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Praise for  
Experiential Intelligence

“�Experiential Intelligence delivers a simple yet powerful framework for next-
generation leaders to delve deeper into how their life’s experiences shape who they 
are and how they show up and lead.”
—Jennifer Sparks Taylor, Director of Corporate Relations & Executive Education, 

Center for Effective Organizations, USC Marshall School of Business

“�Experiential Intelligence uses powerful storytelling to take us on a journey to deeply 
understand our own XQ and how to maximize the impact it has on our leadership 
and business success.”

—Pat Verduin, PhD, Chief Technology Officer, Colgate-Palmolive

“�The ability to understand your inherent capabilities as a product of life experiences 
is the essence of experiential intelligence. Leaders can harness XQ to unlock their 
own hidden strengths and that of their teams to drive transformation.”

—Valencia Bembry, Vice President of Philanthropy, United Nations Foundation

“�With the increased awareness of how an individual’s unique contributions and 
lived experiences can bring about transformation to the workplace, the new lens of 
experiential intelligence broadens the talent conversation and opens possibilities 
for building a more diverse workforce.”

—Rebecca Romano, Global Head of Talent & Organizational Development, 
NBCUniversal
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“�Experiential Intelligence is a long overdue blueprint to more intentionally access 
the mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from your unique life experience. I 
highly recommend that you add this book to your learning journey.”

—Michael J. Arena, Vice President of Talent & Development,  
Amazon Web Services and former Chief Talent Officer, General Motors

“�Experiential intelligence complements IQ and EQ to comprehensively assess and 
build the disruptive capacity of your employees and organization.”

—Rich Goudis, Executive Vice Chairman, Tupperware Brands  
and former CEO, Herbalife Nutrition

“�Experiential Intelligence provides an approach for how to gain self-awareness into 
your unique assets to foster both personal and professional growth. Soren’s book 
gives keen insights into how the experiences we have form our current mindsets 
and how to examine our own self-limiting beliefs.”

—Kathryn J. Coleman, PhD, Senior Vice President,  
Talent, Learning & Insights, 3M

“�Experiential Intelligence reveals how to create a culture of empowerment and 
innovation that enables true sustainable growth and engagement.”

—Rachael Orleans, Head of Change & Transformation, Cigna

“�Soren Kaplan wades courageously into a half century of deep and often polarizing 
research on human intellect and emerges with a brilliant synthesis that provides 
the much-needed third leg of the intelligence stool. Experiential intelligence is the 
perfect complement to IQ and EQ.”

—Matthew E. May, coauthor of What A Unicorn Knows:  
How Leading Entrepreneurs Use Lean Principles to Drive Sustainable Growth

“�Reframing who and how we hire is more important than ever! With shifting 
strategies, priorities, and a quickly changing world, companies should be looking 
at the metrics for employees that really matter. Experiential Intelligence is the 
ultimate guide to equip leaders to know who has the talent they need to propel 
their business into the future.”

—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith. Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach  
and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers,  

and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There
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“�Experiential Intelligence provides an enlightening look at how to achieve personal 
and professional success and satisfaction.”

—Michael Isip, President & CEO, KQED, PBS Public Media, San Francisco

“�‘Learning by doing’ has long been a tenet of the educational process as it motivates 
and promotes participation. I am grateful to finally have a book that provides 
concrete examples of how experiential learning can shape the mindsets, abilities, 
and skills that not only help students succeed, but can also lead to personal growth, 
development, and success for the adults who work with them!”

—Maura Palmer, Superintendent, Salem New Hampshire Public School District

“�In a world in which false assumptions are regularly at play in human relations, 
this book mines the treasures latent in all human beings and helps us welcome 
unknown talent in ourselves and others.”

—Kent Packard-Davis, President, Women Forward International

“�Many successful performers don’t have Ivy League degrees, so there are clearly 
indicators of readiness beyond academic credentials. So what is the comparative 
value of fifteen years of experience? Does experiential intelligence deliver something 
a prestigious college degree does not? These are important questions to consider. 
From an equity perspective, we also know that both race and socioeconomics can 
unfairly limit education and career potential. This understanding helps companies 
recalibrate for and reconsider individual potential, while delivering improved 
access to untapped talent pools.”

—Melissa Jones, Executive Vice President and  
Chief Human Resources Officer,  

California State Automobile Association Insurance Group

“�Experiential Intelligence artfully blends concrete research with compelling 
storytelling to clearly show what leads to success. Let Soren Kaplan guide you to 
higher performance as a leader and for your organization.”

—Juan Sanchez, Group Vice President, HCA Healthcare

“�This must-read book delivers deep insight into how our personal and professional 
experiences influence how we show up and perform at work, in our relationships, 
and life itself.”

—Dr. Loressa Cole, CEO, American Nurses Association
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“�Leveraging experiential intelligence is the new imperative for unlocking the peak 
potential of individuals, teams, and organizations.”

—Carrie Smith, Chief Marketing Officer of Australia & New Zealand, Accenture

“�A major game-changer for the field of transforming organizations.”
—Louis Carter, CEO, Best Practices Institute
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1

INTRODUCTION

We need to leave. They’re coming to get us!” 
My mother jarred me out of my sleep with a two-

handed shake and shuttled my little sister and me out 
of the house and into our faded brown two-door 1973 Datsun. Off 
we went into the darkness. She drove until we reached a house in a 
neighboring town where she parked. I didn’t know where we were, but 
I felt relieved to see that my mother’s intensity had ratcheted down, at 
least enough that she was no longer shaking. I was seven; I didn’t have 
much choice but to follow my mother’s directions.

We jumped out of the car, beelining for a space in the hedge the 
power company had cleared for access to the meter. The three of us 
hunkered down in this prickly little cave in someone’s front yard. And 
waited. We sat for twenty minutes in silence.

Like a flash of lightning, headlights lit up the hedge, and another 
car parked behind ours. 

“Is that you?” 
It was my father. I immediately felt safe. But that didn’t last long. 

Just then the door of the house opened, and a crack of light flooded 
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|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

into the front yard. Out came the charismatic man I recognized as the 
one who had influenced my parents to drop out of Harvard University 
and move to California to join his spiritual community. That night 
when my father had come home to our empty house, he’d intuited 
that we would be here. And we were. With an embarrassed shake of 
his head, my father shuttled us kids into his own car and drove us 
home, my mother trailing behind alone.

That poignant episode became etched into my visceral memory. 
It was the first time I realized that my mother’s infectious fear wasn’t 
based in reality. It wouldn’t be until years later that I would under-
stand her behavior as the result of mental illness. But at the time, all 
I could do was start trying to discern for myself what was real ver-
sus what were delusional stories—not an easy task for a first grader. 
My challenging childhood required me to navigate a series of unusual 
circumstances. Yet as difficult as they were, these early experiences 
fostered my capacity to live with uncertainty, manage ambiguity, and 
find meaningful patterns in complexity—abilities that have continued 
to serve me well.

When I was four, my rebellious behavior convinced my parents 
that I was possessed. For six months, they led prayer groups in our 
home to expel my “demon.” As my mother spiraled into mental ill-
ness, her condition was originally viewed by friends and family as 
a “metaphysical awakening.” My father, consumed by his work and 
spiritual community, was rarely present. As my parents struggled to 
make ends meet, we bounced around from one home to another. By 
the time I was fifteen, I had moved sixteen times.

So, what happens to someone like me? My life could have gone in 
any of three directions: 1) I could have been completely overcome by 
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my circumstances, 2) I could have gone through the motions of lead-
ing a “normal” life while blindly being led by inner scars, or 3) I could 
have found a way to tap into my, let’s say, “unique” experiences to take 
command of my future. For a long time, I did the second one really 
well. But now, I do the third with decent success.

You probably don’t share the circumstances of my early life. Most 
people don’t. But you have your own experiences. No matter how 
big or small, how ordinary or extraordinary, your experiences most 
likely impacted you in some way or another. My own relatively ex-
treme stories influenced me in ways that I eventually needed to face 
head-on—and then make choices about what to do with what I found. 
The process of exploring the positive and negative impacts of my ex-
periences led me to realize that most of us are in the same boat. We all 
have the opportunity to more deeply understand and then explicitly 
leverage what we’ve gained from our life events, whatever they may be. 
This book shares what I’ve learned over the years working on myself, 
and working with thousands of leaders around the world, so that you 
can apply the insights and tools I’ve discovered to yourself, with your 
team, and for your organization.

Growing up, I had to take charge. I assumed responsibilities at a 
young age that most children never take on. My early life experiences 
were tough, yet I gained certain things from them that I was able to 
draw upon later in life. Without being aware of how I did it at the 
time, I successfully channeled my challenging experiences into per-
sonal strengths that led to business success. I tapped into my hidden 
“assets” so that, before age thirty, I became the leader of a strategy 
team within a Fortune 500 corporation in Silicon Valley. I founded 
and ran several companies, including a consulting firm focused on 
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|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

helping managers from around the world understand how to become 
better leaders by embracing uncertainty, living with ambiguity, and 
proactively shaping the future through innovation. I obtained clients 
like Disney, NBCUniversal, 3M, Kimberly-Clark, Colgate-Palmolive, 
Philips, Cisco, Hershey’s, Red Bull, PepsiCo, Lowe’s, Medtronic, As-
cension Health, Kaiser Permanente, The American Nurses Asso-
ciation, AARP, Cigna, State Farm, and many others. I worked with 
executives to build business strategies, innovate their products and 
services, and reinvent their organizational cultures. I’ve harnessed my 
own ability to navigate uncertainty by founding several startups, in-
cluding my latest venture, Praxie.com, a software company focused 
on digitizing the expertise developed from people’s professional ex-
periences and turning it into “best-practice” tools and business pro-
cesses that anyone can instantly apply to their work.

In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell popularized the idea that 
doing anything for ten thousand total hours, which is about five years 
of doing something full-time, makes someone an expert. The ten-
thousand-hour rule mostly focuses on hard skills, like practicing the 
violin, working in project management, or doing something technical.

In my own case, I spent about fifteen years navigating my chaotic 
childhood, sorting fact from fiction, and seeking patterns to make 
sense of confusing behavior. It’s fair to say that my formal résumé 
began during that time because these are the same things that I’ve 
applied in my work life while leading startup teams, managing in-
novation, and transforming organizational cultures. They’re abilities 
I continually draw upon, especially in my professional life. I didn’t 
acquire them in school, but rather from lived experience.

Up until I graduated high school, I spent most of my summers 
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with my grandfather. He was a World War II veteran, a fashion de-
signer in New York City, and a friend of Andy Warhol, Larry Rivers, 
Man Ray, and many other modern artists in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s. 
I learned a lot early on about the nature of trauma from his volatile 
behavior. What seemed like random outbursts at the time I now know 
were connected to the PTSD he acquired from his experiences in the 
war. Despite his trauma, we shared many positive moments together. 
My grandfather taught me about the nature of creativity. He intro-
duced me to his artist friends. He shared his love of photography with 
me. He showed me how to look at crumbling buildings, graffiti, and 
garbage on the streets and in the alleys of New York as beauty, while 
we took photographs together of the concrete landscape. He gave me 
insight into the concept of originality and how new-to-the-world ideas 
deliver a feeling of positive surprise when people experience them, 
which in turn grabs attention and inspires word-of-mouth marketing. 
He showed me how the value of a work of art is a combination of being 
the first to do something and the unique story of the artist. I learned 
a lot about what it takes to introduce into the world creative ideas that 
stick. I put my experiences with my grandfather to use as I went on to 
formally study innovation in graduate school and then practice it in 
business.

I grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, the region in Northern 
California known for welcoming diverse thinking and challenging 
conventional norms. Within this bubble of progressive culture, my life 
was intertwined with my parents’ alternative spiritual community. In 
my teenage eyes, I viewed my parents as blindly following the teach-
ings of their guru and his designated spiritual guides that ran their 
community. They wouldn’t make any major decisions without getting 
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approval first. I just couldn’t understand how my parents, along with 
hundreds of others in the group, could lose their way when it came to 
their freethinking.

Unlike my parents who gravitated to spiritual gurus, early in my 
professional career I had the unique opportunity to collaborate with 
several renowned business gurus. I gained insight into how these in-
dividuals applied their own unique experiences, combined with deep 
insights about how the world works, to coin novel concepts and create 
new approaches for transforming people and organizations. I worked 
briefly with Gary Hamel, who established the concepts of “strategic 
intent” and “core competencies” and has been consistently recognized 
as one of the most influential business thinkers of the last century. 
I saw how Hamel challenged the status quo at every turn, surfacing 
assumptions about organizations and leadership that had flown un-
der the radar of even the savviest business executives. I cofounded a 
company with David Cooperrider, the father of Appreciative Inquiry, 
a methodology based in the field of positive psychology focused on 
business and social transformation through uncovering the inherent 
strengths of individuals and organizations. I saw how Cooperrider’s 
unrelenting gratitude for life empowered him to see latent strengths 
within social systems that could be used as catalytic building blocks 
for positive change in even the most dysfunctional teams and orga-
nizations. Over the years, I’ve also had the opportunity to work with 
leaders from some of the world’s most innovative companies, indus-
try associations, and government organizations as a consultant and 
through my affiliations with business schools in the United States, Eu-
rope, and Australia—which helped me gain insight into the powerful 
role that culture plays in shaping mindsets and organizations.
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My personal and professional experiences have helped me recog-
nize that success depends on tapping into our strengths, gaining vis-
ibility into our blind spots, and building and deepening relationships 
with others. And however we define success, it’s always about creating 
the future we want to see for ourselves, our families, our teams, our 
organizations, our communities, and the world. We can create our 
desired future more easily when we intentionally draw upon our in-
herent strengths while overcoming the invisible limitations created by 
our past. It’s not always easy to do. And it can take time to learn to do. 
Yet, when we develop awareness of our strengths, lean into our assets, 
and move beyond the self-limiting beliefs that hold us back from fully 
embracing the whole spectrum of what we’ve gained from our unique 
experiences, we can tap into and apply a new type of intelligence in 
our lives—Experiential Intelligence (XQ).

The experiences that influence us can be big events, even trau-
matic ones, but they can also be little things that add up over time to 
shape our thinking and behavior. The opportunity is to embrace our 
experiences, decipher them, and use them to our advantage.

That’s what this book is all about. My goal is to use my personal 
story, along with examples from my work with thousands of execu-
tives, managers, and employees, to show you how to uncover and tap 
into your own hidden assets to achieve your goals.

I’ve written this book to make it a simple read. It’s full of examples 
to help you see how you have already acquired Experiential Intelligence 
just by living your life. Your XQ has given you assets that are ready and 
waiting to be discovered and used to create your desired future. Some-
times it takes a bit of work to find your hidden strengths, but they’re 
there. To help you find them, I’ll show you how I uncovered and then 
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overcame certain self-limiting beliefs that were holding me back both 
personally and professionally. I’ll make connections between my early 
struggles and how they shaped my mindsets and influenced my adult 
behavior. I’ll demonstrate how to lead with vulnerability, something 
incredibly hard to do in today’s judgmental world but a critical success 
factor for personal growth, team effectiveness, business innovation, 
and healthy organizational cultures. I’ll provide you with practical 
tools that you can use in your own XQ development.

•	 Chapters 1–3 outline what Experiential Intelligence is, why it’s 
so important today, and how it relates to IQ (Intelligence Quo-
tient) and EQ (Emotional Intelligence).

•	 Chapters 4–8 describe specific strategies and tools that you 
can use to further develop your XQ by growing it in yourself, 
amplifying it in your personal and professional relationships, 
and assessing it over time.

•	 Chapters 9–13 highlight how XQ applies in different contexts, 
including organizations, leadership, teams, and communities.

You’ll see a QR code at the beginning of each chapter. Use them 
to view videos in which I provide an overview of what you will read, 
including more åof my personal thoughts about the ideas I share. You 
can also access the Experiential Intelligence Toolkit on my website at 
https://sorenkaplan.com/XQToolkit. The toolkit contains digital cop-
ies of most of the templates in this book, along with other resources. 
I’ve also made the XQ Assessment available so you can assess your own 
Experiential Intelligence at https://sorenkaplan.com/XQAssessment. 
My goal was to make this book as much of an “experience” as possible 
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for you—because it’s through experience that we develop capabilities 
and discover opportunities.

A final note: Experiential Intelligence is a simple, intuitive con-
cept. The idea that our experiences shape our mindsets, abilities, and 
know-how is a no-brainer. And that’s why it’s so important. In today’s 
increasingly uncertain world, we need simple ideas to help us under-
stand complexity. The most powerful concepts, like our most power-
ful personal assets, are often those that, upon deeper inspection, we 
realize have been hiding in plain sight all along.

Today, more than ever, we have an opportunity to recognize that 
XQ is real intelligence. We all have it. And we can use our Experiential 
Intelligence to transform ourselves, our teams, and our organizations 
for personal and business breakthroughs.
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UNDE R S TA ND  X Q
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1

EXPERIENTIAL 
INTELLIGENCE

Chapter One Video Overview

Companies including Google, Apple, Tesla, IBM, Home Depot, 
Bank of America, Starbucks, and Hilton no longer require a 
university degree for an interview. These organizations un-

derstand that future success relies on way more than diplomas.
For a long time, a person’s IQ served as the symbol of intellectual 

prowess and a general predictor of future achievement. Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ) then expanded our view of what leads to success 
across business, relationships, and life. EQ elevated our awareness of 
the importance of tuning into our emotions and the emotions of oth-
ers for personal and professional growth.

People like Maya Angelou, Ellen DeGeneres, Whoopi Goldberg, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Jerry Yang, Mark Zuckerberg, 
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Soichiro Honda, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Jeremy Cor-
byn, Russell Simmons, Rachael Ray, Vidal Sassoon, and Ansel Adams 
have seen extraordinary success. No college degrees for any of them.

At the same time, not all of the wildly successful people I just listed 
are necessarily known for their off-the-charts IQs. Nor are all of them 
famous for being extraordinarily empathetic, emotionally grounded, 
or softhearted. Some may be more intellectually or emotionally in-
telligent than the norm, but there are of course others who are either 
smarter or more empathetic. So having a high IQ or EQ doesn’t per-
fectly correlate to “success,” if you define success in the form of noto-
riety and achievement.

Here’s the problem. Even with all the available models and mea-
sures, something’s missing today that doesn’t quite capture how our 
individual intricacies can, and do, contribute to both success and sat-
isfaction in life. We need a way to understand how everything we’ve 
obtained from our unique life experiences—no matter how mundane 
or significant—holistically contributes to our ability to show up in the 
world and achieve our goals. We need a way to articulate and justify 
why we might want to hire someone who’s not “officially” qualified 
for a job, but who we know will do a great job anyway. We need a 
way to recognize the inherent wisdom and strength that exist in all 
of us because of what we’ve done and experienced in both our per-
sonal and professional lives. And we need a way to make the process 
of understanding, appreciating, and leveraging the power of unique 
experiences and differences something that we embrace in our teams, 
organizations, communities, and personal lives.

We’re on the cusp of a revolution in understanding and articulat-
ing what leads to success and satisfaction personally and profession-
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ally. We’re starting to see organizations, academics, and the popular 
press recognize that there’s a broader way to look at intelligence. We’ve 
understood for a while that we need to tap into the intellect to solve 
problems. We’ve also embraced the importance of tuning into emo-
tions as an important tool for leading and working with other people. 
We’re just now starting to fully appreciate that, to effectively operate 
in today’s world and adapt to the fast-paced, disruptive changes hap-
pening all around us, we need to tap into a different dimension of our 
intelligence—the intelligence developed out of experience.

There’s a slang term that touches the surface of this seemingly 
intangible intelligence: “street smarts.” Street smarts is usually used 
to describe people with a lack of formal education to indicate they’re 
actually “smart,” but not in the traditional sense of the term. They’ve 
learned to survive in tough situations. They’ve developed abilities to 
do certain things that give them an edge in life. But even the idea 
of being street smart or having some type of know-how ignores the 
deeper process that created this intelligence in the first place. It’s not 
just about the hard skills we may develop to do something; it’s also 
about the way we think and the abilities we develop that become part 
of who we are as people.

Experiential Intelligence (XQ) is the combination of mindsets, 
abilities, and know-how gained from your unique life experience that 
empowers you to achieve your goals. XQ provides a holistic way to 
understand what’s needed for success in today’s world by getting in 
touch with the accumulated wisdom and talents you have gained over 
time through your lived experience. 

Certain disciplines recognize the value of Experiential Intelli-
gence without calling it XQ by name. “Extreme users,” for example, 
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are people who spend an inordinate amount of time doing something 
at the extreme edge of what’s considered “normal.” Market research-
ers like to talk to extreme users because their knowledge of the ins and 
outs of a topic runs deep from their personal experience, much more 
so than that of the average person.

Think about a teenager who spends hours and hours playing a 
favorite video game. Perhaps the situation is a nightmare for their 
parents, but the video-gaming teen understands the subtle nuances 
of the game, its social networks, its underlying business model, and 
probably more. The teen gamer most likely didn’t learn the rules from 
a printed user guide, but rather from direct experience. 

Or consider someone who loves coffee so much that they test a 
new brand every time they go to the store. They experiment with dif-
ferent types of bean grinders and ways to brew the coffee, including 
French presses, AeroPresses, handheld espresso makers, stovetop 
espresso makers, coffee bags, pour-overs, and siphons. Extreme users 
get to know something so well they become an expert by virtue of 
their lived experience—and not just an expert that has knowledge, 
but an expert who innately understands how to do something. Their 
abilities flow naturally.

In my own case, I became an extreme user of sorts, not by choice, 
but by necessity. My parents met at an event for students who had 
been awarded scholarships to attend graduate school at Harvard Uni-
versity. It was the late 1960s. My father, driven by his desire to dis-
cover the meaning of life, dove into studying theology. My mother, 
who attended an international high school in the Himalayas and grew 
up meditating with the monks, was his perfect match. She wanted to 
understand the common threads underlying the world’s religions.
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The general disillusionment that permeated their generation, 
combined with their intense impatience with finding their higher 
purpose, hit them hard. They dropped out of Harvard to live on a 
commune with the spiritual teacher Richard Alpert, also known as 
Ram Dass. I was six months old at the time. It was there that we met 
a guy named Danny. Danny was Daniel Goleman, who would later 
go on to popularize the term Emotional Intelligence. Goleman intro-
duced my parents to the teachings of an Indian guru named Meher 
Baba, who became their unwavering spiritual focus for years to come.

We moved to California when I was three so we could be near 
other people who followed Meher Baba like my parents. My father, 
who worked multiple jobs to make ends meet and was consumed by 
his spiritual pursuits at nights and on the weekends, was rarely home. 
Just after my sister was born, my mother’s mental illness emerged. 
Most people couldn’t fathom that my mother, who had been valedic-
torian of her high school, attended prestigious East Coast universities, 
and was stunningly beautiful with an engaging personality, could be-
come mentally ill. The slow onset of her illness, combined with the 
interpretation made by my parents’ spiritual community that my 
mother’s unusual behavior was an “awakening,” created a chaotic and 
confusing home life for me and my sister. Just like how extreme users 
develop unique mindsets and abilities from their extensive experi-
ences, I gained certain assets precisely because I lived in an unpre-
dictable environment with little structure for many years.

As paradoxical as it may sound, the same things that traumatized 
me in my childhood also delivered unique gifts. My unusual upbring-
ing led me to develop mindsets and abilities to adapt to my situation 
that still serve me positively in many ways today. At the same time, 
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however, I developed defense mechanisms from the same process of 
adapting to my environment. I learned to automatically “turn off” 
my emotions when they became too uncomfortable. I also adopted a 
judgmental mindset that influenced my outlook on the world—that if 
others didn’t do things like I would do them myself, then they were 
doing them wrong. My judgment of others protected me from my fear 
that I was going to be judged by others for my mother’s odd behavior 
and my family’s affiliation with a fringe spiritual group. I blocked off 
my emotions while creating a black-and-white view of the world. As 
a result, for many years, my “compart-mentalization” created barri-
ers to my self-awareness and ultimately my personal and professional 
success. It took effort and some time, but once I was able to view my 
life experiences in a new light, I became more capable of seeing both 
my self-limiting beliefs and hidden assets all at the same time. 

As I grew up and started adult life, small glimpses of the hidden 
strengths borne of my childhood challenges popped up every now 
and then. One of my first jobs was at a consulting firm that had an 
open office floor plan. It was a beautiful space with twenty-foot ceil-
ings in the old Ghirardelli chocolate factory building at the end of 
Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco. We named the office space “The 
Fish Tank” because it was simply a large room with brick walls and 
windows that overlooked the Bay and Alcatraz Island—plus, we had 
mobiles of colorful fish hanging around the room. During Fleet Week 
every fall, we could see the tourists wandering around far below and 
the US Navy Blue Angels flying high above.

With about eight of us in the office, the consultants’ loud chatter 
filled the room each day. It was my job to conduct research and write 
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reports for this extroverted crew. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the 
chaotic environment of the office led me to draw upon a hidden abil-
ity that I had developed during childhood. When I responded to an 
email, wrote a report, read an article, or did just about anything else 
that required attention, I literally couldn’t hear the people around me. 
I had learned to tune out my surroundings early in life to cope with 
stressful situations. Essentially, I had developed an uncanny ability to 
overcome chaos and distractions to focus. In one of my first perfor-
mance reviews, the partner running the consulting firm specifically 
mentioned my unique skill as a quirky, yet valuable, ability for getting 
things done.

A NEW LENS FOR UNDERSTANDING 
EXPERIENCE

“You’re the sum of your experiences” is a common catchphrase. But 
what does it really mean? Experiential Intelligence is much more than 
the set of accomplishments on your résumé. It also isn’t merely what 
you’ve learned over time. Just as memorizing a bunch of facts doesn’t 
give you a high IQ, your list of life lessons is not “intelligence” in and 
of itself. That’s where XQ comes in.

Experiential Intelligence provides a new lens from which to view 
what makes you, you—and what makes your team and organization 
unique. It provides a framework for harnessing your past while not 
being bound by it, so that you can proactively create your desired fu-
ture. XQ consists of three elements:
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•	 Mindsets: Your attitudes and beliefs about yourself, other 
people, and the world

•	 Abilities: Your competencies that help you integrate your 
knowledge, skills, and experiences so you can respond to situ-
ations in the most effective way possible

•	 Know-How: Your knowledge and skills

When it comes to mindsets, you may be conscious of your atti-
tudes and beliefs, but certain ones may be just below the surface of 
your awareness. Your attitudes and beliefs can either get in your way 
or help you achieve great things. If, for instance, you hold the belief, 
“I can’t fail or people will judge me,” then you’ll most likely shy away 
from anything that feels risky. As a result, you won’t be very inno-
vative, as risk-taking is needed for any type of significant change. 
This type of belief is called a self-limiting belief because it limits your 
possibilities.

When you fully tap into your Experiential Intelligence, you’re able 
to uncover the self-limiting beliefs you hold. As you peel back the pro-
verbial onion, you can also discover why you hold the belief, and then 
consciously use your newfound insight to reinvent your mindset. A 
new, self-expanding belief can then replace the self-limiting belief, so 
that “I can’t afford to fail” turns into “I’m comfortable with failure 
because I learn from it, and it’s necessary for innovation.”

As for abilities, they allow you to unite your knowledge, skills, and 
experiences to effectively apply what you know. Abilities are specific 
competencies that bridge your mindsets with your know-how. Great 
authors, for example, have good writing skills, but many authors also 
have an ability related to personal discipline. This ability is often tied to 
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a belief that focus and persistence is needed to write a book. This mind-
set and ability lead to specific behaviors, like setting time aside to write 
every day and finding exactly the right words to convey the meaning 
they want to communicate—both of which then become skills. Great 
innovators often possess the ability to tolerate a high degree of uncer-
tainty and bounce back from setbacks. Many people who have expe-
rienced hard times, big disappointments, or major curveballs in their 
lives and have come out the other side to thrive often have abilities 
tied to grit and resilience. In the business world, when we talk about 
someone who deeply understands how to navigate negotiations, man-
age the ins and outs of growing a business, and deal with demanding 
customers, we say that person has a high degree of “business acumen.” 
Your abilities represent broader approaches to how you do what you 
do, so you can apply what you know how to do in different contexts. 
Your mindsets guide what you see as possible and desirable, which 
influences where and how you decide to apply your abilities.

Know-how includes your knowledge and skills. When it comes 
to knowledge, there’s the information and facts you might get from 
school, taking workshops, reading books, or watching educational 
videos. That’s what we call “formal knowledge.” It’s learned through 
some sort of documentation. There’s also what’s known as “informal 
knowledge,” or “tacit knowledge.” Tacit knowledge is learned through 
experience informally. Tacit knowledge often comes from doing some-
thing repeatedly over time. We learn tacitly because we spend time 
practicing something or in the presence of another person, absorbing 
their knowledge by osmosis. In the field of education, many people 
call this “craft knowledge”—knowledge that’s developed through ex-
periential learning activities that include practical problem-solving.
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Three Building Blocks of XQ  

Mindsets, Abilities, and Know-How are the Building Blocks of XQ

Mindsets, abilities, and know-how collectively comprise XQ. 
When we treat these components as building blocks, with know-
how as the base, abilities in the middle, and mindsets at the top, 
we get a progression from the tangible to the more amorphous and 
difficult to measure. This model also suggests a progression when 
it comes to self-awareness. Understanding that you possess cer-
tain knowledge and skills generally comes more easily than see-
ing your broader abilities. Recognizing that you possess specific 
mindsets that inf luence your thinking and behavior is even more 
challenging.
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DEVELOPING XQ IS A DYNAMIC PROCESS

We all possess Experiential Intelligence because we all have past ex-
periences that influence where we are today. Your XQ increases as 
your level of self-awareness of your mindsets, abilities, and know-how 
increases. XQ is dynamic because how you might describe the mind-
sets you hold and abilities you possess at one point in your life could 
differ at a later point. The more you do something and have expe-
riences in a certain area of life or business, the more you’ll develop 
greater abilities and know-how. Your mindsets can also evolve based 
on insights that you gain about yourself, others, and the world in gen-
eral over time. 

For example, it’s unusual to hold a mindset that involves a self-
limiting belief like “I can’t afford to fail” while at the same time toler-
ating an extreme level of ambiguity. More likely than not, “I can’t fail” 
connects to a personal ability related to “attentive to detail” or “highly 
organized.” Changing your mindsets can shift your abilities in the 
same direction. Alia Crum, who runs the Mind & Body Lab at Stan-
ford University, says that mindsets can be self-fulfilling.1 Crum’s re-
search shows that a certain level of stress in people’s lives can enhance 
mind and body performance—as long as the person thinks stress can 
be helpful to them rather than just harmful. In one of Crum’s stud-
ies, people who viewed stress as beneficial versus debilitating showed 
fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression, greater optimism, and 
improved work performance. It’s a powerful concept: if you’re some-
one who feels more comfortable when in control and your mindset 
shifts toward embracing more ambiguity in life, your abilities may 
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shift away from “managing details” and toward “creativity and inno-
vation.” You get more of what you believe.

Growing your XQ is a choice that involves exploring your past 
experiences, understanding how you were positively or negatively im-
pacted, gaining insight into what you’re consciously or subconsciously 
holding onto that helps or hinders you, and learning how to frame and 
reframe all this to evolve your mindsets and abilities to achieve your 
goals.

Exploring and developing your XQ can be quite effective when 
done as a collaborative activity. Although you can go it alone, feedback 
from others, and even helping others with their own process of devel-
oping XQ, amplifies XQ for yourself and everyone involved. Early in 
my career, I led a small team in the change management group at HP, 
the computer and printer giant in Silicon Valley. Our management 
team decided to ditch the standard performance evaluation process 
because it required creating a bell-curve distribution of high and 
low performers. To follow corporate guidelines and do it “right,” our 
group would have had to force some people into the low-performing 
category, no matter how well we did as a team or how well they had 
actually performed during the year. We revolted.

Instead of having individual mangers rank their direct reports, 
we assembled “coaching groups” that included our team members, 
clients, partners, and any others who had worked with us during the 
year. The process was simple: list examples of our work, uncover the 
themes within those examples that revealed the strengths of the indi-
vidual, and then identify opportunities for further growth and devel-
opment. Though we didn’t use the words “Experiential Intelligence,” 
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the process revealed the mindsets and abilities of the person being 
evaluated. It also revealed opportunities for the individual to take 
their performance to the next level, usually through projects with the 
very people in the room who had just helped uncover and identify the 
person’s growth opportunities. 

The process created greater accountability to the team on the part 
of the individual and commitment from all involved to support the 
individual’s development, which ultimately led to a more effective 
and productive organizational culture. We referred to the approach 
as “generative” because it left everyone involved energized and with 
a sense of how we were all in this personal growth process together. 
As our team began to experience the highly supportive and deeply 
transformative process, the culture of our group shifted in ways that 
recognized and reinforced our interdependence and collaboration. 
As others across the organization learned of the process, they also 
scrapped the traditional performance evaluation model and replaced 
it with ours, which began to positively impact the broader organiza-
tion’s culture.

Here’s how Experiential Intelligence works, and how it supported 
our team’s process:

•	 Experiences shape mindsets that involve attitudes and beliefs 
about ourselves, other people, and the world.

•	 Our mindsets influence our thoughts and behavior and either 
help us or hold us back from achieving our full potential.

•	 When we become aware of our underlying mindsets, we see 
with a new lens.
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•	 With a new lens, we can change our attitudes and beliefs, al-
lowing us to tap into and apply our abilities in new ways.

•	 When we vulnerably share our experiences with those we 
trust, we accelerate the entire process for everyone involved.

Experiential Intelligence is your unique internal fingerprint. No 
one else possesses your distinct combination of mindsets and abilities 
because no one else has lived your experience. But unlike fingerprints 
that don’t change over time, you can grow your XQ. 

When we understand what’s happened to us using a strengths-
based lens, we gain the opportunity to expand our beliefs about the 
past, which can influence our attitudes about the future. Instead of 
ruminating on the past, feeling like a victim, or thinking of ourselves 
as broken, we start seeing unique assets that we may have developed 
from our experiences. When we shift our thoughts, we shift our feel-
ings. New thoughts and feelings lead to new behavior, which in turn 
will help us achieve our goals. It’s easier to move through the past 
when you have a compelling future pulling you forward.

Developing your XQ isn’t a one-and-done deal. And it’s not always 
linear. It’s an ongoing process of increasing self-awareness to identify 
and overcome unhelpful mindsets, and then replace them with new 
ones that help you tap into your hidden assets. It’s a journey of ad-
vancing your personal abilities and know-how. Sometimes you might 
feel like you’re not making much progress. Other times, you might be 
pleasantly surprised by the big leaps you’ve made in a short amount 
of time.

The approaches to growing your XQ that I outline in the chap-
ters ahead include tools that anyone can use to transform themselves, 
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their team, and their organization. While I’ve designed an assessment 
and templates using a step-by-step process, there’s no one right way 
to develop your XQ. It may be just as valuable for you to skip around, 
diving into one tool first and then going back to revisit others. And 
these tools can be applied, put aside, and revisited over time. Growing 
your XQ is an iterative process, so there’s no fixed timeline hanging 
over your head.

Humility combined with vulnerability is the fuel used in devel-
oping XQ. It starts with seeing and accepting yourself as both ex-
ceedingly capable and perfectly imperfect all at the same time. When 
you find others willing to reciprocate open sharing, acceptance, and 
curiosity, the process accelerates. Developing your XQ can become a 
flywheel—the more you develop it, the more you’ll want to develop 
it further. The more you help others develop their own XQ, the more 
you’ll develop it yourself.

CHAPTER ONE KEY MESSAGES: 

•	 Experiential Intelligence, or XQ for short, is the combination 
of mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from your unique 
life experience that empowers you to achieve your goals.

•	 Mindsets are your attitudes and beliefs about yourself, other 
people, and the world that influence your personal and profes-
sional success.

•	 Abilities are your personal competencies that help you inte-
grate all that you have gained from your experience so you can 
respond to situations in the most effective way possible.
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•	 Know-how is your knowledge and skills.
•	 XQ is your unique internal fingerprint—no one else possesses 

your distinct combination of mindsets, abilities, and know-
how because no one else has lived your experience.
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SMARTS AND SUCCESS

Chapter Two Video Overview

It’s like riding a bike.”
We use this phrase to describe something that, once learned, 

even if we haven’t done for a while, we’ll know how to do when we 
try it again. It intuitively comes back to us. Whatever that thing is that 
we refer to as “like riding a bike,” we’ve internalized it.

So, how do you learn to ride a bike in the first place?
It’s simple. You just do it.
I started out on a bike with training wheels. My father took one 

training wheel off first so that I still had a little support. Then he re-
moved the second wheel. When both wheels had been removed, I felt 
a level of autonomy I had never felt before. It took a while—including 
riding straight into a hedge because I froze and forgot how to brake—
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but over time, I became proficient. Eventually, on weekend mornings, 
I would wake up early at about 6:30 am and head a couple of miles to 
downtown Walnut Creek, a suburb of San Francisco, and ride in the 
middle of the streets. At that time, Walnut Creek was a sleepy little 
town, and the streets were completely empty. No cars and no people. 
Just me, a ten-year-old adventurer, on my bike. The meditative feeling 
combined with the freedom I felt cruising around, trailblazing new 
routes, running stop lights, and riding on the wrong side of the street 
still sticks with me today. My bike revealed a new world for me, both 
physically and emotionally.

In 1978, an English professor named Robert Kraft published an 
article called “Bike Riding and the Art of Learning.”2 Kraft taught at 
the college level and realized that his dry lectures weren’t making the 
grade. His students could regurgitate information, but they fell short 
when it came to connecting that information to themselves and the 
real world. For instance, one student, preparing to be a high school 
teacher, asked for a copy of Kraft’s lecture to use so the student could 
deliver the same lecture verbatim to his own students. Kraft realized 
that it wasn’t “learning” that was being passed onto his student, which 
would then be passed onto his student’s students, but rather mem-
orized information. This insight changed everything for Kraft. He 
overhauled his teaching style. He became a proponent of experiential 
learning and wrote his famous article, which would become an im-
portant seed in the growth of the experiential learning movement.

Today, many people view experience as a cornerstone of the learn-
ing process itself. Some people refer to it as “learning by doing,” while 
others call it “hands-on learning” or “learning through reflection on 
doing.” Whatever you call it, when you have experiences that give you 
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hands-on practice, you can assimilate the learning into your deeper 
being and then apply what you’ve learned in other future contexts.

It’s virtually impossible to become fully adept at riding a bike 
without doing it. As much as someone might have explained to you 
how to ride by describing the mechanics of a bicycle, how to work the 
handlebars and pedals, the feeling of balance, and how to brake and 
stop, such information alone probably wasn’t nearly enough—no mat-
ter how smart you are. On top of that, getting the most out of a bike, 
including using it safely and effectively, involves much more than the 
mechanics of riding itself. While the mechanics are the baseline, the 
best riders anticipate bumps, see obstacles in the distance that may 
represent potential risks, and ride defensively when traveling on the 
road alongside cars. 

Experience is essential. And once a kid actually starts to ride, 
there’s no going back. The ability to ride sticks for life.

Having a mindset that bike riding is a means to achieving other 
personal goals can reveal opportunities to use the bike in new and 
fulfilling ways. In my case, my bicycle served as an escape from my 
childhood feelings of loneliness. I used my bike as a therapeutic tool 
on weekend mornings, gaining control of my environment by using 
the blank canvas of the abandoned streets, glowing in the early morn-
ing light, to blaze my own unfettered path.

Here’s a way to look at the different elements of Experiential Intel-
ligence (XQ) in terms of riding a bike:

Know-How (Knowledge and Skills):
•	 Understanding how a bike works
•	 The skill to start, ride, and stop the bike

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   31Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   31 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



32

|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

Abilities (Competencies):
•	 Anticipating bumps
•	 Discerning potential obstacles
•	 Riding defensively around cars

Mindsets (Attitudes and Beliefs):
•	 Even excellent riders need to be cautious when biking on the 

road with cars.
•	 Bikes provide new opportunities for transportation, physical 

fitness, touring, and more.
•	 Going on a bike ride can feel freeing and reduce stress.

The example of learning to ride a bike demonstrates something 
important when it comes to intelligence. First, practical experience 
transforms information into real knowledge and skills. The more you 
practice and internalize your know-how, the better suited you will be 
to apply your knowledge and skills in new contexts. Practicing some-
thing also helps you see connections and integrate what you know 
from all of your other life experiences. The capacity to discover and 
integrate new connections to solve new problems and do new things 
creates new abilities.

Yet, to really use a bicycle effectively, you need to adopt certain 
mindsets about the bike, other people, and the role of the bike in re-
lation to your goals. Being attuned to others around you while biking, 
no matter how strong of a rider you are, is essential to keeping yourself 
safe. Seeing the bike not merely as a way to get from point A to point 
B, but rather as a tool for fitness, touring the countryside, social activ-
ity, or even meeting certain emotional needs, involves certain attitudes 
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and beliefs that go beyond just the ability to ride. Those mindsets create 
new opportunities for using bike-riding abilities in new ways.

BRAINS, FEELINGS, AND EXPERIENCES 

Over the last hundred years, there’s been a lot of focus on the topic of 
intelligence. The most common measure of someone’s smarts is the 
Intelligence Quotient, or IQ for short. The idea that we all have IQs 
was introduced in 1912 by the German psychologist William Stern.3 
Since then, IQ tests have become the most prevalent form of intelli-
gence testing. Many today refer to intelligence measured on these tests 
as “general intelligence,” or the “g factor,” to describe someone’s level 
of cognitive performance. The numeric scores that result from these 
tests are typically used by psychologists and educators to assess and 
predict an individual’s current and future success.

In the early 1960s, a psychologist named Raymond Cattell in-
troduced the concepts of “fluid” versus “crystallized” intelligence.4 
Fluid intelligence gives you the ability to see complex relationships 
and solve problems when faced with new situations. Cattell believed 
the ability to adapt to life’s challenges through fluid intelligence was 
influenced by biology—people are born with a level of innate fluid 
intelligence that remains relatively constant over time. Crystallized 
intelligence, on the other hand, involves the ability to learn and re-
call information. Crystallized intelligence includes the facts and data 
obtained through various experiences in life. The more you practice 
something and retain concrete knowledge about it, the greater your 
crystallized intelligence.
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More recently, Emotional Intelligence, or EQ, has become a main-
stream concept. While the term Emotional Intelligence also originated 
in the ’60s, it was popularized in the 1995 bestselling book by Daniel 
Goleman, Emotional Intelligence.5 The appeal of EQ is that it broad-
ens the overall definition of intelligence. Those with high EQ, it’s ar-
gued, are more emotionally regulated and empathetic to others. These 
attributes give you a leg up in navigating personal relationships and 
when working in groups, teams, and organizations. EQ has become a 
big focus within leadership development programs in business. The 
more emotionally intelligent a person is, the more successful they are 
with collaboration and leading others. EQ filled a void in our com-
mon-sense understanding of intelligence; there must be more to intel-
ligence than pure intellect as a predictor of success.

Three Complementary Intelligences.  

IQ, EQ, and XQ Each Complement the Other

Success in business and life isn’t just about being intellectually 
smart (IQ), having Emotional Intelligence (EQ), or using what you’ve 
gained from your experiences to your advantage (XQ). It’s a combina-
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tion of all three, and in different amounts for different people. They 
go together, like three intersecting circles, to help us understand what 
leads to success.

Intelligence Comparison Chart 

XQ Expands the Concept of Intelligence

While the world generally recognizes IQ and EQ as indicators of abil-
ity, the missing element is Experiential Intelligence. XQ is like the third 
leg of a stool that’s been propping us up all along but that we haven’t been 
able to see because it’s been hidden beneath our seats. As a complement 
to IQ and EQ, XQ expands our understanding of what’s needed to thrive 
in today’s ever-changing, increasingly uncertain, and disruptive world.

THE SEEDS OF XQ

When Robert Sternberg was a child, he suffered from test anxiety. 
He struggled to perform, no matter what the subject of the test. His 
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scores paled in comparison to his actual intelligence, and he knew it. 
This caused even more anxiety when he’d take tests. His troublesome 
experience led him to realize that tests don’t necessarily tell you how 
smart you are—and that he wanted to do something about it.

Later in life, Sternberg became the president of the American 
Psychological Association and created the triarchic theory of intel-
ligence.6 Sternberg developed his theory to broaden the definition of 
intelligence itself. Triarchic theory focuses on three complementary 
areas that make up intelligence:

•	 Analytical Components: Problem-solving and decision-
making, including understanding complex relationships, ob-
taining knowledge, and prioritizing relevant information to 
make decisions

•	 Experience: Completing tasks by applying previous experi-
ence in ways that are so natural they become automatic, or 
creatively applying know-how and intuition gained from prior 
experiences to address challenges in new situations

•	 Practical Context: Practical application of the analytical 
components combined with prior experience, either through 
adapting to the environment, proactively shaping the environ-
ment to change it, or selecting and moving to a better environ-
ment to meet one’s needs

Sternberg’s second area involving experience has been commonly 
referred to as “Creative Intelligence.” That’s because it’s about how peo-
ple apply the learning and insight gained from prior experiences to cre-
atively navigate problems and challenges in new situations. Some have 
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also referred to Creative Intelligence as Experiential Intelligence. And 
that’s where the first academic use of the words experiential and intelli-
gence came together in a single concept. When it comes to the definition 
of Experiential Intelligence in this book, XQ goes beyond just creative 
problem-solving. XQ assumes that our experiences impact us by shaping 
how we think as well as our abilities, both of which are important to un-
derstand for personal growth and success in business and life.

EVEN REALLY SMART PEOPLE CAN’T 
AGREE ON INTELLIGENCE

Around the same time that EQ became popular, a developmental psy-
chologist named Howard Gardner introduced his theory of multiple 
intelligences.7 Gardner challenged the idea that intelligence is simply 
limited to cognition. He pushed the boundaries of the concept of in-
telligence itself over time, listing the following types of intelligence 
that go beyond just intellect:

•	 Musical: Understanding sounds, rhythm, and tone, which 
often includes the ability to sing, compose music, and play 
instruments

•	 Naturalist: Understanding living things and how to work 
with and in nature, which relates to abilities in farming, bot-
any, biology, environmentalism, and outdoor recreation

•	 Visual-Spatial: Visualizing the world in the mind’s eye, which 
relates to a good sense of direction, sense of design, and visual 
imagination
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•	 Linguistic: Understanding and using words to convey mean-
ing, which includes skills related to spelling, reading, writing, 
and public speaking

•	 Intrapersonal: Understanding yourself, including your feel-
ings, needs, strengths, and weaknesses, allowing you to man-
age your emotions and behaviors

•	 Interpersonal: Connecting into others’ feelings, moods, and 
motivations, and using empathy to foster collaboration

•	 Logical-Mathematical: Thinking in abstractions, using crit-
ical thinking and reasoning, and applying numbers to solve 
problems

•	 Bodily-Kinesthetic: Having coordination, including using 
your body with intent and skillfully using objects and tools, 
which can be applied to sports, dancing, construction, the 
military, and more

•	 Existential: Raising and pondering big existential questions 
like the nature of love, good, evil, right, wrong, life, death, 
purpose, God, and general existence

•	 Pedagogical: Understanding how learning happens and help-
ing others learn new things

A big appeal of Gardner’s multiple intelligences is the idea that 
intelligence is relative. Through exposure, practice, and hard work, 
you can gain greater intelligence in whatever area is most important 
to you.

Critics of Gardner’s theory say that his “intelligences” are actu-
ally “abilities.” Some assert that because Gardner’s intelligences can 
be developed, they’re not equivalent to true intelligence. That argu-
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ment assumes that intelligence must be innate and tied to cognitive 
abilities. Other critiques have focused on the difficulty in quantifying 
and measuring Gardner’s various intelligences in light of more stan-
dardized IQ tests.

Despite the criticisms, Gardner’s intelligences provide the means 
to stop comparing people on a single, limited variable and instead 
honor their unique, wide-ranging abilities—and help others gravitate 
to the things that both tap into their strengths and give them the most 
fulfillment. The different intelligences also help expand the definition 
of success. Even if someone doesn’t score well on a traditional IQ test, 
they may possess “intelligence” in other areas that can lead to both 
personal and professional satisfaction and achievement.

Shortly after Gardner’s ideas came onto the scene, Carol Dweck, a 
psychology professor at Stanford University, introduced the distinction 
between “fixed” and “growth” mindsets.8 People with fixed mindsets 
assume their success is due to innate intelligence that doesn’t—and 
can’t—change over time. Those possessing a growth mindset, on the 
other hand, view success as stemming from continuous learning, de-
velopment, and hard work. Their growth mindsets give them resolve 
to keep going in the face of setbacks. Whether they are as “smart” 
as others doesn’t matter much. They may not necessarily believe that 
anyone can become a rocket scientist, but they do think anyone can 
become more successful with effort. Dweck’s research adds another 
dimension to the intelligence debate—that your mindset about intel-
ligence itself impacts your success, no matter how intelligent you may 
be. Those who possess a growth mindset are better positioned to suc-
ceed in life, both personally and professionally.

The primary reason there’s debate about intelligence is because of 
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the underlying and often unquestioned assumptions that exist about 
the topic. In most developed countries, the construct of intelligence is 
taken for granted. Five common beliefs underlie the dominant view of 
intelligence in modern society:

1.	 People are born with a certain level of intelligence.
2.	 Given that intelligence is an innate trait, one’s intelligence 

level doesn’t change through life.
3.	 Some people have more intelligence than others.
4.	 Greater intelligence equates to greater success.
5.	 Success based on intelligence equates to achievement, social 

status, and material wealth.

Even with the shift toward a broader, more empowered definition 
of intelligence rooted in positive psychology, like the ones Gardner 
and Dweck provide, it’s still important to recognize the controversy 
surrounding the topic.

Why do we care so much about what constitutes intelligence and 
how to get more of it? The first two beliefs—that intelligence is an 
innate trait that remains consistent over time—naturally leads to the 
third belief that some people inevitably possess greater intelligence 
than others. If we presume that differences in intelligence come from 
factors outside of our control (e.g., we’re born with our level of intelli-
gence and it doesn’t change as we grow older), it’s easier to accept the 
idea that differences are simply a natural part of the world order. Some 
people are just smarter than other people might seem so intuitively 
valid that it would be frivolous to even question the statement.

The implication of accepting the first three beliefs, either implic-
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itly or explicitly, is that they reinforce the logic of the fourth and fifth 
beliefs. The first three biologically based assumptions can lead people 
to rationalize that differences in socioeconomic conditions and social 
status are also natural, which is one of the reasons that intelligence has 
become a hotly debated topic.

I won’t go into the various debates around general intelligence in 
detail. Those discussions could become an entirely separate book be-
cause there are so many contentious issues. The role of nature versus 
nurture is central to many of those debates. Challenges to how IQ is 
measured is another hot topic, including the role of implicit bias in 
its measurement. There’s also the question about how and why the 
average IQ score in the United States has increased by thirty points in 
the last century.9 Some have also voiced concern around intelligence 
tests being used to exacerbate and justify social inequities. The um-
brella controversy that envelops most of these debates is whether gen-
eral intelligence is a truly objective scientific measure or if it’s really a 
social construct that reinforces dominant values and institutionalized 
power structures—or both.

While these debates will likely remain alive for some time to 
come, an opportunity exists to consciously reevaluate what consti-
tutes “intelligence” in today’s rapidly evolving world where disrup-
tive change is an everyday experience. Arguably, it’s not just intellect 
that makes someone successful in today’s world. Resilience, creative 
thinking, empathy, self-awareness, and many more attributes are 
needed beyond just intellectual problem-solving. The debate about 
whether nature, nurture, or a combination of the two are responsible 
for IQ doesn’t address the fact that we all possess both emotions and 
experiences. That’s why Emotional Intelligence became such a great 
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complement to IQ. EQ highlights a success factor for navigating the 
world that falls outside the realm of the intellect. And this is also the 
case with Experiential Intelligence—we all have experiences, and our 
experiences instill both barriers and assets for navigating the nuances 
of life, no matter how high our IQ score.

DEFINITIONS OF SUCCESS SHAPE VIEWS 
OF INTELLIGENCE

I’ve been fortunate to have had some profound experiences through-
out my life that have shaped my knowledge and awareness of what 
it takes to use the past to create a successful future. I’m a firm be-
liever that the definition of success lies in the eye of the beholder. For 
some, success means money and material possessions. For others, it 
means notoriety. Still for others, it means leaving a positive mark on 
the world or just finding happiness. And that’s why it’s important to 
embrace different types of intelligence—so that we don’t presume that 
the size of our brains equates to the size of our success in business, 
and even life itself.

Of all the research on intelligence, XQ is most aligned with Gard-
ner’s intelligences. Although Gardner doesn’t use the language of “ex-
perience” per se, the fundamental premise of his theory is that the 
more experience you obtain in one of the areas of intelligence, the 
“smarter” you can get. Experience is the common denominator. Gard-
ner’s intelligences, like XQ, provide a strengths-based understanding 
of people rather than pigeonhole everyone into a definition that’s pri-
marily about analytical problem-solving. People who possess different 
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types of intelligence, like having a deep existential connection to a 
higher purpose and meaning in life, or being physically coordinated 
and superior at sports, may be as “successful”—and happy—as any-
one else.

XQ also connects to Dweck’s growth mindset concept. Having a 
growth mindset means you possess a positive, future-focused view of 
yourself and the possibilities for your life. XQ addresses the past, but 
in the spirit of gaining insight from it as a way of creating your desired 
future. Grounded in positive psychology, XQ helps foster a growth 
mindset by overcoming the impacts of past setbacks and challenges 
that may have cemented certain self-limiting beliefs and assump-
tions—which can then lead to greater self-awareness and the ability 
to start seeing new opportunities where none existed before, and ulti-
mately finding success and satisfaction in whatever one chooses to do.

Developing your XQ is about knowing what you know. It involves 
gaining greater awareness of your attitudes and beliefs, anchored by 
an intention to marry your mindsets with the abilities built from your 
experiences to apply your knowledge and skills most effectively. But it 
doesn’t stop there. Intelligence based on experience, which ensures re-
silience in today’s disruptive world, also includes the capacity to adjust 
your mindsets over time so that you can artfully adapt to whatever 
your future may hold and ultimately define success for yourself.

CHAPTER TWO KEY MESSAGES: 

•	 IQ is today’s primary way of evaluating general intelligence.
•	 Emotional Intelligence, the theory of multiple intelligences, 
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and the concepts of fixed and growth mindsets broaden the 
definition of what it means to be “smart.”

•	 While the term Experiential Intelligence originated in academic 
literature with an emphasis on creative problem-solving, XQ 
as outlined in this book broadens the definition by focusing on 
the personal assets developed from specific experiences that 
positively shape mindsets, abilities, and know-how.

•	 By overcoming the fundamental assumption that underlies so-
ciety’s interest in intelligence—that the smarter you are intel-
lectually, the more successful you’ll be—you can find greater 
personal and professional success.
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THE PSYCHOLOGY  
OF EXPERIENCE

Chapter Three Video Overview

Never say the word ‘culture.’”
This mandate came down from the CEO of a Fortune 

500 company to his executive team, which I learned about 
just as I was starting to advise the company on its innovation strat-
egy. The CEO told his entire team they weren’t allowed to talk about 
their organizational culture. Using the word culture felt too amor-
phous for the CEO, given his strong financial background. Because 
he couldn’t adequately quantify culture and “manage” it, like he could 
with the company’s balance sheet, he chose to ignore it. The problem 
was that he also wanted greater innovation and business growth. He 
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wanted results without looking at why his culture held people back 
from taking risks to test out new ideas. Culture was intentionally ig-
nored, which made it next to impossible to improve it to get more 
innovation.

This chapter, and the chapters following it, may challenge 
you in the same way that the notion of culture challenged that 
CEO. That’s because Experiential Intelligence (XQ) can’t be com-
pletely segmented into personal versus professional spheres of life. 
There’s a psychological component necessary for understanding 
XQ. And that can make many results-oriented businesspeople 
uncomfortable. 

This book applies to business, but it’s also about the influence 
of neurology and psychology on how we define and develop mind-
sets and abilities—which in turn influence personal and profes-
sional success. The experiences you have, especially early in life, 
wire you to think and behave in certain ways. You might be able 
to operate sufficiently without full awareness of how you’ve been 
influenced by both the big and little events in your life. But when 
you show up at work, whether it’s in an office or a videoconference, 
you’re bringing your whole self to it. Especially when the pressure 
rises and stress increases, what you think, say, and do are often in-
fluenced by the mindsets and abilities, both good and bad, that you 
fall back upon. So you can choose to ignore the influences that led 
you to where you are today, just like the CEO chose to ignore his 
culture, or you can opt to understand your experiences with a new 
lens to make both your personal and business lives more effective 
at the same time.
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BIG INFLUENCES OFTEN COME  
FROM LITTLE PLACES

When I was four, my mother showed me how centrifugal force worked 
by filling a bucket of water and swinging it around and around in 
a circle with a rope. When the upside-down bucket reached the top 
of the circle, my mom smiled, noting my amazement that the water 
didn’t fly everywhere. I found it comforting. What could have ended 
up in chaos, didn’t.

Shortly thereafter, my father and I were on a walk in the neigh-
borhood and came upon a gutter full of soggy decomposing leaves. 
He pointed to the brown pile of mush and said, “Eventually, they’ll all 
turn to dirt and go back into the earth.”

Nature had rules when, it seemed to me, people didn’t.
As the unpredictability of my childhood exponentially increased 

due to the onset of my mother’s mental illness, my father’s lack of 
presence, and my family’s constant moves from one town to the next, 
the little scientific miracles I discovered at an early age reassured me.

I longed for predictable patterns. Would I walk into the living 
room to find my mother in a catatonic trance, unresponsive to the 
world? Would I receive a ride home from school, or would I need to 
walk home four miles in the pouring rain? For years, these questions, 
and many others like them, reverberated in my mind as a constant, 
stressful hum.

Finding a formula to proactively manage the social challenges of 
my childhood was next to impossible. Over time, I learned to deal 
with the discomfort of highly uncertain situations. I learned to live 
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with ambiguity until the very last minute, then make decisions given 
whatever information I had in that moment. I learned to set clear 
boundaries with other people and to protect myself both physically 
and emotionally as I grew up in the world with little supervision. I 
didn’t always have the greatest information or circumstances to work 
with, but I learned to make the best of what I had.

As an adult, I found a way to translate my abilities into opportu-
nities. I realized that I was particularly adept at dealing with some of 
the most inherently ambiguous areas of business: how to run startups, 
manage corporate innovation, and transform organizational culture. 
It wasn’t about theory. I instinctively understood how to work with 
limited data, check assumptions, decipher unwritten rules, hedge 
bets, and quickly pivot in new directions. To get to a place where I 
could recognize how my experiences had contributed to my strengths, 
though, I first had to look internally. I needed to understand the lim-
itations that had been instilled in my psyche, along with the hidden 
assets that my unique challenges and struggles gave me.

The challenge for me, and for many other people, is that some-
times we have experiences, especially during childhood, that can stick 
with us and get in our way. These experiences may be big events, like 
the death of a loved one, or a series of small experiences that add up 
over time, like being bullied by other kids or enduring relentless crit-
icism from a parent. As a result of these experiences, we might adopt 
certain self-limiting beliefs that aren’t accurate or attitudes that hold 
us back in certain ways. To make things even more complex, some-
times highly stressful events or persistent experiences that produce 
sustained levels of stress can literally wire our brains to have autopilot 
responses to certain triggers later down the road.
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When I was walking alone to school in first grade, for example, 
our neighbor’s two German shepherds ran up to me, jumped up onto 
my chest, and knocked me to the ground. Though in retrospect I be-
lieve they wanted to play, I experienced them as giant, drooling beasts 
that threatened my life. In a single moment that lasted just a second, 
my brain was rewired. I lived with a visceral fear of dogs for decades. 
As an adult, I would do just about anything to avoid dogs, even the 
small, yappy pipsqueaks. I knew my fear wasn’t rational, yet I felt the 
fear in my gut. The danger felt real for me even when there was no 
objective risk. For years, I subconsciously held the self-limiting belief 
that “all dogs are dangerous” and simply accepted the fact that “I’m a 
person who’s scared of dogs.”

At age seven, my run-in with the German shepherds felt like a 
truly traumatic experience. I literally feared for my life during that 
short interaction, which wired my brain to associate dogs with some-
thing life threatening. This process is what Bessel van der Kolk de-
scribes in his book The Body Keeps the Score.10 Certain traumatic life 
experiences are “held” in the body and later surface as physiological 
responses to specific triggers connected to that original experience, 
like encountering certain words, sounds, smells, or just about any-
thing else associated with it.

The thing that makes psychology complex, however, is that differ-
ent people can have very different responses to similar events, even 
scary or threatening ones. For example, even though I experienced the 
“dog attack” as a trauma, a child with dogs in their household might 
have experienced it as a simple encounter with the neighbor’s friendly 
canines and not have been affected at all. A similar example comes 
from someone I know who, at age ten, was pulled onto the dance floor 
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at a wedding by his grandmother and “forced” to dance with her in 
front of a hundred people. The experience was so traumatic for him 
that he never danced again. For me, this would have just been a blip in 
my life’s timeline, or possibly even a positive memory with my grand-
mother that I would cherish for life. Experiences are relative—they 
can have dramatically different effects from person to person based 
on many factors tied to both nature and nurture.

HIDDEN ASSETS LIE WITHIN  
YOUR EXPERIENCE

Think about a teacher you had, someone who mentored you, or a par-
ent who taught you valuable lessons. You likely have had experiences 
with people that helped you learn something new or changed your 
perspective in some way that has stuck with you to this day. Or maybe 
you can point to an event in your life, a milestone, or something you 
did or achieved that gave you a new skill, new knowledge, or a com-
pletely different way of seeing the world. Making the connection be-
tween your positive experiences and the positive contributions gained 
from them can feel energizing.

It can be a bit harder to decipher what you may have gained from 
your perceived negative experiences. Negative experiences are just 
that: difficult, painful, challenging, stressful, or just overall unpleas-
ant. Talking about these experiences with other people can feel risky. 
It can be a lot easier to attempt to forget about your negative expe-
riences and try to move on. Plus, there can be social stigma tied to 
admitting your struggles.
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Oprah Winfrey is one of a few public figures who have helped 
reframe what it means to reveal difficult experiences. In partnership 
with the psychiatrist Bruce Perry, Winfrey coauthored the book What 
Happened to You? Conversations on Trauma, Resilience, and Healing.11 
Winfrey and Perry intentionally titled the book “What Happened to 
You?” to contrast the typical question that people get when they’re liv-
ing with trauma: “What’s wrong with you?” The premise of the book, 
and what’s behind the title, is that the impact of our experiences can 
persist over time due to how certain events may rewire the brain. This 
rewiring can cause problems later in life either directly, like anxiety 
or depression, or through coping behaviors, like addiction. Looking 
at “what happened” within one’s past—the experiences we had that 
negatively impacted us—shifts focus from pathology to empathy.

Just as it’s important to have empathy for others, we need to be 
equally kind to ourselves when we’re stymied by our own setbacks. 
We need to recognize that we all have our own individual stories, pop-
ulated by our own unique collection of experiences, that can indeed 
create mountains for us to climb, but that also equip us with the tools 
to traverse over them. By approaching your own challenges with a 
recognition that you already possess strengths that can help overcome 
them, you have a leg up. A simple reframing of a belief can support 
your ability to discover hidden assets waiting to be leveraged for your 
benefit.

A great example of how this works comes from psychologist Rich-
ard Tedeschi. His research on post-traumatic growth (PTG)12 ad-
dresses how even trauma can produce unforeseen benefits. Tedeschi’s 
concept of PTG describes what happens when you undergo a signif-
icant psychological struggle that leads to a substantial mindset shift 
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that positively transforms your life. “Negative experiences can spur 
positive change, including a recognition of personal strength, the ex-
ploration of new possibilities, improved relationships, a greater appre-
ciation for life, and spiritual growth. We see this in people who have 
endured war, natural disasters, bereavement, job loss and economic 
stress, serious illnesses and injuries,” according to Tedeschi.13 He also 
says it’s possible that, following traumatic events, “people develop new 
understandings of themselves, the world they live in, how to relate to 
other people, the kind of future they might have and a better under-
standing of how to live life.”14

Tedeschi’s work shows that unfortunate events don’t necessar-
ily spell perpetual doom. In fact, they may even equip you for a 
brighter future. Experiential Intelligence embodies this idea, though 
XQ applies to experiences beyond trauma as well. Embracing your 
XQ means looking for the unrealized assets you already possess and 
that you’ve developed because of your experiences, whatever they 
may be.

SHARED EXPERIENCES CREATE 
CONNECTION

Understanding how experiences shape us on an individual level is 
important. Yet we’re all part of different social groups, like families, 
teams, organizations, and communities. When we have shared expe-
riences with other people, we often develop similar mindsets. That’s 
what creates culture: when people share similar attitudes and beliefs, 
which in turn influences people’s behavior.
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Shared experiences are powerful. When people are part of groups 
with intense shared experiences, like military units, police depart-
ments, fire stations and battalions, and hospital emergency depart-
ments, very strong cultures can result. Whole societies can also have 
shared experiences, like when the United States was attacked on Sep-
tember 11, 2001. These types of experiences can create dramatic shifts 
in collective mindsets almost overnight, just as PTG transforms indi-
vidual mindsets.

Many organizations understand the importance of shared ex-
perience. New-hire “onboarding” programs give new employees a 
common experience through training, executive presentations, office 
tours, and other activities that reinforce the company’s culture. The 
goal is to get everyone on the same page quickly so they can hit the 
ground running in the work environment. Many teams and orga-
nizations also create rituals around rewards. When someone who’s 
done something valuable is recognized publicly, the act of doing so 
becomes a shared experience. Everyone who witnesses the accolades 
gains an understanding of what’s important and valued by the orga-
nization. A shared mindset is the result, which usually leads to more 
of the desired behavior that was rewarded.

Team building is also a technique used by many organizations to 
create shared experiences focused on solidifying the culture of groups 
and departments. The challenge with team-building programs, how-
ever, is that they can feel contrived. Unless people feel like the program 
is purposeful, the team-building session can backfire by giving people 
an experience that instills the wrong mindsets. Experiences that are 
authentic, that bring people together around a common purpose, and 
where success is tied to the contributions of everyone involved, are 
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often the most influential in instilling shared mindsets that influence 
culture.

CREATING THE FOUNDATION  
FOR YOUR XQ

Experiential Intelligence gives you the opportunity to expand how you 
think about what happened in your past and how it affected you. Even 
your most trying experiences, especially your setbacks and struggles, 
most likely helped you develop unique assets that you can leverage to 
shape your future.

In the broader scheme of things, moving forward isn’t just about 
addressing past wounds. Sure, the thousands of experiences you have 
had in your life can impact you, stick with you, and affect your hap-
piness, social and emotional functioning, and quality of life. And yes, 
some of these impacts may be bigger than others, and some may need 
some healing. But growing your XQ isn’t about getting back to your 
baseline. It’s about discovering and tapping into your inherent ca-
pacity for growth and resilience, and then taking yourself to the next 
level.

Developing your Experiential Intelligence using the techniques in 
this book will help you see yourself through a new lens, which will 
then help you view your future possibilities in a new way. That’s be-
cause the concept of XQ is anchored in positive psychology, which 
emphasizes the strengths of people and organizations rather than 
what’s wrong or broken. Approaches grounded in positive psychology 
zero in on what’s working, inherent assets, and latent opportunities 
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that exist within people and the broader social systems in which they 
participate. Greater happiness, well-being, quality of life, and overall 
effectiveness in whatever you want to do is the goal. And so, as you 
grow your XQ, you’ll also harness the assets acquired from your most 
challenging life experiences, the ones that may have been weighing 
you down until now.

It may be necessary to heal from the impacts of an experience be-
fore being fully able to see the strengths it delivered to you. In my case, 
I overcame my fear of dogs using an approach called Eye Movement 
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR).15 EMDR rewires your 
brain to unpair your physical stress responses from your embedded 
memories of the past. The process I used first involved identifying po-
tential “targets” that represented past experiences that caused anxi-
ety, distress, or emotional discomfort. Given my background, I had a 
substantial list of targets, but agreed with the therapist that we would 
start with something relatively mundane for me, which was my fear 
of dogs. We moved into a discussion in which I provided a numeric 
ranking of the level of stress that the memory of the German shepherd 
attack caused me as I recalled it in the therapist’s office. Using a long 
stick with a red ball on the end, the therapist moved the stick from 
side to side, instructing me to move my eyes to follow the ball, all the 
while thinking about my scary childhood experience with the dogs. 
We repeated the process several times until my reported stress level 
went to zero. At that point, we did it again, but this time I thought 
about the feelings of safety and confidence I wanted to have when be-
ing around dogs in the future. In what seemed like a miraculous hour-
long session, I overcame my “lifelong” fear.

Overcoming my fear of dogs after so many years was a gratifying 
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feat. After doing so, I applied EMDR to other experiences I had grow-
ing up. Yet, one thing was missing from my overall experience with 
EMDR. Not once was I asked to discuss or explore what I gained from 
the traumatic experiences that I was healing. The assumption was that 
the experiences injured me in some way and that the goal was simply 
to repair those wounds. The process left out a big opportunity: to go 
beyond healing into empowerment.

The EMDR process by its very nature, and by no fault of the ap-
proach or the therapist who implemented it, stopped short. It indeed 
addressed my presenting problem. But it didn’t catalyze a deeper, 
empowered understanding of myself. The question of what unique 
personal assets I may have developed because of being “attacked” by 
those German shepherds simply wasn’t part of the equation.

Through my own reflection, using meditation, and applying the 
tools in this book, I eventually realized that, for much of my life, I 
have been acutely aware of my environment. The German shepherds 
came out of nowhere when I was walking to school. I subconsciously 
didn’t want to be surprised like that again. So I started noticing de-
tails. I’m keenly aware of who and what is around me. When facilitat-
ing leadership development programs of a hundred people or more, I 
take cues from body language throughout the room and adjust how 
I lead.

I chose EMDR to address my fear of dogs, but there are many 
other approaches I could have selected, like cognitive behavioral ther-
apy, exposure therapy, hypnotherapy, neuro-linguistic programming, 
guided meditation, and many others. Depending on your own situa-
tion, any of these approaches can be useful for resetting your system 
so that you no longer automatically respond to certain triggers.
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Growing your XQ doesn’t require doing formal therapy first. The 
goal is simply to uncover your hidden assets and apply them to creat-
ing your desired future. It may be easier to see your strengths if you 
get certain obstacles out of the way first, like I did. Otherwise, the 
tools in this book may be enough to help you move beyond lingering 
attitudes and beliefs that are getting in your way.

Let’s get practical and look at how to develop your XQ.

CHAPTER THREE KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Our unique collection of experiences equips us with strengths 
and tools to navigate the world, though sometimes these assets 
are hidden and need to be discovered.

•	 Experiences, especially those we have early in life, can cause 
neurological wiring that leads to inaccurate self-limiting be-
liefs or attitudes that hold us back from our greater potential.

•	 The concept of post-traumatic growth (PTG) highlights how 
significant psychological struggles can lead to positive trans-
formation in people’s lives.

•	 Reframing a belief can help you discover hidden assets wait-
ing to be leveraged to support your personal and professional 
goals.

•	 When people have shared experiences, they often develop 
common mindsets that create bonds and influence the culture 
of their teams, organizations, and communities.
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DISCOVER XQ

Chapter Four Video Overview

When it comes to developing your Experiential Intelli-
gence (XQ), you’re a work in progress for your entire 
life, if you let yourself be one. And that’s not just okay; 

it’s a great thing to embrace. It’s a counterintuitive stance to take in 
today’s world. Being a work in progress isn’t usually seen as a good 
thing. The term assumes that deficiencies exist. But unless you believe 
you’re truly perfect, or that you’re completely finished with your per-
sonal development, being a work in progress is a good thing. It means 
you’re moving forward.

Your past is in your past. You can’t change what’s happened to 
you or how you’ve responded. But you can change how you view your 
personal history and, as a result, what you can learn from it and how 
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you’ll let it affect you. When you do this, you can also reframe your 
current circumstances based on your new perspective, which al-
lows you to take a fresh look at the things you’re currently doing and 
whether you want to change them.

You will have both positive and negative experiences for your en-
tire life. You can choose to lean into them and embrace the surprises 
they reveal, or you can resist what they’re communicating to you. It’s 
rewarding to make friends with your past, learn from it, and proac-
tively apply it to your next set of experiences. That’s how you continue 
to grow your XQ. But you may first need to deal with your past to fully 
embrace your future. And to do that, you might need a little confidence 
in your own resilience. Having confidence gives you the courage to 
explore any unresolved past challenges head-on. Looking at your past 
won’t cause you to get stuck there. If anything, avoiding the past will.

You can develop your XQ on three levels:

•	 Level 3: Reinvent mindsets (attitudes and beliefs)
•	 Level 2: Enhance abilities (competencies that integrate knowl-

edge, skills, and experiences)
•	 Level 1: Build know-how (knowledge and skills)

When combined, all three levels make up your Experiential In-
telligence. At the most fundamental level, Level 1, you could focus on 
building knowledge and growing skills in a certain area, like writing, 
marketing, financial analysis, management, playing the violin, lawn 
bowling, or just about anything else. There are many ways to build 
skills. You can enroll in a class, watch a YouTube video, attend a week-
end workshop, read a book, take on a new project—the list goes on. 
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Three Levels of XQ 

Develop Your Experiential Intelligence on Any Level

While knowledge and skills are indeed an important component 
of XQ, there’s a lot more to it if you really want to develop greater in-
telligence. Level 2’s abilities are “higher order” than concrete knowl-
edge and skills. As a reminder, your abilities are the ways you draw 
upon your knowledge and skills, connect them to your various ex-
periences, and apply them in the most effective way possible. For 
example, let’s say you want to become a marketer. It’s one thing to 
make posts on your social media account. It’s another to create real 
engagement with followers, grow your brand, and generate substan-
tial revenue from your social media marketing efforts. The former 
is about the skill of using your computer and knowing how to work 
software. The latter is about the ability to create engaging content, de-
sign pithy communications supported by compelling imagery, and 
connect with people on a human level through technology. To take 
your marketing to the next level, you may also need to figure out how to 
create and run a marketing consulting business, develop partnerships 
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with other service providers, differentiate yourself from your compe-
tition, and more. Doing these things requires more than foundational 
technical skills. They require personal competencies like relationship 
building, risk-taking, and creative thinking. With these competencies, 
you’re able to apply your knowledge and skills in ways that allow you 
to achieve more than basic knowledge and skills alone would allow.

Level 3 of XQ involves gaining insight into and reinventing your 
mindsets. As the highest-order dimension of your XQ, your mindsets 
include your attitudes and beliefs, both those you’re aware of and those 
that govern your behavior without you realizing it. Examining your 
mindsets by studying how they were initially formed empowers you 
to reinvent the way you see yourself, others, and the world. When you 
discover the source that led you to believe something as real, you’ll 
find that your previously unquestioned truth may not be so true after 
all. And when you’ve held a long-standing self-limiting belief about 
yourself, understanding the source of it can be quite revealing. For 
example, you may discover that it’s an inaccurate belief instilled by 
circumstances that impacted you long ago. Making this explicit helps 
provide mental permission to let the belief go. When you let go of a 
belief, you can replace it with a more accurate one that’s more closely 
aligned with what will serve you better in the future. The new belief 
can help you tap into and use your “hidden” abilities—abilities that 
have been sitting there all along—to do new things.

When it comes to Experiential Intelligence, your “intelligence” 
isn’t as static as intellectual intelligence, like the kind you’d measure 
on an IQ test. You can develop it by focusing on any of the three levels 
to grow your capacity for understanding your mindsets, develop your 
abilities and know-how, and do all this with increasing self-awareness. 
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It’s often by uncovering your assets that have been lying dormant that 
real breakthroughs can happen. Sometimes this process can occur al-
most overnight, as is the case with post-traumatic growth, or it can be 
more of an evolutionary process.

THE XQ SNAPSHOT

Developing your XQ starts with looking backward so you can look 
forward. I developed the XQ Snapshot as a practical tool to help you 
highlight your most impactful experiences and then articulate the 
mindsets and abilities that resulted from them. It gives you a sum-
mary of your XQ on a single page.

Growing your XQ involves shining light on what makes you tick, 
specifically the experiences that influenced your mindsets and led you 
to develop your abilities. The XQ Snapshot guides you through look-
ing at the following in a sequential way:

1.	 Experiences: What experiences had the greatest impact on you?
2.	 Mindsets: What beliefs did you internalize from these 

experiences?
3.	 Abilities: What personal competencies did your experiences 

help you develop?
4.	 Know-How: What knowledge or skills did your experiences 

help you develop?

If you have had many difficult or traumatic events in life, your list 
will include what may seem like a large number of negative experi-
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ences characterized by setbacks or painful emotions. You might also 
struggle to list the abilities and know-how these experiences helped 
you develop. And that’s okay. The goal is to get started by doing your 
best to list your experiences, and then to go from there.

If you would rather focus on positive experiences without con-
sidering the challenges that have influenced your life, that’s okay, too. 
And if you have so many experiences that it’s hard to prioritize which 
to include, consider creating two different snapshots: one for positive 
experiences and one for negative ones. While the XQ Snapshot tem-
plate is simple on the surface, getting to meaningful answers and in-
sights might involve a bit of reflection.

XQ Snapshot Template 

Use the XQ Snapshot Template to Gain Insight into Your XQ

There’s no one right way to fill in the XQ Snapshot. You might 
just start by listing some of your more memorable or poignant expe-
riences, either positive or negative. Then move sequentially from left 
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to right. You can also jump around if that’s easier for you by filling in 
your know-how or abilities first and then going from there.

Here is an example of my own XQ Snapshot to provide an il-
lustration of how experiences link to mindsets, abilities, and 
know-how.

XQ Snapshot Example 

Experiences Link to Mindsets, Abilities, and Know-How

A single experience can lead to multiple abilities and mindsets—
some of which may serve you well, while some may not. When I was 
a teenager, for example, my father took me to a dealership to help 
me buy my first car. The experience was terrible, with tense interac-
tions with the salesman who my father could tell was trying to take 
advantage of us. I would later learn that this dealership was noto-
rious for bait-and-switch sales tactics. The uncomfortable interac-
tion with the car salesman, even though it only lasted about fifteen 
minutes, impacted me in two ways. To this day, I’m apprehensive 
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during any type of sales situation because I feel concern about being 
taken advantage of. The experience also led to my focus on under-
standing people’s motivations. My ability to see competing priori-
ties and agendas when working with teams and organizations has 
been a success factor as I’ve advised executives and led consulting 
programs.

If you’re struggling to fill out the XQ Snapshot template for 
yourself, getting input from others you trust is a great first step. The 
best way to get started is to take a crack at the template, then share 
your work with someone else in your close circle. Let them know 
what you’re doing and why, and then lead them through each expe-
rience, your resulting mindsets, and what you see as your abilities. 
Those we trust in our lives typically see us and value us for all of 
who we are, our strengths and human flaws included. You might 
get a reality check that you actually possess certain useful abilities 
you have been overlooking. Or, you might receive feedback that you 
hold a mindset that’s holding you back. Gaining perspective on 
yourself from these special people can be helpful, humbling, and 
exhilarating.

If you’re in a team or part of an organization, the XQ Snapshot is 
a great way to promote team building and professional development. 
You can decide to keep the focus positive if discussing difficult or 
emotional experiences isn’t a fit for your style or culture. You may find 
that just by doing the activity, when you or one of your team members 
shows up with vulnerability, others will reciprocate with their own. 
Vulnerability inspires vulnerability, which grows trust. Trust sets the 
stage for vulnerability. It’s a virtuous cycle.

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   68Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   68 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



69

Discover XQ    |

CHOOSE YOUR LEVEL

All three levels of XQ—know-how, abilities, and mindsets—are im-
portant for developing your Experiential Intelligence. Yet Level 3 XQ, 
your mindsets that include your attitudes and beliefs, is probably the 
most powerful when it comes to driving significant change and even 
breakthroughs. And it’s typically the hardest nut to crack of all the 
three levels. That’s why the next few chapters focus on specific strate-
gies for developing your Level 3 XQ. 

As you move through these chapters, what you’ll find is that all 
three levels of XQ are interrelated. By developing your Level 3 XQ, 
you’ll likely gain new insight into your abilities, which can also help 
you see your knowledge and skills in a new light. The challenge, how-
ever, is that remaking your mindsets usually involves going deep. It 
can involve looking at experiences that elicit emotion. It can involve 
getting vulnerable with yourself and with others.

Some people might find exploring the deeper influences and im-
pacts of their experiences to be an inspirational process. For others, 
it may be a turnoff. You’ll need to decide for yourself how far you’re 
ready and willing to go. If you’re in a team and part of an organization 
and looking to apply XQ to your work, you’ll need to decide how deep 
to go there, too. You might want to focus on just exploring Level 1 or 
Level 2 XQ and leave it at that. Doing so is completely valid and will 
still expand awareness about how experience contributes to intelli-
gence. But if you want to look at yourself and your experiences in a 
completely new way to further develop your Level 3 XQ, the tools in 
the next few chapters will help you do just that.
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CHAPTER FOUR KEY MESSAGES:

•	 You can develop your Experiential Intelligence on three levels: 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how.

•	 While all three levels are important for developing greater XQ, 
changing mindsets is the most powerful tool when it comes to 
driving personal and business breakthroughs.

•	 When you develop your Level 3 XQ (mindsets), you’ll gain 
new insight into your abilities, which can help you apply your 
knowledge and skills in new ways.

•	 The XQ Snapshot is a tool that summarizes your XQ on a sin-
gle page by connecting your experiences to your mindsets, 
abilities, and know-how.

•	 Teams and organizations can use the XQ Snapshot to promote 
team building and professional development.
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Chapter Five Video Overview

It’s no wonder I became adept at “reading the room” to find the hid-
den group dynamics at play when I work in teams.

Growing up, I was hyperalert. I had to be because I lived with 
uncertainty almost all the time. My mother was unpredictable. She 
might drive me to baseball practice, but whether she would remember 
to pick me up was anyone’s guess. When I’d enter a room, she might 
be sitting cross-legged, staring into space without noticing me. Or she 
might say hello and ask about my day, just like my friends’ mothers 
did with them.

My father was rarely home. I never knew when he was coming or 
going. And the revolving door of different babysitters spun faster than 
a gyroscope. I looked for cues to help me determine what was going to 
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happen from one moment to the next. I deciphered my parents’ facial 
expressions to help assess how well things were going. I listened for 
slight shifts in my mother’s tone of voice to assess her mental state and 
what I could expect—or not—from her.

When I started working, I realized I had the ability to read peo-
ple’s faces, voices, and body language to gain insight into the group 
dynamics at play. But there was a problem: I consistently and sub-
consciously withheld any opinions that could be seen as controversial 
because I held a self-limiting belief without knowing it. I thought that 
if I presented ideas people didn’t like, they’d judge me negatively. To 
top it off, I held the assumption that if I was judged, people wouldn’t 
want to include me in their work and on their teams.

Without being aware of it, I feared the feeling of disconnec-
tion, the same feeling I felt growing up with parents who were less 
than present, emotionally and physically, in my life. So I subcon-
sciously avoided reexperiencing this feeling by making sure not to 
stick my neck out or take any type of risk. My subconscious fear of 
being judged was based on the equally repressed fear that those do-
ing the judging might withdraw from our relationship, leaving me 
alone and socially isolated. My fear conjured up the same visceral 
discomfort I felt every day when I entered the house after school. 
Would my mom be a normal mom, or engrossed in her world of 
mental illness, sitting on the couch smoking cigarettes and staring 
off into space? Would I feel connection, or would I experience dis-
connection when I said my hello? Would my father be home that 
night before I went to sleep, and would he be there in the morning 
when I woke up? My fear of disconnection led me to recreate the 
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very thing I was trying to avoid, as I withdrew from fully participat-
ing in my business meetings.

My beliefs came from shame and embarrassment, tied to my ever-
present worry that people were judging me for my mother’s off-putting 
disheveled appearance and often erratic behavior. This belief stayed 
with me for decades, and I wasn’t aware of it. All I knew was that I got 
this strange but intense feeling that I should “clam up” when sharing 
ideas, at least until I had some inkling that my idea was a “good” one 
with no risk of being off-putting to others, which usually meant it was 
not very creative.

Looking back now, I realize I had made connections between 
things that didn’t belong together. I let my past lead me into self-
limiting beliefs that were false. Yet, my beliefs were so deeply held that 
I didn’t know they existed. They affected my thoughts, feelings, and 
behavior, which limited my effectiveness at work. And they affected 
my personal relationships, too. Autopilot was engaged and leading me 
through life, and I didn’t know it.

FORECAST YOUR PAST

The concept of “forecasting the past” is simple: your past experiences 
influence your present thoughts and behavior. Forecasting your past 
involves finding the direct link between your past experiences and 
how they influence you today. These experiences will likely impact 
your ability to achieve your goals.

Forecasting your past involves illuminating specific experiences 
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that have instilled mindsets that might get in your way of growth and 
success. It also involves looking at how certain experiences helped 
you develop strengths that you can draw upon to achieve your goals. 
Looking at your past in a thoughtful and methodical way empowers 
you to see yourself and your circumstances in a new light. And it’s an 
essential step to understanding, appreciating, and growing your Ex-
periential Intelligence (XQ).

By looking at your past, you can gain insight into what shaped 
your present thinking and behavior, and then consciously decide 
what to ditch and what to draw upon as you move into your future. 
Understanding which experiences from your past most impact your 
present is the starting point for growing your XQ. Whether seemingly 
benign events or larger traumatic experiences, in the moment they 
happen, it’s virtually impossible to predict their later impact. Some 
people may respond in one way, others in another. But generally all 
experiences can be deciphered in retrospect. Certain events from my 
past, like the German shepherd attack, led me to develop personal 
assets I couldn’t have predicted at the time. Others led to self-limiting 
beliefs that stayed with me for years and got in my way until I ad-
dressed them.

THE BIG AND LITTLE IMPACTS OF LIFE

There’s growing awareness in research and popular culture of the 
role of trauma in our lives. When we experience something that pro-
duces a high amount of stress, our brains become wired to remember 
the experience. The neuropsychologist Donald Hebb16 described this 
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dynamic with the witty phrase “neurons that fire together, wire to-
gether,” which explains how our neurons can be literally reoriented to 
produce a consistent emotional response to a given stimuli. We may 
or may not actually remember the details of the stressful event, but 
our body does. Our bodies store our collection of traumatic experi-
ences deep within us. When we see, hear, think about, or experience 
something that conjures up the memory of a prior trauma, we feel and 
often behave like that trauma is happening to us again right then and 
there, even though it’s not.

According to the National Council for Behavioral Health, 70 per-
cent of American adults have experienced some type of trauma in 
their lives. That’s over 230 million people in the United States alone. 
The National Council for Behavioral Health also outlines different 
types of traumatic experiences, including:

•	 Childhood abuse or neglect
•	 Physical, emotional, or sexual abuse
•	 Accidents or natural disasters
•	 Witnessing acts of violence
•	 Grief and loss
•	 War and other forms of violence
•	 Medical interventions
•	 Cultural, intergenerational, and historical trauma

Actors, comedians, and musicians have opened popular culture’s 
eyes to how trauma can impact our personal and professional lives. 
Darrell Hammond from Saturday Night Live, who famously and hi-
lariously plays Bill Clinton in many episodes, is also known in mental 
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health circles for being the star of a documentary about his life called 
Cracked Up. Hammond’s upbringing with parents who delivered un-
relenting physical and emotional abuse led to his own challenges with 
substance abuse and depression. Hammond’s documentary describes 
times when the comedian was about to go live on SNL but, because of 
an emotional trigger, could barely function. The producers and cast 
were quite concerned. SNL, after all, was a live show! More than once, 
Hammond had to be talked down from his emotional ledge to show 
up and perform. 

While healing from trauma is obviously important, the language 
of trauma limits how we think about it. In today’s world, traumas al-
most exclusively carry negative connotations. They harm, hurt, and 
destroy lives. While they can indeed do these things, they can also 
build character, foster abilities, and develop skills.

While Darrell Hammond’s traumatic experiences caused strug-
gles, they also shaped his incredible skill as a comedic impersonator 
because, as a child, doing impersonations was the only way he could 
experience a gratifying emotional connection with his mother. 
While he was impersonating, his mother would cease the abuse 
and share her delight in his humor. Her glimmer of positive rein-
forcement—really the only positive emotions he received from his 
parents, growing up—led Hammond to practice and share his im-
personations over and over. The result: he became one of SNL’s most 
prolific impersonators over his fourteen years on the show. His trau-
mas created inner demons that required years of healing and recov-
ery. At the same time, however, they fostered his incredible abilities 
that have provided him with purpose, supportive friendships, and 
professional success.
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When it comes to the ways trauma shapes us, we need a more ex-
pansive way to understand it. I prefer the concept of impacts. Impacts 
are the specific experiences you recognize as having shaped you in 
some significant or meaningful way. How you view an impact can be 
relative because traumas can impact us both positively and negatively. 
The goal is to overcome the residual negative effects of your impacts 
while also tapping into the assets that you gain from them.

There’s a difference between impacts that are truly traumatic, the 
“Big I’s,” and the infinite array of everyday experiences that can be-
come our little impacts, or “Little I’s.” It’s equally important to recog-
nize that small, seemingly insignificant events can have positive and 
negative impacts as poignant as the big stuff. For instance, when I 
was growing up, my father refused to schedule time with me on the 
weekends. Not because he didn’t have the bandwidth. He just wanted 
to keep his calendar free in case he got an offer from his spiritual 
teacher to join him for lunch or dinner. No matter what I wanted to 
do or how much I pleaded, my father wouldn’t commit. When I was 
in high school, for example, my father refused to take me skiing even 
though we were so close to the mountains that it could have been a 
day trip. I couldn’t comprehend why my dad didn’t see me as a pri-
ority. What I did understand, however, was that my father would do 
anything his spiritual teacher told him to do. Knowing this, I wrote a 
letter to the head of the community demanding that he tell my father 
to take me skiing. It worked. The next weekend I was on the slopes in 
Lake Tahoe!

On the surface, I succeeded in achieving my goal to go skiing. 
But deep down, I felt disappointed that my father didn’t want to 
spend time with me of his own volition. I internalized a message 
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from his behavior: “Soren, you’re not worthy of my attention, and 
I’ll only spend time with you if I have to.” My experience wasn’t a 
traumatic event per se, but it was a little impact that matched a pat-
tern of similar experiences I had growing up. These collective expe-
riences would end up creating a self-limiting belief that would stick 
with me for many years: that I wasn’t worthy of adoring attention. 
My belief played out in intense feelings of “imposter syndrome” no 
matter what I did or achieved. I just couldn’t believe that my suc-
cess, in whatever I was doing, was legitimately deserved. I never felt 
worthy of recognition.

Of course, impacts can also be positive. When I was twelve, for 
example, I spent a winter break with my grandfather, Jacques Ka-
plan, who was a fashion designer with a store on ritzy Fifth Avenue 
in New York City. He hung out with some of the modern artists at the 
time, like Andy Warhol, who influenced his somewhat wild fashion 
designs—some of which sit in the Metropolitan Museum of Art to-
day. Jacques’s customers were wealthy social elites, and he knew that 
crowd well. Visiting my grandfather always felt like I had teleported 
into a “bizarro world” where I could briefly experience an intensely 
creative environment coupled with creature comforts that my imme-
diate, cash-strapped family didn’t have.

One day, my grandfather took me shopping for clothes at a dis-
count store where the cotton flannel shirts were just a few dollars 
each. Most of my clothes came from department stores like Sears, 
so the prices seemed normal to me. But what my grandfather said as 
we selected our shirts remains with me to this day: “The quality of 
these shirts is just as good as any others out there with name brands 
that cost five times as much, but most people think the more costly 
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brands are better. They’re all being fooled.” I instantly recognized 
the relativity of value as a social construct: that people may eagerly 
pay a lot more money for things based on perception instead of re-
ality. While I couldn’t put words to it at the time, the shopping trip 
with my grandfather had a significant positive impact on me—it 
gave me insight into the dynamics of consumer behavior, which in 
turn contributed to my interest in sociology and psychology later in 
life. This little impact positively influenced my thinking, as well as 
my future.

My struggle to get my father’s attention doesn’t qualify as offi-
cial trauma based on the examples from the National Council for 
Behavioral Health. It was a small event. Because of that, it would 
be easy for me to dismiss my thoughts and feelings as unjustified, 
blindly accepting them as normal. And for a long time, I did. These 
thoughts and feelings, however, stifled my effectiveness in life and 
business for many years without me even knowing it, and they neg-
atively influenced how I thought of myself. So the myriad of little 
impacts in your life is equally important as the big stuff that hap-
pens to you.

Forecasting the past isn’t just about finding the root cause of your 
limitations. Your experiences also give you strengths that set you up 
for future success. That’s why parenting experts often say it can be ben-
eficial to let your kids experience the consequences of their mistakes. 
It’s one thing to be told to do something; it’s another to internalize 
that insight from learning directly from a mistake. Those mistakes, 
however devastating they may feel at the time, can teach lessons that 
make kids more effective adults.

You may or may not have had a traumatic event in your past. 
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But my guess is that you’ve at least had positive experiences that 
have taught and served you well. Here’s a simple way to think 
about and understand all of your experiences. I call it the Impact 
Chart.

Impact Chart  

The Impact Chart Categorizes Different Types of Experiences

The Impact Chart classifies the experiences that have most im-
pacted your mindsets. There are two levels of impacts: big and little. 
And within each of these, there are two types of impacts: positive and 
negative.

Create your own Impact Chart using the template below (which 
is also part of the XQ Toolkit) to classify your experiences into each 
of the four categories. Don’t overthink it. Just list specific experiences 
that come to mind. You’ll reference this list in later chapters as you 
look at how they may have influenced you and how they contribute to 
your XQ today.
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Impact Chart Template | Use the Impact Chart to Identify  

Your Most Significant Experiences

Negative Big I’s (Traumas)
Negative big impacts are significant, often traumatic events like those 
listed by the National Council of Behavioral Health. They’re the 
type of traumas discussed widely today, including different forms of 
abuse, significant family discord, mental illness, and events that cause 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Most people are severely im-
pacted when they experience a trauma. The feelings from the expe-
rience and the associated physical response of those feelings can stay 
with them for a long time, sometimes decades. Trauma can also lead 
to self-destructive behavior, like addiction as a coping mechanism for 
avoiding painful feelings.

Positive Big I’s (Transformations)
On the other end of the spectrum are big impacts that have a pro-
foundly positive influence on our lives. These are events that cause 
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a dramatic positive shift in how we think. A trauma that leads to 
post-traumatic growth would be an example of this, so in this sense, 
trauma doesn’t always have to be negative. But usually, positive Big 
I’s are associated with positive experiences. For example, upon grad-
uating college, I had the opportunity to travel to India. Experiencing 
another culture, including both the social awkwardness as well as the 
delightful awe of unfamiliar norms and values, shifted something in-
side me for the better. My “bubble” burst, and I realized there was a 
much larger world out there. What I had once thought was the “right” 
way to do things based on American culture melted away, and I be-
came much more flexible in my thinking. I saw extreme poverty. I saw 
how a population three times that of the United States embraces spir-
ituality as a way of being. My trip to India was a huge positive impact 
in my life because it changed my mindset for the better.

Negative Little I’s (Limiters)
More prevalent than big impacts is the myriad of little impacts we ex-
perience throughout our lives. These little impacts can also be positive 
or negative. Negative little impacts are often the most important to 
understand when developing your XQ. These events may not feel very 
significant, and it can be hard to remember them sometimes, but they, 
too, can leave you with unresolved self-limiting beliefs and feelings.

For instance, although the interaction with the car salesman that 
I described in the last chapter only lasted a few minutes, one of the 
messages I internalized from the experience was that “salespeople 
aren’t trustworthy.” I consider this experience to have had a negative 
impact on me. While in some cases certain salespeople might not 
be trustworthy, throughout my adult life I have found myself overly 
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concerned and sometimes aggressively defensive when dealing with 
them. The demeanor I carried around for years wasn’t pleasant for me, 
and I’m sure it wasn’t enjoyable for the many salespeople I interacted 
with who were just trying to provide a product or service as part of 
their job.

To uncover your negative little impacts, look into the past for 
memorable experiences, usually ones that stir up some level of un-
comfortable emotion when you think about them, like fear, shame, 
anger, disappointment, rejection, or embarrassment. They’re usually 
unpleasant because you carried away certain messages or self-limiting 
beliefs from them.

Positive Little I’s (Expanders)
Positive little impacts are experiences that helped you learn some-
thing or develop a new skill. They may also have led to a shift in how 
you view yourself, other people, or the world in general. Because of 
these experiences, you changed your attitude and belief toward what 
feels like a positive direction for you. My experience shopping for 
flannel shirts with my grandfather and subsequently learning about 
consumer behavior from him is a positive little impact for me.

As you get in touch with your impacts, you may find that your 
negative impacts can be understood and reframed as positive ones. In 
my case, the experience with the car salesman also taught me that peo-
ple are often self-interested and that finding win-win solutions in life 
means understanding everyone’s motives. Gaining insight into your 
impacts doesn’t mean ignoring or rationalizing your negative experi-
ences. The goal is to learn from your experiences and uncover which 
impacts might be helping versus hindering you. It’s possible that the 
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impacts you list as negative on your Impact Chart might change to 
positive over time as you grow your XQ and discover the assets you’ve 
developed from certain experiences.

IDENTIFYING IMPACTS IN TEAMS  
AND ORGANIZATIONS

Identifying the impacts of the past doesn’t have to stop with looking 
at yourself. It can also be applied to the collective experiences of your 
team or organization if you’re in the business world. I’ve helped many 
organizations become more innovative, develop their leadership, col-
laborate more effectively, and change their cultures. Experiential In-
telligence exists as collective intelligence in every organization. The 
opportunity is to tap into the XQ that resides across people and teams 
to create an organizational culture that leverages resident strengths 
and enhances overall performance.

The concept of impacts relates to organizational life because peo-
ple can have various experiences in the workplace ranging from in-
tense conflict to breakthrough collaboration. The impacts from such 
experiences can shape the shared culture of teams, departments, busi-
ness units, or the entire organization. Little impacts regularly occur 
in organizations and play a significant role in shaping organizational 
culture and influencing performance. Simple things, like providing 
rewards and recognition, can create positive impacts. The leadership 
of one organization I advised in San Francisco identified specific be-
haviors they wanted to see more of from their people, such as “building 
efficient processes,” “applying technology,” and “focusing on speed.” 
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Each quarter, people and teams who demonstrated these behaviors 
were given a trophy and acknowledged for their contribution. This 
ritual created a consistent experience for everyone in the organization 
and became a positive impact that communicated and instilled the 
attitudes and beliefs needed for success.

As adults, the experiences we have in teams, organizations, and 
communities can impact us, but in a different way from childhood ex-
periences. Just like with personal experiences, your work experiences 
can be deciphered to give you a better understanding of the attitudes 
and beliefs that are at play in your organization’s culture. This is im-
portant because your organization’s culture can shape your own atti-
tudes and beliefs—often without you knowing it. It’s also important to 
recognize that the culture of your team and organization provides the 
social context where your individual limitations and strengths will 
show up, including all of the impacts that you carry with you per-
sonally. Your level of awareness of all this can play a key role in your 
overall success.

Negative impacts occur in organizations all the time, especially 
little ones. If you’ve ever been in a meeting and a new idea was shared 
only to receive a response like “we don’t do things around here like 
that,” or “we tried that before and we failed,” then you’ve witnessed 
a negative little impact at work. People on the receiving end of these 
statements often feel shut down and may internalize the statement to 
the extent of withholding their ideas in the future. Others who wit-
ness the exchange are also impacted and may modify their own be-
havior to avoid receiving similarly stifling feedback. When these types 
of negative impacts consistently occur across teams and departments, 
the entire culture of the organization can be affected. Less frequent, 
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perhaps, is workplace violence, which can lead to trauma, so negative 
big impacts are relevant for organizations, too.

If you’re looking to apply XQ to your team or organization, use 
the Impact Chart to identify impacts that have occurred for yourself, 
other team members, or your team as a whole in the context of your 
business. It can be helpful to do this with other people so you can be 
sure to identify the shared impacts that have had the greatest influ-
ence on your team’s performance and culture.

IMPACTS CAN CAUSE  
COMPART-MENTALIZATION

An insidious taboo pervades our culture: that we shouldn’t vulnerably 
reveal our inner selves to those outside our inner circle. The taboo 
insists we keep our personal baggage separate from the more public 
spheres of our lives, especially in business. People who reveal their 
impacts in the form of painful histories or current-day struggles are 
often seen as weak or socially inappropriate. We may confide in our 
spouse, a relative, or a close friend, but even doing that can feel risky, 
particularly for men. Rarely, if ever, will we vulnerably share ourselves 
with our boss, coworkers, or others in our communities.

We learn from a young age to “compart-mentalize”—to moderate 
ourselves based on the social context we’re in. It’s not necessarily all 
dysfunctional, because emotional regulation is important to be so-
cially appropriate and get along with others. But the result of compart-
mentalization can be that we live our lives on the surface of our true 
selves, guarding what we say and what we let ourselves feel. It’s also 
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not necessarily a conscious choice. Sometimes we’re impacted from 
our childhood and need to overcome those impacts before becoming 
self-aware that compart-mentalization is at play. Other times, we just 
go with the flow of the group, team, organization, or culture without 
questioning the compart-mentalizing influence it has on us. Either 
way, as a result, compart-mentalization robs us of being free to be our 
true, whole selves. And it deprives the other important people in our 
lives of the opportunity to show up for us or to learn how to support 
us in becoming the person we have the potential to be.

During a goodbye “roast” party after I announced I was leaving 
my managerial position at a big technology company, no one had 
anything interesting to say about their experiences working with me. 
Normally these types of send-offs would contain speeches with hu-
morous stories and jokes. But I had been so measured, so protective 
of my image, so perfect, so in-vulnerable, that my colleagues were lit-
erally speechless. While they all said I had been “good” to work with, 
I realized they hadn’t gotten to know the real me at all. I had been 
a decent manager but was far from an inspirational leader. I never 
tapped into my full potential, and, as a result, I couldn’t draw out my 
own team’s full potential, either. I let compart-mentalization stifle my 
performance without knowing it.

Our whole self shows up no matter where we are or what we’re do-
ing. It’s one thing to hide ourselves from others. It’s another thing to 
hide our inner selves from ourselves, especially when we’re not aware 
we’re doing it. Whatever we call it—denial, self-deception, or blind 
spots—if we want to live thriving lives and excel in whatever we do, we 
can’t ignore the invisible barriers holding us back. This is especially 
true if we want to lead others in our teams and organizations to do 
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great things together. We can’t achieve greatness when self-limiting 
beliefs get in the way or autopilot thoughts and behaviors hijack our 
effectiveness.

It may seem astonishing that two-thirds of everyone in our soci-
ety, on our teams, and in our organizations have experienced some 
type of significant, traumatic event. Most of us function just fine when 
it comes to our jobs. We get to work on time. We do what we need to 
do. We get promoted. Yet all the while, we may remain negatively im-
pacted from some of our experiences.

We can’t always compart-mentalize our inner selves when we 
show up at work. The baggage we carry comes with us wherever we 
go, no matter how hard we try to hide it. We might work in organiza-
tions with rules or organizational cultures that keep us from talking 
about our feelings and personal challenges. We might be able to hide 
the facts of our difficult experiences from others. But we can’t always 
hide from their impacts on us. And, most likely, others can see our 
emotion-laden facial expressions, autopilot responses, and other be-
haviors that show up under stress even when we’re hiding our per-
sonal stories.

It’s a bit of a paradox. Arguably, work isn’t the place to bring up 
our personal issues. But at the same time, when we go to work, we 
really can’t help bringing our whole selves to it. Our impacts are part 
of us. So when we shame our impacts or ignore those parts of our-
selves, we also ignore the barriers that get in our way, as well as the 
abilities that might be hiding beneath the surface. All this makes it 
impossible to contribute everything we can to our organizations. And 
if you’re leading a team or are part of a team, and you’re not tapping 
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into the whole of everyone’s experience, you’re leaving a lot of unused 
assets on the table.

Let’s look at how to discover your XQ, and that of your team and 
organization, so you can work with your impacts to develop greater 
Experiential Intelligence.

CHAPTER FIVE KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Impacts are specific experiences that have shaped your mind-
sets and abilities in some meaningful way.

•	 There are four types of impacts that influence the XQ of in-
dividuals, teams, organizations, and communities: Traumas, 
Transformations, Limiters, and Expanders.

•	 Compart-mentalization occurs when you consciously or sub-
consciously constrain how you show up in some social con-
texts versus others due to your impacts.

•	 Compart-mentalization can be functional in that it allows you 
to cope with difficult emotions, but it can also stifle your per-
formance and reduce satisfaction and overall success in your 
personal and professional lives.

•	 Impacts shape the shared culture of teams, departments, busi-
ness units, and the entire organization.

•	 When you decipher the impacts of your team and organiza-
tion, you’re better able to understand your culture, overcome 
hidden barriers to performance, and leverage strengths that 
take you and your teammates to the next level.
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DECODE MINDSETS

Chapter Six Video Overview

Virtually everyone has experienced challenging events in 
their lives. While not everyone has experienced a trauma, 
just about everyone has experienced emotionally gruel-

ing setbacks or struggles at some point or another. And for those 
that say they haven’t, they probably have and are simply protecting 
themselves from acknowledging the difficult emotions tied to those 
experiences.

Negative experiences are often the most influential when it 
comes to instilling attitudes and beliefs that don’t serve us well. So, 
it’s important that we understand their impact on us so we can move 
through any residue that needs cleaning up and take our Experiential 
Intelligence (XQ) to the next level.
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MINDSETS DEFINE YOUR REALITY

Where do mindsets come from? They’re built over time from our 
experiences in our families, friend groups, social media networks, 
organizations, communities, and society at large. Our experiences, 
especially early in life, create and reinforce our mindsets. That’s why 
people from different countries usually hold different culturally in-
formed attitudes and beliefs. And even within a specific culture, 
people from different families can have different mindsets. We can 
develop mindsets with attitudes and beliefs about anything—people, 
brands, companies, political parties, social and environmental causes, 
and more.

Mindsets exist at the individual level, but on a macro level they’re 
reinforced through social interactions. When people share simi-
lar self-limiting beliefs and are part of the same team, organization, 
or community, their collective mindsets shape their “sub-culture.” 
Dysfunctional organizational cultures often contain unquestioned 
attitudes and beliefs that limit performance. In organizations that per-
petuate self-limiting beliefs, we often hear people say things like, “It’s 
just not done that way around here,” or “We can’t because it’s not in 
our scope,” or “We need more data before we can do anything.” These 
beliefs are perfectly designed to stop change and hinder progress. 

When you go about life unaware of your mindsets, you’re essen-
tially operating on autopilot. Your thoughts, decisions, and even feel-
ings are influenced in ways that fly under your radar. Gaining greater 
awareness of your mindsets gives you more control over what you 
do, how you do it, and how successful you are when you do it. You’re 
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better able to achieve your personal and professional goals when you 
know what influences you and why, as everything will become more 
conscious and intentional.

DECODE YOUR MINDSETS

Growing your Level 3 Experiential Intelligence involves developing 
awareness of how and why you think the way you do because of your 
experiences. It takes humility to look at yourself in the mirror so you 
can see yourself in a new light. Developing your mindsets means 
growing your capacity for understanding what makes you tick—the 
attitudes and beliefs that guide what and how you think, feel, and act. 
To achieve this, you need to uncover the source of any self-limiting 
beliefs.

Becoming aware of your mindsets delivers an entirely new level 
of self-awareness. New mindsets allow you to do things differently, 
helping you further develop your abilities and know-how in ways you 
didn’t realize you could before. It’s the positive feedback loop of XQ 
development.

The Beliefs Mapper is a simple tool that provides a step-by-step 
structure for decoding why you believe what you believe. Like the XQ 
Snapshot, the Beliefs Mapper begins with the experiences that you be-
lieve have had the greatest influence on you. There are three steps in 
the process: listing your impacts, identifying the messages those im-
pacts imparted to you, and determining what beliefs you internalized 
from these messages.
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1. Identify Influential Impacts
Again, your impacts are the experiences that have had the greatest 
impact on your life. Start by listing your most influential impacts 
on the Beliefs Mapper template. Reference the impacts you may 
have listed in your original XQ Snapshot and Impact Chart. When 
decoding your mindsets, however, you’ll get the most bang for your 
buck by focusing on negative impacts. Getting in touch with your 
negative impacts isn’t about finding things to complain about or 
make you feel bad. It’s about determining what you can learn from 
the most. Negative impacts are your most poignant experiences that 
contain unresolved feelings or that don’t sit right with you when 
you think about them, even though they might have occurred many 
years ago.

Impacts can be single, isolated events that happened in your life. 
Or they can be a set of experiences you’ve had over time that, to you, 
feel like they merge into a broader, unified category of experience. 
Some examples of my own impacts include my father’s lack of prior-
itization in spending time with me, like when he refused to take me 
skiing and when we had the uncomfortable interaction with the car 
salesman.

2. Decipher Your Messages
Big and little impacts contain messages. Sometimes an impact’s ac-
tual event and its corresponding messages are literally the same, like 
when an older sibling, parent, or manager criticizes you. Other times, 
you might have interpreted messages from others’ behaviors. When 
my father rejected my requests to take me skiing so he could keep his 
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weekends free for his spiritual teacher, for instance, I interpreted his 
behavior as communicating, “You’re not a priority for me.” The inter-
action with the car salesman sent a message to me that was never said 
aloud but that I internalized as “people trying to sell you things aren’t 
trustworthy.”

For each of your impacts, list the specific messages that you believe 
were conveyed to you through your experience. Consider the message 
that was either said to you directly or that you interpreted from the 
impact you listed.

3. Bare Your Beliefs
Beliefs are your truths. They’re your convictions about reality. They 
help you make sense of why things work the way they do.

The third step in decoding your mindsets is to identify your 
self-limiting beliefs. By looking at the messages you received from 
your impacts and connecting them to the belief(s) they led you to 
adopt, you can start to see the collective beliefs that shape how you 
think.

Your beliefs make up your mindsets. And your mindsets guide 
how you operate in the world. That’s why it’s possible to walk around 
with self-limiting beliefs that affect your relationships and success 
without knowing it. And that’s also why recognizing your self-limiting 
beliefs is an essential step toward reinventing them, so you can in turn 
reinvent your mindsets.

Self-limiting beliefs stifle your full potential. For example, the 
self-limiting belief that “I can’t fail, or else people will judge me” has 
a very different effect than that of its opposite, self-expanding belief: 
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“I’m comfortable with failure because I learn from it, and it’s neces-
sary for innovation.” Self-limiting beliefs hold you back from either 
trying something new or achieving optimal performance in whatever 
you’re already doing. That’s because we relate to our beliefs as truth. 
We don’t view our beliefs as the subjective interpretations they are. 
We believe they are reality, which is why they can so easily get in our 
way. 

In my case, my self-limiting belief as a result of my experience with 
my father was the generalization that I’m not worthy of attention. The 
self-limiting belief tied to my experience with the car salesman was 
“I must always question other people’s motives.” Beliefs can be about 
anything. The best understanding of a self-limiting belief comes from 
articulating it from your perspective using an “I” statement, since it’s 
your own personal belief. 

To put self-limiting beliefs in context, I’ve created what I call the 
Mindset Map, which characterizes how your beliefs show up con-
sciously and subconsciously. The map outlines whether the belief is 
negative (it holds you back in some way) or positive (it supports you in 
some way) and conscious (you’re aware of it) or subconscious (you’re 
unaware of it). Depending on where the belief falls on the map, it’s 
characterized as one of four types:

1.	 Negative Self-Talk: Negative beliefs that become conscious 
self-talk that constrains your potential

2.	 Self-Limiting Beliefs: Negative beliefs you’re unaware you 
hold that constrain your potential

3.	 Positive Affirmations: Positive beliefs that become pos-
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itive affirmations you tell yourself that support your 
potential

4.	 Self-Expanding Beliefs: Positive beliefs you’re unaware you 
hold that grow your potential

The Mindset Map 

The Mindset Map Classifies Different Types of Beliefs

When you’re aware of your positive beliefs, they essentially be-
come positive affirmations. They’re ideas that validate your strengths 
and provide reassurance that you have an asset you can use to achieve 
your goals. On the flip side, negative beliefs that you’re aware you 
possess become negative self-talk because if you know you hold 
them, they consciously confirm you possess some type of inherent 
limitation.

The beliefs that lie just below your everyday awareness are either 
self-limiting or self-expanding beliefs. They’re subconscious until you 
become aware of them. Becoming aware can be rewarding whether 
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they are positive or negative because gaining self-insight is empower-
ing. Identifying your self-limiting beliefs is the first step in replacing 
them with beliefs that better serve your goals.

Although everyone possesses a unique set of life experiences, 
many people share similar self-limiting beliefs. Some of these beliefs 
can include being unworthy, at risk of being judged, or less capable 
than others. Recently, our society has started to recognize some of 
these shared beliefs, which is why terms like “imposter syndrome” are 
gaining broader awareness. Some of the most common self-limiting 
beliefs include:

•	 I’m not worthy of . . .
•	 I’m going to be judged, so I won’t . . .
•	 I can’t fail, so I won’t . . .
•	 I’m not as good as them, so I can’t . . .
•	 I’m not smart enough, so I can’t . . .
•	 I can’t because I’m not . . .
•	 I’m afraid of . . .

The result of these beliefs is always the same: they invade your 
thoughts and stop you from taking steps toward the things you want 
to do by telling you that you can’t or shouldn’t do them. They may stop 
you from trying something new, such as starting a business, taking on 
new responsibilities in your current role, or asking your team to take 
a risk. Self-limiting beliefs distract you, delay your efforts, and deal 
doses of self-doubt.

Complete the Beliefs Mapper template to the best of your ability 
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by listing the self-limiting beliefs you internalized from the messages 
you received. I’ve included a couple of my own responses in the tem-
plate so you can see how the process works:

Beliefs Mapper Template  

Use the Beliefs Mapper Template to Decode Your Mindset

REMAKE YOUR MINDSETS

Now that you’ve filled in your Beliefs Mapper, take a step back and 
take it in. Look at the experiences you just listed. Most likely, these 
experiences have had the greatest impact on your life. They’ve in-
fluenced your perspective on the world. They’ve shaped your re-
sponses to your other experiences. They’ve influenced your success. 
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The opportunity now is to replace your self-limiting beliefs with self-
expanding beliefs, which is the last step in the process of decoding 
your mindsets.

In my case, I decided to share what I saw as the impact of my 
father’s behavior on me with several trusted friends, as well as my 
wife. I obtained external feedback and validation that the mes-
sages and self-limiting beliefs I took away from my experiences 
made perfect sense, given what I’d been through. I received em-
pathy from others, but also a reality check: no one agreed that 
my self-limiting belief that I wasn’t worthy of attention was valid. 
They weren’t talking about attention in the form of fame or social 
media followers. They reassured me that, as a human being look-
ing for love and connection, I was as worthy as anyone of receiv-
ing these things. I also approached my father and requested we 
meet over coffee so I could share a few thoughts about my experi-
ence growing up. We ended up having several conversations about 
our relationship, and he acknowledged the impact he had on me. 
My self-limiting belief dissolved over time, and it was replaced by 
its opposite belief: I’m worthy of having mutually beneficial, con-
nected relationships.

If you get rid of one belief, it’s typically replaced by another. If 
you stop believing the world is flat, for example, you’d likely need to 
replace it with another belief, like that the world is round. But how do 
you know what to replace your self-limiting beliefs with?

Inspired by research from Jeremy Clifton at the University 
of Pennsylvania,17 I created a template I call the Beliefs Expander 
that can help you remake your mindsets more intentionally than 
letting it happen by chance. Clifton and his colleagues—including 
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Martin Seligman, the founder of positive psychology, and Carol 
Dweck—have been developing and empirically validating a list of 
“Primal World Beliefs” that they say underlie people’s happiness 
and well-being.

The Primal World Beliefs model includes beliefs that impact peo-
ple’s outlook on life. Most of the beliefs “ladder up” to three high-
level beliefs: safe (versus dangerous), enticing (versus dull), and alive 
(versus mechanistic). These three beliefs also ladder up to a single 
overarching worldview—that the world is either good or bad. It’s an 
intuitive model, given that we already have terms for optimistic ver-
sus pessimistic people who respectively see the glass as half full (i.e., 
the world is positive) or half empty (i.e., the world is negative). As you 
read through the beliefs, you’ll see they are written in the positive 
tense. The “Safe vs. Dangerous” belief, for example, is explained as 
“The world is safe, comfortable, stable, and fair; there is rarely cause 
for worry.” The negative spin on this definition would be “The world 
is not safe, comfortable, stable, or fair; there is frequently cause for 
worry.”

The negative version of each belief can be considered a self-limit-
ing belief. The positive version is a self-expanding belief. For example, 
the beliefs that the world is either “meaningful” or “meaningless” are 
positive and negative, respectively. If you internalize the belief that 
“the world and basically everything in it matter a great deal,” you 
open yourself up to new possibilities to discover meaning everywhere 
you look. If you’ve internalized that the world is meaningless, on the 
other hand, your motivation to broaden your horizons will be limited 
because you hold the assumption that whatever you find won’t be of 
much value.
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Primal World Beliefs | Identify the Beliefs That You Hold
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Review the list of beliefs above and see if you listed any of the neg-
ative ones as your own self-limiting beliefs on the Beliefs Mapper tem-
plate. If so, you might get an instant clue as to what your self-expanding 
beliefs are, since they would be the opposite of your self-limiting be-
liefs. Either way, create a list of your self-limiting beliefs on one side of 
the Beliefs Expander template below, and your self-expanding beliefs 
you will replace them with on the other. You might get inspiration 
from the Primal World Beliefs or even use them directly.

Beliefs Expander Template  

Use the Beliefs Expander to Remake Your Mindset

TAKE YOUR TIME

Don’t feel like you need to rush things. It may take you days, weeks, 
or even months to feel like you’ve adequately completed the templates 
in this chapter. In our culture of fast food, overnight delivery, and 
instant access to just about everything, it’s natural to want a quick fix. 
Don’t sweat it if it takes you time to get to a place where you feel like 
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your Beliefs Mapper and Beliefs Expander templates really represent 
your beliefs and goals.

My own process of identifying my self-limiting beliefs was 
gradual and occurred over a few years. That’s the case for a lot of 
people, though some people might have a significant or poignant 
experience that reveals their beliefs more quickly, like in the case 
of post-traumatic growth. For most people, however, the process 
can take time.

If you want to accelerate things and challenge yourself, then 
confide in someone you trust, letting them know you’re looking at 
yourself to try to improve and develop. It might be tough to do, but 
it’s a tried-and-true way to help you get unstuck, see things differ-
ently, and shift your thinking. It can be quite difficult to see your 
self-limiting beliefs on your own; others generally see them better 
than we do ourselves. But it can take humility to hear what they 
have to say.

Share what you see as your impacts, their messages, and your 
self-limiting beliefs. Then ask what they think. Ask if they think 
your assessment is accurate based on what they know about you. 
Ask if they, too, recognize the beliefs you listed. Get their input on 
what self-expanding beliefs might benefit you most. Using your 
trusted network in this way will help you see your internal self more 
clearly.

Once you’ve completed your templates, you may want to go back 
and revisit your XQ Snapshot and revise it according to any self-
limiting beliefs you’ve now surfaced. Your insights may provide a new 
lens with which to identify the know-how, abilities, and mindsets that 
you can leverage.
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CHAPTER SIX KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Mindsets are molded over time from experiences within fam-
ilies, friend groups, social media networks, teams, organiza-
tions, communities, and society at large.

•	 The impacts from experiences deliver messages that are inter-
nalized as attitudes and beliefs that become the foundation of 
mindsets.

•	 Self-limiting beliefs are any thoughts that stifle you from 
achieving your full potential and often include beliefs about 
being judged, unworthy, incapable, or fearful of something.

•	 Growing your XQ involves developing awareness of the atti-
tudes and beliefs that guide what and how you think, feel, and 
act, and then replacing them with self-expanding beliefs that 
help you tap into your hidden strengths to achieve your goals.
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REINVENT RELATIONSHIPS

Chapter Seven Video Overview

During the summer before I started second grade, my sister 
and I spent two weeks with my grandfather at a small condo 
on the shores of Lake Tahoe. At the end of our trip, my par-

ents made the four-hour drive from the San Francisco Bay Area to pick 
us up and take us home. We hadn’t seen our parents in what seemed 
like an eternity, so we eagerly awaited their arrival. I’ll never forget 
the moment when they knocked on the door and burst into the living 
room with an enthusiastic “Helloooo!”—their arms raised high and 
ready for hugs. My mother walked right past me and embraced my 
sister, ignoring me as if I were invisible. Not a word. Not even a nod 
my way. My smile soon flipped to a frown, and then the tears came.

My mother’s schizophrenia had really kicked in around that time, 
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and her inexplicable behavior was the result. When she ignored me, 
I ran away. Literally. I ran out the door and down the stairs of the 
second-floor condominium, winding through the paths of the com-
plex. My grandfather trailed behind, eventually catching up to me. He 
scooped me up in his arms and carried me back into the condo. 

For thirty-five years, my somewhat fuzzy memory of this event 
focused on my anger toward my grandfather, who I felt had hurt me 
by chasing me down and bringing me back to the condo. Just before 
my grandfather passed away, however, he empathetically mentioned 
how difficult it must have been when my mother treated me in such a 
confusing and upsetting way that summer. I realized in that moment 
that my memory and feelings surrounding the event were inaccurate. 
At the time, I couldn’t see or take in the full experience of what had 
happened to me. The reality of the situation was that my grandfather’s 
actions were an expression of love and protection.

VISCERAL MEMORIES ENGAGE  
AUTOPILOT RESPONSES

Autopilot responses are thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that auto-
matically arise when we’re triggered. Just like a physical knee-jerk 
response when the patella of our knee is whacked by the doctor, our re-
actions can be instantaneously unintentional when we’re reminded of 
our negative impacts. If we want to understand our autopilot responses 
and work to overcome them, we need to analyze what triggers them.

You may not consciously recall a specific impact from your past 
when you’re triggered, but the message you received from it long ago, 
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which lies deep within you, pops up like a whack-a-mole. The message 
can also elicit the self-limiting belief that’s tied to it, usually in one fell, 
subconscious, split-second swoop. It’s similar to when we smell some-
thing and a memory instantly transports us back to the past, and we 
feel the feelings we had when we first smelled it.

These responses—which I simply call autopilots—all work the 
same way: we get a jolt of the past that results in spontaneous thoughts, 
feelings, or behaviors. For a split second, autopilot takes over due to 
a “visceral memory.” We then react and say or do something without 
thinking. Each of our visceral memories involves a discrete bundle 
of related experiences, messages, and self-limiting beliefs that can in-
stantaneously cause an autopilot reaction when activated.

Autopilots can occur as a response to painful or unpleasant 
self-limiting beliefs. And we might react by showing judgment, defen-
siveness, or anything else to avoid facing those self-limiting beliefs. In 
other cases, autopilots result from fear of not getting our needs met or 
of the possibility of an unacceptable event happening in the future. By 
first understanding our self-limiting beliefs, we can gain insight into 
the autopilots that protect us from facing them head-on. And once we 
understand our autopilots, we’ll be better able to see how they show 
up and influence our relationships.

To this day, when I have an interaction that hurts in some way, 
my gut instinct is to retreat—to withdraw and protect myself from 
further emotional pain. I feel the instinct to run away, just like I did 
when I was seven years old at Lake Tahoe. It’s a visceral memory 
and autopilot response connected to the self-limiting belief that if I 
continue participating in a difficult, emotionally charged discussion, 
then I won’t get my needs met. My self-limiting belief tricks me into 
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believing that if I remain in the conversation, I can expect more hurt, 
which is something I subconsciously don’t want to happen. So my 
autopilot response is the compulsion to depart from the interaction 
physically and emotionally. I’m continually working to recognize this 
autopilot when it’s about to become engaged. I’ve learned to recognize 
my visceral memory and consciously self-reflect in the moment it’s 
triggered so I can more effectively move through emotionally charged 
conversations without running away, both figuratively and literally.

The Autopilot Mapper is another template like the Beliefs Mapper, 
but with autopilots in the last column. You can use the same inputs from 
your Beliefs Mapper if you’ve already created it, or you can take this tem-
plate and map it all—your impacts, messages, self-limiting beliefs, and 
autopilots. Try working linearly, tracing the path from impact to auto-
pilot. If you get stuck, sometimes it can be easier to list an autopilot and 
then go in reverse order, looking at the self-limiting belief behind it, the 
message that’s behind that, and then the impact behind the message.

Autopilot Mapper Template | Use the Autopilot Mapper to 

Identify the Drivers of Your Autopilot Responses
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When exploring your autopilots, it can be helpful to ask someone 
you trust the following questions for a reality check. The language of 
the questions may need to be adjusted based on how well or long you 
have known the person, so modify these as needed:

•	 Do you ever see me react before thinking, and what do I usu-
ally do when that happens?

•	 What’s going on in the interaction or conversation right before 
I react in this way?

•	 What is the impact that this reaction has on you or other people?

Don’t worry if you can’t drum up an autopilot for a given experi-
ence. Just fill in what you can. The process may take time, and it’s also 
possible that you might not have autopilots connected to every impact 
and self-limiting belief.

EQ AND XQ REINFORCE EACH OTHER  
IN RELATIONSHIPS

According to Daniel Goleman, emotionally intelligent people are both 
aware of and able to control their emotions. As a result, people with 
high Emotional Intelligence (EQ) are better able to temper their au-
topilot responses. Because autopilots are often connected to a belief 
that conjures up an emotion, being aware of your emotions makes 
you better equipped to spot your autopilots. People with high EQ also 
empathize well with others’ emotions, which can help foster and grow 
relationships more easily.
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Sharing your stories with others can foster greater awareness of 
your own beliefs. Richard Tedeschi highlights the importance of “dis-
closure” when it comes to overcoming the negative effects of trauma. In 
his popular Harvard Business Review article “Growth After Trauma,” 
Tedeschi describes disclosure as the process of sharing “what has hap-
pened and is happening: its effects—both small and broad, short- and 
long-term, personal and professional, individual and organizational—
and what you are struggling with in its wake.”18 Vulnerability and 
disclosure don’t just benefit those dealing with some type of trauma. 
When you share your thoughts and feelings about your prior expe-
riences, as well as their impacts on you in the present day, you can 
inspire others to share their own experiences. This mutual sharing 
builds trust and deepens relationships, especially when both parties 
approach the process with curiosity and empathy. 

Reflecting upon your past experiences often elicits emotion. When 
you have awareness of your emotions, especially difficult and uncom-
fortable ones, you can process them through opening up to others 
you trust, which helps dissipate whatever stranglehold these emotions 
may have on you. And when you’re tuned into others’ feelings, you 
can support their own emotional processing. Through neutralizing 
the negative emotional content of our past experiences, we can more 
objectively look at the circumstances surrounding our past events and 
the impacts that may have resulted. Thus, developing your Emotional 
Intelligence accelerates the growth of your Experiential Intelligence.

Daniel Goleman says that one of the best ways to grow your EQ 
is through meditation. One of the other benefits I’ve personally expe-
rienced from meditating is gaining greater awareness of my beliefs, 
which makes it easier to decide which beliefs to keep and which to 

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   112Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   112 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



113

Reinvent Relati onships    |

ditch. Through meditation, you can more consciously replace self-
limiting beliefs with self-expanding beliefs.

Beliefs and emotions often go hand in hand. If you hold a self-
limiting belief, and you’re reminded of it through an interaction you 
have, you’ll likely experience the same emotion you had when that 
belief was instilled within you. It’s also possible your belief-emotion 
sequence will lead to some type of autopilot response. This is a similar 
dynamic to—though not necessarily as extreme as—what Bessel van 
der Kolk outlines in The Body Keeps the Score when he describes how 
people have automatic behavioral responses from PTSD. 

REVEAL YOUR RELATIONSHIP LOOPS

When you’re involved in relationships with other people that elicit 
the same self-limiting beliefs and emotions over and over again, they 
can make us feel like we’re stuck. This can happen in one-to-one re-
lationships, but also in teams and organizations. It’s like the movie 
Groundhog Day. We have an experience that repeats itself with the 
same players, and no matter what we do, it seems like we can’t change 
the script. The good news is that there are ways to create a new sto-
ryline and reinvent your relationship loops.

Once you understand your internal processes—impacts, 
self-limiting beliefs, and autopilots—you can more easily see how 
they influence your existing relationships, as well as how those re-
lationships may be reinforcing your self-limiting beliefs and au-
topilots. To sufficiently assess where you need to free yourself up 
to more effectively grow your XQ, it’s important to examine your 

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   113Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   113 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



114

|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

current relationship dynamics to understand if and how they may 
be impeding your goals.

Relationship loops are patterns within our current relationships 
that reinforce specific thoughts, feelings, and behaviors perpetually 
over time. There are both positive and negative relationship loops. 

Negative relationship loops reinforce thoughts, feelings, and be-
haviors that don’t serve your goals. They can leave you feeling defen-
sive, dejected, and depleted. Sometimes it’s hard to recognize you’ve 
been participating in a negative loop. There can be an element of 
codependence that characterizes negative relationship loops, such 
as feeling personally responsible for the feelings or actions of a loved 
one or your team. We may remain in these loops because we believe, 
consciously or subconsciously, that we have no choice but to continue 
participating in them. We might feel the dysfunction, but we can’t see 
a way out.

On the other hand, positive relationship loops involve one-on-one 
and group interactions that tap into our strengths and inspire us to 
do new things. As a result, our skillsets and mindsets evolve, and our 
abilities strengthen. High-performing teams use positive loops to in-
novate, push themselves to achieve challenging goals, and create or-
ganizational cultures that perpetuate success. In fields like education, 
these types of relationships are referred to as “generative.” Positive 
loops leave you feeling good, like you’ve enhanced your life and ad-
vanced your goals.

Early in my career, I started a consulting firm with a business 
partner named Drew, a marketing expert who could artfully land new 
consulting business with his charming English accent and dry sense 
of humor. He also managed our accounting, taxes, insurance, and 
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just about everything else needed to run our small business. However, 
when we won a client project, I often led the work because I had a 
unique ability to facilitate meetings, create insightful research reports, 
and build relationships with top executives. At the end of our projects, 
many clients wanted me to stick around as an adviser.

It took me ten years to recognize that Drew and I were stuck in a 
negative relationship loop. The loop started with my misperception 
that Drew wasn’t contributing equally as a partner in our firm. After 
all, I was the one that most of our clients wanted to lead their projects. 
I was the one who ensured we got repeat business. As a result, I was 
consistently irritated with him, using a sharp tone of voice and subtle 
condescension whenever I deemed that the quality of his consulting 
work didn’t match mine. I treated Drew in a way that didn’t acknowl-
edge his unique and important contributions. Drew most likely saw 
me as short-tempered and arrogant, but he never said a word about 
it. He just accepted my un-partner-like behavior. For years, we played 
out the loop over and over again.

Even though we had a financially successful firm and were doing 
meaningful work, I felt dissatisfied. My self-limiting belief was this: 
if others can’t do what I do equally well, I’m better and more valuable 
than they are. Eventually, I recognized that Drew’s unique abilities 
to build new business and run our company, skills I hadn’t yet ac-
quired on my own, were equally as valuable as my skillsets. I recog-
nized my self-limiting belief that caused me to feel constant irritation. 
I no longer wanted to live with a constant hum of irritation in my 
interactions with such an important person in my life. I wanted a rela-
tionship where feelings of appreciation and gratitude flowed to inspire 
creativity instead of resentment, yet I hadn’t recognized how I was 
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keeping us from having that. Fortunately, Drew and I reinvented our 
loop during the last few years of working together before he retired, 
and we remain friends today.

Relationship loops get reinforced over time, which is why we can 
start feeling increasingly frustrated with our families, teams, and or-
ganizations. We may not realize how dissatisfied we are or how dys-
functional things have been until some type of crisis or explosive 
interaction occurs. The dysfunction creeps up on us over time, in-
crementally getting worse, all the while reinforcing the long-standing 
self-limiting beliefs we’ve held for years. Because these relationships 
feel familiar and therefore misleadingly “normal,” we endure them 
until something jolts our awareness, causing us to suddenly see our 
situation, and ourselves, with a new lens.

When we’re not aware of our self-limiting beliefs and autopilot 
reactions, our negative relationship loops color how we see ourselves 
and others. We may point to others’ behavior as the cause of our own 
actions. Or we may blame ourselves for how stupidly we act over and 
over again in the same situation. In any case, the result is blame. We 
either blame others or blame ourselves for our unproductive interac-
tions and relationship struggles. All the while, we remain unaware 
that a negative loop, including our active role in perpetuating it, even 
exists.

Negative relationship loops are the behavioral manifestation of 
our visceral memories. What we say and do is influenced by our mind-
sets, which themselves are influenced by our big and little impacts, the 
messages from those impacts, the beliefs tied to those messages, and 
then the autopilot thoughts and behaviors that kick in as a result. If 
we’re not aware of all that’s driving us, we’ll continue to experience—
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and respond to—the world in the same old way. Over and over and 
over again. When other people join us in responding the same way all 
the time, we end up in a loop.

The book Leadership and Self-Deception19 by the Arbinger Insti-
tute describes a social dynamic called “collusion” in which two peo-
ple participate in a consistent pattern of interactions that reinforce 
negative views of each other and lead to less-than-desirable behavior 
between the two parties. It’s a powerful concept that I’ve adapted to 
highlight how relationship loops work between individuals, teams, 
and groups.

In any given interaction, we experience others doing or saying 
something. Our perception of what they say or do goes through a nat-
ural filter that’s colored by our impacts and the beliefs connected to 
those impacts. It’s totally normal and logical to respond based on our 
filters. How we interpret what others say or do becomes objective truth 
to us. In my case, I really believed Drew wasn’t pulling his weight. 
Based on how I defined the situation for myself, he truly wasn’t. The 
problem was that I wasn’t allowing myself to consider a broader view 
of our distinct contributions. As a result, my autopilot response was a 
shift in my tone of voice and the language I used, as well as an arro-
gant look on my face that expressed my disapproval.

Drew, on the other hand, was a peacemaker. He was great with 
clients and never confrontational, even with the most difficult people 
in the most challenging situations. I don’t know what Drew thought as 
I responded to benign situations with judgmental scowls, but he rarely 
said a challenging word to me, which made it easy for me to continue 
my un-partner-like behavior.

Relationship loops work like this:
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1.	 My Experience: My perception of the experience, influenced 
by my beliefs and feelings

2.	 My Response: My behavior, based on my thoughts, feelings, 
and autopilot responses

3.	 Their Experience: Others’ perception of my responses, influ-
enced by their own beliefs and feelings

4.	 Their Response: Others’ behavior, based on their own 
thoughts, feelings, and autopilot responses

Relationship Loop | Relationship Loops Involve Cycles  

of Experiences and Responses

Relationship loops are the forces that shape the cultures of families, 
friendships, teams, and organizations. These relational patterns can be 
hard to see, and thus hard to break. The stronger and more dysfunctional 
the autopilot responses within the relationship loop, the more destruc-
tive they can get. Relationship loops may also be referred to as “feedback 
loops” or “collusion cycles.” But whereas many models of loops or cycles 
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focus on negative dynamics, relationship loops can also be positive. Pos-
itive relationship loops reinforce generative interactions, collaboration, 
and high-performing team and organizational cultures. The goal is to re-
place our negative relationship loops with positive ones and, in so doing, 
transform ourselves, our teams, and our organizations. 

It’s also possible to bring relationship loops with us into our 
daily interactions with total strangers. For example, if I hold a 
self-limiting belief that people are untrustworthy, I may approach 
my many interactions with a self-protectiveness that can taint my 
entire experience of the world. If I’m shopping in a store, and the 
clerk approaches me to see if I want any help, I might respond to 
their inquiry with a bit of standoffishness—a neutral rather than ap-
preciative facial expression, a monotone voice rather than one that 
expresses gratitude, and curt language that minimizes the conver-
sation. In response, the clerk may experience me as unwelcoming or 
unpleasant, so they may be less inclined to smile or engage in ways 
that would indicate they do care if I find what I’m looking for in the 
store. In this simple example, I impact others in ways that reinforce 
my self-limiting belief because my actions create a greater chance 
of experiencing a behavioral response that reinforces my belief (in 
this case, that people are untrustworthy). Wherever I go in life, I 
recreate my reality by reinforcing my negative relationship loop. I 
produce a present-day reality for myself that extends into the future 
by reenacting a relationship loop over and over.

Use the Relationship Loop Model to zero in on the dynamics of one 
of your current personal or professional relationships so you can under-
stand the loops that may exist. Refer to your Autopilot Mapper to refer-
ence your impacts, messages, beliefs, and autopilots, and consider how 

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   119Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   119 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



120

|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

they may be showing up and influencing your current relationships. Pick 
an experience that you see as either positive or negative for a given rela-
tionship. Answer the questions across each step of the loop: My Beliefs, 
My Feelings, My Behavior, Their Beliefs, Their Feelings, and Their Be-
havior. Of course, you may not know the other person or group’s expe-
rience unless you have spoken to them directly about it. If not, just try to 
put yourself in their shoes and consider how they might experience your 
specific response, given what you know about your history together.

Negative relationship loops get reinforced and perpetuated over 
time, which is why at times we can feel “stuck” in our relationships. 
Exposing your relationship loops is an important step in growing 
your XQ. Because your mindsets and the way you apply your abili-
ties are typically connected to relationships with other individuals or 
groups of people, gaining insight into the dynamics between ourselves 
and others can be enlightening. Examining our stagnant relationships 
with a new lens can give us newfound motivation to reinvent how we 
show up, the boundaries we hold, and our future expectations for the 
quality of our relationships.

CREATE POSITIVE LOOPS

As you explore your XQ, you will get a better sense of your deeper self 
and the things that make you tick. You may also recognize the specific 
self-limiting beliefs that no longer work for you, as well as the self-
expanding beliefs you want to replace them with. As a result, you’ll 
gain more clarity on what you want for your future. You may also 
recognize that certain relationships you have are in sync with your 
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goals, while some are less so. You may discover a fresh motivation to 
reevaluate your current relationships or create new ones altogether.

Sometimes reinventing your relationship loops requires setting 
new boundaries for yourself and with others. You may need to start or 
stop doing things so you don’t continue contributing to unproductive 
loops that reinforce your self-limiting beliefs. While it may disrupt the 
status quo of a relationship for a while, it’s often better to sever or chal-
lenge a toxic relationship than to continue to live with the dysfunction 
it brings. In the work world, it can be quite difficult to set boundaries 
in the spirit of reinventing relationships with your manager, another 
team, or people in positions of authority. But as you embrace your XQ, 
you might recognize that you have more to gain than lose if you truly 
desire positive change in your personal or professional life.

So, how do you shift your relationship loops from negative to pos-
itive? Share your experience of developing your XQ, including any 
ideas about your existing relationship loops:

•	 With your family
•	 With friends
•	 With your team
•	 In your leadership development programs
•	 In your mentoring and coaching programs
•	 In other contexts that relate to your personal and professional 

goals

The objective is to obtain feedback on your perceptions of your 
relationship loops. This can be tricky, however, if there’s defensiveness 
or any resentment at play due to self-limiting beliefs and autopilot 
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reactions. But if you and others in your relationship loops approach 
things with curiosity, appreciation, and a desire to improve the rela-
tionship, amazing changes can result.

YOU, AMPLIFIED

Self-awareness, groundedness, or centeredness—whatever you call 
it, when you have it, you feel it. You remain present. You don’t get 
riled up. You’re not scared to get vulnerable to make yourself even 
more effective. You apply your self-expanding beliefs to lead yourself 
toward new endeavors. You tap into your abilities in new ways. Your 
demeanor and behavior become the standard for others around you. 
You become a role model. All this comes from the combination of XQ 
and EQ. It’s hard to grow one without growing the other.

Developing yourself often involves positively impacting others in 
the process. That’s why they say there’s no better way to learn some-
thing than to teach it to someone else. Mutual growth and develop-
ment are characteristic of many positive relationship loops. I call it 
amplification. Amplification is the process of growing XQ through 
positive relationship loops.

My beliefs surrounding my own relationships shifted as part of my 
own XQ development. I recognized the important role of vulnerabil-
ity. I realized that being vulnerable didn’t mean I was weak; in fact, it 
was the opposite. Being vulnerable required courage. Getting in touch 
with and sharing my struggles, pain, fears, and joy with other people, 
especially my male friends and colleagues, became an important facet 
of my relationships. I found that the more I disclosed, the more others 
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disclosed about themselves to me. I shared things with close friends 
that I hadn’t shared before about my childhood, personal struggles, 
self-limiting beliefs, and more. And they shared, too—not just with 
me, but also with each other. My proactive vulnerability created a 
safe space for more vulnerability, which deepened relationships I had 
thought were already deep.

I’ve done my best to demonstrate the power of developing XQ 
through my own story in this book. At times, I’ve felt hesitant to dis-
close such personal details of my life because many of my professional 
contacts will now read my harrowing stories. I don’t know how they’ll 
respond or what they’ll say. That’s what vulnerability is all about—
choosing to expose ourselves to the potential judgment of others with 
the intention of creating deeper relational connections with those who 
will embrace us for all of who we are.

Amplification doesn’t just happen between individuals. Teams, 
organizations, and even communities can also have impacts and 
hold self-limiting beliefs. The same approaches I’ve described in the 
previous chapters can be applied on a broader scale to teams and or-
ganizations. Groups of people working together on shared goals can 
demonstrate “collective XQ.” When people have shared experiences 
due to specific events or because they’re in the same organization day 
after day, the same dynamics are at play: they collectively obtain im-
pacts, develop beliefs, and participate in relationship loops.

The best working environments are those where you bring your 
best while also bringing out the best in others. Amplification is how 
you do that. Anyone can decide to develop their XQ, amplify it, and 
create positive relationship loops that change the cultures of their 
teams and organizations. Leaders can model XQ and spread it through 
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the ranks. Even more importantly, anyone can spread the benefits of 
XQ from anywhere within an organization by simply embracing it for 
themselves. This is how real change happens.

Every one of us is on our own personal journey, but many of us share 
similar self-limiting beliefs. As you gain experience in growing your 
own XQ, you can help others do the same. Imparting the wisdom gained 
from your own journey, either directly or through your example, can 
give others the encouragement to embark on their own processes. They, 
in turn, can eventually help others as well. And so on. It’s you, amplified.

CHAPTER SEVEN KEY MESSAGES:

•	 The thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that automatically arise 
when you’re triggered are your autopilot responses.

•	 The Autopilot Mapper template provides a tool to understand 
how your impacts, the messages from those impacts, and your 
self-limiting beliefs lead to your autopilots.

•	 Because beliefs and emotions are typically connected, devel-
oping your Emotional Intelligence can accelerate the growth 
of your Experiential Intelligence, which helps prevent unpro-
ductive autopilot responses in your relationships.

•	 Individual and group relationships can get stuck in debilitat-
ing patterns called negative relationship loops.

•	 By developing your Emotional and Experiential Intelligence, 
you can transform your unworkable relationships into positive 
relationship loops that advance personal goals, elevate team 
effectiveness, and strengthen team and organizational culture.

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   124Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   124 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



125

8

ASSESS XQ

Chapter Eight Video Overview

Even if you don’t believe much is currently getting in the way of 
your success, it’s still worth evaluating your own Experiential 
Intelligence (XQ). Getting a sense of how you view your mind-

sets, abilities, and know-how can provide you with insights about 
yourself that you can use for self-improvement. That’s what the XQ 
Snapshot does, by providing a qualitative picture of what you see as 
your most impactful experiences, mindsets, abilities, and know-how.

To measure your XQ quantitatively, I created the XQ Assess-
ment in partnership with Lindsey Godwin, a professor of manage-
ment and academic director of the David L. Cooperrider Center for 
Appreciative Inquiry at Champlain College. Many people, and es-
pecially busy people in business, just want a quick assessment to tell 
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them how they’re doing and where they might have work to do on 
themselves. If you like quick assessments that take less than three 
minutes to complete and give you a numeric score with a brief in-
terpretation of your results, the XQ Assessment can give you a good 
baseline.

I’ve made the assessment freely available as part of a research proj-
ect on measuring Experiential Intelligence. You can take the assess-
ment and get your score at https://sorenkaplan.com/XQAssessment.

Use the QR Code to Take the XQ Assessment

The remainder of this chapter outlines the structure of the assess-
ment and a detailed description of what it measures. If you want to 
assess your XQ without being influenced by this information, take the 
assessment first and then return to this chapter.

THE XQ ASSESSMENT SCALE

In order to measure progress over time, it’s helpful to measure con-
cepts like XQ as much as possible. This is true at the individual level, 
but especially for teams and organizations driven by performance 
metrics.
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The XQ Assessment Scale consists of twelve statements within 
four categories: Ability Appreciation, Impact Awareness, Mindset 
Flexibility, and Amplification.

•	 Ability Appreciation is your recognition that you possess spe-
cific strengths in the form of attitudes, assumptions, knowl-
edge, or skills due to your unique experiences.

•	 Impact Awareness is your attunement to the impacts you’ve 
experienced in life and how to view and use them to your 
advantage.

•	 Mindset Flexibility is your awareness that your attitudes and 
beliefs will change over time based on your experiences.

•	 Amplification involves sharing your XQ journey while 
providing a safe, trusted space for others to openly share 
and receive your insight and encouragement at the same 
time.

There are three statements within each of these categories that, 
collectively, can help you understand your XQ. The three statements in 
each category emphasize the past, present, and future, and responses 
to these statements are recorded on a Strongly Agree to Strongly Dis-
agree scale. The statements are as follows:

Ability Appreciation
1.	 I developed unique skills and abilities from the life experi-

ences I had growing up.
2.	 I frequently use abilities and skills that I developed outside of 
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any formal education or training to accomplish things in my 
life.

3.	 My unique skills and abilities are a solid foundation for what I 
want to achieve in the future.

Impact Awareness
1.	 I have reflected on both the positive and negative experiences 

from my past to learn from them.
2.	 I understand how my past experiences inform my actions in 

the present.
3.	 Even my most painful experiences have taught me valuable 

lessons that will help me be successful in the future. 

Mindset Flexibility
1.	 Looking back across my past, I held attitudes and beliefs that I 

now realize aren’t actually true.
2.	 I am able to shift my thinking when I recognize that certain 

attitudes and beliefs I hold are getting in my way.
3.	 I fully expect that some of the attitudes and beliefs I hold today 

will change in the future.

Amplification
1.	 I have openly shared stories about both my past successes and 

personal struggles with people I trust.
2.	 I value being a trusted person with whom others can share 

their successes and struggles.
3.	 I can imagine sharing my personal experiences with others in 

the future to help them grow.
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The statements within each category are intentionally designed to 
have a past, present, and future focus. The first statement addresses 
behaviors and attitudes about the past, including either how respon-
dents view the past or have productively worked with their past experi-
ences. The next statement addresses the present and how respondents 
relate to their current experiences. The third statement focuses on 
how ready and able respondents are to proactively move toward their 
desired futures.

XQ Assessment Scale 

Look Across the Past, Present, and Future to Measure XQ

By assigning a score ranging from 1 to 5 to your answers, with 
one point given to answers of “Strongly Disagree” and five points to 
answers of “Strongly Agree,” it’s possible to calculate scores for each 
XQ category using this scale:

1 = Strongly Disagree
2 = Disagree
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3 = Somewhat Agree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly Agree

Given that there are twelve statements, scores for the assessment 
can range from a low of 12 to a high of 60. Calculate your overall score 
to determine where you fall on the scale. I’ve created three levels of 
XQ based on the total score to help categorize results into a unique 
persona: Aspirant, Explorer, and Amplifier.

XQ Assessment Profiles 

Three Profiles Correspond to Three Levels of XQ

A score between 12 and 36 means you’re an Aspirant and ready to 
grow your XQ. A score of 37 through 48 means you’re an Explorer and 
well on your way to achieving high XQ. A score of 49 or above means 
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you’re an Amplifier and ready to expand your XQ through helping 
others further develop their own XQ.

The Aspirant
As an Aspirant, you’re ready to grow your XQ. It’s quite possible that 
you are anchored in the past and held back by certain mindsets getting 
in your way of progress. Taking an honest look at the experiences that 
have shaped you, even the difficult ones, may help you see your cur-
rent situation and strengths in a new light. Continue reading, talking 
to others about XQ, and using the various tools and templates in this 
book. Because your past might be challenging to explore, especially if 
you’ve experienced a trauma, it can be helpful to get support from a 
person you trust, like a professional coach, mentor, advisor, therapist, 
or someone else. Take the XQ Assessment again in a few months to 
check in on your progress. Keep at it. Growing your Experience Intel-
ligence can take time, but it’s well worth it.

The Explorer
As an Explorer, you’re well on your way to achieving high XQ. You 
recognize that your past can weigh you down if you let it. You’ve al-
ready taken an introspective look at the impacts of your experiences 
to ensure that you continue moving forward in a positive way. You re-
alize that your attitudes and beliefs may change over time as you gain 
new insight into yourself, your relationships, and the world. Discov-
ering and using your strengths are already important to you. While 
you possess this insight into your abilities, however, you know there’s 
still more to learn and find and that there are more positive changes 
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ahead. Your biggest opportunity now is to further explore your cur-
rent mindsets through looking at both the positive and negative im-
pacts of your past to see what beliefs they shaped. You can also create 
new experiences for yourself that are focused on the abilities you want 
to develop. Sharing your goals, thinking, and feelings with someone 
you trust can help accelerate the process of exploring and growing 
your XQ.

The Amplifier
As an Amplifier, you’re ready to take your high Experiential Intelli-
gence and contribute to helping others develop their own XQ. You rec-
ognize that as you develop greater self-awareness, it’s natural to leave 
old mindsets behind. You value looking inward. Your biggest oppor-
tunity, as well as contribution, lies in role-modeling vulnerability to 
create a safe space where others feel comfortable sharing their own 
stories. Because you’ve already learned so much about your mindsets, 
abilities, and know-how from your experiences, you can teach others 
to consider how the events of their own lives have instilled strengths 
they can use in positive ways. Supporting others who have an interest 
in growing their XQ will help you continue developing your own at 
the same time.

Moving from Numbers to Insight
In today’s world of artificial intelligence, big data, blockchains, and 
dashboards, it’s tempting to reduce our intelligence to a number. 
We’ve done that for years with the Intelligence Quotient (IQ). And 
there are now dozens of surveys and questionnaires that promise to 
assess Emotional Intelligence (EQ). While the XQ Snapshot and As-
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sessment Scale can be useful starting points for understanding your 
Experiential Intelligence, they’re not the end goal.

The most valuable part of the XQ Assessment is the follow-up 
work you do by reflecting on your results yourself or discussing them 
with others you trust. It’s easy to select “Strongly Agree” as a response 
to all the statements. It’s a lot harder to vulnerably share the examples, 
stories, and experiences that the statements address. For example, the 
third statement in the Impact Awareness category, “Even my most 
painful experiences have taught me valuable lessons that will help me 
be successful in the future,” has a follow-up question: What were those 
experiences, and what did you learn from them that you’re consciously 
using today to achieve your goals? Also consider the Mindset Flexibil-
ity statement “I am able to shift my thinking when I recognize that 
certain attitudes and beliefs I hold are getting in my way,” which nat-
urally leads to the question: What attitudes and beliefs do you think 
you hold, and why would they be getting in the way? Or, in the Ability 
Appreciation category, the statement “I developed unique skills and 
abilities from the life experiences I had growing up” also asks, What 
unique skills and abilities did you develop, and which experiences did 
they result from? And finally, when it comes to Amplification, the 
statement “I can imagine sharing my personal experiences with oth-
ers in the future to help them grow” begs a simple question: Why?

In fact, if you deeply reflect upon these follow-up questions, it’s 
possible you might think you “overscored” yourself on the assessment. 
If you’ve already taken the assessment, think about the specifics un-
derlying each statement. Would you change your original responses 
if you were asked to share answers vulnerably and honestly to these 
follow-up questions? If you haven’t yet taken the assessment, consider 
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what’s underneath the statements at a much deeper level before you 
“Strongly Agree” with them.

The same goes for the XQ Snapshot. It may be easy to churn out 
a surface-level response. Getting to your most meaningful answers, 
however, may take some introspection. Vulnerably discussing your 
answers with others undoubtedly will.

ASSESSING COLLECTIVE XQ FOR TEAMS 
AND ORGANIZATIONS

If you’re part of a team or working in an organization, you may want 
to assess the collective XQ of your group. There are three ways to go 
about doing this:

1.	 Each team member takes the individual assessment, and then 
the group discusses the individual results

2.	 Each team member takes the individual assessment, and then 
the group discusses the aggregated, collective scores

3.	 A combination of the above

To get the most out of the assessment, it can be helpful first to lead 
a group discussion that provides context for what XQ is and why de-
veloping it for your team is important. Have your team complete the 
assessment, and then explore individual findings and their implica-
tions for your team or organization. It’s valuable to discuss the reasons 
and rationale underlying how people answered certain questions. It 
may also be valuable to create your own version of the assessment by 
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modifying the statements to reflect the unique language or terminol-
ogy used in your organization.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCHERS 
AND PROFESSIONALS

The XQ Assessment in this book provides a structured way to gather 
data about people’s self-perceptions of their Experiential Intelligence. 
The assessment is just one starting point for understanding XQ. There 
are many other dimensions worthy of exploring qualitatively and 
quantitatively to help assess, develop, and amplify Experiential Intelli-
gence. Questions to consider as guideposts for future research include:

•	 How do we most effectively measure our self-awareness of our 
mindsets, including our attitudes and beliefs about ourselves, 
others, and the world?

•	 How do certain mindsets and abilities lead to greater personal 
and professional success?

•	 What are the mechanisms by which humility leads to self-
awareness?

•	 What are the mechanisms by which demonstrating humility 
and vulnerability can lead to greater humility and vulnerabil-
ity in others?

•	 How can two people experience the same thing, especially a 
trauma, yet have completely different long-term impacts from 
the experience?

•	 How does IQ correlate with XQ?
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•	 How does EQ correlate with XQ?
•	 In what ways is XQ a cross-cultural concept, and in what ways 

does it differ across cultures?

For those interested in further researching Experiential Intelli-
gence, I encourage you to combine multiple approaches. It’s usually by 
connecting top-down hypothesis testing with bottom-up qualitative 
research that the greatest insight is achieved.

Let’s shift gears now and look at how to apply XQ to your own 
leadership, as well as to the teams, organizations, and communities to 
which you belong.

CHAPTER EIGHT KEY MESSAGES:

•	 XQ can be assessed qualitatively and quantitatively for indi-
viduals, teams, and organizations.

•	 Take the XQ assessment and get your score at https://soren 
kaplan.com/XQAssessment. 

•	 The XQ Assessment includes twelve statements across four 
categories: Ability Appreciation, Impact Awareness, Mindset 
Flexibility, and Amplification.

•	 Many opportunities exist for additional research into XQ as a 
concept and methodology.
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LEADERSHIP XQ

Chapter Nine Video Overview

The task of leadership is to create an alignment of strengths in 
ways that make the system’s weaknesses irrelevant,”20 said Pe-
ter Drucker, the iconic management expert.

When it comes to Experiential Intelligence (XQ), Drucker’s sum-
mary of the essence of leadership rings true: you need to discover and 
use your collective strengths as a leader in order to effectively elicit 
and align the aggregate strengths of your followers to drive break-
through innovation or transform your organization.

As a leader, you’ll be way more effective if you’re deliberate about 
what you draw upon from on your experiences. Gaining insight into 
your self-limiting beliefs and autopilot responses allows you to avoid 
being steered by them, while making it easier for your strengths to rise 
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to the surface. Leveraging your XQ positions you to better navigate 
tough situations and avoid making poor decisions. And because lead-
ership itself is a social relationship between a leader and their follow-
ers, your ability to role-model high XQ can have a significant impact 
on how others show up and support collective, positive change.

With self-awareness typically comes greater intentionality in what 
you do and how you relate as a leader. Just because you manage people 
doesn’t mean you’re actually leading them. They might do what you 
say because you’re the boss, but that’s not leadership. Knowing why 
you do what you do often leads to a desire to do something meaning-
ful and build purposeful relationships. As you move forward with in-
tention, your behavior will influence others, who will then be inspired 
to follow you because of your vision for the future combined with 
the promise of achieving meaningful goals. But even more important 
will be your mutually beneficial relationship that draws upon your 
assets while simultaneously drawing out your team’s own strengths 
and motivation—which will catalyze their contribution to the cause. 
That’s leadership.

As you see your impact on others, you’ll gain greater insight into 
yourself as a leader and in relationship to your followers. It’s a cycle. 
When you drive this cycle forward by tapping into your Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ) and XQ, helping others tap into these for them-
selves, you’re better positioned to lead transformative change and 
breakthroughs.

Becoming a leader doesn’t happen overnight. It takes time and, 
usually, a lot of experiences—both positive and challenging—that 
build the mindsets, abilities, and know-how that’ll set you up for 
what’s next. In 2001, for example, a few months prior to the infamous 
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dot-com crash, I left my job running the strategy consulting group at 
HP. For five years prior to my departure, I had observed the explo-
sive growth of a new generation of software companies around me in 
Silicon Valley, including Yahoo and Google. I wanted the status and 
glory of being a founder myself, not to mention the title of CEO and 
potentially hitting a big pay day by taking a company public. So I de-
parted from HP and founded a software company focused on provid-
ing a platform for creating “online communities.” I believed there was 
a big opportunity for helping organizations arrange networks of peo-
ple using web-based tools. In many ways, it was a precursor to what 
LinkedIn and Meta (formerly Facebook) call their “groups” today.

A few months after trading in my stable corporate job for the un-
predictable start-up life, my second daughter was born. It was a joy-
ous occasion that added to my overall conviction that my decision to 
launch a start-up was a good one and would lead to a new chapter of 
growth—for our family, my career, and me personally. 

That exhilarating feeling lasted exactly four days. September 11, 
2001, shocked the world when the World Trade Center towers in New 
York collapsed after an unprecedented terrorist attack. The stock mar-
ket tanked. The economy froze. Everyone stopped buying software.

When the world ground to a halt, so did our company. To make 
matters worse, we didn’t have funding, so there was no budget for 
marketing. We reduced people’s pay to below-market wages with the 
promise that, when things got better, so would their salaries. I ex-
pected the downturn to end, but I had no idea when that would be. 
My response to this dire situation would turn out to include some of 
the worst decisions of my career and would lead to my departure from 
the company I founded.
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So, what did I do in the midst of the crisis? I focused all of my ef-
forts on trying to champion the idea that “online communities” were 
the wave of the future. I wrote lots of articles and posted on our blog. 
While we got a bit of press, we didn’t get many customers. That’s be-
cause I lost sight of what problems I should have been helping custom-
ers address, especially in the tumultuous economic times of the early 
2000s. People just didn’t know what “online communities” were back 
then or why they would need them. I had also created a big vision for 
our software platform, one that included basically every feature under 
the sun: live video, online discussions, calendaring, document man-
agement, web-based learning tools, and more. It was a hodgepodge of 
features without focus. The approach I led the company to take was 
the exact opposite of what we know as agile software development 
today.

In retrospect, the fundamental reason I founded the start-up in 
the first place had to do with my desire to show the world—and my-
self—that I was capable and worthy of attention. These were the same 
things I had longed to be while growing up, and the self-limiting belief 
I’d developed by then was that I was neither. So, instead of creating 
a company focused on solving meaningful problems and making the 
biggest contribution to the world as possible, my primary motivation 
was driven by the subconscious desire to overcome my self-limiting 
belief. This led me to make a cascade of poor decisions without realiz-
ing it. Just like how I hunkered down as a kid and became incredibly 
self-sufficient due to my circumstances, I reverted to another self-
limiting belief: that, in order to get through tough times, I needed to 
step up and go it alone. Instead of engaging the team in debating the 
challenges in front of us, I sat in my office debating myself in my head. 
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The street smarts I’d developed early on ended up outsmarting me as 
I retreated into my own little world of trying to make things work. 

I floundered around for a few years without moving the needle. 
Our small team of about fifteen employees included many skilled, 
well-intentioned people, yet I felt alone much of the time as I defined 
our strategy, struggled to drum up sales, figured out the next product 
features to develop, and ensured the few customers we had would stay 
around long enough to renew their licenses. The financial realities of 
the business, combined with my dwindling savings and the need to 
support my family, forced me to move on. I definitely didn’t succeed 
in the traditional sense of the word. Yet, without knowing it at the 
time, these experiences shaped my mindsets, abilities, and know-how 
in ways that have become some of my greatest strengths, which I have 
applied successfully in other business ventures.

After I stepped down from my start-up, I decided to go back to 
what I knew best: consulting teams to help them collaboratively de-
fine their business strategies and plans. It felt a bit ironic that I had 
just failed in my own business and was now helping others figure out 
strategies for theirs. But I knew that I was adept at seeing trends, iden-
tifying market opportunities, and facilitating thorny discussions to 
help teams find common ground. Plus, I also recognized that it’s one 
thing to serve as an objective third party to help others, but a very 
different thing to apply the same strategies to oneself. That’s why peo-
ple need consultants in the first place—they’re often too close to their 
issues to see them clearly, and their mindsets inevitably get in the way. 
The question for me now was how I would find clients who would 
want my consulting.

In my start-up, because we didn’t have money for marketing, I 
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wrote lots of articles, published them on our website, and optimized 
our web pages for keywords related to our software. I had essentially 
been doing “content marketing” before it was a common term. So I 
did the same thing with my new consulting website. Within a few 
short months, the site rose to the top of Google’s search results, so 
that anyone looking for “innovation consulting” would discover my 
website. I partnered up with a colleague to help run our business and 
hired a few subcontractors. We obtained clients like Disney, Colgate-
Palmolive, Visa, Medtronic, and the American Nurses Association, 
all of whom discovered our firm after simple internet searches. The 
abilities I had acquired from using scrappy marketing tactics from my 
failed start-up led to a thriving consulting business.

About a decade into my new consulting career, I met a neighbor 
named Michael Lynch down the street at a barbeque. Michael had 
been CEO of a company and had just sold it to software giant SAP, 
where he remained as a head of their “Internet of Things” business. An 
entrepreneur at heart, Michael wanted to leave corporate life. So we 
found a few consulting projects that he could work on with me while 
he explored his future options.

One day, Michael asked me a perplexing question: “How do we 
scale what you know?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You’ve seen how so many companies operate, what makes teams 

effective, and the business processes that give organizations the edge 
when it comes to innovation. How do we get that out of your head and 
provide it to the world as a business?”

“What do you mean?” I asked again.
Michael basically gave me the same impassioned pitch he had used 
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on venture capitalists to secure millions in funding for his prior com-
pany. “We can take what you know how to do with all these companies 
and turn it into a software platform. And you can get other experts like 
yourself to contribute the wisdom from their own vast experience. Any-
one can then find and apply expertise from the world’s experts instantly 
for themselves, with their teams, and for their organization. It would be 
like having you and an army of seasoned consultants in your pocket.”

I was sold.
I was also sold on the fact that I would need to apply what I’d learned 

from my experiences with my first start-up—both in terms of what to 
do and, especially, what not to do—in this new venture. Michael and 
I compared what we had learned from our business experiences as we 
formulated our strategy. But we went much deeper than that.

Michael and I both had tough childhoods. We each excelled in 
many ways professionally despite less than ideal upbringings. We rec-
ognized that we carried around impacts from our past that could get 
in our way, both personally and professionally. We discussed it all. 
We gained insight into ourselves, each other, and especially how our 
self-limiting beliefs and autopilot responses show up when we’re deal-
ing with uncertainty and stress. We identified the mindsets, abilities, 
and know-how we each brought to the new venture. We also recog-
nized that we needed to bring in others with complementary experi-
ences to join our team, which has become a true success factor in what 
we do, and which I’ll describe in more detail in the next chapter.

My story here isn’t about perfect leadership. My journey has been 
punctuated with starts, stops, successes, and failures. But one thread 
ties all of my leadership strands together: my belief that every one of 
my experiences has built upon the last and will become a foundation 
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for the next. By connecting the dots across my experiences, I’ve been 
able to identify my barriers and uncover my success factors. I’ve taken 
my own personal insights and connected them to what I’ve consis-
tently seen in leaders who embrace their broader experiences as part 
of who they are and how they lead. From all this, I’ve identified five 
important strategies for leading in today’s disruptive world that lever-
age and grow Experiential Intelligence.

LEADERSHIP STRATEGY #1:  
CONNECT DOTS TO FIND FOCUS

This first strategy is perfectly illustrated by the story of when Steve Jobs 
dropped out of college and serendipitously stumbled upon a calligraphy 
course advertised on a bulletin board. Intrigued by the design of the 
flyer, he audited the class, even though he wasn’t a student at the college 
anymore. The experience stuck with him when he went back to Silicon 
Valley, and he eventually connected what he learned in the course to 
the design of the Apple Macintosh, creating an operating system with 
a user interface based on various “fonts.” Steve Jobs connected the dots 
of his experiences to deliver a game-changing innovation and a game-
changing company: Apple. That’s often what distinguishes innovators. 
They make connections that others don’t see and then reveal those con-
nections to the world through doing something novel.

I’ve seen many executives embark on a new job or business ven-
ture and fail to fully draw upon their prior experiences when doing 
so. They fail to fully appreciate that the strengths they developed over 
time in both their personal and professional lives are just waiting to be 
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leveraged in the new opportunity. They don’t take the time to pause, 
look back, and recognize the myriad connections and experiences 
that got them to where they are. The collective assets they possess that 
allowed them to arrive at that particular position, at that specific orga-
nization, in that exact moment of time, don’t exist accidentally. All of 
their experiences, from childhood to present day, contributed to their 
success—and a great opportunity remains to tap into the strengths 
instilled by them to take things to the next level.

I’ve tried my best to embody this concept myself in my role at my 
latest venture, Praxie.com. I’ve applied what I’ve learned about my-
self from my challenging childhood, my experience with my failed 
start-up, and the abilities and know-how gained from my consulting 
and leadership development work. As I help build a company that al-
lows anyone, anywhere, to benefit from the vast Experiential Intel-
ligence that exists in the world at an affordable price, my dots have 
come together to provide my focus and the means to bring it to life.

We all have dots. But we don’t always connect them. And that’s 
where the opportunity lies for you as a leader.

Connect your dots to find your focus.

LEADERSHIP STRATEGY #2:  
REWRITE THE UNWRITTEN RULES

Many books, articles, and speakers advocate breaking rules, challeng-
ing them, and rewriting them. We’ve seen entire industries upended 
when companies with new business models overcome the pre-
sumed rules held by the competition. Netflix did this with streaming 
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entertainment. Southwest did this with its low-cost airline. Amazon 
did this with e-commerce. Tesla did this with the electric car. Leaders 
challenge existing rules and then replace them with better ones. 

A great starting point in developing your leadership capacity is 
your own attitudes and beliefs. Attitudes and beliefs make up your 
mindsets. They’re essentially your unwritten rules, and we all have 
them. The same dynamic of unquestioned attitudes and beliefs exists 
at a broader level, when the leaders of the vast majority of organiza-
tions in an industry all hold the same unwritten rules—which is why 
entire industries can be upended by a single company that introduces 
a breakthrough product or builds an innovative new business model. 
The goal, then, is to develop greater awareness of the unwritten rules 
you hold because of the markets you serve or the broader business 
you’re in. To lead your industry, you need to challenge your prevail-
ing attitudes and beliefs. When you become aware of your mindsets, 
the unwritten rules that you’ve been following will give way to new 
possibilities. You get to rewrite the rules for yourself as a leader, your 
organization, and even your industry.

In the case of Praxie, we’re challenging the unwritten rule that the 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how from people’s lifelong experiences 
are lost when they stop working or leave an organization. Underlying 
this unwritten rule is the prevailing self-limiting belief that such in-
tangible experience cannot easily be codified and scaled up in ways 
that give less experienced people the ability to do the same things as 
the experts. For example, an entire industry exists that provides spe-
cific software applications for creating business strategies, running 
business processes, and managing projects. Many of these systems 
have indeed been built by domain experts. But the problem is that the 
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world changes quickly, so the “hard-coded” tools they’ve created, even 
when promoted as customizable, aren’t actually very flexible. What’s 
needed are simple tools that anyone, even those without technical 
knowledge, can use to take the knowledge in their heads and that re-
sides in their teams, and instantly digitize it into a simple sequence of 
steps. The burgeoning field of “no-code” software is challenging the 
entire software industry itself, and our team at Praxie is helping to 
lead the way.

Rewrite your own unwritten rules to rewrite the rules for your 
industry.

LEADERSHIP STRATEGY #3:  
EXPLORE UNCERTAINTY TO DISCOVER 
NEW OPPORTUNITIES

Given my early childhood experiences, I became adept at navigating 
ambiguous situations and trusting they would turn out okay. So I was 
fortunate to be able to draw upon a self-expanding belief as I founded 
my first start-up, built my consulting and leadership development 
business, and then started Praxie: within uncertainty lies opportunity.

It’s not always easy to start doing something when uncertainty 
is staring you in the face. Many people experience fear when faced 
with the unknown. It’s natural to feel anxious when what might hap-
pen next is highly uncertain. The problem is that fear can be para-
lyzing. And what’s really needed in ambiguous situations is agility. 
Fritz Perls, the psychotherapist who developed Gestalt therapy, once 
said, “Fear is excitement without the breath.”21 Fear gets in the way of 
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a lot of things, from business innovation to making choices that can 
change one’s personal life. 

As a leader, if you accept that you may feel fear, and sit with it 
without self-judgment, you’ll more effectively move through it to find 
the excitement on the other side. When you learn to do this for your-
self, you’ll become better equipped to help others do it for themselves 
as you lead them into an inherently uncertain future focused on new 
opportunities.

New business opportunities typically include an element of uncer-
tainty. I’m not saying you need to take undue risks. But when you’re 
presented with something that prompts you to face the unknown—
whether it’s taking on a new project, moving to a new job, or deciding 
to take some time off—remember that it can be an opportunity to tap 
into and grow your XQ. Better yet, a bigger opportunity involves pro-
actively seeking out uncertainty. In business, innovation requires do-
ing something new; otherwise, by definition, it’s not innovative. Create 
a new product, service, or entirely new business. Challenge your indus-
try’s assumptions and business models. The outcomes of these actions 
are inherently uncertain. But if you don’t do them, someone else will.

Explore uncertainty by embracing new experiences.

LEADERSHIP STRATEGY #4:  
CREATE EXPERIENCES TO SPARK 
POSITIVE CHANGE

As we’ve covered, the basis of XQ is that the experiences we have in 
life shape our mindsets, abilities, and know-how. Sometimes these ex-
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periences negatively impact us, which requires us to overcome their 
stifling effects. We’ve already discussed how these negative experi-
ences, the ones that feel like an albatross hanging on our necks as we 
go about our lives, can nevertheless hold hidden strengths that you 
can draw upon for your leadership. Decoding these negative experi-
ences often takes a significant effort. The positive experiences, on the 
other hand, tend to be more readily accessible. That’s why, if you’re a 
parent, you might consider what really gave you joy and excitement 
as a kid yourself, and then try to give those same experiences to your 
own child to help them grow, develop values, and appreciate life. It’s 
not much different when it comes to harnessing the power of experi-
ence in your leadership.

Leadership, by its very nature, is social. It’s impossible to lead 
when you have no one to rally behind your cause or for you to serve 
in some way. As a leader, you’re influential. People listen and watch, 
and then make meaning from what they hear and see. So you have 
an opportunity to consciously create experiences for others that con-
vey and instill useful mindsets, abilities, and know-how focused on 
what you’re trying to achieve. A speech is an experience. An awards 
ceremony is an experience. Creating a new product is an experience. 
A social protest is an experience. It’s not rocket science, but it takes 
intention and effort to consciously create these kinds of experiences, 
especially when fighting the fires of running a business.

I’ve already described how organizational culture is created. Peo-
ple have experiences. Their experiences create assumptions. Their 
assumptions shape behavior. It’s your job to be conscious of the ex-
periences people have as a result of what you do. You also need to 
be sensitive to how their responses impact you as part of the overall 
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leader-follower relationship. If you’re not, you may create experiences 
that inadvertently reinforce mindsets that run counter to your inten-
tions and the things you want to achieve. You can generate experi-
ences that promote innovation or that stifle it. If you celebrate people 
who take risks, you’ll get more innovation. If you fire them for failing, 
you’ll signal to others it’s not worth sticking their necks out to im-
prove things. If you role-model the vulnerability involved in amplify-
ing Experiential Intelligence, you’ll see more of it in return.

Sometimes creating an experience is not about what you do or say, 
but about providing an immersion into something new and different. 
For example, I have led leadership development programs where entire 
executive teams travel to Silicon Valley for several days. While I could 
visit these teams back in their corporate offices, share case studies using 
beautiful presentations, and have discussions about the inner workings 
of Silicon Valley’s culture, it wouldn’t have the same effect. Visiting com-
panies like Netflix, experiencing the innovation process at Stanford Uni-
versity’s design school, touring start-up incubators like the Plug and Play 
Tech Center, and just getting immersed inside the energetic environ-
ment of Silicon Valley creates a visceral experience. It changes mindsets.

Consciously create experiences to craft culture and spark positive 
change.

LEADERSHIP STRATEGY #5: AMPLIFY 
STRENGTHS TO AMPLIFY IMPACT

A fundamental premise of Experiential Intelligence is that everyone 
has strengths. The goal isn’t to ignore weaknesses but rather to exam-
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ine them and possibly find a hidden strength embedded in what might 
be a perceived gap. A shift in understanding and attitude can mean a 
shift in possibilities. XQ assumes that all individuals possess strengths 
but that their past experiences may create self-limiting beliefs and 
autopilot responses that stifle their ability to achieve their highest 
potential level of performance or see new possibilities that drive inno-
vation. Rather than operate by leveraging complementary strengths, 
negative relationship loops within a team and between teams can pro-
duce experiences that stifle collaboration, let alone breakthroughs. 
The strengths that reside within people and across teams can either 
be surfaced and leveraged or left untapped based on how leadership 
guides the culture. 

Like Peter Drucker says, your most important job as a leader is 
to surface and amplify strengths within people, across teams, and 
for the organization itself. Don’t underestimate your influence. Am-
plifying strengths involves drawing the inherent assets—mindsets, 
abilities, and know-how—out of every person, team, department, 
function, business unit, business partner, supplier, and community 
in which you operate. It means helping others reconcile their histor-
ical struggles so that they’re not limited by them. It means demon-
strating and role-modeling your experience with developing your 
own XQ. It may mean creating training programs and rethinking 
how your company evaluates performance. It may mean reshaping 
your culture to replace negative relationship loops with positive 
ones that fully leverage the collective strengths of the organization 
to deliver the most valuable and meaningful products and services 
possible.

Amplify strengths to amplify impact.
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LEADERSHIP ABILITIES IN TODAY’S 
DISRUPTIVE WORLD

Even though the five abilities I described use their own unique lan-
guage, they are very much connected to tried-and-true leadership 
strategies:

•	 Connecting dots to find focus is also about clearly defining your 
purpose, mission, vision, and values.

•	 Rewriting the unwritten rules is also about thinking like an 
industry disruptor and business model innovator.

•	 Exploring uncertainty to discover new opportunities also in-
volves navigating the VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, 
and Ambiguous) world we live in today while continuing to 
innovate the products, services, and customer experiences 
needed for the future.

•	 Creating experiences to spark positive change also includes the 
strategies and actions needed to shape organizational culture, 
one of leadership’s most important imperatives.

•	 Amplifying strengths to amplify impact is exactly that—helping 
individuals, teams, and the organization see, understand, and 
grow from the inside out so that your organization can have 
an even greater positive impact in the world.

The five leadership abilities connect to attitudes and beliefs that, 
when embraced, will embolden you to expand your possibilities and 
elevate your impact. And, as a result, you will serve as a role model for 
others.
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Grow these abilities and apply them to your team and in your or-
ganization. You’ll grow everyone’s XQ, which will grow your business 
in the process.

CHAPTER NINE KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Leadership XQ involves synthesizing your own strengths as a 
leader to elicit the collective strengths of others.

•	 Five leadership strategies can help grow XQ for yourself, your 
team, and your organization, which in turn will grow your 
business. The five strategies include:
•	 Connect dots to find focus
•	 Rewrite the unwritten rules
•	 Explore uncertainty to discover new opportunities
•	 Create experiences to spark positive change
•	 Amplify strengths to amplify impact
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TEAM XQ

Chapter Ten Video Overview

There’s no “I” in “team.”
This pithy saying suggests that people need to give up their 

own agendas in the spirit of teamwork. Individual egos must 
take the back seat in service of the team’s goals, since it’s only the 
greater good of the team that matters. In theory, it makes sense. In 
practice, it’s not realistic and even undermines what’s most important 
for building a great team.

If you want breakthrough performance and innovation, you need 
to embrace the numerous “I’s” on your team. In fact, you have as many 
“I’s” as you have team members. Knowing that each team member 
is distinct will be a key success factor. It’s essential to recognize and 
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leverage differences that exist and to tap into what every person can 
uniquely contribute. Differences are what differentiate the best teams.

Team XQ is the collection of complementary mindsets, abilities, 
and know-how that empowers your team to achieve its goals. Teams 
are simply groups of people—people who bring their collective expe-
riences, along with the impacts from those experiences and the as-
sociated mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from them. How 
teams leverage the XQ of their individual members, the relationships 
that exist between team members, and the relationship loops that are 
created and recreated over time all influence the team’s success.

There’s lots of research and entire books on how to build and man-
age teams. I won’t go into all the detail here. But having led my own 
teams, consulted with teams, and advised leaders on how to build 
teams, I’ve distilled what’s most important for taking your team to the 
next level into three specific design principles. Consider these design 
principles as guideposts for what you can do to facilitate the types of 
relationships that lead to high performance and breakthrough inno-
vation. These principles are also grounded in what’s needed to both 
tap into the Experiential Intelligence (XQ) of your team and amplify 
it further.

STACK YOUR TEAM WITH DIVERSE 
EXPERIENCES

When we built our team at Praxie, we wanted to ensure our group pos-
sessed truly complementary experiences, both at the individual level 
and overall as a team. This meant we wanted people on the team who 
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each possessed a diverse set of experiences. We also wanted our team 
as a whole to have synergistic mindsets, abilities, and know-how. Mi-
chael Lynch, as you may recall from earlier, had a successful company 
that he eventually sold to SAP. But Michael isn’t just a software exec-
utive. He studied opera and had a starring role in the Broadway mu-
sical Les Misérables prior to getting into technology. The combination 
of his artistic background and business savvy makes him an amaz-
ing CEO. And then there’s Michael Rothrock, another cofounder of 
Praxie and our Chief Technology Officer. Rothrock lives and breathes 
“agile,” ensuring we apply both an agile mindset and practical tools 
to everything we do. It was the lack of an agile approach that was my 
biggest downfall in my previous start-up. Now we have someone who 
inspires us to continually challenge our assumptions, test ideas, and 
iterate quickly to find solutions and remain agile in everything we do. 
Gabriel Mendoza, who I met while at HP and working in Guadala-
jara, Mexico, brings extensive experience running digital businesses 
from his prior work at eBay and Intuit. Gabriel’s cross-cultural ex-
perience gives him a unique ability to consider different perspectives 
when solving problems, empathize with a wide range of customers, 
and translate his insights into product requirements for our software.

And then there’s Eyal Bloom. As a twenty-four-year-old, Eyal had 
almost zero business experience when she approached me for a job. 
Most companies would likely look at her résumé—if she even made it 
that far in the hiring process—and discard it without a blink. However, 
Eyal spent three years in the Israeli military and in her last year ended 
up as a commander overseeing a twenty-person battalion. When I met 
Eyal, I knew she would be a perfect fit. Nothing on her résumé said she 
had the ability to lead remote project teams with members in the United 
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States, India, and Africa. Nothing in her accomplishments signaled 
she knew how to build software applications focused on best-practice 
business processes. But, of course, she has done just that. It wasn’t 
my intuition that told me she would be able to do all this. It was clear 
to me from her experience moving to Israel after middle school and 
being forced to adapt to a new culture, the discipline she would have 
needed to lead a military unit, and how she communicated her desire 
to learn and contribute that she would be an amazing complement 
to our team. For example, when I asked how she learned to lead her 
battalion, she replied, “I had to figure it out,” which told me she was 
a clear problem-solver in even the most challenging social contexts. 
Eyal is a brilliant example of how Experiential Intelligence can be used 
across different contexts to excel, despite what appears as glaring holes 
on a résumé. From Eyal’s fearlessness in taking on new challenges to 
her ability to coordinate a distributed team, she possesses mindsets, 
abilities, and know-how gleaned from experiences completely outside 
of business that still give her what’s needed to succeed.

Some researchers use the term “cognitive diversity”22 to describe 
how diverse thinking leads to better group problem-solving. Diversity 
in its broadest sense, beyond just cognition, is a success factor for most 
teams. And stacking your team with diverse experiences can lead to 
greater performance and innovation. Consider how life experiences, 
as well as business experiences and their resulting mindsets, abilities, 
and know-how, show up for individuals—and for the team itself. The 
trick is to create space for everyone to understand what everyone else 
can contribute on multiple dimensions. When you gain a greater ap-
preciation for the ingredients everyone possesses, the cookbook of 
possibilities expands dramatically.
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FOSTER POSITIVE RELATIONSHIP LOOPS

When you stack a team with diverse experiences that everyone under-
stands and leverages, it sets the stage for creating positive relationship 
loops. When people on your team understand themselves better—the 
XQ they possess—they can more effectively articulate what they bring 
to the party. Other team members can then see the smorgasbord of 
assets that exist across the team and draw upon them as part of their 
daily work. 

As a team leader, the way to facilitate positive relationship loops 
isn’t necessarily to design specific work roles and processes that tap 
into people’s assets. You can indeed do that. A more sustainable and 
scalable approach, and one that allows your team to move faster with 
agility, however, is to simply ensure that everyone understands the XQ 
that exists across the team.

At Praxie, for example, we understand that Michael Lynch pos-
sesses a strategic view of the market coupled with an uncanny abil-
ity to find creative solutions in the most challenging situations. We 
know that Michael Rothrock sees hidden assumptions, including 
how to test them quickly and effectively. We recognize that Gabriel 
can both immediately see the big picture as well as zero in on very 
specific actions to enhance customer experience. We draw upon 
Eyal to divvy up and manage our projects across our global team 
of subcontractors to leverage everyone’s strengths. And the team 
knows that I’m able to articulate and communicate complex ideas 
in plain language so that our team, partners, and customers can 
easily understand what needs to be done and why. We complement 
each other and have created both formal and informal processes to 
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draw upon. We apply what each and every one of us does best in a 
very organic way.

Positive relationship loops are created within teams when you min-
imize internal competition. Taking a lesson from physics, two objects 
can’t occupy the same space at the same time. It’s similar within and 
between teams. When people know that they complement each other, 
they don’t try to invade each other’s space or get ruffled by overlapping 
roles and agendas. When people are recognized and appreciated for 
what they bring to the party, they’re more prone to discovering others’ 
complementary strengths, drawing upon the different perspectives 
from within the team to solve problems, and reinforcing the value 
of each team member in the process. This all creates positive loops of 
collaboration. Instead of waiting around to solve problems or trying 
to go solo, people work together naturally, drawing out assets from 
each other and allowing the whole team to move faster with agility.

CREATE PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY 
THROUGH VULNERABILITY

A few years ago, Google’s “People Operations” department (what 
other organizations typically call Human Resources) decided to fig-
ure out what set apart the most effective teams within the company. 
The group embarked on an initiative called “Project Aristotle.” Over 
two hundred interviews were conducted across 180 different teams. 
The researchers also created a survey to help assess team effectiveness. 
Gathering quantifiable data is important for just about everything 
Google does.
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After two years of research, the Project Aristotle team uncovered 
five key dynamics that distinguished the most successful teams from 
the rest:23

•	 Psychological Safety: People feel safe to take risks and be vul-
nerable in front of each other.

•	 Dependability: People get things done on time with high 
quality.

•	 Structure and Clarity: Team members have clear roles, plans, 
and goals.

•	 Meaning of Work: The work is personally important to all 
team members.

•	 Impact of Work: People believe their work matters and cre-
ates positive change.

Google’s researchers concluded that psychological safety is by far 
the most important piece of the puzzle. Without it, nothing else will 
dramatically move the performance needle. Psychological safety is 
something I’ve also seen as a critical success factor (in my work, I’ve 
sometimes referred to it as having a “safe environment” or a “culture 
of trust”). The lack of it is something I’ve seen stifle teams and entire 
organizations. When it exists, however, it enhances the other success 
factors highlighted in Google’s findings, bringing intentions to life 
and driving successes that shine.

Google conducted its research to figure out the “formula” for 
successful teams. Because Google quantifies just about everything 
it does, the People Operations group wanted to deliver a recipe that 
anyone could use to build and lead a high-performing team. Charles 
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Duhigg’s article about Google’s findings in the New York Times Mag-
azine24 highlighted the challenge with Google’s objective while recog-
nizing the role of experience as the essential component of building 
psychological safety: “Project Aristotle is a reminder that when com-
panies try to optimize everything, it’s sometimes easy to forget that 
success is often built on experiences—like emotional interactions and 
complicated conversations and discussions of who we want to be and 
how our teammates make us feel—that can’t really be optimized,” he 
noted.

The soft stuff, the success factors that underlie a team’s ultimate 
potential, is the hardest stuff to optimize. That’s why it’s impossible 
to fully mechanize the process of creating great teams. On the other 
hand, specific experiences can be optimized—like by stacking a team 
with diverse experiences through hiring or by simply helping every-
one see the unique experiences and related assets that exist within the 
team. Consciously creating shared experiences with an opportunity 
to experience vulnerability can also help a team develop its XQ while 
building greater psychological safety.

Vulnerability, the most effective way to build psychological safety, 
isn’t just a behavioral act performed by a person or team. It’s a mindset 
that’s part of a person’s or team’s XQ. Vulnerability is inherently risky. 
That’s the nature of vulnerability: we might be judged for sharing our 
thoughts and feelings. But if you possess a mindset anchored in the 
belief that “self-disclosure leads to better and more productive rela-
tionships” or that “I’m comfortable sharing my thoughts and feelings, 
and how others respond says something about themselves but doesn’t 
have to negatively impact me,” you’re better able to take a leap and 
be vulnerable. When these types of attitudes and beliefs are held by 
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your entire team, the result is positive relationship loops. People will 
work together in ways that draw out the best in others. Vulnerability 
becomes a strategic tool for high performance.

Historically, however, there’s been a social stigma tied to sharing 
personal struggles, whether past or present. I was raised at a time when 
showing emotion signified weakness, especially for boys and men. Be-
cause of my unusual and difficult home life, I never spoke about my 
family. I feared that people would judge me because of my mother’s 
struggles. I feared judgment because I feared losing emotional con-
nection with others, something I longed for because of my parents’ 
limited availability as I was growing up. After I began sharing my 
story about my childhood and how I ended up caring for my mother 
toward the end of her life, however, I experienced the exact opposite of 
what I was fearful of: people actually moved toward me with empathy. 
That’s the power of expressing vulnerability.

This is exactly what my group at HP did when we revolted against 
the traditional performance evaluation mandate. We didn’t like the 
way it pigeonholed people into bell-curve distributions of perfor-
mance, and we wanted to avoid such a restrictive process. We rede-
fined the process into a model where everyone had an opportunity to 
understand, and then help, everyone else. Instead of having managers 
check off a series of boxes to provide a performance score for their 
team members, we used a more collaborative, qualitative 360-degree 
dialogue model. We created a repeatable process that delivered shared 
experiences for the entire team. The experiences were focused on ap-
preciating people’s strengths, identifying growth opportunities, and 
defining specific projects that could be used to advance the individ-
ual’s and team’s goals. We role-modeled vulnerability to set the stage 
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for discussions about personal challenges and future growth opportu-
nities. We took turns in the roles of facilitating the process, providing 
feedback, and being evaluated. We transformed the concept of “being 
evaluated” so that the process would be an opportunity to create con-
nection rather than something everyone dreaded. People on our team 
no longer dreaded their year-end performance evaluations. We looked 
forward to the process because it brought us closer together and re-
sulted in practical actions focused on making us better, both individ-
ually and as a team. The approach was so powerful that I developed a 
guide for it, which you can use with your own team to facilitate a sim-
ilar process. I call it the XQ360 Process, and it’s available for download 
as part of the Experiential Intelligence Toolkit at https://sorenkaplan 
.com/XQToolkit. 

Get the XQ360 Process as Part of the XQ Toolkit

FOSTER ABILITIES AND KNOW-HOW

If psychological safety is the foundation of great teams, “dependabil-
ity,” along with “structure and clarity,” are the means to get great things 
done. “Meaning of work” and “impact of work” provide purpose and 
motivation. Every team has the opportunity to develop itself to sup-
port Google’s success factors as high-level abilities. Yet your team’s 
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abilities and know-how should also align with the type of work you 
do and what’s needed for success in your industry. For example, teams 
in industries with rapidly changing market dynamics like technology 
or media often strive to become more “agile” to effectively function in 
today’s disruptive environment. Agile teams possess mindsets focused 
on moving quickly and modifying project plans on a regular basis, 
often weekly or monthly. It’s the exact opposite of how many teams in 
big companies set annual plans and stick to them no matter what. Agile 
teams go from sprint to sprint, challenging their mindsets and identi-
fying the abilities and know-how necessary to achieve the goals of the 
following sprint. That is, before they complete a sprint, they’ve already 
started planning for the next one. Agility becomes a core ability of the 
team, supported by know-how in agile methodologies and tools.

There are a variety of ways you can support the development and 
amplification of your team’s XQ, focused on growing and leveraging 
abilities and know-how:

•	 Use the XQ360 to replace or complement traditional perfor-
mance evaluations.

•	 When running meetings, include a discussion of the success 
stories from the past month, quarter, or year to explore the 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how that contributed to those 
successes.

•	 Set up coaching groups between team members to move 
through the XQ development process, with a focus on surfac-
ing the abilities and know-how most important for the future.

•	 Analyze your team’s relationship loops, and work with your 
team to reshape them, using vulnerability as a strategic tool.
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•	 Explore the relationship loops that exist between your team 
and other teams. Work with your team to reshape them in 
partnership with the other teams.

AMPLIFY XQ

Helping individuals develop their XQ grows the team’s collective XQ. 
That’s the dynamic involved in amplification. If you’re leading a team, 
you have the opportunity to create a context for sharing and creating 
experiences that elevate each team member’s game, as well as that of 
the entire team, producing a high-performing culture where everyone 
wins. But it has to start with you. It’s one thing to ask others to step 
up and get vulnerable; it’s another thing to role-model it so people can 
see how it’s done.

Even if you’re not a formal leader of a team, you can still serve 
as a role model. You don’t even have to get vulnerable, if that’s not 
your thing. Just talking about the experiences your team has had, the 
strengths that surfaced during those experiences, and how the overall 
team benefitted can start a positive relationship loop that amplifies 
everyone’s individual XQ, as well as the team’s.

I’ll end this chapter with a few additional words about vulnera-
bility because it can be such a success factor in developing individual 
and team XQ. Vulnerability begets vulnerability. When we open up 
and share stories, struggles, and emotions, we connect to other peo-
ple as people. The book Leadership and Self-Deception highlights the 
importance of viewing people as people versus “objects.” When team 
members view each other as objects, they see their peers as vehicles 
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to use for personal gain, obstacles to blame, or irrelevancies that can 
be ignored. Vulnerability humanizes teams. Sharing personal experi-
ences creates connections that enrich everyone. When we hear others’ 
stories, we have an opportunity to connect our experience to theirs. 
We find common ground, often in the details of others’ experiences. 
This is where Experiential Intelligence reinforces Emotional Intelli-
gence, and vice versa.

Being vulnerable, showing empathy to others, and doing both in 
a consistent way over time shifts mindsets. By discussing your expe-
riences working with people both inside and outside your organiza-
tion, you can identify strengths and success factors that have served 
you well and that you want to leverage in the future. In order to do 
this, you may need to process difficult situations and emotions. That’s 
normal. 

You can carry your team through challenges and amplify its 
strengths with the power of positive emotions. Encouraging and ener-
gizing people through positive feelings like excitement, purpose, and 
contribution helps shift mindsets, develop abilities, and tap into the 
know-how of the team to achieve future goals.

CHAPTER TEN KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Teams are simply collections of people, each of whom carry 
their collective experiences, along with the impacts from those 
experiences and the mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained 
from them.

•	 Team XQ is the collective XQ of a team’s individual members.
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•	 Three design principles can help you tap into the complemen-
tary XQ that exists across team members while simultaneously 
amplifying your team’s overall XQ:
•	 Stack your team with diverse experiences
•	 Foster positive relationship loops
•	 Create psychological safety through vulnerability

•	 Simply discussing the experiences your team has had, the 
strengths that surfaced during those experiences, and how the 
overall team has benefitted from them can start a positive rela-
tionship loop that amplifies both individual XQ and team XQ.

•	 By developing your team’s XQ, you can become a high-
performing team that achieves goals, drives innovation, and 
responds to change and opportunities with greater agility.
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ORGANIZATIONAL XQ

Chapter Eleven Video Overview

It’s all connected.
Organizational XQ is the collection of complementary mind-

sets, abilities, and know-how that drives strategy and business 
results. Discovering, amplifying, and leveraging Experiential Intelli-
gence (XQ) across an organization involves using the approaches I 
describe in the Leadership XQ and Team XQ chapters to transform 
culture so you can better leverage your organization-wide XQ.

But there’s a fundamental assumption that our society holds, and 
that most organizations blindly reinforce, that you must overcome to 
harness your organization’s XQ. The assumption is this: it’s necessary 
to separate our inner personal lives from our work lives.

It’s common to conceal parts of ourselves and reveal just enough 
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to save face, protect our egos, and build our personal brands. I did this 
for a long time myself. And it wasn’t like doing so completely blocked 
my professional success; I still built a consulting business, traveled 
the world to speak to executives, and wrote articles and books. Yet 
as “successful” as I might have been on the outside, my compart-
mentalization stifled my full potential. I see many leaders, managers, 
and employees experience this same dynamic. They’re performing 
well, receiving accolades and bonuses—yet deep down they know they 
can do, and feel, better. 

People’s internal limitations surface no matter what they’re doing 
or where. They can’t always leave behind their unhelpful mindsets, 
for example, when they walk through the office—or home office—
door. The impacts from people’s experiences can either get in the way 
of daily performance or significantly limit their contributions at the 
highest level, or both. Until we recognize this human truth as some-
thing to strategically manage, individuals, teams, and organizations 
will never reach their full potential.

As I mentioned before, compart-mentalization isn’t all dysfunc-
tional. We need to manage our inner personal lives in relation to our 
professional pursuits to stay focused, not to mention remain socially ap-
propriate based on the situation. But broader cultural forces in society 
and business keep the worlds of personal and professional disconnected, 
even stigmatizing people who show vulnerability at work. These head-
winds can become a challenge to growing organizational XQ.

The first step in moving toward greater organizational XQ is to 
recognize the long-held assumption that people don’t and shouldn’t 
bring their full selves to the workplace. Everyone brings the whole 
of who they are with them, assets included, wherever they go. Some 
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organizations leverage these assets better than others. The question is 
how to best tap into the mindsets, abilities, and know-how that inher-
ently exist across people and teams in ways that amplify and grow the 
latent XQ that already exists within your organization.

EMBED XQ INTO YOUR ORGANIZATIONAL 
CULTURE

Organizational culture is created and reinforced every day through 
people’s experiences. The things that happen within an organization 
shape people’s mindsets about what is good, bad, effective, and re-
warded. These attitudes and beliefs influence how people act. Their 
behavior creates more experiences because everyone is always taking 
cues from what everyone else says and does. These experiences cement 
prevailing attitudes and beliefs, which can become unquestioned as-
sumptions about how to behave at work. These large-scale relationship 
loops can either lead to an organization becoming a great place to 
work, or to downward spirals of toxicity.

You may have heard that “culture eats strategy for breakfast,” 
which basically means that culture is so powerful that it can stifle the 
best of business strategies if you don’t take it into account. It probably 
seems obvious that toxic cultures aren’t good for employee morale and 
get in the way of performance and results. Despite the general rec-
ognition that culture is a critical success factor in business, however, 
toxic organizational cultures can fly under the radar for a long time. 
These cultures are often exacerbated by a combination of formal and 
informal policies, procedures, rewards, and poor leadership behavior. 

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   173Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   173 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



174

|    EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

For example, during the early days of Uber, I used the service to order 
a ride from the Newark airport in New Jersey to New York City. When 
the driver pulled up, it was hard to tell it was my ride because there 
wasn’t an Uber sign in the window of the car. The driver said he didn’t 
display the sign because the airport police would give him a $1,000 
fine if he got caught picking up passengers. “Why would you take that 
risk?” I asked. “Because if I get a ticket, I’ll just send it into Uber, and 
they’ll pay it!” he enthusiastically replied.

From the start, Uber had an aggressive approach to everything 
it did. Uber’s employees were accused of submitting over five thou-
sand fake ride requests to Lyft as an underhanded strategy to derail 
its competitor. Uber also threatened journalists that it would dig up 
and publicize personal dirt on anyone who criticized the company. 
And the company was caught in Portland using special technology to 
sidestep local transportation regulations. Following this controversy, 
twenty Uber employees were fired for maintaining a culture that ac-
cepted and even encouraged sexual harassment. Even with public 
backlash brewing due to media reports of Uber’s toxic culture, one 
of the company’s board members was forced to resign after making a 
sexist comment during a large employee meeting focused on address-
ing the rampant sexism at the company. Unbelievable, but true.

It’s important to acknowledge that many books and articles, and 
society in general, talk about organizations as if they are people. In 
many ways, American corporations are treated and behave like citi-
zens—they can donate to political causes or can be held liable for en-
vironmental mishaps (though, notably, corporations typically shield 
the human beings inside them from negative consequences). But a 
company is not a single person, even if the law gives corporations sim-
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ilar rights as those given to citizens. This fact is blindingly obvious, 
but it needs to be said. So, in the case of Uber, it wasn’t some single 
corporate entity doing a whole host of improper things. It was its peo-
ple. Not everyone, but enough in high places and across the company 
to instill a mindset with attitudes and beliefs that led to and allowed 
brazen behavior.

Organizations are simply groups of people who bring their own 
unique history of individual experiences, self-limiting beliefs, auto-
pilot behaviors—and assets—to the physical and virtual office. Their 
interactions create experiences that lead to collective attitudes and 
beliefs—right or wrong—about which abilities and know-how are 
needed to achieve the goals of the business.

Opportunities for more explicitly embedding XQ into your or-
ganizational culture arise when you look at what’s already working 
well and what strengths exist, rather than merely viewing what exists 
through a negative lens. Whereas many people tend to want to focus 
exclusively on what’s broken, dysfunctional, and getting in the way, 
the goal is to flip that around. Ruminating on the negative stifles mo-
tivation and zaps energy. A positive focus inspires and mobilizes.

This isn’t about ignoring the realities that exist in most organiza-
tions—that things can very well be broken and shouldn’t be ignored, 
or else they’ll continue to fester and crop up as even larger problems 
later. A fundamental premise of Experiential Intelligence, however, 
is that everyone possesses strengths. It’s important to strike a deli-
cate balance between seeing the positive and still acknowledging that, 
while everyone has assets to apply, their past experiences may have 
produced self-limiting beliefs and autopilot responses that could be 
obstacles to performance.
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If you want to infuse greater XQ into your organization’s culture, 
you can use four key strategies:

1.	 Create new experiences that reinforce new or existing 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how for individuals and 
teams.

2.	 Develop people’s abilities, focusing specifically on what is 
needed to achieve your vision, mission, and strategy.

3.	 Scale Experiential Intelligence to spread the most powerful 
existing mindsets, abilities, and know-how throughout the 
organization.

4.	 Foster positive relationship loops that amplify XQ and accel-
erate collaboration, innovation, and performance.

Applying these strategies provides a structure for uncovering and 
channeling people’s individual and shared experiences to fully lever-
age everyone’s mindsets, abilities, and know-how—your organiza-
tional XQ.

1. CREATE NEW EXPERIENCES

Create experiences that reinforce positive mindsets focused on inno-
vation, collaboration, excellent service, sustainability, and anything 
else important for the future. For example, sharing stories during 
meetings about how certain people and teams achieved great things, 
went above and beyond to solve a customer problem, or worked to-
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gether in new and innovative ways, conveys what’s valued and why. 
Providing people with formal and informal rewards and recogni-
tion reinforces the mindsets, abilities, and know-how valued by the 
organization.

There’s nothing worse for an organization’s culture than asking 
people for ideas and then doing nothing with them. I’ve seen this over 
and over again when leadership asks for suggestions, innovations, 
and ideas but doesn’t really want to do or change anything once they 
get them. One large insurance company I worked with wanted to 
shift their culture to promote innovation. The insurance industry by 
its very nature is risk averse. Their CEO, however, was committed to 
doing whatever it would take to create a culture of innovation. That’s 
why she sponsored an experiential training program for all 3,800 
team members in the company. The training wasn’t traditional. It 
delivered a hands-on experience with “design thinking” that helped 
people identify challenges, generate and prioritize solutions, and 
create prototypes of the best ideas—all in a four-hour session. But it 
didn’t end there. Every manager was asked to send their top opportu-
nities to the executive team and then report out several months later 
what they had done to implement the best ones. The approach created 
a shared experience of tapping into the organization’s collective wis-
dom to create ideas. More importantly, it led to sharing, recogniz-
ing, and celebrating ideas that had actually been implemented. The 
whole experience wasn’t just a rah-rah, feel-good event. It delivered 
real value. Experiences communicate what’s important to the orga-
nization, which shape mindsets so that you get more of what’s most 
valued.
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2. DEVELOP ABILITIES

To effectively compete, organizations need the right talent who can 
define compelling strategies and get things done. According to the 
World Economic Forum’s The Future of Jobs Report in 2020,25 the top 
skills for the future of work include:

•	 Analytical thinking and innovation
•	 Active learning and learning strategies
•	 Complex problem-solving
•	 Critical thinking and analysis
•	 Creativity, originality, and initiative
•	 Leadership and social influence
•	 Technology use, monitoring, and control
•	 Technology design and programming
•	 Resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility
•	 Reasoning, problem-solving and ideation
•	 Emotional Intelligence (EQ)
•	 Troubleshooting and user experience
•	 Service orientation
•	 Systems analysis and evaluation
•	 Persuasion and negotiation

In the context of Experiential Intelligence, what the World Eco-
nomic Forum labels as skills are primarily mindsets and abilities. 
That’s why their report recognizes that “when it comes to employers 
providing workers with training opportunities for reskilling and up-
skilling, in contrast to previous years, employers are expecting to lean 
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more fully on informal as opposed to formal learning . . . [and that] 94 
percent of business leaders report that they expect employees to pick 
up new skills on the job . . . using both formal and informal methods 
of skills acquisition.”

While some of these skills, like “technology use, monitoring, 
and control,” could be learned through formal education and train-
ing courses, most of the others are less about “skills” and more 
about abilities. Abilities aren’t necessarily taught to people through 
books or online courses. Developing “leadership and social influ-
ence,” for example, often requires years of experience working with 
people and teams. “Resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility” is 
usually developed over time through dealing with complex, chal-
lenging situations.

People notice what’s rewarded, as well as what’s ignored. Seek 
out exemplary people who embody what you want more of and 
publicly recognize them for their small, medium, and large contri-
butions and achievements. When you do, highlight exactly the abil-
ities you’re recognizing and why so that everyone understands what 
competencies are most important for the future. Doing this gener-
ates an awareness of what’s valued that becomes the foundation and 
motivating force for both formal and informal personal and profes-
sional development.

Of course, you first need to identify the abilities that will be most 
important for your organization in the future. Then, use various pro-
grams, like employee onboarding, leadership development, and re-
wards and recognition, to instill these. It’s not just about telling people 
what abilities are needed for success. Give them the opportunity to 
understand and develop those abilities through practice.
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3. SCALE EXPERIENTIAL INTELLIGENCE

When workers who possess significant knowledge about customers, 
business processes, or anything else important end up retiring or 
leaving a company, it can be a problematic brain drain for the orga-
nization. It’s already hard to find good talent, so when someone who 
possesses deep knowledge about the organization leaves, it’s a big loss. 
Organizations of the future need to tap into people’s XQ through in-
tentionally capturing and sharing the most strategic and useful mind-
sets, abilities, and know-how.

Understanding the value of tapping into and leveraging the vast 
experience that exists within organizations was exactly what led me 
to found Praxie. Organizations today need to move quickly, remain 
agile, and innovate in everything they do. The only way to do that is 
to fully take advantage of all of the formal and informal assets that ex-
ist across their people and teams. It’s all about “scaling” Experiential 
Intelligence by capturing and then making available the know-how, 
abilities, and even the mindsets that give you an edge. You can do this 
in many ways, from traditional training programs to using technol-
ogy to digitize work processes. The goal is to provide expert resources 
that allow anyone to hit the ground running, stop reinventing the 
wheel, and build upon what already exists. 

Those in positions to build XQ into business processes and create 
programs that diffuse XQ across the organization might consider do-
ing so in the following ways:

•	 Provide development programs to help people become versed 
in how experience impacts personal and professional success

Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   180Experiential Intelligence Interior.indd   180 9/29/22   3:37 PM9/29/22   3:37 PM

Review Copy - Not for Individual Sale



181

Organiz ational XQ    |

•	 Create mentoring programs to support and grow emerging 
leaders

•	 Create peer-to-peer coaching programs focused on growing 
EQ and XQ

•	 Design talent management and development that focus on 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how

•	 Design recruiting and hiring practices that focus on the mind-
sets, abilities, and know-how needed for the future

•	 Design performance management systems to include col-
laborative development sessions that focus on recognizing 
mindsets, abilities, and know-how and identifying growth op-
portunities that can be supported within current relationship 
loops

•	 Create “best practices” that codify the mindsets, abilities, and 
know-how of those who do things best; develop tools, tem-
plates, and processes that give others a process for doing what 
has led to prior success

Whatever programs you use, the ideal approach amplifies the ex-
isting mindsets, abilities, and know-how in the organization that will 
make the biggest difference in shaping your future. 

4. �FOSTER POSITIVE RELATIONSHIP 
LOOPS

Positive relationship loops are at the heart of high-performing organi-
zational cultures. As explained earlier, positive loops are “generative” 
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because the players in the relationship loop amplify each other’s 
unique strengths, elevating everyone’s game. Those within this kind 
of relationship usually have some awareness that they’re in a positive 
loop, even if they don’t use that language specifically. They appreciate 
and recognize that everyone in the relationship brings unique attri-
butes to the table that inspire bigger and better things in everyone else. 
The relationship often holds a higher purpose that goes beyond the 
individual by focusing on aspirational benefits for the customer, team, 
organization, or community.

The most effective organizational cultures are founded upon pos-
itive mindsets that encourage people to contribute their unique assets 
to this kind of shared purpose. When people successfully collaborate, 
they demonstrate what’s possible, creating learning experiences for 
those who witness their results. These collective experiences in turn 
reinforce the belief that “anything’s possible,” which inspires corre-
sponding behavior: actions focused on breaking through to the next 
level. It’s a cycle that solidifies the norms and values of organizational 
culture.

Anyone can help reinvent the culture of their organization by 
role-modeling XQ, which is essentially the process of amplification 
that I’ve previously described. The challenge is that many corporate 
cultures put people in an impossible double-bind situation—they’re 
encouraged to be vulnerable during team-building sessions and in 
performance reviews, yet they’re often judged for doing so. It’s tough 
to embrace approaches that apply the principles of positive psychology 
when we’re pulled down by negative relationship loops that pervade 
everyday experiences. 

That being said, because humility and vulnerability are the con-
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tagious starting points for tapping into XQ, demonstrating it through 
personal disclosure can help others tap into the power of XQ them-
selves. From this standpoint, we all have the ability to proactively 
shape organizational culture.

MAKE XQ A BUSINESS IMPERATIVE

Building XQ into your organizational culture isn’t just about getting 
greater employee engagement. It’s also about creating competitive ad-
vantage and driving innovation. It’s also not about conducting a one-
time event, like a training session. Embedding XQ into your culture to 
yield greater organizational XQ should ideally involve a multipronged 
approach. In addition to the strategies in this chapter, you might also 
need to look at functional areas specific to your own organization. For 
example, most organizations recruit, hire, and develop people using 
targeted job descriptions anchored in specific skillsets. Organizations 
that approach hiring and developing people this way miss huge un-
tapped reservoirs of talent, new ideas, and opportunities. Building XQ 
into the culture of your organization might involve updating the pro-
cesses involved in identifying, recruiting, and screening candidates so 
that you can tap into the mindsets, abilities, and know-how that aren’t 
constrained by keywords in a job description.

Your organization delivers experiences to people every day. How 
you treat employees and customers, how you compete in the market, 
and how you engage with vendors and partners all create experiences 
for people inside and outside your organization. These are the rela-
tionship loops that continually reinforce the underlying attitudes and 
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beliefs of your culture. They’re also the relationship loops in which 
people can apply their XQ to achieve your business goals. You can 
leave it up to chance. Or you can design experiences that amplify 
specific mindsets, abilities, and know-how across people and teams. 
When you embed XQ into your culture, you grow your organiza-
tional XQ.

CHAPTER ELEVEN KEY MESSAGES:

•	 Organizational XQ is the collection of complementary mind-
sets, abilities, and know-how that drives strategy and business 
results

•	 Society and most organizations blindly reinforce the assump-
tion that it’s necessary to separate our inner personal lives 
from our work lives.

•	 An opportunity exists to replace the long-held assumption 
that people shouldn’t bring their full selves to the workplace 
with a new focus on tapping into the mindsets, abilities, and 
know-how across people and teams to amplify and grow the 
latent XQ that already exists within organizations.

•	 Organizational culture is created and reinforced every day by 
shaping people’s mindsets through experiences that commu-
nicate what is good, bad, effective, and rewarded.

•	 Building Experiential Intelligence into organizational culture 
involves creating positive experiences that reinforce the mind-
sets and behavior needed for the future, which can be done 
using four strategies:
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•	 Create new experiences
•	 Develop people’s abilities
•	 Scale Experiential Intelligence
•	 Foster positive relationship loops

•	 When you embed XQ into your culture, you grow your orga-
nizational XQ, which can then transform the culture and de-
liver breakthroughs in innovation and business performance.
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COMMUNITY XQ

Chapter Twelve Video Overview

One night, a few years before the pandemic, I was sitting 
around the table with a group of friends, and the topic of 
race came up. I asked my friend Karl, who’s Black, if he or 

his family had experienced racism in our suburb, Walnut Creek, just 
east of San Francisco.

Karl is originally from South Central Los Angeles. He knows all 
too well the challenges of growing up in a tough environment. He has 
“made it” by many of today’s standards. He attended college and then 
earned an MBA. At the time of our dinner together, he was working 
in IT at Chevron. He is married and has two children who attend local 
Walnut Creek public schools, some of the top ones in California.

After I asked the question, Karl responded with his own question.
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“Do you know how many times I was pulled over by the Walnut 
Creek police for no apparent reason last year?”

“No idea,” I replied.
“Six,” Karl stoically said.
“Six?!” our group exclaimed.
“That’s right. I’m always very polite, keep both hands on the wheel, 

don’t reach for anything anywhere in the car unless asked to do so, 
and reply with ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ when I’m spoken to.”

The rest of us, three other couples, were speechless. None of us 
could believe that Karl—one of the nicest people we knew—could ex-
perience this type of thing in our own backyard. Our stunned silence 
signaled we wanted to better understand his experience.

He continued. “One of those times, I was driving home, passing 
through downtown. The officer asked where I was coming from. I told 
him, ‘From work.’ He asked where I worked, and I said at Chevron. He 
then asked me, ‘At what station?’”

“’At what station’?!” all of us gasped. The police officer assumed 
that Karl worked at one of our local gas stations rather than consider-
ing the possibility he might have a position at the company’s corporate 
office.

“Another time, a female police officer pulled me over. As she ap-
proached my window, I saw her put her hand on her gun. Her whole 
body was shaking. I don’t know which of us was more scared, she or me.”

We collectively expressed our surprise, anger, and sadness that 
our friend had these types of experiences on a consistent basis, just 
down the street from where we were all sitting together. The town that 
we believed was a welcoming place to live wasn’t welcoming to Karl.

I asked him how these experiences had affected him and his fam-
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ily. “Well, I’m going to be giving ‘the talk’ to my fourteen-year-old son 
really soon,” he said.

“The talk?” I asked, knowing that “the talk” in my house meant a 
discussion about the birds and the bees.

“As a Black man, it’s very important to understand what to do and 
what not to do when you’re pulled over by the police. I need to teach 
my son how to stay safe,” explained Karl.

I thought about my own experience with the Walnut Creek police. 
I had been pulled over once twenty years prior for rolling through a 
stop sign. The officer gave me a ticket, and I went on my way. That 
was the extent of it. I never worried that I would be stopped for no 
apparent reason. I never thought about how to behave if I was pulled 
over. I never feared for my daughters’ safety if they were stopped when 
driving downtown.

The discussion with Karl was a poignant one for me. I felt sur-
prised, angry, and ashamed that my friend had so many examples to 
share of being stopped by the police. I felt sad that he was compelled 
to educate his son about how to stay safe throughout what he viewed 
would be a lifelong series of inevitable unwarranted interactions with 
the police. While I was coaching my daughter’s soccer team, he was 
coaching his son on how to survive as a Black male in our community.

In retrospect, it’s obvious that Karl could easily possess a different 
experience than me, even living in the same town. We indeed shared 
experiences related to activities at our kids’ school, social gatherings 
like the barbeque at my house, and other local events. Yet, Karl pos-
sessed a vastly different experience when it came to navigating life in 
our town because of his skin color. I have since heard other Black men 
share similar stories, including the need for “the talk” with their sons.
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SHARED EXPERIENCES CREATE 
CONNECTION

Shared experiences bring people together. Bonds are created when 
people experience things at the same time and in the same place, 
whether on a sports team, at school, in war, in an organization, at 
church, in a community, or in a family. Even when our experiences 
occur at different times and places, they can still serve to create con-
nections. When we discover that we have had a similar experience as 
someone at a dinner party, through a spontaneous discussion with 
a stranger in a restaurant, or in a business meeting, positive rapport 
often results. We see the other as relatable.

Communities of Shared Experience (CoSEs) are just that: they’re 
groups of people who have experienced something similar in life. Be-
ing part of a CoSE doesn’t mean you have to have had the same ex-
perience at the same time with someone, nor share every experience 
with everyone else in the group. Rather, it means that you have had 
similar life experiences as others and can relate to the types of cir-
cumstances and feelings tied to those experiences. It can also mean 
you share specific mindsets, abilities, and know-how that are tied to 
those experiences.

Most of us belong to multiple CoSEs. In my case, I grew up with 
a mother with schizophrenia, so I’m part of a community with other 
people who have parents with mental illness. Both my parents are 
Caucasian, so I’m part of a CoSE with other white men. My parents 
were also in a group of about four hundred “Sufis” when I was grow-
ing up, so I share experiences with people who grew up in alternative 
spiritual communities. I went to one of the top public high schools in 
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California, which helped prepare me to attend some of the top univer-
sities in California, so I’m part of a CoSE with people who have had 
the privilege of quality higher education. When I moved to Silicon 
Valley after school, I became part of a CoSE with people involved in 
entrepreneurial business ventures.

When I’ve shared with others that I’ve had a parent with mental 
illness, that singular experience becomes the bonding focus. Differ-
ences in life circumstances or skin color aren’t necessarily in the fore-
ground when emotionally connecting with another person around 
deep, shared feelings, like the feelings of uncertainty and fear involved 
with having a parent who is utterly unpredictable. Or the disappoint-
ment involved with not receiving caring parenting as a child. Or being 
overwhelmed in taking on responsibility for your struggling parent, 
who rejects your care because they see it as unwanted control. Shared 
experiences create the opportunity for shared empathy. You feel what 
they feel. They feel what you feel.

Even when you share common experiences with someone in your 
CoSE, they may still have vastly different experiences from you in 
other areas of life. The immensely diverse array of our experiences is 
what makes us all unique. Take the fact that both Karl and I live in the 
same geographic area of Walnut Creek. We share the same geographic, 
community-based experiences. But Karl is also part of a CoSE with 
other Black men. As a white male, I don’t share that experience, which 
probably accounts for why I’ve never been pulled over by the Walnut 
Creek police for no reason. For many Black parents, there’s a con-
crete reason why “the talk” is a term that’s well understood and passed 
down generation after generation. Within the CoSE I share with other 
white men, that version of “the talk” is hardly on our radar.
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There are many different CoSEs you may belong to. Some were 
thrust upon you as a child without your choosing—like the composition 
of your family, the different childhood challenges you may have experi-
enced, the color of your skin, your socioeconomic status, and countless 
other factors. When it comes to understanding yourself, as well as oth-
ers, it can be helpful to identify the CoSEs that you belong to. Here are 
some spheres in which people share experiences and form bonds:

•	 Art
•	 Education
•	 Ethnicity
•	 Family structure
•	 Gender identity
•	 Generational identity
•	 Hobbies
•	 Job roles
•	 Language
•	 Mental health
•	 Neighborhoods
•	 Organizations
•	 Physical health
•	 Race
•	 Recreation
•	 Religion
•	 Sexual orientation
•	 Social causes
•	 Socioeconomic status
•	 Spirituality
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•	 Sports
•	 Trauma

What’s also noteworthy is that unless you have had experiences 
associated with a specific CoSE, you may not feel like a part of that 
community, even if you share certain attributes with those who af-
filiate with it. For example, my father’s side of the family is Jewish. 
My grandparents fled France and came to New York City just before 
World War II and the German invasion of their country. My father 
grew up going to Hebrew school and synagogue, had a bar mitzvah 
when he turned thirteen, and celebrated Passover and other Jewish 
holidays. My mother, on the other hand, grew up in a Methodist fam-
ily, and her father was a minister and missionary. After I was born, 
however, my parents moved us to California to join a Sufi spiritual 
community. The only time I was exposed to Jewish traditions growing 
up was when I would visit my relatives back in New York during my 
school break, which would coincide with Passover.

I never internalized “feeling Jewish” as a child, even though I 
gained some knowledge of Jewish traditions. During college, however, 
I had an experience that shifted my sense of identity. I met a neighbor 
in my apartment building who, hearing my last name, asked me if I 
was Jewish. “Kaplan” is a common last name among Ashkenazi Jews. 
Without really thinking about it or providing any sort of explanation, 
I told him I wasn’t. But after a brief discussion about my family’s his-
tory fleeing Europe, as well as the fact that my great-great uncle, Jacob 
Kaplan, had served as the Chief Rabbi in France, my neighbor bluntly 
responded, “If you were living in Europe during World War II and 
captured by the Nazis, you would have been sent to the gas chamber.”
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He was right. At the same time, though, I didn’t feel Jewish. I 
didn’t understand most of the deeper meanings behind the traditions 
and holidays. I had never been to Israel. I didn’t practice Judaism. 
This experience stuck with me and later inspired me to understand 
more about my heritage. In the following years, I would learn more 
about my family’s history during the occupation of France, meet my 
Jewish relatives who had remained in France, and visit the infamous 
concentration camp Dachau. Through these experiences that exposed 
me to new knowledge, relationships, and opportunities for empathy, I 
gained a greater sense of affiliation with my Jewish CoSE.

FIND STRENGTHS IN YOUR COMMUNITIES 
OF SHARED EXPERIENCE

Within a Community of Shared Experience exists a wide range of 
historical experiences. Some experiences may have caused multigen-
erational trauma and persistent social challenges over time. Other ex-
periences might have instilled a set of strengths within the community 
that allows it to thrive. Or, sometimes both are the case. The question, 
and opportunity, is how to recognize a community’s challenges and 
obstacles to overcome while concurrently celebrating and leveraging 
the unique strengths—the mindsets, abilities, and know-how—that 
the community can use to foster positive social change.

Consider your own CoSEs. What communities are you part of? 
How many do you have?

Imagine a multidimensional Venn diagram in which your CoSEs 
intersect. You might have three, four, or twelve communities overlap-
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ping; it’s up to you to decide how many CoSEs you feel connected to. 
Regardless of how many you resonate with, they’ve all most likely con-
tributed to your mindsets and how you view the world in some way. 
They’ve provided the context for the things you’ve done that helped 
you develop specific abilities and know-how. The combination of your 
CoSEs and the experiences you’ve had within them are unique to you.

If you want to understand your CoSEs better, make your own 
multidimensional Venn diagram. Use as many intersecting circles 
as communities you have. Label the circles with the names of your 
CoSEs.

Communities of Shared Experience Venn Diagram Template 

Identify Your Communities of Shared Experience

A simple template can help you identify your CoSEs and how they have 
contributed to your Experiential Intelligence (XQ). List your communities 
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and how they’ve led to your strengths. Try to put a positive spin on what 
you’ve gained from your experiences, even if your experiences have been 
difficult at times. For example, even though I’m part of a CoSE with oth-
ers who have a parent with mental illness, I learned to appreciate small 
moments of connection with my mother, and I obtained a high degree of 
self-sufficiency from needing to fend for myself growing up. The template 
below describes my own CoSEs and what I’ve gained from them.

CoSE Strengths Template  

Identify the Strengths Gained from Your Communities

Now, consider other people you know, whether your family, 
friends, or team at work. If you have the opportunity, compare your 
multidimensional Venn diagrams and discuss:

•	 How many intersecting circles do each of you have?
•	 What CoSEs do you have in common?
•	 Which CoSEs are different?
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•	 What strengths did each of you gain from the experiences you 
have had in your CoSEs?

•	 In what ways can you share your strengths with each other to 
have a positive impact in your lives?

Connecting with a CoSE outside your own occurs through empa-
thy, which provides an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of 
the community and share in the collective strengths of its members. 
While each CoSE has its unique characteristics, there are still many 
related experiences we all share as human beings, like the search for 
meaning, the desire to feel significance, and the need for human con-
nection and love.

CHAPTER TWELVE KEY MESSAGES:

•	 When people have shared experiences, they often form emo-
tional connections anchored by a common identity.

•	 Communities of Shared Experience (CoSEs) are groups of 
people who have experienced something similar in life, which 
results in mutual mindsets, abilities, and know-how.

•	 Everyone belongs to various CoSEs, some which are based on 
life circumstances and some of which are chosen.

•	 An opportunity exists to recognize a community’s challenges 
and obstacles to overcome while concurrently celebrating and 
leveraging the unique strengths—the mindsets, abilities, and 
know-how—that the community can use to foster positive so-
cial change.
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BRING IT HOME

Chapter Thirteen Video Overview

Experiential Intelligence (XQ) is an intuitive concept that’s long 
overdue as a mainstream idea. Few theories of intelligence 
address the deeper dynamics involved in what makes us tick. 

They strive to generalize and, in so doing, overlook how our unique 
experiences and assets contribute to achieving our own relative defi-
nitions of success.

We are all much more than our scores: IQ, SAT, ACT, and GMAT 
scores; performance evaluations; and bank account balances. I wrote 
this book because we need a better way to describe what makes each 
and every one of us uniquely ourselves, and to challenge society’s 
pull to quantify our inherent worth using numbers and bell curves. 
When you look at yourself, your team, your organization, or your 
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communities as merely a set of numbers, you become numb to what 
makes you, you—and what you have to offer the world.

If you took the opportunity to dive deeper into developing your 
XQ using the tools in this book, you probably realize that Experiential 
Intelligence isn’t just for business. XQ is clearly useful in that con-
text, but XQ is equally applicable to personal relationships, families, 
schools, and other areas. That’s because, whatever social context we 
might find ourselves in, we’re all just people coming together with 
human needs and emotions, trying to make sense of ourselves, others, 
and life. We’re all shaped by our circumstances, carry the impacts of 
our experiences, and use the assets that we’ve gained over time as we 
move forward to navigate the world. And, while XQ can certainly help 
you understand yourself better, it can also be used to proactively de-
sign programs that facilitate advancements in education, psychology, 
parenting, group processes, and more.

XQ has existed since humans first walked the earth. As social 
creatures, we take on attitudes and beliefs aligned to the environ-
ment and culture in which we live. We gain “street smarts,” no matter 
where our street is located, so we can operate as effectively as possible 
in the world. Sometimes the smarts we develop through our experi-
ences help us, and sometimes they outsmart us later in life because, 
while they were once useful, they eventually end up undermining our 
success.

I’ve shared my own journey with Experiential Intelligence to 
bring the concept to life in a practical way that models the type of 
thinking, feeling, and sharing that’s important for developing XQ. 
The stories that I’ve shared are indeed unique to me, but the process 
of leveraging the mindsets, abilities, and know-how gained from ex-
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periences—whether positive or negative—to achieve breakthroughs 
both personally and in business is available to anyone. 

When we understand the past by embracing a “both/and” view, 
we’re better able to achieve our goals. It can be difficult to let go of 
a purely negative—or positive—perspective of an experience, person, 
or idea. Connecting to the emotions of both joy and sorrow when re-
flecting on an experience, for example, isn’t easy, even when those two 
emotions coexist. Holding the good and the bad, the positive and the 
negative, the painful and the joyous together, however, builds XQ.

Embracing competing and potentially paradoxical ideas about 
what happened to you, what the impacts were, and how you feel about 
them is part of both Emotional Intelligence (EQ) and Experiential In-
telligence. For instance, my mother’s passing left me to reflect on my 
experience of having a parent with mental illness. On the one hand, 
she met very few of my needs throughout my life. On the other hand, 
she had imparted countless positive impacts through her little quips 
of wisdom and in the moments we’d shared—most of which I could 
only see after she was gone. Eventually, I was able to concurrently hold 
that my mother was an inadequate parent while still having an appre-
ciation for what she was able to provide, given her circumstances. As 
my viewpoint expanded to hold these positive and negative impacts 
together, I also began to recognize my father’s contributions to my 
strengths in new ways. His monumental commitment to his spiritual 
community, along with his powerful work ethic driven by a higher 
purpose, set an example for me to find meaning in and be dedicated 
to whatever I do. As much as I was negatively impacted by my family’s 
dynamics growing up, I also received incredible assets from them that 
I use today.
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My mother was a prolific writer, having authored several hundred 
poems, and she used creative metaphors to describe her experience 
of the world. In the last few years of her life, she shared two profound 
thoughts with me. First, she said, “If you want something but can’t 
have it, you just change what you want.” She had learned this lesson 
over her many years of being dependent on others and unable to ap-
ply her own intelligence to achieve tangible things in the world. She 
embraced this belief to live the best life possible and to find emotional 
peace amid her challenging circumstances.

Later, she shared the second nugget of wisdom, saying, “If you love, 
you learn to listen.” Her truth applies to both ourselves and to other 
people. If you love yourself, you’re able to listen to your own thoughts 
and feelings with empathy and without judgment. As a result, you 
start to gain a better picture of who you are, as perfectly imperfect as 
you may be. By accepting yourself, you gain the mindset and ability to 
grow both your EQ and your XQ. And when you listen to others, you 
become better able to empathically understand who they are as well, 
as imperfect as they, too, may be. It’s through listening, and love, that 
we learn to see, accept, and help ourselves—and others.

The quest to grow XQ is the quest to know yourself at a more 
deeply meaningful level. When you know yourself, you become more 
present in everyday life. You recognize that inherent strengths exist 
within everyone, even when those assets aren’t immediately transpar-
ent. When you view XQ as real intelligence, you see that we all possess 
the capacity to discover new possibilities within ourselves and in the 
world.

Douglas Adams, author of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, 
once wrote, “I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think 
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I have ended up where I needed to be.”26 We all make meaning for 
ourselves. When we’re consumed by self-limiting beliefs, it’s easy to 
think we’re broken or relegated to unfortunate circumstances. The 
journey to greater XQ is the process of figuring out what works and 
what doesn’t today, so that you can change your circumstances to cre-
ate a better tomorrow.
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fostering of, 166–168
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example of, 117
experience within, 118
feedback regarding, 121–122
function of, 117–118
negative, 114–115, 116–117, 120, 153
overview of, 113–120
positive, 114, 119, 120–122, 161–162, 
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strengths, 152–153, 175, 194–197
success

factors regarding, 41, 42
intelligence and, 39, 42–43
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personal story regarding, 5
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