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Introduction

“I  can’t sleep. I can’t focus. It’s like I’m under siege,”
Mary shared.

“He’s squeezing me out and trying to lower my ownership 
stake.” In her partnership group in a financial firm, Mary told 
me the senior partner started spreading rumors that she’s a bully 
and the team is afraid of her. The young analysts joined in. She 
tried to speak to the offending partner, but he reacted with hos-
tility, making the situation worse. She didn’t feel she could get a 
fair response from the HR director or from their regional head 
because they were longtime buddies of his. She feared her only 
way out was to leave the firm. But that would be a big blow to her 
reputation, and why should she have to sacrifice all of the clien-
tele she had worked for 20 years to establish?

The senior partner also criticized her for her “quality over 
quantity” client service approach. “He’s making me feel like a 
failure. I’ve lost my confidence, and now I’m even questioning— 
maybe I should change, and maybe I really am a bully.”

Mary felt powerless. 

So did Steve. He was the head of a fast- growing technology 
start- up, and his team members’ repeated mistakes were like 
nails on a chalkboard to him. “I can’t get them to be more careful 
and to follow through on their work plans,” he explained. He was 
getting impatient and would react, thinking, “They’re lazy,” and 
also questioning, “Am I a bad leader?” He brought his irritation 
home to his wife, which he knew was unfair.1
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2 Introduction

Mary and Steve were in situations that are similar to those 
many of us face: You feel that other people determine what hap-
pens to you. Their behavior ‘gets to you’, and puts you into a mental 
swirl. You rehash the scenario, convincing yourself they’re wrong 
or that there’s something wrong with you. You get hijacked and 
react emotionally instead of responding with thoughtful intention. 
You see limited options to resolve the problem because whatever 
you’ve tried hasn’t worked. You feel trapped. You want to be a role 
model for others or be the bigger person in the scenario, but you 
can see you are showing up as a diminished version of yourself.

This is what it’s like when you are “out of your power.”

You want relief. You want the other person to do what you 
think they should do, believing that is the only way to achieve a 
good or fair outcome. What you really want is to get back to your 
calm confident self and refocus on living your life and making 
a difference for others in your company, community, or family. 
You want to be back “in your power.”

If this describes how you are feeling anywhere in your life, 
this book is for you.

I share the psychological insights and strategies you can use 
to immediately stop the mental swirl and quickly recover to be 
“good in you.” With fresh ways of overcoming your automatic 
reactions, you’ll be free from the effects of other people on you. 
You’ll achieve bigger business results, get promoted, improve the 
culture, and connect with difficult loved ones.

You’ll shift your experience from that of the thermometer to 
the thermostat. When you are the thermometer your mental 
and emotional state goes up and down according to other peo-
ple’s behavior. You fixate on others’ actions and see yourself at 
their mercy, as if “others act, all I can do is react.” The climate 
outside of you determines the weather inside of you. You expe-
rience yourself as the casualty, not the creator of the outcome.
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Introduction 3

As the thermostat, instead you set the tone of your interac-
tions with others, no matter what their behavior is, and you set 
the temperature of your internal state as well. You are able to 
bring people along in your vision. The thermostat harmonizes all 
the conditions in a room— the humidity, air flow, movement of 
people— to reach the decided- upon temperature. As the thermo-
stat, you can steward the whole situation to make it better.

When you’re in your power, you make an impact not by 
reacting to the behavior of people who are limited, but rather 
by raising yourself and others to be limitless.

By the end of my first discussion with Mary, she regained 
this sense of control and confidence. She stopped taking the 
situation personally, her emotional upset evaporated, and she 
slept well that night. She no longer looked to others to know her 
worth. Within days, the discussions she initiated with her part-
ners led them to cease badmouthing her. She earned so much 
respect from them and for her client service approach that within 
60 days they voted her Partner in Charge of the group. Within 
90 days, she brought in the biggest deal of her career, producing 
a windfall they all benefitted from now that she’d begun enforc-
ing their contractual agreement to do an equal draw on profits. 
Then she led an approach to diversify the talent in their group, 
and together they’ve grown the pie.

Mary got back in her power!

I have coached and trained over 40,000 senior leaders, entre-
preneurs, and professionals in all levels of organizations around 
the world, and what I’ve found is that in the challenging situa-
tions where you find yourself off your game, the underlying issue 
is always that you’re pulled out of your power.

We are made to feel powerless in many ways. We feel unseen, 
unheard, or can’t make an impact on people who are important 
to us in our professional and personal lives. We may be  dismissed, 
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4 Introduction

overlooked, or uncredited by a manager, or sabotaged by a col-
league. We can’t convince executive peers to move past corporate 
scorecards toward true transformation in the culture. We might 
feel disrespected by a bully boss, a difficult family member, or be 
overloaded with more than our fair share of work. We can’t get 
our team members to live up to our expectations or respect our 
leadership. We don’t get our needs met by a partner or friend. 
We’re made to second guess ourselves.

Business as usual can put us out of our power by piling on 
excessive demands and constant change. In the workplace and 
culture at large, we don’t feel psychologically safe, and these 
places are rife with harms in the form of inequitable pay and 
advancement, microaggressions, and violence. On social media, 
we have reason to fear we’ll be cancelled or trolled. Political sys-
tems make us feel our values are not protected, or are violated.

Being out of your power is not a sign of some inherent weak-
ness within you. Usually it means you care— about getting a good 
result, about fairness and respect, and about the greater good. 
Everyone can get out of their power regardless of how emotion-
ally intelligent or highly accomplished they are. An acquain-
tance of mine is a former army general. His son verbally attacks 
him regularly and every day he has the sinking feeling he’s a bad 
father. As we’ll explore in the next chapter, we are even biologi-
cally hardwired to get kicked out of our power.

When we get out of our power we do what we can to help us 
regain control. We blame the offending person for what they’ve 
done, or haven’t done, and plan what we’ll say to them if we 
have the chance. We seek sympathy in venting to others. We spin 
about whether to stay or go and then get to the point we start to 
disengage. We try to not think about the situation by drinking, 
numbing ourselves with social media, or other unhealthy habits.

Well- meaning advice from friends, family, or blog writers 
tells us to “let it go; just leave! give it time; be persistent!” This 
advice offers encouragement rather than true empowerment. 
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Introduction 5

It suggests we grit our way through the problem or continue to 
do things that aren’t working. It doesn’t address that something 
fundamental to you is being crossed— your sense of self, your 
truth, your boundaries, your vision, your sense of fairness about 
the way the world should work, or all of these.

Wrestling with these situations can interfere with our mental 
well- being and contribute to burnout over and above our culture 
of “too much to do.” We can even develop mental health symp-
toms, such as anxiety, which comes from thoughts about lacking 
a sense of control. Or depression, which can come from anger 
that is turned against oneself when no recourse is available. 
Emotions and behavior from past traumas can be reactivated, 
and post- traumatic symptoms can develop when you experience 
the situation as inescapable.

Not having an effective way to navigate these scenarios derails 
careers. I’ve seen it be a major reason people leave an organization 
(or relationship) or decide to stay but just go through the motions, 
which is not who you are. The temptation is to avoid collaborat-
ing with the other person, eroding connection and trust among 
coworkers, friends, and family members. Leaders can react with 
overwhelm or pursue their own agenda rather than serve the team.

Being out of your power destroys dreams and kills joy.

More than ever we are determined to overturn these sit-
uations when we face them, personally or collectively. We are 
fed up with situations where someone else’s actions make you 
feel bad about your value or constrain your success. With the 
ongoing stress of pandemic-related circumstances, economic 
uncertainty, and an overdue reckoning on social injustices, our 
 resilience is worn down.

We are factoring in our mental well- being and prioritizing 
environments where we can do meaningful work drama- free. 
We’re ready to be the change we want to see in the world,  making 
things better for all involved. We want to go beyond the  temporary 
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6 Introduction

effects of a massage, a manicure, or a good workout. We seek a 
practical response repertoire we can use in the heat of the moment 
to further our goals and experience lasting well- being.

Being in your power is the ultimate form of self care. It is the 
root cause solution for the successful life you want.

***

As a business psychologist and executive coach, I began to 
make the connection between being out of our power as adults 
and insights I learned from 10 years of research at Harvard Med-
ical School in my early career. My initial focus was on studying 
what we bring with us from childhood into our parenting in 
the next generation. For people who had difficult experiences, 
I came up with methods to heal the wounds, become their own 
person, transcend their patterns, and act toward their children in 
a way they would have wanted for their own life.

Without realizing it, in my research I had been putting 
together the psychological processes of getting back in your 
power. Over 20 years of coaching clients, I heard about the issues 
they were struggling with in their workplace, and I started to 
see how the approaches I had developed for helping people over-
come early trauma- related patterns in their parenting applied to 
a broad range of work and social environments in which people 
don’t feel seen, heard, or can’t have the impact they’re here for.

And I needed this myself! I was a person who reacted all day 
long to other people and got tossed about by matters large and 
small that didn’t go my way. If a friend said something ambig-
uous to me, I’d spend the rest of my day rehashing it. I sought 
others’ approval and tried to prevent their disapproval. Books 
told me to “look within,” but all I found was a cacophony of self- 
criticism. Life happened to me. When I used my voice, I didn’t see 
it have an impact. As is true for so many, being out of my power 
had become my way of being in the world. I plunged myself into 
learning how I could coach people to apply these approaches in 
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Introduction 7

work challenges, starting with how I could use them to build 
ownership over myself as well.

From coaching thousands to be confident influential leaders, 
I’ve observed that the biggest unlock to business outcomes rarely 
comes from one or another specific tactic but rather from know-
ing how to get in and stay in their power. It comes from their 
new way of understanding what the problem is, the energy they 
emit, and the command with which they bring others along into 
win- win solutions.

***

The word “power” is loaded. We associate it with being pred-
atory, selfish, or manipulative and with people abusing their 
power. Being in your power is not about wielding your power 
over others or achieving your ends through force. This happens 
with people who are in power but not in their power. They may 
behave in these ways because of insecurity, fearing that if they 
don’t show they are powerful, they will be subject in the same 
ways to others’ power.

Research suggests that, as the saying goes, power can go to 
your head. Studies show that high- power individuals are more 
likely to direct their energies in pursuit of their own goals and 
that their empathy can be reduced.2

Being in your power has a different character. The word 
“power” comes from the Latin root “posse,” which means “to 
be able.” In your power is your ability to stay “good in you,” no 
matter what’s going on around you. Being in your power is the 
ability to alchemize the challenging aspects of what goes on 
outside of you in order to get “into a good place” inside of you so 
that you can then take actions to achieve your aims and make the 
situation as you envision it should be outside of you.

Being “in your power” actually encompasses two abilities: To 
be in your power and to use your power as a force for good. The 
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8 Introduction

“for good” piece is key. I want to redefine “power” so we embrace 
it as a force for good.

When I refer to using your power, I mean the power to use 
yourself as an instrument to make a situation better. The power to 
get a better result, to resolve friction at root cause, to implement 
innovative ideas, or to create a culture in which you and others 
thrive. It’s the potential of this positive use of power that led 
Ron Carucci, expert on executive success and author of Rising 
to Power, to say what he found in his 10- year study among those 
who assume leadership positions is that the biggest abuse of 
power is not using it!3

When you are in your power, you have a sense of  control 
over  your own mental and emotional state, thoughts, and 
actions— you respond rather than react. You decide who you are 
and what you will and won’t accept— you own your choices. The 
course of your life isn’t happening to you, it’s happening from 
you, through you, and for you.

You achieve your desired impact to make the situation better, 
not only for you but for everyone involved.

In your power, you stop taking things personally or holding 
onto them. Your well- being is preserved regardless of others’ 
behavior because other people are not the supply line to your 
emotional oxygen, you are. You don’t have to worry about their 
judgments of you, because you decide who you are. That gives 
you freedom!

In your power, you’re Teflon to the negative effects of 
situations— you can see them as they unfold in real time, under-
stand everyone’s motivations and needs, and respond strategically. 
You model new standards and hold space for new conversations. 
You also know how to quickly step back into your power if you do 
get kicked out of it.

What you say is heard, you get the outcome you want, the 
situation gets resolved at root cause. You are proud of how you 
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Introduction 9

handled it; it doesn’t fester or continue to drain you. Your energy 
is freed up to devote to the people and activities you love and 
the contribution you are here to make. You are able to inspire 
and lift others, empowering them with your power. You leave the 
situation better than it was when you came into it.

When you are in your power, you raise everyone 
around you.

You’ll see the effects everywhere in your life. Being in 
your power:

Fuels resilience and mental well- being. It gives you 
a calm, clear mind so you can hold onto your important 
thoughts. And have renewable energy.
Allows you to resolve problems rather than deciding to 
leave. Being able to handle unyielding situations allows you, 
if it’s the right fit, to stay and rise in the organization, trans-
form a poisonous relationship into a fruitful collaboration, and 
bring a huge win to the team— or grow your own company.
Enables you to make a difference for others. You can 
grow power in other people once you’ve grown it in yourself.4 
Being able to make a bigger impact makes my clients giddy 
and brings the delight back into work.
Helps you cope with societal injustice and change it. 
Systemic inequities must be resolved by dismantling the 
structures that hold them in place, that is the only and ulti-
mate fix. Until that is complete, being in your power can help 
you personally deal with injustices— helping you not be trig-
gered and overcome their personal effects on you. Being in 
your power will set you up to sustain yourself and respond 
effectively and emphatically so you can be an agent of change.

In the following chapters, I’m going to show you how much 
power you have, right now, within you, that you can use imme-
diately to start feeling good in you and achieve the change you 
desire. I take you on a tour of what I call Power Portals. They 
are like doorways that lead to new ways of understanding the 

Melnick898863_cintro.indd   9 9/16/2022   1:36:22 PM

In Your Power by Sharon Melnick. Copyright 2023 by Sharon Melnick. 
All rights reserved. This book is available wherever books and ebooks are sold.



10 Introduction

situation you are struggling with and how you can transform it. 
There are 12 of them.

The first six Portals will show you how to get in your power 
and stay there when challenged. The next six Portals show you 
how to use your power for the good of all, both in interpersonal 
scenarios and in positions of power, regardless of what role you 
are in. You’ll learn from a wealth of stories of others who were 
challenged and out of their power and then turned their situa-
tions around to get buy- in for their ideas, get promoted, get the 
team performance they wanted, or resolve personal friction to 
strengthen a relationship.

As you learn to access the power the Portals open your eyes 
to, you will find that being in your power becomes a lifestyle. 
You’ll walk in the world as an infinite creative force to make 
any situation serve your good intentions and steward outcomes 
where everyone wins. In your power you are a Change Agent, 
simply by the way you show up.

Around the time this book was starting to become a possibil-
ity, I had a call with a colleague of mine, Jo, who’s a senior HR 
leader. A few days prior she had left her role as the HR lead in a 
start- up after one year, saying about the experience, “It was like 
quicksand, but I persevered.” She was confused: “I was hired to 
bring in a new vision, and then the founders blocked the vision.” 
She started to question herself: “Am I smart enough to do this? 
I became afraid of saying the wrong thing when these jackasses 
say the first thing that comes to mind. I felt like I was losing my 
mind.” She confessed: “I know that whole idea of putting your 
oxygen mask on first before you can do it for others, but I lost 
that ability even though this wasn’t my first rodeo. I’m usually 
the one telling other people how to handle this.”

What does one do in this situation? “I went to people  
I follow on Instagram searching for a quote or a meme that 
could help me. I saw a video by a guru telling me how I should 
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Introduction 11

look in the mirror and tell myself I believe in me. That helped 
for 30 seconds.” Then she said to me, “I know I have that within 
me, but I’m unable to find it and tap into it now. I wish there 
was a place I could go and fill up how to be in my power, how  
I could find this within rather than have to seek it elsewhere or 
through other people. Can you recommend a book I could read 
over and over again to regain it?”

I shared with her my framework for understanding her 
situation to ensure it doesn’t happen again. At the end of our 
conversation she said, “This is the first time I’ve felt calm in  
months.”

Oh, and about that book recommendation she asked about, 
“I got you, Jo. Here it is.”

Melnick898863_cintro.indd   11 9/16/2022   1:36:22 PM

In Your Power by Sharon Melnick. Copyright 2023 by Sharon Melnick. 
All rights reserved. This book is available wherever books and ebooks are sold.



PART I

Be the Thermostat  
(Not the Thermometer)
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15

CHAPTER 1

From Out of Your 
Power to In 
Your Power

“It is never too late to be who you might have been.”
—GeorgeEliot,pennameofEnglishauthor
MaryAnnEvans

Earlyinmycareer,IhadticketstoarockconcertinWash-
ington,DC,oneofthoseblockbusterlineupswithallyour
favorite musicians. As the stands were starting to fill,

Inoticedaclusterofpeopleintherowaheadofmine,andtomy
surpriseI recognizedoneof them.ItwasTipperGore,wifeof
thenVicePresidentAlGore.Shewasastrongadvocateforpol-
iciestoimprovethelivesofwomenandchildren,andIthought
we might have synergy in our missions. Without a moment’s
hesitation,Imarchedovertoher,reachedouttoshakeherhand,
andsaid,“Hi!I’mDr.SharonMelnick.Idopsychologyresearch
atHarvardMedicalSchoolonhowparentswhogrewupindif-
ficultcircumstancescanhaveresilienceandconfidencetobreak
intergenerationalcycles . . .”
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16 CHAPTER 1  From Out of Your Power to In Your Power

Tipper’sinterestwaspiqued,andwechattedaboutourwork
andaboutherdaughters.Suddenly,sheturnedtoherChiefof
Staff and said, “Melissa, could you get Dr. Melnick’s contact
information?WewanttoinvitehertotheWhiteHousetoshare
thepolicyimplicationsofherresearch.”

Ontheflighthome,IthoughtabouthowfortunateIamthat
fromearly inmy life, startingataboutagefive, Ihaveknown
whatworkIwantedtodointheworld.Iwantedtohelppeople
turntheirprivatesufferingintopowerfulserviceandmakethe
contributionthey’reheretomake.

ThisiswhatIwashere for,whatIhadstudiedforsolongand
workedsohardfor.NowmaybeIhadmadeaconnectionthat
wouldmakethatdreamareality.Iwroteashortdescriptionof
theresearchandemailedittoMelissa.

Afewweekslater,asIwaslacingupmysneakerstogofora
run,myphonerings.ItwasMelissa!ShefilledmeinaboutTipper’s
initiativeshelpingmillionsoffamiliesaroundthecountry,andata
certainpointshepoppedthequestion,“Willyoucomedowntothe
WhiteHousetosharethepolicyimplicationsofyourresearch?”

My heart raced with nervous excitement imagining how I
couldmakesuchanimpact.SowhatdoyouthinkIsaid?

Well,ofcourse,Isaid. . .

“No.”

Ididn’texactlysayno;Isaid,“I’mnotsureIknowenoughyet
fromtheresearch.Letmegetbacktoyouwhenweknowmore.”
(It’sokay,goaheadandgasp.)

Why?IpicturedmyselfsittingaroundthattableattheWhite
HousepresentingourfindingstoTipperandagroupofimpor-
tant policy makers. Even though I had won an award for my
work, I was convinced that those people would think I wasn’t
smartenough.SoIprioritizedwhatIthoughtthey might think 
about meover theonce-in-a-lifetimecontributionIcouldhave
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From Out of Your Power to In Your Power  17

made to the lives of millions of families.1 I gave them all the
powertodeterminewhatimpactIcouldorcouldn’tmake.

EvenifIwasinmypowerduringotherpartsofmyday,in
thatmomentIwaspulledoutofmypower.Whetheritssomeone
else’sbehaviororsomethingthatgetsactivatedinourselves,we
shift intoastateinwhichourthoughts,emotions,andactions
aligntodisempowerus.

Ifyoucanthinkofbeing inyourpowerasastateyoucan
getoutof,thenbydefinitionit’sastateyoucancomebackinto.
Whenyounameit,youcontainit.Youcanknowwhenyou’rein
andwhenyou’reout.

Returningtothisstateisinherentlywithinyourcontroleven
though the catalyzing event may not have been. You want to
devoteyourenergies tomakingthisyourdefaultstate. Itcrys-
tallizesyourintention—therearen’t10thingsyouhaveto“work
on”inyourself,just onetocultivate.

Thephrase“outofyourpower”alsoremindsyouthatyou’ve
disconnectedfromasourceofthispowerwithinyouandoutside
ofyou.It’sstateyougetinto,it’snotyou.Thiswillhelpyouhave
lessself-judgmentifyourpriorapproacheshaven’tworkedorif
youstillreactdespiteyourbestintentionsnotto.Inthischapter
youwilllearnwhatputsyouintoanout-of-your-powerstateand
keepsyouthere,andwhatittakestogetbackinyourpower.(As
it turnsout,Iwas invitedagaintopresentat theWhiteHouse
about15yearslaterandsaid“yes”.Asyoustarttoact“inyour
power”,youmagnetizeopportunitiestoyou.)

Tobecomemoreconsciousandincommandofbeinginyour
power,let’sfirstunderstanditsthreeessentialattributes:

1.	A	Sense	of	Agency

Youseeyourselfasthecreatorofyourlife.Youthink,“Ican.”

Lifeisnothappeningtoyou.Youmaximizewhatyoucancon-
trol.Youalwaysseeoptions,andyouareintentionalinyourchoice
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18 CHAPTER 1  From Out of Your Power to In Your Power

ofresponses.Youseeyourselfasresponsibleforyourthoughts,feel-
ings,andactions.Youmakechoicesaboutwhetheryourcurrent
situation is right for you—appreciating that you always have a 
choice.Youoperateinyourstride,withoutlimitsorinterference.

2.	A	Sense	of	Sovereignty

Youownwhoyouare.Youthink,“Iam.”

Youhaveaninviolablesenseofyourself.Youwritethenarra-
tiveaboutyourselfandrewritenarrativesthathavebeenputon
you.Youconsciouslydecidewhatyoubelieveaboutyourself,you
determinewhetheryouareworthyandenough.Youaresureof
yourvalues,whatyoustandfor,andwhatyouareherefor.Though
you learn fromothers,you trustyourowncounsel rather than
outsourcingyouropinionofyourselftoothers,orsecond-guess.

Whatyouthink,feel,andsayallalignandinformhowyou
act.Youareabletosayyeswhenyougenuinelymeanit,andsay
nowhenyoudon’t.Youareabletoaskforwhatyouwantand
speakyourtruthwithoutfearofreprisal.You’redrivenbyyour
values,notwhatotherpeopleimposeonyouorhowyou’retry-
ingtogetotherpeopletothinkofyou.

Youknowhowtocreatethementalandemotional“weather”
inside of you and surrounding you. You recover quickly back
intoyourcenterifyoureactemotionally.Youknowinnerpeace.

Youknowwhatyouwantandenjoythechoicesyoumakefor
yourself.Youknowhowtofillyourownneeds,soyoudon’thave
topressureanyoneelseormakethemwrongfornotgivingyou
whatyouneed.Whenothersdosupportandloveyou,youcan
takeitinandbefilledupbyit.

3.	A	Sense	of	Efficacy

Youreffortseffectchange.Youthink,“Imake an impact.”
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What Happens When You Are Kicked Out of Your Power? 19

Your actionshave the desired results.You can act to make
your situation better—not only for yourself but for everyone
involved.Thewayyoucommunicate“lands.”Youturnanointo
ayes.Youmoveotherstoaction.

Youcanlookbeyondthefiniteproblemtoseeinfinitepos-
siblesolutions.Youunderstandallanglesinthecontext,taking
intoconsiderationyoursandothers’needs,andpursuewin-win
solutions.Youresolvetheunderlyingproblematrootcause.You
attachyourowngoalstothebettermentofall.

Youknowhowtogetoutofbadsituationsandfindorcreate
goodnewones.Yourapproachtranscendsthecurrentparadigm.

Insum,thesethreeattributesofbeinginyourpowercharac-
terizebeing in—andstaying in—yourflow.Thesedescriptions
hintatthevastarrayofpossiblethingsyoucancontrol,waysyou
can manage yourself, and find resolution, no matter the chal-
lengesyouarefacing.

What Happens When You Are Kicked 
Out of Your Power?
Getting kicked out of your power starts when something hap-
penstoemotionallyhijackyou.Eachpersonexperiencesthisin
theirownway,rangingfromanintenseinternalalarmtoasubtle
sensation.Maybeyougetapitinyourstomachorconstriction
in your chest or throat. It might be like a streak of electricity
coursingthroughyourveinsorconversely,energydrainingout
ofyoulikeraindownthesideofawindow.Perhapsyouwant
todoasilentscreamormaybeyousimplynoticeabliponyour
emotionalEKG.

Afterourinitialemotionalresponse,ourthoughtsputusinto
amentalswirl.Yourreactionbeelinestoyourworstinsecurities,
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20 CHAPTER 1  From Out of Your Power to In Your Power

immediately thinking that others’ actions mean you are not
enoughoryoudon’tmatter.Ourmindsbecomenoisyasweblame
theoffendingpersonforwhattheydidwrongandthinkwhatthey
shouldhavedoneinstead.Wecarrytheexperiencewithus into
ournextmeeting,intoourfamilylife,andintorestlessnights.We
feelasiftheotherpersonorpeoplehaveallthepowertodeter-
minehowthesituationunfolds.Andwefeelmadesmall.

Thenweact.Intheheatofthemoment,wemightreactin
adefensivetone.Wemightavoid,suchasnotsendinganemail
weknowweshouldsend.Wenumbourselveswithfood,drink,
drugs,oronlineentertainmentbinges.Wegoontheoffensive,
strategizinghowtogetoneupontheoffenderbyputtingthem
onedown.Wemightventendlesslytoanyonewhowilllisten.Or
wemightappearastheswanonalake,displayingcalmabove
thewaterwhilefullofcommotionbelowthesurface.

Thisdescribesanacute reaction toan interactionyoumay
haveonanygivenday,butwhenyouhavetointeractwiththat
personorsystemovertimeyourresponsebecomesanautomatic
patternedapproachtothatimportantrelationshiporyourlifein
general(andanaturaladaptationcanbetodullouremotionsto
spareourselvesthepain).

Youmightevenholdyourselfhostagewithself-doubtwhen
alonewithyour thoughts (evendespiteobjectiveevidenceyou
arecrushingit).Oncethisspiralingoccurs,youstarttodevelop
thesensethatthefrustratingsituationisjustthewaythingsareor
turntheaccusatorylensonyourself:“ThisisjustthewayIam.”

Youmightbequiteinyourpowerinsomebutnototherareas
ofyourlife.Youmayknow in your mindyouarereallygoodat
whatyoudobut in your bones youstillquestionyourself.You
mayhaveagroupofsupportivefriendsandafamilywholoves
youbutcan’tgetyourmanagertoseeyou.Youmaybeasuccess-
ful entrepreneur, but your children or your partner make you
feeldisrespected.Itconfoundsyou.

Melnick898863_c01.indd   20 9/19/2022   3:10:47 PM

In Your Power by Sharon Melnick. Copyright 2023 by Sharon Melnick. 
All rights reserved. This book is available wherever books and ebooks are sold.



Weallhavetheresourceswithinustomakeagency,sover-
eignty,andefficacyourdefaultstatesothatevenwhenweare
pulledoutofourpowerforatime,wecanquicklygetbackin
ourpower.Butwealsoallhaveresponsepatternsbuiltintoour
humannaturethatwillputusoutofourpowerandkeepusthere
ifwearenotintentional.

Three Power Derailers: Overcome Your 
Hardwiring to Be in Your Power
Humannaturesetsusup tobekickedoutofourpower—and
staythere—whenasituation:

1.	Seemsoutofyourcontrol;
2.	Activatesanunresolvedpatterninyou;and
3.	Isnotimprovedbyyourattemptstomakeitbetter.

Weareevenhardwiredthroughevolutiontohavethesederail-
ersdetermineourresponses.Butonceweareawareofthem,we
canoverridethem.Firstlet’sstartwithanunderstandingofhow
thesethreederailersoperate.

We Focus on What We Can’t Control
Weonlygetoutofourpowerwhentheproblemseemsoutofour
control.Whenyoufocusonwhatyoucan’tcontrol,youleak your 
power. Your nervous system’s resources are redirected toward
monitoringincominginformationaboutanypotentialthreatsto
physicalsurvivaloremotionalwell-being.

ThesethreatdetectionpartsofyourbrainarelikeaMarine
sentryonthelookout24/7/365.Whenathreatisperceived,the
Marinesentrysoundsanalarmtobeginproblem-solvingtocope

Three Power Derailers: Overcome Your Hardwiring to Be in Your Power 21
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22 CHAPTER 1  From Out of Your Power to In Your Power

withit.Ourmindsareprogrammedtofocusmuchmoreonwhat
we can’t control in a threatening situation than what we can.
Yourattentionwillnaturallybepulledtothewaysyoufeel“done
to,”assessingthelistoffactorsoutofyourcontrol.

Wehaveabuilt-infollow-upresponse,whichallowsustoget
backintoaplaceofsafetywithin,oncewelearnthatthestimuli
in theenvironmentareno longera threat.Butwhenwefocus
toointentlyonwhatwecan’tcontrol,ourattentionloopsonly
onthethreat.ThentheMarinesentrycan’tsignalit’sokaytolet
ourguarddown.

Ouracutesensitivitytosuchthreatswasdemonstratedbya
studydonewithcollegestudents.Theywereaskedtowriteabout
interpersonal situations in which they had power over others,
then ones in which others had power over them, and then
completeacognitivetask.Evenabriefexperienceofbeingoutof
one’spower—simplybywritingaboutasituationinwhichthey
feltpowerlessforafewminutes—reducedtheirsenseofagency
andwhattheythoughttheycouldcontrol.2

When threatened, the brain also filters all incoming
informationthroughonequestion:“Howwillthisaffectme?”
The survival mechanism of your brain literally sets you up to 
take things personally. While in early human evolution the
threatswehadtobealerttowereprimarilyaboutourphysical
safety, David Rock, author of Your Brain at Work, highlights
that today threats to our status, certainty, autonomy, related-
ness, and fairness (SCARF) are primary.3We are wired to be
social,andweareconstantlylookingtootherpeopleinorderto
assesshowsafeweareandhowwellwearedoing.Wemicro-
trackandtheninterpretotherpeople’sbehavior.Thisisespe-
ciallytrueifyou’reinalowerpowerposition;you’llpaygreater
systematic attention to behavior of the person in the higher
powerposition.4

Over time your brain associates this “How will this affect
me?”questionwiththemoregeneralquestion“What does this 
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mean about me?”Thisleadsustothesecondfactorthatderails
us from being in our power: a personal subconscious reaction
youhavetotheperceivedthreat.

We Act Out of an Unresolved Pattern
When you become stuck out of power, it’s because there is a
personal “hook” that gives the situation a disproportionate
effectonyou.Yourbrainassociatesthecurrentsituationwitha
priorexperience that registeredstronglywithyouemotionally,
andyouperceivethethemeisrelatedorbeingreenactedinthe
currentsituation.

Everyhumanhashadsome—orfartoomany—experiences
thathavecausedustofeelpowerless.Inordertotrytocontrol
andmakesenseofit,wetriedtoexplainandassignameaningto
it,whichwillremainasanunresolvedsourceoffear,pain,orself-
doubtunlessactivelyprocessed.Thisislike“kindling”insideof
ourpsyches.Otherpeople’sactions,orthecircumstanceswe’re
in, can act like a match that lights it afire.These are triggers,
apainful reminderof similarly themedpastexperiences.They
teleportusintoareexperienceofpowerlessness.

Ourkindlingleadsustopersonalizethesituation,makingit
aboutissuesfromourpastratherthanseeingitobjectivelyinthe
present.Thissubconsciousprocesselevatestheperceivedgravity
of the current situation as implying something about who you 
are,beyond the current specifics.We’reoftenunawareofourkin-
dlingbecauseitisembeddeddeeplyinourpsyche.

Forexample,let’ssayacolleagueleftyouoffanemailchain
forameeting.Ifyouareinyourpower,youmightapproachthe
colleaguetodiscussthevalueyoucouldbringtothemeetingor
whyitwouldbehelpfulforyoutohearwhattheattendeesdis-
cuss,andthenasktobeincluded.Butifanunresolvedpattern
gets triggered, you might instead ruminate about how you’ve
beenleftout,tellingyourself,“I’mnotrespected,”“I’mnotsmart
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24 CHAPTER 1  From Out of Your Power to In Your Power

enoughtobeinvitedtothetable,”or“They’retryingtomargin-
alizeme,”fullyconvincedthat’swhatobjectivelytranspired.

Eventhoughthespecificsofthecurrentscenariomightdiffer
markedlyfromthesituationsyoufacedearlierinyourlife,your
mindhasconnectedthecurrentandthepasteventsthrougha
chainofassociations.Suddenly,asituationhasbecomearefer-
endumonyourworthinsteadofaneverydayinteractionamong
flawedhumans.

Thenhere’s the clincher:Whenourkindlinghasbeenalighted
andwe’restuckoutofourpower,weoftenlooktoinvolveother
people inshoringourselvesup.We’ll seek theirvalidationand
acknowledgment, try to prove ourselves even more, or vent to
seeksympathy.We’llholdbacktopreventthemfromcriticizing
orrejectingusandwaitfortheirpermissiontoboldlydowhatwe
knowweshould.We’lltrytopleaseandbeperfectinordertonot
disappointthem.Yougive away your powertryingtochangepeo-
pleandcircumstancesoutsideofyouinordertofixsomething
thatisinsecureinsideofyou.

OTHER
PEOPLE

DOUBT CONFIDENCE
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AsIintroducedinmyfirstbook,Success Under Stress,thisdia-
gramshowsyouthevisualofhowwecommonlygive our power 
away.You’llacttowardotherpeople(depictedasthearrowup
theleft-handsideofthetriangle)inordertogetotherpeopleto
acttowardyou(depictedasthearrowdowntheright-handside
ofthetriangle)so thatyoucanfeelsecureinyourself.Yourtime,
energy,andattentiongotowardmanagingotherpeople’spercep-
tionsofyou.Yououtsourceyourevaluationofyourselftoothers
andoverweighttheiropinions.Inshort,youinvolveotherpeople
inyourowneffortstofeelworthyinside.Icalltheseapproaches
“Indirect.”

WithanIndirectapproach,it mattershowothersthinkand
act toward you because you need their input in order to be in
yourpowerinsideyourself.Bysettingupaformulawhereyou
havetogothroughothersinordertogetthethingyouneedmost
insideofyou,thisgives awayyourpower.Itsetsyouuptobethe
thermometer.

I was the thermometer when I held myself back from an
opportunity to make an impact on millions of people’s lives
becauseIwasworriedaboutwhatthepeoplearoundtheWhite
Housetablewouldthinkofme.

Indirect behaviors are completely normal. As infants, we
are biologically hardwired to seek caring responsiveness from
importantpeopleinourlife.It’sthewayhumanbabieslearnto
calmtheirownnervoussystemandinternalizewhetherweare
worthyofbeingcaredfor.Justasweneedtobreatheinoxygen
to grow physically, we must take in “emotional oxygen” from
caregiversinordertogrowourself-esteem.Asachildgrowsup,
wecometosee and know ourselves through the eyes of important 
others.Ourparents’loveandattention,teachers’evaluationand
praise,andpeers’approvalandappreciationarethemechanisms
bywhichwecometoknowourselves—favorablyornot.Simi-
larly,wearehardwiredtoavoidphysicaloremotionalharmand
beafraidofgetting“kickedoutthetribe.”
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In short, important people in our early lives serve as a
“secure base,”5 and when we have a responsive caregiver, we
gototheminordertobesafe,soothed,andassuredwematter.
Fromthishomebasewegetthefill-upweneedtogoconquer
theworld.

Indirect behaviors start off as adaptive. Because we have
learnedtoknowourselvesthroughothers’eyesandregulateour-
selvesthroughothers’input,manyofuscontinuethisapproach
tofeelingsecureinourselvesinadulthood.WhatIdiscoveredin
myresearchatHarvardMedicalSchoolis:

What you have been doing right to try to build your sense 
of power within (i.e., through other people) is the very 
approach keeping you out of your power now.

Ifyouhaven’tbuilttheabilitytobeinyourpowerfromyour
ownmeans,youmaykeepgoingtootherpeopletotrytogetinto
thatstateinyourself.Andifyoudon’tgettheresponseyouneed
fromthem,thenyou’regoingtotryhardertogetitfromthem.
Itbecomesaviciouscycle—youputyourselfoutofyourpower
andthenblametheotherpersonfornotbeingagoodsourceof
helpingyoubeinyourpower.

Youcanlearntostopyourselffrommakinganyspecificdis-
empoweringsituationintoageneralconclusionthatyouarenot
enoughorunworthy.

The fix is to Go Direct, which means you source your
worthiness from within, independent of others’ evaluations
of you. You feel filled by a sense of reward and satisfaction
from your contributions. You source your sense of purpose
fromyour Source,howeveryoudefineit.Youbecomeasecure
base for yourself to always come home to. Then you have
thefill-upyouneed,asJosaid,togooutandbetheonewho
raisesothers.
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GO
DIRECT!

Ifyouwerethinkingofthisconceptintermsoflove,Indirect
behaviorsareliketryingto“getlove”.GoDirectis“belove.”Go
Directis“feelloveable”—becausethatyoucancontrol.Thenit
doesn’tmatterhowlimitedanyoneinyourpersonallifeorwork
familyis.(Todothis,youneedtodiscoverwhatyourkindlingis
andlearntoGoDirect,asIwillguideyoutodoinsubsequent
chapters.Note:TherearefourspecifictypesofIndirectbehav-
iors, and generic advice can be counterproductive for certain
types. Go to www.inyourpowerbook.com to take the full
PowerProfileassessmentforpersonalizedlearning.)

MyclientSusanwasable toquicklygetback inherpower
this way after years of being stuck in an out-of-power quag-
mire.A leader in the long-termdisabilitydivisionofan insur-
ancecompany,shealwayshadmoreclaimstoprocessthanshe
couldgetthrough.Despitebacklogbeingduetothecompany’s
bureaucraticprocessesandchallenges inhiringadequatestaff,
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and notwithstanding high praise on her performance reviews,
shesawtheproblemashavingtodowithhernotbeingenough.
Shewasconstantlythinkingthatshewasn’tdoingenoughand
the fire drills were hers to fix. She was constantly monitoring
whethershewasprovingtoherbossandcolleaguesthatshewas
doingenough.

Inoneexercisetogether,shehadanahainsight.Hermother
hadbeenbigintovolunteeringandhelpingoutatfoodkitchens.
Susanhadresentedallthetimehermotherspentdoingthatwork,
so she avoided doing any such volunteer work. She felt guilty
shewasnotdoingenough—notprocessingenoughclaims,not
givingenoughinhercommunitylife.Onceshemadethiscon-
nectionshewasabletobreaktheholdthatkindlinghadoverher
andhave a new experience of herself as enoughwithouthavingto
burnherselfouttakingonmorethanwashumanlypossiblein
thehopesshe’dbeacknowledgedforit.

Often the situation throwing us out of our power does, in
itself,presentrealthreatstoourgoalsforourselvesandtoour
well-being. Getting back in our power, then, requires strategic
problem-solvingthataddressesthetrueissueswitheffectiveness.
Thisthirdderailerexplainshowourbrainscanworkagainstus
takingthoseapproaches.

We Take Flawed Approaches to Trying to Fix 
the Problem
Ournaturalemotionalstressresponsecanderailoureffective
problem-solving, so we overlook the unused power we already 
have.When out of our power in an emotional state, you can
only see a narrow range of options (which may be the same
lackofoptionsalreadythoughtof,andusuallypertainonlyto
howtheotherpersonshouldchange).Theincreasedlevelsof
stress hormones in the brain constrict our ability for pattern
recognitionbyshrinkingthedatabasesearchedbythebrain.6
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Ourbrainsinterpretnewinformationinawaythatisconsistent
withthewayyourecentlyinterpretedthisoranothersituation,
so an out-of-your-power cycle can keep you looping on the
sameunderstandingoflimitedoptions.7Researchonthebrains
ofpeopleinhighpowerandlowpowerpositionsrevealedthat
the while the goal-oriented centers of a high-power persons’
brain are active, there is little active goal seeking among the
low-powersubjects.8

I often hear from clients, “Well, I said something but .  .  .”
withthenetthattheydidn’tgetacooperativeresponseoreven
oneatall.Thiswasthecaseforoneofmyclients,Tara,whowas
abletoturnhersituationaroundafterourfirstsession.Shewas
insalesataFortune100company.She toldmeshewasready
to leave because her manager of six years had systematically
deniedeveryrequestformoreresourcesandbetterassignments,
reservingthosefortheyoungermeninthegroup.Itwasaffecting
herincome,andshewastothepointshehadwhatshetermeda
“victimmentality.”Weagreedthatshewouldgiveherbestshot
atinfluencinghermanager,andifthatdidn’twork,we’dpivotto
planBandseekanewjobforhertomoveinto.

Shehaddescribedthemanagerasbeingnarcissisticandonly
managingup,whichtohermeantneverbeingsupportedbecause
itwasallabouthim.Butknowingthisabouthimgavemeagreat
clueabouthowshemightbeabletoinfluencehim.Wecarefully
scriptedherask,whichinsteadofbeingaboutwhatshewanted
wouldallowhimtoseehowherrequestswouldhelphimtolook
goodforhavinggrantedthem.

Thenextweeksheemailedtosayshemetwithhimandgot
everythingsheaskedfor(andmore!)Notonlydidshestaywith
thecompany,butinthesubsequentfourmonthsshebroughtin
thebiggestdealofhercareer,waspromoted,andpocketedan
extra$100kincommission.Inthepositionshewaspromotedto,
shewasabletoimprovetheprocessbywhichdealsgotassigned
andresourceswereaccessedbythesalesteam,andinthatway
shewasabletoraisetherestofthewholesalesteamupaswell.
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This is just one small example of the blind spots we have.
Thoughit’sneverokayforamanageroranyoneelsetodeflect
requestsforsupport,youalsowanttoappreciatethatyouhave
availabletoyouavastrepertoireofinfluencingapproachesthat
youmightbeoverlooking.

This “blind spot” approach starts to form an out-of-your-
power vicious cycle.We set ourselves up to stay stuck by hav-
inglimitedor ineffectiveapproaches, thenweblametheother
personfornotbeingcooperativeanddeepenourhurtthatweare
notsupported,furthercurtailingoureffectiveapproaches.

Themorepowerweholdinsideofusanduse(notleak,give
away,oroverlook),themorewehavewhatwewantforourlife
andthebiggerourimpactwithlesseffort.

Turning a Vicious Cycle into 
a Virtuous One
These three biologically hardwired processes are the factory 
settings of your human condition, designed to help you cope
with threatening situations. They are instinctive and start out
beingadaptive.

Butthesetendencieskeepyoulivingyourlifetosatisfybasic
biologicalneedswhenwhatyouwantistoliveyourlifeonyour
terms and to make the contribution you are here for. In your
power,youchoosehowtorespondinthefaceofchallengesthat
couldotherwisekeepyouinsurvival.Youtakesituationswhere
youandotherswerestuckinpatterns,andyoumakeanewway.
Youcreateavirtuouscycle.

Onthevirtuouscycleofbeinginyourpower:

1.	You	maximize	what	you	can	control.Youhaveasenseof
agency.Youstopleakingyourpower.
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2.	You	decide	who	you	want	to	be	and	don’t	personalize	
or	get	triggered.Youaresovereignoveryourself.Youstop
givingawayyourpower.Yousourceconfidencefromwithin
andyoudon’tneedtheotherpersontochange,ortovalidate
you,inordertobeinyourflow.

3.	Your	approaches	are	strategic	and	therefore	effective.
You have efficacy. You no longer overlook the power you
already have. Your problem-solving helps you get the out-
comeyouwantandthecollaborationisbetterthanyouorig-
inallyimagined.

On the virtuous cycle, life gets better and better.You trust
thingswillworkoutforyoubecauseyouknowhowtomakeit
so.Yourenergy isunleashed towardyourgoals.Ownershipof
your value is strengthened because the environment actually
reflects your talents. Confidence begets boldness and willing-
nesstotakerisksandshareyourpowerfultruths.Yougetbuy-
inforyourideas,attractopportunities,sponsors,andpartners,
andgrowyourplatform.Youattractopportunitieslikenewand
next-level roles, speakingopportunities tohelpyoubringyour
visiontolife.Themoreyouareinyourpower,themorepower
youhave,soyoucanshareitwithothers,whichisawin-winand
growsyourimpact.

Expectthatacrossatypicaldayorweekyouwillbekicked
out of your power and have the immediate opportunity to get
backin.Withproactivepracticeoftheapproachesinthisbook,
yourboutsofbeingoutofyourpowerwillbelessfrequentand
less intense—youwillbuild themusclememory tocomeback
intoyourpower fasterandstay longer.Make it thepurposeof
yourlifetostayin—andgetbackinto—yourpower.

***

Nowit’stimeforyoutotapthesenseofwhereyouareatyour
startingpoint.Youcandotwoexercises.First,takethenextfull
minuteandthinkofa time inyour lifeoranongoing interac-
tioninwhichyouhaven’tfeltordon’tfeelinyourpower.Notice
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whereyoufeelitinyourbody,thethoughtsyouhave,andthe
actionsyouweretemptedtotake.Thisisagoodsetofcuesfor
youtoknowyou’vebeenkickedout.

Nowtakeafullminutetothinkofatimewhereyoufeltin
yourpowerorhandledanongoingsituationinthatway.Notice
whereyoufeelitinyourbody,thethoughtsassociatedwithit,
and the responses you are tempted to make/have made. You
wantthistobecomeyournew“home”stateofbeing.

Going forward you can notice when you are out of your
powerandhowyouknowyouarestillinyourpower.Beingout
ofyourpowerisaknownexperienceandwillstarttobecomeold
hat—youcanbeawareofitsearlywarningsignsandwelcome
itsaying,“OOPs”(outofpowersignal)andhaveitbethecueto
useapproachesinthisbooktogetbackin.

Howwellareyoualreadydoingatbeinginyourpower?You
cananswerthequestionsinthequickself-assessmentbelowthe
chaptersummarytogetahigh-leveltemperaturecheck.

Forthefullassessmentaboutwhereyouareinyourpower
(ornot),andtogetrecommendationsthatarepersonalforyour
situation,gotowww.inyourpowerbook.com.

In Your Power Practices: In and Out 
of Your Power

1.	Inyourpowerisastateofbeingyoucangetkickedout
ofandgetbackinto.Inyourpowerhasthreeattributes:
agency,sovereignty,andefficacy.Whatdothesewords
meantoyou?

2.	There are three “factory settings” we have as humans
thatkeepusoutofourpower:
	2.1.	We focus on what we can’t control. This leaks 

our power.
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	2.2.	Weactoutofpersonalizedunresolvedpatterns—we
have kindling of a doubt or negative conviction
aboutourselvesdeepinourpsychethatcangetreac-
tivated causing us to react personally. This doubt
orcriticismofourselvescausesustoinvolveother
peopleinordertofeelworthyinsideourselves.This
setsusuptogive our power awaybytryingtochange
peopleandcircumstancesoutsideofusinorderto
fixsomethingthatisexperiencedinsideofus.

	2.3	 Our stress response sets us up to get myopic and
takeflawedapproachestosolvingourout-of-power
problems.Weoverlookthepowerwealreadyhave.

3.	Staying out of your power creates a vicious cycle,
butpracticingbeinginyourpowercreatesavirtuous
cycle.What situations do you find where you are in
aviciouscycle?Whereareyou/canyoucreateavir-
tuouscycle?

4.	Learn the signals of when you are in your power and
outofyourpower.Foreach,wheredoyoufeelitinyour
body,whatthoughtsdoyouhave,andwhatactionsare
youtemptedtotake?

5.	Go to www.inyourpowerbook.com for a more in-
depth assessment of where you are in your power, or
not, along with recommendations that are personal to
yoursituation.
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“Are you In Your Power?” Assessment
I.	Do	you	feel	more	like	the	“thermometer”	or	the	

“thermostat”	on	a	typical	day?
1.	Mostly the thermometer; I react to and play off 

others’ moods and actions.
2.	I feel like both.
3.	I’m usually the thermostat; I create the “weather” 

around me.

II.	How	often	do	you	react	emotionally,	not	respond	
with	thoughtful	intention?
1.	Very often.
2.	Sometimes.
3.	Rarely.

III.	When	 you	 get	 emotionally	 hijacked	 by	 a	
situation,	how	quickly	do	you	recover	and	stop	
obsessing	about	it?
1.	I rehash it all day and for several days or weeks.
2.	I might carry it with me throughout the day, but then 

I start to feel better.
3.	I get back to my center quickly.

IV.	When	you’re	in	a	situation	that’s	not	going	your	
way,	how	often	do	you	blame	the	other	person(s)?
1.	I often blame the other person and stay mad at them 

for not changing.
2.	I blame the other person, but over time I also can see 

how I could learn from it.
3.	I know how to see the ways any situation can serve 

my growth and my life goals.

V.	How	often	do	you	worry	about	other’s	judgments?
1.	 I often worry about what other people will think  

about me.
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2.	Sometimes I worry about what others think, but 
other times I know who I am and don’t worry.

3.	I am confident; I focus on the work or supporting 
others, not on judgments.

VI.	How	often	do	you	get	deflated	because	you	don’t	
feel	heard?
1.	Often— regularly I feel that I’ve said something mul-

tiple times but people don’t listen or do what I ask.
2.	Sometimes.
3.	Not much— I know how to communicate with others 

effectively so they understand me and take action 
on my ideas.

VII.	How	 well	 do	 you	 set	 boundaries	 and	 share	
your	truth?
1.	Not well at all— I say “yes” when I mean “no”. I 

get angry at others for crossing my boundaries, 
but I don’t say anything. I don’t feel comfortable 
sharing my truth.

2.	Sometimes but only with people I feel really com-
fortable with.

3.	I set boundaries, I minimize my interactions with 
toxic people, and I share my truth. I feel great about it!

VIII.	How	often	do	you	feel	stuck	and	frustrated	you	
can’t	get	others	to	cooperate	with	what	you	need	
in	important	relationships?
1.	Often.
2.	Sometimes.
3.	Rarely.

Youcanfindouthowmuchyouareinyourpower
byaddingupthenumberthatcorrespondstoyour
answerforeachquestion.

(continued)
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Ifyougotascoreof20andabove,congratulations;
youspendagooddealofyourlife inyourpower
and probably are a great role model, leader, and
mentorforothers!

Ifyougotascoreof16–20,youhavesomeexpe-
rience being in and staying in your power, but
might feel therearestill toomany timesyoucan
getkickedoutofyourpower.You’restartingata
great place, and there’s many strategies that will
helpyoustayinyourpower.

Ifyougotascoreof15orbelow,you’respending
a good deal of your time out of your power. I’m
excitedforyoutolearnmanystrategiestogetinto
andstayinyourpower!
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CHAPTER 2

From Chaos 
to Control

“You always had the power, my dear. You just needed to 
learn it for yourself.”
—GlindatheGoodWitch,fromThe Wizard of Oz

Iwant to open your eyes to just how much power you truly
have.

Asurprisingfeatureofthehumanmindisthatwhenwefocus
intentlyon something,webecomeblind tomanyother things
thatarewithinourfieldofvision.Afamousstudyconductedby
Harvardresearchersdemonstratedthisbytestingtwoteamsof
students.Oneteaminblackshirtsandoneinwhitewereasked
topassabasketballtotheotherplayersontheirteam.Otherstu-
dentswerethenaskedtoviewtheshortvideotapeandtocount
how many times the basketball was passed among the white
t-shirt players. Keeping count was tricky because the players
from the two teams were circulating all around one another.
So theviewershad toreallypaycloseattention to thewhite t-
shirtplayers.
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38 CHAPTER 2  From Chaos to Control

What many didn’t pay any attention to—didn’t even see at
all!—was that a student dressed up in a hairy black gorilla suit
strolledrightintothemiddleofthetwoteams,pausedforamoment
tobeatherchest,andthenleisurelystrolledon.Theresearchers
haveshownthisvideotohundredsof thousandsofviewersand
about50%ofthemdidnotnoticethegorillaat all.What’smore,
mostpeoplewhodidn’tspotitadamantlyrefusedtobelieveit,even
complaining that they must have been shown a different video.
Theresearchersexplainthat“weexperiencefarlessofourvisual
worldthanwethinkwedo . . . wearecompletelyunawareofthose
aspectsofourworldthatfalloutsideofourattention.”1,2

Whenoutofyourpower,yougetmyopic.Youaresofocused
onthethingsgoingwrongthatyoudon’tseethemanypossibil-
itiesformakingthingsbetter.

Iwanttotakeyouona360-degreetourofthelushlandscape
oftheseopportunitiesyoumightnotbeseeingnow.Thinkofa
frustrating situationyou feel stuck inand imagine that inany
directionyoulook,therearedoorwaysthatwhenyouopenthem
give you a new vista. There you discover new ways of under-
standing the situation and new set of tools to make it better.
ThesedoorwaysarewhatIcallaPowerPortal.

A portal is “a way to get or do something.” Think of web
portals;theyprovideuswithaccesstoawealthoflearningand
community.PowerPortalsprovideuswithnewwaysofseeing,
feeling,andactingsothatwecanbeinourpower.Accessinga
portaltransportsyoufromasituationthatmakesyoufeelsmall
anddefensiveintoawholenewworldinwhichyouarestrong
andfullofpurpose.

Inthischapter,Iwillbrieflyintroduceyoutoeachofthe12
PowerPortals.Youwillhavearepertoirefordealingwithchal-
lengesthatallowsyoutobe“goodinyou”no matterhowothers
arebehaving.

Inanysituationwhenyounoticeyouarestartingtogetout
ofyourpower,askyourgo-toquestion:“Where’s my power?”
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The 50% Rule 39

The master key to accessing your power is shifting your focus
fromwhatisbeingdonetoyou—onwhatothersaredoing—and
insteadfocusingonwhatyoucando.Turnyourattentiontowhat
youcancontrolandawayfromwhatyoucan’t.

The 50% Rule
Inmyfirstbook,Success under Stress,Iintroducedaconceptthat
manyclientsandreadershavereportedhelpedthemfeeldramat-
icallymoreinchargeoftheirlives.Ineverychallengingsituation
you find yourself in, distinguish the factors you can control,
whichisyour50%,fromthoseyoucan’t,whichistheother50%.
Identifythe50%thatyoucancontrol,allowingyourselftonotbe
preoccupiedbytheother50%whereyouleakyourpower.

My 50%
(WHAT I CAN CONTROL)

Other 50%
(WHAT I CAN’T CONTROL)

You might be thinking, “Sounds good in theory, Doc, but
50%iswaytoooptimistic;Icanonlycontrolabout10%to20%of
what’sgoingonatbest!”Oryoumightbethinking,“Butthe50%
Ican’tcontrolistheproblem;howcanInotfocusonthat?”And
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40 CHAPTER 2  From Chaos to Control

it might seem like you would be letting the bully on the play-
groundgetawaywiththeirbadbehavior,givingthemafreepass.
Youmaybethinking,“Theyshouldchange,theyshouldadmit
they’vebeenwrong;theyshouldstoptreatingmethatway.”

Yes, they probably should. And they may or may not be
capableto.Gettingthemtochangeis notyourresponsibilityor
withinyourability.Beinginyourpoweris.Iwanttoshowyou
thatfixingthemisnottheonlywaytogettheoutcomeyouwant;
there’ssomuchmoreyoucancontrolthanyouthinkyoucan.

Takingyourfocusoffwhatyoucan’tcontrolandshiftingit
towhatyoucanisnotlettingthebullygetthebetterofyou.On
the school playground the teacher doesn’t usually see the bul-
ly’sbehaviorwhenitstarts;theyusuallyonlyturntheirheadto
notice as you are making your response. In the playground of
your life, your work evaluations, your impact, your sanity are
determined by the response you make. When you are in your 
power, your response creates new conditions for you, the bully, and 
everyone on the playground.

Youcanalwayscontrolwhatyoubringtoanysituation,which
iswhythe50%Ruleis:

Be Impeccable for your 50%.

Thatmeans,take100%responsibilityforwhatiswithinyour
50%.Putyourtimeandenergyintobeingmaximallyeffectiveat
whatyoucancontrol.(Myfellowperfectionists:I’mnotencour-
agingyoutobeacontrolfreak;thatwouldbecontrolling100%
ofthepie.)Whenyoufaceconditionsthatareunfair,discrimi-
natory,orharmful,focusingonyour50%doesnotmeanoutside
conditions are okay, they still must change and have account-
ability.Channelingyourattentionintowhatyoucancontrolindi-
viduallyandleadcollectivelystartsyouonthepathtodothat.

Think of a challenging situation that is putting you out of
yourpowerandwhatyoucanandcan’tcontrol.Takeapieceof
papernow,drawabigcirclewithahorizontallinethroughthe
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middle,andstartwritingdownthingsyoucancontrol inyour
50%abovethelineandthoseyoucan’tcontrol(theother50%)
belowtheline.Thisexerciseorientsyourattentiontowardwhat
youcancontrol. I’veheardfromsomanytrainingparticipants
howthisideahasbeenimmediatelyliberating.Thisisawarm-
up,togetthecreativejuicesflowingwithwhatyoualreadysee
inyourcontrol.Thefulleffectofthecreativepoweryouhavecan
befoundinthe12powerportals.

The first six portals are meant to help you “get your own
affairs in order” inside so that you can be in your power.The
secondsixportalswillleveragealltheclarityandconfidencethat
youbuiltinthefirstsix.Theywillhelpyouuseyourpowerwith
otherpeopleinordertochangethedynamicandmaketheworld
moreasyouthinkitshouldbe.Altogether,theportalshelpyou
be in your power,giveyou interpersonalpower,andknowhow
to channel the power you have once in power. In each portal,
you’llreadstoriesofprofessionalslikeyouwhowereinacrunch
andusedthestrategieswithintocreatenotablewinsacrosstheir
organization or industry and to experience freedom from pat-
ternstheystruggledwithforalongtime.

Portal One: Precision
Inordertomovebeyondanout-of-yourpowersituation,youhave
tohaveaclearpictureofthefutureyouwantandtheroleyouplay
in it. Declaring what you want in the fog of your disempower-
mentstartsanewmomentum.Inthisportal,youwillquantifythe
outcomesyouwantandthenarticulatewhatIcallyourHorizon
Point—who you need to show up asinordertoachievethedesired
outcome(becausethatyoucancontrol).Specifyingthisideaofwho
youwanttobeasaleader/contributor/collaboratorsetsyouuptobe
intentional,notreactive.Beingabletoshowupinthiswayimme-
diatelyputsyouinyourpowerbecauseyouchoosethispersona,
andwhenembodyingityouarealreadyparticipatingintheinterac-
tionon your own terms.You’llalsodefinehowtoleadotherstoward
win-winoutcomesthey want,whichhelpsyoubeinyourpower.
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Portal Two: Perspective
Your brain operates in a way that’s surprisingly similar to
the algorithms on LinkedIn, Facebook, or TikTok: whatever
thoughtsyouhave,yourworldgivesyoumoreexperienceslike
these.Unlikethosealgorithms,youhavecontroloverhowyou
trainyourbrain.

You’ll learnabout thepsychologicalmechanismsthatfilter
anddetermineyourunderstandingofanysituation.You’llstart
by learning theonequestion thatflipsyourscript fromvictim
tovictorondemand.You’llidentifyresearch-backedbeliefsand
mindsetstoputyouinyourpower,alongwithbuilt-incognitive
biases that keep you in tunnel vision. You’ll stop seeing the
situationasafiniteproblemandstarttoseeinfinitesolutions.

You’ll view your challenges through multiple new lenses,
eachprogressivelyzoomingoutfromyourcurrentone,starting
withathree-dimensionalunderstandingofwhat’sgoingonbet-
ween you and the other person and ending with macro views
such as the relevance of human history and planetary trends.
Theseperspectivesarelikepouringachemicalsolutiononinvis-
iblemagicink,theunderlyingproblemandbigger-picturesolu-
tionrevealthemselves.

Portal Three: Physiology
Out-of-your-power situations cause emotional hijack.Whether
yougetrileduporsunken,withouttoolstoworkoutyouremo-
tionalreaction,youwillcarrythatoff-kilterstate intothenext
meeting (or next day or decade). You’ll learn to move emo-
tions through and recover quickly so that you don’t stay as
fullofelectricityorlethargy.Youwill learnasuiteofpractical
exercises to immediately refind calm and your ability to think
clearlyinsteadofkeepingonreplayingtheaggravatingorhurtful
situationinyourmind.
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You’ll learn to use your agency to choose pleasure and
joy over anger and disappointment. When you proactively
fillyour ownneeds inthisway,youinspireotherstowantto
givetoyou(andgivetothemselvesaswell)—raisingeveryone
aroundyou.

Portal Four: Purpose
Out of your power, you give your power away. Connection to
yourpurpose isblocked.Yourpurpose iswhatmakesyou feel
alive,it’samotivationandenergysourcethatisalwaysavailable
foryoutotap,andconnectingtoitcaninstantlyejectyououtof
thementalswirl.Youwilllearntoidentifyandactintheservice
ofyourpurposeliftingyourselffromyoursmallgame.Nolonger
thinking,“WhoamIto .  .  .”orlookingtoothers’expectations
ofyou,you’ll learn toplayyourbiggame—this is the lifeand
workyou’rehere for.Itwillgiveyouasenseofsatisfactionand
impactthatfeedsyourpower,andfreedomfromthejudgments
ofothers.

Portal Five: Psyche
Whatputsyououtofyourpower?Weallhavekindlinginside
ofusthatisderivedfrompriorsimilarlythemedexperiences
and might be phrased as a doubting question, “Am I good
enough?” or as a conviction, “I’m not worthy.” The current
situationisamatchthat ignitesthiskindling,settingyouup
to react defensively, take situations personally, and have a
hardtimelettingthemgo.Thisisthepersonalhookthatisthe
core of what makes you susceptible to getting kicked out of
yourpower.

As long as you have this place of powerless that you go to within 
you, other people’s actions and external circumstances can send 
you there without your permission or forewarning.
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You will learn the real reasons you developed this narra-
tiveforyourlife—it’snotwhatpoppsychologysaysandit’snot
becauseofwhat’shappenedtoyouinyourlife.Youwillreclaim
thenarrativeandbeabletotellawholenewempoweringstory
aboutyourlife.

Ifyouareatthepointwhereyouareawareofyourtriggers
butcan’tseemtomovepastthem,you’lllearnwaysoftranscend-
ingthesepastexperiencesandlivealegendarypost-storylife.

Portal Six: Proficiency
Therearetimesyoucanchangetheresultyou’regettinginan
out-of-your-power scenario through means that are entirely
underyourcontrolbecauseithastodowithyourownskillsand
know-how.You’lluseyourknowledgestrategicallytoinfluence
theperceptionofyoubydecisionmakerswhooverlookorsab-
otage your talents. Leveraging your own proficiency can give
youasenseofsecuritythatnomatterwhatthwartingchallenges
you’refacing,youcancontroltheachievementofyourgoalsand
lifeplan.Asyoushowcaseyouareavaluable,ifnotindispens-
able, contributor to others’ success, you’ll be sought-after and
untouchable. And if you have doubts about your competence,
you’lldefangthem.

Portal Seven: Persuasion
Oneofthemostcommonreasonswefeeloutofourpoweris
thatwehaven’tbeenabletogetsomeonetobuyintoourideas
ortakeactiononourrequests.Weblametheotherpersonfor
beingobstinate,butitmaybethecaseyoucouldbemoreeffec-
tive in your approach to influencing. You will learn to have
x-rayvisionintothemindsofdecisionmakersandinteraction
partners so you can unlock other people’s energy to support
your ideas and help you leverage your power. You’ll learn
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fivehiddenwaysofstrategicallymessagingyourrequestsand
bring others along in your vision so you can turn any “no”
intoa“yes.”

Portal Eight: Partnership
Westayspinningoutofourpowerwhenwehavenot founda
waytoengageothersinhelpingsolvethedifficultywe’rehaving.
Wearereluctanttoorintimidatedbyraisingtheissuebecause
wedon’tknowwhattosayorhowtosayit.Orwe’vetriedways
thatweren’teffectiveandnoweveryoneismoreentrenchedyet
seesfeweroptionstobroachit.

IsharemyPOWERSframeworkforraisingissues inaway
thathelpstheotherpersonseethattheyhaveastakeinhelping
yousolvetheproblemandmotivatesthemtopartnerwithyou
in finding win-win solutions. You will feel powerful as you
approach these stuck scenarios with the mindset of a steward
wholeadsaprocessinwhicheveryonebenefits,andyou’llknow
howtohandlesituationswithgrace.

Portal Nine: Protection
Evenifthecontinuedproblemreallydoeslieontheotherper-
son’ssideofthestreetandyou’vetriedtouseyourpowerwith
littleeffect,youcanalwaysprotectyourself.Theymightbedish-
ingitout,butyoudon’thavetotake it.

Youwilllearnanextensiverepertoireofstrategiestoensure
thatotherpeople’sunaware,thoughtless,ormeanbehaviordoes
notaffectyouorcauseoverwhelm.Formsofprotectioninclude
setting boundaries and barriers, bringing the interaction onto
yourownterms,andcontinuingtoengagewithoutabsorbingthe
situation’snegativeeffect.
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There’s a special section with an array of strategies for
dealingwithanarcissist,oranyonewhocriticizesandlies.(If
youarealreadyskippingaheadtothosepagessaying,“Ineed
thatnow!”justmakesuretocomebackrightafteryou’vegone
throughthatportalbecausethestrategiesinthebookbuildon
oneanother.)

Portal 10: Powerful Truth
Apowerfultruthintroducesanewlevelofyourauthenticityand
humanity,whichrequiresthepeoplearoundyoutopayattention
toyouwithanewlevelofengagementandurgency.Speaking
your truth introduces what you want and need, and it aligns
whatyouthinkandfeelwithwhatyousayanddo.Itusesyour
voiceandbringsintoformwhathasbeenunspoken.Whenyou
don’tshareyourpowerful truth,youarefilledwithregret that
youmissedanopportunity.

Youwilllearnwhenandhowtoshareyourpowerfultruth
so you engage others in taking action to move beyond the
statusquo.You’lllearntochannelyourangerintothestrategic
displayofemotionandhowtorespondtoandneutralizemicro-
aggressions. You’ll be inspired by numerous examples to use
yourvoicetoholdothersaccountableandrepresentyourselfin
theworld.

Portal 11: People
Onceyouhavereliablestrategiestoaccessyourpoweronyour
ownthenotherpeoplecanplayanimportantsupplementalrole
in bringing you back there and helping you stay there. Some
moments we are so disconnected from our inner resources
thatweneedscaffoldingfromoutsideofustobringusbackto
ourselves, and trustedandcaringotherscanhelpuscalmour
physicalbodiesandhealfromshame.Peoplemirrorbacktoyou
aspectsofyourownmagnificencethatyouhaveforgotten, the
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effectofwhich isevenmoreamplifiedwith the rightposseof
people.Peopleplayapracticalroleasanextensionofyournet-
work,mentoringandsponsoringyoutofurtheryourvisionand
expandyourimpact.

Portal 12: Position
Wetendtothinkthatthepowerwehaveinourpositionisdefined
bytheresponsibilitiesoutlinedinthejobdescriptionbutgener-
allywehavemorepowerinanygivenpositionthanwerealize
andareharnessing.You’lllearnbestpracticestousethepower
youhaveandtoleveragethatwhichyouareoverlookingtocre-
ateabetteroutcomeforyourteamororganization.Youlearnto
usewhoyouareasanin-your-powerpersontoamplifyothers,
includingasasponsorandally.Alsopartofthepowerofyour
positionistogrowanduseyourplatformtoexpandyourvoice
andcreatemovementtowardtheworldasyouthinkitshouldbe.

***

How to Begin Accessing the Portals
Youareacreativeforceandyounowseeyouhaveanabundance
ofoptionsforregainingcontrolandmakingdisempoweringsit-
uationsbetterforyouandeveryone.Onceyouarefamiliarwith
alltheportals,youcanlookaroundtotheportalyouneedmost
andwalkthroughitinrealtime.Butthat’soverwhelmingwhen
youarefirststartingout,somyrecommendationisthatyougo
throughthebooklearningandpracticingthemintheintended
order.Theportalstobe‘inyourpower’setastrongfoundation
for you to have interpersonal power, and the portals, while
modular,referbacktoandbuildononeanothertokeepyouon
thevirtuouscycle.Thatsaid,ifthereareafewportalsthatare
screamingyournamewiththepromiseofanimmediatesolution
toacurrentchallenge,thenhaveatitandgoreadthemnow(but
docomebacktotherestoftheminorder)!
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I hope your head is now alight with a sense of possibility
abouthowyouwillbeabletostepintoyourpower.Let’swalk
throughthefirstdoor.

In Your Power Practices: From Chaos to Control

1. Openyourmind to thepossibility thatyouhavemore
powerinanysituationthanyouarecurrentlyseeingfor
yourself.YoumightstartbydoingaPowerInventory—
makealistofallthewaysyouseeyourselfhavingpower
now.(Andthenlet’scompareittothelistyouwillmake
afterreadingthebook.)

2. Inanychallenginginteraction,startbyasking,Where’s
mypower?Focusonwhatyoucancontrolinyour50%
ofanyinteraction.Applythe50%diagramtoachalleng-
ingsituation:Whatisinyour50%andyoucouldstartto
controlrightaway,andwhatfactorsareintheother50%?

3. Make the 50% Rule your mantra: Be Impeccable
foryour50%!

4. Thereare12PowerPortalsthatrevealnewwaysofsee-
ing,feeling,andacting—inanymomentyouarekicked
outofyourpower,knowthatyoucanwalkthroughthe
dooroftheoneormoreoftheseportalstostayinyour
centerandleadanewresolution.

5. It’sbesttolearnandpracticetheportalsintheintended
order,butifthere’safewthatarescreamingyourname
tobeaccessedrightnow,thengoforit(andwhenyou’re
doneapplyingwhatyoulearnedthere,gobacktoread
theotherones).
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