
PRAISE FOR FEAR INTELLIGENCE  

 
Jacqueline Wales asks us to understand our fears more deeply, recognize 

how they present themselves, and reflect on our natural responses to them. 

Once we do that, we can build a relationship with our fears with greater 

intention. Only then can we live our best lives. 

—Leo Bottary, author of Peernovation, Top 

Performing Speaker at Vistage Worldwide 

 
Drawing on her lived experience, decades of coaching leaders and research 

from some of the greatest minds of our time, Jacqueline Wales offers a 

framework that is both deeply human and immediately practical in teach-

ing us the concept of fear intelligence. What struck me most is how this 

book helps decode fear’s messages so that they can be used as a compass for 

courageous action in leadership, relationships and personal development. 

Jacqueline highlights all that is scary and messy and embarrassing about 

fear. She reframes the long-held belief that fear is weakness to fear is a pow-

erful emotion that we must give ourselves permission to feel as complete 

and authentic human beings. Fear Intelligence is a truly rare and needed 

addition to anyone’s professional library. It is both inspiring and actionable, 

and it will change how you tackle your challenges and how you grab ahold 

of your opportunities. 

—Angela L.M. Stopper, PhD, CLO and Director of 

People & Organization Development, UC Berkeley. 

 
As I read “Fear Intelligence.” and let its impact settle, I realized something 

profound: fear is not an obstacle, it’s quite literally a gift. Jacqueline Wales, 

who has lived more in one lifetime than most people I know, states it per-

fectly: “fear is a compass, not a cage.” Reading this book made me recognize 

how fear had controlled me in ways I never understood. More importantly, 

I realized I’d been missing a critical factor in my work helping CEOs and 

organizational leaders transform. I was unconsciously avoiding bringing fear 

into our conversations, both theirs and mine. Following Jacqueline’s road-

map, I now use fear as a catalyst for breakthrough leadership performance. 

Thank you, Jacqueline, for this gift that our world desperately needs. 

— Lance J. Descourouez, MA, MSOD, CEO 

and Master Chair, Vistage Worldwide 



As someone who works to translate lessons from learning science into prac-

tice, I appreciate how Jacqueline Wales has done the same with the science 

of fear. Fear Intelligence is a masterclass in transforming our relationship 

with fear from something we run from or avoid, to a powerful catalyst for 

growth and change. Jacqueline invites her readers to reflect on and change 

their relationship with fear. Weaving in stories from her incredible life jour-

ney, Jacqueline provides evidence-based tools to help us build resilience and 

trust and shift our perceptions of fear. It’s the rare book that is both deeply 

human and highly practical and this is it! 

—Julia Phelan PhD, former research scientist UC Los 

Angeles, Learning Engineer, To Eleven Solutions. 

 
Jacqueline Wales has given us a powerful take on fear as strength. I was 

inspired by her projection of fear as a driver, a motivator, and a resource that 

must not be shunned, but embraced and utilized as a source of strength, 

and not a debilitating drain on life. Having known her work for some time, 

this book will fundamentally change your relationship with fear for the 

better. Highly recommended. 

—Gary C. Laney, CEO Success Masters, Co-Founder 

& CEO of Trustegrity, Former Hi-Tech Software 

Executive, Serial Entrepreneur, Keynote Speaker, and 

2 x Best Selling Author of “The Power of Strategic 

Influence, “and “Become a Super Leader.” 

 
How do you turn fear from a roadblock into rocket fuel? Just ask Jacqueline 

Wales. With warmth, candor and actionable wisdom, she shows you how 

to stop running from fear and start running with it – toward a life of cour-

age, clarity and possibility. She didn’t just inspire me – she gave me tools to 

act on what I learned. This book is a game changer!” 

—Dr. Danny Brassell, PhD, internation-

ally acclaimed speaker, author, and co-founder 

of WellCrafted Story Workshop 

 

Fear Intelligence opens the reader to a fresh perspective on the human 

experience of fear as a foundation for action and discovery in our lives. 

Jacqueline Wales shows you how to transform fear from a saboteur into a 

powerful ally with real-world, vivid stories and solid frameworks that equip 

you to fuel your growth. Her voice is direct, compassionate, and inspired by 



her own experiences. This book can serve you as a trusted, practical guide 

as you step more fully into your future. 

—Tammy Gooler Loeb, Executive Leadership 

Coach and Author, Work from the Inside Out. 

 
Jacqueline Wales reframes fear as intelligence and teaches us to decode it 

for insight, growth, and courage. Fear Intelligence is an essential roadmap 

for leaders who refuse to let fear dictate their choices and are ready to trans-

form it into their greatest asset. 

—Dorie Clark, executive education faculty at 

Columbia Business School and Wall Street Journal 

bestselling author of The Long Game 

 
In 25 years of leading organizations through volatile markets, I’ve learned 

that the leaders who thrive aren’t those who avoid uncertainty – they’re the 

ones who transform it into opportunity. Jacqueline Wales has cracked the 

code on fear’s hidden power. This isn’t another feel-good business book; it’s 

a practical blueprint for turning your greatest limitations into your most 

powerful assets. Every executive who wants to lead with authentic courage 

rather than manufactured confidence needs to read this book. 

—Matthew Bruhn, CEO, Advisor, Investor. 

 
I first met Jacqueline Wales over a decade ago. The first thing I noticed 

and felt was her powerful energy and strength. This book is a personifi-

cation of her style and approach to dealing with fear. Jacqueline is “afraid 

to be afraid.” Take your time reading this gem of a book. No need to rush 

through it. As you read and reflect, you will realize and appreciate how 

practical and grounded the observations and recommendations shared with 

the reader. Jacqueline is a truth teller, a compelling storyteller, and a survi-

vor. So, prepare yourself for an incredible journey into self-awareness. You 

will discover the power within you to not only face fear–but, more impor-

tantly, to overcome it! 

—Kwame S. Salter, President, The 

Salter Consulting Group LLC 

 
This book is like having Jacqueline Wales as a personal mentor and coach. 

Part memoir, part leadership manual and part workbook it is a valuable 



contribution to seeing fear as fuel for growth. Anyone who feels stuck or 

overwhelmed by selfdoubt will find value here, especially leaders and high 

achievers who pride themselves on being in control. 

—Lisa Rykert, Career and Professional 

Development Lead, U.C. Berkeley. 

 

What I appreciate about this book is that it treats fear as information, not a 

flaw to be hidden or ignored. Jacqueline Wales takes what can often feel like 

abstract concepts (psychological safety, emotional intelligence) and makes 

them practical for leaders to apply every day. Her perspective on how fear 

moves through an organization, and how leaders can disrupt that cycle, 

is both eye-opening and actionable. For anyone committed to building 

teams that perform at a high level without sacrificing trust and safety, this 

is must-read. 

—Amber Lowry, CEO and Founder of Syssero, 

Systics and Sineca Workday Solutions. 

 

I wish I’d had Fear Intelligence 35 years ago as it would have accelerated 

my career by decades. As Jacqueline Wales describes fear isn’t something to 

avoid; it’s a signal that growth is waiting on the other side. Too often we 

sabotage ourselves with procrastination, perfectionism, or self-doubt, never 

realizing these are fear-driven patterns holding us back. It took me years to 

step out from behind that curtain of fear, but I now know self-awareness is 

the key to breaking free. This book shows you how to turn fear into your 

most powerful ally. A must-read for anyone serious about success. 

—Janine Moreno, CIO Advisor, Zoom 

Video Communications 

 

Fear Intelligence is a powerful guide that transforms fear from a roadblock 

into a catalyst for growth. Jacqueline Wales’s engaging storytelling draws 

you in from the first page, while her thought-provoking questions and case 

studies invite you to uncover personal insights and strengthen your Fear 

Intelligence. This is more than a book; it’s a navigation tool for turning fear 

into your greatest ally. 

—Susan Schwartz, author of Creating an 

EVEN Greater Whole: A Guide to Becoming 

an Emotionally Intelligent Leader 
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When fear runs the show, you lose. When 

you practice fear intelligence, you lead. 



FOREWORD  

xi 

 

 

 

 
In January 2021, shortly after the release of Jacqueline Wales’s book, 

The Fearless Factor @Work, I was introduced to the author via a recent 

guest on my Peernovation podcast who recommended that I consider 

inviting Jacqueline on the show. 

 
The conversation Jacqueline and I enjoyed on the podcast a few 

months later initiated a professional relationship that continues 

today. Over time, as we grew to understand each other’s work more 

thoroughly, we realized how they are two sides of the same coin. 

The more I learned about a human’s relationship to fear, the easier it 

became for me to see workplace psychological safety in a whole new 

light. It ultimately gave me greater clarity about Peernovation, how 

to achieve it, and the positive impact that results from leaning into 

our curiosity and being more courageous in everything we do. 

 

 

THE RIVER AND THE OCEAN 

Fear affects us all. This makes the book relevant to everyone. My 

current fear is living up to the responsibility of writing this fore-

word, which I happily accepted, and doing so in a way that benefits 

Jacqueline, her work, and you, the reader. That said, I recognize it’s 

a first-world fear. 
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When I consider fear more broadly, the following poem comes to 

mind: 

FEAR* 

By Kahlil Gibran 

 

It is said that before entering the sea. A river trem-

bles with fear. 

 

She looks back at the path she has traveled, from 

the peaks of the mountains, the long winding road 

crossing forests and villages. 

 

And in front of her, she sees an ocean so vast, that 

to enter there seems nothing more than to disappear 

forever. 

 

But there is no other way. The river cannot go back. 

 

Nobody can go back. To go back is impossible in 

existence. 

 

The river needs to take the risk of entering the ocean 

because only then will fear disappear, because that’s 

where the river will know it’s not about disappear-

ing into the ocean, but of becoming the ocean. 

 

* This poem is in the public domain. 

 
We are the river, and because of that, the words on the following 

pages of this book do not suggest that we suppress, ignore, or fight 

our fears. Instead, Jacqueline asks us to understand our fears more 

deeply, recognize how they present themselves, and reflect on our 

natural responses to them. Once we do that, we can build a relation-

ship with our fears with greater intention. Only then can we become 

the ocean and live our best lives. 
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BEYOND THE METAPHOR -- STORIES, 
TAKEAWAYS & ACTIVITIES 

While I tend to rely on metaphors to help me understand and express 

big ideas, credible storytelling, tangible takeaways, and practical 

activities encourage me to stick my hands in the clay, so I can make 

the content my own. 

 
Jacqueline’s vulnerability about her own journey will inspire you to 

look in the mirror and give you the courage to face your own fears. 

One of her stories reminded me of my work with Toni Louw, a bril-

liant presentation coach and incredible speaker in his own right. 

 
As a younger man, Toni recalled delivering a speech to a large crowd 

and feeling terrified. (Hard to imagine when you see him in front of 

an audience today). After Toni left the podium, a man approached 

him and, sensing his nervousness, said, “Nice speech. Just don’t be so 

selfish next time.” Toni knew precisely what he meant by the remark. 

Toni’s fear of being judged hindered his ability to communicate as 

effectively with the audience. Toni realized, “It’s not about me, it’s 

about them. Once I understood that, I utilized my fear as an asset 

rather than a liability. It was energizing rather than paralyzing.” It’s 

among the many powerful lessons provided in this book. 

 
Key takeaways abound. You will find them at the end of each chap-

ter. They will challenge you to apply these to your life experiences 

and consider how you can convert them into personal action items. 

 
As you immerse yourself in Jacqueline’s stories, frameworks, and 

examples, you can’t help but simultaneously ask yourself the hard 

questions and imagine what you would achieve, personally and pro-

fessionally, if you could build a productive relationship with fear. 

 
Finally, I must admit that I rarely take the time to complete the exer-

cises or activities in most books. I typically see them as time-consum-

ing detours. I believe you’ll discover that the exercises in this book are 
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inextricably woven into the immersion experience that Jacqueline so 

skillfully creates. Don’t simply try to get through the content; allow 

the content to flow through you. If you do, you will reap its myriad 

rewards. 

 

 

ULTIMATELY, IT’S UP TO YOU 

My two final points before you dive headfirst into Jacqueline’s nar-

rative are: 

 
1. The writing is fearless in its words and tone. Take the cue 

that it’s okay for you to be just as courageous as you con-

nect her experiences and lessons to yourself and your team. 

2. Jacqueline has a gift for achieving what another Kahlil 

Gibran quote captures so eloquently (modified for 

Jacqueline): 

“If she is indeed wise, she does not bid you enter the house of her 

wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your own mind.” 

 
You can take it from here. Enjoy the journey. 

 

Leo Bottary, 

Author, Peernovation (Second Edition) Forged by CEO Forums. 

Perfected for Teams. 
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PROLOGuE 
 

 
“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength 

in the service of my vision, then it becomes less 

and less important whether I am afraid.” 

—Audre Lorde, Caribbean-American poet, 

essayist, feminist, and civil rights activist 

 

I was 20 years old, lying in a hospital bed, my newborn daugh-

ter in my arms. The papers were ready. The social worker waited. 

Everything had been arranged for the adoption I’d planned. 

 
As I held her, something broke open inside me. Flooded with tears 

and primal fear, I couldn’t let her go. I made the split-second decision 

to take her home; except I didn’t have a home to take her to. 

 
That moment of terror, and the desperate choices it drove me to 

make, was just the beginning of a decades-long dance with fear that 

would nearly destroy me before teaching me the most important les-

son of my life. 

 
Every single day, in conference rooms and living rooms across the 

world, people are making the same fear-driven choices I made. 

They’re saying no to opportunities that could transform their lives. 

They’re staying silent when they should speak up. They’re playing 

small when the world needs them to play big. 
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They’re letting fear write their life story. 

 
Here’s what I didn’t know then; what took me fifty years of mistakes, 

breakthroughs, and hard-won wisdom to understand. 

Fear isn’t your limitation. It’s your edge. Are you ready to lead 

beyond fear? 

 

 

THE CRISIS WE’RE NOT TALKING ABOUT 

As you read this, fear is running the show in ways we refuse to 

acknowledge: 

In our organizations: According to Harvard Business School 

research, 85% of employees admit to withholding ideas, concerns, or 

innovations because they’re afraid of the consequences. We’re talking 

about billions in lost innovation, preventable disasters that could 

have been avoided, and breakthrough solutions that never see day-

light because someone was too afraid to speak up. 

In our leadership: The most common fear-based leadership behav-

iors include perfectionism, micromanagement, information hoard-

ing, and consensus-seeking are crippling organizations from the 

inside out. Leaders who should be introducing change are instead 

managing their own terror of being wrong, being criticized, or losing 

control. 

In our personal lives: We’re living in an epidemic of “playing small.” 

Talented people are convinced they’re frauds. Innovative thinkers 

keep their ideas to themselves. Natural leaders follow instead of lead-

ing. All because fear has convinced them they’re not qualified, not 

ready, or not enough. 
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The cost isn’t just personal, it’s planetary. In a world facing unprec-

edented challenges, we can’t afford to have our brightest minds par-

alyzed by fear of failure, our most innovative spirits silenced by fear 

of judgment and our natural leaders hiding behind fear of visibility. 

 

 

WHAT I DISCOVERED ABOUT FEAR 

My journey with fear reads like a cautionary tale, 

 
Leaving my home in Scotland at age 16 for London, and at 20 preg-

nancy and adoption. This was followed by alcohol and drug abuse, 

marriage and divorce, and my leaving a child with his father before 

crossing an ocean to San Francisco. meeting my husband of 45 years, 

and living in Los Angeles, Paris, Amsterdam, Bali, and New York. I 

lived the high life and reveled in adventures before losing everything 

and building again from scratch at age 54. This is just the tip of the 

iceberg! 

 
I blundered my way into challenges that most people would think 

twice about. I ran into them headfirst, only to realize that I was sim-

ply racing from one chaotic situation to another in order to escape 

my fears. 

 
Each chapter of my life was written by fear. Sometimes the fear of 

staying, sometimes the fear of going, but always the fear of making 

wrong decisions. 

 
Until I learned something that changed everything: 

 

Fear is the greatest driver for growth in the human experience. 

 
Every situation that had terrified me pointed directly to what I 

needed to learn, to heal, or to become, and was exactly what I needed 

for my next evolution. 
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This isn’t just my story. 

 
In 18 years of coaching leaders, executives, and entrepreneurs, I’ve 

seen this pattern repeated over and over. The fears that feel most 

threatening are often signposts pointing toward our greatest potential. 

 
The executive, terrified of public speaking who becomes a sought-af-

ter keynote presenter. 

 
The perfectionist, paralyzed by criticism who learns to innovate 

through failure. 

 
The people pleaser afraid of conflict who develops into a masterful 

negotiator. 

 
The micromanager, afraid of losing control, who builds the most 

autonomous, and high-performing teams 

 

 

WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS 

I didn’t write this book to help you eliminate fear, that’s neither pos-

sible nor desirable. Fear is hardwired into our biology for a good 

reason. 

 
Instead, I will show you how to transform your relationship with 

fear from one of avoidance and resistance to one of partnership and 

power. 

 
Most importantly, you’ll learn what I learned in those years of 

struggle: 

You already have everything you need to transform fear from your 

greatest limitation into your most powerful asset. 
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THE PROMISE AND THE WARNING 

This book comes with both a promise and a warning. 

 

The promise: If you do the work, not just read about it, but practice 

the tools and techniques I’ll share with you, you will fundamentally 

change your relationship with fear. You’ll still feel fear, but it will 

no longer control your choices. You’ll use your fear as information, 

and as a compass pointing toward your most important avenues of 

growth. 

The warning: This transformation isn’t comfortable. It will require 

you to look at truths you may have been avoiding for years. It 

demands that you challenge the stories you’ve built your identity 

around. It will ask you to choose courage again and again, especially 

when your old patterns feel safer. 

 
On the other side of your discomfort lies a freedom you never imag-

ined possible. Not because your fear disappears, but because you are 

so much more powerful than your fears ever were 

 

 

YOUR INVITATION 

The world doesn’t need another person playing small out of fear. It 

needs you, the real you, with your unique perspective, your hard-

won wisdom, and your gifts, to fully step into your power. 

 
Your fears aren’t obstacles to overcome. They’re treasures to unlock. 

They contain a map to your greatest contribution, your deepest ful-

fillment, and your most authentic life. The question isn’t whether 

you’ll feel fear, you will. The question is: What will you do when you 

feel it? 
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This book is your guide to answering that question with courage, 

wisdom, and purpose. Are you ready to unleash the power of fear? 

 
Let me show you how! 

 

Note: All client names have been fictionalized with some embel-

lishments to support the behavior example. The stories are true. 
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INTRODuCTION  
 

 

The Core of Transformational 

Change 

 

 
This book is written for anyone who has 

experienced fear, and that’s probably you! 

 
“I must not fear. 

Fear is the mind-killer. 

Fear is the little death that brings total obliteration. 

I will face my fear. 

I will permit it to pass over me. 

And through me. 

And when it has gone past, I will turn 

the inner eye to see its path. 

Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. 

Only I will remain.” 

The Litany of Fear from Dune by Frank Herbert 

 

Look around at the business world. Look at your workplace. Hell, 

look in the mirror. Fear is running the show more than we care to 

admit. 
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The project manager who micromanages every detail because she’s 

terrified of losing control. The executive who bullies his team because 

he’s afraid of appearing weak. 

 
The talented professional who never speaks up in meetings because 

they’re paralyzed by the thought of sounding stupid. 

 
The high achiever who secretly believes they’re a fraud, just waiting 

to be exposed. 

 
These aren’t just random behaviors; they’re fear wearing different 

masks. The cost is astronomical in innovation, in authentic leader-

ship, in genuine connection, and ultimately, in creating a life that 

feels worth living. 

 
I’ve spent the last eighteen years working with leaders and organi-

zations, helping them identify the fear-based behaviors that are sab-

otaging their success, and I’ve spent my entire life battling my own 

fears born from a childhood marked by chaos, instability, and trauma. 

 
This thing you call fear. The fear that makes your palms sweat before 

presentations, keeps you awake at 3 AM rehearsing conversations or 

scenarios that may never happen, and makes you second-guess every 

big decision until the opportunity evaporates. That’s not your prob-

lem. It’s your power source. 

 
When I lay in that hospital bed with adoption papers in one hand 

and my newborn daughter in the other, I was paralyzed by fear so 

primal it nearly split me in half. 

 
That event taught me something that would take decades to under-

stand: Fear isn’t the enemy of growth. It’s your GPS system pointing 

directly toward your evolution. 

 
The late Susan Jeffers, author of “Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway,” 

endorsed my first book “The Fearless Factor” told me: “The only 
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way to get rid of the fear of doing something is to go out and do it.” 

But here’s what she didn’t say. Fear doesn’t disappear when you do the 

thing. It transforms. It becomes fuel for change. 

 

 

WHY ARE YOU READING THIS? 

We all have fears, insecurities, limited thinking, and self-doubt. For 

some they become debilitating and create great anxiety. If that’s you, 

you’re in the right place. 

 
Fear is that gut wrenching knot in your stomach. The cold sweat 

breaking across your forehead, and the sweaty palms. It’s the panic 

that sets in whenever you are asked to speak publicly, and it shows up 

in a thousand other ways when you’re asked to reveal more of who 

you are. 

 
It’s the voice in your head that whispers, “You’re not good enough. 

You’re not worthy. You don’t deserve it. You’re going to fail.” It’s the 

big question that my mother used to ask, and not in a good way, 

“Who do you think YOU are?” 

 
That question haunted me for years until I reframed it to ask, “Who 

DO you think you are?”. It would eventually lead me to write this 

book for YOU! 

 
This is the book I wish someone had shoved into my hands when I 

was drowning in my own fear-based patterns. Making decisions from 

a place of terror instead of wisdom, burning through relationships 

and opportunities because I was too scared to show up as myself. 

 
According to Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson, 

whose research on psychological safety has revolutionized how we 

think about high-performing teams, 85% of employees admit to with-

holding ideas or concerns because they’re afraid of the consequences. 
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Eighty-five percent. 

 
Think about that for a moment. 

 
In boardrooms across America, brilliant solutions are dying in silence 

because fear has convinced people their ideas aren’t worth the risk of 

speaking up. 

 
In relationships, authentic conversations are being replaced by care-

ful performances because vulnerability feels too dangerous. 

 
In entrepreneurship, game-changing innovations are staying locked 

in people’s heads because the fear of failure feels more real than the 

possibility of success. 

 
We’re living in an epidemic of potential that’s being suffocated by 

fear, and the cost isn’t just personal; it’s civilizational. 

 
Fear isn’t meant to be conquered or eliminated, but understood, 

harnessed, and transformed. Fear is information, and it will ignite a 

transformation inside you to rise higher than you think you can go. 

 

 

WHAT YOU’RE REALLY AFRAID OF 

Before we go any further, let’s get specific about what we’re deal-

ing with. In my experience, fear shows up in four primary flavors. 

Understanding which one dominates your decision-making is crucial 

for your transformation and growth. 

Fear of Inadequacy: “I’m not good enough, smart enough, qualified 

enough.” 

 

Fear of Rejection: “They won’t like me, accept me, or approve of 

what I’m doing.” 
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Fear of Uncertainty: “I need to know how this will turn out before 

I begin.” 

 

Fear of Loss: “I might lose what I have, my status, my security, my 

identity.” 

 
Most people experience all four, but one or two typically run the 

show. Consider this; the fear you experience most intensely is usually 

pointing directly toward your greatest opportunity for impact. 

 
Dr. Kristin Neff’s research on self-compassion at the University of 

Texas shows that people who treat their fears with curiosity rather 

than judgment are 60% more likely to take meaningful risks and 

40% more resilient in the face of setbacks. 

 
The very thing you’ve been treating as evidence of your limitation 

might be the universe’s way of saying, “Pay attention. This is where 

your real work lives.” 

 

 

WHY AM I TELLING YOU THIS? 

Let me tell you why I’m qualified to have this conversation with you. 

Not because I have a PhD in psychology, though the researchers I 

quote throughout this book certainly do. I’ve written books on fear 

before this one but that was only the beginning of the story i have 

to tell. 

 
I’ve experienced every fear pattern I’m going to describe. I’ve made 

every mistake I’m going to warn you about. I’ve been the microman-

aging wife and mother, the people-pleasing friend, the perfectionist 

entrepreneur who was so afraid of criticism that I created products I 

never launched and had conversations I never followed up with. 
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I’ve been the woman who left her three-year-old son to start a new 

life in another country, not because I was brave but because staying 

felt like a slower death. I’ve been the addict who used substances to 

numb the terror of being seen as I really was. I’ve been the 54-year-

old starting over after losing everything, convinced I was too old, too 

damaged, too far behind to build anything meaningful. 

 
The choice to see fear as my ally was the pivotal moment in my life. 

It wasn’t easy. There were setbacks, stumbles, and falls. 

 
Each failure, each moment of vulnerability, became a learning expe-

rience, strengthening my resolve and sharpening my focus. 

 
I have achieved more in my lifetime than I ever thought possible, 

growing up poor and without hope in Leith, Scotland. 

 
I’ve written four books, started a coaching business with nothing 

more than a good idea and no business sense. I’ve become a keynote 

and TEDx speaker, a professionally trained singer, a lay cantor for the 

High Holidays in Paris and Amsterdam, and a black belt in Shotokan 

karate. My life has led me all over the globe and lived on three con-

tinents. I’ve been with my husband for 45 years and have raised four 

children who are now in healthy relationships. I have three grand-

children whom I adore and in one generation I have created a shift 

in what family means. 

 
I’m the person who learned to use fear intelligence to create a life 

that’s more authentic, impactful, and fulfilling than anything I could 

have imagined when I was hiding from my own reflection. 

 
This book isn’t theory. It’s field notes from the front lines of fear 

transformation. 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

xxvii 

 

 

FEAR AS A COMPASS 

What if you started viewing fear not as a barrier but as a compass? 

Every time you feel fear it’s pointing you toward something significant: 

• Fear of public speaking points toward your desire to be 

heard and make an impact 

• Fear of intimacy points toward your longing for genuine 

connection 

• Fear of failure points toward your ambition and desire for 

growth 

• Fear of success points toward your need to expand your 

self-image 

 

 

THE PULL OF RESISTANCE 

Resistance is fear’s sneakiest weapon. It’s the invisible force that 

appears the moment you decide to change. It doesn’t announce itself 

as fear, that would be too obvious. Instead, it shows up as “reason-

able” excuses, sudden emergencies, unexpected fatigue, or brilliant 

new ideas that pull you away from the work that matters. 

 
“I’ll start tomorrow when I’m less busy.” “I need to research this more 

before I begin.” “I deserve a break first.” “This other opportunity is 

more important right now.” 

 
Every time you give in to resistance, you’re shaking hands with fear. 

You’re looking it in the eye and saying, “You win this round.” That 

handshake might feel like relief in the moment, the sweet exhale of 

not having to face discomfort, but it’s strengthening the very patterns 

you’re trying to break. 
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I’ve fallen for resistance’s tricks more times than I can count. I’ve 

started writing books, only to suddenly decide my office needed reor-

ganizing. I’ve committed to difficult conversations, only to convince 

myself “the timing isn’t right.” I’ve set boundaries, only to cave when 

resistance whispers, “Don’t make waves.” 

 
Resistance will use your own brain against you. It will hijack your 

thinking, convincing you that avoidance is wisdom, that retreat is 

self-care, that staying small is staying safe. It will flood your system 

with distractions so compelling you’ll forget what you were fighting 

for in the first place. 

 
When resistance rises, and it will rise, again and again, recognize it 

for what it is, fear dressed in reasonable clothing. Name it. “This is 

resistance.” Then choose differently. Not because it’s easy, but because 

what waits on the other side of resistance is everything you’ve been 

working toward. 

 
As Steve Pressfield explains in his brilliant book, “The War of Art,” 

resistance is the natural force that emerges whenever we attempt 

meaningful growth. Expecting it and having strategies to combat it, 

is essential for your transformation journey. 

 

 

ARE YOU READY? 

Are you ready to accept my invitation? 

 
Can I show you how you can change your relationship to fear from 

it being your biggest obstacle to becoming the greatest driver for 

growth in the human experience? 

 
As I mentioned in the prologue, this book isn’t about eliminating 

fear, that’s neither possible nor desirable. 
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Fear is a fundamental human emotion with an important evolution-

ary purpose. This book is about transforming your relationship with 

fear, moving from being controlled by it to taking control of your life. 

 
It’s about recognizing that fear isn’t an obstacle but a signal, a compass 

pointing towards areas where you need to grow, learn, and become 

stronger and more resilient. 

 
It’s about becoming fear intelligent! 

 
Learn how to feel fear and be willing to examine and understand 

the stories you tell yourself. Explore with curiosity the illusions and 

lies you’ve been living with. Challenge yourself to lead your life with 

courage and become the best you can be. 

 
If you take on this challenge you will transform your life for the bet-

ter and be surprised at what you discover about yourself, your career, 

and your life. 

 
The journey requires patience, persistence, and profound self-com-

passion. It demands that you face the truth about your fears and the 

stories you’ve built around them. 

 
It asks you to choose the path of courage over the path of comfort. 

 
I can’t promise it will be easy. It’s not. Change never is. But I promise 

you that it’s worth it. 

 
The freedom that comes from transforming your relationship with 

fear is unlike anything else. Not because fear disappears, but because 

you are so much more than your fear. 

 
You are your courage, your resilience, your purpose, and your love. 

These forces, when unleashed, are infinitely more powerful than fear 

could ever be. 
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The world needs people who have done this work. People like you 

who understand fear intimately but refuse to be ruled by it. 

 

 

THE JOURNEY BEGINS NOW 

As you read this, you may be feeling your own fears stirring. 

 
Good. That means you’re alive, and that you can transform those 

fears into fuel for your journey of growth and transformation. You 

may be thinking, do I really want to continue with this invitation? 

 
Am I capable of addressing the things that might be holding me back 

from living up to my full potential? 

 
Do I have the grit that Angela Duckworth describes in her book 

“Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance,” and the resilience to 

face the things I’ve been avoiding most of my life that Tasha Eurich 

describes in her book “Shatterproof? 

 
If you believe in yourself even a little bit, know that no matter what, 

you will not look away but look yourself squarely in the eye, and tell 

yourself YOU CAN DO THIS! 

 
I had to do the same thing so many times I’ve lost count. I still 

remind myself that I’m capable when I’m confronted with something 

that’s risky or pushing me past my comfort zone. 

 
Don’t falter now. Give yourself permission to stay open and curious. 

Suspend your expectations. Stay out of judgment. Be transparent 

and vulnerable with yourself. 
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Remember: 

 
• Every fear has a story behind it 

• Every story can be rewritten 

• Every rewritten story can become a source of power 

 
The question is: What story will you choose to tell yourself about it, 

and how will you use it to propel yourself forward? 

 
I wrote this book because I believe in you. I believe that the very 

fears that have held you back contain the seeds of your greatest con-

tribution. I believe your deepest fears point directly to your most 

important purpose. 

 
I don’t want you to read this book passively. I want you to work 

with it. Each chapter builds on the previous one, and the exercises 

aren’t suggestions; they’re requirements if you are truly committed 

and want real change. 

 
Keep something to write with nearby. Not because I’m going to 

give you homework, but because transformation happens in the gap 

between insight and application. The moment you recognize a pat-

tern in your own behavior, capture it. The instant you have a realiza-

tion about a relationship or situation, document it. 

 
Your fear patterns have been running your life for years, maybe 

decades. They won’t surrender easily. They will surrender if you’re 

willing to meet them with the same intensity they’ve been meeting 

you. 

 
I’m here to support you on the journey. Let’s get started. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
 

 

F.E.A.R: A Revolutionary 

Framework for Fear Intelligence 

 
“What lies behind us and what lies before us are 

tiny matters compared to what lies within us.” 

—Ralph Waldo Emerson philosopher and essayist 
 

 

WHY F.E.A.R.? 

I chose the acronym F.E.A.R. because it transforms the very word 

that has paralyzed human potential into a roadmap for breakthrough 

performance. Instead of running from fear, we turn directly toward 

it with a systematic approach that converts what most people see as 

their greatest weakness into their most powerful source of intelli-

gence and growth. 

F.E.A.R. stands for: 

 

F -Face: Stop pretending you’re not frightened. The moment you 

acknowledge your fear you take its power away. Fear intelligence 

begins with radical honesty about your emotional reality. Rather 

than suppressing, avoiding, or rationalizing fear, you acknowledge its 

presence without judgment. Fear is data. 
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E- Explore: Your fear is trying to tell you something. Maybe, it’s 

highlighting a real risk you haven’t fully assessed. Perhaps, it’s show-

ing you where you need to develop new skills. It could be pointing 

toward the exact place you need to grow. This phase involves inter-

rogating your fear. Ask powerful questions. “Why do I feel this way? 

What am I trying to protect?” What is the real risk here?” 

A - Act: Lean in with curiosity rather than running away. This is 

where most people fail. They feel fear, perhaps understand it, then 

flee in the opposite direction. Fear intelligence requires moving 

toward what frightens you with deliberate investigation. Ask: What 

if this fear is pointing me toward my next big opportunity? 

R - Rise: This level takes everything learned about your fear and 

channels it into courageous leadership. You don’t lead despite fear; 

you lead because of it. The most powerful leaders I know have learned 

that sharing your fear creates deeper trust than false confidence ever 

could. 

 

 

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW MORE THAN EVER 

We’re living in an uncertain business environment. The old play-

books don’t work. The safe choices aren’t safe anymore. 

 
The leaders who are going to thrive are the ones who can navigate 

uncertainty, not by avoiding their fear, but by using it as fuel for growth. 

 
Fear Intelligence isn’t just another leadership tool. It’s your ultimate 

competitive advantage in a world that rewards those brave enough to 

act when others freeze. 

 
Here’s what I know from working with executives and high perform-

ers across many different industries: Fear runs more boardrooms 

than any strategic plan. 
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We’re terrified of making the wrong call. Frightened of being exposed 

as frauds. Paralyzed by the thought of failing publicly. So, what do we 

do? We avoid it. We distract ourselves with busywork. We deny it exists. 

We dress up our fear as “being cautious” or as “risk management.” 

 
If you walk into any corporate training room in America, and some-

one mentions “emotional intelligence,” heads nod. People lean for-

ward. Everyone understands that you’re talking about something 

important, something that separates truly effective leaders from those 

who flame out despite technical brilliance. 

 
Now imagine mentioning “fear intelligence” in that same room. 

Watch the energy shift. See the subtle recoil. Notice how people sud-

denly find their phones fascinating. 

 
We’ve made emotions safe to discuss in professional settings, but 

fear? Fear is still treated like the crazy relative we keep locked in the 

attic hoping no one notices the sounds coming from above. 

 
This needs to stop! Fear intelligence isn’t just another nice-to-have 

leadership competency. It’s the missing piece that determines whether 

all your other skills actually translate into impact or get neutralized 

by the very force you’ve been trying to ignore. 

 

 

WHAT’S FEAR INTELLIGENCE ANYWAY? 

Let me be clear about something. Fear intelligence isn’t emotional 

intelligence. They’re related in terms of awareness of self and others, 

but they’re not the same thing. 

 
Emotional intelligence is about recognizing, understanding, and 

managing the full spectrum of emotions, yours and others’. It’s about 

using emotional information to guide thinking and behavior. It’s 

valuable, well-researched, and widely accepted. 
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Fear intelligence is more specific and, frankly, just as crucial. It’s the 

ability to: 

 
• Recognize fear as it arises without being overwhelmed by it 

• Decode the information fear is providing about your values 

and growth edges 

• Use fear as guidance for action rather than a reason for 

avoidance 

• Lead others through uncertainty without being hijacked by 

your own anxiety 

• Transform fear from a limitation into a launching pad for 

breakthrough performance 

 
Think of emotional intelligence as learning to speak the language of 

feelings. Fear intelligence is becoming fluent in the dialect of courage. 

 
 

 

THE NEUROSCIENCE OF FEAR 
AS INFORMATION 

Fear hits your system before you even know you’re afraid. Dr. Joseph 

LeDoux, who’s spent decades studying how our brains process fear, 

puts it this way: ‘Fear is processed by the brain faster than conscious 

thought. By the time you realize you’re afraid, your body has already 

prepared for fight, flight, or freeze.” 

 
Think about what this means for your daily life. Most of us don’t 

even recognize fear as the driving force behind our most limiting 

behaviors. 

 
This is why most of us don’t acknowledge fear as the driving force 

behind our most limiting behaviors. We think we’re being careful 

when we’re scared. We think we’re being thorough when we’re acting 

paralyzed. We think we’re being diplomatic when we’re feeling terri-

fied of conflict. 
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Once you understand how fear operates in your brain and body, you 

can intercept it before it hijacks your decision-making. You can learn 

to feel fear, decode its message, and use that information to make 

choices from wisdom rather than terror. 

 
I want you to understand something that completely transformed 

how I think about fear. Neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett explains 

it this way: ‘Emotions are not reactions to the world. They are your 

brain’s best guess about what your body sensations mean in a partic-

ular context.” 

 
Here’s why this changes everything about your relationship with fear. 

 
Fear isn’t a universal experience that means the same thing every 

time. It’s your brain’s interpretation of physical sensations, and that 

interpretation is heavily influenced by your past experiences, current 

context, and the stories you tell yourself about what those sensations 

mean. 

 

 

THE COST OF FEAR ILLITERACY 

Walk into most organizations, and you’ll find people who are sophis-

ticated about data analysis, strategic planning, and operational effi-

ciency but complete beginners when it comes to understanding how 

fear shapes their daily decisions. 

 
The cost shows up everywhere: 

 

Innovation Dies: Teams avoid proposing breakthrough ideas 

because the fear of criticism feels more real than the possibility of 

transformation. 

 

Communication Suffers: Crucial conversations get postponed 

indefinitely because the fear of conflict overrides the need for clarity. 
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Decision-Making Slows: Leaders demand excessive information 

because the fear of being wrong paralyzes judgment. 

 

Talent Leaves: High performers get frustrated with cultures where 

playing it safe matters more than creating value. 

 

Opportunities Vanish: Organizations miss market shifts because the 

fear of disrupting current success prevents necessary adaptation. 

 
One technology company I worked with spent eighteen months 

“researching” a new product launch. They had market validation, 

competitive analysis, financial projections, and detailed implementa-

tion plans. What they didn’t have was the courage to move forward 

with anything less than 100% certainty which, of course, doesn’t 

exist. 

 
While they researched, three competitors launched similar products 

and captured the market they’d been studying. Their fear of making 

the wrong decision guaranteed they’d make no decision at all. 

 

 

WHY “FEARLESS” LEADERS FAIL 

Leaders who claim to be fearless either: 

 
1. Are lying (to themselves and others) 

2. Have shut down their emotional intelligence so completely 

they can’t recognize fear 

3. Are operating in environments that stay in the comfort 

zone never encounter fear-inducing situations 

 
None of these scenarios produce great leadership. 

 
The leaders who thrive in uncertainty, who inspire others during cri-

ses, who make breakthrough decisions when the stakes are high feel 
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fear intensely. They’ve just learned to use it as fuel rather than being 

paralyzed by it. 

 
I interviewed a CEO who had successfully navigated her company 

through three major industry disruptions. When I asked about her 

secret, she said something that confirmed everything I’ve been talking 

about: 

 
“I’m terrified most of the time. The difference is that my fear is 

usually pointing me toward the most important decisions I need to 

make.” 

 
 

 

THE FOUR STAGES OF FEAR 
INTELLIGENCE DEVELOPMENT 

Through my work, I’ve identified four predictable stages of fear 

intelligence development: 

Stage 1: Fear Unconscious You’re driven by fear but don’t recognize 

it. You think you’re being “careful,” “thorough,” or “realistic” when you 

may have feelings about inadequacy, rejection, uncertainty, or loss. 

 

Stage 2: Fear Aware You recognize that fear influences your deci-

sions, but you still see it as something to overcome or manage. You 

develop coping strategies, breathing techniques, positive self-talk, 

and over-preparation to minimize fear’s impact. 

Stage 3: Fear Accepting You stop trying to eliminate fear and start 

including it in your decision-making process. You realize that fear 

contains valuable information about what matters to you and where 

growth opportunities lie. 

Stage 4: Fear Intelligent You consistently use fear as guidance for 

action. You’ve developed the skill of feeling fear fully without being 
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overwhelmed by it, decoding its messages, and translating that infor-

mation into courageous choices. 

 
Most people spend their entire careers in Stage 1 or 2. The break-

through happens when you move to Stage 3 accepting fear as a per-

manent part of the human experience that can provide valuable guid-

ance rather than something to eliminate. 

Fear isn’t your enemy. It’s your untapped power source, and F.E.A.R. 

is the operating system that helps you access that power intentionally 

rather than being unconsciously controlled by it. 

 

 

YOUR FEAR INTELLIGENCE ASSESSMENT 

Before we go deeper into the F.E.A.R. framework, take a moment 

to assess your current relationship with fear. For each statement, rate 

yourself on a scale of 1-5 (1 = never true, 5 = always true): 

 

Recognition 

 
• I notice physical sensations when I’m afraid before they 

become overwhelming 

• I can identify which type of fear I’m experiencing (inade-

quacy, rejection, uncertainty, loss) 

• I recognize when fear is influencing my decisions 
 

Understanding 

 
• I understand the stories my mind tells me when I’m afraid 

• I can trace my fear patterns to their origins 

• I distinguish between past-based and present-based fears 
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Exploration 

 
• I get curious about what my fears might be pointing me 

toward 

• I use fear as information about my values and growth edges 

• I experiment with small brave actions despite feeling afraid 

 

Leadership 

 
• I can make important decisions while feeling uncertain 

• I help others navigate their fears without trying to elimi-

nate them 

• I use my fears as guidance for the most important actions 

I need to take 

Total Score:  /60 

 
45-60: You’re already operating with significant fear intelligence 

30-44: You’re developing fear intelligence with room for growth 

15-29: You’re beginning to understand fear as information 

Below 15: You’re ready to transform your relationship with fear 

 
Regardless of your score, remember: Fear intelligence is a skill that 

can be developed. Where you are now is just your starting point, not 

your destination. 

 
If you want to take a more detailed look at your fear intelligence visit 

my website https//jacquelinewales.com 
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SELF-AWARENESS AS YOUR FEAR 
MANAGEMENT FOUNDATION 

Most people would rather get a root canal than take a good, hard 

look at themselves in the mirror. 

 
We spend our lives running from uncomfortable truths, building 

elaborate defense mechanisms, and telling ourselves stories that 

would make fiction writers jealous, all to avoid the terrifying reality 

of who we are beneath our carefully crafted personas. 

 
Here’s the inconvenient truth, you can’t conquer what you don’t 

acknowledge. You can’t transform what you don’t understand, 

 
Self-awareness isn’t just some feel-good concept for meditation 

retreats. It’s the foundation of every meaningful change you’ll ever 

make. It’s the mirror that reflects your reality. When combined with 

emotional intelligence it becomes the most powerful weapon you 

have against fear’s stranglehold on your life and career. 

 
Self-awareness is about the unflinching, sometimes uncomfortable 

journey toward truly knowing yourself and building the emotional 

muscles that transform fear from a prison guard to a personal trainer. 

 
Understanding our emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, is where the 

real work begins. 

 
It’s looking in the mirror without flinching, without the filters, with-

out the stories we tell ourselves to make our reflection more palatable. 

 
Without self-awareness, you’re essentially navigating life blindfolded, 

reacting to triggers you don’t understand, and making choices based 

on fear patterns you can’t see. We become those people who keep 

having the “same relationship with different people” or who jump 

from job to job and somehow keep encountering the “same toxic 

workplace.” 
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Organizational psychologist Tasha Eurich discovered in her research 

on self-awareness that 95% of people believe they’re self-aware, and 

only about 10-15% actually are. 

 
That means there’s an 85-90% chance that you might be deluded 

about who you think you are! 

 
I’ve been that person too. For decades, I thought I understood my 

motivations, my triggers, my patterns. But I was seeing only what I 

wanted to see, filtering out the uncomfortable truths that might have 

set me free. 

 
The gap between how we view ourselves and how others see us cre-

ates a breeding ground for fear. 

 
We sense a disconnect but can’t pinpoint it, so we become defen-

sive, insecure, and hypervigilant. The perfect conditions for fear to 

flourish. 

 
When we lack self-awareness, we navigate life reactively rather than 

intentionally. 

 
We make decisions without even realizing we’re doing it. 

 
We avoid certain situations, people, or challenges, telling ourselves 

it’s because “I’m just not interested” or “It’s not the right time,” when 

the real driver is unacknowledged fear. 

 

The Mirror Exercise 

 
Think about a recent situation where you felt uncomfortable or reac-

tive. Without judging yourself: 

 
• What emotion were you feeling? 

• What physical sensations accompanied it? 
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• What fear might have been underneath that emotion? 

• How did that fear influence your behavior? 

 
Remember those four core fears I mentioned in the introduction. 

Here’s how self-awareness changes your relationship with each of them: 

 

Fear of Inadequacy 

Without self-awareness: This fear operates beneath the surface, driving 

perfectionism, overwork, and self-doubt. You don’t recognize that your 

excessive preparation or reluctance to delegate stems from a core belief 

of not being good enough. You’re like a hamster on a wheel, running 

yourself to exhaustion trying to prove your worth, but never stopping 

long enough to question whether the whole damn premise is flawed. 

With self-awareness: You can identify the physical sensations that sig-

nal this fear (perhaps tension in your shoulders or a knot in your stom-

ach) and the thoughts that accompany it (“I need to check this one more 

time or they’ll realize I don’t deserve this position”). This recognition cre-

ates space to challenge the belief rather than automatically acting on it. 

The transformation: You develop greater tolerance for uncertainty, 

understanding that adaptability is more valuable than false certainty. 

 
 

Fear of Loss 

Without self-awareness: This fear causes controlling behavior, 

hoarding resources, and resistance to healthy risk-taking. You might 

micromanage your team or refuse to delegate important tasks with-

out recognizing that fear of losing status or security is driving these 

behaviors. 

With self-awareness: You notice your tendency to grip tightly when 

letting go would serve better. You recognize the thoughts and sensa- 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

13 

 

 

 
tions (perhaps chest tightness or jaw clenching) that signal this fear 

is active. 

The transformation: You find security in your adaptability rather 

than in controlling circumstances, trusting in your ability to handle 

whatever comes next. 

 
 

Fear of Rejection 

Without self-awareness: This fear drives people-pleasing, conflict 

avoidance, and saying “yes” when you mean “no.” You find yourself 

agreeing with opinions you don’t share, taking on work you don’t 

have capacity for, and softening your message until it loses all mean-

ing. You don’t recognize that your need to be liked is preventing you 

from being respected, and your fear of disappointing others is guar-

anteeing you’ll disappoint yourself. 

With self-awareness: You can identify the physical sensations that 

arise when rejection feels imminent (perhaps a tightness in your 

throat or racing thoughts about how others will react) and the inter-

nal dialogue that accompanies it (“If I say what I really think, they’ll 

think I’m difficult or I can’t risk upsetting them”). This recognition 

creates space between the fear and your response. 

The transformation: You develop the ability to speak your truth 

with respect and kindness, understanding that authentic relation-

ships require honest communication, even when uncomfortable. 

 
 

Fear of Uncertainty 

Without self-awareness: This fear manifests as analysis paralysis, 

excessive information-gathering, and resistance to change. You con-

vince yourself you’re being thorough when you’re stalling, and you 

mistake motion for progress while avoiding decisions that require 
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you to move forward without complete certainty. You become the 

person who researches everything to death but never actually acts. 

With self-awareness: You notice when you’re seeking information 

to genuinely improve decisions rather than you’re-collecting data 

to avoid making a choice. You recognize the physical sensations of 

uncertainty, anxiety (perhaps restlessness or a churning stomach) and 

the mental loops that keep you stuck (“I just need a little more infor-

mation before I can decide”). 

The transformation: You develop greater tolerance for uncertainty, 

understanding that 

 
adaptability is more valuable than false certainty, and you learn to 

make good decisions with incomplete information rather than per-

fect decisions too late to matter. 

 
 

 

MY JOURNEY FROM EMOTIONAL 
NUMBNESS TO AWARENESS 

Let me share how I learned how to develop self-awareness the hard 

way, because understanding my journey will help you avoid some of 

the detours I took. 

 
At 26, deep in my alcohol and drug-hazed existence, a psychother-

apist I’d just met at a party asked me a seemingly simple question: 

“What are you feeling right now?” 

 
In that instant, it was like a steel door slammed down inside me. I 

can still feel the physical sensation; a cold, metallic barrier dropping 

between me and my emotions. “Nothing,” I replied flatly. “I don’t 

feel anything.” 
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That steel door I slammed down at 26. I see executives do the same 

thing in boardrooms every day. They shut down when asked about 

concerns, risks, or failures. They say “everything’s fine” when their 

company is hemorrhaging talent or heading toward a predictable 

crisis. 

 
A decade would pass before I’d face that same question again, this 

time in a therapist’s office where I couldn’t deflect with another drink 

or change the subject. When asked what I was feeling, I broke down 

completely. The steel door had rusted through, and behind it was a 

flood of emotions so intense I thought they might drown me. 

 
That breakdown in the therapist’s office taught me something cru-

cial that I now see with every executive I coach. You can’t lead others 

through emotions you refuse to feel yourself. The CEO who can’t 

acknowledge his own fear of irrelevance will create a culture where 

nobody talks about problems until they become crises. 

 
Growing up in a chaotic household where emotions were either 

explosive or suppressed, I developed a warped relationship with 

feelings. Emotions weren’t information to be understood; they were 

threats to be controlled. I became a master of compartmentalization, 

the queen of “I’m fine” when I was anything but fine. 

 
As my relationship with my emotions transformed, so did my effec-

tiveness as a leader and coach. I discovered that true awareness, the 

willingness to see myself clearly, created connections far more power-

ful than any technique or framework I could offer. 
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THE POWER OF SELF-COMPASSION 

A critical component of this journey, and one that’s often overlooked, 

is self-compassion. 

 
Without it, self-awareness can become just another club to beat your-

self with. You become hyperconscious of your flaws without giving 

yourself the grace to address them constructively. 

 
Shame and vulnerability researcher Dr. Brené Brown, whose TED 

talk has been viewed 60 million times, explains it perfectly: “You 

can’t shame yourself into courage. Shame corrodes the very part of us 

that believes we can change.” 

 
Self-compassion in fear work means recognizing that these patterns 

developed for reasons, often as adaptive responses to genuine threats. 

It doesn’t dismiss the protective intention behind even destructive 

behaviors. Instead, it offers acknowledgment that what once helped 

you survive may now be preventing you from thriving. 

 
Let me ask you something: “Would you talk to someone you love the 

way you talk to yourself when you make a mistake? Would you call 

them a failure, an idiot, or a disappointment?” If the answer is no, 

and I hope it is, then why the hell do you think it’s okay to talk to 

yourself that way? 

 
Not only is self-criticism cruel, but it’s also completely ineffective 

in creating positive change. Research shows that self-compassionate 

people are more likely to take responsibility for mistakes and make 

changes than those who are self-critical. 

 

Self-Sabotage: The Hidden Terror 

 
Self-sabotage is like having an internal terrorist cell dedicated to pre-

venting your happiness and success. It’s not that you’re lazy, stupid, 
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or incapable. It’s that part of yourself, often a deeply hidden part, 

which is actively working against your conscious desires and goals. 

 
This isn’t some fringe psychological theory. Carl Jung, called it “the 

shadow,” those disowned parts of ourselves that we repress and deny. 

 
Freud recognized it as the destructive power of the unconscious mind. 

 
Modern psychologists like Dr. Gay Hendricks describe it as the 

“upper limit problem” which is our tendency to sabotage ourselves 

when things are going too well. 

 
Whatever name you give it, self-sabotage is a universal human expe-

rience. The difference between those who achieve their potential and 

those who don’t isn’t the presence or absence of this tendency. It’s 

their awareness of it and their commitment to addressing it. 

 
Self-sabotage is a master of disguise. It doesn’t announce itself with 

flashing lights and warning sirens. Instead, it shows up as behaviors 

that seem reasonable, justified, or even necessary. Let’s unmask some 

of its favorite costumes: 

 

Procrastination: The Thief of Time 

 
This is perhaps the most common form of self-sabotage. You know 

what you need to do. You have the skills to do it. Yet somehow, you 

find yourself reorganizing your closet, scrolling through social media, 

or doing literally anything except the important task at hand. 

 
What makes procrastination so fascinating is that it’s a creative act of 

self-sabotage. 

 
Think about it. You actively invent ways to avoid the very actions 

that would bring you closer to your goals. You stop yourself from 

fully embracing your potential because deep down, you don’t ade- 
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quately believe in your talents. It’s as if part of you is determined to 

prove your inadequacy right. 

 
Dr. Tim Pychyl, founder of the Procrastination Research Group, 

has discovered that procrastination isn’t about time management, 

it’s about emotional regulation. His research shows that we “give in 

to feel good,” choosing short term emotional relief over long term 

achievement. When you understand this, you realize procrastination 

isn’t laziness; it’s a flawed coping mechanism. 

 

Perfectionism: The Impossible Standard 

 
Perfectionism masquerades as high standards’ and to be honest, it’s 

an illusion that can never be met. Perfectionism is the enemy of 

excellence because nothing is ever good enough. 

 
When we demand flawlessness, an impossible standard, we guarantee 

our own failure and create the perfect justification for never finishing 

or sharing our work. 

 
Real growth and mastery come from completing work, getting feed-

back, and improving over time. The perfectionist, paralyzed by fear 

of judgment, never enters this cycle of growth. They remain stuck, 

polishing the same piece of work while others move ahead through 

iteration and real-world experience. 

 

Numbing the Pain 

 
When emotions become overwhelming, many turn to substances or 

behaviors that provide temporary relief but long-term destruction. 

Alcohol, drugs, excessive food, shopping, gambling, endless scroll-

ing. All can serve as ways to numb our feelings and avoid confronting 

the root causes of our pain. 
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My relationship with alcohol and drugs went far beyond casual use. 

It was a deliberate attempt to numb the soul-crushing feelings that I 

wasn’t enough. Not capable enough. Not lovable enough. Not wor-

thy enough. 

 
Calling it “self-medication” is a dangerous misnomer. There’s noth-

ing medicinal about it. This wasn’t healing; it was slow-motion sui-

cide disguised as relief. 

 
The cruel irony of this so-called “self-medication” is that it addresses 

only the symptom (emotional pain) while the cause festers and grows 

beneath the surface. It’s like taking painkillers for a broken leg with-

out ever getting it set. Temporary relief that guarantees long-term 

damage. 

 

Relationship Sabotage 

 
Have you ever found yourself pushing away someone who truly 

cares about you? Creating needless drama? Cheating or betraying 

trust? Becoming impossibly demanding or completely emotionally 

unavailable? 

 
Welcome to relationship sabotage. The unconscious behaviors that 

destroy connection before it can become too intimate or threatening. 

 
The sad fact of the matter is that we isolate ourselves from the people 

who can give us the love and attention we crave. 

 

The Success Allergy 

 
Some of the most puzzling self-sabotage occurs when you’re on the 

verge of a breakthrough. The promotion you’ve worked toward for 

years, a business finally gaining traction, the creative project about 
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to reach completion. Just when success is within reach, you mysteri-

ously develop behaviors that derail your progress. 

 
Dr. Gay Hendricks calls this the “upper limit problem” in his book 

“The Big Leap.” He describes it as a psychological threshold of tol-

erance for positive feelings and success. When we exceed this thresh-

old, we unconsciously create problems to bring ourselves back to our 

comfort zone. 

 
Dr. Carol Dweck’s research on mindset at Stanford University helps 

explain this phenomenon. Her studies show that people with a “fixed 

mindset” believe their abilities are static traits making success risky 

because it could expose their limitations. In contrast, those with a 

“growth mindset” see challenges as opportunities to develop, making 

them less likely to sabotage their own achievement. 

 
Ask yourself honestly, what would happen if you succeeded beyond 

your wildest dreams? The answer will reveal the unconscious fears 

driving your self-sabotage. 

 
The success allergy often stems from early messages about our worthi-

ness, comparisons to others, or unconscious loyalty to family mem-

bers who didn’t achieve similar success. It can manifest as sudden 

health problems, conflicts with key allies, careless mistakes, or the 

mysterious loss of motivation just as the finish line comes into view. 

 

My Self-Sabotage 

 
My journey with self-sabotage has been long and painful, marked by 

patterns that took decades to address. Looking back, I can see how 

I consistently undermined my own happiness and success through 

behaviors that seemed justified in the moment but were really fear 

in disguise. 
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When I found myself in loving relationships, I would create drama 

or distance to push partners away. When career opportunities arose, 

I would find reasons why they weren’t right for me or unconsciously 

perform below my abilities. Financial stability would trigger spend-

ing sprees that left me vulnerable again. 

 
Like clockwork, whenever life started going well, I would find a way 

to restore the chaos and struggle that felt so familiar. Each act of 

self-sabotage reinforced my core belief: “See? You’re not meant for 

success or happiness.” 

 
Many self-sabotaging behaviors began as legitimate protective mech-

anisms in response to trauma or adverse experiences. These adapta-

tions may have been crucial for survival or emotional protection at 

one point but have outlived their usefulness. 

 
As a child who learned to be invisible to avoid my abusive parent’s 

attention, I continued this pattern into adulthood, unconsciously 

sabotaging opportunities for recognition and visibility despite con-

sciously wanting success. This wasn’t weakness or dysfunction; it 

was a protective mechanism that I learned to protect myself from 

disappointment. 

 
Dr. Gabor Maté, in his work on trauma and addiction, emphasizes 

how behaviors that appear self-destructive often begin as attempts 

at self-protection. Understanding this can help us approach our 

self-sabotage with compassion rather than self-judgment, which is 

essential for lasting change. 

 
You can’t change what you can’t see. The first step in overcoming 

self-sabotage is developing awareness of your specific patterns. This 

requires honest self-reflection and a willingness to look at uncom-

fortable truths. 

 
I’m not saying this is easy. You will gain insights from reading this 

book, but unless you act on the advice and practices, or sit down and 
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ask yourself the hard questions you will find it hard to implement 

and break through these limitations. 

 
The common thread in these transformations is the movement from 

unconscious reaction to conscious choice, from being driven by hid-

den fears to being guided by conscious values and intentions. This 

shift represents the essence of personal power. 

 
Self-sabotage, when recognized and addressed with awareness and 

compassion, becomes not just a problem to solve, but a pathway to 

deeper self-understanding. The patterns that once limited you can 

become the very roadmap that leads to your liberation. 

 
As Carl Jung wisely noted, “Until you make the unconscious con-

scious, it will direct your life, and you will call it fate.” By bringing 

our self-sabotaging patterns into awareness, we reclaim authorship of 

our lives. We move from being victims of mysterious forces that seem 

to thwart our efforts to being conscious creators of our experience. 

 

 

THE JOURNEY FORWARD 

Your journey beyond self-sabotage isn’t about achieving perfect 

behavior or never stumbling. It’s about developing self-awareness, 

self-compassion, and skills to navigate your internal landscape with 

greater freedom and choice. 

 
Each cycle builds your capacity to work with fear rather than being 

controlled by it. 

 
Over time, you develop greater flexibility in how you respond to 

challenging situations, more nuanced understanding of yourself and 

others, and deeper resilience when facing uncertainty. 
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The most powerful aspect of this growth is how it ripples outward. 

As you develop your self-awareness you create space for others to do 

the same, and instead of self-sabotage, you will find self-love. 

Core Insight: Fear intelligence isn’t about eliminating fear but devel-

oping the ability to face it, explore, act despite it, and rise above it 

toward growth and breakthrough performance. 

 

Key Actions: 

 
• Complete the Fear Intelligence Assessment and identify 

your current level 

• Recognize fear as information, not emergency, when it 

arises 

• Practice the “I wonder...” questioning technique when fac-

ing uncertainty 

• Begin treating fear as data about your values and growth 

edges 

• Start distinguishing between fear-based and wisdom-based 

decisions 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• What would change in my life if I viewed fear as fuel rather 

than an obstacle? 

 
• Which stage of fear intelligence development am I cur-

rently operating from? 

 
• How has fear-avoidance limited my potential and impact? 
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Weekly Challenge: Each day this week, when you notice fear aris-

ing, pause and ask: “What information is this fear trying to give me?” 

Write down what you discover. 

 

Next Chapter: Now that you understand the F.E.A.R. framework, 

it’s time to get specific. Fear doesn’t just show up as a generic feeling, 

it wears four distinct masks, each trying to protect something pre-

cious to you. 
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CHAPTER TWO  
 

 

The Four Faces of Fear (And 

Why You Keep Meeting Them) 

 
“The curious paradox is that when I accept 

myself just as I am, then I can change.” 

—Carl Rogers, psychologist 
 

 

Have you walked into a meeting where you know you have the best 

idea in the room? You’ve done your research, run the numbers, and 

tested the concept. You’re not just confident; you’re certain this could 

change everything for your team, your company, maybe even your 

industry. 

 
As you sit down and look around the table, something happens. Your 

throat tightens. Your palms get sweaty. That voice in your head, the 

one that’s been your companion since childhood, starts its familiar 

whisper: “Who do you think you are? What if they ask questions you 

can’t answer? What if this fails spectacularly and everyone remembers 

you as the person with the terrible idea?” 

 
By the time the meeting starts, your game-changing idea has been 

reduced to a tentative suggestion, buried under so many qualifiers 

and hedges that it lands with the impact of a butterfly in a hurricane. 
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Sound familiar? 

 
You just met one of fear’s four faces. Until you can recognize which 

face is running your show at any given moment, you’ll keep having 

experiences like this one, where your potential gets filtered through 

fear before it ever sees daylight. 

 

 

FEAR’S GREATEST DISGUISE 

Here’s what most people don’t understand about fear: It rarely shows 

up announcing itself. 

 
Fear is a master of disguise, appearing as perfectionism when it’s really 

terror of criticism, as procrastination when it’s really paralysis about 

inadequacy, as aggression when it’s really panic about losing control. 

 
This is why most of us don’t even recognize fear as the driving force 

behind our most limiting behaviors. We think we’re being careful 

when we’re being scared. We think we’re being thorough when we’re 

feeling frozen in time. We think we’re being diplomatic when we’re 

terrified of conflict. 

 
The first step in developing fear intelligence is recognizing fear’s four 

primary masks and understanding what each one is trying to protect. 

 

 

FACE #1: THE INADEQUACY MASK 

Emma is impeccably dressed, armed with multiple degrees from 

prestigious universities, leading a team of 50 people at a Fortune 500 

company. On paper, she’s the definition of success. 
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“I feel like a fraud every single day,” she tells me, her voice barely 

above a whisper. “I keep waiting for someone to realize I don’t actu-

ally know what I’m doing.” 

 
Her story illustrates the most common face of professional fear: 

inadequacy. 

 
This isn’t just low self-esteem or modesty. This is a systematic pattern 

of interpreting your worth through the lens of what you don’t know 

rather than what you do. It’s the voice that tells you, “You’re not good 

enough. You don’t deserve to be here. You’re fooling everyone and 

yourself.” 

How fear of inadequacy shows up: 

 
• Overworking to prove your worth, often burning out your-

self and your team 

• Hesitating to speak up even when you have valuable 

insights that could solve problems 

• Taking criticism personally as confirmation of your funda-

mental flaws 

• Attributing successes to luck rather than skill, deflecting 

compliments and recognition 

• Comparing yourself to others and always finding yourself 

lacking 

• Saying yes to projects you don’t have bandwidth for because 

you can’t disappoint people 

• Preparing obsessively for meetings or presentations, far 

beyond what’s actually needed 

 
The research on this pattern is surprising. Dr. Pauline Clance, who 

first identified what we call ‘imposter syndrome,’ discovered that 

70% of successful people experience these feelings regularly. Here’s 

the kicker: the people who feel like imposters are often performing 

at the highest levels. 
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Why? Because the fear of inadequacy drives you to over-prepare, 

over-deliver, and over-function. The very fear you think disqualifies 

you often fuels the excellence that defines you. 

 
Emma’s breakthrough came when she realized her “inadequacy” was 

evidence of high standards, not low capability. Her fear wasn’t telling 

her she wasn’t good enough. It was telling her that she cared deeply 

about being good enough. 

 

The Hidden Gift of Fear of Inadequacy 

 
When you learn to read inadequacy fear as information rather than 

truth, it reveals something powerful. You have high standards for 

yourself and your work. You care about competence and contribu-

tion. You’re committed to continuous learning and growth. 

 
The problem isn’t the standard; it’s the story. Instead of “I’m not 

good enough,” the more accurate interpretation is: “I care about 

excellence, and I’m committed to developing my capabilities.” 

 
This reframe changes everything. Suddenly, the fear that felt like evi-

dence of unworthiness becomes evidence of values worth honoring. 

 

 

FACE #2: THE REJECTION MASK 

Chris is the kind of leader everyone wants to work for. He’s thought-

ful, collaborative, and always seeking input before making decisions. 

His team loves him. His 360 reviews are stellar. 

 
He’s also slowly driving his department into the ground. 
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“I can’t stand the thought of disappointing anyone,” he explains 

during our first session. “If I make a decision that upsets people, I 

feel sick for days.” 

 
Chris’s fear wears the mask of rejection. This isn’t just wanting to be 

liked; it’s a bone-deep terror of being excluded, criticized, or disap-

proved of that shapes every interaction. 

How fear of rejection shows up: 

 
• Withholding crucial information because it might not be 

well-received 

• Agreeing to projects you don’t have capacity for rather than 

saying no 

• Softening critical feedback until it loses all meaning and 

impact 

• Avoiding difficult but necessary conversations until prob-

lems become crises 

• Backing down when your ideas face resistance, even when 

you know you’re right 

• Making decisions based on what will be popular rather 

than what will be effective 

• Exhausting yourself trying to manage everyone else’s emo-

tions and reactions 

 
The cost of this pattern extends far beyond personal discomfort. 

Research by Kim Scott, former executive at Apple and Google and 

author of “Radical Candor”, shows that teams led by people who 

avoid difficult conversations due to fear of rejection are 40% less 

likely to meet their goals and 60% more likely to lose their top 

performers. 

 
By refusing to make tough decisions, Chris was disappointing 

everyone slowly instead of disappointing some people quickly and 

effectively. 
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The Hidden Gift of Fear of Rejection 

 
When fear of rejection is properly decoded, it reveals your deep need 

for connection and belonging. You understand that relationships 

matter. You’re attuned to how your actions affect others. You have 

the capacity for empathy and collaboration. 

 
The challenge is learning to honor your need for connection while not 

being controlled by it. The reframe becomes: “I value relationships 

and want to maintain trust while also being honest and effective.” 

 

 

FACE #3: THE UNCERTAINTY MASK 

Claire runs a successful consulting firm, but she’s been “planning” 

to launch a new service line for three years. She has market research, 

competitive analysis, financial projections, and a detailed business 

plan. What she doesn’t have is a launch date. 

 
“I just need to understand a few more variables,” she insists. “Once I 

have complete information, I’ll move forward.” 

 
Claire’s fear wears the mask of uncertainty. This pattern isn’t about 

being thorough. It’s about the illusion that enough analysis can elim-

inate risk. 

How fear of uncertainty shows up: 

 
• Needing excessive information before making decisions, 

often paralyzed by analysis 

• Difficulty adapting when circumstances change 

unexpectedly 

• Clinging to proven methods even when they’re no longer 

optimal 
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• Creating overly detailed plans that try to account for every 

possible contingency 

• Paralysis in ambiguous situations where the path forward 

isn’t clear 

• Postponing decisions until you feel completely certain 

about outcomes 

• Struggling with delegation because you can’t control how 

others will execute 

 
Stanford’s Dr. Chip Heath, who studies decision-making, found that 

people who demand high certainty before acting take 3x longer to 

make decisions and are less satisfied with their outcomes than those 

who act with 70% of desired information. 

 
The paradox of uncertainty fear is that it creates the very chaos it’s 

trying to avoid. While Claire spent three years gathering data, two 

competitors launched similar services and captured the market she 

was studying. 

 

The Hidden Gift of Fear of Uncertainty 

 
Fear of uncertainty reveals your desire for competence and control. 

You want to make good decisions. You understand that actions have 

consequences. You’re motivated to understand complex situations 

before proceeding. 

 
The key insight: Certainty is largely an illusion. The reframe 

becomes: “I value thoughtful decision-making and want to gather 

enough information to move forward wisely, knowing that perfect 

certainty doesn’t exist.” 
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FACE #4: THE LOSS MASK 

David built his career as the go-to expert in his field. When his com-

pany decided to reorganize, they offered him a promotion to senior 

management. It should have been a celebration. Instead, he found 

himself lying awake at night, paralyzed by anxiety. 

 
“What if I’m not good at leading people?” he asked during our con-

versation. “What if I lose what I’ve worked so hard to build?” 

 
David’s fear wears the mask of loss. This pattern isn’t about being 

realistic about risks; it’s about being so protective of what you have 

that you can’t see what you might gain. 

How fear of loss shows up: 

 
• Being overly protective of your role, responsibilities, or 

areas of expertise 

• Reluctance to delegate important tasks because others 

might not maintain your standards 

• Difficulty celebrating others’ successes if they might over-

shadow your contributions 

• Viewing collaboration as threatening rather than enhanc-

ing your position 

• Making decisions that protect short-term comfort at the 

expense of long-term growth 

• Hoarding information, resources, or opportunities rather 

than sharing them 

• Saying no to new challenges because they might jeopardize 

current success 

 
Dr. Daniel Kahneman’s research on loss aversion shows that people 

typically feel losses twice as intensely as gains of the same magnitude. 

This means that fear of loss doesn’t just influence our decisions; it 

systematically biases them toward the status quo. 
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David’s shift happened when he reframed his promotion not as a 

potential loss of expertise but as an expansion of impact. Instead of 

losing his identity as a technical expert, he was adding the identity of 

a leader who develops other experts. 

 

The Hidden Gift of Fear of Loss 

 
Fear of loss reveals your appreciation for what you’ve built and your 

commitment to protecting value. You understand that achievements 

require investment. You don’t take success for granted. You’re moti-

vated by security and stability. 

 
The reframe: “I value what I’ve created and want to build on it wisely, 

understanding that some risk is necessary for growth.” 

 

 

FEAR WEARS DISGUISES 

One of the most insidious aspects of fear is its ability to camouflage 

itself. It rarely shows up saying, “I’m afraid.” Instead, it wears disguises 

so convincing that we don’t even recognize the fear underneath. 

Perfectionism: This isn’t about high standards; it’s about avoiding 

criticism. “I can’t share this proposal until it’s perfect” really means 

“I’m terrified my ideas aren’t good enough.” 

 

Procrastination: This isn’t laziness, it’s fear of inadequacy. When you 

put off important tasks until the last minute, you’re giving yourself 

a built-in excuse for mediocrity. “I could have done better if I’d had 

more time” protects your ego from the possibility that even your best 

might not be good enough. 



J A C qu ELI NE WALES  

34 

 

 

 

Busyness: Constantly staying busy isn’t productivity, it’s often avoid-

ance. It’s easier to answer emails all day than to face the challenging 

strategic work that might expose your limitations. 

 

Pessimism: Calling yourself a “realist” while always expecting the 

worst isn’t wisdom, it’s preemptive self-defense. If you never hope for 

much, you’re never disappointed. 

 

Over analysis: Collecting more and more data isn’t always thor-

oughness, it’s frequently fear of making the wrong decision. At some 

point, you’re not analyzing; you’re stalling. 

 
I watched this play out with an executive named Adrienne. Her job 

at a global technology company involved handling significant mul-

timillion contracts. She would research herself into paralysis creating 

spreadsheets, consulting every expert, reading every article, and still 

feeling unprepared to commit to final decisions. 

 
During our conversations, she discovered that her over analysis wasn’t 

about gathering information, it was about avoiding responsibility. If 

she was still researching, she couldn’t be blamed for any negative out-

comes. The fear of making a wrong decision and being judged for it 

kept her trapped in perpetual preparation. 

 
Once she recognized fear was driving her behavior, everything shifted. 

She practiced making smaller decisions with less information. She 

developed a tolerance for the discomfort of commitment in the face 

of uncertainty. 

 
Within six months, she had accelerated her decision-making process 

by 70% and was finally recognized for the leadership potential that 

had always been there, hidden behind her hesitation. 

 
This is why fear is so dangerous. Not because it feels bad, but because 

it masquerades as rational behavior. Fear doesn’t just stop you; it con-

vinces you that stopping is smart. 
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THE PATTERN BEHIND THE PATTERNS 

Here’s what I’ve discovered after working with clients struggling with 

these fear patterns: They’re not random emotional reactions. They’re 

information about your deepest values and desires. 

 
• Fear of inadequacy reveals your commitment to excellence 

and contribution 

• Fear of rejection highlights your need for connection and 

belonging 

• Fear of uncertainty shows your desire for competence and 

wise action 

• Fear of loss indicates your values around security and 

achievement 

 
This reframe changes everything. Your fears aren’t evidence of weakness; 

they’re evidence of what matters most to you. They’re not obstacles to 

overcome; they’re values to honor while choosing courage anyway. 

 

 

THE FACES OF FEAR RECOGNITION 

For the next week, I want you to become a detective of your own fear 

patterns. Every time you notice yourself hesitating, overthinking, or 

avoiding something, ask yourself: 

 
“Which face is fear wearing right now?” 

 
• Am I afraid I’m not good enough? (Inadequacy) 

• Am I afraid they won’t like me or my ideas? (Rejection) 

• Am I afraid I can’t control the outcome? (Uncertainty) 

• Am I afraid I might lose something important? (Loss) 

 
Don’t judge what you discover. Just notice. Awareness is the first step 

toward transformation, and you can’t change patterns you can’t see. 
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Most people discover they have one primary fear face that shows up 

consistently, with one or two others that appear in specific situations. 

Knowing your primary pattern is like having a map of your own 

psychological terrain. You can’t eliminate the mountains, but you can 

learn to navigate them skillfully. 

 
Understanding which face fear is wearing is crucial, but it’s only the 

beginning. Your real transformation happens when you learn to feel 

fear fully without being overwhelmed by it, understand the stories 

it’s telling you, explore what it might be pointing you toward, and 

ultimately lead from a place of courage rather than control. 

 

 

THE PROFESSIONAL COST OF FEAR 

Let’s talk dollars and cents for a minute. Fear isn’t just an emotional 

issue; it’s a massive financial and professional liability. 

 
In my twenty years working with organizations from startups to 

multinational corporations, I’ve calculated that fear costs the average 

professional over $1M in lost opportunities, raises not pursued, and 

ideas not shared over a lifetime career. For executives, that number 

can easily hit double that. 

 
The consequences of fear-based thinking and behavior leads to 

underperformance, absenteeism, burnout, and lack of innovation. 

 
Fear is more than the loss of financial rewards. It highlights the 

behaviors that need the most attention to change: 

 
The salesperson who doesn’t ask for the bigger deal because they’re 

afraid of rejection 

 
The employee who doesn’t negotiate salary because they fear seeming 

“ungrateful” 
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The entrepreneur who doesn’t raise prices despite delivering excep-

tional value because they fear losing clients 

 
The professional who stays in a dead-end job because the uncertainty 

of change seems scarier than the certainty of stagnation 

 
James is a brilliant software developer who stayed in a mid-level role 

for eight years despite being more skilled than most of the senior 

team. When asked why he never applied for a promotion, his answer 

was revealing, “I’m not sure I can handle the visibility. If I stay where 

I am, people don’t expect too much.” 

 
In our calculation, his fear of increased scrutiny and higher expec-

tations had cost him, conservatively, over $300,000 in lost salary. 

The true cost was much higher when factoring in lost retirement 

contributions, diminished professional network, and reduced career 

trajectory, not to mention the potential for creating a better life. 

 
The most expensive decision you’ll ever make is letting fear choose 

your path. The worst part? You won’t get a bill in the mail for this 

cost. You’ll just wake up one day wondering why you’re still so far 

from where you could have been. 

 
Think about it. What are you most afraid of professionally? 

 
Public speaking? Leading bigger projects? Starting your own business? 

Confronting underperforming team members? Having difficult con-

versations with your boss? Committing to a long-term relationship? 

 
Now ask yourself: If those fears suddenly vanished, if you could do all 

those things with complete confidence, how would your career trans-

form? How would your income change? How would your impact 

expand? 

 
Your biggest fears are almost always signposts pointing directly to 

your most significant opportunities for growth. 
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THE NEUROSCIENCE OF FEAR 

At its core, fear is simply an emotion. Our brain is responsible for 

emotional processing and sends rapid-fire signals throughout our 

body. In milliseconds, we’re flooded with hormones designed to pre-

pare us for action. This is the famous “fight or flight” response, and 

it’s as natural as breathing. 

 
In this book “The Polyvagal Theory”, Professor Stephen Porges 

explains that our nervous system detects cues of safety or threat and 

shapes our fear responses and directs the flee or freeze response. 

 
The freeze response is a direct response to severe trauma where their 

heart rate slows, breath becomes shallow, and the individual becomes 

immobilized. Literally, frozen in time. Think of someone being 

threatened with a gun! Don’t move! 

 
Fear is a reaction, not a fact. 

 
When you encounter something that your brain perceives as threat-

ening, whether it’s a snake on a hiking trail or an email from your 

boss asking for “a quick chat”, your amygdala, a small almond-shaped 

structure deep in your brain, lights up like a Christmas tree. It doesn’t 

overthink things. The amygdala doesn’t give a damn about nuance. It 

has one job: keep you alive. 

 
Before your conscious mind has even processed what’s happening, the 

amygdala has already triggered a cascading physiological response: 

 
1. It signals your hypothalamus, which activates your sym-

pathetic nervous system, your body’s emergency broadcast 

system. 

2. Your adrenal glands dump stress hormones, cortisol and 

adrenaline into your bloodstream. 

3. Your heart rate spikes, pumping more blood to your muscles. 
4. Your breathing accelerates to increase oxygen intake. 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

39 

 

 

 
5. Your digestive system shuts down (who needs to digest 

lunch when you might need to run from a predator?). 

6. Your pupils dilate to take in more visual information. 

7. You start sweating to cool your body for peak performance. 

8. Blood is redirected from your skin and digestive tract to 

your muscles and brain. 

 
All of this happens in a fraction of a second. This entire process is 

completely automatic and unconscious. Your thinking brain, your 

prefrontal cortex, isn’t even in the loop yet. I call this the default. 

You’re in it before you even realize you’re in it! 

 
By the time your rational mind catches up and says, “Hold up, that’s 

just an email, not a stab in the back,” your body is already in full 

emergency mode. The physical sensations come first; the thoughts 

about those sensations come second. 

 
This is why fear feels so real and so convincing. 

 
The physical response is genuine; your body isn’t lying when it goes 

into high alert. But the primitive parts of your brain can’t distinguish 

between physical threats and psychological ones. 

 
The same circuitry that once helped our ancestors escape predators 

now activates when we face a challenging presentation, a difficult 

conversation, or a major life decision. The physical response is iden-

tical. It’s our interpretation that differs. 

 

My Dance with Fear 

 
As a child growing up in a violent, often chaotic household, I became 

hyper-vigilant, constantly scanning for threats around me. This con-

tinued into adulthood, leading to exaggerated reactions of perceived 

dangers. 
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I vividly remember one New Year’s Eve. I had spent hours preparing 

an elegant dinner for my husband. He had been out at the movies 

while I cooked, and when he came home, he told me he wasn’t very 

hungry. “A pizza would do,” he said. 

 
I was livid. What started as disappointment quickly escalated into a 

full-blown argument. The tension built, voices were raised, and at 

one point during our heated exchange, he raised his arm while mak-

ing a point. My instinctual response? I ducked! 

 
“You didn’t think I was going to hit you,” he gasped, his anger imme-

diately replaced by concern. 

 
In that moment, I saw my fear response in action. 

 
A raised arm triggered my primitive brain, automatically preparing 

me to defend against a blow even though in our relationship, my 

husband has never struck me. 

 
This was my brain’s ancient security system doing its job, not a ratio-

nal response to actual danger. The fear reaction still happened, but 

my understanding of it in that moment changed entirely. 

 
Fear isn’t a reflection of reality. It’s a neurological reaction designed 

for a world very different from the one we live in now. Your brain’s 

threat detection system evolved when physical dangers were our pri-

mary concern. It hasn’t fully adapted to our modern world where 

social rejection or professional failure feel threatening but aren’t life 

threatening. 

 
When we understand this gap between how our bodies evolved to 

fearful situations and what we actually face today, we can begin to 

separate the physical sensations of fear from the stories we tell our-

selves about what those sensations mean. 
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Fear comes in many disguises, and many types of reaction. When 

you can catch yourself in the act and redirect your focus and courage 

toward thinking and doing differently, you are using your fear as fuel 

and developing your fear intelligence. 

Core Insight: Fear appears as inadequacy, rejection, uncertainty, or 

loss. Each mask projects something you value while pointing toward 

your greatest growth opportunities. 

 

Key Actions: 

 
• Use the face-recognition practice to identify your primary 

fear pattern 

• Complete the Fear Intelligence Assessment to understand 

your current baseline 

• Track which fear face shows up most frequently in your 

daily life 

• Practice naming the specific type of fear rather than general 

anxiety 

• Begin connecting your fears to underlying values they’re 

trying to protect 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Which of the four faces of fear shows up most consistently 

in my life? 

 
• What is my primary fear pattern trying to protect that I 

value deeply? 

 
• How might my strongest fear be pointing toward my big-

gest opportunity for impact? 
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Weekly Challenge: For seven days, every time you feel fear, imme-

diately identify which face it’s wearing by asking: “Am I afraid I’m 

not good enough (inadequacy), they won’t like me (rejection), I 

can’t control the outcome (uncertainty), or I might lose something 

important (loss)?” 

Next Chapter: You can now recognize which mask fear is wearing 

at any given moment. But recognition is only the beginning. The 

real transformation starts when you learn to feel fear as information 

rather than emergency. 
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CHAPTER THREE  
 

 

From Fear to Courage: 

Charting Your Own Course 

 
“Don’t let fear stop you. Don’t give up because you are 

paralyzed by insecurity or overwhelmed by the odds, 

because in giving up, you give up hope. Understand that 

failure is a process in life, that only in trying can you enrich 

yourself and have the possibility of moving forward.” 

—Sonia Sotomayor, First Latina U.S. Supreme Court Justice” 
 

 

“Just take a big deep breath,” he said, before I stood in front of the 

congregation. “Right,” I said to myself, “Bon courage,” he said. 

 
When the rabbi of our synagogue in Paris first approached me to 

be his lay cantor during the Jewish High Holidays, I told him that I 

could not read Jewish liturgy. He said, “you can learn!” That has been 

my mantra most of my life. 

 
Three months of listening to Jewish liturgy, memorizing the music, 

and singing practice with my voice teacher had brought me to this 

moment. I had no previous experience except for being a profession-

ally trained singer, I didn’t read Hebrew, and I didn’t read music! I was 

flying by the seat of my pants, and I prayed that I could carry it off. 
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Was I afraid? Hell, yes! Fear was dancing all over my brain. I was 

scared shitless, but somewhere inside of me I knew I could move 

forward anyway. I knew I could sing and that was enough for now. 

 
The first notes came out shaky, but as I continued singing, some-

thing shifted. The melody I’d practiced hundreds of times took over, 

and my fear, while still present, moved into the background. When 

I finished that first service, the rabbi gave me a hug and whispered, 

“That was perfect.” I hadn’t conquered my fear, but I’d learned to 

sing through it. 

 
I ended up doing this for five more years! 

 
I’ve spent my entire life dancing with fear, sometimes letting it lead, 

sometimes pushing back against its grip. What I’ve learned, through 

decades of stumbling, failing, and occasionally triumphing, is that 

courage isn’t some magical quality that descends upon the lucky few. 

It’s a muscle we build through deliberate, often painful practice. 

 

 

THE COURAGE PARADOX 

Having gone through many challenging situations, I know that 

courage isn’t about feeling brave or giving yourself affirmations every 

morning. It’s about being terrified and moving forward anyway. 

 
It’s about challenging your own B.S. and getting down to the heart of 

what’s really getting in your way. It’s about fighting your resistance to 

change. Those who appear most courageous are often experiencing 

the deepest fear. 

 
When I left my first marriage and my three-year-old son to start 

a new life in San Francisco, people called it selfish/stupid/careless, 

while others secretly wished they could be as brave. 
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They didn’t see me vomiting from anxiety in airport bathrooms. 

They didn’t hear me crying myself to sleep for months afterward. 

They didn’t witness the paralyzing doubt that would freeze me in 

place at random moments, wondering if I’d made the biggest mistake 

of my life. 

 
What looked like courage from the outside was a desperate act driven 

by fear. Fear of becoming my mother, fear of perpetuating gener-

ational trauma, and fear of drowning in a life that felt like a slow 

death. I wasn’t brave. I was terrified but staying still was even more 

terrifying. 

 
This is the courage paradox. True courage is not the absence of fear. 

It’s feeling the full weight of your fear and choosing to carry it for-

ward with you instead of being crushed beneath it. 

 
Neuroscientist Dr. Andrew Huberman’s research validates this par-

adox. His studies show that during stress responses, including fear, 

accessing the prefrontal cortex for decision making becomes more 

difficult. Yet, deliberately engaging this area through purposeful 

action can rewire your brain’s fear response over time. You’re not 

eliminating fear. You’re building neural pathways that allow you to 

function effectively alongside it. You are finding your courage. 

 

Identifying Your Fear Influenced Choices 

 
We all make decisions based on fear. Sometimes these choices protect 

us. That’s what fear evolved to do. More often in our modern world, 

fear-based decisions limit us, constraining our potential and keeping 

us trapped in uncomfortable misery. 

 
Take a hard look at your professional journey. Think about the sig-

nificant decisions you’ve made, the opportunities you’ve pursued or 

passed up, the risks you’ve taken or avoided. Ask yourself these unfil-

tered questions: 
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What were the underlying fears driving those decisions? Were you 

motivated by fear of failure, fear of judgment, fear of losing control, 

or fear of the unknown? 

 

How did those fears manifest in your actions? Did you procrasti-

nate, avoid difficult conversations, micromanage, or resist change? 

 

What were the consequences of those choices? Did they lead to 

missed opportunities, strained relationships, decreased productivity, 

or diminished morale? 

 
If you’ve done any public speaking, as I have, you know that sinking 

feeling when you forget what you wanted to say. That panicked feel-

ing as your brain suddenly feels like scrambled eggs. The joke you 

thought was funny landed with a thud on the stage in front of you. 

 
When I delivered my first TEDx talk my greatest fear was that I 

could not memorize the 18 minutes I had written. It was one of 

the fears that had kept me from becoming a professional singer. I 

couldn’t remember the lyrics, and so I gave up on my ambition. As 

my voice teacher, Richard, said, “until you can memorize the words 

and attach feeling to them you will never be a great singer.” Ouch! 

 
The dress rehearsal for the TEDx talk was a shit show. I lost my place, 

couldn’t remember the next sequence, and lost control of my slides. 

I kept apologizing to the organizers and the crew. This was truly fear 

in action, and in my panic, I felt that I had lost control of myself. 

 
I told everyone, “This is what fear looks like,” and they laughed and 

told me I’ll do better tomorrow. Frankly, it was funny/not funny! 

 
Next day, I was the first one up, and after a few minutes of medita-

tion to calm my anxiety, I showed up on the red dot and gave my first 

line. “So... What’s your favorite F word?” The audience laughed, and 

I followed that with, “No, not that one!” 
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The rest of my talk was easier. You can watch it on YouTube under 

“Unleash the Power of Fear,” which has led to my writing this book 

which you’re currently reading. 

 
As I’ve done so many times in my life, I found the courage to push 

through my fear and prove to myself that I am more capable than I 

give myself credit for. 

 

The Anatomy of a Courageous Decision 

 
Courage isn’t a single act but a process, it’s a series of choices that build 

upon each other. Understanding this process helps us break down 

seemingly impossible acts of bravery into manageable steps. Let’s dis-

sect what happens when someone makes a courageous decision: 

1. Recognition You become aware of a situation that requires 

action, one that triggers fear or discomfort. This might be 

a difficult conversation you need to have, a risk you need 

to take, a change you need to initiate, or a presentation to 

an important client. 

2. Feeling the Fear Rather than immediately suppressing or 

avoiding this fear, you allow yourself to fully experience 

it. You notice the physical sensations, the racing heart, the 

tightness in your chest, and the churning stomach. You 

acknowledge your anxious thoughts without immediately 

believing them. 

 
Psychology researcher Dr. Kelly McGonigal studies show that try-

ing to suppress emotions amplifies their power, while acknowledging 

them reduces their intensity. “When you welcome fear as informa-

tion rather than a threat,” she writes, “you transform your relation-

ship with it.” And find your courage. 
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3. Evaluating Reality You separate facts from feelings, exam-

ining what’s happening versus your catastrophic interpre-

tations. You ask: “What’s the worst that could realistically 

happen? What’s the best? What’s most likely?” 

 
I’ve watched clients torture themselves with disaster scenarios that 

have virtually zero chance of occurring. “Everyone will laugh at me” 

becomes “Some people might be distracted or uninterested.” “My 

career will be over” becomes “I might need to have a few follow-up 

conversations.” Getting real about the actual stakes is crucial. 

4. Connecting to Purpose, you remind yourself why it mat-

ters. What values or goals are at stake. You focus on a pur-

pose larger than your discomfort. 

 

5. Taking Deliberate Action, you move forward despite your 

fear, not waiting for your fear to subside but bringing it 

along with you. 

 

6. Reflection and Integration You reflect on what happened, 

what you learned, and how you can apply these insights to 

future challenges. 

 
On the other side of fear is courage. The courage to challenge your 

stories. The courage to redefine who you think you are. The courage 

to tackle situations, and people you previously avoided. The courage 

to own your experiences and know that you can handle whatever 

comes your way. 
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THE CORNERSTONES OF COURAGE 

Knowing Your Fear Landscape 

 
Courage begins with honest self-assessment. You cannot transform 

what you don’t acknowledge. This means developing an intimate 

understanding of your personal fear triggers, recognizing how they 

manifest in your body and behavior, and identifying the narratives 

you create around them. 

 

Connecting to Something Bigger Than Fear 

 
Courage falters when focused solely on overcoming fear. It flourishes 

when connected to a purpose larger than our personal comfort. This 

might be organizational mission, team responsibility, personal val-

ues, or any meaningful “why” that transcends immediate discomfort. 

 

Taking Proper Perspective 

 
Courage requires the ability to accurately assess risks rather than cat-

astrophizing them. Our fears often distort reality, making potential 

negative outcomes seem both more likely and more devastating than 

they are. 

 
When fear is portrayed as failure in such apocalyptic terms as com-

plete business collapse, personal bankruptcy, and permanent damage 

to your reputation, it’s hard to stay focused on what’s real and what’s 

not. This is where most of us, including me, get caught in a web of 

confusion, despair and inability to think proactively. 

 
Courage requires the ability to accurately assess risks rather than cat-

astrophizing them. Our fears often distort reality, making potential 

negative outcomes seem both more likely and more devastating than 

they are. 
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Perspective doesn’t minimize genuine risks, but it prevents fear from 

magnifying them beyond reality. 

 

Practice: Building the Courage Muscle 

 
Courage is a skill developed through deliberate practice, not a trait 

you either have or lack. Like any skill, it strengthens with consistent 

use and atrophies with neglect. 

 
If I reflect on all the ways in which I have used my courage to take the 

next step beyond my fears, I can see that it has been a muscle that has 

been honed over decades. Each small act of courage made the next 

one slightly easier. Fear never completely disappeared, but my capac-

ity to function despite it grew stronger. Eventually, speaking up and 

asking for what I wanted became just another skill I had developed, 

not an insurmountable barrier. 

 
Practice involves deliberately exposing yourself to fear inducing sit-

uations in controlled, incremental ways. It’s about building evidence 

through experience that you can face your fear and survive, even 

thrive, in its presence. 

 
These four cornerstones, knowledge, purpose, perspective, and prac-

tice create a foundation for courage that’s both stable and flexible. 

They don’t eliminate fear. They transform your relationship with it, 

allowing you to act with intention rather than react from instinct. 

 

The Courage Zone 

 
True growth happens at the edge of your comfort zone, in what I call 

the “Courage Zone.” 

 
Think of your relationship with fear as having three territories: the 

Comfort Zone (where you feel safe, but growth is limited), the Terror 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

51 

 

 

 
Zone (where fear is overwhelming and paralyzing), and between 

them, the Courage Zone, that sweet spot where fear is present but 

manageable enough that you can function effectively through it. 

This is where true growth happens. 

 
Too often, people leap from their comfort zone directly into what I 

call the “terror zone”; where fear is so overwhelming it triggers a com-

plete fight-or-flight response. This approach usually fails, reinforcing 

the belief that courage is beyond reach. 

 
The sustainable approach is gradually expanding your courage zone 

through consistent, intentional practice: 

Start Small: Choose challenges that stretch but don’t overwhelm 

you. If speaking to a large audience terrifies you, don’t start by giving 

a keynote. Begin with contributing to small group discussions, then 

team presentations, then larger settings. 

Be Consistent: Courage is built through regular practice, not occa-

sional heroic efforts. Make challenging your fears a habitual part of 

your approach to work and life. 

 

Celebrate Progress: Acknowledge each act of courage, no matter 

how small it may seem. Recognizing your progress reinforces the 

courage pathway in your brain, making the next step easier. 

 

Learn from Setbacks: When fear wins (and sometimes it will), treat 

it as data, not defeat. Ask what you can learn that will help you 

approach a similar situation more effectively next time. 

 

Seek Supportive Environments: Surround yourself with people 

who encourage your growth and validate your courage. Psychological 

safety dramatically enhances our ability to take risks. 

 
You’re not trying to eliminate fear but building the capacity to func-

tion effectively while experiencing it. 
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From Theory to Practice: Your Courage Plan 

 
Understanding courage conceptually is just the beginning. 

Developing it requires deliberate practice. Here’s how to create your 

personal courage plan 

 

ACTION STEP: Your Personal Courage Plan 

1. Identify Your Top Three Fear Triggers What specific sit-

uations reliably trigger fear in your professional life? These 

might include speaking up in meetings, giving feedback, 

asking for resources, taking on visible projects, or challeng-

ing established processes. 

2. Analyze Recent Fear Responses For each trigger, recall a 

recent instance where you experienced fear. Write down: 

 
• The physical sensations you experienced 

• The thoughts that ran through your mind 

• The actions you took (or avoided taking) 

• The consequences of those action 

 

3. Create Alternative Responses For each trigger, develop a 

specific, concrete alternative response that incorporates the 

Four Cornerstones of Courage: 

 

• Self-Awareness: “When I feel my heart racing and 

my throat tightening, I’ll recognize it as fear rather 

than danger.” 

• Purpose: “I’ll remind myself why speaking up mat-

ters---because my perspective could prevent a costly 

mistake. 

• Perspective: “I’ll ask myself what’s the realistic worst 

outcome, not the catastrophic one my fear suggests.” 
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• Practice: “I’ll prepare one clear point before the meet-

ing and commit to sharing it regardless of how I feel. 

 

4. Start Small and Build Create a progression plan that grad-

ually expands your courage zone: 

 
• Week 1-2: Implement your alternative response in 

low-risk situations 

• Week 3-4: Apply it in moderate-risk situations 

• Week 5-6: Test it in higher-risk contexts 

 

5. Enlist Support Identify at least one person who can: 

 
• Provide accountability for your courage commitments 

• Offer perspective when fear distorts your thinking 

• Celebrate your progress, however incremental 

 

6. Track and Reflect Keep a simple courage journal 

documenting: 

 
• Instances where you chose courage over comfort 

• What enabled that choice 

• What you learned from the experience 

• How to apply that learning to future challenges 

How will you know your courage is growing? Look for these signs: 

Physical: The intensity of fear responses (racing heart, tight chest) 

begins to decrease in previously triggering situations 

 

Cognitive: Your thinking remains clearer during challenges; cata-

strophic thoughts have less grip 

 

Behavioral: You initiate courageous actions more readily, with less 

preparation time 
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Emotional: Recovery time after courage challenges shortens; you 

bounce back faster 

 

Relational: Others begin to comment on changes they notice in 

your confidence or leadership presence 

 
This structured approach transforms courage from an abstract virtue 

into a concrete skill you can systematically develop. The key is con-

sistency. Regular, intentional practice that gradually expands your 

capacity to function effectively in the presence of fear. 

 

 

WHAT WOULD YOU DO IF YOU WERE BRAVE? 

As we conclude this chapter, I want to leave you with a question that 

has transformed countless lives, including my own. 

 
What would you do if you were brave? Not fearless but brave. What 

would you do if you could feel your fear and move forward anyway? 

 
Would you finally have that difficult conversation you’ve been avoid-

ing? Would you pursue the promotion that seems just beyond your 

reach? Would you propose an innovative idea that could transform 

your organization? Would you leave the comfortable role that no 

longer fulfills you? Would you build the business you’ve dreamed of 

but believed was too risky? 

 
The answer to this question reveals your personal frontier, the edge of 

possibility that fear has been guarding. It’s not about eliminating fear. 

It’s about refusing to let fear make your most important decisions. 

 
When I asked myself this question the answer was both terrifying 

and clarifying. I would start a completely new career at an age when 

most people are planning retirement. I would transform my relation-

ship with fear from something that controlled me into something I 
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could use as fuel. I would share my story, with all its messiness and 

failure to help others recognize that their fears don’t have to define 

them either. 

 
Did this come to me all at once? No, it did not. I was still afraid, but 

I decided that courage would determine my path, not comfort. 

 
That decision to feel fear and choose courage, has made all the differ-

ence. Not just in my career success, but in the depth of my impact, 

the authenticity of my relationships, and the fundamental experience 

of living a life defined by possibilities rather than limitations. 

 
Let me ask you directly. “What fear is currently calling the shots in 

your professional life?” Name it. Right now. “What would happen if 

you stopped letting it make your decisions?” 

 
Fear is not a barrier, but a challenge to be met, a challenge that, 

when successfully navigated, leads to profound personal and profes-

sional growth. Courage isn’t about being fearless. It’s about choos-

ing purpose over panic, growth over comfort, and possibility over 

predictability. 

 
Are you ready to embark on your own journey from fear to courage? 

The path forward begins with acknowledging your fears, then rede-

fining them, and finally, taking that first brave step. 

 
What would you do if you were brave? Whatever your answer, that’s 

your next move. 

Core Insight: Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s feeling the full 

weight of your fear and choosing to carry it forward anyway. The 

people who appear most courageous are often experiencing the deep-

est fear. 
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Key Actions: 

 
• Conduct weekly courage exercises to challenge beliefs 

you’re operating from 

• Use the four cornerstones of courage as your guide to 

building your courage muscles 

• Expand your courage zone gradually through consistent, 

intentional practice rather than pushing yourself to take 

giant steps. 

• “What would you do if you were brave?” question reveals 

your personal frontier. Take small, regular actions to create 

momentum and transform your relationship with fear over 

time. 

Reflection Questions: 

 
1. Think of a time when you did act courageously despite 

fear. What enabled you to move forward? What resources 

or strengths did you draw upon? 

 
2. Who could support you in developing greater courage? 

How specifically might they help? 

 
3. What’s one small step you could take this week toward that 

brave action? 

Weekly Challenge: Each day this week, identify one area where you 

need to use courage in response to a situation or circumstance. Take 

one small courageous action. 

 

Next Chapter: You have explored the fundamentals of fear. Now it’s 

time to explore the F.E.A.R. framework so you can develop your fear 
intelligence. 
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CHAPTER FOuR 
 

 

FACE - From Emergency 

to Information 

 
“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In 

that space is our power to choose our response.” 

—Viktor Frankl, author “Man’s Search for Meaning”, 

Holocaust survivor and psychologist 

 

Naomi was 45 minutes into what should have been a routine cli-

ent presentation when it hit. Her chest tightened like someone was 

slowly turning a vise. Her vision tunneled. Her heart hammered so 

hard she was convinced everyone in the room could hear it. The voice 

in her head screamed: “You’re having a heart attack. You’re going to 

die. Right here. In front of everyone.” 

 
The rational part of her brain knew this was panic, not a cardiac 

event. But rationality is useless when your nervous system is con-

vinced you’re under mortal threat. Every fiber of her being wanted to 

run. Instead, she did something that probably saved her career and 

definitely changed her life. 

 
She got curious about what she was feeling. 
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“Excuse me for just a moment,” she said to the room full of execu-

tives. “I’m experiencing something physical right now, and I want to 

be fully present for our conversation.” 

 
She took three deep breaths, not to make her panic go away, but to 

feel it more completely. She noticed the racing heart, the tight chest, 

and her sweaty palms. Then asked herself the question that would 

become the foundation of everything I teach: 

 
“What is this feeling trying to tell me?” 

 

She was using her fear intelligence transforming F.E.A.R. into action.. 
 
 

 

THE RADICAL SHIFT: FROM 
EMERGENCY TO INFORMATION 

Here’s what most people get wrong about fear: They treat it like a 

house fire that needs to be extinguished immediately. The moment 

fear shows up, they go into crisis mode. How do we make this terri-

ble feeling go away as quickly as possible? 

 
What if fear isn’t an emergency to solve but information to process? 

 
This single shift, from emergency to information, is the foundation 

of fear intelligence. It’s the difference between being hijacked by fear 

and being guided by it. 

 
When you treat fear as an emergency, you activate your stress response 

system. Your thinking becomes narrow. Your options feel limited. 

You make decisions designed to escape discomfort rather than create 

value. 
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When you treat fear as information, you activate your learning sys-

tem. Your thinking becomes curious. Your options expand. You make 

decisions based on wisdom rather than avoidance. 

 
Fear isn’t a universal experience that means the same thing every 

time. It’s your brain’s interpretation of physical sensations, and that 

interpretation is heavily influenced by your past experiences, current 

context, and the stories you tell yourself. 

 
This changes everything. 

 

 

THE ANATOMY OF FEAR INFORMATION 

Learn to read fear as information rather than emergency, and you will 

notice that different fears have different physical signatures, and each 

signature is trying to tell you something specific: 

Tight chest and shallow breathing can signal fear of inadequacy: 

“I’m not qualified for this situation, and I need to prepare more or 

get additional support.” 

 

Clenched jaw and rigid shoulders indicates fear of losing control: 

“Things are happening beyond my influence, and I need to find ways 

to affect the outcome.” 

 

Churning stomach and restless energy points to fear of rejection: “I 

might not be accepted or approved of, and I need to consider how to 

communicate authentically while maintaining relationships.” 

 

A heavy, sinking sensation suggests fear of loss: “I might lose some-

thing important to me, and I need to assess what’s really at risk and 

what’s worth protecting.” 
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These aren’t random physical reactions. They’re your internal guid-

ance system trying to alert you to different types of challenges that 

require different responses. 

 
As Naomi sat with the sensations instead of fighting them, she real-

ized what her fear was trying to tell her. This wasn’t fear of inade-

quacy or fear of rejection. This was her fear of uncertainty screaming 

at maximum volume. 

 
She had walked into that presentation without her usual over-prepa-

ration because she’d been traveling. Her fear was essentially saying: 

“You don’t have enough information to feel confident in this situa-

tion.” It wasn’t trying to torture her; it was trying to protect her from 

the embarrassment of being unprepared. 

 
Once she understood what this fear was communicating, she could 

respond appropriately after she calmed down saying, “I apologize, 

but I realize I’d like to review a few details to make sure I’m giv-

ing you the most accurate information. Could we take a five-minute 

break?” 

 
The break gave her time to review her notes. When they reconvened, 

she delivered one of the most effective presentations of her career. 

Not because her fear disappeared, but because she used the informa-

tion fear intelligence provided to adjust her approach. 

 

 

THE FOUR LEVELS OF FEAR AWARENESS 

Most people experience fear at only the most basic level, but there are 

four distinct levels of awareness you can develop: 

Level 1: Reaction “Something feels wrong, but I don’t know what.” 

You’re aware something is off, but you can’t identify the specific emo-

tion or its source. This often leads to generalized anxiety that’s diffi- 
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cult to address because you don’t know what you’re actually respond-

ing to. 

Level 2: Recognition “I’m feeling afraid.” You can identify the emo-

tion as fear, but you don’t know what type or what it’s trying to tell 

you. This is where most people stop. They know they’re afraid, but 

they don’t know what to do with that information. 

Level 3: Specification “I’m feeling fear of inadequacy about tomor-

row’s presentation.” You can identify both the specific type of fear 

and the triggering situation. This specificity allows you to address the 

actual issue rather than just managing the symptoms. 

Level 4: Integration “I’m feeling fear of inadequacy about tomor-

row’s presentation, which is telling me this opportunity matters to 

me and I want to do well. What do I need to feel more prepared?” 

You understand not just what you’re feeling and why, but what the 

fear is trying to protect and how to respond constructively. 

 
The goal isn’t to eliminate fear but to develop your ability to process 

it at Level 4, where fear becomes actionable guidance rather than 

paralyzing emotion. 

 

 

THE BODY SCAN TECHNIQUE 

Here’s a practical method for developing Level 3 and 4 fear awareness: 

 

Step 1: Pause and Breathe When you notice fear arising, take three 

deep conscious breaths. This isn’t to eliminate the fear but to create 

space for observation. 

 

Step 2: Scan Your Body Starting at the top of your head, slowly 

scan down through your body. Where do you feel tension, tightness, 

heaviness, or other sensations? 
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Step 3: Describe the Sensations Use specific words: tight, churning, 

heavy, racing, frozen, burning. The more precise your description, 

the clearer the information becomes. 

 

Step 4: Ask the Information Question “What is this sensation try-

ing to tell me?” Listen for the first response that comes, even if it 

seems obvious or silly. 

 

Step 5: Translate to Action “What do I need to know, do, or remem-

ber based on this information?” 

 
This process takes less than two minutes after you practice it and 

completely changes how you respond to challenging situations. 

 

 

FROM TERROR TO TRUST 

Eric came to me because his fear of public speaking was limiting his 

career advancement. Every time he had to present to senior leader-

ship, he’d spend weeks in agony, lose sleep, and ultimately deliver 

presentations that didn’t reflect his actual expertise. 

 
“I just want to stop being afraid,” he told me during our first session. 

 
“What if we focused on understanding what your fear is trying to tell 

you instead?” I suggested. 

 
We spent the next month practicing fear awareness. Instead of trying 

to eliminate his anxiety about presentations, Eric learned to sit with 

the sensations and decode what they meant. 

 
What he discovered surprised him. His presentation fear wasn’t really 

about public speaking. It was about a much deeper fear of being seen 

as incompetent by people whose opinions mattered to him. 
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“I realized that my fear wasn’t telling me I couldn’t speak publicly,” he 

explained months later. “It was telling me how much I cared about 

doing it well.” 

 
Once he understood this, Eric could address his real issue. Instead of 

trying to eliminate fear, he focused on building genuine confidence 

in his material. He started volunteering for smaller presentations to 

practice. He worked with a speaking coach. He recorded himself pre-

senting and studied the footage. 

 
Six months later, he delivered a presentation to the entire engineer-

ing division that led to his promotion to senior architect. “I was still 

nervous,” he told me afterward. “But my fear felt different. It felt like 

energy I could use instead of weight I had to carry.” 

 

 

THE PERMISSION PRACTICE 

Many people struggle with feeling fear because they were taught that 

fear equals weakness. To develop your ability to feel fear as informa-

tion, you need to give yourself explicit permission to be human. 

 
Try this internal dialogue: “It’s completely normal and healthy that 

I’m feeling afraid right now. Fear is information, not inadequacy. 

This feeling is telling me something important that I need to know.” 

 
This isn’t about toxic positivity or pretending fear feels good. It’s 

about removing the secondary layer of shame that often accompanies 

fear and makes it harder to process. 

 
When you stop judging yourself for feeling afraid, you create space to 

learn from your fear instead of trying to escape it. 
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WHEN FEAR INFORMATION GETS CLOUDY 

Sometimes fear information gets cloudy because of your past 

experiences. 

 
Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, whose work has helped millions under-

stand trauma, explains why: ‘The body keeps the score. When we’re 

triggered, we’re not just responding to what’s happening now; we’re 

responding to what happened then.” 

 
For example, if you grew up with a highly critical parent, you might 

feel intense fear of inadequacy when receiving feedback, even when 

it’s constructive and well-intentioned. The feeling of fear is real, but 

it’s responding to past danger rather than present reality. 

 
After giving birth to my daughter, I struggled for three months trying 

to create a stable home for her and failed miserably. At the time, I was 

reading “The Prophet” by Kalil Gibran and there was a line in his 

poem on children that has stayed with me for my lifetime. 

 
“Children are part of life’s longing for itself.” 

 
I came to the painful realization that she would be better off in the 

arms of people who could care for her better than me, and this gave 

me the strength to give my daughter up for adoption. 

 
By my late twenties, I had created a life defined by running away. 

After my first marriage deteriorated under the weight of my unad-

dressed fears and substance abuse, I left my son with his father when 

he was just three years old. By 27, fear had driven me to repeat gen-

erational patterns despite my determination to break them. 

 
Fear doesn’t just paralyze; sometimes it propels you into desper-

ate motion. That’s how I ended up moving from London to San 

Francisco at age 27, without a job, without a visa, and without any 

concrete plan beyond escape. I fled not just to escape a failed mar- 
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riage, but to outrun the suffocating fear that I was doomed to repeat 

the chaotic patterns of my own parents. 

 
This wasn’t a courageous new beginning. It was fear driving me to 

radical geographic change, hoping distance alone could solve internal 

problems. It never does. 

 
I numbed my fears with alcohol and drugs, creating a chemical bar-

rier between myself and the consequences of my choices. Each drink, 

each high, was a temporary reprieve from the crushing weight of my 

own narrative. My substance abuse wasn’t just an escape. It was per-

fectionism in reverse. If I couldn’t be perfectly good, I would excel at 

being bad. 

 
The cruel irony of using substances to escape fear is that in the after-

math they amplify it tenfold. The hangover anxiety, the growing 

dependency, my deteriorating health, all became new fears layered on 

top of the original ones I was trying to escape. It was a vicious cycle 

of fear generating behaviors that created even more fear. 

 
It would take decades and years of therapy to develop my fear 

intelligence. 

 
Learning to distinguish between past-based and present-based fear is 

crucial for accurate interpretation. Ask yourself: 

 
• Is this fear about what’s happening now? 

• Is it about what happened before in similar situations? 

• What evidence do I have about this specific situation? 

• How would someone without my history react to this 

situation? 
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TRANSFORMING FEAR INTO 
FEAR INTELLIGENCE 

It’s not about eliminating fear. It’s about changing your relationship 

with it through a four-step process I’ve developed over years of work-

ing with clients. 

Step 1: Name It to Tame It 

 
The first step is simply recognizing and acknowledging your fear. 

This sounds obvious, but it’s surprisingly difficult because fear often 

disguises itself as rational thought. 

 
When I feel myself hesitating on an important action, I ask: “What 

am I actually afraid might happen here?” Just naming the specific 

fear. “I’m afraid I’ll make a mistake and look incompetent” immedi-

ately reduces its power. Vague, unnamed fears are always more para-

lyzing than specific, acknowledged ones. 

Step 2: Reality Test Your Fear 

 
Fear is often presented as a catastrophic event. When we catastroph-

ize the future, your imagination is at work. It is not reality. Fear is real 

when we have empirical evidence. No evidence, you’re just making 

stuff up. 

 
Amy was terrified of giving negative feedback to an underperform-

ing team member. When we explored what she feared, she admitted, 

“I’m afraid she’ll get defensive, the conversation will become awk-

ward, and our working relationship will be permanently damaged.” 

 
I asked her to rate the likelihood of this worst-case scenario on a scale 

of 1-10. She said 9. Then I asked her to recall previous instances 

where she’d given difficult feedback. Most conversations had gone 

reasonably well, and not one had permanently damaged a relation- 
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ship. Her actual historical evidence suggested the likelihood was 

closer to a 3, not a 9. 

Step 3: Reframe the Fear 

 
This is where transformation begins. Instead of viewing fear as a 

signal to stop, reframe it as valuable information pointing toward 

growth. 

 
When I feel afraid of speaking to a large audience, I think: “This fear 

is highlighting an opportunity to expand my influence and impact. It 

also means I’m super excited about the opportunity and I don’t want 

to mess it up, so I make sure I’m well prepared.” 

 
Fear of failure becomes: “This fear shows I’m taking on something 

challenging enough to be worthwhile.” It’s also the recognition that 

failure is simply a choice, a decision or an expectation that didn’t go 

the way I had planned, and I have overcome many of those through-

out my life. 

 
Fear of rejection becomes: “This discomfort means I’m showing up 

authentically rather than just telling people what they want to hear.” 

It also means you are aware that people may have an opinion that is 

different from yours, but it doesn’t mean they are right. Only you get 

to decide that. 

 
Fear of uncertainty becomes: “This anxiety is the feeling of creating 

something new rather than recycling the familiar.” It’s the recogni-

tion that you are stretching and growing and while you don’t know 

the ultimate outcome you are staying open and curious to discover 

something new. 

 
This reframing doesn’t make the fear disappear, but it changes its 

meaning. It’s no longer an indicator that something’s wrong. It’s a 

sign that you’re moving in a direction that matters. 
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Step 4: Act...While Afraid 

 
The final and most crucial step is acting while experiencing fear, 

rather than waiting for the fear to subside first, because it won’t. It 

will simply amplify. 

 
Most people believe the sequence should be: 

 
1. Feel afraid 

2. Wait until you’re not afraid 

3. Then act 

 
But this rarely works because the fear often doesn’t diminish until 

after you’ve acted. 

 
The effective sequence is: 

 
1. Feel afraid 

2. Act anyway, while still feeling afraid 

3. Notice that you survived 

4. Feel less afraid next time 

 
The late Susan Jeffers, author of “Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway” 

said, “Fear is our inability to handle whatever comes our way.” 

 
We must believe we can handle whatever comes our way because we 

can. 

 

 

THE 90-SECOND RULE 

Here’s something that will change how you experience fear. 

 
Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor discovered this while studying her own brain 

during a stroke: “When a person has a reaction to something in their 
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environment, there’s a 90-second chemical process that happens in 

the body; after that, any remaining emotional response is just the 

person choosing to stay in that emotional loop.” 

 
Think about what this means. The fear you feel in the first 90 sec-

onds is pure biology. Everything after that? That’s the story your 

mind creates. 

 
When fear strikes, try this: 

 

1. Name it: “I’m feeling afraid right now” 

2. Set a timer for 90 seconds 

3. Simply observe the sensations without trying to change 

them 

4. Notice how the intensity changes when you observe 

rather than resist 

 
Most people are amazed to discover that pure fear, without the story 

they have created, is far more manageable than they imagined. 

 

 

THE DAILY FEAR CHECK-IN 

To develop your ability to feel fear as information, practice this sim-

ple daily check-in: 

Morning: “What am I feeling afraid of today? What might this fear 

be trying to tell me?” 

 

Midday: “How has my relationship with fear shown up so far? What 

information have I received?” 

 

Evening: “What did I learn from my fears today? How did treating 

fear as information change my experience?” 
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This isn’t about solving or eliminating fear; it’s about developing a 

more sophisticated relationship with the information fear provides. 

 

 

BUILDING YOUR FEAR VOCABULARY 

Many of us have a limited vocabulary for describing fear. We know 

“scared,” “nervous,” and “anxious,” but that’s about it. Developing 

a more nuanced vocabulary helps you decode fear’s messages more 

precisely. 

Inadequacy fears might feel: Hollow, shaky, uncertain, fragile, 

exposed, small 

 

Rejection fears might feel: Tight, defensive, heavy, vulnerable, dis-

connected, or guarded 

 

Uncertainty fears might feel: Spinning, chaotic, scattered, restless, 

urgent, or suspended 

 

Loss fears might feel: Gripping, protective, territorial, dense, cling-

ing, and rigid 

 
The more precisely you can describe what you’re feeling, the more 

accurately you can interpret what it means. 

 

 

WHEN FEAR BECOMES YOUR ALLY 

The goal isn’t to eliminate fear or even to stop being bothered by it. 

The goal is to develop such a sophisticated understanding of fear’s 

language that it becomes a trusted advisor rather than an enemy to 

defeat. 
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When you reach this level of fear intelligence, several things happen: 

 
• You stop being surprised by this fear and start experiencing 

it as a normal part of meaningful work 

• You become curious about what fear is pointing you toward 

rather than what it’s pushing you away from 

• You make decisions based on values and vision rather than 

comfort and control 

• You help others navigate their fears instead of being 

hijacked by them 

• You use fear’s energy as fuel for courage rather than evi-

dence for retreat 

 
Learning to feel fear as information rather than an emergency is foun-

dational to everything that follows. You can’t understand, explore, or 

lead with fear until you can first be present with it. 

 
Feeling is just the beginning. Once you can sit with your fear without 

being overwhelmed by it, you’re ready for the next step. Understanding 

what that information means and where it’s coming from. 

Core Insight: Fear becomes manageable when you treat it as infor-

mation rather than an emergency, allowing the 90-second neuro-

chemical response to pass while accessing the wisdom contained in 

your body’s signals. 

Key Actions: 

 
• Practice the 90-second rule when fear arises observe with-

out resistance 

• Use the body scan technique to identify fear’s specific phys-

ical signature 

• Develop your fear vocabulary for more precise emotional 

identification 

• Create a daily fear check-in routine (morning, midday, 

evening) 
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• Build your evidence file of times you’ve acted despite fear 

and succeeded 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• What does fear feel like in my body, and what is each sen-

sation trying to tell me? 

 
• How does my experience change when I observe fear rather 

than fight it? 

 
• What patterns do I notice in when and how fear shows up 

for me? 

Weekly Challenge: For the next seven days, when fear arises, set 

a timer for 90 seconds and simply observe the physical sensations 

without trying to change them. Notice how the intensity shifts when 

you observe rather than resist. 

Next Chapter: You’re learning to feel fear as information rather than 

emergency. Now we need to decode what that information means 

by examining the stories fear tells you about yourself and your 

capabilities. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  
 

 

EXPLORE - Rewriting the 

Stories That Run Your Life 

 
“The important thing is not to stop questioning.” 

—Albert Einstein 
 

 

Let me tell you about the story that nearly destroyed everything I 

tried to build. 

 
For forty-seven years, I lived by one unshakeable belief: “I don’t 

deserve good things unless I’ve suffered enough to earn them.” 

 
This wasn’t something I consciously chose to believe. It was a story 

that was written into my operating system at seven years old when 

my drunk father screamed that I was “lucky anyone bothered with 

me at all.” That little girl internalized a narrative that would sabo-

tage my relationships, career opportunities, and peace of mind for 

decades. 

 
I stayed in my first marriage longer than I should have because leav-

ing felt too easy, too good for someone like me. I almost sabotaged 

my second marriage with the story that I didn’t deserve to be this 

fortunate. I undercharged for my services because prosperity without 
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pain felt fraudulent. I rejected opportunities that came too smoothly 

because my internal GPS was calibrated for struggle. 

 
Until the day I realized that the story running through my life wasn’t 

true. It was just a story created by circumstances that were controlled 

by other people, and stories can be rewritten. 

 

 

THE STORIES FEAR TELLS 

Every fear comes with a narrative attached. Not just the physical sen-

sation of racing heart or tight chest, but a complete story about what 

that sensation means: 

 
“I’m feeling anxious because I’m not qualified for this role.” “My 

stomach is churning because they’ll discover I’m a fraud.” “I’m terri-

fied because I can’t control what happens next.” 

 
Here’s what most people don’t understand: These aren’t facts. They’re 

interpretations. These interpretations were created by much younger, 

less equipped versions of yourself trying to make sense of overwhelm-

ing situations. 

 
Dr. Dan Siegel, who studies how early experiences shape our adult 

brains, explains it this way: “The stories we tell ourselves about our 

experiences literally reshape our neural pathways. Repeated narra-

tives become the brain’s default interpretations.” 

 
This means that the stories you tell yourself about your fears aren’t 

just affecting your mood, they’re rewiring your brain to see those 

stories as reality. 
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The Power of Stories: How Narratives Shape Our Fear 

 
At our core, we are storytelling creatures. We make sense of our lives 

through narratives, connecting moments into meaningful patterns, 

assigning causation, and finding purpose. This storytelling instinct is 

powerful and mostly unconscious. 

 
When it comes to fear, the stories we tell ourselves are everything. 

The physical sensations of fear, the racing heart, and the churning 

stomach, are neutral. It’s the narrative we wrap around these sensa-

tions that determines whether they paralyze us or propel us forward. 

 
Consider two executives facing the same situation: leading a high 

stakes presentation to potential investors. Both feel the physical sen-

sations of fear, elevated heart rate, dry mouth, and jittery energy. 

 
The first tells herself: “I’m terrified because I’ve not prepared enough. 

They’re going to see right through me. This could be a complete 

disaster. I shouldn’t be in this position.” 

 
The second tells herself: “I’m feeling this intensity because this mat-

ters to me. My body is ramping up to help me perform. This energy 

can fuel a compelling presentation.” 

 
Same physical sensations. Drastically different narratives. The narra-

tive chosen will significantly impact performance. 

 
The stories we tell ourselves about our fears generally fall into a few 

categories: 
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THE THREE TYPES OF FEAR STORIES 

Through my work, I’ve identified three categories of stories that keep 

us trapped: 

 

Origin Stories: Where Fear First Learned to Speak 

 
These are your earliest templates for understanding threat and safety. 

Usually formed before age twelve, they create the foundational beliefs 

that filter everything that comes after. 

 
Marie, a successful attorney, traced her terror of asking for help to age 

nine. Her mother, overwhelmed with four children, would explode 

whenever anyone had needs: “Can’t you see I’m drowning here? 

Figure it out yourself!” 

 
She learned that having needs was dangerous and that self-reliance 

was necessary for survival. By thirty-five, she was working eigh-

teen-hour days, burning out regularly, and believed that asking for 

support was a sign of weakness. Her origin story had convinced her 

that independence was the only safe way to exist. 

 
The challenge with origin stories is that they made sense at the time. 

Nine-year-old Marie did need to be self-reliant in a chaotic house-

hold. But thirty-five-year-old Marie was applying a survival strategy 

to situations that no longer required survival. 

 

Confirmation Stories: How Fear Stays Alive 

 
Your brain is a meaning-making machine that loves to be right. Once 

you have a fear story, your mind becomes a detective searching for 

evidence to confirm it while filtering out anything that contradicts it. 
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If your story is “I’m not smart enough,” you’ll remember every mis-

take you made and forget every success. You’ll notice when others 

seem more knowledgeable and miss the times your insights solved 

problems. This isn’t conscious; it’s how our survival-oriented brains 

work. 

 
Dr. Daniel Kahneman’s research on cognitive bias shows that we’re 

hardwired to notice information that confirms our existing beliefs 

while dismissing contradictory evidence. When fear is running the 

show, this bias skews heavily toward threat detection. 

 
Gary believed “People don’t respect my ideas.” His confirmation bias 

meant he noticed every time someone interrupted him in meetings 

but didn’t register when colleagues implemented his suggestions. He 

remembered the one negative comment on his presentation but for-

got the five positive ones. 

 

Identity Stories: When Fear Becomes Who You Are. 

 
False identity stories include things like, “I’m not a public speaker.” 

“I’m not leadership material.” “I’m just not good with conflict.” 

 
These stories have calcified into identity, making change feel impos-

sible because it would require becoming a different person. 

 
Hannah, a data scientist, insisted “I’m not a people person” when 

offered leadership opportunities. This wasn’t an objective assessment 

of her capabilities; it was a story she’d adopted to avoid her fear of 

rejection that came with managing relationships. 

 
The problem with identity stories is they become self-fulfilling 

prophecies. When you believe “I’m not good with conflict,” you 

avoid difficult conversations, never develop conflict skills, and rein-

force the original story. 
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DISEMPOWERING NARRATIVES 

 
The Victim Story 

 
“This is happening to me because I’m not good enough/strong 

enough/worthy enough.” 

 
This narrative places us at the mercy of our circumstances, surren-

dering our agency and reinforcing our sense of helplessness. I see 

this constantly in high-level executives, who despite their outward 

success, secretly believe they’ve somehow fooled everyone and are just 

one mistake away from being exposed. 

 
Rebecca came to me after having panic attacks before board meet-

ings. Despite her exceptional track record and qualifications, her 

internal narrative was a pure victim story: “They’re going to realize 

I don’t belong here. I only got this position because they needed a 

woman on the executive team. It’s just a matter of time before every-

one sees I’m a fraud.” 

 
This narrative wasn’t just making her miserable; it was affecting her 

performance. As a financial analyst, she’d avoid making bold financial 

recommendations, even when her analysis supported them, because 

her fear narrative told her she didn’t have the right to be so assertive. 

 

The Helpless Story 

 
There’s nothing I can do about this situation.” 

 
This narrative absolves us of responsibility but also strips us of power. 

It’s the story that keeps people in dead-end jobs, toxic relationships, 

and self-destructive patterns. 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

79 

 

 

 
Sean, a talented product manager, stayed at a company he hated for 

seven years, telling himself, “The economy is too unstable to risk a 

move” and “No other company would value my specific skill set.” 

His helpless narrative kept him trapped in misery, watching less qual-

ified colleagues move on to exciting opportunities while he remained 

stuck. 

 

The Doom Story 

 
“This will never get better/I’ll never recover/I’m permanently 

damaged.” 

 
This narrative extends current challenges infinitely into the future, 

closing the door on possibility and change. It’s perhaps the most 

destructive story of all because it removes hope, the essential ingredi-

ent for any meaningful change. 

 

 

EMPOWERING NARRATIVES 

 
The Challenge Story 

 
“This is difficult, but it’s teaching me something important.” Or, “I 

have seen this before, and I handled it.” 

 
The challenge story doesn’t deny the pain or difficulty of our circum-

stances. It simply refuses to let those circumstances have the final 

word. 
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The Growth Story 

 
“This fear is showing me where I need to develop stronger skills or 

resources.” 

 
The growth story doesn’t promise that fear will disappear. It promises 

that you will expand beyond your current limitations, developing 

new capabilities that transform your relationship with fear. The ques-

tion isn’t “How do I become fearless?” but rather “How is this fear 

inviting me to grow?” 

 

The Purpose Story 

 
“This fear is pointing me toward what truly matters to me.” 

 
This narrative recognizes that we only fear losing or failing at things 

we care about. Fear thus becomes a compass, indicating our most 

deeply held values and desires. 

 
The stories we tell ourselves about our fear aren’t just mental exer-

cises; they reshape our neurological response to threat. 

 
Research in neuroscience has shown that cognitive reappraisal, con-

sciously changing the narrative around our emotional responses, 

reduces activity in the amygdala and increases activity in the prefron-

tal cortex, the seat of rational thought and emotional regulation. 

 
In other words, changing your story about fear changes how your 

brain processes fear. 
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CASE STUDY: FROM FRAUD TO AUTHORITY 

John, a software architect, came to me convinced he was one meeting 

away from being exposed as incompetent. Despite leading success-

ful projects for eight years, he lived in constant terror that someone 

would ask a question he couldn’t answer. 

 
His story: “I’m successful because I’ve been lucky. When my luck 

runs out, everyone will see I don’t belong here.” 

 

 

THE STORY ARCHAEOLOGY 

When we traced this narrative to its origins, we discovered that John 

grew up with two older siblings who were academic superstars. No 

matter what he achieved, his parents’ response was always a compar-

ison: “That’s nice, but your sister got an A+ when she was your age.” 

 
He learned that his accomplishments were never quite good enough 

to prove his worth. Every success was evidence of luck rather than 

skill because genuine capability would have been recognized and 

celebrated. 

 

Evidence Examination 

 
Together, we created three columns: 

 

Supporting his story: 

 
• A few projects that faced challenges 

• Moments of uncertainty about technical approaches 

• Times when he didn’t immediately know answers to 

questions 
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Contradicting his story: 

 
• Consistent positive reviews over eight years 

• Colleagues regularly seeking his expertise 

• Successful project delivery exceeding expectations 

• Being recruited by competitors 

• Solving problems others couldn’t 

 

Missing evidence he was discounting: 

 
• He dismissed praise as “just being polite” 

• He attributed team successes to luck rather than his 

leadership 

• He minimized the significance of complex problems he’d 

solved 

 
The contradiction was stark. John had extensive evidence of com-

petence that he was systematically ignoring while amplifying minor 

evidence of imperfection. 

 

The Rewritten Story 

 
Instead of “I’m successful because of luck and I’ll eventually be 

exposed,” he learned to think: “I feel uncertain about my capabilities 

because I care deeply about excellence and I’m constantly learning in 

a rapidly evolving field. My uncertainty is evidence that I’m taking 

on appropriately challenging work and maintaining high standards.” 

 
Six months later, John applied for and got promoted to principal 

architect. The shift wasn’t in his technical skills but in his story about 

those skills. 
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THE STORY REWRITING PROCESS 

Here’s the systematic approach I use to help people rewrite limiting 

narratives: 

 

Step 1: Catch the Story in Action 

 
When fear arises, ask yourself: “What story is my mind telling me 

right now about why I should be afraid?” 

 
Write down the exact words. Not “I’m nervous about tomorrow’s 

presentation” but “Everyone will see that I don’t know what I’m 

talking about, and they’ll think I’m unqualified for this position.” 

 
The specificity matters. Vague fears are hard to address. Specific sto-

ries can be examined and challenged. 

 

Step 2: Trace the Story’s Origins 

 
Ask: “When did I first learn to think this way? What early experience 

taught me this was something to fear?” 

 
This isn’t about blame or dwelling in the past. It’s about understand-

ing that current fears often carry the voice of younger versions of 

yourself who were doing their best to navigate confusing situations. 

 
Sometimes the connection is obvious: a critical teacher, a demanding 

parent, a humiliating experience. It can also be more subtle. Growing 

up in a household where mistakes were dangerous or being the only 

child of color in your school or having a sibling with special needs 

that required all your parents’ attention. 
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Step 3: Examine the Evidence 

 
Create three columns: 

 
• Evidence supporting this story 

• Evidence contradicting this story 

• Evidence you might be filtering out 

 
Most people are shocked to discover how much contradictory evi-

dence they’ve been unconsciously ignoring. The brain’s confirmation 

bias is so powerful that we literally don’t see information that chal-

lenges our existing beliefs. 

 
Be brutally honest about what belongs in each column. The goal isn’t 

to convince yourself you’re perfect but to get an accurate assessment 

of reality. 

 

Step 4: Create Alternative Interpretations 

 
Based on the same facts, what other stories could be true? The goal 

isn’t fantasy but more accurate, empowering interpretations of reality. 

 
Instead of “I don’t know what I’m doing,” try “I’m learning and 

growing in a challenging role.” 

 
Instead of “They’ll reject my ideas,” try “I care about contributing 

value and want to communicate effectively.” 

 
Instead of “I can’t handle uncertainty,” try “I prefer to be well-pre-

pared and am learning to act with incomplete information.” 
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THE POWER OF LANGUAGE 

The specific words you use to tell your fear stories matter enormously. 

Small language shifts create big meaning changes: 

Disempowering language: 

 
• “I am anxious” (identity) 

• “I always struggle with...” (permanence) 

• “I can’t handle...” (impossibility) 

• “I’m not the type of person who...” (fixed identity) 

 

Empowering language: 

 
• “I’m experiencing anxiety” (temporary state) 

• “I’m learning to...” (growth process) 

• “I’m developing my ability to...” (skill building) 

• “I’m becoming someone who...” (evolving identity) 

 
These aren’t just word games. Neuroscience research shows that 

the language you use literally shapes your brain’s interpretation of 

experiences. 

 
 

 

ADVANCED STORY WORK: THE 
COMPASSIONATE REFRAME 

Sometimes the most powerful reframe isn’t changing the story but 

changing your relationship to the character in the story. 

 
Instead of judging the seven-year-old who created a survival story, 

you can honor her intelligence and resilience. Instead of being angry 

at the fifteen-year-old who learned to avoid rejection, you can appre-

ciate his desire for belonging. 
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The compassionate reframe sounds like, “That story served me well 

when I was younger and less equipped to handle certain situations. 

I’m grateful for the protection it provided, and now I’m ready for a 

story that serves my current life and goals.” 

 

 

WHEN STORIES RESIST CHANGE 

Some fear stories are particularly stubborn because they’re reinforced 

by trauma or because they’ve become central to your identity. 

Signs you might need professional support: 

 
• Stories connected to significant trauma or abuse 

• Narratives that create intense shame or self-hatred 

• Patterns that feel unchangeable despite repeated efforts 

• Stories that significantly impact daily functioning or 

relationships 

 
Dr. Peter Levine, whose work on trauma recovery has helped many, 

explains: “Trauma is not what happens to us, but what we hold inside 

in the absence of an empathetic witness.” 

 
There’s zero shame in seeking help from therapists or coaches who 

specialize in narrative change. Some stories need more support to 

transform safely. 
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THE STORY REVISION PRACTICE 

For the next month, practice catching and revising fear stories in real 

time: 

Daily Story Catch: Notice one fear story that runs through your 

mind during the day. Write it down exactly as you think of it. 

 

Weekly Origin Exploration: Choose one recurring fear story and 

explore when you first learned to think this way. What was happen-

ing in your life? What did this story protect you from? 

 

Monthly Evidence Review: For your most persistent fear story, cre-

ate the three-column evidence chart. Be honest about what belongs 

in each column. 

 

Ongoing Language Awareness: Notice when you use fixed, perma-

nent language about yourself (“I’m not...,” “I always...,” “I can’t...”) 

and experiment with growth language instead. 

 

 

THE DARK SIDE OF FEAR AS FUEL 

The difference between fear as a destructive force and fear as fuel lies 

in how we choose to respond to it. 

 
For too many years, I chose the path of self-destruction. Each drink, 

each drug, each bad decision was an attempt to quiet the voices of 

fear that constantly whispered of my inadequacy, my unworthiness, 

and my fundamental brokenness. 

 
Here’s what I learned: numbing fear also numbs our capacity for 

growth, for joy, for authentic connection. 

 
Let me be crystal clear, there are unhealthy ways to use fear as fuel. 
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Some people channel their fear into workaholism, perfectionism, or 

controlling behavior. Others use food, sex, shopping, and gambling 

as their preferred choice of destruction. They’re not avoiding their 

fear; they’re harnessing it in ways that ultimately damage themselves 

and others. 

 
Many of my clients have a fear of failure that drives them to work 

90-hour weeks, micromanage their team, and sacrifice their health 

and relationships on the altar of professional success. They use fear as 

fuel, but the engine powering their habits was driving them straight 

off a cliff. 

 
This approach isn’t just avoidance, it’s misdirection. They channeled 

their fear-energy into work performance because professional suc-

cess provided temporary relief from deeper fears of worthlessness and 

rejection. This approach never addresses the underlying narratives 

driving fear. 

 
Healthy transformation of fear requires facing our stories directly, 

challenging their validity, and consciously choosing more empower-

ing narratives. It’s not about denying fear or merely pushing through 

it. It’s about changing our relationship with it at the fundamental 

level. 

 

 

THE STORY THAT CHANGED MY LIFE 

Remember the story I told earlier? “I don’t deserve good things unless 

I’ve suffered enough to earn them.” 

 
It took me years to fully understand and come to terms with my 

fears. Years of therapy, self-discovery, and gradual, painful awaken-

ing to realize that my fears weren’t my enemies. They were signposts 

pointing toward areas that needed healing, growth, and attention. 
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Through years of work in Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon, work-

shops, coaching, past-life regression, Gestalt therapy, Reiki, inner-

child work, writing therapy, singing therapy, martial arts, and count-

less other modalities, I began to understand something crucial: Fear 

isn’t just about what scares us, it’s about what matters to us. 

 
When I feared judgment of my writing, I wanted connection and 

impact but didn’t know if I had something worth saying. 

 
When I feared financial ruin, I wanted security and independence 

but was afraid I couldn’t create it. 

 
When I feared intimate relationships, I wanted authentic connection 

but didn’t trust my ability to create it. 

 
My realization that fear points toward value changed everything. 

Instead of seeing fear as an obstacle to overcome, I began to see it 

as my North Star, a compass pointing me toward my deepest desires 

and most cherished values. 

 
Gradually, I began to see that fear wasn’t something to eliminate. It 

was something to understand, work with, and ultimately, harness. 

My journey taught me that you can’t outrun fear. You can only learn 

to transform your relationship with it. 

 
Here’s how I rewrote my story: “I deserve good things because I’m 

a human being with inherent worth. Suffering doesn’t create value; 

it’s simply part of the human experience that can teach resilience and 

compassion.” 

 
This rewrite took years of practice. 

 
I had to consciously choose the new story over the old one hun-

dreds of times. But that rewrite changed everything. It allowed me to 

build relationships based on mutual respect rather than transactional 

proving. 
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It freed me to charge appropriately for my expertise. It enabled me 

to receive opportunities without the exhausting need to justify my 

worthiness. 

 
Most importantly, it taught me that I am not my stories. I am the 

author who can choose to rewrite them. 

 
Your turn. What story has fear been telling you about yourself? What 

would change if you rewrote that story based on evidence rather than 

old programming? 

 
The truth: You are not your stories. You are their author, and authors 

have the power to write new chapters. 

 
The next step in your fear transformation is learning to use curios-

ity as your compass for exploring what those rewritten stories make 

possible. 

Core Insight: Fear stories created by younger, less-equipped versions 

of yourself can be rewritten based on current evidence and reality, 

transforming limitations into launching pads for growth. 

 

Key Actions: 

 
• Practice the story archaeology technique to trace fear pat-

terns to their origins 

• Create evidence charts with three columns: supporting, 

contradicting, and filtered-out evidence 

• Rewrite limiting narratives using empowering language 

that reflects current reality 

• Replace fixed identity language (“I’m not...”) with growth 

language (“I’m learning to...”) 

• Use the compassionate reframe to honor past protection 

while choosing current courage 
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Reflection Questions: 

 
• What story has fear been telling me about myself that may 

no longer be true? 

 
• When did I first learn to think this way, and how did that 

story serve me then? 

 
• What evidence contradicts my limiting story that I’ve been 

unconsciously ignoring? 

Weekly Challenge: Choose one recurring fear story and spend this 

week collecting evidence that contradicts it. Write down every piece 

of contradictory evidence you discover, no matter how small. 

 

Next Chapter: You’re beginning to understand the stories fear tells 

and where they originated. Now it’s time to get curious about what 

these fears might be pointing you toward rather than what they’re 

pushing you away from. 
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CHAPTER SIX  
 

 

ACT - When Curiosity 

Becomes Your Compass 

 
“Curiosity is the engine of achievement.” 

—Ken Robinson, educator and author 
 

 

Think back to when you were five years old. Remember that relent-

less little scientist who dismantled every toy to see how it worked? 

The child who asked “why” so many times your parents considered 

changing their names and moving to another country? 

 
You were fearless in your curiosity then, before school taught you 

that not knowing was embarrassing. Before some authority figure 

made you feel stupid for asking questions. Before you learned that 

curiosity could get you in trouble. 

 
Somewhere between finger paints and performance reviews, most of 

us trade our natural curiosity for the safety of “that’s just how things 

are.” We stop exploring because exploring means admitting we don’t 

have all the answers. 

 
Now, you are nodding sagely in meetings when you don’t understand 

a damn thing, pretending expertise you don’t have, and lying awake 
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at 3 AM paralyzed by the fear of being exposed as the fraud you think 

you are. 

 
Simply put, you settled for status quo, and the status quo is a death 

sentence in a world where business models have the shelf life of milk. 

 
I’ve discovered through twenty years of helping people transform 

their relationship with fear that curiosity isn’t the opposite of fear. It’s 

fear’s most powerful transformer. 

 

The Dance That Determines Your Future 

 
When fear leads the dance, curiosity gets stepped on and shoved to 

the sidelines. We dodge questions, avoid challenges, and cling to the 

devil we know, even when that devil is making our lives miserable. 

Our growth stalls, and we find ourselves stuck in a Groundhog Day 

loop of repeated patterns and missed opportunities. 

 
But here’s the good news. We can change who leads the dance. 

 

 

THE CURIOSITY PARADOX 

Fear and curiosity are both responses to the unknown. The difference 

is in their interpretation: 

Fear says: “This is unknown, therefore dangerous. Avoid it.” 

 

Curiosity says: “This is unknown, therefore interesting. Investigate it.” 

 
Both acknowledge uncertainty. One leads to contraction, the other 

to expansion. 
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Dr. Todd Kashdan, who studies curiosity and resilience, puts it this 

way: “Curious people don’t experience less fear than others. They 

experience it differently. They move toward uncertainty instead of 

away from it.” 

 
I’ve seen this shift happen countless times in my work with clients. 

When you become curious about your fear instead of being con-

trolled by it, everything changes. 

 

 

MY CURIOSITY REVOLUTION 

This is the moment that changed everything for me. 

 
I was terrified of public speaking, which was problematic since my 

business required exactly that. For months, I’d been white knuckling 

through presentations, surviving on adrenaline and prayer. 

 
During one particularly challenging Q&A session, someone asked a 

question I couldn’t immediately answer. Instead of the usual panic, 

something different happened. I got curious. 

 
“That’s a fascinating question,” I heard myself say. “I don’t have a 

ready answer, but here’s what I’m wondering about...” 

 
I proceeded to think out loud, exploring the question with genuine 

interest. Something magical happened. The audience leaned in. They 

weren’t engaged because I had all the answers. They were engaged 

because they could feel my authentic curiosity about their challenge. 

 
That moment taught me something revolutionary: Curiosity is more 

compelling than certainty. 

 
People don’t follow leaders who have all the answers. They follow 

leaders who ask better questions and aren’t afraid to explore unknown 
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territory. Curiosity signals intelligence, not ignorance. It demon-

strates confidence, not incompetence. 

 

 

THE FOUR LEVELS OF CURIOSITY 

Most people think curiosity is just asking questions, but there are 

four distinct levels you can develop: 

Level 1: Surface Curiosity “I wonder what will happen.” Basic inter-

est in outcomes without deep investigation. This level often stops at 

the first answer and settles for surface explanations. It’s better than no 

curiosity, but it doesn’t create transformation. 

Level 2: Analytical Curiosity “I wonder why this happens and how 

it works.” Systematic investigation of causes and mechanisms. This 

is where most technical and academic curiosity operates. It’s valuable 

for understanding systems and processes but doesn’t necessarily lead 

to personal growth. 

Level 3: Empathetic Curiosity “I wonder what this feels like for 

others and what they’re experiencing.” Curiosity about other people’s 

perspectives, emotions, and internal worlds. This level of curiosity 

builds connection and understanding but may not address your own 

patterns. 

Level 4: Self-Curiosity “I wonder why I react this way and what this 

reveals about me.” This deepest level of curiosity involves investigat-

ing your own patterns, motivations, and growth edges. This is where 

transformation happens. 

 
The breakthrough occurs when you apply Level 4 curiosity to your 

fears: “I wonder why this scares me so much. What is this fear trying 

to protect? What might this resistance be pointing me toward?” 
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FEAR AS YOUR PERSONAL GPS 

Here’s the reframe that revolutionized my approach to growth: 

 
What if fear isn’t a warning to stop but a GPS system pointing toward 

your most important destinations? 

 
Think about it. What scares you most professionally? Public speak-

ing? Leading bigger projects? Starting your own business? Having 

difficult conversations? Asking for what you want? 

 
Now ask yourself, if those fears suddenly vanished, how would your 

life transform? 

 
Your biggest fears are usually pointing directly toward your most sig-

nificant opportunities for expansion. 

 
Dr. Carol Dweck’s research on growth mindset at Stanford proves 

this connection. People who view challenges as opportunities to 

develop new capabilities consistently outperform those who view 

them as threats to existing competence. 

 
The intensity of your fear often correlates with the magnitude of the 

growth opportunity. The things that terrify you most are usually the 

things that would transform your life most completely. 

 

The Power of Questions 

 
Questions are the skeleton keys that unlock potential. They’re the tools 

we use to poke at the unknown. Asking a good question takes guts. 

It’s an admission that you don’t know everything, that you’re willing 

to expose your uncertainty, and step beyond the safety of pretending. 

 
Let’s be real, many of us would rather eat glass than ask a question 

in a room full of people. We swallow our questions and nod wisely 
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like we get it, even when we’re completely lost. This fear comes from 

several places: 

• Fear of Judgment: You’re terrified that everyone will think 

you’re a complete idiot for not already knowing the answer 

• Perfectionism: You’ve built your identity around being the 

smartest person in the room, so asking questions feels like 

admitting defeat 

• Low Self-Esteem: You’re convinced your questions are stu-

pid, trivial, or a waste of everyone’s time 

• Corporate Conditioning: You’ve been trained that “suc-

cessful people” have answers, not questions 

Here’s what Warren Berger, author of “A Beautiful Question! discov-

ered in his analysis of breakthrough innovators. They ask, “What if?” 

questions four times more frequently than average performers and 

they ask them about things others assume are fixed. 

 
The people who change the game aren’t the ones with all the answers. 

They are the ones asking questions nobody else thought to ask. 

 
According to master coach Marshall Goldsmith, powerful questions 

start with “What” rather than “Why”; “What would need to change 

for this to work?” instead of “Why isn’t this working?” The first opens 

possibilities; the second assigns blame. 

 

My Curiosity Journey 

 
My own journey with curiosity has been like a roller coaster; with 

more downs than ups for the first few decades. I grew up in a house-

hold where questions were about as welcome as a skunk at a garden 

party. 

 
When I was seven, I asked my father why he always came home dirty 

from his job. His response hit like a slap. “That’s a stupid question.” 
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The table went silent, and I learned something that would haunt me 

for decades. Curiosity was dangerous, questions made people angry, 

and it was safer to pretend you understood than to reveal ignorance. 

 
Fast forward to adulthood, and I’d become an expert at squashing 

my natural curiosity. But life has a way of creating opportunities for 

growth, even when we’re trying our damnedest to stay small. 

 
At certain times in my drug and alcohol addled days, I found myself 

curious about what being sober would look like. What would I feel? 

Who would I be without a chemical cushion between me and reality? 

 
Despite my fear of facing life raw and unfiltered, that spark of curi-

osity led me to join AA. 

 
It wasn’t pretty or easy. Trading the comfortable misery of addic-

tion for the uncomfortable growth of sobriety never is, but curiosity 

about a different way of living gave me just enough courage to take 

that first terrifying step. 

 
As a budding writer, I was desperately curious about what it would 

feel like to be a respected author. 

 
But I was paralyzed by my fear of claiming that identity. I couldn’t 

bring myself to say, “I’m a writer,” convinced that people would 

laugh and call me a fake until I’d published something. I worried that 

maybe I couldn’t publish anything because I wasn’t good enough. 

 
My breakthrough came when I finally asked myself the question I’d 

been avoiding: 

 
“What’s the worst thing that will happen if I finish this book and it 

sucks?” 

 
The answer was embarrassingly simple. “Nothing. I’d still be the 

same person who wrote something, which is more than most people 
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ever do.” That question cracked my paralysis. I hired someone to 

help me stay accountable and get the book finished. 

 
Sometimes curiosity breaks through in unexpected ways. Watching 

my children take part in Tae Kwon Do classes, I found myself won-

dering what it would be like to step onto the mat myself, instead 

of just sitting on the sidelines. At forty-something, I was hardly the 

typical beginner. 

 
The first day I stepped onto the mat, my heart hammered violently 

in my chest. My brain screamed: “You’re too old for this. You’ll look 

ridiculous. Everyone is staring at you.” I almost walked out. 

 
But I stayed, recognizing that this fear pointed toward something I 

deeply needed. 

 
That first class was humbling. My body wouldn’t cooperate. I 

was awkward, uncoordinated, and painfully self-conscious. But I 

returned week after week. The physical cost was real. Purple-yellow 

bruises mapping my arms and legs, a broken toe, cracked ribs from a 

misplaced kick, and a broken hand from smashing through boards. 

Each injury was a visceral reminder of what happens when attention 

wavers for even a second. 

 
What surprised me most was the spiritual dimension that emerged. 

 
Martial arts demanded a quality of presence I’d never experienced. In 

sparring, there was no room for distraction. My racing thoughts, my 

self-doubt, my everyday worries all fell away in the face of immediate 

necessity. 

 
Later, when I had switched disciplines after earning a red belt in Tae 

Kwon Do, I earned my black belt in Shotokan karate on my 49th 

birthday. During the test, something shifted in my self-perception. 

For three hours I was pushed beyond my limits, my mind cycling 

between determination and despair. 
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When the master tied a black belt around my waist, I felt not tri-

umph but quiet certainty. I had faced fear hundreds of times and 

discovered it wasn’t the enemy I’d believed. It was a signal pointing 

toward growth, energy that could be channeled rather than avoided. 

 
Curiosity is the antidote to fear. Not because it eliminates fear but 

because it gives you something more compelling to move toward. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: FROM TERROR 
TO TRANSFORMATION 

Jennifer, a brilliant engineer who was up for promotion, came to 

me because her fear of leadership was limiting her career. Every time 

she was offered a management role, she found convincing reasons to 

decline. She didn’t feel she had the skills to manage people. 

 
Instead of accepting this identity story, I asked her to get curious 

about her fear. 

 
“What specifically terrifies you about leading people?” I asked. 

 
As we explored, Jennifer discovered her fear wasn’t really about lead-

ership. It was about a deeper terror of being responsible for other 

people’s mistakes and having to navigate conflict when things went 

wrong. 

 
“I’ve never seen conflict handled well,” she admitted. “In my family, 

disagreements were either explosive or silent. I don’t know how to 

find the middle ground.” 

 
This was valuable information. Jennifer’s fear wasn’t telling her she 

couldn’t lead. It was telling her what she needed to learn to lead 

effectively. 
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We reframed her leadership fear as a curiosity challenge: “What 

would it look like to become skilled at navigating conflict? What 

would you need to learn to feel confident in difficult conversations?” 

 
Jennifer approached this like any technical problem. She studied 

conflict resolution, observed leaders she admired, practiced diffi-

cult conversations in low-stakes situations, and found a mentor who 

could guide her development. 

 
Eighteen months later, Jennifer was leading a team of fifteen and had 

been promoted to director. “I’m still not naturally a people person,” 

she told me. “But I’ve become someone who can learn people skills, 

and that’s more valuable than being naturally gifted.” 

 

 

CURIOSITY AS FEAR TRANSFORMATION 

Here’s how curiosity transforms each primary fear type: 
 

 

Fear of Inadequacy + Curiosity = Growth Orientation 

 
Instead of: “I don’t know enough” Try: “I wonder what I could learn 

about this. What would it feel like to become competent in this area?” 

 
Don, a marketing manager, was terrified of data analysis. Instead of 

avoiding it, he got curious: “I wonder why numbers feel so intimi-

dating. What would it be like to understand this data?” 

 
That curiosity led him to take an analytics course, find a mentor 

in the finance department, and gradually build skills that seemed 

impossible before. Within a year, he was leading data-driven strategy 

discussions and had been promoted to head of analytics. 
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Fear of Rejection + Curiosity = Connection 

 
Instead of: “They won’t like my ideas” Try: “I wonder what they’re 

really concerned about. What perspective might they have that I hav-

en’t considered?” 

 
Andrea was afraid to challenge her boss’s strategies. Instead of stay-

ing silent, she got curious: “I wonder what constraints he’s operating 

under that I can’t see. How could I understand his perspective better?” 

 
This led to conversations that strengthened their working relation-

ship and influenced strategy in ways that benefited everyone. Her 

boss later told her that her questions helped him see blind spots he 

hadn’t noticed. 

 

Fear of Uncertainty + Curiosity = Innovation 

 
Instead of: “I need to know how this will turn out” Try: “I wonder 

what’s possible here. What might we discover if we experiment?” 

 
Alex’s team faced an unprecedented market shift. Instead of demand-

ing certainty, he got curious. “I wonder what our customers are 

thinking right now. What experiments could help us understand this 

new landscape?” 

 
This curiosity led to innovative solutions their competitors missed. 

They launched three pilot programs, learned from customer feed-

back, and emerged from the crisis stronger than before. 

 

Fear of Loss + Curiosity = Abundance 

 
Instead of: “I might lose what I have” Try: “I wonder what new oppor-

tunities might emerge. What could become possible if I approached 

this differently?” 
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Rachid was terrified to delegate a project he’d led for years. Instead of 

clinging tighter, he got curious. “I wonder what fresh perspective my 

team members might bring. What would it be like to mentor some-

one to excellence rather than controlling every detail?” 

 
The delegation freed his higher-level work and resulted in innova-

tions he never would have considered. His team members brought 

skills and ideas that actually improved the project beyond what 

Rachid could have achieved alone. 

 

 

PRACTICAL CURIOSITY TOOLS 

 
The “I Wonder” Technique 

 
Every time you feel fear arising, start a sentence with “I wonder...” 

 
• “I wonder what I could learn from this situation” 

• “I wonder what this person’s perspective might be” 

• “I wonder what opportunities might be hidden in this 

challenge” 

• “I wonder what would happen if I tried a different 

approach” 

 
This simple phrase shift moves your brain from threat assessment to 

exploration mode. It’s like changing the channel from the fear net-

work to the discovery network. 
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The Assumption Audit 

 
We live our lives with assumptions and frequently they are wrong. 

 
Weekly practice: List three assumptions you’re making about a cur-

rent challenge. For each assumption, ask: 

 
• “What evidence supports this?” 

• “What evidence contradicts this?” 

• “What if the opposite were true?” 

• “How would I act differently if this assumption is wrong?” 

 
Most people discover their assumptions are based on limited infor-

mation or outdated experiences. Challenging them opens up possi-

bilities they couldn’t see before. 

 

The Perspective Collection 

 
Before important decisions, actively seek diverse viewpoints: 

 
• “What would someone with different experience think?” 

• “How might this look from the other person’s perspective?” 

• “What would a risk-taker advise?” 

• “What would someone focused on relationships suggest?” 

 
The goal isn’t to find the “right” perspective but to expand your 

understanding of what’s possible. 
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The Experiment Mindset 

 
Instead of needing to know outcomes in advance, frame actions as 

experiments: 

 
• “Let’s try this and see what we learn” 

• “What’s the smallest test we could run?” 

• “What would we need to see to know this is working?” 

• “How quickly can we get feedback?” 

 
This removes the pressure of being right and replaces it with the 

excitement of discovery. 

 
 

 

THE CURIOSITY QUESTIONS THAT 
CHANGE EVERYTHING 

For Fear of Inadequacy: 

 
• “What if I’m more capable than I realize?” 

• “What would it look like to trust my learning ability?” 

• “What’s one small step I could take to build competence?” 

 

For Fear of Rejection: 

 
• “What if their opinion says more about them than about 

me?” 

• “What would happen if I expressed my authentic thoughts?” 

• “How might honest communication strengthen this 

relationship?” 
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For Fear of Uncertainty: 

 
• “What if not knowing is exactly where I need to be?” 

• “What might I discover if I moved forward with incom-

plete information?” 

• “What’s the cost of waiting for perfect certainty?” 

 

For Fear of Loss: 

 
• “What if letting go creates space for something better?” 

• “What would I attempt if I knew I couldn’t really lose what 

matters most?” 

• “What opportunities am I missing by protecting what I 

have?” 

 

 

WHEN CURIOSITY MEETS RESISTANCE 

Not everyone appreciates curiosity, especially in organizations where 

questioning feels threatening. Here’s how to handle pushback: 

The “Help Me Understand” Approach: “I want to make sure I 

understand this correctly. Could you help me see how this works?” 

 

The Learning Frame: “I’m trying to learn more about this. What’s 

been your experience?” 

 

The Future Focus: “I’m curious about what might be possible if we 

tried X. What do you think the potential could be?” 

 
Dr. Amy Edmondson’s research shows that framing questions as 

learning opportunities rather than challenges increases psychological 

safety and reduces defensive responses. 
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BUILDING A CURIOSITY PRACTICE 

Morning Curiosity Questions: 

 
• “What am I most curious about today?” 

• “Where might I be operating on assumptions?” 

• “What would I explore if I couldn’t fail?” 

 

Evening Reflection: 

 
• “What did I discover today that surprised me?” 

• “Where did curiosity serve me better than certainty?” 

• “What am I curious to explore tomorrow?” 

 

Weekly Curiosity Challenge: Choose one area where you usually 

avoid uncertainty and commit to exploring it with genuine curiosity 

rather than trying to eliminate the unknown. 

 

 

THE CURIOSITY-COURAGE CONNECTION 

The most powerful aspect of curiosity is simple: When you’re gen-

uinely curious about something, fear becomes secondary to your 

desire to understand. 

 
I’ve watched this transformation countless times. The executive terri-

fied of confrontation became curious about what her team was really 

thinking and suddenly found courage for difficult conversations. 

The entrepreneur paralyzed by failure became curious about what 

customers wanted and launched the product that had been stuck in 

planning for months. 

 
Curiosity doesn’t eliminate fear, but it provides a compelling alterna-

tive focus. Instead of being consumed by what might go wrong, you 

become engaged with what you might discover. 
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YOUR CURIOSITY CHALLENGE 

For the next week, every time you notice fear arising, get curious 

about it instead of trying to eliminate it: 

 
• What is this fear trying to protect? 

• What might it be pointing me toward? 

• What would I need to learn to handle this situation skillfully? 

• What experiment could I run to test my assumptions? 

 
Remember: The five-year-old’s curiosity didn’t disappear. It’s been 

buried under years of conditioning that questions are dangerous and 

not knowing is shameful. 

 
It’s still there, waiting for you to rediscover the joy of exploration and 

the power of “I wonder...” 

 
Your curiosity is more than an antidote to fear. It’s your compass 

pointing toward growth, connection, and possibilities you can’t even 

imagine yet. 

 
The next step is learning to use everything you’ve discovered. Your 

ability to feel fear as information, understanding the stories fear tells, 

and exploring what your fear is pointing toward will lead you to a 

place of courage rather than control. 

Core Insight: Curiosity transforms fear from a barrier into a com-

pass, turning what frightens you most into guidance toward your 

most important growth opportunities. 

 

Key Actions: 

 
• Practice the “I wonder...” technique to shift from threat 

mode to exploration mode 

• Conduct weekly assumption audits to challenge beliefs 

you’re operating from 
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• Use the experiment mindset to frame actions as learning 

opportunities rather than pass/fail tests 

• Collect diverse perspectives before important decisions to 

expand your understanding 

• Apply Level 4 self-curiosity to investigate your own pat-

terns and growth edges 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• What would I explore if I trusted my ability to handle 

whatever I discovered? 

 
• How might my biggest fear be pointing toward my most 

significant contribution? 

 
• What assumptions am I making that might be limiting my 

possibilities? 

Weekly Challenge: Each day this week, identify one area where you 

usually avoid uncertainty and approach it with genuine curiosity 

instead of avoidance. Ask “I wonder what’s possible here?” and take 

one small investigative action. 

Next Chapter: Your curiosity is transforming fear from a prison 

guard into a personal trainer. Now you’re ready to take everything 

you’ve learned and channel it into courageous leadership, first of 

yourself, then of others. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN  
 

 

RISE - From Fear to Power 

 
“The greatest barrier to courageous leadership is not 

fear, it’s how we respond to our fear. Our armor, the 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviors that we use to protect 

ourselves when we aren’t willing and able to rumble 

with vulnerability move us out of alignment with our 

values, corrode trust with our colleagues and teams.” 

—Brené Brown, Author of multiple #1 

New York Times bestsellers 

 

The call came at 2:47 AM. I remember the exact time because I was 

lying in bed, wide awake, processing the day’s events when my phone 

lit up the darkness. 

 
“Jacqueline, I need help.” It was Robert, the CEO of a technology 

company I’d been coaching. “We just lost our biggest client. Half our 

revenue, gone. The board meeting is in six hours, and I have no idea 

what to tell them.” 

 
I could feel the raw terror in his message. This isn’t just a story about 

executive leadership. It’s about what happens when any one of us 

faces a moment that demands we lead from courage rather than hide 

in fear. 
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After many years of helping people transform their relationship with 

fear, I understand that leadership isn’t a title. It’s a choice. Every sin-

gle day, in moments both large and small, you’re choosing whether to 

lead from fear or lead with fear as your fuel. 

 

 

THE LEADERSHIP MYTH THAT’S LIMITING YOU 

Let me destroy the biggest myth about leadership that it requires a 

corner office, a management title, or formal authority over others. 

 
Real leadership starts with leading yourself. 

 
• The single mother who decides to go back to school despite 

her terror about juggling everything. 

• The mid-level employee who speaks up about a problem 

everyone else is ignoring. 

• The friend who has the difficult conversation about a rela-

tionship that’s becoming toxic. 

• The community member who organizes neighbors when 

the local government fails to act. 

 
Leadership is influence, and influence begins the moment you stop 

letting fear make your decisions for you. 

 
 

 

LEADING YOURSELF FIRST: THE 
FOUNDATION OF ALL LEADERSHIP 

Paula had been a pharmacy technician for eight years when she real-

ized something was slowly killing her spirit. She was living according 

to everyone else’s expectations instead of her own values. 
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Her family expected her to be grateful for “steady work.” Her man-

ager expected her to stay quiet about the understaffing that was cre-

ating dangerous conditions. Her husband expected her to prioritize 

his career advancement over her own dreams of becoming a qualified 

pharmacist. 

 
“I felt like I was disappearing,” she told me during one of our ses-

sions. “I’d wake up every morning feeling like I was putting on a 

costume of who everyone needed me to be instead of who I actually 

was.” 

 
The breaking point came during a particularly hectic shift when a 

medication error almost occurred because they were too understaffed 

to follow proper protocols. Paula realized she was complicit in a sys-

tem that could hurt people, and her fear of speaking up was actually 

more dangerous than her fear of the consequences. 

 
That night, she sat down and wrote what she called her “fear letter” 

to herself: 

“Dear Paula, 

 

You’re afraid of disappointing people, but you’re 

already disappointing the most important person. 

Yourself. You’re afraid of rocking the boat, but the 

boat is already sinking. You’re afraid of not being 

good enough for pharmacy school, but you’re defi-

nitely not good enough to live a life that isn’t yours.” 

 
The next morning, she did three things that changed everything: She 

scheduled a meeting with her manager to discuss the staffing situa-

tion, she researched pharmacy school requirements, and she had an 

honest conversation with her husband about her dreams. 

 
None of these actions eliminated her fear. She was terrified during 

each conversation. But she had learned something crucial. You don’t 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

113 

 

 

 
lead despite fear. You lead because of it. Her fear was telling her that 

these things mattered deeply to her, that the status quo was no longer 

acceptable, and that she had the capability to create change. 

 
Two years later, Paula was enrolled in a pharmacy school, working 

part-time at a pharmacy that valued her input, and was married to 

a man who had learned to support her ambitions instead of just 

expecting her support for his. 

 
“I realized that waiting for courage to show up was like waiting for 

Christmas in July,” she reflected. “Courage isn’t a feeling you get; it’s 

a choice you make.” 

 

The Fear-Leadership Connection 

 
What most leadership development gets wrong is it tries to train 

fear out of leaders instead of teaching them to lead with fear as 

information. 

 
Traditional leadership wisdom preaches. Project confidence. Have all 

the answers. Never let them see you sweat. Show strength and hide 

vulnerability. 

 
Research tells a different story. Dr. Brené Brown’s extensive studies 

on vulnerability and leadership reveals that the most effective leaders 

aren’t those who never feel fear; they’re the ones who feel it deeply 

and choose courage anyway. 

 
The leaders who thrive in uncertainty aren’t fearless. They’re fear 

intelligent. They’ve learned to read fear as a GPS system pointing 

toward what matters most. 

 
Think about the people who have most influenced you. I guarantee 

they weren’t the ones who seemed to have everything figured out. 

They were the ones who were willing to step into unknown territory, 



J A C qu ELI NE WALES  

114 

 

 

 
make difficult decisions without complete information, and admit 

when they were struggling while still moving forward. 

 
 

 

LEADING IN YOUR LIVING ROOM: 
PERSONAL LEADERSHIP 

Before Robert became the CEO who could lead his company through 

a crisis, he had to learn to lead in his own living room. 

 
His wife had been asking for months to have a serious conversa-

tion about their relationship. She felt disconnected, unheard, and 

increasingly resentful about his emotional unavailability. Robert kept 

postponing the conversation, claiming work was too demanding, but 

the truth was simpler and more painful. He was terrified of what he 

might discover. 

 
What if she wanted a divorce? What if he had damaged things 

beyond repair? What if he wasn’t capable of the emotional intimacy 

she needed? 

 
“I was afraid that if we had that conversation, my whole life would 

fall apart,” he admitted. “I avoided it, which was actually making my 

whole life fall apart anyway.” 

 
The conversation, when it finally happened, was as difficult as he’d 

feared. His wife shared hurt he hadn’t realized he’d caused. She talked 

about feeling like she was married to a stranger who shared a house 

with her but not a life. She expressed doubts about whether they 

could rebuild what they’d lost. 

 
But something unexpected happened in that difficult conversation. 

Instead of his marriage ending, it began. By facing his fear of emo-

tional vulnerability, Robert discovered he could handle difficult 

truths. By admitting his mistakes without defensiveness, he created 
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space for real connection. By listening to his wife’s pain without try-

ing to fix it immediately, he learned what genuine intimacy felt like. 

 
“That conversation was harder than any board meeting I’ve ever led,” 

he told me. “But it taught me something crucial about leadership. 

The courage to have difficult conversations with the people who 

matter most is the foundation for having them with anyone.” 

 
Six months later, when Robert faced the crisis with his company, and 

overcame his terror in that initial text to me, he drew on the same 

principles he’d learned in his living room: acknowledge the reality, 

take responsibility, express vulnerability appropriately, and focus on 

solutions rather than blame. 

 
 

 

THE RIPPLE EFFECT: HOW 
PERSONAL LEADERSHIP CREATES 
PROFESSIONAL INFLUENCE 

Bridget worked in customer service for an insurance company. She 

wasn’t a manager, didn’t have a team reporting to her, and certainly 

didn’t consider herself a leader. She was just trying to get through 

each day dealing with frustrated customers and increasingly impossi-

ble performance metrics. 

 
She had been practicing fear intelligence in her personal life. She’d 

learned to set boundaries with her controlling mother, have honest 

conversations with friends about relationships that weren’t working, 

and advocate for herself in situations where she previously would 

have stayed silent. 

 
These skills began showing up at her work in subtle but powerful 

ways. 
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When a customer called, furious about a claim denial that seemed 

arbitrary, instead of following the script designed to deflect responsi-

bility, she said, “I can hear how frustrated you are, and honestly, if I 

were in your situation, I’d be upset too. Let me see what I can actually 

do to help solve this problem.” 

 
That approach not only resolved the customer’s issue but caught the 

attention of her supervisor, who asked Bridget to share her technique 

with the team. 

 
When management implemented a new policy that Bridget knew 

would create more problems than it solved, instead of complaining 

in the break room like everyone else, she requested a meeting with 

her supervisor and said: “I have some concerns about the new proce-

dure based on what I’m seeing with customers. Could I share some 

specific examples and possible alternatives?” 

 
When a coworker was clearly struggling with personal issues that 

were affecting his work, instead of gossiping about it or ignoring it, 

she approached him privately and said, “I’ve noticed you seem over-

whelmed lately. I don’t need details, but if there’s any way I can help 

cover some things while you sort stuff out, just let me know.” 

 
None of these actions required formal authority. They all required 

courage. And each one created ripples that extended far beyond 

Bridget’s immediate sphere. 

 
Within eighteen months, she had been promoted to team lead, then 

supervisor, then department manager. Importantly, she had become 

someone people sought out for advice, someone colleagues trusted 

with their concerns, someone who could influence positive change 

regardless of her title. 

 
“I realized that leadership isn’t about being in charge,” she reflected. 

“It’s about taking charge of your own choices and responses, which 

somehow gives other people permission to do the same.” 
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FEAR AS YOUR LEADERSHIP COMPASS. 

The conversation you’re avoiding. That’s where leadership is needed. 

The problem everyone’s dancing around. That’s where your courage 

can create value. The situation that feels too big for you. That’s where 

growth lives. 

 
Devin was a software developer who loved coding but hated meet-

ings. Every time he was invited to planning sessions or stakeholder 

presentations, his anxiety spiked. He’d sit silently, contribute mini-

mally, and leave feeling frustrated that decisions were being made by 

people who didn’t understand the technical implications. 

 
“I convinced myself that my job was to code, not to talk about 

coding.” 

 
His fear was trying to tell him something important: these conver-

sations mattered. The decisions being made in those rooms affected 

his work, his team’s effectiveness, and ultimately the value they could 

create for customers. He was being left out of the conversations that 

mattered. 

 
Instead of avoiding his discomfort, Devin got curious about it. What 

specifically was he afraid would happen if he spoke up more? What 

did he know that others in the room didn’t? How might his technical 

expertise improve the decisions being made? 

 
He started with small experiments. Asking one clarifying question 

per meeting, sharing one technical concern when relevant, offering 

one alternative approach when he saw problems with the proposed 

direction. 

 
The response surprised him. Instead of being dismissed or criticized, 

his input was valued. People started asking for his perspective. Project 

managers began consulting him during planning phases instead of 

just handing him requirements after decisions were made. 
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“I realized my fear wasn’t telling me I didn’t belong in those conver-

sations,” Devin said. “It was telling me how much I cared about the 

work being done well.” 

 
 

 

LEADING THROUGH UNCERTAINTY: 
WHEN YOU DON’T HAVE ANSWERS 

One of the most paralyzing leadership myths is that you need to have 

all the answers before you can guide others. This belief keeps capable 

people on the sidelines during the moments when their leadership is 

most needed. 

 
When the pandemic hit, Amanda, the office manager for a small mar-

keting firm, was suddenly fielding questions she’d never trained for: 

How would they handle client meetings? How would employees who 

couldn’t work from home effectively handle the crisis? How would 

they maintain the company culture when everyone was isolated? 

 
Amanda’s first instinct was to wait for senior leadership to provide 

answers. As days passed with minimal guidance from above, she 

realized that waiting for information meant watching her colleagues 

struggle with no support. 

 
“I was afraid of giving people the wrong advice,” she told me. “I 

started to see that giving them no guidance was actually worse than 

giving them my best thinking with honest uncertainty.” 

 
Amanda began organizing informal video check-ins for the team. 

She created shared documents where people could post questions 

and resources. She researched remote work best practices and shared 

what she learned, always with the caveat: “This is what I’m finding, 

but every situation is different.” 
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Most importantly, she created space for people to share what they 

were discovering, what was working, and what wasn’t. Instead of 

positioning herself as an expert with all the answers, she became the 

facilitator who helped the team learn together. 

 
“I learned that leadership isn’t about having all the answers,” Amanda 

reflected. “It’s about being willing to help people navigate uncertainty 

together instead of letting everyone figure it out alone.” 

 
When the company transitioned back to hybrid work six months 

later, Amanda was promoted to Director of Operations, specifically 

because of the leadership she’d shown during the crisis. Her willing-

ness to act despite uncertainty had created more value than waiting 

for perfect clarity ever could have. 

 

Leading Up: Influencing Without Authority 

 
Some of the most crucial leadership happens when you’re influenc-

ing people who have more formal power than you do. This requires 

a different kind of courage. The willingness to speak truth to power 

when it matters. 

 
Walter was a financial analyst who noticed discrepancies in the 

company’s quarterly projections. The numbers his department was 

reporting looked optimistic, but when he dug deeper, he found 

assumptions that seemed unrealistic based on market conditions. 

 
His fear had multiple faces. What if he was wrong and embarrassed 

himself? What if he was right and became known as the person who 

brought bad news? What if challenging the projections hurt his career? 

 
Fear was also telling him something important. Accuracy mattered. 

Shareholders, employees, and customers were making decisions based 

on these projections. If they were wrong, the consequences extended 

far beyond his personal comfort. 
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He scheduled time with his manager and said, “I’ve been reviewing 

our Q3 projections, and I have some concerns about a few assump-

tions. I might be missing something, but I’d like to walk through my 

analysis and get your perspective.” 

 
That conversation led to a deeper review, which revealed that Walter’s 

concerns were valid. The projections were adjusted, saving the com-

pany from over-promising and under-delivering to investors. 

 
“I realized that my fear of speaking up was actually a fear of fulfilling 

my responsibility,” he said. “Once I reframed it that way, staying 

silent became scarier than speaking up.” 

 
 

 

THE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES THAT 
BUILD FEAR INTELLIGENCE 

 
Start Where You Are, With What You Have 

 
Leadership doesn’t require waiting until you feel ready or qualified. 

It requires using whatever influence you currently have in service of 

something larger than your comfort. 

 
In your family, this might mean initiating the difficult conversation 

about aging parents or financial planning that everyone’s avoiding. 

 
In your community, this might mean organizing neighbors to address 

a safety concern or environmental issue. 

 
At work, this might mean speaking up about a process that isn’t 

serving customers or advocating for a colleague who’s being treated 

unfairly. 
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Practice Leading Yourself First 

 
Before you can effectively influence others, you need to demonstrate 

that you can make decisions based on values rather than fear. 

 
This means keeping commitments you make to yourself, setting 

and maintaining boundaries, having difficult conversations instead 

of avoiding them, and taking ownership of your mistakes without 

deflecting. 

 
Every time you choose courage in your personal life, you build evi-

dence that you can be trusted with the more complex leadership 

challenges that will come. 

 

Create Safety for Others to Follow 

 
Fear intelligent leadership involves creating environments where oth-

ers feel safe to tell the truth, take appropriate risks, and admit when 

they don’t know something. 

 
This happens through modeling vulnerability yourself, responding to 

others’ mistakes with curiosity rather than blame, asking questions that 

invite different perspectives, and acknowledging when you’re uncer-

tain while maintaining confidence in your ability to figure things out. 

 

Connect Actions to Purpose 

 
When fear feels overwhelming, connecting your actions to purposes 

larger than personal comfort gives you strength to move forward 

anyway. 

 
Why does this conversation matter? Who benefits if you find the 

courage to act? What’s the cost of staying silent or maintaining the 

status quo? 
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Purpose doesn’t eliminate fear. It provides compelling reasons to feel 

fear and lead anyway. 

 
 

 

THE UNEXPECTED PLACES WHERE 
LEADERSHIP MATTERS 

Leadership opportunities exist everywhere, often in moments that 

don’t feel particularly heroic: 

The grocery store checkout line when you notice the cashier being 

treated rudely by another customer, and you make a point to be kind 

and patient. 

 

The family dinner when someone makes a comment that perpet-

uates harmful stereotypes, and you find a way to offer a different 

perspective. 

 

The neighborhood when you see someone struggling with groceries 

or home maintenance, and you offer help instead of assuming some-

one else will. 

 

The workplace break room when gossip starts about a colleague, 

and you redirect the conversation or simply refuse to participate. 

 

The community meeting when everyone’s complaining about prob-

lems but no one’s volunteering solutions, and you step up to organize 

action. 

 
These moments might seem small, but they’re the building blocks 

of leadership. They’re where you develop the muscle memory of 

choosing courage over comfort, values over approval, and action over 

avoidance. 
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WHEN YOUR LEADERSHIP IS TESTED 

The real test of fear intelligent leadership comes during crisis, con-

flict, and uncertainty. These moments reveal whether you’ve truly 

integrated these principles or just intellectually understood them. 

 
Lorna faced this test when her teenage daughter was arrested for 

shoplifting. Her first instinct was to minimize the situation, make 

excuses, and try to handle everything quietly to avoid embarrassment. 

 
Lorna had been practicing fear intelligence, and she recognized this 

as a leadership moment for her family. Instead of shame-based dam-

age control, she chose vulnerable honesty. 

 
She had difficult conversations with her daughter about choices and 

consequences. She met with the store manager to understand the 

full situation and discuss appropriate accountability. She talked with 

her ex-husband about how they could work together despite their 

differences. She even shared the experience with close friends, not 

for sympathy but for gaining wisdom from other parents who’d faced 

similar challenges. 

 
“I realized that how I handled this crisis would teach my daughter 

more about leadership than anything I could say,” Lorna reflected. 

“I could either model how to hide from difficult realities, or I could 

show her how to face them with courage and integrity.” 

 
The situation was resolved in a way that held her daughter account-

able while maintaining family relationships and community trust. 

More importantly, Lorna’s daughter learned that mistakes don’t have 

to define you if you’re willing to own them and learn from them. 
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YOUR LEADERSHIP BEGINS NOW 

You don’t need permission to start leading. You don’t need a title, a 

promotion, or formal authority. You need the willingness to stop let-

ting fear make your decisions and start using it as fuel for the courage 

the world needs from you. 

 
Look at your life right now. Where are you avoiding a conversation 

that needs to happen? What problem are you complaining about 

instead of addressing? What situation are you waiting for someone 

else to handle? 

 
That’s where your leadership journey begins. 

 
The conversation you’re avoiding with your partner about the rela-

tionship dynamic that’s not working. 

 
The email you need to send to your boss about the project that’s 

heading in the wrong direction. 

 
The initiative you could start in your community to address a prob-

lem everyone talks about, but no one tackles. 

 
The boundary you need to set with a family member whose behavior 

is affecting everyone. 

 
Your fear about these situations isn’t evidence that you’re not qual-

ified to lead. It’s evidence that these situations matter to you, that 

they align with your values, and that you have the potential to create 

positive change. 
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THE RIPPLE EFFECT OF INDIVIDUAL LEADERSHIP 

When you start leading from where you are, with what you have, 

something remarkable happens. You give others permission to do the 

same. 

 
Your willingness to have difficult conversations models what’s possi-

ble in relationships. 

 
Your courage to speak up about problems shows others that silence 

isn’t the only option. 

 
Your commitment to act on your values demonstrates that integrity 

is achievable, not just admirable. 

 
This isn’t about becoming perfect or fearless. It’s about becoming 

someone who feels fear and leads anyway, who uses uncertainty as 

fuel for learning, and who chooses courage over comfort when it 

matters. 

 
The world doesn’t need another person waiting for permission to 

make a difference. It needs you, with your unique perspective and 

capabilities, to step into your leadership potential right where you 

are. 

 
Your fear has been waiting your entire life for you to see it as the com-

pass it’s always been. The question isn’t whether you’ll feel fear when 

leading; you will. The question is: What will you do when you feel it? 

 
Now you know. The only thing left is to lead. 

 

Core Insight: Leadership isn’t a title but a choice to use fear as fuel 

for courageous action. Start with leading yourself before influencing 

others and creating value through authentic connection rather than 

perfect performance. 
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Key Actions: 

 
• Begin with personal leadership by making values-based 

decisions despite fear 

• Practice vulnerable honesty in low-stakes situations to 

build courage for bigger moments 

• Use fear as a compass pointing toward leadership opportu-

nities that matter 

• Create psychological safety for others by modeling appro-

priate uncertainty and mistake-ownership 

• Connect your actions to purposes larger than personal 

comfort when fear feels overwhelming 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Where in my personal life am I avoiding leadership that 

could create positive change? 

 
• What conversation, decision, or action am I postponing 

because fear is driving my choices? 

 
• How can I use my current influence, regardless of my for-

mal title, to serve something larger than my comfort? 

Weekly Challenge: Identify one situation this week where you typi-

cally avoid leadership due to fear. Take one small action that demon-

strates courage over comfort, whether in your family, workplace, or 

community. Notice how others respond to your authentic leadership. 

Next Chapter: You’re learning to lead from courage rather than con-

trol. But leadership is fundamentally about communication, and fear 

sabotages our ability to communicate authentically more than we 

realize. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT  
 

 

The Communication Tightrope: 

Navigating Fear, Approval, 

and Difficult Conversations 

 
“The single biggest problem in communication 

is the illusion that it has taken place.” 

—George Bernard Shaw, playwright 
 

 

You’ve been here before. That moment when you know you need 

to speak up, but your throat tightens, your mind scrambles for the 

perfect words, and you back away from the conversation that needs 

to happen. Your feedback sits undelivered. The crucial email gets 

drafted fifteen times and never sent. The meeting passes with your 

best ideas still trapped in your head. 

 
Communication should be simple. Words come out, someone lis-

tens, and information gets exchanged. We both know it’s never that 

clean. Every interaction is tangled with fears, needs, and vulnerabili-

ties that turn simple exchanges into emotional minefields. 

 
Fear is sabotaging your communication more than you realize. Think 

about last week. How many times did you stay silent in a meeting 

when you had something valuable to add? Did you water down your 
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feedback until it lost all meaning? Send an email stuffed with qualifi-

ers? Agree to something you didn’t want because saying “no” felt too 

uncomfortable? 

 
I’ve done all these countless times. Each instance traces back to fear. 

After decades of working with people who’ve transformed their abil-

ity to communicate authentically, I’ve learned that the conversations 

you avoid don’t disappear. They compound. 

 
Every time you choose harmony over honesty, comfort over clarity, 

you’re building a pattern that will define your entire career, your rela-

tionships, and ultimately, your life. 

 

 

FACE - HOW FEAR HIJACKS YOUR VOICE 

Fear doesn’t just make you nervous about difficult conversations. It 

systematically sabotages your ability to communicate effectively in 

predictable ways. Learning to recognize these patterns is the first step 

toward transformation. 

 

The Physical Signatures of Communication Fear 

 
Fear shows up in your body before it reaches your consciousness. By 

the time you’re aware you’re afraid to speak up, your nervous system 

has already prepared for a threat. These early warning signals help 

you intervene before fear takes control: 

Tight chest and shallow breathing when you need to share bad 

news or give difficult feedback 

 

Clenched jaw and rigid shoulders during meetings where you dis-

agree with the direction 
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Churning stomach and restless energy before presentations or 

when you need to ask for something 

 

Heavy, sinking sensation when conflict arises or someone chal-

lenges your ideas 

 

Racing heart and sweaty palms when you’re called on unexpectedly 

or need to speak to authority figures 

 
These aren’t random physical reactions. They’re your internal guid-

ance system alerting you to different types of communication chal-

lenges that require different responses. 

 

 

THE FOUR COMMUNICATION FEAR PATTERNS 

Fear hijacks communication through four primary patterns. Most 

people experience all four, but one or two typically dominate their 

professional and personal interactions: 

 

Performance Fear: “I Must Sound Perfect” 

 
Marcus, a software engineer, would rehearse simple status updates 

for hours before team meetings. He’d write out responses to potential 

questions, practice his delivery, and still feel his heart racing when it 

was his turn to speak. 

 
“I kept thinking everyone would realize I didn’t know what I was 

talking about,” he explained. “I tried to sound as polished and con-

fident as possible.” 

 
The result? His updates sounded rehearsed and robotic. Team mem-

bers stopped engaging with his ideas because they felt like presenta- 
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tions rather than conversations. The very perfection he was aiming 

for made him less effective, not more. 

 

Conflict Avoidance: “I Can’t Handle Disagreement” 

 
Margot, a project manager, would rather work eighteen-hour days 

than tell a client their timeline was unrealistic. She’d smile and nod 

during scope meetings where requirements kept expanding, then 

scramble to make impossible deadlines work. 

 
“I couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing anyone,” she told me. 

“Saying no felt like starting a war.” 

 
Her avoidance created larger conflicts. Missed deadlines, burned-out 

team members, and frustrated clients were the price of her short-

term harmony. The very confrontation she was avoiding became 

inevitable and more damaging. 

 

Approval Addiction: “They Must Like Me” 

 
Leslie, a marketing director, ended every statement with qualifiers: 

“I might be wrong, but...” “This is probably stupid, but...” “I don’t 

know if this makes sense, but...” 

 
She was so focused on being liked that she undermined her own 

credibility. Team members began questioning her judgment, not 

because her ideas were poor, but because she presented them as if she 

didn’t believe in them. 
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Authority Paralysis: “I Shouldn’t Challenge Them” 

 
Bill, an operations analyst, noticed serious inefficiencies in his com-

pany’s logistics system but stayed silent because pointing them out 

would implicitly criticize senior leadership decisions. 

 
“Who was I to question people with more experience?” he reasoned. 

 
His silence cost the company thousands of dollars monthly in unnec-

essary expenses. The very respect for authority that felt appropriate 

was preventing him from serving the organization effectively. 

 
 

 

COMMUNICATION FEAR IN 
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

These same patterns show up in personal relationships with devas-

tating effects: 

 
The parent who can’t set boundaries with their teenager because 

they’re afraid of conflict, leading to escalating behavioral problems. 

 
The friend who agrees to social plans they don’t want because saying 

no feels like rejection, building resentment that eventually damages 

the friendship. 

 
The spouse who avoids discussing financial stress because they’re 

afraid of appearing inadequate, while the problem compounds and 

creates more anxiety for both partners. 

 
The adult child who can’t have honest conversations with aging par-

ents about care needs because the topic feels too scary, leaving every-

one unprepared for inevitable challenges. 
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The Cost of Communication Fear 

 
When fear drives communication, the price extends far beyond 

missed opportunities: 

Professional Impact: 

 
• Ideas die in silence because they’re never voiced 

• Problems fester until they become crises 

• Decision-making slows as people avoid difficult conversations 

• Innovation suffers when challenging the status quo feels 

too risky 

• Trust erodes when people can’t rely on honest communication 

 

Personal Impact: 

 
• Relationships stay surface-level because vulnerability feels 

too dangerous 

• Resentment builds when needs go unexpressed 

• Conflicts escalate because they’re avoided until explosion 

points 

• Personal boundaries get violated repeatedly because they’re 

never clearly set 

• Authentic connection becomes impossible when perfor-

mance replaces honesty 

 
 

 

EXPLORE - THE APPROVAL TRAP AND 
THE STORIES WE TELL OURSELVES 

Beneath most communication challenges lies something deeper than 

fear of conflict. The desperate need for approval. This isn’t just want-

ing to be liked, it’s a bone-deep terror of being excluded, criticized, or 

deemed unworthy that our brains experience as a threat to survival. 
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The Neuroscience of Rejection 

 
Dr. Matthew Lieberman’s research at UCLA reveals that social rejec-

tion activates the same brain regions as physical pain. Your nervous 

system literally can’t tell the difference between being excluded from 

a conversation and being punched in the gut. 

 
No wonder we avoid difficult conversations. Our brains are wired to 

experience disagreement as a threat to survival. For many of us, this 

conditioning started early when our sense of safety and belonging 

was tied to being “good” and meeting others’ expectations. 

 

My Approval Addiction 

 
My childhood was a masterclass in conditional acceptance. 

 
Growing up in a chaotic family environment, I learned that love 

and approval depended on meeting external expectations and keep-

ing others happy. My father’s mood swings, and my mother’s peo-

ple-pleasing behaviors created a household where reading emotions 

and adapting accordingly became a survival skill. 

 
This pattern followed me into adulthood and professional life. I 

became the ultimate chameleon, instinctively shifting my communi-

cation style, opinions, and even personality to match what I thought 

others wanted. I’d leave conversations exhausted from the mental 

gymnastics of monitoring reactions and adjusting accordingly. 

 
Growing up in working-class Scotland, I had a very thick accent that 

when I moved to London was perceived as ignorant by Southern 

English folks. I had to adapt, taking on BBC English to be taken 

seriously. 

 
When I moved to America, my vowels became elongated, and when 

I lived in Paris, my ability to mimic covered up my lack of language 
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skills. This mix of influences has left me with a distinct voice that 

people now find charming, but at the time was my attempt to cover 

up insecurity and my need for approval. 

 
This need for external validation was particularly evident when I 

began writing my first book. 

 
I’d obsessively seek feedback from writing teachers and early read-

ers, immediately revising based on their opinions, even when their 

suggestions contradicted each other or diluted my message. I trusted 

everyone’s judgment more than my own. 

 
The turning point came when a writing teacher pulled me aside after 

class. “It’s not your job to please others,” she said bluntly. “Your job 

as a writer is to tell it as you experienced it and let others have their 

opinions. Those opinions don’t matter as long as you approve of 

what you’re doing.” 

 

The Stories That Keep Us Small 

 
Every communication fear comes with a narrative attached. These 

narratives aren’t facts. They’re interpretations, often created by a 

much younger, less equipped version of ourselves trying to make 

sense of overwhelming situations. 

 
 

 

ORIGIN STORIES: WHERE COMMUNICATION 
FEAR FIRST LEARNED TO SPEAK 

Grace, a product manager, traced her terror of challenging ideas in 

meetings to age eight. Her father, stressed about work, would explode 

whenever anyone questioned his decisions: “Don’t you dare talk back 

to me! Children should be seen and not heard!” 
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She learned that questioning authority was dangerous and that def-

erence was survival. By thirty-five, she was working in innovation 

but couldn’t challenge flawed strategies, even when she had better 

solutions. Her origin story had convinced her that speaking up to 

leadership was dangerous, even though the context had completely 

changed. 

 

Confirmation Stories: How Fear Stays Alive 

 
Once you have a communication fear story, your mind becomes a 

detective searching for evidence to confirm it while filtering out any-

thing that contradicts it. 

 
If your story is “People don’t want to hear what I have to say,” you’ll 

remember every time someone seemed distracted during your pre-

sentation but forget the conversations where colleagues sought your 

input. 

 
You’ll notice when others get more speaking time in meetings but 

miss the times your ideas influenced final decisions. 

 

Identity Stories: When Fear Becomes Who You Are 

 
The most limiting stories transform communication challenges from 

something you experience into something you are: 

 
“I’m not good at conflict.” “I’m just not a public speaker.” “I’m not 

comfortable with confrontation.” 

 
These aren’t personality traits. They’re stories that have calcified into 

identity, making change feel impossible because it would require 

becoming a different person. 
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The Four Levels of Communication Stories 

 
Understanding which level your communication stories operate on 

helps you know where to focus your transformation work: 

Level 1: Situation-Specific (“I’m nervous about tomorrow’s presen-

tation”) These are easiest to address through preparation and practice. 

 

Level 2: Pattern-Based (“I always get anxious when speaking to 

senior leadership”) These require recognizing and interrupting recur-

ring patterns. 

 

Level 3: Belief-Driven (“I’m not good enough to contribute mean-

ingfully”) These need evidence-based story revision and reframing 

work. 

 

Level 4: Identity-Embedded (“I’m just not a communicator”) These 

require fundamental identity work and often professional support. 

 
 

The Reframe That Changes Everything 

 
Fear of conflict reveals that you value relationships and harmony. 

Fear of judgment shows that you care about others’ opinions and 

belonging. Fear of inadequacy indicates that you have high standards 

and want to contribute value. Fear of rejection demonstrates that 

connection and acceptance matter deeply to you. 

 
The problem isn’t caring. It’s the fear of losing what you value that 

prevents you from actually having authentic communication. 
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ACT - GETTING CURIOUS ABOUT 
AUTHENTIC COMMUNICATION 

Once you understand what your fear stories tell you in your com-

munication habits, you can begin exploring what becomes pos-

sible when you approach conversations with curiosity rather than 

self-protection. 

 

The Four Levels of Authentic Communication 

 
Most people think authentic communication is just “being honest,” 

but there are actually four distinct levels you can develop: 

Level 1: Factual Honesty - Sharing accurate information without 

personal perspective “The project is behind schedule.” 

 

Level 2: Perspective Sharing - Including your interpretation and 

analysis “The project is behind schedule because we underestimated 

the complexity of the integration.” 

 

Level 3: Emotional Transparency - Sharing not just what you think 

but what you feel “The project is behind schedule because we under-

estimated the complexity, and I’m concerned we’re going to disap-

point the client.” 

Level 4: Vulnerable Leadership - Sharing your uncertainties, mis-

takes, and growth edges “The project is behind schedule, partly 

because I pushed for an aggressive timeline despite your concerns. 

I’m worried about the client relationship, and I need your help figur-

ing out how to recover.” 

 
Most professional communication stays at Level 1 or 2. Breakthrough 

impact happens when you learn to operate at Level 3 and strategi-

cally use Level 4. 
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THE CURIOSITY QUESTIONS THAT 
TRANSFORM COMMUNICATION 

Instead of asking fear-based questions (“How can I avoid looking 

stupid?” “What if they disagree with me?”), curiosity-driven com-

munication asks: 

Before Difficult Conversations: 

 
• “What outcome would serve everyone involved?” 

• “What am I assuming that I could verify instead?” 

• “How can I approach this as problem-solving rather than 

confrontation?” 

• “What would I want someone to tell me if our roles were 

reversed?” 

During Challenging Interactions: 

 
• “Help me understand your perspective on this” 

• “What am I missing about this situation?” 

• “How do you see this differently than I do?” 

• “What would need to be true for both of us to feel good 

about this outcome?” 

After Difficult Exchanges: 

 
• “What did I learn about effective communication from 

this interaction?” 

• “How did my fear show up, and how can I work with it 

differently next time?” 

• “What worked well that I want to repeat?” 
• “Where can I be more curious and less defensive?” 
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CASE STUDY: FROM PEOPLE-PLEASING 
TO POWERFUL COMMUNICATION 

Lisa, a team leader at a consulting firm, came to me exhausted from 

trying to keep everyone happy. She would agree to impossible dead-

lines rather than disappoint clients, take on additional projects when 

her team was already overloaded, and avoid giving direct feedback 

because she didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. 

 
“I don’t want to be seen as difficult,” she explained during our first 

session. “I’ve seen what happens to women who speak up too much.” 

 
Lisa’s fear of rejection was so strong that she’d rather be overwhelmed 

and undervalued than risk being disliked. We worked through the 

F.E.A.R. framework to transform her approach: 

 

Feel: She began to recognize the physical sensation of approval seek-

ing. The tight chest, the racing thoughts, the urge to agree even when 

she disagreed. 

 

Understand: She traced this pattern to childhood experiences with 

a volatile father. Speaking up had felt dangerous because it often led 

to explosive reactions. 

 

Explore: She got curious about what might happen if she expressed 

her genuine thoughts. What would change if she prioritized being 

helpful over being liked? 

 

Lead: She started with small experiments in low-stakes situations, 

gradually building her capacity for direct communication. 

 
The transformation took months, not days. But within a year, Lisa 

had been promoted to senior consultant and was leading cross-func-

tional initiatives. More importantly, she’d stopped feeling like she 

was drowning under other people’s expectations. 
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“I realized that not speaking up wasn’t protecting me from conflict,” 

she told me. “It was guaranteeing conflict. By avoiding small dis-

agreements, I was creating bigger problems that were much harder 

to solve.” 

 
 

 

PRACTICAL TOOLS FOR COURAGEOUS 
COMMUNICATION 

 
The Three-Second Pause 

 
Before responding in challenging conversations, count to three. This 

tiny gap prevents reactive responses and creates space for thoughtful 

engagement. Use the pause to ask yourself: “What response would 

serve this situation best?” 

 

The “Help Me Understand” Framework 

 
Instead of jumping to conclusions about others’ motivations, get curious: 

 
• “Help me understand your perspective on this” 

• “What am I missing about this situation?” 

• “How do you see this differently than I do?” 

 
This approach disarms defensiveness and invites collaboration while 

buying you time to process what you’re hearing. 

 

The Assertive Formula 

 
When you need to address something directly: “I notice [specific 

observation], and I’m concerned about [specific impact]. I’d prefer 

[specific request].” 
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Example: “I notice that deadlines have been moving without discus-

sion, and I’m concerned about our ability to deliver quality work. 

I’d prefer if we could have a brief conversation before any timeline 

changes.” 

 
This formula focuses on observable behavior rather than interpre-

tation, explains impact rather than making accusations, and offers 

specific solutions rather than just complaining. 

 

The Boundary Script 

 
For situations requiring clear boundaries: “I understand this is import-

ant to you, and I want to find a way to help. I’m not able to [specific 

action] because [brief reason]. What I can do is [alternative offering].” 

 
Example: “I understand this project is urgent, and I want to support 

the team. I’m not able to take the lead because I’m committed to the 

Q4 launch. What I can do is review the strategy and provide feed-

back by Friday.” 

 
 

 

COMMUNICATION EXPERIMENTS 
FOR DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS 

In Professional Settings: 

 
• Practice saying “I don’t know” when you genuinely don’t 

know something 

• Give one piece of direct feedback weekly, focusing on 

behavior and impact 

• Ask one clarifying question in every meeting instead of 

assuming you understand 

• Share one appropriate uncertainty or learning experience 

monthly 
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In Personal Relationships: 

 
• Replace “I’m fine” with honest sharing about your emo-

tional state 

• Practice saying no to social commitments that don’t align 

with your energy or values 

• Have one conversation you’ve been avoiding because it 

feels awkward or difficult 

• Express appreciation more specifically, focusing on impact 

rather than general praise 

In Community Settings: 

 
• Speak up once in meetings instead of staying silent even 

when you have valuable input 

• Ask questions that help groups think differently about 

recurring challenges 

• Volunteer for roles that require communication skills you 

want to develop 

• Share resources or information that could benefit others, 

even if it makes you visible 

 

 

THE VULNERABILITY ADVANTAGE 

Vulnerability is one of the most powerful communication tools avail-

able. Not the manipulative kind that seeks sympathy, but the strate-

gic kind that builds genuine connection. 

 
When you share your authentic thoughts, feelings, and uncertainties, 

something remarkable happens. People stop performing and start 

engaging. They drop their guards and contribute their real insights 

instead of their polished responses. 
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I learned this accidentally during a client workshop when I was strug-

gling with a particularly challenging group dynamic. 

 
Instead of pretending I had everything under control, I said: “I’m 

noticing some tension in the room that I’m not sure how to address. 

I’m wondering if others are feeling it too and whether it would be 

helpful to name it directly.” 

 
The change was immediate. People started sharing what was really 

happening for them instead of going through the motions of a cor-

porate workshop. 

 
We solved in thirty minutes what could have taken hours of dancing 

around the real issues. 

 
 

 

RISE - USING COMMUNICATION AS 
LEADERSHIP IN EVERY SPHERE 

Fear intelligent communication isn’t just about getting your point 

across more effectively. It’s about using every conversation as an 

opportunity to model what’s possible when authenticity replaces per-

formance, when curiosity replaces defensiveness, and when courage 

replaces comfort. 

 

Leading Through Communication in the Workplace 

 
In professional settings, communication leadership often means 

being the person who’s willing to name what everyone else is think-

ing but afraid to say. 
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The Meeting Transformer 

 
Rachel, a marketing manager, noticed that her team’s weekly meet-

ings had become exercises in careful performance. Everyone shared 

updates that sounded positive, but the real challenges, missed dead-

lines, resource conflicts, client concerns, were discussed only in hall-

way conversations afterward. 

 
Instead of continuing the charade, Rachel decided to model authen-

tic communication. During the next meeting, she said: “I want to 

share something that might be uncomfortable. I’ve noticed that our 

meetings feel like performance updates rather than problem-solving 

sessions. I’m wondering if others have noticed this too, and whether 

we could experiment with being more honest about our challenges.” 

 
The silence that followed felt eternal. Then, slowly, team members 

began sharing what was really happening with their projects. The 

forty-five-minute meeting turned into an hour and a half of the most 

productive conversation they’d had in months. 

 
“I realized that someone had to be willing to go first,” Rachel 

reflected. “Once I showed it was safe to be real, everyone else wanted 

to be real too.” 

 

The Feedback Pioneer 

 
Ian, an operations director, worked in a culture where feedback was 

either nonexistent or delivered annually in formal reviews that sur-

prised no one but changed nothing. He decided to experiment with 

real-time, specific feedback delivered with genuine care for people’s 

development. 

 
When a team member’s presentation style was unclear, instead of say-

ing nothing or waiting months to mention it, he said: “I want to help 

you be as effective as possible in these client meetings. I noticed that 
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the technical details might be confusing for this audience. Could we 

talk about ways to present the same information that would resonate 

better with their priorities?” 

 
The conversation that followed was initially uncomfortable but ulti-

mately transformational. The team member improved his presen-

tation skills dramatically, and other colleagues began seeking Ian’s 

feedback because they trusted his intention to help them succeed. 

 
 

 

LEADING THROUGH COMMUNICATION 
IN PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

The same principles that create breakthrough professional commu-

nication transform personal relationships when applied with appro-

priate adaptation. 

 

The Conflict Transformer 

 
Margaret’s marriage had settled into a pattern of careful politeness 

that was slowly suffocating both partners. They’d stopped having dif-

ficult conversations because past attempts had become fights that left 

both people feeling hurt and defensive. 

 
She realized that avoiding conflict wasn’t preserving their relation-

ship; it was preventing it from deepening. She decided to try a dif-

ferent approach to their recurring disagreement about household 

responsibilities. 

 
Instead of building resentment in silence or launching into accusa-

tions, she said: “I want us to figure out a way to handle household 

tasks that works for both of us. I’ve been feeling overwhelmed, and I 

think you might be feeling criticized. Could we start fresh and find a 

solution that considers both our needs?” 
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The conversation wasn’t easy, but it was honest. They discovered that 

her husband had been feeling inadequate about his contributions 

rather than being lazy, and she had been feeling unsupported rather 

than controlling. By approaching the issue as partners solving a prob-

lem rather than adversaries defending positions, they found solutions 

that neither had considered before. 

 

The Family Communication Leader 

 
When Amanda’s teenage daughter started struggling academically and 

socially, traditional parental responses, lectures, punishments, reward 

systems, weren’t working. Instead of escalating control measures, 

Amanda decided to experiment with authentic communication. 

 
She approached her daughter and said: “I can see that you’re strug-

gling, and I want to understand what’s really going on for you. I’m 

not going to lecture you or try to fix everything immediately. I just 

want to listen and figure out how I can support you in a way that 

actually helps.” 

 
The conversation that followed was the first genuine dialogue they’d 

had in months. Amanda learned that her daughter was dealing with 

social anxiety that was affecting her ability to focus in school, some-

thing no amount of study rules or consequences could address. 

 
Together, they developed strategies that addressed the root issues 

rather than just managing symptoms. 
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ADVANCED COMMUNICATION 
LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES 

 
The Pre-Frame Technique 

 
Before difficult conversations, set context that makes honest dialogue 

more likely: 

 
“I want to have a conversation about something that matters to both 

of us. I’m going to share some concerns, and I’d love to hear your 

perspective. My goal is for us to understand each other better and 

find a way forward that works.” 

 
This frame signals collaborative intent rather than attack or judgment. 

 

 

The Permission Question 

 
When you need to give feedback or share concerns: “Would you be 

open to some feedback?” or “Can I share an observation?” 

 
This gives the other person agency and makes them more receptive 

to what follows. It also demonstrates respect for their autonomy and 

readiness to receive input. 

 

The Future Focus 

 
When discussing problems, quickly shift to solutions: “Here’s what 

I’m seeing... What I’d love is... How do you think we could make 

that happen?” 

 
This prevents getting stuck in blame and moves toward constructive 

problem-solving while maintaining forward momentum. 
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The Learning Frame 

 
Position challenges as opportunities to improve rather than problems 

to solve: “This situation is giving us a chance to get better at how 

we handle [communication/conflict/decision-making]. What can we 

learn from this that will help us next time?” 

 
 

 

BUILDING YOUR COMMUNICATION 
LEADERSHIP PRACTICE 

 
Week 1: Awareness Building 

 
• Notice when you avoid saying what you really think 

• Identify which communication fear patterns trigger most 

often for you 

• Pay attention to physical sensations that accompany the 

urge to stay silent 

• Document specific situations where fear influenced your 

communication choices 

 

Week 2: Level Practice 

 
• Practice moving up one level of authenticity in your 

communications 

• If you usually stick to facts, add your perspective 

• If you share perspectives, include how you feel 

• If you express emotions, experiment with appropriate 

vulnerability 
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Week 3: Curiosity Application 

 
• Try the “Help Me Understand” approach in both profes-

sional and personal settings 

• Ask one clarifying question in every important conversation 

• Replace one assumption with a direct question 

• Practice the three-second pause before responding in chal-

lenging interactions 

 

Week 4: Leadership Integration 

 
• Choose one important conversation you’ve been avoiding 

and commit to having it 

• Use the tools and frameworks from this chapter in that 

conversation 

• Model the kind of communication you want to see in your 

various relationships 

• Celebrate progress rather than expecting perfection 
 
 

 

WHEN COMMUNICATION 
LEADERSHIP GETS DIFFICULT 

 
The Authenticity Backlash 

 
When you start communicating more authentically, some people 

may resist the change. They’ve gotten comfortable with your previ-

ous patterns and may push back against your new directness. 

 
Remember that their discomfort with your growth says more about 

their own communication fears than about your new approach. Stay 

consistent with your values while remaining compassionate about 

their adjustment process. 
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The Perfectionism Trap 

 
Don’t wait until you’ve mastered courageous communication before 

practicing it. Every conversation is an opportunity to experiment with 

greater authenticity, and mistakes are part of the learning process. 

 
Focus on progress, not perfection. Notice improvement over time 

rather than expecting every interaction to be ideal. 

 

The Context Challenge 

 
Not every situation calls for maximum authenticity. Develop judg-

ment about when to share vulnerabilities and when to maintain 

appropriate professional boundaries. 

 
The goal isn’t to eliminate all filters but to choose your communica-

tion approach consciously rather than being driven by unconscious 

fear patterns. 

 
 

 

THE RIPPLE EFFECT OF AUTHENTIC 
COMMUNICATION 

When you consistently choose honest communication over comfort-

able performance, the impact extends far beyond your immediate 

conversations. You give others permission to drop their masks too. 

Authentic communication is contagious. 

 
Teams that used to waste time in polite performance sessions begin 

having real conversations about actual challenges. Families that 

had settled into careful distance start connecting at deeper levels. 

Communities that had accepted dysfunction began solving problems 

collaboratively. 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

151 

 

 

 
One client described it this way: “When I started admitting when I 

didn’t know something, it was like someone opened a window in a 

stuffy room. Suddenly everyone could breathe, and we started having 

conversations we’d needed for months.” 

 

 

YOUR COMMUNICATION CHALLENGE 

For the next week, practice moving up one level of authenticity in 

your daily communications: 

 
• If you usually stick to facts, add your perspective 

• If you share perspectives, include how you feel 

• If you express emotions, experiment with appropriate 

vulnerability 

 
Pay attention to how others respond. Most people are hungry for 

genuine connection and will meet your authenticity with their own. 

 
Remember: The conversations you’re avoiding aren’t going away. 

They’re waiting for you to develop the courage to have them. And 

on the other side of that courage lies the influence, connection, and 

impact you’ve been seeking. 

 
The question isn’t whether you’ll need to have difficult conversations. 

You will. The question is whether you’ll have them skillfully or keep 

paying the price of avoidance. 

 
The choice is yours. What conversation will you have today? 

 

Core Insight: Fear hijacks communication by driving us toward 

approval seeking and conflict avoidance, but authentic communica-

tion creates connection and influence far more effectively than peo-

ple-pleasing or performance. 
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Key Actions: 

 

• Use the F.E.A.R. framework to transform communication 

fears into authentic dialogue opportunities 

• Practice moving up one level of authenticity in daily com-

munications (from facts to perspective to emotions to 

vulnerability) 

• Apply curiosity-based communication tools like “Help me 

understand” and the three-second pause 

• Use communication as leadership by modeling honest dia-

logue in professional and personal settings 

• Implement strategic vulnerability to build genuine connec-

tion rather than performing perfection 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Which communication fear pattern dominates my interac-

tions, and how is it limiting my effectiveness? 

 
• Where do I sacrifice authenticity for approval, and what is 

this costing my relationships? 

 
• What difficult conversation have I been avoiding that could 

create value if I approached it with courage and curiosity? 

Weekly Challenge: Choose one important conversation you’ve been 

avoiding or watering down. This week, have that conversation using 

Level 3 or 4 authenticity (emotional transparency or vulnerable lead-

ership) and the practical tools from this chapter. Notice how both 

you and the other person respond to genuine communication. 

Next Chapter: Authentic communication requires vulnerability, and 

vulnerability requires trust. But trust isn’t just about believing in oth-

ers, it starts with trusting yourself and your own worthiness of honest 

connection. 
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CHAPTER NINE  
 

 

Trust - The Currency You Didn’t 

Know You Were Spending 

 
“Trust is the glue of life. It’s the most essential 

ingredient in effective communication.” 

—Stephen Covey, author The Speed of Trust 
 

 

Trust is the foundation of every meaningful relationship, the bedrock 

of effective leadership, and the currency of all human connection. 

Without it, we’re just isolated islands pretending to be part of a com-

munity. We smile at meetings while thinking “this is all crap.” We 

nod in agreement while silently planning our exit strategy. We say 

“I’m fine” when we’re drowning. 

 
What destroys trust faster than anything else? Fear. 

 
Fear is the acid that eats away at trust, both your trust in others 

and, more fundamentally, your trust in yourself. When fear takes the 

wheel, integrity becomes negotiable, and authenticity feels too risky. 

The distance between who you are and who you pretend to be grows 

into a chasm that eventually swallows everything that matters. 

 
When distrust becomes your default setting, even benign interac-

tions become loaded with hidden meaning. A colleague’s legitimate 
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question about your project becomes an attempt to undermine you. 

A partner’s late night at work triggers immediate suspicion. Your 

boss’s constructive feedback feels like a personal attack. 

 
This isn’t paranoia. It’s your brain’s fear response working overtime, 

desperately trying to protect you from perceived threats. Those 

threats often exist only in your imagination, created by fear’s dis-

torted perception of reality. 

 
Think of it as an immune system gone haywire. Just as an overactive 

immune system attacks healthy cells, mistaking them for invaders, 

fear-driven distrust attacks healthy relationships, mistaking normal 

human imperfection for deliberate betrayal. 

 
 

 

MY OWN DANCE WITH DISTRUST: 
THE RAW TRUTH 

I’ve witnessed the devastation of distrust in both professional and 

personal realms, and the damage is unmistakable. 

 
Growing up in a volatile environment where I didn’t know from 

one minute to the next what would trigger an explosion, I learned 

very quickly to watch for mood swings, scanning constantly for cir-

cumstances that would cause an outburst of yelling and things being 

thrown around. I became an astute observer of human behavior, but 

that skill was built primarily on distrust. 

 
Growing up in a household overwhelmed by generational poverty, 

violence, and ignorance, I learned early on that trust was a luxury I 

couldn’t afford. 

 
I found little sanctuary at school. Teachers favored students who 

followed rules without question, something my rebellious nature 

couldn’t abide. 
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My resistance to arbitrary authority was interpreted as defiance rather 

than self-protection. The message was clear, conform or be cast out. 

 
This mutual distrust created a self-reinforcing cycle. They didn’t trust 

me, so I didn’t trust them, which made them trust me even less. 

 
Sometimes my suspicion protected me from genuine threats, but just 

as often, it drove me to reject genuine opportunities for connection 

and growth. 

 
Even more dangerous was my occasional swing to naive trust. 

Desperate for connection, I’d override my own warning systems and 

place blind faith in people who hadn’t earned it, creating devastating 

setbacks that reinforced my core belief that trust was dangerous. 

 
The most painful manifestation of my distrust of self was my rela-

tionship with my son. 

 
When he was three, I made the agonizing decision to leave him with 

his father. I didn’t trust that I could raise him by myself. After all, I 

had already abandoned one child in my life. 

 
The deeper truth was that I didn’t trust myself to be the mother 

he deserved. My own childhood had left me with no template for 

healthy parenting, and profound distrust in my own capabilities con-

vinced me he’d be better off without me. 

 
For years, that decision haunted me. It was evidence of my broken 

relationship with trust. I couldn’t trust others to be reliable, and more 

importantly, I couldn’t trust myself. 

 
Distrust wasn’t just my response to the world; it had become my fun-

damental operating system, filtering every experience, relationship, 

and decision through its distorted lens. 
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When researching for my TEDx talk, I came across the Adverse 

Childhood Experiences study, I discovered that children who suf-

fered experiences like neglect, abuse, and family dysfunction carry 

those wounds into adulthood. The impact shapes your emotional 

wiring and behavior patterns, and it can be very difficult to change. 

 
Throw in my Adult Children of Alcoholics, ADHD, and a touch of 

OCD habits, and I was the perfect storm of trust issues that under-

mined my ability to believe in anyone, including myself. 

 
It took years of deliberate practice to rewire my trust patterns. When 

a trusted mentor reflected my distrust patterns back to me, I began to 

see how my approach had become a self-imposed prison, limiting my 

impact, my relationships, and ultimately my joy in living. 

 
Trust isn’t just nice to have. It’s the oxygen of human connection. 

Without it, relationships suffocate. Teams disintegrate. Organizations 

collapse. And the irony? The very behaviors we use to protect ourselves 

from vulnerability are often the ones that make trust impossible. 

 
A life lived in constant self-protection is a life that never experiences 

genuine connection. You can’t give what you don’t have, and if you 

don’t trust yourself, your perceptions, your judgment, your worth, 

your resilience, you cannot authentically trust others 

 

 

THE TRUST EQUATION 

Most people think trust is built through competence and reliability. 

Do what you say you’ll do, and people will trust you. But Harvard 

Business School professor Frances Frei’s research reveals trust actually 

has three core drivers: 

Authenticity: Are you genuine, or are you performing? 
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Logic: Does your reasoning make sense? 

 

Empathy: Do you care about the other person’s wellbeing? 

 
Here’s where fear becomes the trust killer: when any of these three 

wobbles, trust erodes. When fear is driving your behavior, all three 

become compromised. 

 

 

HOW FEAR DESTROYS TRUST 

Fear doesn’t just make you nervous. It systematically undermines 

trust in predictable ways: 

Authenticity Wobbles: When you’re afraid of being rejected for who 

you really are, you create carefully curated versions of yourself for 

different audiences. You become the agreeable person in meetings, 

the confident person in presentations, the helpful person with your 

boss, and the critical person with your team. 

 
People sense this performance and can’t trust what’s real. They never 

know which version of you they’re getting, so they can’t predict how 

you’ll behave in different situations. 

Logic Wobbles: When fear clouds your judgment, you make deci-

sions based on emotion rather than reasoning. You might avoid a 

necessary confrontation because you’re afraid of conflict, then ratio-

nalize it as “maintaining team harmony.” Your inconsistent logic 

makes others question your judgment. 

Empathy Wobbles: When you’re consumed by your own fears, you 

can’t genuinely focus on others’ needs. Your self-protection becomes 

more important than their wellbeing. People feel like they matter less 

to you than your comfort does. 
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THE F.E.A.R. FRAMEWORK AND TRUST 

 
FACE - Recognizing Trust Breakdowns 
Before They Break You 

 
Trust doesn’t just disappear overnight. It erodes gradually through 

thousands of small betrayals. Most of them are self-inflicted. When 

you recognize the early warning signs of trust breakdown, it helps 

you to intervene before relationships become irreparable. 

 

The Physical Sensations of Distrust 

 
Your body knows before your mind does when trust is compromised. 

These physical signals often appear before you consciously recognize 

that trust has been damaged. 

Tight shoulders and clenched jaw when certain people speak in 

meetings or family gatherings. 

 

Churning stomach when you need to rely on someone who’s let you 

down before. 

 

Shallow breathing when sharing information that makes you feel 

vulnerable. 

 

Heavy, sinking feeling when promises are made that you doubt will 

be kept. 

 

Hypervigilance and scanning for signs of deception or inconsis-

tency in others’ words and actions. 

 
These aren’t random physical reactions. They’re your internal guid-

ance system alerting you to relationships where trust has been com-

promised or never properly established. 
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THE EROSION PATTERNS OF BROKEN TRUST 

Trust issues manifest in predictable patterns, both in professional and 

personal relationships. Understanding these patterns helps you rec-

ognize them in yourself and others. 

 

The Catastrophizer 

 
Gemma, a financial analyst, interpreted every ambiguous situation 

through the darkest possible lens. When her manager said, “We need 

to talk,” she immediately assumed she was being fired rather than 

considering neutral explanations. When her husband came home 

late from work without calling, she imagined affairs rather than traf-

fic jams. 

 
This pattern destroys trust because others feel like they have to con-

stantly reassure you or walk on eggshells to avoid triggering your anx-

iety. Your catastrophizing becomes their problem to manage, creating 

resentment in both professional and personal relationships. 

 

The Controller 

 
Alex, a team leader, attempted to manage every variable through 

oversight and rigid processes. He couldn’t delegate because he didn’t 

trust others to maintain his standards. At home, he insisted on han-

dling all financial decisions because he didn’t trust his wife’s judg-

ment, even though she was a successful business owner herself. 

 
This pattern erodes trust because it signals that you don’t believe oth-

ers are capable. People stop bringing initiative or creativity because 

they know you’ll just override their decisions. In families, it creates 

dependency and resentment instead of partnership. 
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The Concealer 

 
Tracy, a senior consultant, hid authentic thoughts and feelings out 

of fear that honesty would lead to rejection. She kept personal and 

professional lives completely separate, sharing nothing that could be 

seen as weakness. At work, she never admitted uncertainty. At home, 

she never shared work stress with her partner. 

 
This pattern prevents trust from forming because people can’t con-

nect with someone. Without shared vulnerability, relationships stay at 

the surface level, never developing the depth that creates lasting trust. 

 

The Critic 

 
Nathan, a department manager, found fault with others before they 

could find fault with him. He offered minimal praise and immedi-

ately identified flaws, believing this drove excellence. In his marriage, 

he pointed out everything his wife did “wrong” while rarely acknowl-

edging what she did right. 

 
This pattern destroys trust because people never feel safe around you. 

They’re constantly defending themselves rather than collaborating 

toward shared goals, whether those goals are professional success or 

family happiness. 

 
 

 

TRUST BREAKDOWN IN 
PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Workplace trust breaks down through predictable patterns that most 

people don’t recognize until damage is irreversible: 

Commitment Inconsistency: The colleague who consistently misses 

deadlines but always has explanations, the manager who promises 
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resources that never materialize, the executive who commits to trans-

parency then continues operating in secrecy. 

Credit Misallocation: Taking ownership for successes while distanc-

ing yourself from failures destroys trust faster than almost any other 

behavior. Teams learn they can’t rely on you to have their backs when 

things get difficult. 

Standard Variability: Applying different expectations to different 

people, whether based on favoritism, politics, or convenience, cre-

ates an environment where fairness feels arbitrary and trust becomes 

impossible. 

Communication Gaps: Withholding information that affects oth-

ers’ ability to do their jobs effectively or sharing different versions of 

the same story with different people, creates suspicion that poisons 

collaborative relationships. 

 
Distrust breeds micromanagement, which kills innovation, crushes 

morale, and creates exactly the dependent teams that micromanagers 

fear. 

 

 

CASE STUDY: THE DEAL STEALER 

When Kai, an account executive, spent six months cultivating a rela-

tionship that led to a $2.3 million contract, his manager Steve pre-

sented the win to corporate as his strategic achievement. “I identified 

this target opportunity and developed the relationship strategy that 

closed this deal,” she announced, never mentioning Kai’s client din-

ners or insights. When the same client threatened to cancel due to 

unrealistic delivery timelines Steve had promised against Kai’s recom-

mendations, his response was immediate deflection: “The account 

team didn’t manage client expectations properly. I can’t micromanage 

every client communication.” 
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Kai and his colleagues learned the pattern: big wins belonged to Steve, 

and problems belonged to them. The team stopped sharing client 

intelligence and relationship insights, knowing he’d claim credit for 

successes while blaming them for complications. 

 
Within months, Kai was job searching and other reps began work-

ing defensively, focusing on quick, safe deals rather than high-value 

opportunities requiring creativity and risk. When deal sizes and close 

rates dropped, Steve blamed “market conditions” and “account man-

agement skills.” Ultimately, he taught his people that he would never 

have their backs when deals got complicated. 

 
 

 

TRUST BREAKDOWN IN 
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

The same dynamics that destroy workplace trust devastate personal 

relationships: 

Emotional Inconsistency: Partners who are warm and connected 

one day but distant and critical the next create relationships based on 

walking on eggshells rather than authentic connection. 

 

Financial Opacity: Whether it’s hiding spending, debt, or income, 

financial deception destroys trust in partnerships and families, often 

irreparably. 

 

Promise Erosion: Repeatedly changing plans, showing up late, or 

modifying agreements without discussion teaches others that your 

word is negotiable rather than reliable. 

 

Emotional Weaponization: Using guilt, shame, or threats to control 

others’ behavior creates fear-based compliance but destroys genuine 

trust and affection. 
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CASE STUDY: WHEN MONEY 
BECOME A WEAPON 

Mari and Joe had been married for five years when she discovered a 

$25,000 credit card bill she didn’t know existed. 

 
When Mari confronted Joe about the deception, he immediately 

shifted the blame to what he called Mari’s extravagant spending. 

When she pressed for transparency, he became overwhelmed: “I can’t 

handle this pressure right now. My job is already killing me.” 

 
Most destructively, Joe used Mari’s own financial anxiety against her. 

Knowing she worried about money he said, “I thought you married 

me, not my paycheck,” exploiting Mari’s deepest fears about financial 

instability. 

 
With each conversation, Mari couldn’t get honest financial informa-

tion because David’s emotional responses made every conversation 

feel like an attack on their marriage. She found herself apologizing 

for asking legitimate questions about their shared finances and walk-

ing away from discussions more confused than when they started. 

 
When Mari finally insisted they separate finances completely, David 

accused her of “giving up on their partnership.” He genuinely couldn’t 

see how his financial hiding and emotional manipulation had already 

ended their financial partnership long before Mari made it official. 

 
 

 

EXPLORE - THE STORIES THAT 
KEEP US ISOLATED 

Trust issues don’t develop randomly. They’re typically rooted in early 

experiences that taught us dangerous lessons about safety, reliabil-

ity, and worthiness. Understanding these origin stories is crucial for 

transformation because you can’t heal patterns you don’t recognize. 
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The Trust Destroyer Origins and 
Their Protective Purpose 

 
Understanding where your trust patterns originated helps you 

recognize when past protection mechanisms are limiting current 

opportunities: 

 

The Catastrophizer’s Protection Story 

 
Catastrophizers usually learned early that bad things happen with-

out warning, and hypervigilance became a survival strategy. Children 

who experienced trauma, neglect, or unpredictable caregivers often 

develop this pattern as protection. 

 
The catastrophizer’s brain learned to scan constantly for threat sig-

nals because relaxing vigilance once led to real danger. The challenge 

is that this survival strategy becomes automatic, activating even in 

safe situations where trust would be appropriate. 

Reframe: “My catastrophizing protected me when I was vulnerable. 

Now I can learn to assess current reality rather than past dangers.” 

 
 

The Controller’s Safety Strategy 

 
Controllers typically grew up in chaotic environments where the 

only safety came from personal control. If nothing else was predict-

able, at least they could control their own choices and immediate 

environment. 

 
The controller learned that depending on others leads to disappoint-

ment or danger. The challenge is that this strategy creates the very 

unreliability they’re trying to avoid by preventing others from devel-

oping competence and commitment. 
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Reframe: “My need for control kept me safe when I couldn’t depend 

on others. Now I can learn to build reliable relationships through 

trust rather than control.” 

 
 

The Concealer’s Survival Mechanism 

 
Concealers learned that authenticity is dangerous. Perhaps emotional 

expression was punished, vulnerability was weaponized, or being 

“real” led to rejection or abandonment. 

 
The concealer’s strategy was to show only acceptable parts of them-

selves, hiding anything that might trigger negative reactions. The 

cost is that relationships stay superficial because no one knows the 

real person behind the performance. 

Reframe: “Hiding my authentic self was a way of protecting me 

from rejection when being real felt dangerous. Now I can learn to 

share appropriately and build genuine connections.” 

 
 

The Critic’s Defense System 

 
Critics often learned that being critical first prevented others from 

criticizing them. In families or environments where judgment was 

harsh and constant, finding fault first became a defensive strategy. 

 
The critic learned that pointing out flaws kept them from being vul-

nerable to others’ judgments. The irony is that this strategy creates 

exactly the critical environment they learned to fear. 

Reframe: “Being critical first protected me from others’ harsh judg-

ments. Now I can learn to create safety through encouragement 

rather than criticism.” 
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The Self-Trust Foundation 

 
All external trust issues trace back to fundamental self-trust prob-

lems. If you don’t trust your own perceptions, judgment, worth, and 

resilience, you cannot authentically trust others because you’re con-

stantly seeking external validation for internal certainty. 

 
My own journey with self-trust began with small experiments in 

believing my own experience. 

 
When I felt uncomfortable in situations that others said should be 

fine, I started honoring my discomfort rather than dismissing it. 

 
When I had insights that contradicted conventional wisdom, I began 

testing them rather than automatically deferring to others’ expertise. 

 
Building self-trust requires: 

 

Trusting Your Perceptions: Your feelings and intuitions contain 

valuable information, even when others dismiss them. 

 

Trusting Your Judgment: You’re capable of making good decisions 

with imperfect information, and you can learn from mistakes with-

out being destroyed by them. 

 

Trusting Your Worth: You deserve honest relationships and don’t 

need to earn love through performance or perfection. 

 

Trusting Your Resilience: You’ve survived difficult situations before 

and can handle whatever challenges arise in the future. 
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CASE STUDY: FROM SUSPICION 
TO STRATEGIC TRUST 

Rudy, a senior operations manager, came to me after his second mar-

riage was failing due to the same trust issues that had destroyed his 

first. His wife complained that he treated her like a potential threat 

rather than a partner, questioning her decisions, monitoring her 

spending, and requiring detailed explanations for her social activities. 

 
“I’ve been burned before,” he explained. “My first wife had an affair, 

and I never saw it coming. I’m not going to be blindsided again.” 

 
Rudy’s hypervigilance was creating exactly the outcome he feared: 

his wife was becoming distant and resentful, just as his first wife had 

before she cheated. 

 
We traced his trust issues to childhood experiences with an alcoholic 

father whose promises were consistently broken. He learned that 

people who claimed to love him couldn’t be relied upon, and he car-

ried this belief into his adult relationships. 

Face: Rudy began to recognize the physical sensations of hypervigi-

lance. The tight chest, scanning behavior, and constant mental mon-

itoring for signs of betrayal. 

 

Explore: He connected his current behavior to childhood survival 

strategies and recognized how his fear of betrayal was creating the 

distance that often leads to betrayal. 

 

Act: He experimented with giving his wife the benefit of the doubt 

in small situations, noticing what happened when he chose trust over 

suspicion. 

 

Rise: He began modeling the trust he wanted to receive, sharing his 

own vulnerabilities and fears rather than hiding behind protective 

distance. 
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The transformation wasn’t immediate, but within a year, Rudy’s mar-

riage had fundamentally changed. By choosing to trust strategically 

rather than withholding trust protectively, he created the secure rela-

tionship he’d been seeking. 

 
“I realized that my fear of being hurt was guaranteeing I’d be hurt,” 

he reflected. “When I started trusting appropriately, people became 

more trustworthy, not less.” 

 
 

 

ACT - BUILDING TRUST STRATEGICALLY 
IN ALL YOUR RELATIONSHIPS 

Trust isn’t built through grand gestures or perfect behavior. It’s devel-

oped through accumulated evidence of reliability, authenticity, and 

care demonstrated consistently over time. The key is learning to build 

trust strategically rather than withholding it defensively. 

 

The Trust Development Process 

 
Trust develops through predictable stages that apply to both profes-

sional and personal relationships: 

 

Stage 1: Competence Trust 

 
Can this person do what they say they’ll do? This is the foundation 

level. Reliability with tasks, commitments, and responsibilities. 

In Professional Settings: Following through on deadlines, delivering 

quality work, communicating proactively about problems or changes. 

 

In Personal Relationships: Keeping social commitments, arriving 

when you say you will, handling agreed-upon responsibilities. 
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Stage 2: Character Trust 

 
Will this person do the right thing, even when it’s difficult? This 

involves integrity, honesty, and ethical behavior. 

In Professional Settings: Giving credit where due, admitting mis-

takes, maintaining confidentiality, making decisions based on princi-

ples rather than just expedience. 

 

In Personal Relationships: Being honest about mistakes, keeping 

confidences, standing up for partners when they’re not present. 

 
 

Stage 3: Care Trust 

 
Does this person genuinely care about my wellbeing? This is the 

deepest level. Emotional safety and mutual concern. 

In Professional Settings: Considering others’ development and 

success, providing support during challenges, making decisions that 

consider impact on team members. 

 

In Personal Relationships: Showing genuine interest in partners’ 

dreams and challenges, offering support without being asked, priori-

tizing relationship health over personal convenience. 

 

Strategic Trust Extension 

 
Instead of waiting for others to prove themselves completely before 

trusting them, or blindly trusting everyone equally, strategic trust 

involves graduated risk-taking that builds evidence over time. 
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THE TRUST LADDER APPROACH 

Rung 1: Share minor vulnerabilities and see how they’re handled 

 

Rung 2: Rely on them for small commitments and notice follow-through 

 

Rung 3: Include them in somewhat important decisions and observe 

their judgment 

 

Rung 4: Trust them with larger responsibilities or more significant 

information 

 

Rung 5: Create mutual dependency where both parties have invest-

ment in maintaining trust 

 
This approach allows you to build trust based on evidence rather than 

hope while giving others opportunities to demonstrate trustworthiness. 

 
 

 

TRUST EXPERIMENTS FOR 
PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
The Delegation Experiment 

 
Choose a task you normally handle yourself and delegate it to some-

one who hasn’t fully proven themselves yet. Create clear expectations 

but resist the urge to micromanage. Notice both the outcome and 

how the person handles the responsibility. 

 

The Information Sharing Test 

 
Share strategic information that you would normally keep to yourself 

with team members who need it to be effective. Notice whether they 
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use the information appropriately and whether sharing it improves 

performance. 

 

The Feedback Exchange 

 
Ask for honest feedback about your leadership or collaboration style 

from colleagues who might hesitate to offer it voluntarily. Share your 

own observations about team dynamics or process improvements. 

 

The Credit Sharing Practice 

 
Publicly acknowledge others’ contributions to successes, especially 

when you could easily take credit yourself. Notice how this affects 

both relationships and future collaboration. 

 
 

 

TRUST EXPERIMENTS FOR 
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
The Emotional Availability Test 

 
Share something you’re genuinely struggling with and notice how the 

other person responds. Do they listen without trying to fix it? Offer 

support without judgment? Remember and follow up later? 

 

The Reliability Check 

 
Make plans that matter to you and see if they follow through consis-

tently. This isn’t about testing them maliciously, but about noticing 

patterns of commitment and follow-through. 
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The Vulnerability Exchange 

 
Share something about yourself that feels slightly risky. A fear, a 

dream, a mistake you’ve made. Notice whether they respond with 

empathy, judgment, or their own vulnerability. 

 

The Conflict Navigation Assessment 

 
Have a disagreement about something that matters and notice how 

they handle it. Do they fight fair? Listen to understand? Work toward 

resolution. Maintain respect even when upset? 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: TRUST BUILDING 
IN A BLENDED FAMILY 

Sandra and Mark were trying to blend their families after both had 

gone through difficult divorces. Sandra’s teenage daughter from her 

first marriage was hostile to Mark, viewing him as an intruder. Mark’s 

ex-wife had been emotionally manipulative, so he was hypervigilant 

about Sandra’s moods and motivations. 

 
The family dynamic was tense and fragile, with everyone walking on 

eggshells trying not to trigger conflicts that seemed inevitable. 

Face: Sandra and Mark saw their own defensive reactions and the 

family’s collective anxiety during gatherings or discussions about 

household rules. 

 

Explore: They identified how their past relationship trauma was 

affecting their ability to trust each other and create safety for the 

children. 
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Act: They experimented with small trust-building exercises: Mark 

asked Sandra’s daughter about her interests without trying to parent 

her; Sandra shared with Mark when she was feeling overwhelmed 

without blaming him or the situation. 

Rise: They began modeling the kind of family trust they wanted to 

create. Having difficult conversations openly but respectfully, admit-

ting when they made mistakes with the children, and supporting 

each other publicly even when they disagreed privately. 

 
Over eighteen months, the family dynamics transformed. Sandra’s 

daughter began including Mark in conversations and eventually 

asked for his advice about school challenges. Mark stopped interpret-

ing Sandra’s stress as criticism of him. The family developed inside 

jokes and traditions that included everyone. 

 
“We realized that we couldn’t wait for trust to develop naturally,” 

Sandra reflected. “We had to build it intentionally through how we 

chose to treat each other every day.” 

 

 

TRUST REPAIR: WHEN THINGS GO WRONG 

Trust will be damaged in any meaningful relationship. The question 

isn’t whether trust breaks will happen, but how quickly and effec-

tively you can repair them when they do. 

 

The Trust Repair Formula 

Step 1: Acknowledge specifically what happened. Don’t minimize 

or generalize. Be precise about the trust-breaking behavior and its 

impact. 
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Step 2: Take responsibility without excuses. Own your role com-

pletely without deflecting blame or explaining away the behavior. 

 

Step 3: Express understanding of the impact. Demonstrate that 

you understand how your behavior affected the other person and the 

relationship. 

 

Step 4: Commit to specific changes. Identify concrete steps you’ll 

take to prevent similar trust breaks in the future. 

 

Step 5: Follow through consistently. Demonstrate the changes 

through sustained behavior over time, not just words. 

 

 

TRUST REPAIR IN PROFESSIONAL SETTINGS 

When Louise, a product manager, missed a crucial deadline that 

affected her entire team’s ability to launch a campaign on schedule, 

she could have offered excuses about competing priorities and unre-

alistic timelines. Instead, she used the trust repair formula: 

 
“I committed to having the campaign materials ready by Friday, 

and I didn’t deliver them until Monday, which meant everyone had 

to work over the weekend to meet the launch date. That was my 

responsibility, and I let the team down. I understand this created 

stress for everyone and may have affected your confidence in my reli-

ability. Going forward, I’m building buffer time into all my project 

estimates and will communicate earlier if timelines need to shift. You 

can expect weekly progress updates from me until I’ve rebuilt confi-

dence in my commitment management.” 

 
The team appreciated her directness and accountability. More impor-

tantly, her consistent follow-through over the following months not 

only repaired the trust break but actually strengthened team confi-

dence in her leadership. 
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TRUST REPAIR IN PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

When Kevin promised his teenage son he’d attend his basketball 

game but had to cancel last minute for a work emergency, he could 

have simply apologized and moved on. Instead, he recognized this 

was part of a pattern that was affecting their relationship: 

 
“I promised I’d be at your game tonight, and I broke that prom-

ise when I chose to handle the work crisis instead. This is the third 

time this month I’ve put work ahead of commitments to you, and I 

understand why you’re starting to doubt whether you can count on 

me. I know this affects how close you feel comfortable being with 

me. I’m changing how I manage work emergencies so this doesn’t 

happen again, and I want to reschedule something that matters to 

you that we can do together this weekend.” 

 
The conversation led to Kevin restructuring his work boundaries and 

ultimately to a much stronger relationship with his son, who began 

trusting him with more significant personal challenges because he’d 

proven that their relationship was a priority. 

 
 

 

RISE - USING TRUST AS YOUR 
LEADERSHIP CURRENCY 

Trust isn’t just the foundation of good relationships; it’s the primary 

tool of effective leadership in every sphere of your life. Whether 

you’re leading a team at work, a family at home, or a volunteer orga-

nization in your community, your ability to build and maintain trust 

determines your influence and impact. 
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LEADING THROUGH TRUST IN 
PROFESSIONAL SETTINGS 

 
Transparent Leadership 

 
When Stephanie, a division director, faced a situation where layoffs 

were possible but not certain, traditional leadership advice would 

suggest keeping this information confidential until decisions were 

finalized to avoid “unnecessary panic.” 

 
Instead, Stephanie chose radical transparency: “I want to share some-

thing that’s uncertain but could affect all of us. Senior leadership is 

considering budget cuts that might include layoffs in our division. I 

don’t know the timeline or specific numbers yet, but I wanted you to 

hear this from me rather than through rumors. I’ll update you weekly 

with whatever information I have, even if it’s ‘no new information.’ 

In the meantime, I’m advocating strongly for our team and working 

on alternatives that could preserve jobs.” 

 
The announcement created initial anxiety, but it also created unprec-

edented trust. Team members appreciated being treated as adults who 

could handle uncertainty. They began contributing cost-saving ideas 

and working more efficiently because they understood the stakes. 

When the final decision came down, as a smaller round of layoffs 

than feared, the team felt like partners in navigating the challenge 

rather than victims of secretive decisions. 

 

 

VULNERABILITY-BASED AUTHORITY 

Gregory, a senior analyst, had always led through technical expertise 

and confidence. When his team faced a complex data problem he 

couldn’t solve, his instinct was to work longer hours in isolation until 

he found an answer. 
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Instead, he experimented with trust-based leadership: “I’ve been 

struggling with this analysis challenge for three days, and I think 

I need fresh perspectives. I know we usually look to me for solu-

tions, but this one has me stumped. Who has ideas or experience that 

might help us think about this differently?” 

 
The conversation that followed generated a solution none of them 

would have found individually. More importantly, it established a 

precedent where admitting uncertainty became a strength rather 

than a weakness, leading to more collaborative problem-solving and 

innovation. 

 

 

ACCOUNTABILITY-CENTERED CULTURE 

When a major client relationship deteriorated in Patricia’s depart-

ment, the traditional response would have been to identify who was 

responsible and ensure appropriate consequences. Instead, Patricia 

chose trust-building accountability: 

 
“This client relationship didn’t develop the way we intended, and 

as department leader, I’m responsible for that outcome. I also know 

that relationship challenges this significant usually involve multiple 

factors and multiple people. Rather than focusing on blame, I want 

us to focus on learning. Everyone involved, including me, is going 

to share what they think contributed to the problems and what they 

would do differently next time. The goal is to make sure we don’t 

repeat these mistakes.” 

 
The learning session revealed communication gaps, resource con-

straints, and process issues that no individual could have prevented 

alone. The team developed new client management approaches that 

prevented similar problems and increased their willingness to surface 

concerns early rather than hoping they’d resolve on their own. 
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LEADING THROUGH TRUST IN 
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
Family Leadership Through Modeling 

 
Jane’s family was struggling with constant conflict between her teen-

age children. Traditional parenting advice focused on establishing 

clearer rules and consequences. Instead, she decided to lead through 

trust modeling: 

 
She began admitting when she made parenting mistakes rather than 

defending her decisions as automatically correct. She asked for fam-

ily input on household decisions that affected everyone rather than 

making unilateral choices. She shared appropriate concerns about 

work and extended family issues rather than pretending everything 

was always fine. 

 
The changes in family dynamics were gradual but profound. The 

children began admitting their mistakes more quickly because they’d 

seen their mother do the same. They contributed more to household 

responsibilities because they felt like partners in family success rather 

than subjects under parental control. Conflicts were resolved more 

quickly because everyone had learned to focus on solutions rather 

than blame. 

 

Community Leadership Through Trust Building 

 
Jake lived in a neighborhood where crime had been increasing, but 

residents were suspicious of each other and unwilling to cooperate 

on solutions. Previous community meetings had devolved into blame 

sessions where different demographic groups accused each other of 

creating problems. 
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Instead of waiting for someone else to lead, Jake began building trust 

through small actions: introducing himself to neighbors he didn’t 

know, offering practical help with yard work or moving boxes, and 

organizing informal gatherings focused on connection rather than 

problem-solving. 

 
Once relationships were established, he facilitated conversations dif-

ferently: “We all want our neighborhood to be safe, and we all have 

different perspectives on how to achieve that. Instead of starting with 

what’s wrong, let’s start with what we each love about living here and 

what we each can contribute to keeping those positive things strong.” 

 
The meetings that followed were more productive than any in recent 

memory. Neighbors who had been suspicious of each other began 

collaborating on safety initiatives, beautification projects, and social 

events that strengthened community bonds. 

 

 

ADVANCED TRUST LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES 

 
Preemptive Trust Building 

 
Instead of waiting for trust to develop naturally, proactively create 

opportunities for others to demonstrate trustworthiness: 

In Professional Settings: Give stretch assignments that allow peo-

ple to prove their capabilities; include team members in strategic 

discussions where their input actually influences decisions; delegate 

responsibilities that matter to you personally. 

In Personal Relationships: Ask for advice on decisions that affect 

the relationship; share responsibilities that you normally handle 

alone; create space for others to contribute their strengths to family 

or friendship challenges. 
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TRUST RECOVERY LEADERSHIP 

When trust has been damaged, lead the repair process rather than 

waiting for the other party to initiate: 

Professional Trust Recovery: Take responsibility for your role in 

trust breakdowns even when others also contributed; create specific 

action plans for rebuilding reliability; follow through consistently 

over time rather than expecting immediate forgiveness. 

Personal Trust Recovery: Acknowledge the impact of broken trust 

on relationships; commit to specific behavioral changes rather than 

just general promises; demonstrate patience with others’ need time 

to rebuild confidence. 

 

 

SYSTEMIC TRUST BUILDING 

Create systems and processes that build trust automatically rather 

than depending on individual relationships: 

Professional Systems: Implement regular feedback loops; cre-

ate transparent decision-making processes; establish clear criteria 

for advancement and recognition; build accountability into team 

structures. 

Personal/Family Systems: Establish family meetings where every-

one can contribute to decisions; create household agreements that 

everyone helps develop; implement conflict resolution processes that 

focus on problem-solving rather than blame. 
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THE TRUST INVESTMENT PORTFOLIO 

Think of trust building as creating an investment portfolio across all 

your relationships. Like financial investments, trust requires diversi-

fication, consistent contributions, and long-term thinking: 

 

High-Yield Trust Investments 

 
Relationships where small trust-building actions create large returns 

in collaboration and support. 

 

Growth Trust Investments 

 
Newer relationships where trust building requires more effort ini-

tially but has potential for significant future impact. 

 

Stable Trust Investments 

 
Established relationships that require maintenance and occasional 

reinvestment to prevent erosion. 

 

Recovery Trust Investments 

 
Damaged relationships where trust rebuilding requires sustained 

effort and patience but could restore valuable connections. 
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YOUR TRUST LEADERSHIP ACTION PLAN 

 
Week 1: Trust Assessment 

 
• Identify which trust-building pattern you most need to 

develop (competence, character, or care) 

• Assess the trust levels in your most important relationships 

(professional and personal) 

• Notice which trust-breaking patterns you might uncon-

sciously engage in 

• Document specific situations where trust issues are limit-

ing your effectiveness 

 

Week 2: Trust Experiments 

 
• Choose one professional relationship and one personal 

relationship for trust building focus 

• Implement one trust-building experiment in each 

relationship 

• Practice extending appropriate trust rather than waiting for 

others to prove themselves completely 

• Notice how others respond when you demonstrate trust-

worthiness first 

 

Week 3: Vulnerability Practice 

 
• Share one appropriate uncertainty or mistake in a profes-

sional setting 

• Have one honest conversation in a personal relationship 

that you’ve been avoiding 

• Ask for help or advice in an area where you normally main-

tain complete independence 

• Notice how strategic vulnerability affects relationship depth 
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Week 4: Trust Leadership Integration 

 
• Model the trust behaviors you want to see in your team, 

family, or community 

• Address one trust issue directly rather than hoping it will 

resolve on its own 

• Create one system or process that builds trust automatically 

• Celebrate trust-building behaviors in others rather than 

taking them for granted 

 

 

WHEN TRUST LEADERSHIP GETS CHALLENGING 

 
The Betrayal Recovery Challenge 

 
When you’ve been deeply betrayed, choosing to trust again feels like 

voluntary vulnerability to more pain. Remember that trust isn’t naive 

optimism; it’s strategic risk-taking based on evidence and appropriate 

boundaries. 

 
Start with small trust experiments in low-stakes situations. Build 

your trust muscle gradually rather than expecting to immediately 

trust at previous levels. 

 

The Control Release Challenge 

 
Building trust often requires releasing control, which triggers fear for 

people who’ve learned that control equals safety. Practice distinguish-

ing between appropriate influence and counterproductive control. 

 
Focus on creating conditions for others’ success rather than micro-

managing their specific actions. 
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The Patience Challenge 

 
Trust building takes time, and results aren’t always immediately vis-

ible. Maintain consistency in your trust-building behaviors even 

when others’ responses seem slow to change. 

 
Remember that others may need time to adjust to your changed 

approach, especially if they’ve learned to expect different behavior 

from you. 

 

 

THE ULTIMATE TRUST LEADERSHIP TEST 

The measure of trust leadership isn’t whether people trust you when 

everything is going well. It’s whether they turn to you when things 

get difficult, whether they share their real concerns rather than telling 

you what you want to hear, and whether they feel safe being honest 

about mistakes and uncertainties. 

 
Trust leadership creates environments where people can bring their 

full capabilities to challenges because they don’t have to waste energy 

protecting themselves from you. It builds relationships that get stron-

ger under pressure rather than fracturing when stress increases. 

 
Most importantly, trust leadership starts with trusting yourself 

enough to be genuine, make decisions with imperfect information, 

learn from mistakes without being devastated, and extend appropri-

ate trust to others even when it feels risky. 

 
The world needs leaders who understand that trust is built through 

authenticity rather than perfection, through reliability rather than 

control, and through care rather than performance. Your willingness 

to lead through trust in all your relationships creates ripples of safety 

and connection that extend far beyond what you can see. 
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Core Insight: Trust is built through consistent authenticity, reliabil-

ity, and care across all relationships, and the foundation of trusting 

others begins with developing unshakeable trust in your own percep-

tions, judgment, and resilience. 

Key Actions: 

 

• Use the F.E.A.R. framework to transform trust issues from 

self-protection into strategic relationship building 

• Apply the trust ladder approach to build evidence-based 

trust gradually rather than withholding trust defensively 

• Practice the trust repair formula when relationships are 

damaged: acknowledge, take responsibility, understand 

impact, commit to changes, follow through consistently 

• Lead through trust by modeling vulnerability, transparency, 

and accountability in professional and personal settings 

• Build trust systematically across your relationship portfolio 

through competence, character, and care demonstrations 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Which trust-breaking pattern do I recognize in myself, and 

how is it limiting my relationships? 

 
• Where am I withholding trust defensively rather than 

building it strategically? 

 
• How has my relationship with self-trust affected my ability 

to trust and be trusted by others? 

 
• What would change in my professional and personal rela-

tionships if I consistently led through trust building? 
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Weekly Challenge: Choose one relationship where trust could be 

deeper and implement one trust-building experiment this week. 

Practice extending appropriate trust first rather than waiting for the 

other person to prove themselves completely. Notice how this affects 

the relationship dynamic and your own sense of connection and 

influence. 

Next Chapter: You’re building trust through authenticity and strate-

gic vulnerability. Now it’s time to claim the personal authority that 

makes this trust-based leadership possible, stepping fully into your 

expertise and worthiness without apology. 
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CHAPTER TEN  
 

 

Creating Fear Intelligent 

Organizations 

 
“Have those uncomfortable moments. Because my strong 

personal belief is it is those moments that cause you to grow 

the most, also differentiate you the most in your career.” 

—Corie Barry, CEO of Best Buy (youngest 

woman in the Fortune 100) 

 

The email arrived on a Tuesday morning, and it changed everything 

at Meridian Marketing. “Effective immediately, we’re implementing 

a new policy requiring pre-approval for all client communications.” 

 
Jackie stared at her screen in disbelief. She’d been building relation-

ships with clients for three years, solving their problems quickly and 

efficiently. Now every email would need approval from her man-

ager, who was already overwhelmed and rarely responded to requests 

within 24 hours. 

 
This isn’t just a story about corporate dysfunction, it’s about what 

happens when fear becomes the operating system of any group such 

as your workplace, your family, your community organization, your 

friend group, or even your neighborhood association. More impor- 
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tantly, it’s about how any one person can begin to transform that 

dynamic, regardless of their position in the hierarchy. 

 
This is what I’ve discovered after working with groups of every size: 

 
Fear intelligent cultures aren’t built by the people in charge. They’re 

built by individuals who decide to model a different way of being. 

 
 

 

FACE - RECOGNIZING FEAR 
PATTERNS IN GROUPS 

The first step in transforming any group dynamic is recognizing 

when fear is driving the collective behavior. Fear-based groups have 

predictable patterns, whether you’re looking at a corporate board-

room, a family dinner table, or a community meeting. 

 

The Four Faces of Group Fear 

 
Fear manifests in groups through four primary patterns. Learning to 

spot these helps you understand what you’re dealing with before you 

try to change it: 

 

The Perfectionist Pattern 

 
Everything must be flawless before it can be shared or acted upon. 

In families, this shows up as parents who redo their children’s home-

work or refuse to let kids help with “important” tasks. In workplaces, 

it’s the endless revisions and second-guessing. In community groups, 

it’s the committee that’s been “planning” the neighborhood event for 

two years but never actually holds it. 
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The underlying fear: “If anything goes wrong, it proves we’re not 

good enough.” 

 

The Controller Pattern 

 
Somebody insists on being involved in every decision, no matter how 

small. In families, it’s the parent who can’t let teenagers make any 

choices without supervision. At work, it’s the manager who requires 

approval for routine decisions. In friend groups, it’s the person who 

always has to choose the restaurant and gets anxious when others 

make suggestions. 

 
The underlying fear: “If I’m not controlling everything, something 

terrible will happen.” 

I’m a Recovering Controller (although my family would argue there 

has been no recovery!) 

 
My control mechanism was impressive in its sophistication. I became 

the helper, the fixer, the one who had it all together. I prided myself 

on emotional self-sufficiency. I didn’t need anyone. I was the one 

other people needed. This role gave me a sense of control and pur-

pose. It also kept me safely disconnected from my own needs and 

vulnerabilities. 

 

The Consensus Pattern 

 
No decision can be made without everyone’s input and agreement. 

Family meetings that last hours to decide on vacation plans. Work 

teams that can’t choose a meeting time without polling fifteen peo-

ple. Neighborhood groups where every small decision requires mul-

tiple community meetings. 
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The underlying fear: “If anyone disagrees with me, I’ll be rejected or 

blamed.” 

 

The Secrecy Pattern 

 
Information is shared on a strict “need to know” basis. Parents who 

refuse to discuss family finances even with older teenagers. Managers 

who keep strategic information from their teams. Community lead-

ers who make decisions behind closed doors then announce them as 

final. 

 
The underlying fear: “If people know what’s really happening, they’ll 

panic or lose confidence in my leadership.” 

 

Feeling Fear in Your Body During Group Interactions 

 
Fear doesn’t just affect individuals. It creates physical tension that 

you can feel when you’re part of a fear-driven group. Learning to 

notice these sensations helps you recognize when fear is driving the 

dynamic: 

• Tight chest and shallow breathing when someone sug-

gests trying something new 

• Clenched jaw and rigid shoulders during decision-mak-

ing conversations 

• Churning stomach when conflict arises or difficult topics 

surface 

• Heavy, sinking sensation when change is mentioned or 

current methods are questioned ( 
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The Emotional Climate Assessment 

 
Take a moment to think about the groups you’re part of. 

 
• How do people respond when someone makes a mistake? 

• What happens when someone suggests doing things 

differently? 

• How comfortable are people admitting they don’t know 

something? 

• How quickly do problems get addressed, or do they fester 

in silence? 

• Do people seem energized by challenges or paralyzed by them? 

 
The answers reveal whether fear or courage is driving the group’s 

operating system. 

 
 

 

EXPLORE - HOW FEAR SPREADS 
THROUGH SYSTEMS 

Fear doesn’t stay contained to one person. It spreads through groups 

like an emotional virus, creating patterns that become “just how we 

do things here.” Understanding this contagion effect is crucial for 

anyone who wants to create change. 

 

The Fear Cascade Effect 

 
Here’s how fear typically spreads through any group system: 

 
• The person with the most influence (parent, boss, commu-

nity leader, social influencer) operates from fear 

• Others learn that certain behaviors (risk-taking, truth-tell-

ing, creativity) are “dangerous” 
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• People adapt by becoming more careful, more guarded, 

more focused on avoiding problems than creating solutions 

• The adapted behavior becomes the group norm 

• New people entering the group learn these unspoken rules 

quickly 

 
Before long, an entire culture of fear emerges, in which people focus 

more on avoiding blame than creating value, and protecting the sta-

tus quo becomes more important than pursuing possibility. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: FROM FAMILY DYSFUNCTION 
TO WORKPLACE LEADERSHIP 

Alicia had grown up in a family where conflict was either explosive or 

completely avoided. Her father would explode at any suggestion that 

family routines should change. Her mother would stay silent about 

problems until they became emergencies and then blame everyone 

else. Alicia learned that speaking up was dangerous and avoiding 

conflict was the safest strategy. 

 
As an adult, she found herself recreating this pattern. With friends 

who made plans she didn’t like, in her marriage when her husband 

made decisions without consulting her, and especially at work, where 

she either stayed silent about problems until they became crises. 

Occasionally exploded in frustration when things got overwhelming. 

 
The turning point came when her teenage son was struggling in 

school, and every attempt to discuss it became a fight or ended in 

sullen silence. She realized that the communication patterns she’d 

learned in childhood were now damaging her relationship with her 

own child. 

 
She started working with a family therapist who taught her skills for 

navigating difficult conversations. How to express concerns without 
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attacking, how to listen without immediately trying to fix, and how 

to set boundaries while maintaining connection. 

 
The changes at home were dramatic, and these skills also started 

showing up everywhere else. When her project team at work was 

struggling with scope creep that was making everyone stressed and 

behind schedule. Instead of saying nothing or complaining bitterly, 

she said, “I’ve noticed we’re all feeling overwhelmed, and I think it’s 

because our project scope keeps expanding. Could we have a conver-

sation about priorities and realistic timelines?” 

 
The team meeting that followed was the most productive they’d ever 

had. Instead of everyone suffering in silence, they addressed the real 

issues, reset expectations with stakeholders, and created a sustainable 

work plan. 

 
Her manager noticed the change. “Your team seems more focused 

and less stressed lately,” she observed. “What’s different?” 

 
She shared her approach. Focusing on problems rather than peo-

ple, asking questions instead of making accusations, and involving 

everyone in finding solutions rather than just complaining about 

problems. 

 
Within six months, Alicia’s manager asked her to facilitate similar 

conversations with other struggling teams. Her personal growth in 

handling difficult conversations had become a professional asset that 

benefited the entire organization. 

 
The transformation went even deeper. She started using these same 

principles in her community volunteer work, helping her neighbor-

hood association move from endless complaints about local issues 

to actual problem-solving initiatives. She found herself having more 

honest conversations with friends, creating deeper relationships 

based on authenticity rather than performance. 
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“I realized that you can’t separate who you are at home from who you 

are everywhere else,” she reflected. “When I became better at navigat-

ing fear and conflict in my family, I automatically became better at it 

in every group I was part of.” 

 

The Stories Groups Tell Themselves 

 
Every group develops stories about why things are the way they are. 

These stories often protect fear-based patterns by making them seem 

necessary or inevitable: 

Family stories: “We’ve always been private people” (translation: we 

don’t talk about problems). “Dad needs to decompress after work” 

(translation: we can’t bring Dad any stress or challenges). 

 

Workplace stories: “We have high standards here” (translation: mis-

takes are unacceptable). “We value collaboration” (translation: no 

one can make decisions without endless consensus). 

 

Community stories: “People here don’t like change” (translation: 

innovation is too risky). “We’ve tried that before and it didn’t work” 

(translation: past failures justify current paralysis). 

 
Understanding these stories is the first step to rewriting them based 

on current reality rather than past protection mechanisms. 

 
 

 

ACT - GETTING CURIOUS 
ABOUT WHAT’S POSSIBLE 

Once you recognize fear patterns and understand how they devel-

oped, you can begin exploring what becomes possible when you 

approach group dynamics with curiosity rather than control. 
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The Four Pillars of Fear Intelligent Groups 

 
Fear intelligent groups, whether families, teams, communities, or 

friend circles, share four essential characteristics: 

 

Pillar 1: Psychological Safety as Foundation 

 
In fear intelligent groups, people feel safe to tell the truth, make mis-

takes, and ask for help. This doesn’t mean avoiding difficult conver-

sations. It means having them skillfully. 

 
In families, children feel safe to admit when they’re struggling, with-

out fear of punishment or lecture. In workplaces, it’s team members 

surfacing problems early rather than hiding them. In community 

groups, people share different perspectives without being labeled as 

troublemakers. 

Building Safety in Any Group: 

 
• Respond to problems with curiosity rather than blame 

• Admit your own uncertainties and mistakes promptly 

• Thank people for bringing up difficult topics 

• Ask questions that invite different perspectives 

Pillar 2: Learning from Failure as Standard Practice 

 
Fear intelligent groups treat setbacks as information rather than 

disasters. They focus on what can be learned and improved rather 

than who should be blamed. 

 
When family plans go wrong, the conversation focuses on “What 

can we do differently next time?” rather than “Whose fault was this?” 

When work projects fail, teams ask “What did we learn from this?” 

rather than pointing fingers. When community initiatives don’t work, 

groups examine the process rather than abandoning all future efforts. 
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Pillar 3: Transparent Communication as Default 

 
Fear intelligent groups share information openly and explain the rea-

soning behind decisions. This doesn’t mean having a lack of bound-

aries, but it does mean defaulting to openness rather than secrecy. 

 
Parents appropriate to their children’s age explain family challenges 

and decision-making processes. Managers share what they know 

about organizational changes and acknowledge what they don’t 

know. Community leaders explain both the opportunities and con-

straints involved in local decisions. 

 

Pillar 4: Courage as Cultural DNA 

 
Fear intelligent groups reward authenticity and appropriate risk-tak-

ing. They celebrate people who speak up about problems, try new 

approaches, and constructively challenge the status quo. 

 

Curiosity Experiments for Group Transformation 

 
Instead of trying to change everything at once, experiment with small 

shifts in how you show up in your various groups: 

The “I Wonder” Approach: Next time your group faces a challenge, 

instead of immediately going to solutions or blame, ask: “I wonder 

what would happen if we tried...?” or “I wonder what other options 

we haven’t considered?” 

The Learning Question: When something goes wrong, ask: “What 

can we learn from this that will help us next time?” before asking 

“What went wrong?” 
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The Transparency Test: Share appropriate information that you 

would normally keep to yourself; your thinking process, your uncer-

tainties, your mistakes. 

 

The Support Experiment: When someone in your group takes a 

risk or shares something vulnerable, actively support them rather 

than staying neutral. 

 
 

 

RISE - MODELING DIFFERENT 
BEHAVIOR IN ALL YOUR SPHERES 

Fear intelligent group transformation doesn’t happen through 

announcements or policy changes. It happens when individuals con-

sistently model a different way of being and create permission for 

others to do the same. 

 

Leading Where You Are, Whatever Your Role 

 
You don’t need to be the parent, the boss, or the elected leader to 

begin influencing group culture. You can start from any position by 

changing how you respond to fear when it arises. 

In Your Family: 

 
• Have the conversation that everyone’s avoiding 

• Admit when you’re uncertain or scared instead of pretend-

ing to have everything figured out 

• Ask for help rather than trying to handle everything alone 

• Focus on solutions rather than blame when problems arise 
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In Your Workplace: 

 
• Speak up about problems you see, offering solutions rather 

than just complaints 

• Share credit generously and take responsibility for mistakes 

quickly 

• Ask questions that help the group think differently about 

challenges 

• Support colleagues who take appropriate risks, even if their 

ideas don’t work perfectly 

In Your Community: 

 
• Volunteer for challenging roles rather than waiting for 

someone else to handle difficult issues 

• Bring different groups together to solve problems collaboratively 

• Share information and resources rather than hoarding them 

• Focus on what’s possible rather than just what’s wrong 
 
 

 

THE THREE-PHASE 
TRANSFORMATION PROCESS 

 
Phase 1: Personal Foundation (Month 1) 

 
Before you can influence group dynamics, develop your own fear 

intelligence: 

 
• Complete the fear intelligence assessment for each major 

group you’re part of 

• Identify which fear patterns (perfectionism, control, con-

sensus-seeking, secrecy) you tend to trigger or participate in 

• Practice one small act of courage daily in each group setting 

• Notice how others respond to your changed approach 
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Phase 2: Influence Building (Months 2-3) 

 
Begin modeling fear intelligence consistently across all your groups: 

 
• Share appropriate vulnerability and uncertainty 

• Respond to others’ fears with curiosity rather than judgment 

• Create opportunities for honest conversation about group 

challenges 

• Support others who demonstrate courage or authenticity 
 

 

Phase 3: Culture Embedding (Months 4-6) 

 
Help establish new norms that support fear intelligence: 

 
• Suggest new approaches to recurring group challenges 

• Celebrate others who model courage and learning 

• Help new people understand both formal and informal 

group expectations 

• Document and share stories of positive change 
 

 

When Resistance Emerges 

 
Not everyone will welcome your efforts to create more authentic 

group dynamics. Here’s how to handle common forms of resistance: 

“That’s Not How We Do Things Here” 

 
• Start with behavior, not philosophy. Show effectiveness 

rather than explaining theory 

• Find allies who value authenticity and growth 

• Be patient with people who’ve been hurt by previous 

attempts at change 
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“You’re Being Too Sensitive/Dramatic” 

 
• Stay focused on practical outcomes rather than defending 

your approach 

• Point to concrete improvements that result from the 

changes you’re modeling 

• Continue practicing fear intelligence regardless of others’ 

responses 

“We Don’t Have Time for All This Emotional Stuff” 

 
• Connect fear intelligence practices to group effectiveness 

and achievement 

• Show how addressing fear and conflict actually saves time 

by preventing bigger problems 

• Model efficiency in how you handle emotional dynamics 
 

 

The Ripple Effect: How Individual Change 
Creates Group Transformation 

 
When you consistently choose courage over comfort in your various 

groups, something remarkable happens: You give others permission 

to do the same. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: THE DEPARTMENT 
THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING 

The accounting department had a reputation for being difficult to 

work with. They were known for saying “no” to everything, being 

inflexible about processes, and generally slowing everything down. 

 
This dynamic changed when Janet, a senior accountant, started apply-

ing fear intelligence principles to her work relationships. Instead of 
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immediately explaining why requests couldn’t be fulfilled, she started 

asking, “Help me understand what you’re trying to accomplish. 

Maybe we can find a way to make it work.” 

 
Instead of pointing out what was wrong with expense reports, she 

began saying, “I noticed a few things that will help this get processed 

faster. Could I show you what I’m seeing?” 

 
Janet’s approach became contagious. Her colleagues noticed that she 

was having better relationships with other departments and getting 

more cooperation on financial processes. They started adopting sim-

ilar approaches. 

 
Within six months, the accounting department had become known 

as problem-solvers rather than problem-identifiers. The transforma-

tion wasn’t the result of new policies or management directives. It 

happened because one person decided to model a different way of 

being, and that example spread throughout the team. 

 
 

 

MEASURING PROGRESS IN 
GROUP TRANSFORMATION 

Fear intelligent group transformation shows up in subtle but signif-

icant changes: 

Conversation Quality: 

 
• People share real concerns rather than just surface 

complaints 

• Conflicts get addressed directly rather than gossiped about 

privately 

• Ideas flow more freely, including half-formed thoughts that 

might become innovations 

• Questions are asked without fear of appearing incompetent 
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Decision-Making: 

 
• Choices get made more quickly because people feel safe 

expressing concerns early 

• More perspectives get included because people aren’t afraid 

of disagreeing 

• Implementation improves because buy-in is genuine rather 

than performative 

Problem-Solving: 

 
• Issues get surfaced early when they’re still manageable 

• Multiple solutions get explored rather than settling for the 

first “safe” option 

• Learning from setbacks becomes normal rather than 

shameful 

• Innovation increases as people feel safe experimenting 

 

Relationship Quality: 

 
• People bring more of their authentic selves to group 

interactions 

• Trust deepens as people demonstrate reliability and honesty 

• Support for each other increases, especially during chal-

lenging times 

• The group becomes more resilient during stress and change 
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YOUR ACTION PLAN FOR GROUP 
TRANSFORMATION 

Choose one group in which you want to create a more fear intelligent 

culture and commit to these practices: 

This Week: 

 
• Identify which fear pattern most affects this group 

• Practice one act of courage or authenticity daily 

• Respond to one problem with curiosity instead of judgment 

• Thank someone for sharing something difficult or uncertain 

 

This Month: 

 
• Have one conversation that the group has been avoiding 

• Share one appropriate vulnerability or uncertainty of your 

own 

• Support someone else who takes a risk or speaks up about 

a problem 

• Suggest one new approach to a recurring group challenge 

 

This Quarter: 

 
• Help establish one new norm that supports psychological 

safety 

• Celebrate someone who demonstrates courage or learning 

from failure 

• Document and share one story of positive change in the 

group 

• Involve others in continuing the culture transformation 

process 
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THE CHOICE EVERY GROUP MEMBER FACES 

Creating a fear intelligent culture in any group including your family, 

your workplace, your community, or your friend circle, isn’t someone 

else’s responsibility. It’s yours. 

 
The choice you make about how to respond when fear arises doesn’t 

just affect you. It influences everyone around you and helps deter-

mine whether your group becomes a place where people thrive or 

merely survive. 

 
Every interaction is an opportunity to demonstrate that it’s safe to 

tell the truth. Every challenge is a chance to show that problems can 

be solved through collaboration rather than blame. Every moment 

of uncertainty is an opening to model that not knowing can be the 

beginning of discovery rather than the end of the world. 

 
The group you are part of is waiting for someone to model what’s 

possible when fear becomes fuel instead of barrier. That someone is 

you. 

Core Insight: Fear intelligent group cultures are created by individ-

uals who consistently model courage and psychological safety across 

all their relationships, transforming families, teams, and communi-

ties through authentic leadership regardless of formal authority. 

Key Actions: 

 
• Recognize fear patterns (perfectionism, control, consen-

sus-seeking, secrecy) in all your groups, not just profes-

sional ones 

• Use the F.E.A.R. framework to transform group dynamics 

starting with your own behavior 

• Apply the four pillars of fear intelligent culture to families, 

communities, and friend groups, not just workplaces 
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• Practice the three-phase transformation process across mul-

tiple spheres of your life 

• Measure progress through conversation quality, deci-

sion-making effectiveness, and relationship depth 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Which fear patterns do I recognize across my various 

groups (family, work, community, friends)? 

 
• How might my personal growth in handling fear create 

positive changes in all my relationships? 

 
• Where can I begin modeling courage and authenticity in 

groups where I have no formal authority? 

Weekly Challenge: Choose one group where you want to create a 

more fear intelligent culture. This week, practice one fear intelligence 

behavior daily in that setting, and notice how the group dynamic 

begins to shift in response to your changed approach. 

Next Chapter: You’re learning to create fear intelligent environments 

in all areas of your life. Now it’s time to claim the personal authority 

that makes this leadership possible stepping fully into your expertise 

and worthiness without apology. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN  
 

 

Claiming Your Authority 

 
“The moment you take responsibility for everything in your 

life is the moment you can change anything in your life.” 

—Hal Elrod, author and speaker 

 

A life lived in apology is a life surrendered. Let that sink in for a 

moment. 

 
Every time you minimize your achievements. Every time you deflect 

a compliment. Every time you shrink yourself to make others com-

fortable. You’re not being humble or considerate. You’re systemat-

ically dismantling your own authority and showing the world that 

your contributions don’t matter. 

 
I spent decades as a professional minimizer. I was an expert at making 

myself smaller, convinced that taking up space was somehow selfish 

or arrogant. I prefaced my expertise with apologies, attributed my 

successes to luck, and handed away my power like party favors to 

people who probably didn’t even want it. 

 
Confidence isn’t a personality trait you’re born with. It’s a skill you 

can develop. Playing small doesn’t serve anyone. Not you, not the 

people who need your gifts, and not the world that’s waiting for your 

unique contribution. 
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THE CONFIDENCE LIE THAT’S LIMITING YOU 

Let me destroy the biggest myth about confidence right now. The 

idea that some people are naturally confident while others are natu-

rally insecure. 

 
Dr. Albert Bandura’s groundbreaking research on self-efficacy at 

Stanford shows that confidence is largely learned. People who appear 

naturally confident have simply practiced confidence-building 

behaviors more consistently than those who haven’t. 

 
This means your current level of confidence isn’t a life sentence. It’s 

a starting point. 

 
Confidence isn’t about feeling certain all the time or never experienc-

ing doubt. It’s about trusting your ability to handle whatever comes 

your way, even when you don’t know exactly how things will turn out. 

 

The Rock Bottom That Altered Everything 

 
Cruising at 30,000 feet, you miss the fine details of what’s on the 

ground. That’s what happened when Bear Stearns, and then Lehman 

Brothers collapsed in 2008. The bottom fell out of the market, and 

the hole it created sucked the financial life out of many people, 

including my husband and me. 

 
I had built a comfortable creative life writing books, making music, 

and traveling without financial worries. I wasn’t a corporate profes-

sional; I was an artist, a wife and mother, and a globe trotter with a 

seemingly secure future. Then, almost overnight, my husband and I 

lost all our savings and retirement money. What we thought was a 

safe life became scarily insecure. 

 
In those first weeks after the crash, I moved through stages of denial, 

anger, and finally, terrifying acceptance. Fear wasn’t subtle then. 
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It screamed at me. It terrorized my nights and brought out forces 

I’d been desperately trying to overcome. Fear had the upper hand, 

constricting my breathing, disrupting my sleep, and narrowing my 

vision to just getting through each day. 

 
The comfortable life I’d built vanished, replaced by gut-wrenching 

panic about fundamental needs. How the hell were we going to 

survive? 

 
My husband fell into a deep well of despair, and I was on my own. 

I had to find a whole new game plan, facing a thousand screaming 

excuses about why I couldn’t create a thriving life for myself and my 

family. 

 
Although, I had many accomplishments. I had written my first book, 

a novel, earned a black belt in karate, and was a professionally trained 

singer who had done lay cantorial work for five years, I didn’t believe 

I had the smarts to start a business. 

 
A coach convinced me otherwise and it led me to coaching and writ-

ing about fear. 

 
When you lose everything external, you’re forced to confront internal 

strength. To discover your capabilities, your resilience, and your right 

to exist in the world without apology. This became the foundation I 

would build the next chapter of my life on. 

 

 

THE AUTHORITY CRISIS HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT 

What I discovered in rebuilding my life wasn’t unique to the financial 

crisis. 

 
It’s happening everywhere, every day, in conference rooms and living 

rooms across the world. 
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Talented people are convinced they’re frauds. Innovative thinkers 

keep their ideas to themselves. Natural leaders follow instead of lead-

ing. All because fear has convinced them they’re not qualified, not 

ready, or not enough. 

 
The cost isn’t just personal; it’s civilizational. In a world facing unprec-

edented challenges, we can’t afford to have our brightest minds par-

alyzed by fear of failure, our most innovative spirits silenced by fear 

of judgment, and our natural leaders hiding behind fear of visibility. 

 
Eileen was staring at an email requiring pre-approval for all client 

communications. She had been solving client problems quickly and 

efficiently for over three years, but now every email would need 

approval from her overwhelmed manager. 

 
Toby, a software engineer with eight years of experience, who would 

rehearse simple status updates for hours before team meetings. He’d 

write out responses to potential questions, practice his delivery, and 

still feel his heart racing when it was his turn to speak. 

 
Jennifer, a senior data scientist with a PhD from MIT and a track 

record that would make most professionals jealous, was convinced 

she was a fraud waiting to be exposed. “I feel like I’ve just been 

lucky,” she insisted. “Eventually, someone’s going to ask a question I 

can’t answer.” 

 
These aren’t isolated cases. They’re symptoms of an epidemic of sur-

rendered authority that’s limiting human potential on a massive scale. 

 

 

THE IMPOSTER SYNDROME SCAM 

Let’s talk about “imposter syndrome”, a term that’s become so over-

used it’s lost all meaning. 
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When you say you have imposter syndrome, you’re essentially calling 

yourself an imposter. The dictionary describes imposters as someone 

who deliberately misrepresents their qualifications to deceive others. 

That’s not what’s happening when you doubt your capabilities. 

 
What you’re experiencing is self-doubt, the tendency to undervalue 

what you genuinely know and can do. Most people struggling with 

confidence aren’t faking anything; they’re discounting their legiti-

mate abilities and accomplishments. 

 
This shift is subtle but crucial. You’re not an imposter questioning 

your right to be here. You’re a competent person who hasn’t learned 

to own your competence yet. 

 

 

OWNING YOUR ACHIEVEMENTS 

Most of us, especially women and those from cultures that emphasize 

modesty, have been conditioned to downplay our accomplishments. 

We attribute our successes to luck, timing, or others’ contributions 

instead of our own capabilities and efforts. 

 
This reflexive self-diminishment doesn’t serve you or the world. 

When you fail to own your achievements, you diminish your credi-

bility, reinforce your own self-doubt, and deprive others of accurate 

information about your capabilities. 

 
I learned this lesson at a speaking engagement when a woman 

approached me, her eyes bright with appreciation. “That was incred-

ible,” she said. “You’ve articulated something I’ve been struggling 

with for years.” 

 
My automatic response rose to my lips: “Oh, it wasn’t really...” But 

something stopped me. I looked at her face, saw the genuine impact 
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my words had made, and realized that discounting my contribution 

would invalidate her experience. 

 
I remembered a therapist who told me there were only two words I 

needed to say when given a compliment. 

 
“Thank you,” I said simply. “I’m glad it resonated with you.” 

 
That small shift, accepting appreciation without deflection, felt rev-

olutionary. It wasn’t about puffing myself up. It was about honoring 

the reality of what I had to offer and the value it provided to others. 

 

 

BREAKING THE FEAR-CONFIDENCE CYCLE 

Fear and confidence exist in a dynamic relationship. Fear undermines 

confidence by triggering self-doubt, avoidance, and overthinking. 

Diminished confidence, in turn, amplifies fear, creating a cycle that 

constrains your potential. 

 
The key insight? Most of our fear is about things that never happen. 

 
Neuroscientist, Dr. Joseph LeDoux’s research shows that our brains 

are wired to remember threats better than successes. That’s why you 

remember every criticism but forget every compliment. Your brain’s 

negativity bias isn’t truth; it’s biology. 

 

The Authority Sabotage Patterns 

 
Before we dive into transformation, you need to know how fear sys-

tematically undermines authority through predictable patterns: 

The Minimizer deflects every compliment and attributes success to 

luck or team effort rather than personal capability. 
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The Qualifier hedges every statement with uncertainty: “I might be 

wrong, but...” “This is probably stupid, but...” “I don’t know if this 

makes sense, but...” 

 

The Credit Deflector systematically erases evidence of their contri-

butions by attributing achievements to external factors. 

 

The Permission Seeker consistently seeks approval for decisions 

within their expertise, signaling to others that they don’t trust their 

own judgment. 

 
Each pattern serves a protective purpose. Avoiding criticism, pre-

venting rejection, minimizing risk of being wrong. The cost is enor-

mous. You teach others that your contributions don’t matter, that 

your judgment can’t be trusted, and that your expertise isn’t valuable. 

 

 

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW 

The world doesn’t need another person playing small out of fear. It 

needs you, the real you, with your unique perspective, your hard-

won wisdom, and your gifts, to step fully into your power. 

 
Your fears about claiming authority aren’t obstacles to overcome. 

They’re information about what matters to you. The very intensity 

of your fear often correlates with the magnitude of the impact you 

could make if you learned to use that fear as fuel instead of letting it 

be a barrier. 

That’s where the F.E.A.R. framework becomes your roadmap for 

transformation. Instead of waiting to feel confident before acting 

with authority, you can learn to feel the fear, understand where it’s 

coming from, explore what it’s pointing you toward, and lead from 

that place of conscious courage. 
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FACE - WHEN FEAR MASQUERADES 
AS HUMILITY 

The first step in claiming your authority is recognizing when fear 

is disguising itself as virtue. False humility, excessive modesty, and 

chronic self-deprecation aren’t character strengths, they’re fear pat-

terns that limit your ability to contribute meaningfully to the world. 

 
Most people don’t recognize authority fear when it’s happening 

because it feels like being appropriately humble or avoiding arro-

gance. There’s a crucial difference between genuine humility and 

fear-based self-minimization: 

Genuine humility acknowledges both strengths and limitations 

honestly, shares credit appropriately and remains open to learning 

while confidently contributing expertise. 

 

Fear-based minimization systematically undervalues contributions, 

deflects recognition reflexively, and prioritizes being liked over being 

helpful. 

 

 

When Fear Hijacks Authority 

 
Authority fear shows up differently than other fear patterns because it’s 

often rewarded in the short term. People appreciate modesty, so you 

get positive feedback for minimizing yourself. Over time, this pattern 

creates a credibility problem that limits your influence and impact. 

In Professional Settings: 

 
• Hesitating to share expertise even when it could solve 

problems 

• Seeking permission for decisions well within your 

competence 

• Attributing successes to luck rather than skill 
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• Over-preparing to compensate for feelings of inadequacy 

• Avoiding visibility opportunities that could advance your 

career 

In Personal Relationships: 

 
• Deferring to others’ preferences even when you have strong 

opinions 

• Apologizing for having needs or taking up space 

• Downplaying achievements when family or friends cele-

brate them 

• Avoiding leadership roles in community or social groups 

• Minimizing your contributions to relationship or family 

success 

 

The Authority Fear Spiral 

 
When you consistently minimize your authority, you create a self-re-

inforcing cycle: 

You downplay your expertise → Others question your competence 

→ You doubt yourself more → You minimize even further → Your 

influence decreases → You feel less confident → The cycle continues. 

 
Breaking this spiral requires conscious intervention. You have to 

choose to represent yourself accurately even when it feels uncomfort-

able, because others can only value your contributions at the level 

you present them. 

 

 

EXPLORE - THE STORIES THAT KEEP YOU SMALL 

Authority issues don’t develop in a vacuum. They’re typically rooted 

in early messages about worthiness, competence, and the right to 
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take up space. As I previously outlined, understanding these origin 

stories is crucial because you can’t claim what you don’t believe you 

deserve. 

 

The Authority Origin Stories 

 
Most authority fears trace back to childhood experiences that taught 

us dangerous lessons about visibility, competence, and worthiness: 

 

The “Don’t Get Too Big for Your Britches” Story 

 
Children who were consistently told to “humble themselves” or that 

standing out was dangerous often develop patterns of systematic 

self-minimization. The message: “Safety comes from being small and 

unnoticed.” 

 
In my family, I was told numerous times, “Don’t go above your sta-

tion!” I had to mind my place in society. The underlying message 

was, “I didn’t deserve anything better.” 

 
As an adult I learned that visibility equals vulnerability, so I made 

myself invisible even when visibility would serve my goals. 

Adult Manifestation: Excellent work that goes unnoticed because 

you don’t advocate for yourself. Missed opportunities because you 

don’t put yourself forward, and career stagnation despite strong 

performance. 

 

The “Who Do You Think You Are?” Story 

 
Some children received this message directly when they expressed 

confidence or ambition. Others internalized it from observing that 

people who “got above themselves” were criticized or punished. 
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I was asked “Who do you think YOU are?” when I became too ‘full 

of myself’. The language was designed to keep me in my place. 

 
As adults we constantly question our right to authority, even when 

we’ve earned it through competence and experience. We second-guess 

our expertise and defer to others even when you may be the most 

qualified person in the room. 

Adult Manifestation: Imposter syndrome, excessive credential-seek-

ing, inability to speak with authority even in areas of expertise, and 

chronic self-doubt despite evidence of competence. 

 
 

The “Good Girls/Boys Don’t Brag” Story 

 
Children, especially girls, often receive messages that self-advocacy 

is unseemly or selfish. They learn that worthiness is demonstrated 

through service and self-sacrifice, not through confidence and 

self-promotion. 

 
These adults become expert contributors but terrible self-advocates. 

They assume their work will speak for itself and are genuinely con-

fused when others who promote themselves get recognized while 

their contributions go unnoticed. 

Adult Manifestation: Being passed over for promotions, having 

ideas credited to others, feeling invisible despite strong performance, 

and resentment about lack of recognition. 

 

 

The “Failure Equals Worthlessness” Story 

 
Children who experience harsh criticism for mistakes often develop 

perfectionist tendencies that undermine confidence. They learned 

that being wrong was catastrophic, so they avoid situations where 

their knowledge might be imperfect. 
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These adults have extensive qualifications but struggle to act with 

authority because they can’t tolerate the possibility of being wrong or 

incomplete in their knowledge. 

Adult Manifestation: Over-preparation, analysis paralysis, avoiding 

challenges that might expose limitations, and speaking with excessive 

qualifiers to protect against being wrong. 

 
 

The Evidence vs. Story Problem 

 
Most authority issues stem from paying more attention to internal 

stories than external evidence. Your brain’s negativity bias means you 

remember every criticism while forgetting most compliments, every 

mistake while discounting successes. 

 
Your survival-oriented brain is wired to notice threats (criticism, fail-

ure, rejection) more intensely than rewards (praise, success, accep-

tance) because avoiding danger was more crucial for survival than 

pursuing opportunity. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: FROM SELF-DOUBT 
TO SELF-OWNERSHIP 

Remember Jennifer, the senior data scientist with a PhD from MIT, 

who had eight years of successful project delivery, and a track record 

that would make most professionals jealous. She was also convinced 

she was a fraud waiting to be exposed. 

 
The archaeology of Jennifer’s self-doubt revealed a familiar pattern. 

Growing up as the youngest of three high-achieving siblings, her par-

ents consistently responded to her accomplishments with compari-

son: “That’s nice, but your brother did that when he was younger.” 
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She learned that her achievements were never quite enough to prove 

her worth. This story had become so embedded in her identity that 

she filtered every professional experience through it: 

Evidence Supporting Her Story (in her mind): 

 
• Times when she didn’t immediately know answers to tech-

nical questions 

• Projects that faced unexpected challenges 

• Moments of uncertainty about complex problems 

 

Evidence Contradicting Her Story (that she discounted): 

 
• Consistent excellent performance reviews over eight years 

• Colleagues regularly seeking her expertise 

• Successful project outcomes that exceeded expectations 

• Being recruited by competitors multiple times 

• Solving problems others couldn’t 

 

Evidence She Was Filtering Out: 

 
• She dismissed praise as “just being polite” 

• She attributed team successes to luck rather than her 

leadership 

• She minimized the significance of complex problems she’d 

solved 

 
The contradiction was stark. Jennifer had extensive evidence of com-

petence that she was systematically ignoring while amplifying minor 

evidence of imperfection. 

 
Understanding this pattern was the first step toward rewriting the 

story based on current reality rather than childhood programming. 
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ACT- GETTING CURIOUS ABOUT 
YOUR UNTAPPED POWER 

Once you understand the stories that have been limiting your 

authority, you can begin exploring what becomes possible when you 

approach your capabilities with curiosity rather than doubt. 

 
The goal isn’t to become arrogant or dismissive of others’ contribu-

tions, but to find the balance between confidence and humility that 

serves everyone, including the people who need your expertise and 

leadership. 

 

The Authority Experiment Mindset 

 
Instead of waiting until you feel “ready” to claim your authority, 

experiment with acting from authority and notice what happens. 

This experimental approach removes the pressure of permanent 

change while giving you data about what works. 

 

Curiosity Questions for Authority Building 

 
Replace authority-undermining questions with curiosity-driven 

alternatives: 

Instead of: “Who am I to think I can do this?” Try: “What unique 

perspective and experience do I bring to this situation?” 

 

Instead of: “What if I’m wrong?” Try: “What can I learn if this 

doesn’t work as expected?” 

 

Instead of: “They probably know more than I do.” Try: “How can 

my knowledge complement what others bring?” 
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Instead of: “I don’t want to seem arrogant.” Try: “How can I share 

my expertise in a way that invites collaboration?” 

 

 

THE AUTHORITY CURIOSITY EXPERIMENTS 

 
Professional Authority Experiments 

The Expertise Sharing Experiment: In your next team meeting, 

share one piece of knowledge or insight without prefacing it with 

qualifiers or apologies. Notice how others respond to direct expertise 

sharing. 

 
Jennifer tried this during a technical review meeting. Instead of say-

ing, “I might be wrong, but I think there could be a performance 

issue with this approach,” she said, “Based on my experience with 

similar systems, this approach will likely create performance bot-

tlenecks under high load.” The response surprised her. Instead of 

challenging her expertise, the team asked follow-up questions and 

adjusted their design based on her input. 

The Credit Claiming Experiment: When someone compliments 

your work, simply say “thank you” without deflecting, minimiz-

ing, or sharing credit unnecessarily. Practice receiving recognition 

gracefully. 

The Recommendation Experiment: Instead of asking what others 

think you should do, present your analysis and recommendation, 

then invite input. Lead with your expertise rather than immediately 

deferring to others. 

The Boundary Setting Experiment: Say no to one request that 

doesn’t align with your priorities or capacity. Notice that you can 

decline professionally without being difficult or unreasonable. 
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Personal Authority Experiments 

The Opinion Expressing Experiment: Share your genuine per-

spective on a topic you know well, even if it differs from the group 

consensus. Practice standing behind your viewpoint while remaining 

open to dialogue. 

The Decision-Making Experiment: Make one important personal 

decision without seeking extensive validation from others. Trust your 

judgment and notice what happens when you act from your own 

authority. 

The Help Requesting Experiment: Ask for what you need with-

out over-explaining or apologizing for having needs. Practice stating 

requests directly and confidently. 

 

The Compliment Receiving Experiment: When someone praises 

something about you, accept it fully without deflection. Notice how 

it feels to let positive feedback land without pushing it away. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: FROM PERMISSION 
SEEKING TO AUTHORITY CLAIMING 

Shimon, a marketing manager, came to me frustrated that his career 

had stagnated despite strong performance reviews and successful 

campaigns. During our first conversation, I noticed he asked permis-

sion for everything: “Is it okay if I share an example?” “Would it be 

all right if I disagreed with that approach?” “Do you think I should 

pursue this opportunity?” 

 
We traced this pattern to childhood experiences with a critical father 

who questioned every decision he made. He’d learned that acting 

independently was dangerous and that safety came from external 

approval. 



J A C qu ELI NE WALES  

222 

 

 

 

Explore Phase: Shimon began experimenting with small acts of authority: 

 
• Presenting marketing recommendations without asking if 

the approach was okay 

• Making routine decisions without committee input 

• Expressing professional opinions directly rather than as 

questions 

• Contributing expertise in meetings without seeking per-

mission first 

 
Each experiment provided data that contradicted his limiting story. 

When he presented a campaign strategy confidently, his team 

responded with respect rather than criticism. When he made deci-

sions within his expertise, others appreciated his leadership rather 

than questioning his judgment. 

 
“I realized that my team needed me to be authoritative,” he reflected. 

“When I was constantly seeking permission, they didn’t know what 

direction to take or what standards to meet. My authority actually 

created safety for them to do their best work.” 

 

Breaking the Anticipation Trap 

 
Research shows that anticipation of challenging situations usually 

generates more fear than the situations themselves. Your brain is 

remarkably skilled at constructing worst-case scenarios that bear little 

resemblance to reality. 

 
When anticipatory authority fear strikes, get curious: 

 
• What specifically am I afraid will happen if I claim my authority? 

• What’s the actual likelihood of this outcome? 

• What evidence contradicts this fear? 

• What would I tell a friend facing this same situation? 

• What’s one small action I can take despite the fear? 
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This process doesn’t eliminate fear, but it right-sizes it and prevents it 

from controlling your choices. 

 
 

 

RISE - STEPPING INTO YOUR 
AUTHORITY IN EVERY SPHERE 

Authority isn’t about dominating others or demanding deference. It’s 

about trusting yourself enough to contribute your gifts fully, advo-

cate for your values clearly, and take responsibility for your impact 

consistently. Authority-based leadership serves others by modeling 

what’s possible when competence meets confidence. 

 
 

 

THE FOUR PILLARS OF 
UNSHAKEABLE AUTHORITY 

 
Pillar 1: Evidence-Based Self-Assessment 

 
Sustainable authority requires concrete evidence of your capabilities. 

Most people with authority issues focus on what they don’t know 

rather than what they do know, creating a distorted self-perception. 

Building Your Evidence File: 

 
Jennifer’s transformation accelerated when she created a comprehen-

sive evidence file: 

Professional Competence: Eight years of successful project deliv-

ery, colleagues regularly seeking her expertise, solving technical chal-

lenges that stumped others, being recruited by competitors. 
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Personal Resilience: Completing a PhD while working full-time, 

learning new programming languages quickly, recovering from proj-

ect setbacks that taught valuable lessons. 

 

Learning and Growth: Developing expertise in machine learning 

from scratch, earning industry certifications, building internal train-

ing programs. 

 

Impact and Influence: Her recommendations preventing costly 

system failures, her mentoring helping junior developers advance, 

her process improvements saving the company significant time and 

resources. 

The Practice: Update your evidence file monthly. When self-doubt 

strikes, review concrete proof of your capabilities rather than swim-

ming in abstract fears. 

 
 

Pillar 2: Language Mastery 

 
The words you use, both with others and in your internal dialogue, 

shape your reality more than you realize. Authority-undermining 

language trains both you and others to doubt your capabilities. 

Confidence Killers to Eliminate: 

 

• “I’m not really good at this, but...” → “Here’s my 

perspective...” 

• “This is probably stupid, but...” → “I’m curious about...” 

• “I just wanted to check...” → “I need to confirm...” 

• “Sorry to bother you, but...” → “I have a question about...” 

• “I might be wrong, but...” → “Based on my experience...” 
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Authority Builders to Practice: 

 
• “In my experience...” (claims expertise appropriately) 

• “My recommendation is...” (takes a clear position) 

• “I need...” (states requirements directly) 

• “I’ve found that...” (shares knowledge confidently) 

• “Here’s what I know about this...” (offers expertise without 

apology) 

 

Pillar 3: Boundary Mastery 

 
Authority requires knowing and communicating your limits. People 

who can’t set boundaries end up overcommitted, resentful, and ulti-

mately less effective. 

Professional Boundary Scripts: 

 
• “I can’t take that on right now, but I could help with X 

instead.” 

• “My expertise is in Y, so I’d recommend consulting Z for 

that question.” 

• “I need X in order to deliver quality work on this project.” 
• “That’s outside my current capacity, but here’s what I can 

offer.” 

Personal Boundary Scripts: 

 
• “I’m not available for that, but here’s an alternative.” 

• “I care about you and I’m not able to help with this partic-

ular issue.” 

• “I understand this is important to you. Here’s what works 

for me.” 

• “I want to help in a way that’s sustainable for both of us.” 



J A C qu ELI NE WALES  

226 

 

 

 

Pillar 4: Recovery Resilience 

 
Confident people aren’t those who never fail. They’re the ones who 

quickly recover from failure and extract learning from setbacks. 

Authority requires the ability to be wrong gracefully and adjust 

course without losing confidence in your overall capabilities. 

When things go wrong, ask three questions: 

 

1. What happened? (Facts only, no interpretation) 

2. What did I learn? (Growth focus) 

3. What doesn’t this say about me? (Identity protection) 

 
Building a “resilience file” of past recoveries helps you remember that 

you’ve bounced back before and can do it again. 

 
 

 

LEADING THROUGH AUTHORITY 
IN PROFESSIONAL SETTINGS 

 
Expertise-Based Leadership 

 
Sandra, a quality assurance manager, noticed recurring issues in the 

software development process. Her instinct was to gather more data 

and seek consensus before addressing the problems. Instead, she 

decided to lead from her expertise: 

 
“Based on my fifteen years in QA and the patterns I’m seeing in 

our current process, I recommend we implement these three changes 

immediately. I’m happy to explain my reasoning and address con-

cerns, but I believe waiting longer will create larger problems that 

will be more expensive to fix.” 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

227 

 

 

 
Her direct approach surprised some team members who were used 

to her more collaborative style, but it also created clarity and urgency 

that led to quick improvements. More importantly, it established 

Sandra as a strategic thinker rather than just a process enforcer. 

 

Vision-Driven Authority 

 
Paul, a project manager, was assigned to lead a cross-functional 

initiative that had failed twice before. Instead of approaching it as 

someone trying to manage others’ expertise, he positioned himself as 

someone with a clear vision for success: 

 
“I’ve studied why previous attempts at this initiative didn’t work, and 

I have a specific plan for how we can succeed this time. My role isn’t 

to micromanage your expertise. It’s to create conditions where your 

expertise can solve this challenge effectively. Here’s what I see as our 

path forward.” 

 
His authority came not from claiming to know more than the tech-

nical experts, but from taking responsibility for the overall success 

and creating a framework for others to contribute their best work. 

 

Accountability-Centered Authority 

 
Karen, a department head, faced budget cuts that required difficult 

decisions about staffing and resources, instead of trying to build con-

sensus around painful choices, she claimed authority over the deci-

sion-making process: 

 
“These budget constraints require decisions that won’t make everyone 

happy, and as department head, I’m responsible for making them. I 

want your input on how to implement these changes effectively, but I 

won’t ask you to share responsibility for decisions that are ultimately 

mine to make.” 
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Her willingness to own difficult decisions actually increased team 

respect because it freed them from the burden of participating in 

choices they couldn’t control anyway. 

 
 

 

LEADING THROUGH AUTHORITY 
IN PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
Family Authority Without Authoritarianism 

 
Lisa’s blended family was struggling with different rules and expecta-

tions between households. Instead of trying to negotiate every deci-

sion with her ex-husband and his new wife, she claimed authority 

over her own household: 

 
“In our house, these are our agreements about screen time, chores, 

and bedtime. I understand that your dad’s house has different rules, 

and that’s okay. Children can handle different expectations in differ-

ent places, and you don’t have to choose between them.” 

 
Her clarity eliminated the confusion that had been creating conflict 

for the children, who appreciated knowing what to expect in each 

environment rather than navigating constantly negotiated rules. 

 

Community Authority Through Service 

 
Brian noticed that his neighborhood’s infrastructure issues weren’t 

being addressed by the local government. Instead of waiting for 

someone else to take charge or hoping problems would resolve them-

selves, he claimed authority as a community advocate: 

 
“I’m going to start attending city council meetings and representing 

our neighborhood’s concerns about street maintenance and traffic 
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safety. I’ll report back monthly on what I learn and what actions are 

being taken. If others want to join me, that’s great, but I’m commit-

ted to doing this regardless.” 

 
His willingness to take responsibility without requiring consensus 

enabled action that had been stalled by committee indecision. Other 

neighbors began supporting his efforts because they saw his commit-

ment and effectiveness. 

 
 

 

ADVANCED AUTHORITY 
LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES 

 
Delegating From Authority 

 
True authority allows you to delegate meaningfully because you’re 

confident in your ability to provide guidance and support without 

micromanaging. 

Professional Delegation: “I’m assigning this project to you because 

I believe you have the skills to succeed. Here are the outcomes I need 

and the resources available. I’m here if you need guidance, but I trust 

your judgment on how to achieve these results.” 

Personal Delegation: “You’re responsible for managing your home-

work schedule this semester. I’ll check in weekly to see how things are 

going, but day-to-day planning is yours to handle. If you need help 

with problem-solving, let me know.” 
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AUTHORITY IN CRISIS 

Crisis situations reveal whether your authority is based on position 

or on genuine capability and confidence. Authority-based leaders 

remain effective under pressure because their leadership comes from 

competence rather than control. 

Professional Crisis Authority: “This situation is unprecedented, 

and we’re going to have to make decisions with incomplete informa-

tion. Here’s what I know, here’s what I’m uncertain about, and here’s 

my recommendation for how we move forward. I take responsibility 

for this decision and its outcomes.” 

Personal Crisis Authority: “Our family is facing some financial 

challenges that require us to make changes to our budget and life-

style. I’m going to share what I know about our situation and involve 

everyone in finding solutions, but as adults, your father and I will 

make the final decisions about how we handle this.” 

 

 

INFLUENCE WITHOUT FORMAL AUTHORITY 

Some of the most powerful authority-based leadership happens when 

you have no formal power but influence others through competence, 

integrity, and vision. 

Professional Influence: “I don’t have decision-making authority on 

this issue, but I have experience with similar situations that might be 

helpful. Based on what I’ve learned, here’s what I think we should 

consider.” 

Community Influence: “I’m not in charge of this neighborhood 

association, but I care about this issue enough to research solutions 

and present options. Here’s what I found and what I recommend we 

pursue.” 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

231 

 

 

BUILDING AUTHORITY SYSTEMATICALLY 

The 30-Day Authority Challenge 

Week 1: Foundation Building 

 
• Practice confident body language (shoulders back, eye con-

tact, firm handshake) 

• Speak up at least once in every meeting you attend 

• End one sentence per day without a qualifier 

• Complete your evidence file documenting capabilities and 

achievements 

Week 2: Evidence Gathering 

 
• Document one accomplishment or piece of positive feed-

back daily 

• Practice receiving compliments without deflection 

• Share one piece of expertise without apologizing for having it 

• Eliminate authority-undermining language from daily 

communication 

Week 3: Boundary Setting 

 
• Say no to one request that doesn’t serve your priorities 

• Ask for one thing you need without over-explaining 

• Express one genuine opinion that might be unpopular 

• Practice boundary setting in both professional and per-

sonal contexts 

Week 4: Authority Integration 

 
• Take credit for your contributions in at least one meeting 

• Offer advice or perspective when asked, without disclaimers 

• Make one decision without seeking unnecessary approval 

• Celebrate authority-building behaviors in others 
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COMMON AUTHORITY CHALLENGES 
AND RESPONSES 

 
The Arrogance Accusation 

 
When you start claiming appropriate authority, some people may 

accuse you of being arrogant or having an ego. This often says more 

about their discomfort with your growth than about your behavior. 

Response: “I’m working on sharing my expertise more effectively. 

If I’m coming across as dismissive of others’ contributions, that’s 

not my intention. I value collaboration and want to make sure my 

knowledge serves our shared goals.” 

 

The Competence Question 

 
Others may question your qualifications when you start acting with 

more authority, especially if they’re used to you being self-deprecat-

ing or permission-seeking. 

Response: “I understand this might seem like a change. I’m working 

on representing my experience and capabilities more accurately rather 

than minimizing them. I’m still open to feedback and collaboration.” 

 
 

The Relationship Navigation 

 
Some relationships may feel strained as you claim more authority, 

especially if others benefited from your previous self-minimization 

or if power dynamics need to shift. 

Strategy: Be patient with others’ adjustment to your changed 

approach while remaining committed to representing yourself 
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authentically. Some relationships will strengthen while others may 

need to be renegotiated. 

 

The Authority Ripple Effect 

 
When you consistently model appropriate authority, you give others 

permission to do the same. Your willingness to claim your expertise 

encourages colleagues to share their knowledge. Your confidence in 

decision-making helps family members develop their own judgment. 

Your boundary-setting teaches others that self-respect is both possi-

ble and necessary. 

 
 

 

CASE STUDY: FAMILY AUTHORITY 
TRANSFORMATION 

Michelle’s teenage daughter was struggling with anxiety and aca-

demic pressure, and her instinct was to fix everything by manag-

ing every detail of her daughter’s schedule, assignments, and social 

interactions. 

 
Instead, she decided to model authority-based support: “I can see 

that you’re overwhelmed, and I want to help. I’m not going to man-

age your schedule for you because that won’t teach you skills you 

need for adulthood. What I will do is help you learn to manage it 

yourself. Let’s start by identifying what’s working and what isn’t, then 

develop strategies you can use.” 

 
This approach required Michelle to trust both her parenting judg-

ment and her daughter’s ability to learn and grow. Instead of rescu-

ing her daughter from challenges, she provided scaffolding for her 

daughter to develop her own competence and confidence. 
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Six months later, her daughter was managing her responsibilities 

more effectively and had developed coping strategies for anxiety that 

served her in multiple contexts. More importantly, their relationship 

had shifted from dependency to partnership, with Michelle model-

ing the kind of authority she wanted her daughter to develop. 

 

 

THE ULTIMATE QUESTION 

What would you do if you trusted your capabilities completely? 

What would you create if you believed in your worthiness? What 

would you contribute if you stopped apologizing for taking up space? 

 
Your authority, your confidence, your rightful place in conversations 

that matter, these aren’t things you need to earn. They’re things you 

need to claim. 

 
The world doesn’t need another person playing small. It needs you, 

with your unique perspective and gifts, stepping fully into your 

power. Your fears aren’t evidence that you don’t belong; they’re evi-

dence that what you’re doing matters. 

 
Stop waiting for permission that’s never coming. Stop seeking 

approval that’s never enough. Stop apologizing for gifts the world 

needs. 

 
Claim your authority. Own your expertise. Trust your resilience. 

 
The revolution begins with your next conversation, your next deci-

sion, your next moment of choosing courage over comfort. 

 
What will you claim today? 

 

Core Insight: Authority isn’t about dominating others but about 

trusting yourself enough to contribute your gifts fully, advocate for 
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your values clearly, and take responsibility for your impact consis-

tently across all areas of life. 

Key Actions: 

 

• Use the F.E.A.R. framework to transform authority fears 

into confident leadership opportunities 

• Build your evidence file systematically to counter self-

doubt with concrete proof of your capabilities 

• Replace authority-undermining language with confi-

dent, direct communication that represents your expertise 

accurately 

• Practice the four pillars of authority: evidence-based self-as-

sessment, language mastery, boundary setting, and recov-

ery resilience 

• Lead through authority by modeling confidence behaviors 

in professional, personal, and community settings 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• Which authority-undermining pattern do I recognize most 

in myself, and how is it limiting my impact? 

 
• What would I attempt if I truly trusted my capabilities and 

worthiness completely? 

 
• How might claiming my authority appropriately serve oth-

ers rather than just myself? 

 
• Where am I playing smaller than necessary, and what 

would change if I stepped fully into my expertise? 
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Weekly Challenge: Choose one area where you typically minimize 

yourself or seek excessive permission. This week, practice claiming 

appropriate authority in that area through direct communication, 

confident decision-making, or expert contribution. Notice how oth-

ers respond to your authentic authority and how it affects your sense 

of capability and influence. 

Next Chapter: You’re learning to claim your authority and step into 

your power across all areas of life. Now the question becomes: How 

do you sustain this transformation and continue growing your fear 

intelligence throughout your life as you integrate everything you’ve 

learned? 
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CHAPTER TWELVE  
 

 

The Revolution Begins with You 

 
“What you do today can improve all your tomorrows.” 

—Ralph Marston, Author 

 

Two decades ago, I was wrestling with the voice that whispered I 

wasn’t qualified to help anyone transform their relationship with fear. 

 
That voice pointed to every mistake I’d made, every relationship 

damaged by running from terror, every opportunity lost to the paral-

ysis of perfectionism, and every minute I had wasted not paying 

attention to things that mattered most. 

 
Today, that voice is quiet. 

 
While it’s not gone, I recognize it as information rather than instruc-

tion. It’s telling me this work matters deeply, that I care about get-

ting it right, that the stakes feel high because the potential impact is 

enormous. 
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WHAT YOU’VE ACCOMPLISHED 

When you opened this book, fear was likely running significant por-

tions of your life without your conscious awareness. 

 
You might have been the perfectionist paralyzed by potential crit-

icism, the people-pleaser exhausted from managing everyone else’s 

emotions, or the high achiever secretly convinced you were an impos-

tor waiting to be exposed. 

 
Now you understand that fear isn’t your enemy. It’s information. 

It’s fuel that drives your engine. It’s a compass pointing toward your 

most important growth opportunities. 

 
Through these pages, we’ve systematically dismantled fear’s strangle-

hold on your potential. 

 
You’ve explored how individual fear patterns cascade through orga-

nizations, creating cultures where brilliance stays hidden to maintain 

safety. 

 
You’ve discovered that courage isn’t the absence of fear but the deci-

sion to move forward while carrying fear with you. 

 
You’ve learned that authentic communication requires vulnerability, 

that trust begins with self-trust, and that curiosity transforms fear 

from a prison guard to a personal trainer. 

 
You’ve unmasked self-sabotage patterns, built your emotional intelli-

gence, and reclaimed the confidence that was always yours. 

 
If you’ve made it this far, you’ve done something remarkable. 

 
You have looked directly at patterns most people spend their entire 

lives avoiding and learned to feel fear as information rather than 

emergency. 
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You may have begun rewriting stories that have limited your poten-

tial for years, maybe decades, and discovered how to use curiosity as 

a compass pointing toward growth. 

 
You’ve started to understand what it means to lead from courage 

rather than control. 

 
This isn’t just intellectual knowledge you’ve acquired. This is a funda-

mental rewiring of your relationship with the force that shapes more 

of human experience than we like to admit. 

Knowing the F.E.A.R. framework is just the beginning. The real 

transformation happens in daily practice, in moment-by-moment 

choices to feel rather than avoid, to understand rather than react, to 

explore rather than withdraw, to lead rather than hide. 

 
You have developed your Fear Intelligence Edge. 

 

 

THE GAP BETWEEN KNOWING AND DOING 

Dr. James Prochaska’s research on behavior change reveals why most 

personal development efforts fail. Knowledge alone changes nothing. 

It’s sustained application of knowledge over time that creates lasting 

transformation. 

 
“Change is a process, not an event,” Prochaska explains. “People who 

sustain meaningful change practice new behaviors consistently for 

months before they become automatic.” 

 
This means reading this book, having insights about your fear pat-

terns, even practicing the exercises for a few weeks won’t fundamen-

tally change your life. What will change your life is the decision to 

keep practicing these principles long after the initial inspiration fades, 

especially when old patterns feel easier and more familiar. 
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It also means seeking out someone who can hold you accountable for 

the results you want and not compromising because you’re afraid of 

upsetting someone. 

 

 

THE TRUTH ABOUT WHAT COMES NEXT 

I need you to understand that fear will never completely disappear 

from your life. That was never the goal. 

 
What you’ve gained through these chapters isn’t fearlessness. It’s 

something far more valuable. The ability to stop letting fear make 

your decisions for you. 

 
You’ve developed fear intelligence understanding that fear is data and 

we can use it to our advantage. 

 
The capacity to notice fear rising, understanding of what it’s trying 

to protect, and choosing your response consciously rather than reac-

tively. This is the difference between being driven by unconscious 

patterns and living with intentional purpose. 

 
I shared my darkest moments with you in this book. 

 
The newborn in my arms with terror in my heart, the years of addic-

tion and self-sabotage, and the financial devastation that forced me 

to rebuild everything at age fifty-four. I showed you these wounds 

not for sympathy, but to prove that transformation is possible from 

even the most broken places. 

 
The battle with fear is a battle worth fighting. 

 
Not because you’ll win in some final, decisive way, but because the 

fighting itself transforms you into someone capable of living fully, 

loving deeply, and contributing meaningfully. 
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YOUR CHOICE POINT 

Right now, you’re standing at a choice point that will determine 

whether this book becomes a catalyst for profound change or another 

piece of shelf-help gathering dust. 

 
This choice is more significant than you may realize. It’s the dif-

ference between knowing and doing, between comfort and growth, 

between being driven by unconscious fear and consciously choosing 

your response. 

 
The truth? Most people choose comfort. 

 
They choose familiar pain over unknown possibility. They choose 

the devil they know over the angel they might become. 

 
I don’t think you’re most people. If you were, you wouldn’t have 

stayed with me through eleven chapters of sometimes uncomfortable 

truth telling. 

 

 

YOUR INTEGRATION BLUEPRINT 

The integration challenge isn’t about perfection. It’s about consis-

tency. It’s about showing up to do the work again and again, espe-

cially when you don’t feel like it, especially when old patterns feel 

easier, and especially when fear whispers that change is too hard or 

too risky. 

 
Here’s how to sustain the transformation you’ve begun: 
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The First Week: Anchor Your ‘Why’ 

 
Before diving into specific practices, get crystal clear about why this 

work matters. Write your answers to these questions and put them 

where you’ll see them daily: 

 
• What will your life look like in three years if fear continues 

making your major decisions? 

• What becomes possible when you transform fear from bar-

rier to fuel? 

• Who are you serving by playing small? 
• What legacy do you want to leave about how you lived in 

the face of fear? 

 
Your ‘why’ must be stronger than your comfort zone. When the inev-

itable resistance comes, and it will, your deeper purpose will pull you 

forward when motivation fails. 

 

Month One: Choose Your Primary Practice 

 
From everything you’ve learned, identify the one practice that will 

create the biggest shift in your life right now. Don’t try to change 

everything at once. 

 
If your primary fear is inadequacy, focus on the confidence-building 

tools from Chapter 11 (Claiming Your Authority). 

 
If it’s rejection, prioritize authentic communication and bound-

ary-setting from Chapter 8 (The Communication Tightrope: 
Navigating Fear, Approval, and Difficult Conversations). 

 

If it’s uncertainty, concentrate on curiosity practices from Chapter 6 

(EXPLORE - When Curiosity Becomes Your Compass). 
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If it’s loss, work on trust-building and vulnerability from Chapter 9 

(Trust - The Currency You Didn’t Know You Were Spending). 

 
Whatever you choose, commit fully for thirty days. Not perfectly. 

Perfection is just another fear trap. Consistently. Returning to the 

practice even when you falter. 

 

Month Two: Build Your Support System 

 
This work is both intensely personal and inevitably communal. 

While no one can do your inner work for you, none of us transform 

in isolation. 

 
Find one person who can serve as your accountability partner. This 

might be a friend, colleague, or family member who’s also commit-

ted to growth. Share your commitments with them and check in 

regularly. 

 
Join or create a group focused on personal growth. This could be a 

book club, coaching group, or informal gathering of people working 

on similar challenges. 

 
Consider joining one of our programs if your fears run deep or you 

need input to create changes. Professional support can accelerate your 

progress and help you navigate complex emotional territory safely. 

 

Month Three: Design Your Environment 

 
Your environment should support the person you’re becoming, not 

reinforce the person you’ve been. 

 
Remove triggers that activate your primary fear patterns. If you’re 

working on confidence, stop following social media accounts that 
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trigger comparison. If you’re addressing perfectionism, create arti-

ficial deadlines that force you to finish things before they’re perfect. 

 
Create visual reminders of your capabilities. Post your evidence file 

where you’ll see it. Display photos from times when you acted cou-

rageously. Keep quotes or mantras that reinforce your new identity. 

 
Establish routines that reinforce your new relationship with fear. This 

might be a morning practice of reading your achievement inventory, 

an evening reflection on where you chose courage over comfort, or a 

weekly review of your growth progress. 

 
Surround yourself with people who encourage authenticity over 

approval. Limit time with those who trigger your old patterns and 

seek out relationships that support your growth. 

 

 

THE PRACTICE OF FEAR INTELLIGENCE 

Fear intelligence is not a destination. It’s a practice. Like physical fit-

ness, it requires ongoing attention and effort. Here’s how to maintain 

and deepen your development: 

Daily Practices 

 

Morning Fear Check-In: “What am I feeling today? If I’m feeling 

fear, what might this fear be trying to tell me?” 

 

Midday Courage Moment: Identify one small brave action you can 

take before the day ends that pushes you out of your comfort zone. 

 

Evening Reflection: “Where did I choose courage over comfort 

today? What did I learn from this? What will I do tomorrow?” 
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And most importantly. Give gratitude for everything in your life even 

if it feels uncomfortable. This is where you grow into your best self. 

Weekly Practices 

 

Fear Pattern Review: Notice which fear face showed up most this 

week. What triggered it? How did you respond? 

 

Curiosity Challenge: Choose one area where you usually avoid 

uncertainty and commit to exploring it with genuine interest. 

 

Boundary Assessment: Where did you honor your needs and limits? 

Where did you abandon yourself to please others? 

 

Monthly Practices 

 

Story Revision: Review the fear stories you tell yourself. Which ones 

need updating based on new evidence? 

 

Authority Audit: Where are you playing smaller than necessary? 

What expertise are you not sharing? 

 

Relationship Check: How are your relationships changing as you 

become more authentic? Who’s responding well to your growth? 

 

 

THE RIPPLE EFFECT YOU CAN’T SEE 

As you do this work, remember that your transformation extends 

far beyond your personal experience. Every time you choose cour-

age over comfort, every time you speak authentically instead of peo-

ple-pleasing, every time you take ownership instead of deflecting, 

you give others permission to do the same. 
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Your children, colleagues, friends, and family are watching how you 

handle fear. They’re learning from your example what’s possible when 

someone commits to growth over comfort. 

 
Dr. Nicholas Christakis’s research on social networks shows that 

behaviors spread through relationships like viruses. When you 

change how you relate to fear, that change influences your imme-

diate network, which influences their networks, creating ripples of 

transformation extending far beyond what you can see. 

 
This isn’t pressure to be perfect. It’s recognition that courage is con-

tagious, and your willingness to face fear creates waves of possibility 

for everyone around you. 

 

 

WHEN THE WORK GETS HARD 

There will be days when transformation feels impossible. When old 

patterns feel easier. When you question whether this work is worth 

the discomfort. 

 
On those days, remember: 

 

Resistance Is Normal: Your nervous system is designed to keep you 

safe, not to help you grow. Resistance to change is your brain doing 

its job. Expect it and work with it, not against it. 

 

Progress Isn’t Linear: You’ll have breakthrough days and setback 

days. Focus on the overall trajectory, not daily fluctuations. Two steps 

forward and one step back is still progress. 

 

Small Actions Compound: You don’t need dramatic gestures to cre-

ate transformation. Consistent small choices in alignment with your 

values create massive change over time. 
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You’re Rewiring Your Brain: Neuroscience shows that repeated 

behaviors literally change your neural pathways. Every time you 

choose courage, you’re making future courage more likely. 

 

Your Fear Intelligence Matters: The world needs people who can 

navigate uncertainty with wisdom instead of panic. Your develop-

ment serves not just you but everyone whose life you touch. 

 
 

 

WHEN FEAR TRIES TO SABOTAGE 
YOUR PROGRESS 

As you implement these changes, fear will likely intensify before it 

subsides. This is normal and indicates you’re making progress. Your 

old patterns served a protective purpose, and your subconscious mind 

will resist changes that feel threatening to your established identity. 

Expect these challenges: 

 
• Increased anxiety when practicing new behaviors 

• Inner critic voices becoming louder temporarily 

• Relationships shifting as you become more authentic 

• Opportunities arising that feel simultaneously exciting and 

terrifying 

Your response toolkit: 

 
• Return to the basics: breathe, name the fear, ask what it’s 

protecting 

• Use the evidence files you’ve built to counter catastrophic 

thinking 

• Remind yourself that discomfort signals growth, not danger 
• Reach out to your support system when courage feels 

difficult 
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THE LARGER CONTEXT 

Every person who learns to transform fear into fuel and develop their 

fear intelligence edge becomes a force for positive change in a world 

that desperately needs people who can navigate uncertainty with wis-

dom instead of panic. 

 
The techniques you’ve learned aren’t just personal development tools. 

They’re leadership skills for a complex world. They’re relationship 

skills for authentic connection. They’re parenting skills for raising 

resilient humans. They’re citizenship skills for creating the kind of 

society we want to live in. 

 

 

WHAT I WANT YOU TO REMEMBER 

On the hard days, when fear feels overwhelming and old patterns 

seem easier, remember this: Every person who has ever done any-

thing meaningful has felt exactly what you’re feeling. Fear doesn’t 

disqualify you from greatness; it points you toward it. 

 
Remember that the goal isn’t to eliminate fear but to transform your 

relationship with it. You’re not trying to become fearless. You’re 

becoming fear intelligent. 

 
Remember that small actions compound into massive changes. The 

conversation you have today while afraid, the boundary you set 

despite discomfort, the risk you take while your heart races, these 

moments will accumulate into a completely different life. 

 
Remember that your fear has been trying to protect you, even when 

it limited you. Honor that intention while choosing courage anyway. 

 
Remember that you are not broken and don’t need fixing. You’re a 

powerful being learning to claim your full capabilities. Fear intelli- 
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gence isn’t about eliminating your humanity. It’s about expressing it 

more fully. 

 

 

THE COMPOUND EFFECT OF SMALL COURAGE 

Remember that transformation happens through accumulation, 

not dramatic moments. Each time you speak up in a meeting, each 

boundary you set, each authentic conversation you have, each failure 

you recover from gracefully, these small acts of courage compound 

over time. 

 
What feels impossibly brave today becomes natural tomorrow. What 

triggers intense fear this month becomes manageable next month. 

Your courage muscle strengthens with use, making bigger challenges 

feel more achievable. 

 

 

MY PROMISE TO YOU 

Though I may not be there in person as you continue this journey, 

know that I’m with you in spirit every time you choose courage over 

comfort. 

 
Every time you feel the fear and move forward anyway, you’re hon-

oring not just your own potential but the potential of everyone who 

will be inspired by your example. 

 
I see you. I believe in you. And I’m grateful you took this journey 

with me. 
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THE BEGINNING 

Close this book. Take a deep breath. Look at your life as it currently 

exists. Your relationships, your work, your daily experience of being 

you. 

 
Now ask yourself one final question: What would I do today if I truly 

understood that fear is not my enemy but my ally? 

 
You’re not ending something; you’re beginning it. 

 
You’re stepping into a life where fear informs your choices but doesn’t 

control them. Where challenges become opportunities for growth 

rather than threats to avoid. Where your authentic voice contributes 

to conversations that matter. 

 
The tools are in your hands. The understanding is in your mind. The 

courage is in your heart. 

 
What will you do with it? 

 
The transformation begins with your next choice. Make it count. 

 
Your fear may never fully disappear. But its power to stop you ends 

today. 

 
 

 

BEYOND PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION: 
YOUR LEADERSHIP LEGACY 

As you continue this journey, consider the broader impact of your 

courage. In a world where fear-based decision making creates divi-

sion, stagnation, and missed opportunities, your willingness to trans-

form fear into fuel makes you a leader whether or not you have a 

formal title. 
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Your example gives others permission to examine their own fear pat-

terns. Your vulnerability creates psychological safety for others to be 

authentic. Your courage in difficult conversations models what’s pos-

sible in organizational culture. 

 
This isn’t about perfection or having all the answers. It’s about being 

willing to stay curious, keep growing, and face uncertainty with con-

fidence in your ability to handle whatever comes next. 

 

 

FINAL IMPLEMENTATION CHECKPOINT 

Before you close this book, commit to these three actions: 

 

1. Write down the one fear that has limited you most sig-

nificantly. Next to it, write how you’ll approach it differ-
ently using what you’ve learned. 

2. Identify one person you’ll share this work with. Whether 

recommending the book, discussing insights, or simply 

modeling new behaviors, your transformation multiplies 

when shared. 

3. Schedule a check-in with yourself in 30 days. Put it in 
your calendar. Review your progress, adjust your approach, 

and celebrate the courage you’ve demonstrated. 

 
Your fear transformation isn’t a destination; it’s a practice. Each day 

offers new opportunities to choose courage over comfort, growth 

over safety, authenticity over approval. 

 
The question isn’t whether you’ll feel fear; you will. The question is: 

what will you do when you feel it? 

 
Now you know the answer. The only thing left is to live it. 

Welcome to your fearless life. The adventure begins now. 
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Remember: You don’t have to do this work alone. Courage grows 

stronger when shared with others who understand the journey. 

BEFORE YOU GO… 

 
Let me offer you the graduation speech I wish someone had given 

me decades ago: 

 

 

YOUR GRADUATION SPEECH 

You are not broken and do not need fixing. You are not behind and 

do not need to catch up. You are not inadequate and do not need to 

prove your worth. 

 
You are a human being having a human experience, which means 

you will feel fear. This is not a design flaw, it’s a feature. Your fears 

contain information about what matters to you, where you need to 

grow, and how you can serve. 

 
The world needs what you have to offer. It needs your unique per-

spective, your hard-won wisdom, your authentic voice. It needs you 

to stop hiding behind the comfortable lie that you’re not ready, not 

qualified, not enough. 

 
You’ve never been more ready than you are right now. You’ve never 

been more qualified than you are in this moment. You’ve always been 

enough, you just forgot. 

 
Your fear hasn’t been your enemy. It’s been your teacher, your com-

pass, and when properly understood, your fuel. Everything you’ve 

been running from has been running to catch up with you, to give 

you exactly what you need for the next level of your evolution. 



F EAR I N T E L L I G E N C E   

253 

 

 

 
The revolution starts now. Not when you feel ready. Not when cir-

cumstances are perfect. Not when fear finally leaves you alone. Now. 

 
Because now is all you’ve ever had, and now is all you’ll ever need. 

 

Core Insight: Fear intelligence is a lifelong practice requiring con-

sistent application rather than perfect mastery, creating ripple effects 

that extend far beyond personal transformation to influence every-

one whose life you touch. 

Key Actions: 

 
• Create your 30-day integration plan focusing on one pri-

mary fear intelligence practice 

• Build your support system with accountability partners 

and like-minded community 

• Design your environment to support the person you’re 

becoming rather than reinforce old patterns 

• Establish daily, weekly, and monthly fear intelligence prac-

tices for sustained growth 

• Commit to specific actions within 24 hours to begin imple-

menting your transformation 

Reflection Questions: 

 
• What legacy do I want to leave about how I lived in the 

face of fear? 

 
• How will I sustain this transformation when motivation 

fades and old patterns feel easier? 

 
• What becomes possible in my life and work when I consis-

tently use fear as fuel rather than obstacle? 
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Weekly Challenge: Write yourself a commitment letter detailing 

the three specific changes you’ll make in the next 30 days based on 

everything you’ve learned. Include how you’ll measure progress and 

who will hold you accountable. Then take the first action within 24 

hours. 

 
Now, do the work. It will change your life as it has changed mine. 

Jacqueline 
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Jacqueline Wales transforms how leaders think about fear. After 35 

years of exploring human behavior and hundreds of conversations 

with accomplished professionals, she discovered a profound truth: 

the most successful people don’t eliminate fear, they harness it. 

 
She is the creator of Fear Intelligence., a revolutionary approach that 

teaches leaders to Face Explore, Act, and Rise through fear intel-

ligence. This methodology shifts fear from obstacle to asset, trans-

forming it into actionable data that drives better decisions and break-

through results. 

 
As founder of Transformational Strategies for Success, and Fear 

Intelligence programs, Jacqueline works with high-achieving indi-

viduals and organizations to develop fear intelligence in their com-

munication and leadership skills so they can channel its energy into 

purposeful action and create more effective and compassionate 

workplaces. 
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To understand your fear intelligence, take 

the Fear Intelligence Assessment. 

 
For free access to all the tools mentioned in the book, go to 

https://fearintelligence.co 

 
If you would like to hire Jacqueline to speak at your event or discuss 

bringing The Power of Fear in the Workplace workshop to your orga-

nization, please reach out. 

 
For more information 

 
https://jacquelinewales.com 

https://linkedin.com/in/jacquelinewales 

jacqueline@jacquelinewales.com 

 
This is her fourth book, and it won’t be her last. 

 

“Your fear has been waiting your entire life for you to see it as the ally 

it’s always been. The question isn’t whether you’ll feel fear. You will. The 

question is: What will you do when you feel it?” 

https://fearintelligence.co/
https://jacquelinewales.com/
https://linkedin.com/in/jacquelinewales
mailto:jacqueline@jacquelinewales.com
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APPENDIX A: FEAR INTELLIGENCE ASSESSMENT 

 
Comprehensive Self-Assessment Tool 

 
Rate yourself on a scale of 1-5 for each statement (1 = never true, 5 

= always true): 

 

FACE - Recognizing Fear as Information 

 
1. I notice physical sensations when I’m afraid before they 

become overwhelming 

2. I can identify which type of fear I’m experiencing (inade-

quacy, rejection, uncertainty, loss) 

3. I recognize when fear is influencing my decisions 
4. I can sit with uncomfortable emotions without immedi-

ately trying to eliminate them 

5. I treat fear as information rather than emergency 

 

Subtotal:  /25 

 

EXPLORE - Decoding Fear Stories 

 
6. I understand the stories my mind tells me when I’m afraid 

7. I can trace my fear patterns to their origins 

8. I distinguish between past-based and present-based fears 
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9. I can reframe limiting beliefs into more empowering 

narratives 

10. I recognize how my fear stories impact my behavior 

 

Subtotal:  /25 

 

ACT - Using Curiosity as Compass 

 
11. I get curious about what my fears might be pointing me 

toward 

12. I use fear as information about my values and growth edges 

13. I experiment with small brave actions despite feeling afraid 

14. I ask questions that help me understand different 

perspectives 

15. I approach uncertainty with interest rather than avoidance 

 

Subtotal:  /25 

 

RISE - Acting from Courage 

 
16. I can make important decisions while feeling uncertain 

17. I help others navigate their fears without trying to elimi-

nate them 

18. I use my fears as guidance for the most important actions 

I need to take 

19. I model appropriate vulnerability for others 

20. I take ownership and initiative even when afraid 

 

Subtotal:  /25 

Total Score:  /100 
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Scoring Guide 

80-100: You’re operating with advanced fear intelligence 60-79: 

You have solid fear intelligence with room for growth 40-59: You’re 

developing fear intelligence 20-39: You’re beginning to understand 

fear as information Below 20: You’re ready to transform your rela-
tionship with fear 

 

 

Development Recommendations by Score Range 

80-100 - Mastery Level Focus on: Teaching others, refining advanced 

practices, leading organizational transformation 

 

60-79 - Proficiency Level Focus on: Consistent application, build-

ing support systems, tackling bigger challenges 

 

40-59 - Development Level Focus on: Daily practices, skill build-

ing, working with accountability partner 

 

20-39 - Foundation Level Focus on: Awareness building, basic tools, 

possibly professional support 

 

Below 20 - Beginner Level Focus on: Self-compassion, simple prac-

tices, potentially therapy for deeper issues 
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APPENDIX B: QUICK REFERENCE GUIDES 

 
F.E.A.R. Framework Summary 

FACE 

 
• Pause and breathe when fear arises 

• Notice physical sensations without judgment 

• Ask: “What is this feeling trying to tell me?” 

• Use the 90-second rule for pure emotion 

 

EXPLORE 

 
• Identify the fear story you’re telling yourself 

• Trace the story to its origins 

• Examine evidence for and against the story 

• Rewrite the story based on current reality 
 

ACT  

 
• Get curious about what fear is pointing toward 

• Ask “I wonder...” questions 

• Challenge assumptions with evidence 

• Experiment with small brave actions 

 

RISE 

 
• Connect actions to purpose larger than comfort 

• Choose response rather than reaction 

• Model appropriate vulnerability 

• Use fear as guidance for important decisions 
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Emergency Fear Practices 

When Overwhelmed by Fear: 

 

1. Ground Yourself: Name 5 things you can see, 4 you can 

hear, 3 you can touch, 2 you can smell, 1 you can taste 

2. Breathe Consciously: Inhale for 4, hold for 4, exhale for 

6, repeat 5 times 

3. Reality Check: Ask “Am I responding to what’s happening 

now, or what happened before?” 

4. Action Question: “What’s one small step I can take right 

now?” 

For Difficult Conversations: 

 

1. Pause before responding 

2. Ask: “Help me understand your perspective” 

3. State: “I notice... and I’m concerned about... I’d prefer...” 

4. Listen for understanding, not just response 

 

For Decision-Making Under Uncertainty: 

 

1. Identify what you know vs. what you don’t know 

2. Clarify your values and priorities 

3. Consider what you’d advise a friend 

4. Choose based on your best current information 

5. Commit to adjusting as you learn more 
 

 

Warning Signs of Fear-Based Decisions 

Individual Level: 

 
• Procrastination on important choices 

• Excessive information gathering before acting 

• Seeking approval from multiple people unnecessarily 
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• Avoiding necessary difficult conversations 

• Making decisions primarily to minimize discomfort 

 

Team Level: 

 
• Meetings where no one speaks up with contrary views 

• Projects that drag on without clear decisions 

• Blame-focused responses to problems 

• Information hoarding 

• Reluctance to experiment or try new approaches 

 

Organizational Level: 

 
• Culture of “that’s how we’ve always done it” 

• Punishment of truth-tellers 

• Risk aversion that prevents innovation 

• High turnover among creative contributors 

• Analysis paralysis on strategic decisions 
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APPENDIX C: RESOURCES FOR 
CONTINUED GROWTH 

 
Recommended Reading 

Fear and Courage: 

 
• “The Gifts of Imperfection” by Brené Brown 

• “Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway” by Susan Jeffers 

• “Daring Greatly” by Brené Brown 

• “The Confidence Code” by Kay and Shipman 

 

Emotional Intelligence: 

 
• “Emotional Intelligence” by Daniel Goleman 

• “Permission to Feel” by Marc Brackett 

• “Emotional Agility” by Susan David 

• “The Happiness Hypothesis” by Jonathan Haidt 

 

Leadership and Communication: 

 
• “Radical Candor” by Kim Scott 

• “The Fearless Organization” by Amy Edmondson 

• “Difficult Conversations” by Douglas Stone 

• “Nonviolent Communication” by Marshall Rosenberg 

 

Neuroscience and Change: 

 
• “The Body Keeps the Score” by Bessel van der Kolk 

• “Mindset” by Carol Dweck 

• “Switch” by Chip and Dan Heath 

• “The Power of Now” by Eckhart Tolle 
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Professional Development Resources 

Training Programs: 

 
• Search Institute for Applied Behavioral Science for group 

dynamics training 

• Center for Creative Leadership for leadership development 

• Landmark Forum for personal transformation work 

• Local Toastmasters for communication skills 

 

Assessment Tools: 

 
• Human Synergistics 360-degree feedback tools for leader-

ship development 

• EQi 2.0 for emotional intelligence 

• StrengthsFinder for identifying natural talents 

• DISC for communication style awareness 

 

Professional Coaching: 

 
• International Coach Federation (ICF) 

• Center for Executive Coaching 

• Local coaching networks and referrals 

• Specialized trauma-informed coaches for deeper work 
 

 

When to Seek Additional Support 

Consider therapy or specialized help if: 

 
• Fear significantly impacts daily functioning 

• Patterns seem connected to trauma or abuse 

• Substance use is involved in managing fear 

• Relationship or work performance is severely affected 

• Suicidal or self-harm thoughts are present 

• Previous efforts at change haven’t been sustainable 
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Types of helpful therapy: 

 
• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) for thought pattern 

work 

• Somatic therapy for body-based approaches 

• Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) for val-

ues-based action 

 
Remember: Seeking professional help is a sign of strength and wis-

dom, not weakness. Many of the most successful people work with 

coaches, therapists, or other support professionals to accelerate their 

growth and navigate challenges. 

 
The journey of developing fear intelligence is lifelong. Be patient 

with yourself, celebrate small wins, and keep moving forward. Your 

courage to transform your relationship with fear creates ripples of 

possibility that extend far beyond what you can see. 

 
Congratulations on taking the journey to become fear intelligent and 

change your life. 



 

 

 


