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Praise for Experiential Intelligence

“Experiential Intelligence delivers a simple yet powerful framework for next-generation leaders to delve deeper into how their life’s experiences shape who they are and how they show up and lead.”

—Jennifer Sparks Taylor, Director of Corporate Relations & Executive Education, Center for Effective Organizations, USC Marshall School of Business

“Experiential Intelligence uses powerful storytelling to take us on a journey to deeply understand our own XQ and how to maximize the impact it has on our leadership and business success.”

—Pat Verduin, PhD, Chief Technology Officer, Colgate-Palmolive

“The ability to understand your inherent capabilities as a product of life experiences is the essence of experiential intelligence. Leaders can harness XQ to unlock their own hidden strengths and that of their teams to drive transformation.”

—Valencia Bembry, Vice President of Philanthropy, United Nations Foundation

“With the increased awareness of how an individual’s unique contributions and lived experiences can bring about transformation to the workplace, the new lens of experiential intelligence broadens the talent conversation and opens possibilities for building a more diverse workforce.”

—Rebecca Romano, Global Head of Talent & Organizational Development, NBCUniversal

“Experiential Intelligence is a long overdue blueprint to more intentionally access the mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from your unique life experience. I highly recommend that you add this book to your learning journey.”

—Michael J. Arena, Vice President of Talent & Development, Amazon Web Services and former Chief Talent Officer, General Motors

“Experiential intelligence complements IQ and EQ to comprehensively assess and build the disruptive capacity of your employees and organization.”

—Rich Goudis, Executive Vice Chairman, Tupperware Brands and former CEO, Herbalife Nutrition

“Experiential Intelligence provides an approach for how to gain self-awareness into your unique assets to foster both personal and professional growth. Soren’s book gives keen insights into how the experiences we have form our current mindsets and how to examine our own self-limiting beliefs.”

—Kathryn J. Coleman, PhD, Senior Vice President, Talent, Learning & Insights, 3M

“Experiential Intelligence reveals how to create a culture of empowerment and innovation that enables true sustainable growth and engagement.”

—Rachael Orleans, Head of Change & Transformation, Cigna

“Soren Kaplan wades courageously into a half century of deep and often polarizing research on human intellect and emerges with a brilliant synthesis that provides the much-needed third leg of the intelligence stool. Experiential intelligence is the perfect complement to IQ and EQ.”

—Matthew E. May, coauthor of What A Unicorn Knows: How Leading Entrepreneurs Use Lean Principles to Drive Sustainable Growth

“Reframing who and how we hire is more important than ever! With shifting strategies, priorities, and a quickly changing world, companies should be looking at the metrics for employees that really matter. Experiential Intelligence is the ultimate guide to equip leaders to know who has the talent they need to propel their business into the future.”

—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith. Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

“Experiential Intelligence provides an enlightening look at how to achieve personal and professional success and satisfaction.”

—Michael Isip, President & CEO, KQED, PBS Public Media, San Francisco

“‘Learning by doing’ has long been a tenet of the educational process as it motivates and promotes participation. I am grateful to finally have a book that provides concrete examples of how experiential learning can shape the mindsets, abilities, and skills that not only help students succeed, but can also lead to personal growth, development, and success for the adults who work with them!”

—Maura Palmer, Superintendent, Salem New Hampshire Public School District

“In a world in which false assumptions are regularly at play in human relations, this book mines the treasures latent in all human beings and helps us welcome unknown talent in ourselves and others.”

—Kent Packard-Davis, President, Women Forward International

“Many successful performers don’t have Ivy League degrees, so there are clearly indicators of readiness beyond academic credentials. So what is the comparative value of fifteen years of experience? Does experiential intelligence deliver something a prestigious college degree does not? These are important questions to consider. From an equity perspective, we also know that both race and socioeconomics can unfairly limit education and career potential. This understanding helps companies recalibrate for and reconsider individual potential, while delivering improved access to untapped talent pools.”

—Melissa Jones, Executive Vice President and Chief Human Resources Officer, California State Automobile Association Insurance Group

“Experiential Intelligence artfully blends concrete research with compelling storytelling to clearly show what leads to success. Let Soren Kaplan guide you to higher performance as a leader and for your organization.”

—Juan Sanchez, Group Vice President, HCA Healthcare

“This must-read book delivers deep insight into how our personal and professional experiences influence how we show up and perform at work, in our relationships, and life itself.”

—Dr. Loressa Cole, CEO, American Nurses Association

“Leveraging experiential intelligence is the new imperative for unlocking the peak potential of individuals, teams, and organizations.”

—Carrie Smith, Chief Marketing Officer of Australia & New Zealand, Accenture

“A major game-changer for the field of transforming organizations.”

—Louis Carter, CEO, Best Practices Institute
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INTRODUCTION

We need to leave. They’re coming to get us!”

My mother jarred me out of my sleep with a two-handed shake and shuttled my little sister and me out of the house and into our faded brown two-door 1973 Datsun. Off we went into the darkness. She drove until we reached a house in a neighboring town where she parked. I didn’t know where we were, but I felt relieved to see that my mother’s intensity had ratcheted down, at least enough that she was no longer shaking. I was seven; I didn’t have much choice but to follow my mother’s directions.

We jumped out of the car, beelining for a space in the hedge the power company had cleared for access to the meter. The three of us hunkered down in this prickly little cave in someone’s front yard. And waited. We sat for twenty minutes in silence.

Like a flash of lightning, headlights lit up the hedge, and another car parked behind ours.

“Is that you?”

It was my father. I immediately felt safe. But that didn’t last long. Just then the door of the house opened, and a crack of light flooded into the front yard. Out came the charismatic man I recognized as the one who had influenced my parents to drop out of Harvard University and move to California to join his spiritual community. That night when my father had come home to our empty house, he’d intuited that we would be here. And we were. With an embarrassed shake of his head, my father shuttled us kids into his own car and drove us home, my mother trailing behind alone.

That poignant episode became etched into my visceral memory. It was the first time I realized that my mother’s infectious fear wasn’t based in reality. It wouldn’t be until years later that I would understand her behavior as the result of mental illness. But at the time, all I could do was start trying to discern for myself what was real versus what were delusional stories—not an easy task for a first grader. My challenging childhood required me to navigate a series of unusual circumstances. Yet as difficult as they were, these early experiences fostered my capacity to live with uncertainty, manage ambiguity, and find meaningful patterns in complexity—abilities that have continued to serve me well.

When I was four, my rebellious behavior convinced my parents that I was possessed. For six months, they led prayer groups in our home to expel my “demon.” As my mother spiraled into mental illness, her condition was originally viewed by friends and family as a “metaphysical awakening.” My father, consumed by his work and spiritual community, was rarely present. As my parents struggled to make ends meet, we bounced around from one home to another. By the time I was fifteen, I had moved sixteen times.

So, what happens to someone like me? My life could have gone in any of three directions: 1) I could have been completely overcome by my circumstances, 2) I could have gone through the motions of leading a “normal” life while blindly being led by inner scars, or 3) I could have found a way to tap into my, let’s say, “unique” experiences to take command of my future. For a long time, I did the second one really well. But now, I do the third with decent success.

You probably don’t share the circumstances of my early life. Most people don’t. But you have your own experiences. No matter how big or small, how ordinary or extraordinary, your experiences most likely impacted you in some way or another. My own relatively extreme stories influenced me in ways that I eventually needed to face head-on—and then make choices about what to do with what I found. The process of exploring the positive and negative impacts of my experiences led me to realize that most of us are in the same boat. We all have the opportunity to more deeply understand and then explicitly leverage what we’ve gained from our life events, whatever they may be. This book shares what I’ve learned over the years working on myself, and working with thousands of leaders around the world, so that you can apply the insights and tools I’ve discovered to yourself, with your team, and for your organization.

Growing up, I had to take charge. I assumed responsibilities at a young age that most children never take on. My early life experiences were tough, yet I gained certain things from them that I was able to draw upon later in life. Without being aware of how I did it at the time, I successfully channeled my challenging experiences into personal strengths that led to business success. I tapped into my hidden “assets” so that, before age thirty, I became the leader of a strategy team within a Fortune 500 corporation in Silicon Valley. I founded and ran several companies, including a consulting firm focused on helping managers from around the world understand how to become better leaders by embracing uncertainty, living with ambiguity, and proactively shaping the future through innovation. I obtained clients like Disney, NBCUniversal, 3M, Kimberly-Clark, Colgate-Palmolive, Philips, Cisco, Hershey’s, Red Bull, PepsiCo, Lowe’s, Medtronic, Ascension Health, Kaiser Permanente, The American Nurses Association, AARP, Cigna, State Farm, and many others. I worked with executives to build business strategies, innovate their products and services, and reinvent their organizational cultures. I’ve harnessed my own ability to navigate uncertainty by founding several startups, including my latest venture, Praxie.com, a software company focused on digitizing the expertise developed from people’s professional experiences and turning it into “best-practice” tools and business processes that anyone can instantly apply to their work.

In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell popularized the idea that doing anything for ten thousand total hours, which is about five years of doing something full-time, makes someone an expert. The ten-thousand-hour rule mostly focuses on hard skills, like practicing the violin, working in project management, or doing something technical.

In my own case, I spent about fifteen years navigating my chaotic childhood, sorting fact from fiction, and seeking patterns to make sense of confusing behavior. It’s fair to say that my formal résumé began during that time because these are the same things that I’ve applied in my work life while leading startup teams, managing innovation, and transforming organizational cultures. They’re abilities I continually draw upon, especially in my professional life. I didn’t acquire them in school, but rather from lived experience.

Up until I graduated high school, I spent most of my summers with my grandfather. He was a World War II veteran, a fashion designer in New York City, and a friend of Andy Warhol, Larry Rivers, Man Ray, and many other modern artists in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s. I learned a lot early on about the nature of trauma from his volatile behavior. What seemed like random outbursts at the time I now know were connected to the PTSD he acquired from his experiences in the war. Despite his trauma, we shared many positive moments together. My grandfather taught me about the nature of creativity. He introduced me to his artist friends. He shared his love of photography with me. He showed me how to look at crumbling buildings, graffiti, and garbage on the streets and in the alleys of New York as beauty, while we took photographs together of the concrete landscape. He gave me insight into the concept of originality and how new-to-the-world ideas deliver a feeling of positive surprise when people experience them, which in turn grabs attention and inspires word-of-mouth marketing. He showed me how the value of a work of art is a combination of being the first to do something and the unique story of the artist. I learned a lot about what it takes to introduce into the world creative ideas that stick. I put my experiences with my grandfather to use as I went on to formally study innovation in graduate school and then practice it in business.

I grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, the region in Northern California known for welcoming diverse thinking and challenging conventional norms. Within this bubble of progressive culture, my life was intertwined with my parents’ alternative spiritual community. In my teenage eyes, I viewed my parents as blindly following the teachings of their guru and his designated spiritual guides that ran their community. They wouldn’t make any major decisions without getting approval first. I just couldn’t understand how my parents, along with hundreds of others in the group, could lose their way when it came to their freethinking.

Unlike my parents who gravitated to spiritual gurus, early in my professional career I had the unique opportunity to collaborate with several renowned business gurus. I gained insight into how these individuals applied their own unique experiences, combined with deep insights about how the world works, to coin novel concepts and create new approaches for transforming people and organizations. I worked briefly with Gary Hamel, who established the concepts of “strategic intent” and “core competencies” and has been consistently recognized as one of the most influential business thinkers of the last century. I saw how Hamel challenged the status quo at every turn, surfacing assumptions about organizations and leadership that had flown under the radar of even the savviest business executives. I cofounded a company with David Cooperrider, the father of Appreciative Inquiry, a methodology based in the field of positive psychology focused on business and social transformation through uncovering the inherent strengths of individuals and organizations. I saw how Cooperrider’s unrelenting gratitude for life empowered him to see latent strengths within social systems that could be used as catalytic building blocks for positive change in even the most dysfunctional teams and organizations. Over the years, I’ve also had the opportunity to work with leaders from some of the world’s most innovative companies, industry associations, and government organizations as a consultant and through my affiliations with business schools in the United States, Europe, and Australia—which helped me gain insight into the powerful role that culture plays in shaping mindsets and organizations.

My personal and professional experiences have helped me recognize that success depends on tapping into our strengths, gaining visibility into our blind spots, and building and deepening relationships with others. And however we define success, it’s always about creating the future we want to see for ourselves, our families, our teams, our organizations, our communities, and the world. We can create our desired future more easily when we intentionally draw upon our inherent strengths while overcoming the invisible limitations created by our past. It’s not always easy to do. And it can take time to learn to do. Yet, when we develop awareness of our strengths, lean into our assets, and move beyond the self-limiting beliefs that hold us back from fully embracing the whole spectrum of what we’ve gained from our unique experiences, we can tap into and apply a new type of intelligence in our lives—Experiential Intelligence (XQ).

The experiences that influence us can be big events, even traumatic ones, but they can also be little things that add up over time to shape our thinking and behavior. The opportunity is to embrace our experiences, decipher them, and use them to our advantage.

That’s what this book is all about. My goal is to use my personal story, along with examples from my work with thousands of executives, managers, and employees, to show you how to uncover and tap into your own hidden assets to achieve your goals.

I’ve written this book to make it a simple read. It’s full of examples to help you see how you have already acquired Experiential Intelligence just by living your life. Your XQ has given you assets that are ready and waiting to be discovered and used to create your desired future. Sometimes it takes a bit of work to find your hidden strengths, but they’re there. To help you find them, I’ll show you how I uncovered and then overcame certain self-limiting beliefs that were holding me back both personally and professionally. I’ll make connections between my early struggles and how they shaped my mindsets and influenced my adult behavior. I’ll demonstrate how to lead with vulnerability, something incredibly hard to do in today’s judgmental world but a critical success factor for personal growth, team effectiveness, business innovation, and healthy organizational cultures. I’ll provide you with practical tools that you can use in your own XQ development.


	Chapters 1–3 outline what Experiential Intelligence is, why it’s so important today, and how it relates to IQ (Intelligence Quotient) and EQ (Emotional Intelligence).

	Chapters 4–8 describe specific strategies and tools that you can use to further develop your XQ by growing it in yourself, amplifying it in your personal and professional relationships, and assessing it over time.

	Chapters 9–13 highlight how XQ applies in different contexts, including organizations, leadership, teams, and communities.



You’ll see a link at the beginning of each chapter. Use them to view videos in which I provide an overview of what you will read, including more åof my personal thoughts about the ideas I share. You can also access the Experiential Intelligence Toolkit on my website at https://sorenkaplan.com/XQToolkit. The toolkit contains digital copies of most of the templates in this book, along with other resources. I’ve also made the XQ Assessment available so you can assess your own Experiential Intelligence at https://sorenkaplan.com/XQAssessment. My goal was to make this book as much of an “experience” as possible for you—because it’s through experience that we develop capabilities and discover opportunities.

A final note: Experiential Intelligence is a simple, intuitive concept. The idea that our experiences shape our mindsets, abilities, and know-how is a no-brainer. And that’s why it’s so important. In today’s increasingly uncertain world, we need simple ideas to help us understand complexity. The most powerful concepts, like our most powerful personal assets, are often those that, upon deeper inspection, we realize have been hiding in plain sight all along.

Today, more than ever, we have an opportunity to recognize that XQ is real intelligence. We all have it. And we can use our Experiential Intelligence to transform ourselves, our teams, and our organizations for personal and business breakthroughs.




Part One

UNDERSTAND XQ




1

EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

Chapter One Video Overview

Companies including Google, Apple, Tesla, IBM, Home Depot, Bank of America, Starbucks, and Hilton no longer require a university degree for an interview. These organizations understand that future success relies on way more than diplomas.

For a long time, a person’s IQ served as the symbol of intellectual prowess and a general predictor of future achievement. Emotional Intelligence (EQ) then expanded our view of what leads to success across business, relationships, and life. EQ elevated our awareness of the importance of tuning into our emotions and the emotions of others for personal and professional growth.

People like Maya Angelou, Ellen DeGeneres, Whoopi Goldberg, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Jerry Yang, Mark Zuckerberg, Soichiro Honda, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Jeremy Corbyn, Russell Simmons, Rachael Ray, Vidal Sassoon, and Ansel Adams have seen extraordinary success. No college degrees for any of them.

At the same time, not all of the wildly successful people I just listed are necessarily known for their off-the-charts IQs. Nor are all of them famous for being extraordinarily empathetic, emotionally grounded, or softhearted. Some may be more intellectually or emotionally intelligent than the norm, but there are of course others who are either smarter or more empathetic. So having a high IQ or EQ doesn’t perfectly correlate to “success,” if you define success in the form of notoriety and achievement.

Here’s the problem. Even with all the available models and measures, something’s missing today that doesn’t quite capture how our individual













A NEW LENS FOR UNDERSTANDING EXPERIENCE




	Mindsets: Your attitudes and beliefs about yourself, other people, and the world

	Abilities: Your competencies that help you integrate your knowledge, skills, and experiences so you can respond to situations in the most effective way possible

	Know-How: Your knowledge and skills











DEVELOPING XQ IS A DYNAMIC PROCESS









	Experiences shape mindsets that involve attitudes and beliefs about ourselves, other people, and the world.

	Our mindsets influence our thoughts and behavior and either help us or hold us back from achieving our full potential.

	When we become aware of our underlying mindsets, we see with a new lens.

	With a new lens, we can change our attitudes and beliefs, allowing us to tap into and apply our abilities in new ways.

	When we vulnerably share our experiences with those we trust, we accelerate the entire process for everyone involved.








CHAPTER ONE KEY MESSAGES:


	Experiential Intelligence, or XQ for short, is the combination of mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from your unique life experience that empowers you to achieve your goals.

	Mindsets are your attitudes and beliefs about yourself, other people, and the world that influence your personal and professional success.

	Abilities are your personal competencies that help you integrate all that you have gained from your experience so you can respond to situations in the most effective way possible.

	Know-how is your knowledge and skills.

	XQ is your unique internal fingerprint—no one else possesses your distinct combination of mindsets, abilities, and know-how because no one else has lived your experience.
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