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Introduction

“I don'’t like to gamble, but if there’s one thing I'm willing to bet on,
it’s myself.”

—Beyoncé

was never more optimistic and excited about the working world than
I was before T entered it.

The month before I graduated from college, I was hanging out in a bar
with a group of friends. We were sharing updates about what we’d be doing
after graduation.

During school, T had waitressed, tutored, and nannied, but now, T was
about to set out on my first full-time professional gig. I gushed to my friends
about the amazing job I had gotten as an Account Manager at an ad agency.

Most of my friends were equally enthused to be embarking on their
“grown-up” careers. One was starting work as a teacher, and another was an
entry-level engineer. Two had jobs selling software, one was going into con-
sulting. Our eyes were wide and we felt ready to take on the exciting oppor-
tunities ahead. We were finally adults (or at least, that’s what we thought).

Flash-forward 10months later; we got together again, at the same bar,
even sitting in the same corner booth. Yet, the energy was drastically differ-
ent. Most of us felt jaded, some even defeated. Only a few in the group were
holding on to the enthusiasm we all had less than a year ago.

It was discouraging, to say the least. Perhaps you’ve experienced similar
disillusionment yourself.

You apply for what seems like a great job, you eagerly prep for the
interview, and you make sure all your references are in order. You ooze

enthusiasm during the interview process. When you first get the offer,



you’re elated. You call your partner, your parents, or your friends, gushing
about how excited you are to take this next step.

Then somehow, a year or so later, your dream job becomes the very job
you’re dreading on Monday morning. The projects you were excited about
don’t feel as inspiring anymore. The changes you wanted to make seem
laborious instead of empowering. And the coworkers who once seemed so
awesome are now a little bit annoying.

You may have assumed that I was one of the few 20-somethings at the
bar that night who still felt a zest for careerhood. Sadly, I wasn’t. Less than
seven months into the job I was once thrilled to get, I felt totally empty.

Yet, this all-too-common career comedown didn’t happen to all of us
sitting there in the booth. Just most of us. Three members of the group were
still just as excited as they had been before we started our jobs. The rest of
us assumed those three got lucky. They probably had better offices, better
bosses, or more opportunities at work.

Spoiler: They didn’t get lucky. In fact, one still-ambitious, optimistic
changemaker had the exact same job at the same company as another
friend who was currently miserable.

In hindsight, I now see that those three people were leading them-
selves. They had shifted, from waiting to creating, from reactive to proac-
tive, and from powerless to powerful, all within the constraints of a normal
corporate job.

While the majority of us were hoping meaning, joy, and opportunities
would come out of our work experiences, they were willing it into existence.

At the time, I didn’t know what they were doing differently. All T knew
was that they seemed happier and more fulfilled than T was. It’s funny how
a single event sticks with you, and as time marches on, you find yourself
unpacking it more deeply.

As I moved through my career, working with different organizations,
I started noticing how crazy it is that people with the exact same job (and
sometimes even the same boss) experience wildly different realities at work.
Time and time again, I watched one person flourish in their job, while their

counterpart in the same role was floundering.
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In retrospect, that scene at the bar makes total sense. I was right, those
three people were experiencing more meaning, joy, and opportunities than
the rest of us. What I was wrong about was assuming that they got lucky:.

Since that time, I've deepened my studies. I've unpacked why some
people can thrive in imperfect conditions. Not just survive enough to not
get fired, but actually experience fulfillment through the messiness. While
others, in the same circumstances, feel uninspired, disengaged, and often,
powerless.

Ten years after spotting the power of self-leadership in that bar, and
seven years after coining the phrase “leading yourself” on LinkedIn Learn-
ing, I now see clearly that leading yourself is the difference between being

happy and successful at work versus being bored and miserable.

For some people, like my three spe-
Leading yourself is both  cial friends, leading yourself is innate.

a philosophy and a For most people, me included, it’s not.

skillset that ma ny of us Over time, we all got better at self-

leadership, the thing that came so natu-

bar-goers did learn, after rally to those special three. We adjusted

several years of pains- our expectations of prefect, learned to
taking progress (at least control the controllable, and got really
in my case). clear about what we wanted work to be.

No matter where you are, things

probably aren’t perfect right now.

Maybe parts of your job suck, or your boss doesn’t listen, or your industry
is a little behind. Maybe this isn’t your dream job, your coworkers aren’t
your best friends, and you don’t see a clear path to anything beyond Friday.
Maybe things are actually pretty good, but you can’t shake the gnawing feel-
ing that they could be better. This book is going to meet you where you are.
Instead of waiting for the perfect job, the perfect boss, or the perfect
market conditions, you take the reins now. You can create the work experi-

ence you want in the job you already have.
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Why | Wrote This Book

In my last decade of consulting, I've read a ton of business books. The vast

majority of them fail to make any lasting impact for two reasons:

o They’re aimed at the C-Suite . . . of which 99% of people are not in.
Most people have zero direct reports. They don’t control the products
their organizations sell, the systems they use, or the goals they set.
That’s not a bad thing, it just means pie-in-the-sky projections about
the future of business are generally unhelpful, especially if you're an

individual contributor.

o They're frighteningly abstract . . . Business books are full of stud-
ies and theories that show the benefits of innovation, purpose, and
kindness in the workplace. These are things we instinctively already
know. Obviously, people have more ideas when they’re not being
bullied at work, and when someone cares about something, they
try harder. You don’t need a book to tell you that. What’s generally

lacking is what do you DO with that information, at your actual job.

This is a book about real-life work, not theoretical musings from an
executive think tank.

My goal is to give you the tools to help you navigate all the imperfec-
tions of the working world in a way that leaves you happier and more
successful. This book is full of talk tracks, templates, and examples from
people at normal jobs inside of normal companies.

We're going to cover things like:

e What do you say to your micromanager on Monday morning?
(Chapter 8)

e What do you do when all the people on the project you're leading

stop responding to your emails? (Chapter 11)

e How do you keep yourself from going insane through another re-org?
(Chapter 3)
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e What do you do if your boss or

Here’s the tough truth: organization sets unrealistic goals?
If you're frustrated with (Chapter 5)

your organization, your e How do you prioritize when every-
jOb, your coworkers, or thing feels urgent? (Chapter 6)

your boss, you're the e How can you not be mad every day

one paying the price. when you disagree with the direction

, our organization is taking? (Chapter 9)
Not them. You're the yOuroms s

one who’s not going Leading yourself is about control-
to do your best work, ling the controllable. It’'s owning, from
you’re the one who is whatever seat youre in, your work

going to wake up in a experience. Your mindset, how you
show up, and the relationships you

bad mood, and youre build are what you control. Nothing

the one whose career else. That truth can be defeating or
will suffer. empowering, depending on how you
look at it.

The world of work is annoying
sometimes, no matter where you work or who you work for, and it’s up to
you to navigate that in a way you’re proud of.

Leading yourself can help you do that.

Defining Your End Game

Think about someone you know who loves their job. They're always talking
with excitement about the projects they have coming up. They have a good
relationship with their boss. They’re optimistic about the future, instead of
afraid of it.

These people often aren’t in the C-Suite. They don’t work for the exclu-
sively cool-kid companies. They don’t typically have prestigious educations,
unlimited resources, or generational wealth. They have ordinary jobs, at

ordinary companies.
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Yet, their work experience is anything but ordinary. They find mean-
ing at work, despite annoyances. They’re joyful, despite bureaucracies, set-
backs, and dear god, another “pivot.”

You might find them admirable. You also might find them annoying.
For most of us, it’s a little bit of both.

The people who love their job have created a work experience worth
loving, and you can do the same. Maybe not today, but you can set the
wheels in motion.

Let me be clear on what I mean when I say “the work experience you
want.” You might not want to be the CEO. You might not even want to be a
boss at all. The “ideal work experience” varies widely because people and
their priorities vary widely.

Here are some examples of what the work experience you want could
look like:

e You get promoted within 12months to a managerial role. After that,
you climb the ladder even more, making your way to executive lead-

ership before you’re 40.

e You stay in your current job. Over the coming year, the people on
your team regard you as one of the best, most supportive colleagues
they’ve ever worked with. Your network of goodwill is second to none.

e You gain autonomy to invest your brain space in things that are
most interesting to you. After seeing how dialed in and strategic you
are, your boss develops incredible trust in you and mostly leaves

you alone.

e You make your job even more efficient and impactful, enabling you
to work a four-day workweek, turn your email off at 3p.m., or take a

month’s hiatus each summer to be with your family.

e Your expertise becomes so valuable that you’re put in charge of the
next cool innovation project. Eventually, you get an interview at a

cool startup you've been stalking on LinkedIn.
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Only you can define what you’re after, and that will likely change over
time. The mindsets, skills, and beliefs of leading yourself can help you
bounce between potentially all of the above throughout your career.

Before we dive in, I'm going to be really candid. Privilege makes lead-
ing yourself a lot easier. Money, time, emotional support, physical health, a
strong network . . . it helps. A lot. Not having to deal with microaggressions,
biases, or downright prejudice is an intellectual and emotional freedom only
a portion of the workforce experiences today.

I'm going to challenge us to run a dual path:

e We're all responsible for creating a more diverse, equitable, and
inclusive world of work. Each of us has a personal duty to leave
our colleagues, our customers, and our organizations better than we

found them.

e At the same time, we're going to work with what we’ve got. That is
not synonymous with tolerating injustice. It's acknowledging the very
real inequities, while at the same time, charting our own way and

creating the unique future we desire.

What We Want Out of Work

How often do you experience the feeling of joy at work? Is it after a good
performance review, a lunch with your colleagues, or finally achieving
inbox zero?

In a recent Harvard Business Review survey, nearly 90% of respondents
said that they expect to experience a substantial degree of joy at work,
yet only 37% report that such is their actual experience.! Even for those
who are experiencing a substantial degree of joy at work, there’s always
room for more.

Joy is connected to meaning; those who view their role as critical to the
success of the team are much more likely to experience joy at work. Those

who feel their talents are utilized effectively are even more so.
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That’s not surprising. When we feel like we're making a difference,
we're more likely to feel joyful. Finding delight in something you view as a
perfunctory waste of time is nearly impossible.

Joy and meaning are what we want foday, but as humans, we often find
our minds concocting the next play. The retention research bears that out.
Seventy-six percent of employees are looking for opportunities to expand
their careers. Eighty-six percent of employees say they’d switch jobs for one
with more chances to grow.?

Most disgruntled work experience stems from a lack of (at least) one of
these three crucial elements: Joy, meaning, or opportunities.

The mistake I, and so many of my peers, made, is assuming that you
can’t make those things yourself. Is it easier if all of that is present the
moment you onboard? Yes, but the absence doesn’t have to be permanent.

No career will be an end-to-end experience of joy, meaning, and oppor-
tunities. If it was, you would pay your boss and we’d call it Disneyland.
Yet, with you in the driver’s seat, joy, meaning, and opportunities can be

more frequent.

What We Hate About Work

We watch shows about how dreary the office can be. The comic strip Dilbert
ran in thousands of newspapers for 30 years. There was even a movie about
three friends who conspired to murder their awful bosses. In humor, there’s
truth. Yes, work can be fulfilling, rewarding, highly profitable, and a worthy
endeavor. It can also be really frustrating.

In all the interviews I've done for this book, the research I've pored
over, and in my own experiences, there are clear themes. No matter the
industry, no matter the size of the organization, and no matter how well-
intended everyone is, the inevitable woes arise.

Here are some of the most common grievances, in no particular order:

o Imperfect bosses. We've all heard the expression: people don'’t leave
their jobs, they leave their managers. While it’s typically more compli-

cated than that, the expression highlights just how crucial a manager
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is in the satisfaction and performance of their teams. Even a great
boss has their imperfect moments. In a survey of 3000 employees
about what employees dislike most in a manager, incompetence, a

lack of availability, and micromanagement were at the top of the list.?

Weird economics. Are we going into a recession? Will Al spike unem-
ployment? Why is chicken so expensive? As of writing this, according
to a survey by Wolters Kluwer Blue Chip Economic Indicators, there’s
a 50% chance of a recession in the next 12months? . . . so, there’s also
a 50% chance there won’t be a recession in the next 12 months. Not

exactly reassuring in either direction.

Lethargic coworkers. According to CNBC, 90% of Americans have
a coworker who annoys them and 55% of people reported that they
still get annoyed with their coworkers several times a week in a
remote vs. in-office environment.> One leader I spoke to said, “My
actual job is easy, it's working with the other 748 people here that

can be challenging.”

Annoying systems. Fill out a timesheet in military time, share your
files on that platform, but not as a PDF, only a doc, your email that
you read on your phone has somehow vanished on your desktop,
oh, and don’t EVER click the link. If you find yourself overwhelmed
and frustrated by systems that claim to make work easier, you're
not alone. McKinsey reports that employees spend 1.8hours every
day searching and gathering information.® A Compucom survey cited
that the average employee faces 18 technical frustrations during the

work week.”

Too many deliverables. When technology, the economy, and com-
petitors are changing quickly, the project roadmap changes too. And
rarely are things removed — they’re just piled on. In a multinational
survey with more than 1,600 responses, through various industries,
only 6% of people say they do not experience stress at work.® So,
turns out, most of us are lying awake at night ruminating, at least

some of the time.
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This research isn’t compiled from the “worst companies ever” list. These
things (though incredibly frustrating) are normal. Annoyance is an inevita-
ble part of the work experience, but what you do in the face of it is your
choice. With the exact same annoyance, one person will be derailed for
weeks while another rolls their eyes and moves on.

We want work to be joyful, meaningful, and a gateway to opportunities.
But, our purest intentions of fulfillment are often marred by clunky systems,
busy people, and the perils of uncertainty.

Yet somehow these things don’t get in everyone’s way.

You'll notice that I've left out a very popular grievance: pay.

Because it's not an “always-present-must-accept-at-least-a-little-bit
annoyance.” It's more malleable.

If you are not being paid a competitive wage, based on your skills
and the value you provide to the organization, you're in a gray area. You
may accept that less-than-stellar paycheck in exchange for more flexibil-
ity, better benefits, or an exceptional work environment. You may know
that your salary now is only temporary, with a clear path to substantial
raises in the not-distant future. You may be slightly grumbly about it, but
not enough to change jobs right now for whatever reason, and that’s
fine, too.

If you are truly not being paid a living wage, that has to change first.
No amount of leading yourself can override food insecurity, a lack of
housing, or inadequate medical care. To employ the mindsets of a self-
starter, you must be at baseline economic survival. No company is per-
fect, but some companies are cruel. We'll talk about more distinctions
between “imperfect” and “cruel” but when it comes to compensation,
not paying a living wage is cruel. If that describes your employer, you
need to put every ounce of mental effort you have into finding a new
job. Skip to Chapter 12.
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What If...

You might be thinking . . . but you don’t know my boss. You don’t know
how frustrating my company is. There’s no way this could work for me.

Maybe you're right. There’s a chance you could diligently employ the
strategies in this book and nothing changes. Every shred of research would
indicate otherwise, but anything could happen. You're a grown-up; you can
dig your heels into the sand if you want to.

But let me ask you this: What if you started proactively leading
yourself . . . and everything changed?

What if you woke up with more energy?
What if you had a better relationship with your boss?

What if you didn’t want to roll your eyes at your inbox or count down

until your next vacation?

What if you got to bring the most authentic, ambitious, and engaged

version of you to work every day?

What would that feel like?

You might have to power through some awkwardness. There will likely
be setbacks, frustrations and disappointments. It won’t break you. Really,
it’s not that hard.

There’s a saying I fall back on when I'm getting the courage to start
something new.

“The best time to plant a tree was 100years ago. The second-best time
is today.”

The best time to start leading yourself is when you'’re starting your first
job at age 15. The second-best time is today.

We all deserve to feel purpose at work. We deserve to have our exper-
tise valued, to have opportunities to grow, and to work with people we
enjoy (most of the time).

You have the power to give that gift to yourself.
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Partl|

Mindset: Managing the Space
Between Your Ears

ur mental frame is a filter through which we process our lives. At
work, our mental frame impacts how we perceive our job, our boss,

our customers, our company, and even our own contribution.
People who lead themselves lean on four distinct mental abilities that

propel their daily actions and work experiences:

e They find purpose in the everyday.
e They train their brains to avoid mental ruts.
e They act in the face of fear.

e They can tolerate uncertainty.

As we unpack these four abilities, we’ll look at why they work and how
you can leverage them in your own work life. We'll also look at the very real

obstacles to maintaining these abilities and how you can overcome them.
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