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INTRODUCTION

I’ve just lost $45,000 playing online poker. Ouch. All of that money wasted in
one night. I imagine the trip around the world I could have taken instead. From
the Carnival in Rio de Janeiro to skydiving in Sydney. From tuna sashimi in
Tokyo to hiking in the Himalayas. Everything flushed down the drain. I feel
frustrated. Angry with the cards. Disappointed with myself.

I’m still clicking my mouse, but my mind has long since switched off. Slowly,
the sun rises and peeks through the blinds of my student flat. I’m exhausted.
The only thing that keeps me awake is my unwillingness to accept my record
loss.

That was September 2, 2009. For 2 years, I played online poker at a
professional level. I loved it. I still see myself sitting behind my 30-inch
monitor, smiling. In online poker, I could optimize every decision based on
statistics. When I clicked on a player’s icon, a window with 120 different
numbers appeared, which helped me understand how the other person plays.

Poker is a game of analysis and math. That’s why I was good at it. The thing
is, real life is more than analysis. Human interaction is different from math.
You cannot optimize social situations by taking the derivative. On the
contrary, the more I analyzed, the more I screwed up. “Does this person like
me?” “What should I say next?” “Is this good, smart, funny enough?” I was
always overthinking. Also, I was shy, and that led to awkward situations.

I will never forget one day in my first year of university. We were sitting in a
small group to agree on the next steps for our project. Like always, I had been
mostly silent. Then suddenly, a girl in the group asked, “Gilbert, do you
agree?” Before I could open my mouth, another guy said, “He doesn’t have an
opinion anyway.” The guy smiled at me. I just looked at him, not knowing
what to say. There were no statistics above his head that told me how to
respond. The only response I could come up with was a poker face. I didn’t
show anything on the outside. But on the inside, it felt like the guy had twisted
a knife in my heart.

While the group conversation proceeded, I zoomed out. I looked at my watch,



counting down the minutes of the meeting while I thought, “This is not how I
want to live...” Something had to change, but I had no idea where to start.

Challenges of Analytical Thinkers

Back then, I didn’t realize it, but now I know I wasn’t the only one struggling.
Many people overthink things in social situations. In the years before writing
this book, I got so passionate about the challenges of these analytical thinkers
that I wanted to know everything about them. That’s why I interviewed:

e 118 analytical thinkers
e 45 people in business roles who work with analytical thinkers
e 3 psychologists

I define “analytical thinkers” as individuals who state that at least 10 out of
the following 20 words describe their character. How many do you recognize
in yourself?



Analytical Rational

Cautious Reflective
Deliberate Scientific
Discreet Serious

Exact Statistical
Introverted Systematic
Logical Technical
Intellectual Thinker
Mathematical Thorough
Methodical Process-oriented

From the interviews I held, I discovered that many analytical thinkers struggle
with the same challenges. Most of these challenges relate to soft skills:
people’s ability to communicate with each other and work well together.! In
the current era of technology, your analytical skills are incredibly valuable.
But you may have found that it’s challenging to communicate with people who
don’t have the same level of analytical skills. And that’s where soft skills
come in handy. But are there other reasons why soft skills are important in
your career? Let’s ask Deloitte, McKinsey, and the academic world.

Why should you care about soft skills?

Research by Deloitte (2019) shows that the jobs in highest demand today and
those with the highest acceleration in salaries are so-called “hybrid jobs”.?
Hybrid jobs bring together technical skills with soft skills, such as



communication and collaboration.

The 2018 LinkedIn Workplace Learning Report presented similar findings:
training for soft skills is the number one priority. The report highlights
communication (#2) and collaboration (#3) among the most important soft
skills to learn.?

McKinsey observed this trend as well. According to a paper from McKinsey
Global Institute (2018) on automation and the future of the workforce, demand
for social and emotional skills will increase by 24% by 2030, compared to
2016. The paper stated, “The demand for soft skills is beginning to surge.”*

Katy Borner, a distinguished professor of engineering and information
science, drew a parallel conclusion. From the academic research that Borner
led and published in 2018, they found that “in an increasingly data-driven
economy, the demand for ‘soft’ social skills, like teamwork and
communication, increase with greater demand for ‘hard’ technical skills and
tools.”>

If you aren’t yet motivated to develop your soft skills, I’'ll give you three more
reasons why it’s a good idea to start today:

1. Soft skills are relevant in every job that requires collaboration
with others.

2. Technology is continually changing. Some of the
programming languages that were in high demand in the past
are about to go extinct. In contrast, soft skills will always stay
relevant.

3. Soft skills help you in all areas in your life, whether it’s to
make new friends, improve your dating life, or deepen the
relationships with your family.

Have you ever been rejected for a job, passed over for promotion, or seen as
“too serious” by the people around you? In that case, more advanced soft
skills would have made your world look different.

In this book, I use the term “people skills” because it’s clear that these skills
are all about people. Namely, the ability to communicate and collaborate with



other people and the ability to influence them. Your people skills might be
well-developed. Or perhaps you’re at the start of your journey. In either case,
I have been in your shoes.

My transformation

While I was playing poker, I thought I faced many tough decisions. Should I
make a small bet and hope the other guy won’t call my bluff? Or should I
shove all my poker chips to the middle, risking the equivalent of a four-week
holiday?

Tough choices. But in the third year of my studies, I had a decision of a
different order in front of me. Three friends — fellow poker players —
decided to move to Malta for a year. They asked me if I wanted to move in
with them. A beautiful apartment near the beach, in a country free of poker
taxes. How tempting.

Should I bet on poker? Or go all-in on another direction in my life?

After a lot of thinking — because, yes, that’s who I am — I decided not to go
to Malta. Instead, I quit poker completely. Looking back, I’'m happy I did. It
turned out to be the start of a transformation. I decided I wanted to get better at
interacting with people and started experimenting.

Instead of raising a bet on the poker table, I raised my voice in social
situations. Instead of hiding my emotions behind a poker face, I tried to
express them. Instead of covering my cards, I strived to be more open.

Along my journey, I have read over sixty books on human behavior. The books
were helpful, but they never taught me how the lessons applied to analytical
thinkers. That’s why I started trying out new things. It was hard. I failed
miserably. Many times. But step by step, I got a little better at interacting with
others. And, importantly, I discovered a systematic approach to improve my
people skills as an analytical thinker. A way to benefit from my logical mind,
instead of having it block my potential to connect with others.

I can still feel the pain when I think about the remark that the guy in my
university group made. But fortunately, everything has changed. When I see a
room full of new people, I can enter with a smile, instead of having my legs



shake from anxiety. Now, after my transformation, colleagues see my
interpersonal skills as my biggest strength. Nowadays, I get up much, much
happier than I did before I started working on my people skills.

Anyway, it’s not about me. It’s about YOU.

I’m only telling you my story to demonstrate that you can do the same. As I
have experienced these challenges firsthand, I know how hard human
interactions can be as an analytical thinker. That’s why I would love to help
you advance your people skills.

How this book will help you

When you work on your people skills, you will develop the desirable profile
that researchers from McKinsey and others are talking about. As a result, your
next promotion and salary increase will soon knock on your door. While no
one hates a pay raise, I would say that the personal gains are more important.
People skills help you gain confidence and create smooth social interactions.
Imagine meeting a group of people you don’t know. Often, this means a lot of
forced small talk. However, people skills allow you to steer a dull dialogue
into an interesting conversation.

The tools in this book will help you grow your emotional intelligence, which
is a crucial skill in building fulfilling relationships with colleagues, friends,
and family. Through the exercises, you will also increase your influence, have
people listen to your ideas, and get more freedom to work on the projects you
enjoy the most. Lastly, perhaps surprisingly, you will see that emotional
intelligence is an amazing cure against indecisiveness.

Understanding human behavior is not easy. But it gets unnecessarily complex
when someone explains psychology in terms that don’t fit your way of
thinking. That’s why this book is not packed with fluffy descriptions about
human relationships. Instead, this book takes an analytical approach to your
own and other people’s behavior. While you can pick your friends, you cannot
choose your colleagues. And that leads to challenging situations. That’s why
this book pays most attention to social interactions at work. Nevertheless,
improving your people skills in a work setting has tremendous benefits in your



personal life too.

I will guide you through a new framework with 26 principles for improving
your people skills as an analytical person, using a combination of academic
research, exercises, and real-life office stories. I have put my heart into this
book and will share painful mistakes that I have made. Every now and then,
you will see the page bleed. This is the book I wish I could have read when I
started my career.

This book consists of four parts:

Part 1 - BE SELF-AWARE:

e Understanding your own behavioral patterns, making
interactions with others easier, more productive, and more
fun

e Understanding and expressing your emotions and learning
how that increases your influence

Part 2 - OPTIMIZE:

e Reprogramming your mind and getting results that make you
proud

e Expressing clear boundaries and saying no while taking other
people’s feelings into account

Part 3 — INTERACT:

e Boosting your people skills by increasing your empathy and
social confidence

e Improving your communication and collaboration with
colleagues; yes, even with your emotionally explosive



coworkers
e Learning how to deal with small-talk conversations you don’t

enjoy

Part 4 — INFLUENCE:

e Steering people’s behavior while you improve relationships

e Developing your negotiation skills and getting the freedom to
work on projects you enjoy the most

e Having others take your ideas seriously and seeing the impact
of your work in the end result

e Becoming a master persuader by avoiding the single mistake
that almost everyone makes



PART 1

BE SELF-AWARE:
UNDERSTAND YOUR OWN
ALGORITHMS






INTRODUCTION

Every day, there are thousands of situations in which you make a decision:

e Why did you decide to buy that piece of chocolate at 3:00
p.m.?

e What made you go to the gym yesterday?

e How did you respond this morning when that man cut the
line at the coffee shop?

Some decisions relate directly to your work:

e Why did you not speak up when you had that new idea?

e What made you offer your help to that colleague?

e How did you respond when your colleague got that
promotion instead of you?

All the decisions you’ve made in the past determine where you are in your
life right now. For big decisions, such as what to study, where to work, and
where to live, it’s obvious that they have a big impact on your life. In
contrast, the decisions in the previous bullet points may seem insignificant.
However, as we will see, these smaller choices can have a big impact on
your life too.

Despite this impact, much of our daily behavior is based on unconscious
decisions. On the one hand, this is good, because it would be exhausting to
think extensively about every minor choice. On the other hand, there is a big
disadvantage, because a lack of awareness may lead to undesirable results.
This first part of the book focuses on increasing your self-awareness.



CHAPTER 1:
YOUR BRAIN AS A SET OF
ALGORITHMS

Imagine you’re driving a car at a high speed while you approach a red traffic
lightt. When do you push the brake? This primary question has many
secondary questions underneath that determine the answer.

e What is your speed?

e How far away are the cars in front of you?

e What is the chance that the traffic light will turn green before
you get there?

e If you brake too early, is there a chance you will miss the
green light and be late for your appointment?

e If you brake too late, is there enough space between the car
in front of you to avoid a crash?

e What is the preference of your child in the back, who has car
sickness?

e How will people in cars behind you respond if you brake at
the last second?

e What kind of driver do you want to be?

You process many of these questions unconsciously. How does that work?
You aren’t aware of it, but in each situation, you take in many variables.
These variables are the input for your decision. This input is then processed
by your brain, which determines what the response should be. The response
is the output: your behavior in that situation.

You can see your brain as a set of algorithms. Every situation we are in has
many different variables. These form the input of our algorithms. This input
is processed by the algorithm that is appropriate to the situation. Then, that



algorithm produces an output: our behavior.

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
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Situation My algorithm My behavior

Principle #1:

You can see your brain as a set of algorithms. All situational
variables are taken as input and processed into an output. In
other words, our algorithms analyze a situation and tell us
what to do.

Each part of this book zooms in on one element of this illustration. Part 1

starts right at the center — I will explain how you can become more aware of
your own algorithms.
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The situation in the car example has many factual variables (speed, distance
to next car, duration of green light). Therefore, your optimal response can
mostly be calculated. However, there are a few emotional variables as well



(child with car sickness, impact on people in other cars).

Situations in your personal and professional life are full of emotional
variables that don’t have a binary answer. It’s difficult to understand how
these variables are processed. Give me a scientific situation and I will apply
physics and math, then I will give you the answer. Add people with emotions
and it gets tricky. Do you recognize this? The more people are involved, the
more the complex decision-making becomes, because emotional variables
are mostly unknown and difficult to model quantitatively. Moreover,
everyone processes these variables in a different way through their personal

algorithms.

Your algorithms help you make quick decisions in daily life. However, when
you aren’t aware of how both factual and emotional variables are processed,
many of your decisions aren’t optimal. For example, I find it difficult to say
no to people. At times, my algorithms suggest helping someone else, even
when I don’t want to. If I blindly follow my algorithms, my own work or
personal life suffers.

When you are unaware of your own algorithms, they may produce an output
that doesn’t make you perform well at work, or simply doesn’t make you
happy. Fortunately, there is a clear solution: emotional intelligence.



CHAPTER 2:
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

As I mentioned in the last chapter, you can see your brain as a group of
algorithms. Your algorithms help you process situations, and based on that,
you decide how you will behave. This decision-making process doesn’t only
look at facts and figures. Emotions are also an important part of the equation.

The brain has two systems to process situations into behavior:

1. Limbic system — the emotional brain
2. Neocortex — the rational brain

Together, they are the driving force behind your algorithms. Daniel
Kahneman, who won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2001, calls them
“system 1” and “system 2”.° Nothing but respect for his work in behavioral
economics, but could he not have come up with more memorable names?
Well, maybe Kahneman thought it wouldn’t get any better than the analogy
that Jonathan Haidt came up with. This social psychologist saw the two
systems as an elephant and a rider. The elephant is emotional, irrational, and
impulsive. On the other side, the rider is analytical, rational, and controlled.
The rider objectively knows the best way to go, but the elephant is 70 times
heavier. The rider can gently steer and pull the elephant in a direction
(rational brain), but the elephant goes where they want to go (emotional
brain).”

The classic (and false) assumption is this: disregard feelings; only focus on
facts.® That is exactly how I thought six years ago. However, if you eliminate
emotions, you ignore the beast that has all the power.

Have you ever:

1. Said to yourself that you would work out more often, only to
find your butt on the couch watching TV?



2. Decided to address a colleague who disturbs you with his
loud phone call, then stayed silent at your desk?

3. Decided to ask your boss for a raise, but let months pass by
without any action?

These are all examples of your emotional elephant at work. There is one
major reason why we are often not aware that our emotional elephant has a
lot of influence. In these cases, your rational rider knows what is best for
you, but your emotional elephant enjoys instant gratification and pushes for
the easy path. The rider cannot tame the elephant, but finds it difficult to
admit that they are not in control. That’s why your rider will try to find a
logical justification:

1. “Skipping the gym once doesn’t hurt.”
2. “He’s probably almost done calling. It’s not that loud

anyways.”
3. “After summer is probably a better time to ask for a raise.
And compared to my friends’ salaries, my salary isn’t that

bad.”

You become powerful when you can tap into both your rational brain and
your emotional brain. The rider and the elephant need to work in harmony.
And that’s where emotional intelligence comes into play.

According to Daniel Goleman, an internationally known psychologist, the
definition of emotional intelligence is, “The ability to recognize, understand
and manage our own emotions; and to recognize, understand and influence the
emotions of others.”

Whether you like it or not, emotions will influence how you make decisions.
Next to factual variables, emotional variables are always part of your
algorithms. Remember how strong your emotional elephant is — this massive
animal heavily impacts your decisions. Therefore, the better you understand
what makes your emotions go up and down, the better you understand your
algorithms. And the better you understand your algorithms, the easier the
interactions with other people become. Embrace emotions and use them to



your advantage.

Emotions are crucial in your life, even if you still think that feelings don’t
play a role in your decision-making. Why? Because you interact with people
every day. And most of those people have an enormous elephant, much bigger
than its rider. You can try to convince someone with the best and most logical
argument you can think of. However, if you don’t listen to the other person’s
emotional brain, you will have a hard time changing their mind. In his 1996
book, Goleman shows that neglecting emotions in the workplace harms your
effectiveness.

Antonio Damasio, a neuroscientist, also found out about the importance of
emotions. One of his patients, Elliott, had suffered damage to the frontal
lobes of his brain due to a tumor. Elliott had a prosperous life. He was an
intelligent and diplomatic man — a role model to his colleagues. After the
surgery, however, Elliott began to have trouble managing his day. Whenever
he tried to accomplish something, he would lose focus. He spent hours
deciding where to have lunch, and still could not choose. Then Elliott lost his
job and wasted his life savings on foolish investments. He divorced his wife,
married a woman his family disapproved of, and quickly divorced again. In
short, he was incapable of making sensible choices.

To find out what happened, Damasio did a series of tests. The results showed
that Elliott had a superior IQ, an excellent memory for numbers, and did well
making estimates based upon incomplete information. However, Damasio
noticed something: Elliott never showed any emotions.

In another test, Damasio showed Elliott lots of traumatic images, like
pictures of burning buildings and gruesome accidents. After the test, Elliot
told Damasio that those images used to give him strong emotions, but now he
didn’t feel anything. A series of further tests showed that Elliott could
perfectly line up all pros and cons of a complex decision. What Elliott could
not do was actually make the choice. Other research subjects of Damasio,
who also lost emotional functions through brain surgery, demonstrated the
same inability to make decisions."

Dr. Travis Bradberry, author of Emotional Intelligence 2.0, echoes the
findings of Damasio with a thought-provoking quote, “The most logical
decision-making pays attention to emotions.”!!



When I started my career as a consultant at Cognizant, I saw myself as a
rational person. I proudly told others that I preferred to make decisions based
on numbers and rational analysis. I said, “Emotions stir up the mathematical
equation; feelings should be avoided to come to the best possible
conclusion.” Fast-forward to today and I am still an advocate of rational
decision-making in many situations. However, now I understand that,
sometimes, emotions can be valuable pieces of data. Life is complex, and we
never have a complete set of information. Analysis seldom gives us clear-cut
decisions. In most situations, the best that logic can do is present us with
several possible options. Emotions can help us recognize our inner desires
and make a good choice.

Then, how can you understand something so elusive like your emotions? By
developing a good connection with your emotional elephant. Even though
your emotional elephant is impulsive, every now and then, it demonstrates a
strong intuition in the right way to go. By contrast, the rational rider only has
a map that shows facts about the different paths. Your goal is not to tame the
elephant. Instead, your goal is to become friends. That doesn’t mean,
however, that you should always follow the advice of your new companion.

Imagine you’re at work and your manager asks your team who wants to
volunteer to give a presentation next week. You are interested in the topic,
but you feel some tension in your stomach. What does that mean?

1. Is your emotional elephant pushing for shortcuts, giving
irrelevant reasons?
For example, “Do not do the presentation. You may be
excited for this opportunity, but this is going to be way too
scary.”

Or,

2. Is your emotional elephant telling you something valuable?
For example, “You have a lot on your plate already. And
your other projects mean much more to you.”

In the first case, you may decide to push through the fear and volunteer for the



presentation. In the second case, you could decide to pass up the opportunity
to ensure that you focus on what is most important to you. This is how your
emotional elephant and rational rider form a partnership: they both play a
role in your decision-making. As a result, you develop powerful algorithms
that take both sides into account: both facts and emotions.

Emotions do matter. Emotions can be useful. However, that doesn’t mean you
should always blindly follow them. Increasing your emotional intelligence
helps you understand when it’s a good idea to listen.

Principle #2:

Even as a rational person, your emotions are crucial for the
decisions you make in your life. Learn how to recognize your
own and other people’s emotions and use them to your
advantage.



CHAPTER 3:
HOW ALGORITHMS ARE
FORMED

At times, emotions can help us make better decisions. While you can benefit
from your emotional brain today, its role was even more important thousands
of years ago. Back then, the emotional brain was crucial for survival. Why?
Responses from the emotional brain are milliseconds faster than responses
from the rational brain. As cavemen, it wasn’t useful to overanalyze when
you faced a saber-tooth tiger. An instant emotional reaction to trigger a Usain
Bolt sprint was a more optimal response.

As caveman, we faced more dangers: abandonment from the group had
serious consequences. If you weren’t liked by your social group, you were
kicked out of the tribe. That meant no food and no shelter. Rejection by the
group wasn’t just painful like today. Rejection was deadly. Still, today,
people have a strong need to belong and even stronger aversion to be
rejected.'? Even though tribe hierarchy isn’t that important anymore, we’re
still sensitive to getting along well with others. Thanks to millions of years of
evolution, we have developed a strong fear of social rejection. That’s why
we get irrationally nervous for a presentation, thinking “What if the group
doesn’t like it?”

Principle #3:

Thanks to evolution, our brain is wired to look out for
rejection. As a result, we are irrationally sensitive in our need
to belong to others.

Unfortunately, because our brain is hardwired by evolution, our outdated
fears still have a negative effect on our job performance today. The question



is how you deal with it. Do you let your outdated fears rule your life? Or do
you realize that we’re not cavemen anymore and start to optimize your
algorithms today?

Evolution has a large impact on our decisions today. Keeping this knowledge
in the back of our mind, how are our algorithms formed throughout our life?

Many of our algorithms have been created during childhood. As a child, we
are full of curiosity and enjoy exploring the world. We are wired to try out
everything in our environment, because that’s how we learn about the world.
The repeated experiences are the basis for behavioral patterns. We
internalize these patterns and use them as a template for similar situations in
the future: an algorithm is formed!

John Bowlby, a famous psychologist, calls this template for the social world
an “internal working model.”"® You can see this internal working model as an
algorithm that tells us what to do in different situations.

To make this more concrete, let me give you a few childhood examples.

EXAMPLE 1: hug

I start crying. My mother comes and hugs me. I like it.

As a baby, I see the following if/then statement:

If I want a hug from my mom, then I will cry.
* BLEEP — algorithm formed *

The algorithm looks like:



INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

I'want a hug IF | cry, my maom

from rmy mom. will hug rme. el ey

- ~

Situation My algorithm My behavior

EXAMPLE 2: oven

The oven is turned on. I touch the oven. It hurts. I don’t like it.

As a kid, I see the following if/then statement:

If the oven is turned on, then I won’t touch it.

* BLEEP — algorithm formed *

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
The oven is If | touch a hot owven, I will mot touch it.
turned on. it will hwrt.

- o

| |
I A=

Situation My algorithm My behavior

Our algorithms are formed through positive and negative reinforcement. After
we choose our behavior, we are rewarded (hug) or punished (burn). In some
situations, we internalize an algorithm after seeing it play out once. In other
cases, we only adopt the optimal behavior after burning our fingers 10 times

— literally or figuratively.



Principle #4:

Algorithms are formed through our experiences in the world.
We embed a belief about the optimal output given different
types of input. In other words, we learn how we should
behave in different types of situations.

These examples are straightforward, but it works the same way for more
complex algorithms. As you’ll see in the next chapter, algorithms that are
formed in childhood can have a big impact on your professional life.



CHAPTER 4:
HARMFUL ALGORITHMS

Parents in Conflict

By not touching the oven, you avoid pain. Useful pattern to learn, right?
Absolutely. However, that doesn’t mean all algorithms you form in your
childhood bring you desirable results.

Let me give you a personal example from 1998. I was sitting on the sofa
watching TV and my well-organized dad entered the room. He liked an
orderly space. My dad saw a pile of papers on the living room table, which
my mom left there a few minutes earlier. He raised his voice, “Why can you
not ever keep your stuff tidy? You don’t have any system for organizing your
life.”

My messy and creative mom replied, “I put these things here five minutes
ago. Why can you not say anything positive?”

The next thing I saw was my parents sitting far away from each other with
angry faces. To the nine-year-old me, they seemed not to like each other.
What made it more complicated is that my parents enjoyed having heated
political debates. As a young child, I didn’t recognize the difference between
a debate and a fight. What I did recognize was the result: angry faces and
disconnection. Therefore, in my young mind, even healthy disagreements led
to people not liking each other.

After being the observer of these disagreements many times, I internalized the
following belief:

If I openly disagree with someone, then the other person will be angry with
me, and they won’t like me.

I didn’t want the other person to be angry. And I did want others to like me.
That’s why I created the following algorithm for myself:



INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

| disagree if I tell thern | disagree, | take away tension by
with someone. they will not like me. reaching an agreement.

= ~

Situation My algorithm My behavior

I learned how to deal with situations of tension: steer away from them, even
if it means withholding thoughts and compromising on my standpoint. My
emotional elephant chooses the easy path: avoiding a confrontation.

As a result of the algorithm I formed, I’ve made many suboptimal choices in
my professional and personal life:

1. I’ve said “I agree,” when I didn’t support a decision.

2. I’ve said “It’s fine to go with your idea” when deep inside, I
wasn'’t fine.

3. ’ve told myself “It’s not that bad” when someone crossed
my boundaries.

This gave me the short-term results I was looking for: a happy face and a
feeling of connection. However, in the long term, this created a few
problems:

1. I was less motivated to work when I didn’t agree with the
vision of the project.

2. 1 had good ideas, but because I didn’t have the courage to
speak up, people didn’t know about them.

3. I was angry at the other person for crossing my boundaries,
while I was mad at myself for not expressing boundaries.



This resentment made me unhappy.

Saying no
Since I thought that tension in social situations would always lead to angry

people and disconnection, I also found it difficult to say no. I felt that I had to
avoid saying no to stay away from tension.

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
Someone asks If | =3y no, the other I will avoid saying no.
me for help. person will not like me.

- ~

Situation My algorithm My behavior

Again, I’ve made many suboptimal choices in my professional and personal
life:

1. I’ve said yes when I didn’t have enough time.
2. I’ve said yes when I was too tired.
3. I’ve said “maybe later” when I really meant no.

Again, I got great short-term results: happy faces and a feeling of connection.
But the long-term results were less joyful:

1. I came in late to appointments because I was finishing a
request for someone else.

2. I felt angry with other people because they made an
“unreasonable” request. However, the only person I was
actually angry with was myself — for saying yes.



3. People found it hard to understand what I really meant. I
wasn’t clear.

Paradoxically, by saying yes, I got the results I was most afraid of: an angry
face and a feeling of disconnection.

Now I understand better how my algorithm works and how I can choose a
different behavior. I have experienced that saying no can build relationships
rather than tear them apart. And, hey, my parents are still happily together —
so this shows that a strong disagreement doesn’t need to lead to
disconnection.

Changing algorithms that you formed in your childhood isn’t easy, but the
rewards are tremendous. We’ll look at how you can change your own
algorithms in Part 2: Optimize.

These algorithms, which I built in my childhood, still impacted my life many
years later. I’'m not the only one. Everyone — yes, everyone — builds
algorithms in their childhood.

Maybe you could see yourself in some of the examples I presented earlier. Or
maybe you were thinking about other examples: algorithms that you formed in
your childhood. That’s exactly what we’re going to explore next. While
reading the following two examples, I would like you to think “How does
this remind me of a situation in my own childhood?”

Tony’s train track

Tony is seven years old and is playing with his electrical train. He builds a
new train track so he can pick up people in the village and bring them to their
work. Tony wonders if he can carry out the same in the real world. He feels
smart, because in this way, people don’t need to take the car anymore. Less
cars on the highway — no more traffic jams. Proudly, he runs to his dad and
says, “Daddy, I have a great idea!”

His dad, reading the newspaper, briefly looks up, annoyed that his son is
interrupting his Sunday readings. Tony is confused but still shows his dad the
train track, telling him about his idea.



The dad says to Tony, “You aren’t solving the world here, smart-ass. That
already exists. Also, nobody likes sitting in a crowded train.” After making
this remark, he goes back to reading the newspaper.

Tony feels disappointed. When this situation is repeated over time, Tony
creates the following belief:

If I express my idea, then people will think I’m annoying and won’t like me.

To prevent this painful experience from happening again in the future
(because remember, we want to be liked and belong to our tribe), he forms
the following algorithm:

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

Tory gets an idea. If | express my idea, people Tony will stay silent.
will think I'm annoying.

o ©

Situation Tony's algorithm Tony’s behavior

Even 25 years later, in a meeting at his job, Tony struggles to speak up about
his ideas. He is afraid that people will find his ideas bad and not like him
because of it. Tony tells himself, “Don’t be annoying and a know-it-all. The
idea is probably not as good as you think.”

When a seemingly innocent situation is repeated many times in your
childhood, it can lead to a harmful outcome many years later.

Paula’s spillage
Paula is six years old and takes a cup of tea from the kitchen. She loves tea,

because it’s warm and tasty. While walking to the living room with a smile,
she drops some tea on the floor.

Martina, the babysitter, sees it and breaks out in anger, “Damn! Why are you



so careless? The floor was spotless! I just spent hours cleaning and now
you’ve just messed it up again.”

Paula feels sad. When similar situations keep happening in the future, Paula
creates the following belief:

If I make a little mistake, then people will not like me.

To prevent this from happening, she forms the following algorithm:

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
Paula works on a task for If | make a mistake, people Paula will do everything to
which she knows that other will mot fike me. avoid taking risk and
people will see the result. making mistakes.

o ¢

Situation Paula’s algorithm Paula's behavior

Even 30 years later, Paula struggles with her perfectionistic belief while
working on a report. She spends 2 and a half hours formatting a table in her
Excel spreadsheet, afraid that her boss won’t approve of her if it’s not
perfect.

Eventually, Paula goes to sleep at 3:00 a.m. and feels exhausted the next day.
When she gets into the office, Paula sees that her boss didn’t even use the
table in his presentation. Paula assumes that her boss doesn’t find her good
enough, leaving her with a feeling of worthlessness.

Even though Paula has good intentions, her action leads to a
counterproductive outcome.

Principle #5:

Algorithms that are formed in your childhood can still have a
large impact on your behavior today.



CHAPTER 5:
BENEFICIAL ALGORITHMS

The previous examples demonstrate that situations in your childhood can
have a negative impact on your behavior today. However, that doesn’t mean
we haven’t built any beneficial algorithms. That’s why these beneficial
algorithms are the focus of this chapter.

We aren’t always aware of the harmful algorithms we have built in our life.
These unknown weaknesses are often referred to as “blind spots”. On the
other hand, we also have strengths that we aren’t aware of. Adam Grant, an
American professor of psychology, refers to these as “bright spots”. One of
the reasons why you may be unaware of a certain strength is because the
behavior that is appreciated by others seems “normal” to us.

One of the bright spots that I discovered is my ability to create structure in
chaos. I discovered this ability in 2016 when my colleagues and I were
working on a proposal for a new consulting project. As always with
proposals, pressure was high. We had only seven days to present a
convincing solution to the client. After four full days of work in a small
room, something unfortunate happened.

One expert, who wasn’t available before, entered the room with bad news.
To our astonishment, he told us that one of our key assumptions was
incorrect. As a result, the solution we had worked on was worthless. My
colleagues and I looked at each other. Only three days to go. Was this ever
going to work? Everyone knew this project was crucial.

Emotions rose. And so did the room temperature. One director said he
couldn’t believe no one challenged the crucial assumption. I looked at the
bags under his eyes, which revealed the late nights of work. Another director
elaborated on different scenarios, but no one seemed to understand. Half an
hour later, everyone was in a heavy discussion, deep down in the details. We
weren’t making any progress. Then I took a pen and walked to the
whiteboard. I wrote down the new challenge we faced. Slowly, colleagues



started to add to the overview I was writing down. As a result, the
discussion was more structured.

Writing down the core of the problem was automatic for me. Apparently, I
had an algorithm like this:

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
W are soiving a commpiax IT'| write down the core of | write down the core of
problemn, and people are the probianm, the dscussion the problam.
gatting host, will e more structured

- o

Situation My algorithm My behavior

For me, bringing clarity into chaos is a logical step. It doesn’t take much
effort from my side. However, later that day, people told me that it was a
turning point in our meeting. Having the challenge clearly written down
helped us understand the new challenge. As a result, we could come up with
solutions to deliver the proposal within the deadline. Later, I received
similar positive feedback in other complex situations.

I thought, “I didn’t even do anything.” For me, breaking down problems
comes naturally. While my behavior felt normal to me, this action helped
other people significantly. I realized that this was a positive algorithm,
something I needed to keep doing. Now that I am aware of this strength, I can
also see how it might help in other types of situations.

You too may have strengths that you aren’t aware of. When did you receive
positive feedback even though you thought your behavior was totally
ordinary? In other words, what are your bright spots? As an analytical
thinker, maybe you excel at breaking down problems. Maybe you benefit
from great curiosity. Or perhaps you always arrive well-prepared to
meetings.

Even though it’s important to work on harmful algorithms that hinder your



growth, I am a strong believer in developing your strengths. In Part 2, I will
give you tips to maximize the positive impact of your beneficial algorithms.

Principle #6:

Next to our harmful algorithms, everyone has built a set of
beneficial algorithms. Most people aren’t aware of all their
beneficial algorithms, because the behavior feels automatic
and ordinary. Becoming aware of those positive triggers
helps to maximize their impact.

Batman and Joker algorithms

So, you probably understand the concept of beneficial and harmful
algorithms. From now on, I will refer to them as “Batman and Joker
algorithms”. Why? Like your beneficial algorithms, Batman knows the right
thing to do. He has the courage to act, even when it’s difficult. Batman is
strong and has traits that are attractive to other people. When others observe
his intelligent behavior, they are inspired to grow and develop similar
strengths.

In contrast, harmful algorithms don’t serve us at all. Like a harmful algorithm,
the Joker is scarred by the past. He is sneaky and manipulative. The Joker
tells stories and thereby tricks you into the wrong behavior. He feels no
empathy and damages personal relationships. Nobody is inspired by his
behavior.



CHAPTER 6:
AWARENESS OF YOUR OWN
ALGORITHMS

Do you want an incentive for becoming more aware of your algorithms that
you have built in your life? In her book Insight, Tasha Eurich demonstrates
strong scientific evidence that more self-awareness makes you happier, more
successful, more confident, and better at communicating with others. Eurich’s
research also shows that 90% of people believe they are self-aware, but
according to her definition, only 15% of them are.'* This is an example of the
Dunning-Kruger effect: people tend to overestimate their own cognitive
ability." In any case, how do you get to be part of this exclusive group of self-
aware people?

Three effective ways to better understand your own algorithms are as follows:

1. Ask for feedback
2. Meditate
3. Keep a journal

Ask for feedback

You see the world through your own pair of glasses. That’s why we see our
behavior with a biased perspective. Strikingly, other people generally see us
more objectively than we see ourselves. This is what psychologist Timothy
Smith and his colleagues illustrated in research with 300 married couples
who were tested for heart disease. In the study, each participant needed to rate
both their own and their partner’s levels of anger, hostility, and
argumentativeness. All these traits are strong predictors of heart disease. The
researchers concluded that people’s self-ratings were infinitely less accurate
than those of their spouses.*®



Getting the perspective of those around you is important. That is also what I
found out in 2015 when I was having lunch with a colleague. I looked at my
watch and saw that it was a few minutes before 1:00 p.m. I said goodbye to
my colleague because I had an important client meeting.

I was right on time, excited for the session. An hour later, I said goodbye to
the client and made my way to the bathroom. While walking down the stairs, I
reflected on how the meeting went. “Could have been better, I thought. Well,
he seemed happy with the solution I presented, but it didn’t feel great. Maybe
Ican...”

Then, I entered the bathroom and something interrupted my thought. I looked in
the mirror. My heartbeat sky-rocketed. WHAT'!

A piece of spinach. Right in the middle of my teeth. Did I talk to the client for
a whole hour and he didn’t tell me about it? And my colleague — he didn’t
say anything either?

Well, I can blame my colleague and the client for not saying anything. But I
won’t achieve anything with that. A more powerful thought is, “What could I
have done differently?” Next meeting, I could take the time to check my teeth
and use a toothpick. Nevertheless, if you see me walking around with a piece
of spinach in my teeth, I’d still encourage you to tell me. But that’s not the
main point of my story.

This story demonstrates that many people find it difficult to tell you what is on
their mind. They don’t want to make you uncomfortable and are afraid that
you’ll dislike them. Evolution, remember?

The point is, we all have metaphorical spinach in our teeth. We all have tics
and tendencies (that is, algorithms) we aren’t aware of. People are unlikely to
tell us about these algorithms because they don’t want to hurt our feelings. The
best you can do is show that it’s safe to tell the truth. Open the gate to
feedback and tell others you appreciate honesty. Asking for feedback is
uncomfortable, but it helps you understand your algorithms and become more
confident in social interactions. Your rider knows that asking for feedback is
valuable in the long run, but your emotional elephant wants comfort now. Then
your rider rationalizes why it’s okay not to ask for feedback: “My colleagues
are probably too busy to give me feedback.” Or “Perhaps my teammate
doesn’t know me well enough.” If you let your emotional elephant win the



fight, you eliminate all of your opportunities to grow. Do you choose comfort
or courage?

If we don’t ask how our teeth look, people may never tell us. We end up
messing up important meetings because of something that we could have fixed.
And who knows, maybe it’s not a piece of spinach in our teeth, but a piece of
gold instead. Through feedback, we may not only discover our blind spots; we
may find our bright spots too.

When I was a child, I had a great-aunt who always came by on my birthday. I
didn’t know her well, but she always brought me a present. That was sweet.
The thing is, she often gave me a present that wasn’t even close to fitting my
interests. I didn’t understand why you would go birthday shopping for a nine-
year-old boy who loves soccer, then come back home with a vase. Every year,
I unwrapped the gift paper, knowing that I would not care much about the
present. But my parents taught me to say “thank you.” Always. When people
buy you a present, they invest their time and energy.

The same is true when you receive feedback. You won’t always like the
message. You won’t always understand it. However, that person made an
effort to share the gift of feedback with you. The least you can do is thank
them.

The keep/start/stop method

A feedback method that works well for me is the keep/start/stop method. It’s
simple: ask the people you work with the following three questions:

1. What should I keep doing?
2. What should I start doing?
3. What should I stop doing?

Ask them for at least one example situation. That way, you’ll start to recognize
your algorithms. The answers give you insights that you can directly translate
to your algorithms.



Question Insight from the answer

Suggests which Batman algorithms

ina?
What should | keep doing*~ you have

Suggests which new algorithms would

ing?
W S (6| ST Haing be valuable for you to build

What should | stop doing? | Reveals your Joker algorithms

These questions have been more useful to me than a broad question like “Can
you give me some feedback?” because people tend to find it difficult to give
feedback without any guidelines. I encourage you to discuss the answers face
to face, as this leads to a deeper understanding. Try not to defend your
behavior. Only listen, ask questions, and take notes.

Keep in mind: even if you feel that the feedback you receive is completely
inaccurate, feedback is valuable. At the very least, it will inform you of how
other people perceive you.

Exercise #1:
e Discover some spinach (or gold) on your teeth.

Before the end of next week, schedule a meeting with a colleague to ask for
feedback with the keep/start/stop-method.

I can imagine you will find this challenging. If that’s the case, asking for
feedback on a specific task can make the step smaller. For example: ask a
colleague what he or she has seen from you when you worked on an analysis,
did a presentation, or led a client meeting.

Meditate

I remember the first time I heard about meditation. My first thought was “This
stuff is too spiritual for me.” I am a guy who likes numbers. “Prove to me that



it works.”

Then, somebody did. I read about scientific studies that demonstrated how
meditation changes the brain.

I thought, “Okay, let’s give it a try.” It was challenging to build the habit.
Sitting down still felt counterproductive. Trying to focus on my breath seemed
stupid. So many interesting things to do and I was just sitting there...

But after 5 years and more than 1,400 sessions, I meditate almost every day
for 10 minutes. Meditation has been one of the main contributors to my
growth.

e | have become a better listener.
e [ have gained more confidence.
e My concentration has improved.
e My energy levels have increased.

And, importantly, I have become much more aware of my own algorithms.
Meditation helps me to assess when my emotional elephant is being lazy and
when my elephant has a valuable message to share.

If you don’t meditate, I can imagine the idea of meditating feels daunting.
Luckily, there are many free applications that can guide you step by step. If
you would consider meditating, give them a try.

Keep a journal

Another powerful way to become more aware of your algorithms is by writing
a journal. That way, you can analyze the software in your mind: what code is
performing well and what parts do you want to reprogram?

As a starting point, reflect on your working day and think “When did my
emotion change significantly?” These are the most valuable situations to zoom
in on. If you feel a bit annoyed after a meeting, it can be rewarding to analyze
what happened.

For example:



1. Did this senior colleague interrupt you when you shared your
idea?

2. Did the dominant team member make an insensitive remark
about your presentation?

3. Did that business guy impatiently jump to the next topic when
you were explaining important technical details?

Let’s assume the first situation happened. To dive deeper and see the results,
we can do a behavior—impact analysis:

Behavior-impact analysis: example

Situation When | proposed my idea, a senior guy
What happened? interrupted and changed the topic.
Behavior

What did | do? | stayed silent the rest of the meeting.

Rational impact
What was the result?

Nobody understood my idea.

Emotional impact

Elaw 1 did [ faal? | felt unappreciated.

This suggests that I have an algorithm that looks like:



INPUT

A senior colleague
interrupts ma when | share
iy idea.

Situation

PROCESS

If others interrupt mea,
my ideas are not
valuable.

(

My algorithm

This analysis is valuable in two ways:

1. You find out how your algorithm works

OUTPUT

| shut down and
stay silent.

e

My behavior

2. You see the impact of your algorithm. It helps to analyze
whether your behavior leads to the desired results.

If your behavior doesn’t lead to your desired results, this analysis can help
you identify how you could optimize your algorithm. You could ask yourself
“What can I do differently next time to obtain positive results?” We’ll look at
such questions in the next chapter.

Principle #7:

Feedback, meditation, and journaling can help you become
more aware of your algorithms.

Write down your algorithms

Exercise #2:

e Write down your algorithms.



You’ve seen several examples from childhood and professional life. Did this
trigger any thoughts about your own behavior? What have people said about
your behavior in the past? Which situations did your emotions significantly
change in?

With the examples from the last chapters in mind, write down a few of your
algorithms. Write down at least one Batman algorithm and one Joker algorithm.

Batman algorithms: your strengths

INPUT (situation) OUTPUT (your behavior)
IF: e, THEN: ..o
INPUT (situation) OUTPUT (your behavior)
IF: o, THEN: ..o

Joker algorithms: your weaknesses

INPUT (situation) OUTPUT (your behavior)
IF: e, THEN: ...
INPUT (situation) OUTPUT (your behavior)
IF: e, THEN: ..o
Done?
Great!

If you haven’t done it yet, take the time to write down your algorithms now.
Reading about human behavior won’t change anything in your interactions
with others. Only if you’re willing to take action will you be able to increase
your social confidence, build joyful relationships, and persuade others with
conviction.



CONCLUSION PART 1

You can see your brain as a set of algorithms. All situational variables are
taken as input and processed into an output. Next to factual variables,
emotional variables are always part of your algorithms. Therefore, the better
you understand what makes your emotions go up and down, the better you
understand your algorithms. And the better you understand your algorithms,
the easier the interactions with other people become. You become powerful
when you can tap into both your rational brain and your emotional brain.
Embrace emotions and use them to your advantage; that’s how you increase
your emotional intelligence.

A better understanding of your algorithms is crucial in your interactions with
other people. If your algorithms are black boxes, you have no clue what
happens. You just respond to situations in front of you, without any
awareness. You have no control nor influence. You can become more aware
of your algorithms by asking for feedback, meditating, or writing in a journal.

Understanding your own algorithms is a huge step forward in getting the
results you want in your professional and personal life. However, this is only
where your journey starts.

e This book proceeds with Part 2: Optimize. Through a
combination of theory and practice, you’ll learn how to
reprogram your mind: change your Joker algorithms and get
the most out of your Batman algorithms.

e Then, Part 3 focuses on understanding the algorithms of
others. This understanding will help you tremendously. You
will know what other people find important and how they
will behave. No more small talk you don’t enjoy. Instead,
you’ll be able to build deep and fulfilling relationships with
the people around you. Imagine walking into a room with
confidence because you know that your interactions will be
easy and fun.



e Lastly, Part 4 explains the three steps to increase your
influence. By avoiding the single mistake that almost
everyone makes, you’ll be able to become a master at
persuasion.



PART 2

OPTIMIZE: CHANGE YOUR
BEHAVIOR






INTRODUCTION

In Part 1, we examined how your algorithms are formed and how you can
become more self-aware. Now it’s time to analyze what results you achieve
through your algorithms and how you can optimize them. We optimize our
algorithms by changing our behavior, as you’ll see.

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

Qﬂ
- ﬁo

Situation My algorithm My behavior

The more often you follow a pattern, the stronger an algorithm becomes.
That’s why older algorithms tend to be more powerful: after a pattern repeats
many times, it’s ingrained in your mind. This results in the same behavior
over and over again. It works almost effortlessly — and often unconsciously.
Psychologists always ask for your childhood and family situation because
they want to understand what beliefs and patterns you’ve formed in the past.
Some of those algorithms are now running your life — for the better or
worse.

This doesn’t mean that you can’t change anything though — you can! The
process is simple, but it’s not easy. That’s why I’ll guide you, step by step,
with a clear example. Again, [ will only provide the tools. It’s up to you what
you do with it. Taking action is the only way to improve your people skills.



CHAPTER 7:
EVALUATE YOUR
ALGORITHMS: BEHAVIOR-
IMPACT ANALYSIS

To decide what algorithms you want to optimize, analyze the results of your
algorithms. You can do that with the behavior—impact analysis introduced in
Part 1. We will use this method for both the Joker and Batman algorithms.

Principle #8:

The behavior—-impact analysis helps you understand the
results of your Batman and Joker algorithms. The results
suggest what algorithms you should optimize.

Impact of Joker algorithms

Exercise #3:
e Write down the impact of your Joker algorithm.
Instructions:

1. Pick one of the Joker algorithms you wrote down in Part 1.
2. Think about a situation at work in which you used this algorithm, and
write the results down in the following table.

My algorithm of saying no is given as an example.



Saying no

Your algorithm

(my example)

(for you to fill in)

Situation My colleague asked me for

What was the y i G B I O | erenceme
. help while | was busy.

trigger?

Behavior ot aL s .

What did | do? | said “I think l can do it.” | oo,

Rational impact
What was the
result?

| didn’t spend as much time
on my own responsibilities
as | had planned.

Emotional
impact
How did | feel?

| felt stressed. | was
disappointed with the
results of my work.

| felt angry with myself

for not being clear. And |
felt a bit annoyed with the
person who asked for help.

..............................

Impact of Batman algorithms

Exercise #4:

e Write down the impact of your Batman algorithm.

Instructions:

1. Pick one of your Batman algorithms you wrote down in Part 1.
2. Think about a situation at work in which you used this algorithm, and
write the results down in the table below.



My algorithm of “structure in chaos” is given as an example

Structure in chaos Your algorithm

(my example) (for you to fill in)

While solving a problem,
we got lost in a detailed

Situation and unstructured | e
discussion.

Behavior | summarized the core

What did | do? problem and wrote it | ...

down.

We made a big step

Rational impact toward solvingthe | ..

What was the result?

problem.
Emotional impact | felt happy, energetic,
How | did | feel? and motivated. | e

The results of your algorithms: a recipe for change

Of course, your algorithms don’t always lead to the same impact in each
situation. However, when you do this exercise on a regular basis (e.g. every
week), you will soon be able to observe a pattern.

Do you remember what you had for dinner yesterday? You probably do. What
about ten days ago? Difficult, right? Remembering emotions is usually even
harder. Most people aren’t able to accurately describe how they felt one day
ago, let alone give a precise description of their emotions two weeks back.
That’s why I advise you to minimize the time between the situation and the
moment of writing down the impact. Ideally, write down the impact
immediately after the situation occurred. Alternatively, build a new habit and
write down one behavior—impact analysis every night before you go to sleep.



Now look at the results of your algorithms. What results do they produce? If
they continually lead to undesirable results (whether rational or emotional),
you have a beautiful recipe for change. To tell you more about the ingredients
and to explain how you can slow-cook your Joker algorithms until the nastiest
bacteria have died, let’s go back to my example algorithm of saying no.
Because of this algorithm, I didn’t spend enough time on my own
responsibilities. Moreover, I felt stressed and disappointed.

Is that something I want to change?

Oh, yes.



CHAPTER 8:
CHANGE YOUR JOKER
ALGORITHMS

Most behavior is automatic, and that’s good. Otherwise, we would spend
most of our time awake thinking about the best response to a specific
situation. Luckily, we don’t need to think about taking a shower or stopping
for a traffic light. That would lead to many (smelly) accidents.

For algorithms that we want to change, however, we need a conscious
approach. And the approach may surprise you.

Instead of trying to modify our algorithms directly, we are going to change the
output. That is, we change our behavior.

INPUT PROCESS QUTPUT

Qﬂ

- ﬁo

Situation My algorithm My behavior

Why this seemingly indirect method? As psychologist Timothy Wilson
explains in his book Strangers to Ourselves, “One of the most enduring
lessons of social psychology is that behavior change often precedes changes
in attitudes and feelings.”"’

In other words: change in behavior first. Change in algorithms second.

How come? The reason lies in cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is
a situation in which our beliefs (how we think we should behave) conflict
with our actions (how we do behave). Our brain hates these kind of situations.



That’s why our brains rationalize our new behavior and tell us that it must be
in line with our beliefs.

To give you a quick example, imagine you’re working from home. Although
you have an important task to work on, you find yourself reading the news.
Your belief (I should be productive) conflicts with your action (I’m not
productive). But then you realize that you read an article about workplace
productivity, which emphasized the importance of taking breaks. That’s why
you tell yourself “I’m just increasing my productivity.”

If you remember the example from chapter 2, this is the rider speaking, finding
a logical justification for the impulsive action of the emotional elephant. The
rider takes away your guilty sensation for not being productive. Feels great,
does it not?

In this example, cognitive dissonance does not contribute to your productivity.
However, there is a way to make cognitive dissonance work in your favor.

When you choose a desirable behavior, your brain will tell you that this is
indeed the best choice. Repeating this behavior over and over makes your
beliefs (and thus, algorithms) adjust too. As a result, you don’t have to
consciously think about choosing a new behavior. The new behavior is
automatically chosen by your new algorithm.

Your algorithms are like a highway; you have taken that route every time in
your life because the highway is fast and easy. Your new algorithm is a hidden
path through the undergrowth where you have to cut down bushes along the
way. If you keep forcing yourself up the hidden path, it eventually becomes the
highway. The old highway gets overgrown and forgotten about.

Changing your algorithms step by step

Here we are. In the previous chapter, you chose one Joker algorithm that you
want to change. Ready for optimization?

Let’s go back in time. I was working on a project for a large Dutch bank as a
data analyst. My responsibility was to find customer insights in e-commerce
data. For example, predicting what website visitors were interested in. This
prediction helped marketeers to personalize the website content for each



visitor.

This particular day, one of the marketeers passed by my desk. He wanted to
get a better understanding of the people who visited the credit card pages. As
soon as my colleague asked for help, my algorithm turned on, grabbed the
input, and spit out my behavior. The instant response was my emotional
elephant speaking. He didn’t enjoy planning and looking into the future. My
elephant wants to relax instead of going through the pain of setting clear
expectations with the person asking for my help. Easier to take away the
social tension and not upset the other person. Before I realized it, I said yes.

INPUT PROCESS OuUTPUT
Someonsa arrives at rmy IF | say no to people,
desk with a request: they will not like me. “Yeos.”
“Can you help?™
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In the last section, we saw that this automatic response didn’t give me the
desired results. The focus of my elephant on short-term comfort led to issues
in the longer term. But how do we change this?

Well, we can change our Joker algorithms in three steps:

1. Catch yourself. Pause.
2. Experiment with different behavior.
3. Repeat and monitor the results.

Step 1: Catch yourself. Pause.

The first step is to catch yourself by recognizing that this is a situation that
triggered your Joker algorithm in the past. This step is crucial because when



you let your algorithm respond automatically, it’s likely that you’ll get the
same negative results. In my example: no clear expectations, less time for my
own work, and disappointment.

For algorithms that you have followed many times, your behavior is so
automatic that it’s difficult to catch yourself. This will be easier the more self-
aware you become.

When you recognize the situation, stop. Don’t move; keep your mouth shut. Try
to breath slowly and deliberately for at least three cycles of inhalation and
exhalation.

Instead of giving an auto-response, ask yourself “How do I feel?”

Being an analytical person who used to disregard feelings, I found this a
daunting task. I thought, “What do you mean, how do I feel? I don’t know. I
guess I don’t feel much.”

As described in the last section, your emotions contain important information
about your desires. Many decisions in your career are impossible when you
only consider facts. Even in a simple scenario in which someone asks for your
help, what determines whether you decline or accept the request? It’s
probably not just whether you have time in your agenda. Most likely, you will
also take into account how important the topic is to you and whether you have
a good relationship with the person asking. These two variables are difficult
to quantify. That’s why it’s valuable to become more aware of your emotional
elephant.

Do you feel bothered by the request because this is a topic you don’t care
about?

Or do you feel energetic to help because it’s a topic you want to learn about?

Do you feel a tension in your stomach because you have a date night
scheduled and you don’t want to disappoint your partner by being late? Or is
there a feeling of excitement because helping this person leads to more
learning opportunities for you?

When you take the time to ask yourself such questions, you train yourself to
read your emotions. In this process, it can help to observe the physical
sensations in your body. Over time, you learn to recognize which kind of
physical discomfort comes with each type of emotion. Slowly, you will get



better at reading your feelings. “Is this my emotional elephant pushing for
short-term comfort? Or is it trying to tell me something valuable this time?”

In decision-making, outlining the rational pros and cons was never an issue
for me. My problem was that I completely disregarded the emotional side.
When I started giving my feelings more attention, I got a more accurate view
of the emotional variables. Since I had a more complete picture with both
rational and emotional variables, I could make an optimal decision. Namely,
saying no when I felt in my stomach that committing to helping the other
person didn’t feel good.

Thus, the pause achieves three important things:

1. The pause gives you time to look at the complete situation,
involving both your rational and emotional brain. In my
example, the pause helps to remember that saying yes to one
thing means saying no to something else.

2. The pause helps you connect with your feelings. Remember,
every now and then your emotional elephant tells you
something important. In my case, the pause helped me
understand how I feel about this request for help.

3. The pause breaks your pattern and gives you time to
implement a new type of behavior. This pause may feel
uncomfortable at first. Why is the silence so uncomfortable?
Again, blame evolution. We want to belong to our tribe and
not upset the people around us. Often, we think that others
expect us to respond to a question immediately. But, is this
not a story we’re telling ourselves? It’s not weird to pause. In
contrast, it’s in the interests of the other person to come up
with a thoughtful response.
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Step 2: Experiment with different behavior
Now that you’ve broken your old pattern, it’s time to build a new one.

In this step, you choose a different type of behavior. Adopting a new behavior
is difficult because your emotional elephant is strong and wants to go for the
path you’ve always followed. That’s why it can help to think about this step
before the situation unfolds.

I screwed up many times, saying yes even though it wasn’t what I wanted. And
that’s okay. I try to learn step by step. Adopting a new behavior is always the
hardest in the beginning. According to Philippa Lally, a health psychology
researcher, on average it takes 66 days to build a new habit. However, the
number of days you need until a habit is ingrained highly depends on the
situation.'® One of the influencing factors is how often you practice your new
behavior. This change requires persistence, but the results are rewarding.

Remember that you have the power to correct yourself if you find yourself
falling into your old pattern. In the case of my example, “Hey, I said that I
could help you, but now I see I don’t have the time. I’'m sorry.” Of course, it’s
easier to say that you don’t have the time before you commit to helping. That’s
why it pays to catch yourself before your algorithms trick you into saying yes.

The pause from step 1 gives you more time to implement a new behavior.
Despite this extra time, it’s hard to understand the complete picture of rational



and (especially) emotional variables in the moment itself. That’s why it can
help to ask whether you can get back to the other person later. This extends the
pause and buys you time to find out what you really want. The benefit is that
you aren’t pressured by the other person (that is, pressured by your own
algorithm) into saying yes. Note that this isn’t only a benefit for you. Setting
clear expectations is useful for the other person too.

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT
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Step 3: Repeat and monitor the results

After implementing a new type of behavior, you see that the new behavior
leads to positive results.

In the example of saying no:

e Rational impact:
o I have more time for projects and tasks that are important
to me.
o I set clear expectations with others. It’s clear to others
what I will and won’t do.
e Emotional impact:
o I feel more confident, more in control, and less stressed.

The results are a mental reward, a little candy for your emotional elephant.
Your emotional brain loves it and will try to get the candy again next time.
That’s how a new algorithm is formed.
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Now, if someone asks me to help, I don’t instantly respond by saying yes.
Sometimes I buy myself extra time. Sometimes I say no. And sometimes I still
say yes in the moment. However, if I do, it’s a deliberate choice instead of a
blind auto-response. My increased awareness of what’s going on inside me
helps me make better decisions.

By monitoring the results, I see that the outcome is not as bad as my emotional
brain expects. If I say no, this doesn’t always mean that people are angry and
dislike me. Usually, they understand. Seeing those results makes it easier to
say no the next time, and this initiates a beautiful snowball effect. Journaling
can help to make these small steps of progress visible.

Paula and Tony

Do you remember Paula’s spillage and Tony’s beautiful train track? They
could apply these same three steps to their Joker algorithms: pause, new
behavior, repeat.

What would that look like?
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Through these conscious actions, Paula and Tony ensure that their emotional
elephant doesn’t take over the show. Making changes to these deeply
ingrained Joker algorithms isn’t easy. However, by repeating this process
over and over, they can implement the more desirable behavior and build
Batman algorithms.

Principle #9:

Through a 3-step method (catch yourself, experiment, repeat)
you can develop new behavior. As a result, your algorithms
change too.

Now it’s up to you!



Exercise #5:

e Change your Joker algorithms.

Take the Joker algorithm you chose in Chapter 7: Evaluating Your Algorithms.

Now think what behavior you could implement. What could you say or do that
will lead to the results you want?

Write it down and put it into action!

Get into the social jungle and try out your new behavior by walking through the
steps: catch yourself, experiment, repeat, and monitor the results.

Don’t try to change all of your algorithms at once though, because you will
likely be overwhelmed. A change in your algorithms is a behavior change,
similar to building new habits. Starting a new workout routine is doable. But
if you want to implement a workout routine, improve your diet, and start
meditation all at the same time, you are unlikely to succeed.

Also, it’s worth noting that changing your algorithms is not a one-time
exercise. Your environment changes; that’s why I suggest you have a deeper
look at your algorithms at least once a year. Take a rainy Sunday afternoon to
look at yourself. Perform a behavior—impact analysis, write down your
algorithms, and ask for feedback from the people around you.

What changes do you want to make to your algorithms? It’s easy to fall back
into old patterns or create new unhealthy ones. By regularly analyzing your
algorithms, you keep your software up to date and ensure you are prepared for
the best performance.

In this chapter, we started to change our Joker algorithms. Another way to get
better results is to maximize the value from our Batman algorithms. We’ll do
that next.



CHAPTER 9:
MAXIMIZE THE VALUE OF
YOUR BATMAN ALGORITHMS

In contrast to our Joker algorithms, there is no need to change our Batman
algorithms. They already produce the desirable behavior. So, is there a way
to get even more out of our Batman algorithms?

Yes, there is. But first, we need to change our focus from the output of our
algorithms (our behavior) to the input of our algorithms (th