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Dear Stepping Stone:

I am currently a manager with only one direct report.  
There are many professional people and clients with 
whom I interact either via phone or in person on a daily 
basis, and I have in the past managed as many as 40 
direct reports.

I expect professionals to act accordingly, and when 
that is not happening I clearly let them know. I don’t 
yell or scream; I just tell them what I found and what 
needs to happen next, which sometimes comes across 
as arrogant or cold. This has been a common theme 
over the years, that people’s first impression of me at 
work ranges from arrogant to condescending to cold.  
I’ve been told that once people get to know me, this 
perception goes away. If I could alleviate this from the 
beginning it would save a great deal of time by creating 
immediate trust.

Working in healthcare means that mistakes can be 
life-threatening or affect licensure. Trying to lessen the 
blow takes time, often time that I don’t have. I’ve found 
myself stuttering when I have a question or when I need 
to make staff aware of a mistake that they’ve made.

Can you give me a catchphrase of sorts to start my 
sentences so as not to put staff on the defensive when I 
need to talk to them about mistakes?

Sincerely, 

Want to Improve First Impressions

Dear Want to Improve:

What you are really talking about is coaching.

One key is that you need to be really invested in 
improving long-term performance vs. solving the 
immediate issue. The more you tell someone what you 
found and what needs to happen next, the less they 
learn from it and the more likely it will be that they fall 
into similar mistakes in the future.

A general model is “GROW.”

G = Goals. Mutually agree on the goals of the 
discussion right at the outset.

R = Reality. Ask effective questions that get to what 
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W hen I started out in my first actuarial role, 
my father said to me, “An actuary with a 
personality can go anywhere.”

What he meant by this was that the actuary who 
broke out of the stereotype could really stand out 
among others and have a great career.

There’s a lot of truth in that.  So many in technical 
professions like ours fall back on their technical 
skills and don’t pay enough attention to their “soft 
skills.”  I believe one of the things that made me a 
successful actuary (and now, career coach), relates 
back to a common refrain I heard from non-actuarial 
colleagues, “You don’t seem like an actuary.”

This didn’t mean I wasn’t proud to be an FSA—
after all, I worked hard to earn it!  It just meant 
that I worked equally hard at dealing with people 
on their level, taking seriously whatever challenges 
they faced.

With The Stepping Stone, you have a great oppor-
tunity to work on improving your own “soft skills.”  
A great case in point is this issue’s “Dear Stepping 
Stone” column, which will give you insight into 
how to be more effective at coaching your staff 
(and others who don’t even report to you). Write to 
me at SteppingStone@JHACareers.com, and we’ll 
directly address your own questions and challenges 
in an upcoming issue. And of course, we will be 
sure to omit or revise identifying details to preserve 
your anonymity, unless you want to have your name 
associated with the column.

Also, think about writing your own articles. There’s 
no better way to make sure you deeply understand 
an issue than by teaching it to others! l

John West Hadley  
is a career counselor who 
works with job seekers  
frustrated with their  
search, and professionals 
struggling to increase their 
visibility and influence at 
work. He can be reached  
at John@JHACareers.com  
or 908.725.2437.  
His free Career Tips  
newsletter and other career  
resources are available at  
www.JHACareers.com.

Don’t Just Be Like Everyone Else
by John West Hadley
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Why Keep up with Technology?
by Paula Hodges

A re you on Facebook? MySpace? 
LinkedIn?

Do you text to keep in touch with family 
and friends? 

Like it or not, social interaction has been 
significantly altered by the electronic revolution. 

You may not realize how much the new technology 
impacts many aspects of our jobs, regardless of 
your practice area. I urge you to keep informed of 
new developments in technology. Why? Here are 
just three reasons: 

1) �If you’re hiring entry-level staff, you need to 
keep up with the basics of how the younger 
generation thinks, learns and works. 

2) �Technology can help you make better use of 
your time, and the time of those you work 
with.

3) �Social networking through the Web has more to 
offer than you think. 

The new talent and tech-
nology
Our universities and colleges are producing new, 
young talent who live, breathe and eat in an 
electronic world. They will have a question and 
will send you an instant message, or a text message 
on your cell phone. Will you be able to respond? 
Even if you’re in the middle of a meeting? They 
are energetic and want to get things done. If you 
are able to keep up with them and the way they 
communicate, they will have a higher level of 
respect for you. 

Productivity
Do you know how to set up a Web conference? 
Are you effective in managing employees who are 
geographically dispersed? Being able to conduct a 

meeting over a Web connection, rather than having 
10 people travelling from around the country saves 
hundreds of hours of time. In addition, those 
people participating via Web will still be able to 
attend to personal matters at home that evening, 
instead of sitting on an airplane. 

You don’t work with people in different locations? 
Maybe that’s because you’ve limited yourself to 
hiring talent in your own geographic location. 
However, with today’s technology, telecommuting 
has enabled more companies to acquire top-level 
talent, regardless of where they choose to live. 

Social Networking
If you haven’t signed up for a social network, it’s 
time to give it a try. The three sites I listed at the 
top of this article are the three most significant 
social networking sites available at this time.* I’m 
still something of a novice in this area, but in my 
limited experience I’ve already witnessed:

• �People I haven’t seen or heard from in over 10 
years, who are looking to make connections to 
help relocate back to their home town. 

• �References for subject matter experts have been 
made quickly when someone posts a question on 
a discussion forum. 

• �People in my network make a job change, post 
important news about their career, and I’m able 
to keep up with little effort. 

Whether you’re a techno-phobe or a techno-geek, 
it’s incredibly time-consuming to keep up with 
everything that’s new. Don’t let that intimidate 
you. Discover the power in the tools that are being 
made available every day. Read to keep up with 
what’s new. Use what makes sense for you. And 
don’t be afraid to ask your college intern to teach 
you some new tricks! l

*USA Today 12/31/2008 – “Bad News for Workers is Good News for LinkedIn” 
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Dave Miller (www.BusinessGrowthNow.com) and 
I did a workshop on coaching techniques, using 
the GROW model, at an SOA meeting. We had 
participants partner up to role play coaching situations.  
Several commented on how they actually got value 
from just five minutes of coaching from an untrained 
stranger! Think about how much progress you could 
make working with someone you know, and with 
more than five minutes at a shot!

If you want an easy primer on this, read Coaching for 
Performance by John Whitmore.

Finally, to your question about catchphrases, in the 
short run you could simply try asking more questions 
instead of telling.  Try to avoid questions that start with 
“Why?” which tend to be challenging and negative.  
You could start the discussion along the lines of “It 
seems like something happened that created X, and I’d 
like to work with you to make sure we can avoid this in 
the future. Does that seem reasonable?” l

happened. Get really curious about the situation, and 
try not to insert your own reality into it or challenge 
the other party. For example, asking “Why did you do 
it this way?” will put the employee on the defensive.  
“What factors led you to approach it this way?” is 
more likely to encourage the employee to think about 
the issue and their approach more deeply and often will 
cause them to see errors in their approach without your 
ever needing to point them out.

O = Options. Explore various ways to approach or 
to have approached the issue, attempting to elicit 
them from the employee rather than pushing your 
own on them. Try not to throw in your own thoughts 
as possible options, or criticize or challenge theirs, 
unless specifically asked. Keep asking questions, like 
“That’s interesting … what other ways might we also 
consider?” This gets them to broaden their thinking, 
and to do more of their own analysis. You may even 
be surprised to find viable options that you hadn’t 
thought of.

W = What Will You Do? This is where you get 
agreement on steps the employee will take to solve the 
problem. It is important that these are as specific as 
possible, and that the employee clearly buys into doing 
them and trying things that way.

You may be thinking at this point, “I don’t have time 
to do all this.”

Of course you need to consider in which cases you 
can afford the time to coach someone versus simply 
directing them. However, this really doesn’t have to 
take a lot of time in most situations. And since this 
helps develop the employee so that fewer problems 
arise going forward, plus helps them more rapidly 
expand their thinking and capability, it’s an investment 
in productivity.
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A            few years ago, our neighbors’ daughter, 
who was in high school at the time, 
asked for our help on a school project. 

We were asked to list all the inventions that didn’t 
exist when we were her age. After we got to about 
30 items—which included CDs, laptop computers, 
DVDs, iPods, digital television—we came to real-
ize just how much had changed in our lifetimes. 
And how old we felt as a result.

There was a time when this might have been 
referred to as a ‘generation gap’. But, unlike the 
1960s, when the dividing line was a difference of 
opinion, the one thing that sets generations apart 
today is technology, or at least our familiarity with 
it. Think for a moment—are your parents more 
comfortable with technology than you are? Were 
you as tech-savvy as your kids are now when you 
were their age? You probably answered ‘no’ to both 
of these questions, and I expect you would be hard 
pressed to find someone who could say otherwise.

Sociologists have attempted to label the past few 
generations. The ‘baby boom’ generation refers 
to the explosion in birth rates that followed World 
War II, and continued until the early to mid 1960s. 
Following that came ‘Generation X’, popularized 
by the Douglas Coupland novel of the same name. 
And most recently, showing just how creative we 
can be in naming these cohorts, came ‘Generation 
Y’. Granted, the delineation between these groups 
isn’t quite as clean as one would like. But it’s rea-
sonable to think that the first wave of Generation Y 
would have just graduated from college in the last 
few years; the baby boomers, on the other hand, are 
contemplating or have just commenced retirement. 

If you’re willing to make a few generalizations, 
you can see the same sort of pattern in the actuarial 
world. Take the qualification process, for example. 
The baby boomers would have mostly obtained 
their FSAs under the old 10-part system, where six-
hour exams were accepted as a normal part of the 
process. Generation X probably spent a fair bit of 
time in FEM/FES, where the exams were somewhat 
less monolithic, and resembled more of a college 

course catalogue. And Generation Y, which would 
comprise today’s students and perhaps a few new 
Fellows, would be familiar with the system of the 
last decade, which combined traditional exams with 
seminars and interactive modules. 

Once again, the main undercurrent seems to be 
technology; specifically, the availability and deliv-
ery of information. The exam system the baby 
boomers went through made perfect sense at the 
time, since textbooks and study notes were the 
only sources of material available. Contrast that 
with Generation Y, the first ‘wired’ generation 
that doesn’t remember the world any other way. 
A system that didn’t involve electronic delivery of 
content, with an opportunity to work interactively, 
would have seemed anachronistic. 

This dichotomy of experience does have the poten-
tial to create conflict between the various genera-
tions of actuaries. The older generation may view 
the new methods of qualification as being too 
simplified; that the value of their designation is 
weakened by these apparently ‘easier’ methods of 
study. The younger generation, meanwhile, may 
wonder whether their predecessors really under-
stand emerging topics such as stochastic modelling. 
Within organizations, that has the potential to cre-
ate some tension. On the other hand, there may be 
a temptation to over-rely on the next generation of 
actuaries to do all the technical ‘heavy lifting’. I 
have to confess—there have been occasions when 
I’ve said, “That sounds like a good co-op job.” 
What I really meant, though, was that it involved 
some technical exercise (i.e. programming Excel 
macros) that I didn’t feel like learning, and assumed 
would be second nature to a bright young actuarial 
student. That being said, the potential for a knowl-
edge gap between senior and junior actuaries may 
be greater today than at any other point in history.

As we all know, actuaries (by our nature) tend to be 
conservative; that is, we ensure that proper margins 
and provisions are made in our work to cover poten-
tial unforeseen circumstances. However, conserva-
tism could also mean resistance to change. In an 

Don’t Let Generational Differences  
Trip You Up
by Chris Fievoli

PEOPLE 
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Don’t let Generational …

A little understanding can go a long way to bridg-
ing the gap.

Learn to speak the other generation’s language 
– This piece of advice is likely most relevant to 
Generation Y. Good communication skills are 
essential to a successful actuary in any circum-
stance. However, when speaking to an older gen-
eration, the challenge is to take what you know (or 
what you may have just learned) and explain it in 
a way that they can understand. The ability to take 
complex concepts and boil them down to something 
meaningful is a talent that will serve you well going 
forward.

Accept and anticipate rapid change – Try perform-
ing the same exercise I mentioned at the start of this 
article, but only in a workplace setting. What pro-
cesses and procedures exist today that you hadn’t 
anticipated (or even imagined) 10 years ago? This is 
advice that applies to all generations; don’t assume 
that the world you’re familiar with represents the 
state of affairs going forward. That assumption 
has been incorrect in the past, and it will be in the 
future. By maintaining that mindset, all three gen-
erations can share a common expectation of rapid 
evolution.

Of course, at the end of the day, ‘baby boomers’ 
and ‘Generation X/Y’ are simply labels; conve-
nient ways to capture the experiences of different 
generations in a handy catchphrase. But we should 
be aware that, despite being in the same profession, 
we may be approaching our work from different 
perspectives, and being aware of these differences 
will help eliminate the 21st century version of the 
‘generation gap’. That way, when Generation Z 
comes along—however you may want to define 
it—we’ll be ready for them. l

era where technological advances are accelerating, 
this could further contribute to the aforementioned 
knowledge gap. Consider the model for distribut-
ing insurance, which still relies to a great extent on 
face-to-face interaction between the advisor and cli-
ent. For the baby boom generation, this would seem 
like normal practice. But Generation Y is used to 
doing business electronically, often without human 
interaction, and doing it 24/7. Undoubtedly, this is 
a conflict in perspectives that exists in all sorts of 
businesses, but it may be particularly acute in an 
environment where actuaries have tended to move 
forward with caution.

So what can be done to help reconcile these poten-
tial generational differences? It depends on which 
generation you happen to belong to, but there are a 
few tactics to consider:

Stay current – This will be the biggest challenge for 
the baby boomers, and to a lesser extent, Generation 
X. After being away from a formal education 
system for a few years, it may be difficult to get 
back into a technical learning mode. However, this 
is where Continuing Professional Development 
(CPD) can help. The Society of Actuaries now has 
a formal CPD requirement. Rather than viewing 
it as an obligation, see it as an opportunity. Invest 
your time getting up to speed on new developments 
in the field of actuarial science. Look at what is 
being covered in the revised exam syllabus, and 
familiarize yourself with some of the new content. 

… the challenge 
is to take what 

you know (or what 
you may have just 

learned) and explain 
it in a way that they 

can understand.
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Introduction 

T his article is all about being influential.  My 
goal in writing this was to include some of 
the best tools and strategies I use with my 

clients. 

Since mid-2008, I’ve been incorporating some new 
tools created by T. Falcon Napier, who pioneered 
the ChangeWorks, MasterStream and Pride-Based 
Leadership tools. The underlying principles in these 
tools can be referred to as ‘tension management’. 
This article is the first in a series of four that will 
cover the nuances of Napier’s work which takes 
the principles of influence and leadership to a new 
level.

For people to be influenced, they have to be will-
ing to change. You can apply this to sales: buying 
a product or service is the act of someone taking 
action or changing. Or if you’re leading an orga-
nization of even just one direct report, you need to 
be able to get them to adjust what they’re doing—
either to improve their performance or to adapt 
to the ever-changing organization. So before we 
discuss tension management, we need to understand 
why people change.

What Causes People to 
Change?
Are people by nature resistant to change? Most of 
us would say yes, probably because we see human 
beings as creatures of habit. We’ve been told things 
like, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” But 
the truth is that people change all the time.

If people were resistant to change, we wouldn’t 
date, get married, go to school, find a job, change 
jobs, have children and so on. Actually, change is 
the central activity of human existence. Yet we see 
examples every day where people are resistant to 
change. Otherwise, it would be easy to lead others.

As human beings, we all follow a simple three-step 
process to decide if we will change something in 
our lives:

• �Step 1: Evaluate the current situation. 

Every day we look at our current situation and see 
if we are FOUR things. Are we SAFE, SECURE, 
HAPPY and HEALTHY? If we see that we are 
not as SAFE, as SECURE, as HAPPY or as 
HEALTHY as we want to be, then we determine 
we need to make some sort of change. So we move 
on to Step 2.

• �Step 2: Implement a change.

We implement a change that we believe will make 
us more SAFE, more SECURE, more HAPPY or 
more HEALTHY. We then move on to Step 3.

• �Step 3: Assess the result.

Finally, we assess the change we’ve made. If it 
worked, we move on to other things. If not, we 
return to Step 2 and try something else.

What Does Someone Want 
As a Result of Making a 
Change?
So if people aren’t resistant to change, there must 
be some other explanation for the resistance we 
encounter when we try to lead or influence others. 
What does someone want as a result of making a 
change? A better outcome, an advantage, a benefit, 
more money, more health, less pain, etc.  

Napier boils down all these things to one word—
CONTROL. He defines control as “the ability 
to regulate, direct or influence the outcome of a 
process or an event.” From these principles, we can 
make the following observations:

	 1. �People always move in the direction of 
greater control.

	 2. �People change in order to gain or maintain 
control.

	 3. �People will NOT change if they are already in 
control.

Number three is true because change always 
involves an element of risk. So unless someone 

Pride-Based Leadership Series—Part 1  
The Most Critical factor to Being 
More Influential
by David C. Miller
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believes the proposed change will help them gain 
or maintain control, they will resist making the 
change.

So, the bottom line is in order for people to 
change (or be influenced) they must feel OUT OF 
CONTROL. In other words, they must believe their 
current situation is out of control or will end up out 
of control at some point in the foreseeable future. 

So people aren’t resistant to change, they’re resis-
tant to losing control. This means that any time 
you encounter resistance, the person you’re trying 
to influence is feeling that by making the change 
you’re advocating, they will lose control.

So the moment someone feels out of control and 
recognizes that a solution to their problem is readily 
available, it should be very easy to influence them 
to do the logical thing and put the proposed solution 
in place. Right? 

Well, that would be true if we live in functional 
world, but unfortunately we live in a dysfunctional 
world. You’ve probably tried to influence someone 
who clearly knew they were out of control and 
knew the solution you were offering made sense, 
and yet they didn’t move forward with your recom-
mendation. Frustrating, isn’t it?

So there must be some other factor involved—
something that triggers a person into taking imme-
diate, definitive action.

TENSION: THE CRITICAL 
FACTOR
What Is Tension?
The critical factor that determines what changes 
someone will make and when those changes occur 
is TENSION. Tension can be defined as the level 
of physical, emotional and intellectual activity. 
The more physically, emotionally or intellectually 
active someone becomes, the more tension they 
experience.

Tension determines what some will notice and what 

they will ignore. A key principle to remember is 
that people pay attention to where they find their 
tension.

Tension also determines how productive someone 
is going to be.  You see from the diagram below 
that as the level of tension increases, there is a cor-
responding increase in a person’s productivity—at 
least, up to a point. Once the level of tension reach-
es what we call ‘STRESS’, the level of productivity 
plummets. 

The level of tension where someone is the most 
productive is called the THRESHOLD OF 
ACTIVIATION. This threshold is the level of ten-
sion at which someone will take immediate, defini-
tive action. This is the point where a prospect buys, 
where an executive accepts your solution or where 
a direct report responds to your coaching.

The Critical Factor
Let’s examine how important tension is in some-
one’s decision to buy into an idea you’re pro-
posing or, in other words, accept your leader-
ship. Whenever someone is considering making a 
change, three variables come into play: LOGIC, 
FEASIBILITY and TENSION.

The first condition is LOGIC—the change must 
make sense. It must solve a problem or produce 
a better result. It must help them gain or maintain 
control.

The second condition is FEASIBILITY. Every 
change requires a certain set of resources, such as 
time, money, energy and personnel. If those par-

THRESHOLD 
OF 
ACTIVATION

Productivity

Tension

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

Pride-Based Leadership …
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ticular resources aren’t available, it’s going to be 
difficult, if not impossible, for the person to make 
the proposed change.

The third condition is TENSION. The person must 
have enough tension to take immediate, defini-
tive action. How much tension is enough? They 
must be at the Threshold of Activation. If tension 
is below the threshold of activation, they will not 
take action.

Let’s look at five scenarios. Say you have an idea 
that you believe will benefit the organization. You 
propose it to an executive in senior management. 
In each scenario, we need to answer the question, 
“Will the executive accept your recommendation?”

Scenario #1 - What you’re proposing to the execu-
tive is completely logical. It solves their problem. 
It’s also completely feasible. They’ve got all the 
money, all the time, everything they need. And they 
desperately want to get things back under control. 
Will the executive accept? Definitely! If you can’t 
influence the executive in this situation, something 
is seriously out of whack with either you or the 
executive! 

Scenario #2 - Let’s say that what you’re pro-
posing to the executive, in some small way just 
doesn’t make complete sense in their estimation. 
It isn’t exactly what they had in mind. Be that as it 
may, they’ve got all the resources they need—and 
they’re convinced that they need to do something 
right now. What do you think will happen? You’ll 
still get this one. In fact, this is normal, everyday 
influencing. Rarely, if ever, in your role as a con-
sumer, do you encounter a product or service that 
is exactly what you’re looking for in every way. 
Instead, you shop around, look at the options and 
make your decision based on the alternatives.

Scenario #3 - What you’re proposing to the execu-
tive is completely logical. It satisfies all their needs. 
It solves all their problems. It’s the greatest thing 
since sliced bread. But there’s some small glitch as 
far as feasibility is concerned. Perhaps they don’t 
have quite enough money, or quite enough time, 

or resources are stretched. But, with every fiber 
of their existence, they want your solution. Will 
they pursue your solution? This is a case of “where 
there’s a will, there’s a way.” If an executive knows 
they have a problem and they feel it’s serious 
enough, they usually have ways of getting whatever 
resources they need.

Scenario #4 - Your recommendation doesn’t really 
make sense—and they really don’t have the resourc-
es. But they feel compelled to take action anyway. 
Yes, they’ll accept the solution—although the ’sale‘ 
certainly isn’t likely to stick. This is impulse buy-
ing.  Even though this is a less frequent event in the 
corporate world, I’ve seen it happen. One example 
is work that must be done to fulfill a compliance 
requirement. The work itself may not make a lot of 
sense and puts a massive strain on resources, but it 
HAS to be done due to the pressure exerted by some 
outside regulatory body. 

Scenario #5 - Now, in all seriousness, how many 
executives have readily agreed that whatever you’ve 
recommended makes perfect sense—had all the 
resources needed and then some—but didn’t feel 
like there was any reason to jump into things—or 
had more pressing issues requiring their immediate 
attention? Will they accept your recommendation? 
No. It doesn’t matter how logical your recom-
mendation is or how feasible you can make it—if 
there’s not enough tension, the executive will not 
take action. 

Not only is tension an important factor in influ-
encing someone, it’s the controlling factor. 
Whenever tension is present at an adequate level—
at the Threshold of Activation—the executive will 
embrace your idea—even if your recommendation 

Logical Feasible Tension ?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

No Yes Yes Yes

Yes No Yes Yes

No No Yes Yes

Yes Yes No No

Pride-Based Leadership … �| from page 9
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Pride-Based Leadership …

isn’t logical, feasible or both. But the moment 
tension falls even slightly shy of the Threshold of 
Activation, the ‘sale’ is lost, regardless of how logi-
cal or feasible your recommendation may be. 

And so, we reach the MasterStream Method’s only 
rule—“Pay Attention to Tension First and at All 
Costs.” The success you’ve enjoyed in your career 
so far and the success you’ll enjoy from this point 
forward is based not so much on your ability to 
make things logical or feasible for those around 

you, but rather on your natural or learned ability to 
manage their level of productive tension.

If you aren’t paying attention to tension, you’re 
missing opportunities to be an influential leader!

In part two of this series, we’ll look at the five levels 
of tension. It’s not enough just to understand the 
concept of tension. If you want to lead, you must 
understand how someone responds at different lev-
els of tension.  l

… the success you’ll 
enjoy from this point  

forward is based 
not so much on 

your ability to make 
things logical or 

feasible for those 
around you, but 

rather on your  
natural or learned  
ability to manage 

their level of  
productive tension.
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BUSINESS 
MANAGEMENT 

Gerry Fryer, FSA, ACC, is 

a professional coach who 

specializes in executives 

and teams. Learn more and 

contact him at  

www.rencoach.ca.

Team Coaching:  
The Living Systems Approch
by Gerry Fryer

“I love to hear a choir. I love the humanity ... to see 
the faces of real people devoting themselves to a 
piece of music. I like the teamwork. It makes me feel 
optimistic about the human race when I see them 
cooperating like that.”

--- Sir Paul McCartney

T eams or groups emerge all the time. Their 
members may work in close proximity, meet 
on an occasional basis or comprise virtual 

teams. You may have observed or worked in teams 
which have had varying degrees of functionality 
and success. I believe that an organization’s single 
greatest point of leverage is its ability to transform 
what amount to aggregations of human capital into 
purposeful, collaborative and accountable teams. 
These renewed teams are stimulating working 
environments that can elicit continuing contributions 
from all of their members.

Modern coaching practice has developed the 
ability to influence people’s lives, enabling them 
to learn, grow and contribute to cultural change and 
sustainable results in the teams and organizations in 
which they work. The Living Systems Approach to 
team coaching is the catalyst for the transformation 
of the individual and the organization.

Living Systems
Teams are dynamic, rather than static; as with your 
body or any other life form in the universe, each 
team creates itself on an ongoing basis. Teams have 
the potential to learn and to evolve, and to adapt to 
their context or environment as if they had a ‘social 
identity’. These are the characteristics of a Living 
System.

Given their mandate and the context, each team is 
unique. To move forward, team members need to 
look within themselves in order to enhance their 
personal capacities. In the Living Systems Approach 
to team coaching, coaches support the members in 
achieving these new levels of awareness, and in 
creating their own self-reflective and self-regulated 
learning environment. This environment allows 
team members to continually deepen their learning 
and forward their actions toward the outcomes they 
desire as a group.

A Fresh Aspect of Team
As a group of individuals meld into a team, its 
members experience a perceptible mental shift … 

“Team: an attitude held by collaborative high 
performers who have a common purpose and a 
mandate to fulfill. 

This definition also puts few limits on who can 
be considered as a team under the Living Systems 
Approach: for example, seasoned C-suite executives, 
nonprofit leaders joining forces for the first time or 
project teams.

Coaching supports team members to reflect on how 
they are showing up collectively and how they are 
supporting each other. 

The support is offered not by telling or advising, but 
by increasing team members’ self-awareness and 
the degree of connection they have to the group. 
The experienced coach provides the appropriate 
mix of activities in the moment, in order to advance 
the team’s learning.
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Team Coaching …

Emerging from this initial focus are the foundations 
for high performance capacity, personal growth, 
and innovative approaches to resolving performance 
and business issues.” *

The Living Systems Approach focuses on 
fundamental cultural issues for the team and its 
members. Besides developing the team’s capability 
to better deal with today’s major business issues, 
the aim is to develop the kind of robust human 
infrastructure which will serve the organization for 
the future as well. The key results are that the team 
can think more effectively as a unit, and that its 
members develop a way to achieve alignment on 
defining and then acting on what matters to them. 

Benefits
The main benefits of the Living Systems Approach 
are:

1. It produces sustainable results. 

2. �Team members learn to use their strengths and 
gifts productively, in service of the team.

3. �The cultural changes developed within the team—
including greater awareness, a shared sense of 
purpose, a learning mindset, expanded levels of 
trust and greater commitment to action—remain 
in place afterward.

4. �It develops enhanced performance and learning 
for both the team and its members, and provides 
a model for the entire organization of the impact 
of strengthened team-ness. 

5. �Team members experience greater personal 
fulfilment.

Process
This section outlines the course of a typical Living 
Systems team coaching engagement.

1. �The team leader discusses the team’s mandate 
and the context with the coach. The leader also 
clarifies which decisions the team will and will 
not be able to make during coaching.

2. �The team leader and coach design the nature of 
the partnership: usually a series of team coaching 
sessions over time, with individual coaching 
as appropriate. The team leader is generally an 
equal partner with the rest of the team during the 
sessions, and the team’s diversity is regarded as 
a strength.

3. �Major building blocks in the sessions are 
openness, trust and establishing relationships 
between all members and with the coach.

4. �The team agrees on outcomes and its agenda.

5. �In her role as partner in the team’s journey, the 
coach provides tools, structures and questions to 
reinforce continual learning for the members and 
the team. She uses them as appropriate for the 
moment, rather than providing a predetermined 
formula for resolution.

6. �The coach facilitates the growth of members’ 
awareness on all levels—self, others and 
the systems in which they work—using 
experiential and other techniques. The team 
coaching process occurs through conversation 
between members of the team and, when 
appropriate, the coach.

7. �Team members learn to use their strengths and 
gifts productively in service of the team.

8. �The team aligns on how they will move forward 
together.

9. �They develop accountabilities for the next period 
of time.

The Living Systems 
Approach focuses on 
fundamental cultural 

issues for the team 
and its members.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14

*The quotation in this section is courtesy of Adria Trowhill, a Master Certified Coach and a pioneer in 
the Living Systems Approach. Adria has inspired much of the work in this article.
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Team Coaching … �| from page 13

Advantages
The Living Systems Approach is a different way to 
do team coaching. It works well because:

1. �Recognizing that each team is unique, coaches 
approach every assignment in a creative way. 
The right path and the right answer for a group 
of people do not come out of a box.

2. �The coach assumes that every team member 
is creative, resourceful and whole. They are 
empowered to work toward the outcomes 
which they choose together. The coach acts as a 
knowledgeable observer during this process; his 
role is to serve the team’s needs.

3. �It involves vigorous member engagement. 
While the coach provides process and tools 
as appropriate, the team is responsible for the 
content and for doing the work.

4. �Surface issues aside, the method leads to deep 
conversations and dialogue about what really 
matters to move the team forward in learning 
and action.

Conclusion
The Living Systems Approach to team coaching 
emphasizes trust in the ability of team members to 
access the capacities that they need, individually 
and collectively, to move the team toward what it 
desires. Once the members become deeply aware 
of their collective strength and they coalesce into a 
collaborative team, they are likely to evolve further, 
both as individuals and together, to  benefit  the 
organization which they serve. l

“Through techniques like dialogue and skilful 
discussion, teams transform their collective 
thinking, learning to mobilize their energies and 
actions to achieve common goals, and drawing 
forth an intelligence and ability greater than the 
sum of individual members’ talent.”

--- Peter Senge 
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YAN places its focus 
on people who are 

looking to grow 
their career— 

whether still taking 
exams, or newly  
credentialed, or 

even those a little  
further along in their 

careers looking to 
build their business 

skills beyond exams.

CAREER  
DEVELOPMENT

sage. After the continuing education event, we had 
a social event at the Port Authority with pizza and 
beer, and bowling with professional bowler Kelly 
Kulick. We look forward to many more activities 
in 2009 and beyond.

In addition, for YAN-sponsored events, members 
get a discount on fees, as well as notifications of 
upcoming events. 

How do I join?
To become a member of the Younger Actuaries 
Network, you must first be a member of the 
Actuary of the Future Section. You can do this by 
logging onto your account at SOA.org, and adding 
the section (and paying section dues), or you can 
download the SOA membership form from the site 
to add the section.

Once you are a section member, contact YAN offi-
cers Mike Watanabe (mwatanabe@pacificguard-
ian.com) or Joanna Chu (Joanna.Chu@aig.com) to 
join the group.

When should I join?
Now! It’s never too early to get started on growing 
your career with YAN! l

For More Information:
Check out YAN’s Web page on the SOA Web 
site: http://soa.org/professional-interests/actuary-
of-the-future/aof-yan.aspx 

L et me introduce you to the Younger Actuaries 
Network, a group that is part of the Actuary 
of the Future Section.

Who is it for?
The first question we often get when we tell people 
of the group name: “How young do you have to be 
to be in the Younger Actuaries Network?” I say that 
as long as you’re younger than omega, this group 
is for you. 

YAN places its focus on people who are looking 
to grow their career—whether still taking exams, 
or newly credentialed, or even those a little further 
along in their careers looking to build their business 
skills beyond exams. In addition to those who are 
considering their future paths in an actuarial career, 
we are always looking for more experienced people 
who can share their wisdom with those starting 
out.

What’s in it for me?
YAN sponsors many programs and events focused 
on professional growth. One of our core programs 
is the mentorship program, which pairs experienced 
actuaries with people earlier on in their careers—a 
program open only to YAN members. In another 
outgrowth of the mentorship idea, YAN mem-
bers have also promoted the actuarial career at 
universities such as Columbia and Baruch, during 
YAN-sponsored networking events during which 
experienced actuaries explained their work to col-
lege students and gave them a feel for the paths one 
can take in the actuarial field. 

In 2008, YAN sponsored networking and social 
events, as well as continuing education programs 
in the form of webcasts, SOA meeting sessions and 
events. For example, in April 2008, YAN sponsored 
a webcast on how to succeed in one’s career beyond 
the actuarial exams. In September 2008, YAN 
co-sponsored an event with the Actuarial Society 
of New York in which Kathy Wong presented on 
enterprise risk management and the SOA’s new 
CERA credential, and John Hadley led us through 
an exercise in crafting a personal marketing mes-

Grow Your Career with the 
Younger Actuaries Network
by Mary Pat Campbell

Mary Pat Campbell, 
FSA, MAAA, is a  
vice president at  
The Infinite Actuary. 
She can be contacted 
at marypat.campbell@
gmail.com
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CAREER 
DEVELOPMENT 

Mary Kilkenny is a
Jacobson Associates
actuarial consultant
specializing in the life,
health and pension arena
for the professional
recruiting division of
the Jacobson Group
in Chicago. She can be
reached at mkilkenny@
jacobsononline.com.

Mentoring
by Mary Kilkenny

M entoring is a route for professional 
development that is rapidly gaining 
popularity in the actuarial field. You’ve 

heard about mentoring and have an interest in 
getting involved, but where do you start? Even if 
your company doesn’t offer a formal mentoring 
program, now is the time to discover what a 
powerful tool mentoring can be for personal and 
professional growth. 

What is mentoring?
Mentoring is a mutual learning relationship between 
two people (the mentor and the mentee), who are 
working collaboratively toward developing the 
mentee’s skills, abilities, knowledge and thought 
process. Mentorships focus on the mentee and the 
issues and concerns that arise from his or her day-to-
day professional activities. Typically, mentorships 
have a degree of informality; the mentor acts as a 
friend and professional confidant whom the mentee 
can rely on as he or she moves through the early 
stages of his or her career. A mentoring relationship 
should not be treated as a formal review or a way of 
providing direct feedback on performance. Instead, 
the relationship should give the mentee career 

direction in an open, friendly and encouraging 
environment. Mentoring is a great way for less 
experienced employees to connect with company 
leaders who are not their immediate managers and 
to gain valuable insight into the insurance field, as 
well as their own careers.

Who should be a mentor?
An effective mentor is someone who is respected by 
colleagues, exemplifies high professional standards 
and serves as a role model. A mentor should be 
someone that the mentee can look up to and even 
model his or her own career after. A mentor should 
possess a strong knowledge of the formal and 
informal ways in which the industry works, have 
a strong professional network and be willing to aid 
in another’s professional development. In addition, 
this person should have excellent interpersonal 
skills and be able to motivate, encourage and 
provide feedback. 

What is the mentor’s role?
The mentor serves as an experienced industry 
resource to the mentee. First and foremost, the 
mentor must be fully committed to the time and 
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Mentoring

effort necessary to maintain the mentorship process. 
The mentor should listen to the mentee with an 
impartial, non-judgmental ear. He or she should help 
the mentee focus thoughts and ideas, as well as share 
his or her own past experiences. It is the mentor’s 
place to advise, guide and discuss without interfering. 
It is not the mentor’s place to solve problems for the 
mentee or to tell the mentee what to do.  

What is the mentee’s role?
The mentee is responsible for driving the mentoring 
relationship. The mentee must be proactive and 
instigate and arrange meetings with the mentor. Like 
the mentor, the mentee must be fully committed to 
the process. Additionally, the mentee must be open 
to feedback and suggestions, but not expect the 
mentor to tell him or her specifically how to handle 
a certain situation.  

How can the mentor 
ensure that the mentee 
benefits from the relation-
ship?
For the mentee to get the most out of the relationship, 
the mentor must practice active listening by 
summarizing the stories and issues that the mentee 
shares, putting things into perspective for the 
mentee, and sharing personal opinions and insights. 
Additionally, the mentor should be patient and 

sensitive, but also direct. The mentor should help 
the mentee understand feedback from managers 
and make realistic recommendations for change. 
Most importantly, the mentor must be available to 
the mentee—mentoring meetings can’t repeatedly 
get pushed down on to-do lists when workloads 
get heavy.

What can mentees do to 
make sure they get the 
most out of the relation-
ship? 
The mentee should make a conscious effort to be 
honest, focused and open to advice. The mentee 
must be comfortable hearing things that might be 
difficult to hear without feeling defensive. The 
mentee should also be willing to apply the new 
knowledge and insight to his or her career—after all, 
that’s the point of the mentorship. He or she must be 
open to change and growth. The mentee must play a 
proactive role in scheduling meetings, making him 
or herself available, and being responsible for the 
progress made through the relationship. 

Remember that the benefits of a mentorship are 
dependent on the energy and commitment you put 
into it. If approached the right way, a mentorship 
can be one of the best tools for career and personal 
development and growth. l
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Mo Bunnell is managing 
partner of Bunnell Idea 
Group (BIG) in Atlanta, Ga. 
He can be reached  
at mo.bunnell@ 
bunnellideagroup.com.

CAREER 
DEVELOPMENT 

I ’ve been very lucky. I’ve been able to advise 
and work with hundreds of very successful 
individuals. I’ve been able to see the good 

and the bad, the effective and the not so effective.  
There’s a theme I see that spans people that are very 
successful—let’s call them the Fast Risers.  

Start With the Who
Here’s the first thing I’ve noticed. Fast Risers have 
a natural intuition about others’ talent. They see 
great talent from a mile away and are attracted  
to it.  

I first realized this concept when working with a 
very successful salesperson.  He was very good at 
spending time developing relationships with those 
he should know instead of those he did know.  

There’s a big difference between the two.  Nearly 
all of us are creatures of habit.  We tend to spend 
time with and invest in those who we already know.  
We do this instead of taking a risk and approaching 
those we should get to know—those who we have 
the most potential to help or those who have the 
most potential to help us.

This is where the word Protemoi comes in.  It’s a 
Greek word that means “first among equals.”  The 
salesperson in the previous example had a written 
list of his Protemoi People—the people that he 
thought could add the most value in his life.  He 
knew some of these people well, but many of them 
he didn’t.  His focus wasn’t on who he knew the 
best, but who he would like to know the best in a 
year or so.

Having this list of Protemoi People allowed him 
to better allocate his time.  You can do the same 
thing—writing down your Protemoi People list is 
the first step to spending time with the right people.  

If you like investments, there’s an analogy here 
with asset allocation.  You likely know that most of 
the success in investing doesn’t correlate with pick-
ing stocks perfectly.  That’s a less important issue 
than asset allocation—deciding how much to invest 
in stocks in the first place.  

This fits with our example.  Defining your Protemoi 
People is like proper asset allocation.  It helps you 
determine where you’d like to spend your time.  
And, like good asset allocation, you need to review 
your Protemoi People and “rebalance them” from 
time to time based on new information.

Then Figure Out the How
The second thing I noticed is about Fast Risers’ 
investment in their Protemoi People. Fast Risers 
tend to invest in their Protemoi People akin to anoth-
er investment technique: Dollar Cost Averaging.   
An investor uses Dollar Cost Averaging when he 
invests the same amount, month over month, over 
his entire investment career.  Dollar Cost Averaging 
is so successful because it doesn’t try to ‘time the 
market’ or get fancy—it just keeps investing similar 
amounts through the ups and downs of the mar-
ket. Over time, it’s been proven to generate very 
successful investment results. The success isn’t 
because of bursts of energy, but because of boring, 
never-ending consistency.

The analogy works for people.  Good relationships 
develop over time and are largely helped when one 
person invests time and energy into another.  Time 
and energy are the catalysts to deep relationships.  
True friends invest in each other whether they’re at 
the top of their game or in a rut. Early friendships 
are struck when one person goes ‘out on a limb’ to 
help the other and makes an investment in them.  
The first person finds a way to help the second.  

And Pull It Together
Here’s where it comes together: Fast Risers are 
largely successful because they determine who to 
invest in (instead of simply investing in ‘historical 
friends’) and they proactively figure out how to help 
these people over and over (instead of waiting for 
‘chance’ to bring them together).  

It’s really that simple, but hard to execute in the 
hectic nature of everyday life.  From what I’ve seen, 
simply writing down your Protemoi People and put-
ting a few simple reminders in your calendar are all 
it takes to get started.  You can use the reminders to 

How Are Your Protemoi Doing 
Today?
by Mo Bunnell
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… it’s their proactive 
targeting of talented 

people and  
innovative  

investments in these 
relationships that 

drives them forward 
so quickly.  

How Are Your Protemoi …

use to generate meaningful returns for years to 
come.  l

Mo Bunnell is managing partner of Bunnell Idea 
Group (BIG).  BIG specializes in two things: strat-
egy and sales effectiveness. They have a particular 
passion for strategy and selling in professional 
service firms.  You can contact Mo at mo.bunnell@
bunnellideagroup.com.

ask yourself “how can I invest in my most impor-
tant people this week?”

Of course, Fast Risers have to produce great work.  
Yes, they have to be good at what they do.  But 
from what I’ve seen, it’s their proactive targeting of 
talented people and innovative investments in these 
relationships that drives them forward so quickly.  
This is their secret investing method that you can 

Learn more at  
www.soa.org  
and click on Event Calendar.

ConfLiCt &  
Change 

ManageMent 
SeMinar

An Advanced Program  
Tailored for Actuaries in  

All Stages of the Profession

This seminar is being jointly sponsored by the Society of Actuaries’ 
Management & Personal Development, Financial Reporting and 
Product Development Sections, and held adjacent to the 2009 Life 
Spring Meeting. 

Many of us resist change when it isn’t our idea. how do you cope? 
how do you lead others? 

Immediately following the Life Spring Meeting, join Dr. Liz Berney, 
facilitator, consultant, and teacher of the accelerated MBa program 
at George Washington University. Dr. Berney will discuss key tactics 
and strategies for managing conflict utilizing the harvard negotiation 
Program tenets.

This extended seminar format will provide an interactive and advanced 
educational experience in successfully managing actuarial conflict in 
your organization.
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COMMUNICATIONS 
SKILLS

Meg Weber is director of 
Section Services at the 
SOA. She can be reached 
at mweber@soa.org.

Plan, Plan and Plan Some 
More  
Did you develop the session you are moderating, 
or have you been asked to help out simply because 
you are already attending the event? What have 
you actually agreed to do? Work this out with your 
presenters in advance of the presentation. No mat-
ter how multi-faceted your role, your minimum 
assignment is to introduce your panel. Reading their 
resumes out loud is not enough! Your introduction 
needs to engage the audience and your panel mem-
bers as well.

Like a Space Shuttle flight, have redundancies. 
In other words, be prepared. Get all the informa-
tion you need ahead of time. Find out both what is 
expected of you in general, and what your panel/
presenters expect:

• �Who has the PowerPoint slide deck, and who is 
setting up the equipment? 

• �Are there handouts? 

• �Who is responsible for bringing them to the meet-
ing, and how and when do they get distributed? 

• �Do they want you to field questions at a particular 
point in the program? 

Ask your speakers for at least two questions they 
would like to answer. An effective moderator 
should help integrate the session and be able to 
summarize key points for the audience. Ideally you 
can have a dry run with your panelists—schedule a 
conference call. Or, better yet, invite those involved 
to a face-to-face meeting. Avoid having discon-
nected lecturers (and the audience wondering why 
you are there at all)!

Set a Sound Stage
Get to the room early—at least 30 minutes ahead, 
if possible. Be familiar with your speakers’ require-
ments and assess if the room is set up properly. Find 
out where to get help if you need it. Sweat the small 
stuff. How and who is advancing the slide presenta-
tion? Are the speakers going to move around the 

Y ou’ve been asked to moderate a session at 
the Society of Actuaries’ Spring Meeting, 
at a local actuarial club or any other panel 

presentation. How do you see your role?

Do you envision yourself as the next Tom Brokow, 
Jim Lehrer or Gwen Ifill? All three managed time 
equitably to ensure fairness in the 2008 presiden-
tial debates. Or are you the main leader to move 
your group toward decision making? Moderators 
of focus groups or meetings of strategic planning 
groups such as the SOA Board, need to be results-
oriented and drive their groups through a highly 
structured agenda.

Being a moderator is an odd job. It isn’t all behind 
the scenes, but neither are you the main feature. 
Just as really good framing and perfect lighting 
can influence your perception of a piece of art, 
your contribution to the overall outcomes are more 
subtle. Your overall effectiveness as session mod-
erator will have a lot to do with what information 
you have in hand prior to the session.

Moderator Steals the Show
by Meg Weber
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Nothing derails a 
session faster than 

panelists going over 
their time  

allotments. Work 
out a communication 

process with your 
speakers to let them 

know what time is 
remaining in their 

session.

Moderator Steals …

Know when your meeting is getting ‘hijacked’, and 
do something about it:

• �Suggest more conversation after the session.

• �Establish a ‘parking lot’ of ideas to return to.

• �Provide an e-mail address, but keep the meeting 
moving forward. 

• �If you are familiar enough with your panelists and 
their presentations, you might be able to make 
recommendations where they can summarize their 
remarks if pressed for time.

As moderator, your goal should not be to steal the 
show, but to ensure that everything runs smoothly. 
The moderators of the presidential debates were not 
the stars, but they kept the show rolling efficiently 
and effectively—and we all noticed them because 
of how well they did that. By preparing for your 
assignments and executing well, you can make 
good sessions even better. Take advantage of these 
challenges and practice your skills! l

room or stand at the podium? Take it upon yourself 
to resolve any set up or technical difficulties. That’s 
not to say you fix them all yourself. Find the right 
people to get all the logistics in place so your pre-
senters can stay focused on presenting.

Facilitate with Flair
• �Welcome people as they arrive. 

• �If you want a robust discussion, provide some 
audience members with questions to ask to get the 
conversation going. 

• �Smile. (If that doesn’t come to you naturally, write 
reminders to yourself in your notes). 

• �As part of your introduction, motivate the audi-
ence by telling them what they will learn and 
when they can participate. 

• �If you know people by name, address them. 

• �For really large groups, consider a different way 
to submit questions such as letting people write 
them down on sticky notes. Many people may 
feel intimidated to ask questions in front of a large 
group. 

• �Remember, any special props you need like sticky 
notes, etc. should be supplied by you.

Besides helping the audience, help your present-
ers. Don’t let them stand in the projection of 
their own slides. Make sure they can be heard. 
People not used to working with microphones 
often turn away from one when they speak. You 
won’t turn a bad speaker into a great one, but you 
can help your presenters be the best they can in 
the moment.

Keep Track of Time
Part of your job is to manage time effectively. 
Nothing derails a session faster than panelists going 
over their time allotments. Work out a communica-
tion process with your speakers to let them know 
what time is remaining in their session. And have 
a plan to handle dominant or negative individuals. 
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INTERPERSONAL 
SKILLS

Dr. Doreen Stern is a 

motivational speaker, 

writer and business coach 

in Hartford, Conn. She is 

currently working on a book 

entitled, Change Your Life 

in 17 Minutes! She can 

be reached at Docktor@

DoreenStern.com, or at 

860.293.1619.

What four things do lucky 
people do?  
First, lucky people connect with people. This 
increases the probability of an opportunity falling 
out of the sky. They’re not more agreeable, nor 
are they more conscientious; however they ARE 
more sociable and open. Lucky people strike up a 
conversation with the man behind them in line at 
the supermarket or the woman lifting weights next 
to them at the gym. They smile at people and make 
eye contact. They also use open body language—
turning their bodies toward the person they’re 
speaking to, while uncrossing their arms and legs. 
They make open-palmed gestures (versus pointing 
their finger or fist at someone). 

Lucky people also develop a close network of asso-
ciates and acquaintances with whom they maintain 
contact. Think of “Friends of Bill (FOB)”—Bill 
Clinton’s Arkansas buddies who blanketed New 
Hampshire in 1992, prior to the state’s primary. 
This may be similar to your Facebook friends 
today.   

Second, lucky people trust their gut feelings. While 
most of us have finely tuned antennae about wheth-
er something is a good idea or not, lucky people 
trust their intuition to a greater degree when making 
decisions. Here’s how Robert Chew, an unlucky 
Bernie Madoff investor, describes ignoring his gut 
feelings:  

The call came at 6 p.m. on Thursday, Dec. 11. I 
had been waiting for it for five years …. I think 
everyone knew the call would come one day. We 
all hoped, but we knew deep down it was too good 
to be true, right? I mean, why wasn’t everyone in 
on this game if it	 was so strong and steady? We 
deluded ourselves into thinking we were all smarter 
than the others.

Moreover, lucky people take steps to tune into their 
inner voice, like taking a ’time-out’ from the prob-

A ctuaries don’t believe in luck, right? 
Actuaries are concerned with risk, prob-
ability, the odds of something occurring—

not luck. What if I told you there are scientifically 
proven ways to increase the odds of fortunate events 
occurring in your career? And in your life?

While you certainly don’t believe that talismans 
will increase your odds of winning the lottery, 
you probably know someone who seems to live a 
charmed life. Things just work out for him or her. 
She gets the good projects at work, and then is 
recognized and promoted. He’s in a terrific rela-
tionship; his wife sends him flowers to say how 
much she appreciates him. Money comes easily to 
this charmed person: when everyone else’s 401(k) 
goes through the floor, her investments somehow 
remained unscathed. What’s this person doing dif-
ferently? 

Financier Warren Buffett is one of these lucky 
people. He points to being rejected by the Harvard 
Business School at age 19 as evidence of his good 
luck. After Buffett tore open the thin envelope from 
Harvard telling him to wait a year or two, he went 
directly to the library to research other schools. As 
he pored through the library’s materials, he noticed 
that two of the men whose work he admired taught 
at the Columbia Business School. Buffett applied 
to Columbia at the last minute and was accepted. 
Benjamin Graham, the father of securities analysis, 
became Buffett’s mentor and provided the founda-
tion for his successful investment strategy. “Best 
break of my career,” proclaims Buffett.

Psychologist Richard Wiseman has been interested 
in luck since his childhood, when he trained to 
become a magician. His interest motivated him to 
conduct the first scientific study of luck: Wiseman 
found that nearly two-thirds of people identify 
themselves as either lucky or unlucky—and that 
lucky people do things in a starkly different way 
than unlucky ones. Plus you can LEARN to become 
LUCKIER.

How Can You Get Luckier?
by Doreen Stern, Ph.D.
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… lucky people 
expect to succeed. 
They picture things 

working out the way 
they desire, or  

perhaps even better 
than they imagine.

How Can You Get  Luckier?

you in the lunch line, the water cooler or the copier. 
Ask the person for information or help. Use open-
ended questions when you solicit advice; such as, 
“In your experience, what works best in this situ-
ation?” Or notice something about their demeanor 
or clothing: “Boy, you look great; what’s your 
secret?”

(2) Each week, reach out to someone in your 
professional network whom you haven’t been in 
touch with recently. Begin by sending the person 
an e-mail saying you’ve been thinking of them and 
will check in by phone next week. When you call, 
ask the person if they have 10 minutes to talk. Then 
mention one thing you appreciate about them, and 
ask what’s been going well in their life. Keep to 
your 10-minute time frame and end with a smile. 

If the person isn’t there, leave a voice mail, with a 
brief message affirming something positive about 
them, “Hey, I’ve been thinking of your enthusiasm. 
I haven’t been in touch in a while, and I wonder 
how you’re doing.”    

(3) When you talk to someone, look them in the eye 
and smile. Lean forward and nod appreciatively. 
Lucky people are good at making others feel appre-
ciated and liked.

(4) Boost your intuition by engaging in a relax-
ation exercise, like this one: Go to a quiet place 
and close your eyes. Take a few deep breaths and 
imagine yourself in a calming environment—a 
sun-drenched beach, a leafy park or walking in the 
forest. Imagine the sights and sounds there: the 
roll of the waves, the wind’s soft breeze or leaves 
crunching beneath your feet. Roll your head from 
side to side and shake your arms and legs. Release 
the tension in your body and mind. Feel calmness 
spreading over you. Breathe in and out, focusing on 
each inhalation and exhalation. If thoughts come 
up, notice them and let them drift away. Eventually 
your breathing will slow down and time will evapo-

lem they’re grappling with, finding a quiet place to 
think things over or meditating.  

Third, lucky people expect to succeed. They picture 
things working out the way they desire, or perhaps 
even better than they imagine. When they look 
into the past, they see happy, successful events and 
picture things working out just as well in the future. 
When lucky people encounter a speed bump, they 
chalk it up to experience and shrug it off, learning 
from it. They have such a clear image of their bright 
future that they persevere in spite of obstacles.  
Lucky people expect their interactions with others 
to be just as successful. As a result of their positive 
expectations, people treat them better. 

Fourth, lucky people learn from their misfortune. 
Here’s an example: In 2000, Barack Obama was 
trounced in the Democratic primary for the U.S. 
House of Representatives. He received 31 percent 
of the vote versus 62 percent for the incumbent 
Bobby Rush. Obama ended up with a sizable 
campaign debt, too. Did Obama fold his tent and 
go home? Absolutely not. Obama turned his poor 
showing into a learning experience. He set up his 
own ‘listening tour,’ soliciting the views of savvy 
politicians and business leaders, asking what he 
could do better the next time. And he took their 
advice to heart, as the 2008 election highlights: 
Barack Obama received 63 million votes and raised 
$745 million. 

As President Barack Obama’s story illustrates, 
lucky people see the positive side of their bad luck. 
They are convinced that in the long run things 
will work out for the best. They capitalize on their 
unlucky experiences by taking constructive steps to 
make the most of what they’ve learned. 

What seven steps can you 
take to get luckier? 
(1) Strike up a conversation with someone at work 
whom you don’t know. Talk to the person next to 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24
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rate. Stay still until you are ready to re-enter the 
world. When you’re ready, slowly open your eyes 
and compare how you now feel to how you felt 
before your time out.

(5) Review your accomplishments: All the things 
you’re proud of. The things you worked hard to 
achieve. The obstacles you overcame. And how you 
overcame them. 

(6) Picture the future you want: Take out 10 Post-it 
notes and write down on each one something you 
want in your life. Imagine yourself creating the 
life you choose, by typing into a Word document 

what you’ve written on your Post-it notes. Put each 
desire into the present tense, as if you’ve already 
achieved your goal: “My book has been published 
to great critical acclaim and financial success.”

(7) Think of something from the past that you wish 
had worked out differently. Ask yourself what 
could be GREAT about that experience. Write 
down three things you’ll do differently next time. 
Then pump your fist in the air to celebrate learning 
from your stumble. Positive feelings will circulate 
in your body and mind, bringing more good luck to 
you and yours.  l
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