intuitive of our partners’ intentions.”7 At about that same time, Dr. Melvin Konner, an anthropology professor at Emory University, published “A Better World, Run by Women” in the Wall Street Journal, arguing that testosterone is the culprit for men behaving badly and that women leaders have modeled more emotionally mature leadership time after time.8 Culturally, women have been reared to have relational (read: emotional) identities—wife, mother, daughter—and are discouraged from having individual identities that aren’t tied to those roles. However, stress around gender roles rears up for men too, given the deeply entrenched notions of what “manliness” means. Protector? Breadwinner? Linebacker?

			It wasn’t like I was showing any considerable emotional smarts as a woman moving into middle management and then leadership through my twenties and thirties. I was closed off, was anxious around others, and I had no self-compassion. But, I was observant and pragmatic, and I learned quickly that getting along with people worked better than anything else in getting things done. Maybe that was my estrogen talking, who knows? But what may have looked like EQ was only surface-deep. Many women leaders I know also demonstrate superficial EQ at work because—big irony here—as we rise in organizations, we’re cautioned against opening our inner toolbox too widely. Heaven forbid a woman leader should cry! So we can be kind of a mess; shades of emotional richness inside, steel outside. Both women and men need EQF. All leaders and workers do. In my favorite workplace fairy tale, EQF is the ideal we all strive for, and benefit from.

			

			•  •  •

			If you pay attention, there are always opportunities to grow in emotional fitness. When we’re in a steady, balanced place, we can change and adapt and tackle new things. We begin to see life for what it is—often just our own shared, human predicament. Once we master the three steps, whenever we experience fear or worry, we will first pause to name it, then face it, and ultimately dispel it. Every time we go through that cycle we’re ready for more emotional and spiritual growth. The cycle becomes second nature with practice.

			You’re about to meet many colorful characters, from a thriving entrepreneur who meditates regularly with her whole company to a well-known CEO who found the emotional maturity to overcome some tough teen years and find a new way to live and succeed. You’ll meet the head of a food company who instituted a “ninety-day coffee break” for his new employees to get comfortable working there and to jump-start trust building. You’ll learn how a woman who runs a $3 billion business expresses gratitude every day. And you’ll meet a guy named Bobby, who simply bought a fellow worker a pair of boots, a gesture that had an enormous impact.

			I’m guided by the wisdom of emotional fitness every day. It’s become a meaningful lens through which I can see the trajectory of my career, and that lens informs choices I make in both work and life. I’ve gotten a little naked in writing this book—the willingness to do so gleaned from the transforming impact of these steps.

			Emotional fitness continues to transform my life, and it can transform yours too. Practice has taught me that trust reaps great rewards—joy, peace, and purpose—if you’re willing to open up and take some risk. And here’s the bonus: you learn the best ways to manage the directives of your mind and your heart.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			WILLINGNESS

			Work of sight is done.

			Now do heart work on the pictures inside you.

			—RAINER MARIA RILKE

		

	
		
			You can’t go forward in life or in work unless you know what’s holding you back. When you become willing, you are compelled to do more than wanting or dreaming; you take action. When it comes to building trust with another person, it starts with just being willing to try.

			Part one of this book is about self-discovery, which is how we begin to harness the power of emotional intelligence. Self-discovery is gaining insight into your own nature so that you can better understand and manage your emotions. Courageous people do this. They’re willing to examine their thinking and how they understand and navigate the world. Confronting our beliefs, opinions, and emotional reactions is an act of bravery. It’s easy to keep coasting on the versions of reality we’ve mapped out for ourselves, but the courageous have figured out that you can’t truly move forward until you identify, test, and, if needed, let go of outdated narratives. For many of us, our reinforced behaviors prevent us from forming healthy relationships with others. That cruise control is often disguised in a cycle of high performance, achievement, and reward. This was my experience, and it might be yours.

			I can’t tell you how to become willing, but I can illustrate what a lack of willingness looks like.

			John was thinking of buying a new car, and he told his best friend, Jimmy, his exciting news. Jimmy was quiet for a moment and then said, “Great, what’s the first thing you think you should do?”

			“Well, I’ve gone online and looked at some models.”

			Knowing John well, Jimmy then said, “OK. What else have you done?”

			“I’ve looked at prices. And I’m thinking I might need to take out a loan. I don’t know . . . lots of decisions.” Jimmy was quiet again until John broke the silence. “What?”

			“Sounds to me like you haven’t given up your old car yet.”

			Jimmy sensed that John knew the “what” and the “how” to get that car, but he lacked the willingness to change his old ways of living. “Willingness” is an action word, and you need action so you don’t stay stuck like John.

			I learned this the hard way in my early years of being a mom. When our son, Drew, was three years old, he started throwing some major temper tantrums, and we often couldn’t settle him down. I was worried he was becoming alarmingly obstinate. I called a friend who worked with young kids and asked her if she could evaluate what was wrong with him. She got out a phone number and read it to me. “This woman’s great with parenting issues.” Parenting issues? I didn’t have parenting issues! Did I? She said, “Susan, he sounds like a normal three-year-old. But I think you could use some help.” It was a blow to my ego, but her words nudged me to look at my reaction and then pray for more patience in rearing him. Such willingness actions—seeing, praying, changing—are formative steps in emotional growth.

			Willingness starts in a singular way: by taking reflective moments to better understand how you tick and what your gifts and liabilities are. To peek under the covers at all that scary stuff you might not want to see. It’s a challenge here in the United States, because popular culture promotes self-esteem at the expense of self-knowledge. But they need to be on parallel paths, because having a solid sense of self comes from understanding what makes you, well, you.

			Organizations also need to have a willingness to grow and change a step ahead of their competition, which requires a workplace of willing people on board. The Latin root for “corporation” is corpus, or “body of.” Corporations are bodies of people, but somehow we have separated the work from the people doing it. Leaders of the most remarkable companies are willing to put their people first and the work second. They know that if you get the people part right, the work follows.

			We’ll look at the kinds of things that can hold a person back from connecting with others in rich, productive ways, and what to do about it. We’ll take the self-knowledge you gain from the first three chapters and apply it in the fourth chapter to the kinds of jobs that would be the best fit for you. Good job fit is tangible evidence of your EQ Fitness.

			We’ll explore ways to stay vigilant, with frequent reality checks. With prep and ongoing practice, your life will improve. Without them, you can start backsliding into the old ways that didn’t work before. To be EQ Fit, you can never coast. It will become second nature to do these spot checks. When something inside feels out of alignment, you’ll ask yourself these questions:

			
				What am I afraid of?

				What am I angry about?

				Why have I been hurtful?

				What action step is needed to fix it?

			

			You’ll learn how to name it, claim it, and let it go.

			Willingness is about new beginnings. For me, it’s brought hope and second chances, and I’ll share a few of those stories here, along with the voices of many others who are model practitioners of willingness.

		

	
		
			• CHAPTER ONE •

			WHAT HOLDS YOU BACK FROM TRUST?

			Tear off the mask. Your face is glorious.

			—APOCRYPHAL RUMI1

			
					
					Jarl Mohn’s life fell apart when he was eleven. They’d jailed his deadbeat dad for not paying child support to his mom, who was struggling to raise three kids on her own. His mother had a nervous breakdown, and Jarl and his younger siblings were sent to a children’s home, where Jarl lived for several years. “I just kept saying to myself, ‘When I get out of here, I’m going to start running my life,’” he told me. Jarl learned unrelenting self-reliance.

				

					
					Anisa Telwar began working for her mother at seventeen. I asked her if she had any self-awareness back then. “Yes,” she said. “I was aware of all I lacked.” She didn’t look right; she didn’t act right. Anisa was never “enough” of anything good, and if she ever forgot it, her mother was right there to remind her. Alcohol and drugs became Anisa’s solution. At nineteen, she walked through the doors of Alcoholics Anonymous.

				

			

			Today, both Jarl and Anisa run large, profitable organizations. Jarl made his way in media and telecommunications senior leadership and CEO roles, and today he’s the CEO of National Public Radio (NPR). Anisa left her mother’s employ at twenty-one and started her own company, Anisa International, which has become an accomplished maker of cosmetic accessories. In 2017, it celebrated twenty-five years of excellence.

			Not all of us end up running or starting companies, to be sure, and not all of us are impacted by such tough childhoods. Let’s look at a few other examples of experiences that can hold us back from bringing our best emotional selves to relationships in and out of the workplace.

			
					
					James can’t shed his feelings that he is stupid. He thinks it stems from an incident in third grade when he got a failing grade on a composition, and his teacher made him stand up in front of the room and show the class his paper with all the red marks slashed through it. “By high school I was hanging out with a bunch of losers like me, who were just barely getting by in school.”

				

					
					A journalist named David found himself terrified of driving to unfamiliar places. Given how that made his work a challenge, he sought a therapist to better understand, and hopefully overcome, this fear. With her help, he recalled an incident when he was five years old, traveling with his family to Europe. While his parents were buying tickets for a show, he wandered off and got lost. An old woman took his hand and began leading him away, until two police officers intercepted her. Reunited with his parents, he remembers the police telling them that they’d seen this woman try to take children before, in her mind “borrowing” them because she’d lost her own child.2

				

					
					Prince Harry went public in 2017 about beginning therapy for the grief he still carried from losing his mother, Princess Diana, two decades earlier.

				

			

			All these examples reflect inner scars and wounds that need to be dealt with—healed—if you’re to bring good mental and emotional health to work.

			My story goes like this: What I recall as a child was feeling invisible. This was likely some sort of “middle child” syndrome, but, oh, I also happened to be born with supersensitivity. My sisters and brother pestered me and nicknamed me Sensitive Sue. I wrestled with this tension of both demanding “someone pay attention to me!” and quickly shying away if someone wasn’t being gentle and kind. This played out in multiple childhood dramas in which I had the starring role, like faux–fainting spells during church service or on the playground. I ran away from home a bunch of times. In high school, I found alcohol, which would catch up with me later on. When I finally got to college, I dropped out in the third semester of my freshman year—I’ve had enough of THIS!—and moved across the country to live with my sister. I did eventually go back and finish, but my ride into adulthood was rocky.

			STOP. LOOK. BECOME VULNERABLE.

			Everyone wants to be safe, secure, and accepted. This is completely natural, but work and life don’t always cooperate. We’ve all had experiences and memories we haven’t dealt with because we don’t understand them, or they’re just too painful to integrate and learn from. It could be a divorce or being fired, where we feel paralyzed by toxic shame. It could be a betrayal or a stubborn resentment. Emotional blocks can be from things that happen in childhood or in adulthood. They’re from all the cards we’re dealt, and each of us gets plenty of losing hands, which can live on to slow or stunt our emotional growth. The willingness to act and gain self-understanding begins with identifying those blocks that keep us from forging healthy relationships. We need to do it because, as we grow up, the human capacity for self-deceit is astonishing.

			Child psychologists say we begin to form a self-image by seven years old. The DNA we’re born with (like my ultra-sensitivity) and our environments meld together as we grow. The three biggest influencers to our emotional makeup, psychologists will tell you, are our instinctual needs to feel safe, accepted, and in control. When a person or an environment threatens any of these, we react in predictable ways, such as shutting down and exiling parts of ourselves, or living in fear, or lashing out. These are immature reactions, but they’re also how we protect ourselves. How we survive.

			The need for safety might be our biggest driver, at least it has been for me. As young adults, we go off to work full-time, where we’re asked to meet strangers and play nice and increase some company’s bottom line. We’re asked to trust these strangers to be on our side, and to trust this company to do right by us. But many of us can’t recall a day in our lives when we’ve felt truly safe. If we don’t deal with our past, we carry this “wounded child” with us every day.

			To some extent, we are all wounded creatures, carrying into work the monsters Constantine Peter Cavafy refers to in his poem “Ithaca”:

			
				You will not meet such monsters

				if you do not bear them in your soul,

				if your soul does not set them before you.

			

			We can be the leader of our own lives if we’re willing to step out from behind the walls we’ve erected and open ourselves up to being vulnerable, and name what might be getting in our way. A well-quoted adage says that holding on to toxic emotions like anger is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die. We need to integrate all our history, whether personal or professional, so that trust building becomes possible.

			

			•  •  •

			EQ Fitness is about forging healthy and mature human relationships, but many of us aren’t ready to do that when we arrive at work’s door. I know I wasn’t. By thirty I felt like life had drop-kicked me.

			I wrote about two seminal experiences in my last book, New Rules of the Game. First, I was assaulted in my hotel room and, four years later, my work partner murdered his wife before taking his own life
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			FEARS, PERSONAL AND SOCIAL
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