

[image: ]





Advance Comments About Robert Cooper and The Other 90%


“Every once in a while a book comes along that forever changes our view of what’s possible in our daily lives and in the world of work. The Other 90% is that kind of book. Based on a lifetime of experience, Robert Cooper’s message is powerful, challenging, inspiring, and highly practical. Robert Cooper brilliantly upends conventional thinking about human capacity and awakens unseen possibilities that are within reach of us all. This is vital reading for everyone who wants to bring out more of the best in themselves and others.”

—Nancy L. Badore, Ph.D.,
    founding director of the Executive
    Development Center, Ford Motor Company




“A timeless and unforgettable message! Nothing else in the leadership field compares to the emotional intensity and practical value of this book. In inspiring and immediately useful ways, Robert Cooper invites us to a new frontier of possibilities for life and work. Share this book with everyone you know.”

—Ken Blanchard,
    co-author of The One Minute Manager




“It took a very productive lifetime for Robert Cooper to produce such a beautifully inspirational and truly insightful leadership book for the digital age!”

—Stephen R. Covey, Ph.D.,
    co-chairman of Franklin Covey and
    author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People




“A truly illuminating message! Robert Cooper excels in weaving uncommon yet practical truths with highly inspirational guideposts for creating the future. He provides clearly actionable directions for the art and science of stress-free productivity and enhanced health and spirit. In The Other 90%, Robert Cooper leads us to discover and deploy our own untapped greatness.”

—Susan J. Duggan, Ph.D.,
    founder and CEO,
    Silicon Valley World Internet Center




“Robert Cooper’s message can change the future of leadership…. When his work was compared to twenty widely recognized leadership experts, Cooper received the highest ratings, including inherent value, usefulness, applicability, and overall results.”

—John C. Horton,
    founder and president,
    The Leadership Center, Atlanta




“This is a life-changing book for leaders at every level and in every field. Filled with uplifting and insightful personal stories, scientific breakthroughs, and practical tools from the author’s journeys in leadership and life. I have worked with Robert Cooper for nearly a decade and his unique talents for challenging, inspiring, motivating, and educating come shining through on every page. Share this book with everyone who matters to your life and work.”

—Deborah J. Kiley, Ph.D.,
    director of executive development,
    Arthur Andersen LLP




“I love this book! Brilliant insights, a powerful and compelling message, and completely practical. The Other 90% absolutely hits the mark!”

—Jim Loehr, Ph.D.,
    CEO, LGE Performance Systems,
    advisor to top athletes and executives, and
    author of Mentally Tough and Stress for Success




“The Other 90% goes right to the heart of what matters most in leadership and life. Robert Cooper provides compelling yet little-known insights from neuroscience, inspiring stories, and practical new tools. This is priority reading for us all!”

—Bob Nelson, Ph.D.,
    author of 1001 Ways to Reward Employees,
    1001 Ways to Energize Employees, and
    1001 Ways to Take the Initiative at Work




“Robert Cooper’s work is vital for everyone who wants to make a difference in their organization, community, or personal life.”

—Barry Z. Posner, Ph.D.,
    dean, Leavey Graduate School of Business,
    Santa Clara University, and co-author of
    The Leadership Challenge




“The Other 90% is a vital wake-up call to find the untapped potential in yourself and others! Professional life in the Information Age makes it too easy to lose sight of what’s possible in life and work. Robert Cooper provides bold new ways to discover and apply this hidden value.”

—Martha Rogers, Ph.D.,
    partner, Peppers and Rogers Group, and
    co-author of The One to One Future
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Most people live in a very restricted circle of their potential being.

We all have reservoirs of energy and genius to draw upon of which we do not dream

—WILLIAM JAMES, 1899




To all those who are ready to
claim more of the vast hidden possibilities
of their own lives.
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To my family:
My wife, Leslie
My children, Chris, Chelsea, and Shanna
My parents, Hugh and Margaret Cooper
My grandmothers, Nora Roby Cooper and Marion Downing
My grandfathers, Hugh Cooper, Sr., and
Wendell Lanphear Downing, M.D.
Who above all engaged me in the search for
what is Possible and Real.
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How shall I hold my soul
That it may not be touching yours?

—RAINER MARIA RILKE
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INTRODUCTION My Grandfather’s Challenge



FIRST KEYSTONE: TRUST

  1. Be an Original

  2. Use Your Brains: All Three of Them

  3. No One Has to Lose for You to Win

  4. Be a Lighthouse, Not a Weathervane

  5. Dare to Trust

  6. Honor the Greatness in Others



SECOND KEYSTONE: ENERGY

  7. Be Quick Without Rushing

  8. An Ounce of Emotion Is Worth a Pound of Repetition

  9. Launch That Rocket in Your Backyard

10. Let Your Life Speak

11. Sweat the Right Small Stuff

12. Get a Life



THIRD KEYSTONE: FARSIGHTEDNESS

13. Align Your Life with Your Biggest Dreams

14. Keep Glancing Ahead

15. Face the World Straight On

16. Hope Irrationally

17. Die Young as Late as Possible

18. Champion Lost Causes

19. Know How to Get Gone



FOURTH KEYSTONE: NERVE

20. Test Your Spirit in the Laboratory

21. Make Adversity Your Ally

22. Bury Your Crystal Ball

23. Develop the Skin of a Rhino and the Soul of an Angel

24. Keep Challenging Your Edges

25. Care as If Everything Depends on Your Caring

26. Raise a Banner Where a Banner Never Flew

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES
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My Grandfather’s Challenge


Going from-toward; it is the history of every one of us.

—THOREAU



No matter how long we work, no matter how little we sleep, no matter how hard we try, very few of us are achieving the life we have imagined or hoped for. There is another way.

I am thankful every day for the challenge my grandfather gave me early in my life which forms the basis for the challenge and the promise I extend to you.

My father worked long hours and was often away from home when I was growing up. He was a loving parent, but his work, including humanitarian service to world health organizations and with the hospital ship USS HOPE, engaged his energies for extended periods. On numerous occasions, both of my grandfathers committed themselves to spending extra time with me. They shared insights and lessons from their lives that have had an enduring influence on my own.

Hugh Cooper, Sr., had been a surveyor, a minister, a teacher, and a school superintendent. Amid the clutter of memorabilia atop his desk sat a small pewter frame given to him when he was a boy in the late 1880s. Inside the frame, written in script with a fountain pen on a now-yellowed piece of paper were these words: “Give the world the best you have and the best will come back to you.”

I stared at that inscription as I stood in the den of his house waiting for him to return from the hospital following his fourth heart attack. I was fourteen years old.

After each of his three previous attacks—in a time before coronary bypass surgery—his physicians had solemnly advised him that there was nothing they could do; he was living on borrowed time. With each return from the brink of death he would call and ask me to come to his house to talk about life and what mattered the most. This time he had been so unsure of his prospects that he called from the hospital and asked me to meet him directly upon his return home. He loved me, and he had something important to tell me.

I heard the front door open and soon my grandmother, stooped from worry, helped her husband make his way, supported by two canes, to his favorite sofa. Sitting heavily, he asked me to take the small pewter frame from his desk and sit beside him.

“They said I wouldn’t make it,” he said as I came toward him. “I heard the doctors talking when they were trying to make my heart keep beating. They said no one could survive this.” He winked at me, his eyes bloodshot but glowing with intensity. “They were wrong, weren’t they, Robert?”

Though it was a cold March day, warm sunlight poured into the room through a bank of windows as we sat together.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, gently pointing toward the frame and gazing at the expression it contained. “My whole life I thought I knew what these words meant. It was simple. Either you gave your best or you didn’t. First you went to school and worked hard to get good grades …” He drew in a breath, gathering himself.

He had been the first in his family of seven children to finish high school. He went on to graduate from college at the turn of the century and earned a master’s degree. “Then,” he continued, “once you got a job, you arrived on time every day and worked hard. That was giving your best. From there, the best would come back to you, as a paycheck and a sense of pride.”

He looked at me intently, as he almost always did. “My whole life I have been wrong,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“In the hospital, I was thinking about the most exceptional people I’ve known. They were the ones who kept going when others quit; the ones who found ways to do what everyone else thought couldn’t be done. They didn’t just hold down a job or work hard. They were reaching deeper inside and finding something more. They made a greater difference. I don’t believe they would have understood these words”—he held the frame so we both could see the inscription—“the way I did.”

“I remember my parents and other adults in my hometown saying, ‘Study hard and work hard but don’t let your dreams get too big. If you do that, you’ll only be disappointed.’ ‘Learn to fit in and go along,’ they said, ‘that’s what successful people do.’ I got very good at fitting in and going along.” His voice trailed off.

“Robert, you’re going to hear the same kinds of things from people around you. They’re well-intentioned but they’re wrong. What if I hadn’t accepted it? What if every day I had questioned yesterday’s definition of my best? What if I’d listened to my own heart instead of their words? Then I might have kept looking deeper and giving the world more of the best that was hidden inside me.”

“And if I’d done that,” he said, “more of the best would have come back to me, and to this family, and to you, Robert. But it won’t,” he said, “because I didn’t do it.”

“So this is my challenge to you, to live these words.” He handed me the frame. There was no glass in it; I ran my fingertips over the words and felt the brittle paper. “But grandfather,” I said, not wanting to disappoint him but unsure of how to accomplish what he was asking of me, “maybe when I’m older …”

“Age has nothing to do with it. Every day you can learn something more about who you are and all the potential that’s hidden inside you. Every day you can choose to become more than you have been. I’m asking you to start right now.”

“But how?”

“By looking inside yourself. By testing new possibilities. By searching for what matters most to you, Robert. Few of us ever do that for ourselves. Instead, we hold our breath. We look away. We get by or go along. We defend what we have been. We say, ‘It’s good enough.’ I pray you don’t wake up one day and say, ‘I’ve been living my life wrong and now it’s too late to make it right.’ ”

Young as I was, I could still see the pain his regret was causing him, and even then I recognized that the gift he was giving me was as much in his honesty as in the specific words he was so determined for me to hear.

“Robert, all of us are mostly unused potential. It’s up to you to become the most curious person you know and to keep asking yourself, What is my best? Keep finding more of it every day to give to the world. If you do that, I promise that more of the best than you can ever imagine—and in many ways beyond money—will come back to you.”

And it has. Despite my struggles and mistakes along the way, I have learned that there are opportunities for each of us that exist beneath and beyond conventional thinking and self-imposed limits. What my grandfather realized too late that he had not done, he challenged me to do. In this book, I pass that challenge to you.

The Other 90% and More

Human intelligence and spirit are two of the most amazing creations we know, yet most of us use only a tiny percentage of our brilliance or power. It is as if we are each given our own jet airplane at birth. It can fly—it was made to fly—but we don’t see it; we don’t know what we have. So all we do is polish the wings or fire up the engines each morning for the sound effect, and then close the storage hangar for the rest of the day. How you get that plane flying is what The Other 90% is about.

In accepting my grandfather’s challenge, little did I realize how it would shape not only my personal life but also my professional path through the many years since his death. His challenge has moved me to independently study life and leadership from a different perspective, as an ordinary man searching for hidden human possibilities. This has encouraged me to travel far and also to observe the world more closely wherever I am, asking uncommon questions of everyday people doing extraordinary things: inventors, parents, children, teachers, business leaders, thinkers, and doers in all walks of life. Time after time, I have seen them do the impossible against all odds. Their actions, large and small, have changed me, stretched my thinking, and awakened more of my heart and spirit along the way. I am not the same person I would have been.

My grandfather believed in the saying, “We use only about 10 percent of our potential in the course of a lifetime.” What about the rest of it, he wondered. That’s why he started me on a search for what we called “the other 90 percent.” He would have been amused to know that a few years ago the old wisdom got revised: studies indicate that we use not one-tenth but one ten-thousandth of our capabilities!

Whenever my grandfather would observe me getting caught up on the surface of things, struggling along by habit or expending lots of time or effort trying to produce some small gain, he would ask, “What about the other 90%, Robert?” It was one of his ways of encouraging me to alter my view, look deeper, and be willing to consider hidden possibilities.

I believe that the most exciting breakthroughs of this century will come not only from advances in technology but from a deeper realization of what it means to be most human and alive. Many of the choices that can dramatically change our lives are small and within easy reach, yet few people recognize them or know how to apply them.

William James, a pioneer in philosophy and psychology, said, “All of life is but a mass of small choices—practical, emotional and intellectual—systematically organized for our greatness or grief.” When asked if these choices could be altered, he replied, “Yes, one at a time. But we must never forget that it’s not only our big dreams that shape reality…. The small choices bear us irresistibly toward our destiny.”

For centuries, it has been assumed that there are vast limits to human capacity. Now, a host of scientific discoveries prove this wrong, yet the mind-set of limits persists—blocking us from our greatest possibilities and leaving us feeling bombarded by stress, change, and uncertainty. No matter how hard we work, no matter how much we give, we’re still not getting what we hoped for.

There is another way.

The next frontier is not only in front of you, it is inside you. You have a vast hidden potential and a destiny beckoning to be lived. So do we all. No one else can live it in your place.
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There is no passion to be found playing small—in settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.

—NELSON MANDELA
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The Four Keystones of THE OTHER 90%(™)
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Be an Original

I got off to a bad start in school. When I arrived for my first day, inside was a desk that had an index card on top with my name on it. I walked over and sat down. Lots of kids were milling around. The 8:00 bell rang and the others made their way to their seats. My teacher, Miss Robinson, a rotund woman with grey hair tied up in a bun, gazed sternly as she sized us up.

She clapped her hands and called for attention, which didn’t work well. She shouted for quiet. The students near the windows kept jabbering. With a formidable glint in her eyes, she raised something in the air: a thick, metal-edged yardstick, covered with dents, probably from the backsides of the disobedient. She began striking it on the edge of her desk.

It was then that I gauged the distance to the door.

The first thing we did was review the rules. Sit still. On your bottom with your back straight in the molded plastic chair. No speaking unless spoken to by the teacher. No gum chewing. No spit balls. No curse words. No looking cross-eyed. No funny faces. No burping. No laughing. No questions except during Question Time; no answers except from her. Know your place in line. Don’t get dirty or grass-stained during recess. Ask permission to go to the bathroom. Don’t get too excited. Don’t tell jokes. Never get out of your place in line. Do everything in sequence. The most important thing was the report card, which she called the key to “having a good life.”

After about fifteen minutes, I knew this wasn’t for me. I imagined my younger friends outside on that sunny September day, playing in the turnaround at the end of our street. I knew they would be getting ready to start a ball game or hike off into one of the nearby wooded parks on some adventure, watching frogs, searching for ghosts, or saving lost dogs. To my young mind, this felt like the key to life, not a report card.

I rose and went for the door.

“Sit down, Robert!” ordered Miss Robinson. All eyes turned to me. I hesitated for only a moment. She was rounding her desk, yardstick in hand. I bolted for the door. The room erupted with shouting children.

“Stop!” she yelled.

By the time I had cleared the edge of the playground and jumped the fence, I encountered a group of safety patrol members, fifth and sixth graders, returning from guarding the street corners, on their way to class.

“Stop him!” shrieked Miss Robinson from the doorway. My shoes were laced tight with double knots. I never looked back.

The exact distance from the schoolyard to the side door of my house was three and a half blocks. My four-year-old friends, who were indeed playing ball in the turnaround, cheered wildly as they saw me running up the final steep hill toward home, chased by someone twice my size with a white belt across his chest and a silver badge. He never got within twenty feet of me.

If Everyone Else Is Doing It, Don’t

I began my school life on the wrong foot. But at least it was my own foot. I have always wanted to learn how life could be and how the world really works. Those things are not always emphasized in school curricula.

One of the unwritten codes I came to believe in was, “If everyone else is doing it, don’t.” Through the years I have learned that when using this approach many individuals in all walks of life have been able to call forth more of their best.

When we suppress our originality, we lose touch with the source of our vitality and initiative. The greatest learning and achievements come not from standardized group work but from the unique efforts of individuals. In this regard, the human spirit has its own set of rules. In many ways, it is rebellious. The imperative to live life differently, on our own terms, keeps building until it breaks through the surface. It is then up to us not to let it fade away.

When Rosa Parks refused to do what everyone else was doing on a December evening in 1955, American history was forever altered. She had been returning home on the bus, at the end of a long day of working. “I was sitting in the front seat of the colored section,” as she tells it, “and the white people were sitting in the white section. More white people got on, and they filled up all the seats in the white section. When that happened, we black people were supposed to give up our seats to the whites. But I didn’t move. The white driver said, ‘Let me have those seats.’ I didn’t get up.” Her courageous refusal to accept an inhumane practice has been hailed as a defining moment of the American civil rights movement.

Thomas Edison is another example. On his first day of school, Edison was brought home by his kindergarten teacher, who told his parents, “He’s an imbecile and unteachable.” Edison remembers, “I was always at the foot of the class. I felt my teachers saw no potential in me and that my father thought I was stupid.”

Virtually deaf, fired from countless early jobs, Edison purposely marched in the opposite direction of conventional thinking—and as a result he played a major role in inventing the twentieth century. He left us with 6,000 inventions that changed the world, three million pages of notes and diagrams, and is credited with founding scientific teamwork.

Another person driven to go against what everyone else was doing was the “Lone Eagle,” Charles Lindbergh. Most of us know of him as the pilot of The Spirit of St. Louis, the first person to fly solo across the Atlantic. Few of us know that as a researcher at the Rockefeller Institute, he amazed the medical profession by inventing the blood centrifuge and the artificial heart and lung. These life-saving devices grew from his deeply felt desire to do what others weren’t doing. When no one else would fly a supply of pneumonia serum from Wisconsin to Quebec to save the life of one of his closest friends, he did it himself.

When the Cooper family council met to discuss my truancy problem, I was firmly reminded that reading, writing, and arithmetic are important skills, and that a five-year-old doesn’t get to make the rules. But I could tell from a certain twinkle in my grandfather’s eye that no one thought I was entirely at fault, and from a certain sternness in my mother’s look that the school officials would be encouraged to create a more hospitable learning environment for newcomers. I returned determined to make the best of my time in school.

As I continued asking questions and showing that I was willing to work hard at the things that mattered, it seemed that many of my teachers—even Miss Robinson—began to go out of their way to treat me as an individual instead of just one of this year’s students on a class roster.

In fifth and sixth grade, I served on the safety patrol. I helped protect the other kids from strangers and cars, but I never chased down anyone who was running home. When I could, I talked with them or ran beside them. An independent spirit is never something to take lightly. Without it, no one stands out from the crowd.

Another of the things I learned about originality is that you can’t take it for granted. If you want to keep your independence, good intentions or willpower alone won’t do it. It takes something rare but very practical: a mechanism that makes it a reality.

One Good Mechanism Beats a Hundred Good Plans

A distinctive, learning-filled life results from a succession of small, specific choices made each day. There’s a world of difference between imagining such a fulfilling life and actually living it. It is through taking new actions that we learn to awaken and apply our hidden capacity. If you know by doing, there is no gap between what you know and what you do.

There’s something in the way, however. A powerful part of the brain, the amygdala, wants the world to run on routine, not change. Located within the limbic system, an ancient area of the mind that deals with the way you perceive and respond to the world, the amygdala relentlessly urges us to favor the familiar and routine. It craves control and safety, which at times can be vital. Yet the amygdala’s instincts, which have evolved over thousands of years, tend to spill over into every aspect of life and promote a perpetual reluctance to embrace anything that involves risk, change, or growth. Your amygdala wants you to be what you have been and stay just the way you are.

Unless you choose to consciously override this brain tendency, you’re consigned to repeating the past. One of the most effective ways to get past this limitation is to devise simple mechanisms that help you stand apart from the crowd and reach for what you can yet become. A plan is a fine intention or faraway vision. It may be inspiring, but by itself it usually doesn’t amount to much. But once you have a clear sense of what you want, a mechanism actually brings it to fruition.

For example, there’s a simple mechanism that overcomes our natural resistance to growth or change and helps us be our best. All that is required is to regularly ask these two questions:


	What’s the most exceptional thing you’ve done this week?


	What’s the most exceptional thing you will do next week?




You can ask each member of a group to answer these questions or you can do it alone—you can schedule a weekly meeting with yourself (every Friday morning in front of the bathroom mirror, for example). The word “exceptional” is defined however you want. It simply means, “What stood out for you?” or “How did you go against the crowd?” or “What real difference did you make to the people around you or the world at large?” Perhaps this week it was something big. Or maybe it was a kind word or an unnoticed task at home or at work that made you proud. It is the intensity that counts. Take a moment to reflect on your answer: Was this the best you could give? Is there any way you could have given something more?

I learned the essence of this mechanism from my grandfather Cooper. On Saturday mornings, when I was visiting or working at odd jobs around his house, he would ask, “What did you do this week that made you the proudest?” He would listen to my answer and we would talk about it. From time to time, he would also tell me about answers he got from asking the same question of recently arrived immigrants that he hired. What I heard was both humbling and inspiring.

“I saved a dollar this week for my little girl’s first dress,” one said. “My brother has polio and can’t walk,” said another. “The other night I carried him up to the top of the hill at the end of our street and we watched the stars come out.” One man said, “My wife and I skipped a meal and brought it to our parents who have little. When they asked if we had eaten, we said, ‘Yes, of course, we have had more than enough to eat.’ ”

That’s the other thing this simple mechanism does: It provides a direct and unexpected way to notice and value the unseen but important efforts of others. Most of us never realize the number of times people lend a helping hand, go the extra mile, or perform some other act of kindness or initiative in the course of a busy week. Day after day, every one of us is capable of small yet exceptional acts of initiative and caring. When we live our lives in original ways such as these, we also come to realize that positive behaviors are a primary driver of positive attitudes, not the other way around.

At the end of our weekly conversation, my grandfather would say, “Next week, Robert, what can you do that no one else will expect from you?” He taught me what had taken him a lifetime to learn: Although we may dream about our future in splendid images, we must live our lives in practical everyday actions, one after another.

In all the times I have used this mechanism, I have never once encountered anyone who answered the two questions by saying that he or she had done nothing exceptional this week and would do nothing exceptional next week. Of course, no one wants to look stuck or unimaginative, but it’s more than that. This mechanism stimulates a simple yet significant shift in the way we look at ourselves. It gets past good intentions and proclamations. It prompts a deeper way of recognizing the times you could reach for the exceptional.

If you ask yourself right now what you did last week that was exceptional, you’ll probably have to think a while. When you establish the asking of the two questions—what did you do last week and what will you do next week—as an integral part of your life, it can change your approach to everything you do. It steadily raises your sights about what you are capable of.

On Tuesday, you may be thinking, “But I haven’t done anything really exceptional yet this week.” This may prompt an inner response, such as, “Then I’d better think of something exceptional to do!” This heightens curiosity about the possibilities for taking new actions. You’ll be more likely to find yourself actively seeking ways to give the world more of your best, instead of just hoping for them.

Although studies indicate that people who regularly think ahead tend to experience more frequent leadership opportunities and career advancement, this mechanism is about something deeper than the external trappings of success. It keeps overriding the don’t-grow-or-change instincts of the amygdala and clarifies what makes you original and sets you apart from the crowd. It serves as a reminder that it is up to each of us to keep finding practical and visible ways to leave a meaningful imprint on the world around us and on the lives of the people we care most about.
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Deep within humans dwell those slumbering powers; powers that would astonish them, that they never dreamed of possessing;
forces that would revolutionize their lives if aroused and put into action.

—ORISON MARDEN
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Use Your Brains: All Three of Them

You Have More Hidden Intelligence than You Ever Knew

The dinosaurs of the future will be those who keep trying to live and work from their heads alone. Much of human brilliance is driven less by the brain in your head than by newly discovered intelligence centers—now called “brain two and brain three”—in the gut and in the heart. The highest reasoning and brightest ingenuity involve all three of those brains working together.

Take Richard as an example. As a young boy, he was dyslexic and “number blind”—unable to perform even simple mathematical computations. By his own admission, he was “pretty hopeless” in traditional learning, and he dropped out of school at sixteen. Yet a recent public survey ranked him as the most intelligent man in Britain.

Excited by life and its possibilities, he never allowed his lack of formal schooling to hold him back. He just applied other forms of brilliance to his endeavors. His first ventures involved no cash and lots of dedication, but he insists they were fun, as he believes all work should be. Today his business empire generates annual revenues estimated at nearly $4 billion from forty principal companies, almost all of which Richard started from scratch. His airline is one of the most profitable in the business, and his venture into the financial services sector has transformed that entire industry. He has provided more than 25,000 jobs for people along the way.

“We are Britain’s largest private company, and I still can’t work out the difference between gross and net,” he says. “I look at a crossword puzzle and I just go blank.” Yet Richard Branson stands out from the business crowd in large part because he keeps unlocking more of his hidden potential by using all three of his brains, not just one.

Richard Branson is not alone in applying that kind of multi-brain brilliance. According to a survey that named the four hundred men and women who had the greatest leadership impact on the twentieth century, three out of five of them—including Edison, Einstein, Picasso, Henry Ford, Susan B. Anthony, Mark Twain, and the Wright brothers—had serious problems thinking in traditional ways or learning in school.

Outside the realm of the famous, “ordinary” people trusting all their brains are also changing the world. They are people like Gretchen Buchenholz, whose courageous action on behalf of the most vulnerable children in our society transcends everyday logic and the daunting power of the judicial system. She works to save the lives of babies born with AIDS—and overcame the resistance of the state of New York when it was refusing to identify infants with AIDS because it had decided that a mother’s privacy was more important than her child’s life.

Consider the story of seventeen-year-old Amber Coffman, who devotes many hours every week to feeding hundreds of homeless people. Who would do this for the past ten years, beginning at the age of eight, based solely on the rational thinking brain and not some added form of intelligence in the gut or heart?

On Saturday mornings, Amber, her mother Bobbi, and dozens of teenage volunteers gather to help others. They could be sleeping in, or going to the mall, or watching television, but their heartfelt commitment to the homeless leads them instead onto the streets of Baltimore carrying food, as they have done since 1993. They call themselves the Happy Helpers of the Homeless, and Amber says, “We have one of the largest families in the world.” She plans to start a mentoring program for homeless and at-risk children, with an emphasis on homework and love. Each year on her birthday, instead of giving a party for herself, she gives a party for the homeless. It’s unlikely that good thoughts, by themselves, would drive such an exceptional contribution from one individual. What other dimensions of intelligence may be in action here?

Neuroscience Has Turned Conventional Wisdom Upside Down

The old view of how “brain one”—the brain in your head—influences human behavior can be summed up this way: Whenever you have a direct experience—such as interacting with a person or facing a challenge, problem, or opportunity—it comes to you through the five primary senses and enters the nervous system. In this traditional model, each experience goes right to the brain and you think about it, responding with behavior. Everything happens in your head.

Reality, as we will see in a moment, is nothing like that. In fact, whenever too much brain activity is drawn off into thinking and remembering, not enough brain energy is left for feeling and experiencing the scope and depth of what’s new right now. As a result, performance that could be ingenious and practical becomes clumsy and irrelevant.

There are times when reliance on the thinking brain is not only insignificant to the acquisition and expression of caring or expertise; it actually seriously interferes.

Everyday we’re learning more about the mysteries of human intelligence and ways to keep expanding and deepening our inherent potential. Here are several highlights of the findings to date: First, we now know that intelligence is distributed throughout the body. When it comes to brilliance or insight, we cannot separate the body from the mind. Whenever you have a direct experience it does not go directly to the brain to be thought about. The first place it goes is to the neurological networks of the intestinal tract and heart.

The Brain in the Gut

Every contact point with life creates a gut feeling: you may notice it as butterflies in your stomach or a knot of intestinal tension or excitement. Or, depending on how intensely you have been trained to always stay in your head alone, you may not notice it at all.

But it is there. And it is asking a lot of questions, whether you know it or not. Not just asking them—answering them, too, in ways that will affect your actions. How important is this meeting or this challenge to this person? Is there an opportunity here? Is there a threat? Is my happiness or advancement at risk?

Known as the enteric nervous system, this “second brain” inside the intestines is independent of but also interconnected with the brain in the cranium. Scientists who study the elaborate systems of nerve cells and neurochemicals found in the intestinal tract now tell us that there are more neurons in the intestinal tract than in the entire spinal column—about 100 million of them. That complex circuitry enables it to act independently, learn, remember, and influence our perceptions and behaviors.

Whether or not you acknowledge your gut reactions, they are shaping everything you do, just as they shape everything that everyone around you does … all the time.

The Brain in the Heart

After each experience has been digested by the enteric nervous system, it’s the heart’s turn to ponder it. In the 1990s, scientists in the emerging field of neurocardiology discovered the true brain in the heart, which acts independently of the head. Comprised of a distinctive set of more than 40,000 nerve cells called baroreceptors, along with a complex network of neurotransmitters, proteins, and support cells, this heart brain is as large as many key areas of the brain in your head. It has powerful, highly sophisticated computational abilities. Just as the brain in the gut uses its neural circuitry to act independently, learn, remember, and respond to life, so does the brain in the heart.

In the fetus, the human heart develops before the nervous system and thinking brain have developed. The electrical energy in every heartbeat, and the information contained therein, is pulsed to every cell of the body. The heart is a muscle charged with energy, and every beat brings billions of cells firing in a perfectly synchronized rhythm. Recent studies on how learning occurs and how emotions are generated have found that the coherence of the heart brain’s rhythms can change the effectiveness of the thinking brain, often dramatically.

With every heartbeat, there is instantaneous whole-body communication—a wave that travels through the arteries many times faster than the actual flow of blood. This creates another language of interior communication as pressure wave patterns vary with each intricate, rhythmic pattern of the heart. Each of your trillions of cells feels this pressure wave and is dependent on it in a number of ways.

Still another route the heart uses to communicate is through messenger chemicals in the hormonal system. One such chemical in the heart is atrial peptide, a primary driver of motivated behavior.

If we don’t feel our values and goals, we can’t live them. It’s the heart, not the head, that plays a dominant role in moving us to excel.

In terms of human ingenuity and initiative, it also turns out that the heart is not only open to new possibilities, it actively scans for them, ever seeking new, intuitive understanding of what matters most to you in your life or work. The brain in your heart instantaneously searches for new opportunities to grow or learn, establishes a “reading” of what others feel, measures the coherence or congruence of that feeling state, and checks its own inner state of coherent values and passions. In this way, the heart seems to function as a far-reaching sensory system or personally meaningful radar for uncovering significant or creative opportunities.

And there’s more: the heart’s electromagnetic field is by far the most powerful produced by the body. In fact, it is approximately 5,000 times greater than the field produced by the brain. The electrical changes in feelings transmitted by the human heart can be felt and measured at least five feet away and even ten feet away or more.

Just as your gut processes far more than your food, your heart circulates far more than your blood. Every single heartbeat speaks an intelligent language to your whole body, a language that deeply influences how you perceive your world and how you react to it.

It’s no wonder that when people don’t feel cared about and uniquely valued, they do not put their hearts into their life or work. After an extensive three-year study of the critical variables for leadership success, the Center for Creative Leadership recently concluded that the only statistically significant factor differentiating the very best leaders from the mediocre ones is caring about people. It’s not that we don’t need a foundation of other qualities and competencies to work well in a given field. It’s that caring is the glue that holds all this together and enables people to shine.

The Brain in the Head

Third stop for nerve impulses is an area at the base of the brain known as the medulla. Several key things happen there. Inside the medulla is a vital link to the reticular activating system or RAS. The RAS connects with major nerves in the spinal column and brain. It sorts the 100 million impulses that assail the brain each second, deflecting the trivial, letting the vital through to alert the mind.

This part of the brain has evolved over millennia with an inherent tendency to magnify negative incoming messages and minimize positive ones. Although human beings today live in a technology-driven world of galactic voyages and virtual realities, we still face everyday life with deeply embedded traits of Stone Age hunter-gatherers.

Eons ago, amid almost constant life-threatening dangers, it doubtless served the human species well to amplify negative messages. In today’s world, that ingrained reaction often tends to complicate things. A few well-intended words of criticism—not a life-threatening communiqué, to be sure—are nonetheless amplified by the RAS into a simple message: Danger! Danger! We bristle up and get anxious and defensive. Conversely, a genuine compliment is usually deflated by the RAS to not much more than a whisper. Which is why, at the end of a typical day when a hundred things have gone quite well and one has gone slightly wrong, nearly all of us become preoccupied with the one thing that went slightly wrong. That’s the hard-wired instinct of the RAS, and if we don’t learn to guide and manage its influence, it can dominate our perceptions and paralyze progress.

Given the choice, the RAS always interprets things negatively. “Better safe than sorry” are the words it lives by. So, for example, when a manager or family member behaves ambiguously—sending vague or mixed messages, avoiding you, or appearing to pursue a hidden agenda—the RAS almost invariably conveys this to the higher brain centers as a threat to your status, role, reputation, integrity, or relationship. If you have no clear understanding of where you or others stand on an issue or challenge, or what is rumor or fact, the natural tendency in the nervous system is to assume the worst. As a result, there is mistrust, second-guessing, gossip, and cynicism … withholding … no stretching to learn or grow … avoidance of initiative … waiting and watching … all killers of human genius and effectiveness. And the irony is that the more we hear exhortations to change those behaviors, the louder the RAS shouts its message: Danger! Danger!

In contrast, consider what happens when we take into account—and make an effort to actively manage—the RAS response. Here is an example: Let’s assume you’re getting angry at one of the many things that may cause you to become frustrated or off balance. It’s likely that deeply set habits or patterns are at work. The RAS is primed to magnify feelings of impending threat or lost control, instantly priming you for an outburst or, if you manage to suppress that reaction, increased tension or resentment.

Stop the scene right there. Become clearly aware of both the irritation or problem and what you’re feeling about it. Now consider what you think about this feeling. Is it useful right now? What is it telling you? Should you just go with it? How primed are you for a habitual reaction?

Then consider what response would serve you best right now. What reaction would fit with your values? If you could look back at yourself an hour or month from now, what current action would be most beneficial? This is a simple example of better facing what’s in front of you right now by involving several of your intelligences, not just one.

Consider another example: Let’s assume this is a particularly challenging day for you. Work is piling up, too many things have been going awry, you feel a headache coming on. (Or maybe this is an all-too-typical day!) Someone important to your life or work walks up to you. You look at her a bit anxiously, wondering to yourself, “Uh oh, what now?” Your gut is wondering that same thing, and—whether you’re aware of it or not—those butterflies are holding a convention. Your heart has started sending some very distressing code to your cells. Dot dot dot; dash dash dash; dot dot dot. SOS.

Then this person says, “I’m just stopping by to tell
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