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Chapter Three:  Self-Awareness 

Introduction to Self-Awareness 

The first domain of emotional intelligence that we are going to 
explore is self-awareness.   Self-awareness is the first building block of 
emotional intelligence.  Self-awareness is our ability to recognize our 
own emotions and their effects on us and others.  Without being aware 
and understanding our own emotions, it will be difficult to move into the 
other emotional competencies like self-management, social awareness, or 
team leadership. 

Anne Lamott, in her book Traveling Mercies13, writes “you must 
be present to win” in reference to the way one of her friends was living 
his life.  That book has nothing whatsoever to do with project 
management or emotional intelligence.  However, the phrase “You must 
be present to win” is very relevant to self-awareness.  The key to 
“winning” at self-awareness is being present.  Present, as in, in the 
moment.  Self-awareness is about the here and now.   With self-
awareness, we are striving to get in touch with what exactly we are 
feeling right now.  It is about knowing ourselves in this moment.   

Self-awareness is not about what happened yesterday or what will 
happen tomorrow.  The only time that what happened yesterday is 
relevant is if it is impacting how we are feeling right now.  Otherwise, 
we should leave the past in the past.  The key to self-awareness is to 
focus on what we are feeling now. 

Self-Awareness is the Starting Point for Emotional Intelligence 

Understanding what we feel and what is going on with us is the 
basic skill we need for self-awareness and for all emotional intelligence.  
Recall from Chapter Two the SASHET families of emotions as shown in 
Figure 3-1.  To be self-aware means that we need to know which of these 
feelings we have at that moment.  Are we feeling sad, happy, excited, or 
some combination of all of these? 
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Figure 3-1:  SASHET Families of Emotions 

As shown in Figure 3-2, the emotional intelligence Model for 
Project Management includes the following competencies under the 
domain of self-awareness:  emotional self-awareness, accurate self-
assessment, and self-confidence.  We are going to talk about each of 
these in the following sections. 
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Figure 3-2:  Emotional Intelligence Model showing Self-Awareness 

Emotional Self-Awareness 

We should start by identifying what is meant by self-awareness.  
Self-awareness is the ability to understand our own emotions.  It is about 
being conscious or mindful of our own emotional state.   

Self-awareness may be challenging for us for a number of reasons.  
First, our emotions can be as volatile as the weather in Chicago.  They 
mix, morph, and evolve, often in a short span of time.  One minute we 
might feel excited and happy about a friend’s plan to visit us.  A moment 
later, we might be scared or angry about the same event. 

Second, we may actually experience a mix of emotions at any one 
time.  We may be excited, happy, scared and angry all at the same time.  
More commonly, we have one emotion at the surface which masks 
another emotion.  This second emotion is often the more important of the 
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two.  Consider a parent who waits up for a teenager with a curfew of 
10:00 pm.  If the teenager shows up at home at 1:00 am, the parent will 
often express anger.  The parent is likely feeling scared which is the 
more important secondary emotion. 

A third reason that it may be difficult is due to childhood wounds 
which inhibit our ability to access our feelings.  For most of my life I 
suppressed many of my emotions.  This was partly a result of growing up 
in an alcoholic family where everyone (except my dad) was denied the 
opportunity to have or express emotions.  In addition to that, I think I 
inherited my Mom's emotional sensitivity; she was about as emotional as 
a small green soap dish.   

As an adult I found that all my emotions were dampened.  In 
particular though, I found it difficult to feel happy, angry, or sad.  When 
my brother Marty killed himself in 1996, I remember feeling numb.  It 
was a long time before I actually felt sad and angry about his death. 

What I lacked in happiness, anger and sadness, I made up for in 
fear.  I was afraid most of the time.  I was scared about how I was 
performing at work, scared about money, and scared about nearly 
everything.  I still deal with a lot of fear in my life though not nearly as 
much as I did when I was younger. 

It took a lot of hard work over the course of nearly 5 years before I 
was able to access my emotions directly.  This included work with a 
coach and as well as working in two support groups.  I learned various 
techniques for getting in touch with my emotions.  I learned to recognize 
the physical sensations that lead to emotions.  I learned to journal.  
Eventually I was able to feel angry and sad, and to dampen the fear I felt 
all the time. 

Everyone is different when it comes to being aware of our 
emotions.  For most people, the kind of work that I went through is 
unnecessary.  However, each person may find that some emotions are 
easier to recognize than others.  Self-awareness is about developing this 
capacity.  It is similar to building a physical muscle in our bodies.  Let’s 
look at specific ways that we can begin to train ourselves to recognize 
our emotions. 

Getting Physical with Our Feelings 

We can often use the physical sensations in our bodies to recognize 
our emotions.  Emotions have a physical manifestation in our bodies.  
What we feel emotionally is reflected in what we feel physically.  If you 
are having trouble feeling an emotion or cannot name what you are 
feeling, you might be able to use your body as a clue.  You can train 
yourself to recognize what it feels like to be happy or sad. 
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How do we know which sensations go with each feeling?  Figure 
3-3 provides a quick guide to the sensations that go with each of the 
feeling families.  We need to consider things like heart rate, feelings of 
heat or cold, muscle tightness, and our own eyes.  It is important to note 
that these physical sensations can vary from person to person.  As you 
begin to pay attention your own body, you may note minor variations 
from the list provided. 

  
 

Figure 3-3:  Physical Sensations for SASHET Feelings 

While our physical sensations provide one clue about what we are 
feeling, there are other ways that our bodies will help us to assess our 
feelings.  Our faces can also provide information about our emotional 
state.  The face has been called the window to the soul.   

In his book 2005 book Blink14, Malcolm Gladwell discusses the 
work of researchers Silvan Tomkins and Paul Ekman.  Tomkins and 
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Ekman conducted extensive experiments on human facial expressions.  
They found that across societies there were a common set of facial 
expressions caused by underlying emotions.  Tomkins and Ekman 
decoded the facial expressions and catalogued 3,000 unique human facial 
expressions having emotional meaning.  That is, there are 3,000 different 
ways for our faces to express emotions.  Just as importantly, Tomkins 
and Ekman noted that these facial expressions are difficult to fake. 

Am I advocating that you learn the 3,000 different facial 
expressions and the corresponding emotions?  No.  The face just 
provides us with additional data to aid in emotional self-awareness.  By 
understanding what emotions look like, you can use your own face to 
better understand what you are feeling.  If other methods fail to tell us 
what is going on with us, the face is a reliable indicator.  In Chapter Five, 
we will use our understanding of how emotions appear on our faces to 
understand the faces and emotions of those around us.  

By studying our own faces, we can learn about the emotions we 
are feeling.  We can use our own faces as a guide.  We don’t have to 
know 3,000 expressions.  We only have to learn the various ways in 
which the 6 families of feelings will show on our faces. 

The chart shown in Figure 3-4 contains a quick taxonomy of the 
faces representing the SASHET families of feelings, including a picture 
and a brief description of each feeling family.   
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Figure 3-4:  Facial Expressions for the SASHET Feelings 

If you are skeptical that faces reveal emotions, consider people 
who make large financial decisions based on emotions.  Yes I am talking 
about professional poker players.  Poker players have long been aware of 
the fact that faces reveal emotions.  The term “poker face” has come to 
mean a face that reveals no hint of a person’s thoughts or emotions.   

I like to watch the World Poker Tour on television.  In fact, for a 
short time I was a junkie and could not stop watching it.  I was fascinated 
by the various ways in which the different players would hide or 
camouflage their faces so as not to give away their emotions to their 
opponents.  Each player would try to mislead the other players about 
what they felt.  At the same time, the players were trying to read the 
emotions of the other players from their faces and body language.   

Most players use sunglasses and hats to hide much of their faces.  
One player named Phil Laak has been dubbed the “Unibomber” for his 
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tendency to wear dark glasses and a hooded sweatshirt to cover much of 
his head.  When he is in a stressful situation (or if he wants others to 
think he is under stress), Phil will take in the drawstrings on his hood 
until none of his face is visible to the other players! 

Write it Out 

A third way to determine what we are feeling is to journal.  We can 
use journaling to explore our feelings in the moment.  We may also 
reflect on something that occurred in the past and re-experience the 
feelings we previously felt (or should have felt).  We can also use 
journaling to look ahead to the future and explore how we may feel about 
something we have not yet experienced.   

There are many different ways to journal and you may have to 
experiment to find one that works for you.  I have kept a journal for the 
last 5 years and I simply use it to jot down what is going on with me 
emotionally.  I sometimes write as if I am praying.  You might write as if 
you are writing to someone else or to yourself.   

Emotional Red Flags 

Another tool that can help us to be more self-aware is the concept 
of emotional red flags.  As I learned about emotional intelligence and 
about myself, I became aware of ways in which I acted which were less 
than helpful.  I learned to recognize behaviors which were early 
symptoms of my own emotional problems.  I called these emotional red 
flags. 

The value of these emotional red flags was to help me to 
understand what was going on with me; increasing my self-awareness.  
These red flags helped me to identify underlying emotional problems.  
As I became more self-aware and began to recognize the symptoms of 
these red flags, I was empowered to make better choices and change the 
outcomes.  The key, and most important part for me, was to recognize 
these emotional red flags.  Here are five emotional red flags:  

#1 Inappropriate Humor  
We would all probably agree that humor is good, especially on 

projects.  I used to consider myself very funny and believed it to be one 
of my strengths.  What I found was that I was using inappropriate humor.  
My humor was inappropriate because I was using it to be indirect.  I was 
afraid of telling the truth and making my point directly, so I would make 
a joke instead.  As an example, consider when someone would show up 
late to a project team meeting.  Instead of confronting the issue directly, I 
would make a joke like “looks like the trains didn’t wait for you today”.  
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I was angry that they did not show up on time.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t 
aware of my anger so I did not voice my anger directly.  Or, I was not 
comfortable expressing my anger so I hid it.  In either case, my use of 
humor was indirect and not effective at addressing the behavior of my 
team member.   

My humor was a way of masking my true feelings of anger or fear.  
That was a clue that I was not aware of my emotions.  Now when I make 
a joke, I ask myself “what was behind that?”  Most likely I feel angry, 
sad, or scared.  When angry, I may choose to single someone out and try 
to make fun of them.  Or if I feel sad, I may try to get attention and 
affirmation with a quick laugh.  When scared, I may make a joke about 
someone to shift the attention from me.  In each of these cases, I need to 
look beyond the humor to determine the underlying emotion. 

#2 Use of Sarcasm  
The use of sarcasm is closely related to inappropriate humor.  

Perhaps sarcasm is just humor taken to an extreme.  We use sarcasm for 
the same reasons as inappropriate humor; we don’t want to say 
something directly.  As an example of sarcasm, consider when you say to 
your boss “everyone thinks the new expense approval policy is a 
GREAT idea” and then you tack on, “just kidding”.  The “just kidding” 
is the exclamation point that makes sarcasm and inappropriate humor 
easy to spot.  If you are saying “just kidding”, you are saying “don’t get 
mad at me for saying what I really feel”.   

For some excellent examples of sarcasm in the workplace, rent the 
movie Tommy Boy.  David Spade plays Richard Hayden opposite Chris 
Farley as Tommy Callahan III.  Spade is naturally very sarcastic and he 
does not disappoint in this movie.   

#3 Passive Aggressive Behavior 
Another red flag that can help with self-awareness is passive 

aggressive behavior.  Passive aggressive behavior can be very subtle and 
is often confused for simply being a jerk.  Here is the definition of 
passive aggressive behavior from the Wikipedia:   

Passive-aggressive behavior refers to passive, sometimes obstructionist 
resistance to authoritative instructions in interpersonal or occupational 
situations. Sometimes a method of dealing with stress or frustration, it 
results in the person attacking other people in subtle, indirect, and 
seemingly passive ways. It can manifest itself as resentment, 
stubbornness, procrastination, sullenness, or intentional failure at doing 
requested tasks. 

Passive aggressive behavior can manifest itself in the project 
environment in various ways including showing up late for meetings, 
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failure to follow instructions, failure to meet deliverable deadlines, or 
failing to ask for approval in advance.  Let’s look at a couple of these in 
detail. 

Being on time for meetings can be challenging.  There are a lot of 
meetings on a project.  Further, it may be difficult to be on time for all of 
the meetings.  If individuals are late, it doesn’t necessarily indicate 
passive-aggressive behavior.  As PMs, we need to learn to discern 
between occasional tardiness and passive-aggressive behavior. 

When individuals intentionally show up late for meetings, they are 
sending a passive message to the other people attending that meeting.  
That message may be something like “I don’t like this project”, “I really 
didn’t want to come”, or “I have better things to do”.   

Of course sometimes people are just late for reasons other than 
passive aggressiveness and this is what makes it a bit tricky.  We are all 
late sometimes.  It happens to everyone.  If an individual is late only 
once in a great while, that is no big deal.  It is also not a big deal if we 
recognize that we are going to be late and we call to let the others know 
or provide some sort of advance notice.  It is when we have a pattern of 
showing up late that indicates there may be something else going on.   

I once worked for a project director who would lock the doors at 
the time that the meeting was supposed to start.  Anyone who came late 
would be forced to knock at the door and then would be subjected to 
ridicule upon entering the conference room.  It was his way of trying to 
force people to be on time.  I don’t recommend that tactic. 

Another category of passive aggressive behavior is overstepping 
authority such as failing to ask for approval in advance.  There is a fine 
line between a go-getter and someone who breaks the rules or rebels 
against authority figures.  All PMs have heard the old adage, “it is better 
to ask for forgiveness than approval”.  That saying likely came from a 
passive aggressive person.  It might very well be true.  But that adage can 
also be construed to mean, “do whatever you want”.  Certainly as PMs 
we need to show initiative.  This means that sometimes we are going to 
need to act in the absence of clear authority.  However, we also need to 
aware of what is really going on.  Is there some underlying reason for 
acting this way?  For example, is it unclear what we are responsible for? 
If so, we should get clarification from our manager so that our lines of 
responsibility and authority are clear.  If we show a pattern of not getting 
approval from our leaders, or acting as if it is not required, we are likely 
acting passive-aggressively.   

The emotion that underlies all passive-aggressive behavior is 
anger.  It sounds ugly, but it is true.  When we act in passive-aggressive 
ways, we are angry.  Perhaps we resent the authority figure in the 
situation, who knows.  What ends up happening is that we act in ways 
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that look like we are complying but really aren’t.  We show up late.  We 
“misunderstand” instructions from the boss.  We turn in deliverables late.  
We act in the absence of authority.   

#4 Playing the Victim  
Another red flag that I began to recognize in myself was playing 

the victim.  This was something I did frequently.  I used to complain 
about why I was unable to change jobs, or why I lived in a certain part of 
the country, how I was stuck in the wrong line at the supermarket, and a 
host of other situations.   

Now that I recognize it in myself, I am more sensitive to ways in 
which everyone plays the victim.  This includes playing the victim 
instead of completing an activity, changing jobs, staying in a lousy 
marriage, working for bad bosses, not going for a better position or being 
a leader, and a host of other outcomes.  The rationalization for 
victimhood includes all the reasons or the people who "prevented" them 
from doing what they should have done.  It all smacks of victim-hood. 

I know a woman who, after divorcing her husband, continues to 
work at the same company and in the same department as the ex-husband 
and his new girlfriend.  As uncomfortable as that sounds, she claims she 
can't find a better job and so she is resolved to stay in that position.    

Behind the victimlike behavior is a lack of truthfulness about why 
we don’t go for what we say we want.  We pile up all the reasons we are 
not able to pursue our goals or the people who prevented us from getting 
what we want, instead of going flat out for what we say we want.  The 
truth is that we don’t really want what it is we say bad enough to really 
go for it.  So, we blame other people or circumstances for it instead of 
just owning that we don’t want it bad enough.   

Living life as a victim is not very satisfying.  It is also irresponsible 
and dishonest.  It is irresponsible because we are all given one life to live 
and we need to take full responsibility for that life.  It is dishonest 
because it doesn't address the real reasons for our inaction.  A more 
honest approach would be to admit we just didn't want it badly enough or 
we were too damned scared to go for it 100%.   

We will talk more about playing the victim in Chapter Six when 
we discuss the principle of co-creation. 

#5 Hostility  
Hostility is the least subtle of all the red flags.  Hostility is in your 

face.  Examples of hostility would include blowing up with anger in a 
meeting, walking out, using your physical presence to intimidate others, 
muttering under your breath, and making threats.  Hostility is about 
being angry and acting out.   
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While some may view hostility as a healthy expression of anger, 
this is not the case.  Hostility is not responsible.  In Chapter Four we will 
explore ways of dealing with our anger in more constructive and 
responsible ways. 

 
Do you recognize any of these red flags in your behavior?  Are you 

sufficiently aware and objective about your own behavior to know if you 
behave in these ways?  If so, what is going on for you when you are 
behaving in these ways? Are you scared, angry or sad?  Awareness of the 
red flag behavior and the underlying emotion is the first step toward 
breaking the cycle.  By watching for these red flags, and then exploring 
the emotional causes, we can begin to act more responsibly.  Our teams 
and stakeholders will definitely appreciate that, and we will be better 
PMs because of it.   

One final thought about the red flags.  Another clue about our own 
feelings and emotions is how we react to others.  Do you see any of the 
red flags in others?  Does it bug you?  If it does bother you, it is a clue 
about how we feel.  Often, what bothers us the most about others is the 
very issue that we need to deal with ourselves.  So if you have issues 
with behaviors of others, ask what that tells you about yourself. 

Emotional Self-Awareness is Important  

No doubt you are beginning to wonder why we have spent so much 
time talking about getting in touch with our feelings.  Being aware of our 
feelings is critical for a couple of reasons.  First of all, the reality is that 
most of us are not good at getting in touch with our feelings.  We go 
through most of our days either too busy to feel or finding ways to numb 
out so we don’t have to feel.  As humans, we have learned to use food, 
TV, shopping, work, drugs, sex, alcohol, more work, hobbies and 
anything else we can find so that we don’t have to feel.  Feelings are 
often too scary or painful so we have learned to numb ourselves out.  

The second reason we spent so much time talking about getting in 
touch with our feelings is that being aware is the single most important 
EI trait.  It is the first building block of emotional intelligence.  If we 
don’t know what is going on with us, we will not be good at the other 
aspects of emotional intelligence.  It is our own personal radar, feeding 
us information about our environment.  If you only have time to learn 
one thing about emotional intelligence, learn about self-awareness. 
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Accurate Self-Assessment 

The second competency of Self-Awareness is accurate self-
assessment.  Though important to project managers, this is a lower 
priority than emotional self-awareness.   

Self-assessment is about viewing ourselves accurately and seeking 
feedback from others to improve our performance.  In Working with 
Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman describes accurate self-
assessment in terms of people who are: 

• Aware of their strengths and weaknesses 
• Reflective, learning from experience 
• Open to candid feedback, new perspectives, continuous 

learning, and self-development 
• Able to show a sense of humor and perspective about 

themselves 15 
Learning about our strengths and weaknesses should be an ongoing 

effort throughout our lifetimes.  In Chapter Six we are going to look at 
some specific assessment instruments which can be helpful to get to 
know ourselves better and to identify strengths and weaknesses.  We can 
(and should) also leverage those around us to learn more. 

As noted earlier, I have been blessed to have several different 
mentors, coaches, and managers who have invested in me over the 
course of my career.  They have provided me with valuable feedback as 
well as guidance that I could use to improve my performance. 

One of the people who I am learning to benefit from is my wife.  She 
knows me better than most people and is one of the best sources of 
feedback that I have.  Learning to view my wife as my coach has been a 
positive shift for me. 

Self-Confidence 

The third competency under Self-Awareness is self-confidence.   
Like accurate self-assessment, self-confidence is one of those things that 
we would agree all PMs need.  No one wants to follow a leader who does 
not have self-confidence.  PMs and leaders of all types need to be self-
confident.  Self-confidence is extremely important to PMs and leaders of 
all types.  

In Working with Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman describes 
self-confidence as: 

Self-Confidence:  A Strong Sense of one’s Self-Worth and Capabilities. 

He goes on to say that individuals with self-confidence: 
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• Present themselves with self-assurance; have “presence” 
• Can voice views that are unpopular and go out on a limb for 

what is right 
• Are decisive, able to make sound decisions despite 

uncertainties and pressures16 
I have found that as I have improved my overall level of emotional 

intelligence over the last 5 years, this has dramatically improved my self-
confidence.  I feel more comfortable with myself, with my project teams 
and with the other project stakeholders.  I am comfortable speaking up 
about my views and making tough decisions.   

 

Techniques to Improve your Self-Awareness 

Now that we understand the first emotional intelligence domain of 
Self-Awareness, what can we do to improve our competency in this area?  
There are many ways we can increase our emotional self-awareness.  The 
following are my favorite techniques: 

1.  Keep a Feelings Journal  

As discussed earlier, journaling can help us to get in touch with our 
feelings.  A feelings journal is simply a place to log what we are feeling.   
For best results, we should take notes throughout the day on what we are 
experiencing and what feelings result from our experiences.  Our notes 
don’t have to be extensive; a journal entry may look like this: 

“Talked with Jim this morning and congratulated him on getting 
his deliverable completed ahead of schedule.  I left feeling happy.” 

The journal can help us track our feelings over the course of the 
day or week.  Once we have journaled for a few days or weeks, we can 
look for patterns like: 

• Balance of negative feelings versus positive feelings  
• Same feelings every day at the same time, for example, sad 

every morning 
• Predominant feelings, for example, always scared 
• Feelings tied to relationships, for example, angry whenever I 

talk to my Mom 
• Deadspots where you are not able to feel anything, for example, 

numb over a significant loss 
• Feeling blindspots, for example, never angry or never happy 
I recommend that you keep up a feelings journal for a full 30 days.  

It can be a helpful way to become more aware of what you are feeling 
and what is triggering those feelings. 
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2.  Track Emotions with a Tally Sheet 

Another simple way to track our emotions over time is to use an 
emotional tally sheet.  A couple of examples of emotional tally sheets are 
shown in Appendix A.  The first example in Appendix A could be used 
by an individual to track their emotions over the course of the week.  At 
the simplest level, just knowing how often you experience each emotion 
will aid you in becoming more self-aware. 

You can also be more intentional by setting a timer or other 
reminder so that you record your emotions every 30 minutes or hour.  
This will give you a more complete view of the range of emotions you 
experience throughout your day and week.  Do this when at work and at 
play to get the best view of your emotional range. 

3.  Conduct a Physical Inventory   

The second awareness technique I want to discuss is to conduct a 
physical inventory.  By this I mean that we will use the physical 
sensations in our body to help us determine what we are feeling.  
Remember the physical signs that we introduced in Figure 3-3.  As you 
go through the course of a normal day, stop periodically and take a 
physical inventory to help you understand what you are feeling.  Check 
your heartbeat and see if it is fast or slow.  Check to see if you feel hot or 
cold.  Look for areas where your muscles are tight.  Use these physical 
indicators to help you determine what is going on with you emotionally. 

It is important to remember that we may feel a combination of two 
or more emotions at any one point in time.  While one feeling may 
dominant, it may be the emotion that is further below the surface that we 
need to understand and address.  For example, if someone does not 
complete a deliverable on time and does not let us know, we may feel a 
combination of anger and fear.  We might be angry because they did not 
let us know.  We might be scared because we are going to have to slip 
the schedule or miss other commitment dates.  The feeling of anger may 
dominate in this case.  However, it could be the fear that is underneath 
that anger which is more important to understand and manage. 

4.  Checking Your Face In The Mirror 

Like the physical inventory in the previous item, you can use the 
face in the mirror technique to help you become more aware of your 
emotions Use the pictures and descriptions of faces that we described in 
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Figure 3-4.  Check your face periodically to see what is being shown to 
others.   

You can also train yourself to get better at this by reversing the 
exercise.  As you feel an emotion, check your face in a mirror to see 
what your expression looks like.  With practice, you will be able to 
recognize what you are feeling without having to rely on your face. 

5.  Use Paired Sharing 

Paired sharing is a technique used to become more emotionally 
self-aware.  It is similar to having a conversation with ourselves except 
that we have the help of another person.  It is almost like thinking out 
loud, except the focus is on our feelings more than our thoughts.   

The way it works is to get together with another person.  The two 
of you each will take turns speaking and listening.  The first person to 
speak will talk for a set period of time; two or three minutes work very 
well.  There is no script.  That first person to talk starts by talking about 
what they are feeling in that moment, even if they don’t know what they 
are feeling.  The speaker just keeps talking about whatever comes to 
mind.  The key is to keep it about emotions and about the here and now. 

The person listening has a critical and somewhat difficult task and 
that is to simply listen.  This involves maintaining eye contact throughout 
and not providing any type of feedback to the other person.  This means 
no verbal clues (e.g.  uh-huh) and no non-verbal clues such as nodding or 
smiling.  This may require a little practice for both speaker and listener 
since giving feedback is such an ingrained part of listening for many of 
us.  To use the paired sharing technique, it is important to simply listen 
and to let the person doing the talking determine where to go next. 

When the allotted time is up, the pair will switch roles and the 
speaker becomes the listener.  The same rules apply for speaker and 
listener.  It is OK for the second speaker to comment on what the first 
speaker said, however, the listener should not respond; their job is to 
listen with no feedback.  It is also OK if there are breaks or silence. 

The process continues until the two are able to get down to what 
they are feeling.  Most people will get in touch with their feelings within 
2 or 3 rounds. 

This technique is quite simple and probably sounds more difficult 
than it is in practice.  However, don’t let the simplicity fool you; it is a 
powerful way to get in touch with what is going on with you.  Try it a 
couple of times and see if it helps you to get in touch with your feelings. 
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6.  Backtrack 

Backtracking is when we retrace our steps to determine why we 
are feeling a certain way.  I find it most helpful to understand when I am 
feeling negative emotions like sad, angry, or scared.  I will sometimes 
feel a vague sense of unease, like there is a dark cloud hanging over my 
head.  By using the backtracking technique, I can often connect the dots 
on what I am feeling and why.   

This is similar to the process you follow when you lose something.  
What would you do if you were to lose your keys?  You would stop and 
retrace your steps leading up to the point where you lost them.  Usually, 
you find that there is a logical place for the keys based on the steps you 
took.  The process of backtracking works the same for our feelings as 
shown in Figure 3-5. 

   

 
Figure 3-5:  Backtracking Process 

In a recent case where I used this technique, I was at the end of my 
work day.  I was on my way home and I felt disturbed.  I had a sense of 
unease that I could not attribute to anything specific.  I then reflected 
back on the day and the exchanges I had with various people on my 
project.  I thought about all the meetings and the conversations I had 
throughout the day.  And then it struck me very clearly.  In my meeting 
with my manager, he was critical of one of my team members.  That 
criticism hurt.   

The criticism hurt on several levels.  First, it hurt because I knew it 
was true.  My manager was right in his assessment of my team member 
and I knew it.  I was feeling personally criticized, as if I should have 
done a better job.  I felt like I should have acted sooner to address this 
performance issue.  I even felt scared that I was perceived as not 
performing at my highest level.  Second, it hurt because I liked this 
particular team member.  I felt defensive because there were so many 
positive things he was doing.  Third, it hurt because I knew I needed to 
act on it and I was reluctant to do that.  I knew that it would mean taking 
this resource off the team.  That made me feel sad. 

When I backtracked over the day and identified this exchange, it 
was easy to understand how I felt.  There was a mix of negative feelings 
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at that moment.  After the meeting with my manager that day, I moved 
on with other meetings and discussions and those negative feelings 
moved to the background.  It was as if my subconscious didn't want me 
to dwell on those thoughts.  That worked to insulate me from my feelings 
until I slowed down at the end of the day and I was unable to keep the 
negative feelings at bay any longer. 

My wife sometimes helps me to backtrack.  If I come home from 
work in a less than positive state, she may say something like “so what is 
going on with you?”.  She will force me to think back over the day and 
why I am sad, angry or scared.  It works.  By back tracking through my 
day, I can identify what happened to cause me to feel the way I do.   

Whether you do it alone or with the help of another, the 
backtracking technique can be helpful to understand what you are feeling 
in the moment.  When you feel some discomfort or unease and you are 
unable to pinpoint the cause, review your day and the interactions you 
had with others.  This will often help you to identify the source and the 
specific feeling you are experiencing.  That will put you in a position to 
do something about it. 

7.  Use Quiet Time 

The sixth and final self-awareness technique I would like to talk 
about is Quiet Time.  It could be called reflection or meditation time.  
You could use prayer, meditation, reflection, yoga, breathing exercises, 
or any other technique which helps you to relax and tune in to yourself.  
It is all about ways of getting in touch with what we are feeling right 
now.  As with all the awareness techniques, it is about focusing on the 
here and now.   

The Quiet time technique is about getting in touch with ourselves.  
It can be difficult to find quiet time in the course of our full and busy 
lives.  The fullness and busyness can be the way we avoid getting in 
touch with ourselves.  The antidote to this busy-ness is to slow down, be 
quiet, and get in touch with our emotions.   

If you already know how to use prayer, meditation, or breathing 
exercises, then use whatever technique works for you.  If you don't have 
a technique that you use, there are tons of resources available to you on 
the web and in your community.  But you really don't need anything 
other than yourself for this.  You can simply sit quietly and breathe 
deeply.  Try to put the noise of the day out of your mind and get in touch 
with what you are feeling.   

It sounds simple but please give it a try before you dismiss it.  
When I take the time to do this, I am often surprised by the results.  It has 
helped me to recognize a pattern of feelings that I experience around 
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travel.  Every month I make 1 or 2 trips to teach courses out of town.  It 
is typical for me to fly out on Sunday afternoon for a class that starts on 
Monday morning.  Invariably, I get scared and anxious as the weekend 
approaches until I peak sometime Sunday afternoon when I am 
frantically packing the materials I need for my class while the taxi waits 
in the driveway to take me to the airport.  By then, I have myself in a 
complete tizzy running around frazzled instead of taking a quiet moment 
to say goodbye to my wife and children. 

Now I don’t mind travel and I don’t mind teaching classes.  But 
both require a certain level of effort and attention.  Travel can always 
bring unwanted surprises.  Classes can bring surprises and a level of 
performance anxiety because it is important to me to do a good job.  As a 
result, I feel anxious about going out of town for these classes.   

It wasn’t until I took the time to get quiet with myself that I 
recognized this pattern.  I was praying about the weekend and realized 
how scared I was about traveling.  Then I recognized that I always feel 
scared leading up to these trips.  That gave me the power to do 
something about my feelings. 

Whether you pray, meditate, use breathing, or simply reflect 
quietly, use this technique to get more in touch with yourself.  Focus on 
what you are feeling now, in the moment.  

 




