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30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

It all starts with you

If you are committed to making any changes the most effective way is to
start with knowing yourself and being self aware.

If you aspire to becoming a leader, to communicate more successfully, to
reducing the time it takes to complete a project or if you struggle working
with colleagues, customers and suppliers you need to learn how to be
flexible.

This starts with knowing yourself and what you do habitually or by default.
Otherwise with the best of intentions you will misguidedly treat others as
you wish to be treated. You won't recognise that you've generalised

to "that's just the way we do things around here" and you will have trampled
across others' standards, norms and beliefs leading to misunderstanding,
conflict and resentment.

In my engagements with clients we work through 4 phases to sustain their
desired changes and goals. First to improve their self awareness we uncover
their beliefs, values, assumptions, emotions and body dispositions. Second
we improve their discernment by distinguishing between their habits and
conscious choice. They learn the distinction between reaction (triggered)
and response (considered). Third they build on this through

practice and development. They experiment with different responses,
calibrating what works for them and embodying new practices. Fourth they
appreciate nuances and respond appropriately as they become skilled at
leadership flexibility.

There are several ways to improve your self awareness. In the following pages
| will share with you a challenge | took as a way to hone my observation and
interpretive skills. You can also take up the challenge and adopt a practice in
everyday situations that will impact your leadership.
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“Self awareness facilitates both empathy and self-
management, and these two, in combination, allow effective

relationship management”
Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee
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Why? The three reasons | took the 30-Day
Challenge.

1. Some of my clients are overwhelmed by their heavy workloads. They
resist doing *"homework” since they already feel pressured to fulfill their
roles. If they are going to be out of the office or on holidays they protest
that they won't have opportunities to practise what they are learning. |
wanted to find ways that they could hone their skills of observation,
interpretation and self awareness by incorporating simple, daily
practices.

2. 0One of my clients shifted remarkably in his thinking, attitudes and
behaviour. So much so, that some of his colleagues asked me “What did
you do to him? He is a changed man". He explained that our coaching
partnership opened up his world in unexpected ways. Where
previously he had tunnel vision, he became much more observant of
what was going on around him. He noticed things that he had
previously not paid attention to or seen, even walking to and from his
office to the train station. His greater awareness of the world around
him and his self awareness has many beneficial effects. He relates
much more effectively with his colleagues and family and he now
notices many more possibilities and perspectives.

3. My own coach set me an exercise to observe how many things | could
see around me that were orange. As | live in London, | thought red
would have been a better colour to choose. After all, our buses, phone
boxes and mailboxes are red. So I'd be bound to see something to fulfill
my objective. Orange, | thought, was much more unlikely. However, |
found that once | made a point of really paying attention, orange
objects appeared everywhere; tractors digging up the road, flowers,
advertising signs, cars, traffic signals. The list goes on.
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These considerations led me to devise a 30-Day Challenge. | shared what |
learned daily on social media. This required public commitment and
discipline to “walk my talk”.

| put aside my perfectionist tendencies and discomfort about exposing my
thinking and responses, in case my readers considered it a self-indulgent or
trivial exercise. Or worse still learned something about me | was embarrassed
to disclose.

My objective was to heighten my ability (i) to observe everyday things
around me, (ii) to reflect on what messages and interpretations they evoked
and (iii) to improve my self awareness and engagement with others in my
professional and personal life.

In @ mood of curiosity, | embarked on an experiment with practices that
could be adopted daily, that were not onerous and could be embraced by
my clients. With a nod to the adage “a picture is worth a thousand words”,
the following is a compilation of my daily photos and posts.

| encourage you to look at each photo before you read my interpretation
and learning on the subsequent page. Notice what the image evokes for
you; thoughts, feelings and senses. Consider if my learning is relevant to you
and if you decide to adopt it. Perhaps you might want to modify it to be
more constructive to the changes you are committing to make. Or you
might challenge and disregard it altogether.
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Let's begin.

Pause and take a breath.
Sit comfortably.

Turn off your smartphone.

Cive yourself some time to explore and
learn more about yourself.

Start flexing your self awareness “muscle’.

It's the first step to making the changes you
want to make.

It's the first step to Leadership Flexibility.
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What do you notice?

We don't see things as they are.
We see things as we are.

— Anais Nin

As you view each of the following images or a selection of the ones that you
are most curious about notice:

e |fany emotions or memories are stirred up for you.
e |Ifyou physically shrink from or become emboldened by what you see.
e Any interpretations or meanings you make of the image.

What else do you notice? There is space under each photo for you to
capture your reactions and observations.
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Day 1: What do you notice?
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Day 1: Rubbish, Compost and
Recycling

The rubbish collection bins may be unsightly, but they got me off to a good
start to notice everyday things. It seemed apt that as | sorted what to put
into each bin, | reflected on the relevance of this to what assumptions,
beliefs and practices | could:

@ throw out completely like rubbish

O adapt & nurture like compost

A repurpose like recycling
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Day 2: What do you notice?
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Day 2: Force of Habit!

| stepped out on my usual route to the station despite knowing that the
route was blocked.

| was running late, under stress and | reverted to habit.

Lesson

Knowing is not enough. It's particularly important when under stress to
pause, breathe and engage my brain.
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Day 3: What do you notice?
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Day 3: Scaffolding

As | walked to an appointment | saw the scaffolding being erected and
considered its purpose. It is a temporary support for the construction
workers.

Lesson

So too, sometimes | need temporary support to make changes or to build
new perspectives and visions.

| benefit from partnering with coaches, mentors, supporters, endorsers and
impartial advisors.
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Day 4. What do you notice?
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Day 4: Attitude to Risk

Earlier today | didn't take an umbrella and | got wet. It wasn't fatal. However,
now I'm more cautious.

Do | take my umbrella? The sun has emerged yet there are still grey clouds
on the horizon.

Lesson

I'm exploring my attitudes to risk and experimenting with not defaulting to
risk aversion.

I'm curious how this might translate to other areas in my life and what
opportunities could open up if | am less cautious.

To become more comfortable with risk taking, | can practise being bolderin
my requests and the proposals | put forward.
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Day 5: What do you notice?
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Day 5: Mood and Music

| arrived at the station to the uplifting sounds of the violin. As | hummed the
tune, | noticed how my mood and sense of possibility about the meeting |
was on my way to shifted.

Lesson

It reminded me that | can shift my mood and expectations to increase my
creativity and productivity.

There are various ways | can shift my mood, like walking in nature, playing
music, having a conversation with someone with a positive outlook on life or
reading an inspirational quote.
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Day 6: What do you notice?

17



30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

Day 6: Role Models and Inspiration

As | scanned my bookshelves | saw the books written by my teachers,
classmates, friends and associates.

They have shared with me their source of inspiration to write or how they
completed a book.

Lesson

| have a wonderful network that | can rely on for ideas and practical advice.

Our conversations are powerful and show me that there is more than one
way to achieve my goals.
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Day 7. What do you notice?
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Day 7: Trust, Coordination and
Reflection

| listened to the wise words from the circus skills trainer. She introduced the
trapeze performance by explaining that working with a partner relies on and
builds trust, coordination and a reflection of ourselves.

Lesson

The best way to learn about myself is to work with a partner who can reflect
things to me that | cannot see, who can make suggestions and encourage

me to stretch further.
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Day 8: What do you notice?
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Day 8: lllumination

Some things are hidden from my sight or awareness as | have “blind spots”.

These could also be due to unconscious bias.

Lesson

| can engage in conversations with people from diverse backgrounds and
experiences to shine the light on different perspectives and approaches.
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Day 9: What do you notice?
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Day 9: Patterns

| was deleting and rearranging photos from my album to save space. As |
looked through the file | noticed several patterns.

Lesson

It made me wonder where there are patterns in my life. For example, in my
goals, conversations, friendships and the way | tackle challenges.

Do | repeat them unthinkingly or with discernment?
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Day 10: What do you notice?
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Day 10: Shadows

The late afternoon sun created a shadow. It looked like | was imprisoned
behind bars. The image stimulated a question for me of what am | hiding
about myself; the good, the magnificent, the bad and the ugly?

Lesson

It is essential to accept all parts of myself and to bring them to my
awareness so that | engage better with others. I'm also reminded of the
words of Marianne Williamson:

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we
are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most
frightens us.

We ask ourselves, who am | to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous?
Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small
doesn’t serve the world.

There's nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel
insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We are born
to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of us,
it’'s in everyone.

And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people
permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our
presence automatically liberates others.”
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Day 11: What do you notice?
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Day 11: Anchors

When I'm down or feel like a failure | look at these childhood photos that sit

on my mantelpiece. They remind me of my joie de vivre, curiosity and thirst
for learning.

Lesson

| can always draw on these strengths. | am resilient and can re-energize to
face my challenges.
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Day 12: What do you notice?
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Day 12: Walk a Mile in Their Shoes

As the train platform began to fill | noticed the different shoes the travellers
were wearing.

| wondered about their different lifestyles, experiences, values, beliefs and
aspirations.

Lesson

| remmembered the advice to “walk a mile in their shoes”. That is, to consider
other’s motivations, fears and what they care about.

Especially when:

e trying to engage with them
e negotiating
e handling conflict
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Day 13:. What do you notice?
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Day 13: Guiding Principles

The compass and the sextant are navigational instruments (and yes they are
everyday items that sit on our bookshelves as mementos of our travels and
shopping in flea markets).

Lesson

As | look at them | reflect on my values, morals and ethics.

| consider how they guide my thinking and behaviour, especially when faced
by troubling situations.
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Day 14: What do you notice?
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Day 14: Rituals

As Easter approaches I'm participating in some rituals to celebrate and be
grateful.

Lesson

| could incorporate these rituals into my everyday life to improve my
wellbeing.

| don't need to wait for a special occasion in my calendar.
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Day 15: What do you notice?
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Day 15: Problem Solving

| enjoy working on puzzles and brain teasers. | like a degree of difficulty that
stretches me so that | feel a sense of accomplishment when I've solved it. If
it is too easy it doesn't feel like I've learned anything or accomplished
something new.

Lesson

Sometimes the solution is staring me in the face and yet | can't see it. So |
have to take a breather, put it down or reassemble the letters or blocks in a
different way to reveal the answer.

Sometimes | work out the puzzle on my own. Other times | acknowledge
that my skills are not enough and | enlist my partner’s skills and experiences,

especially if I'm pressed for time.

Sometimes | can get frustrated and | have to manage my emotions to be
more creative.

The way that | problem solve at play also reveals how | problem solve at work.
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Day 16: What do you notice?
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Day 16: Feedback

While spring cleaning my office | found posters from workshops | have
facilitated around the world.

| asked participants to provide feedback on the exercises and material |
covered by placing sticky notes with commments on the four posters:

1. keep

2.throw out

3. love

4. lightbulb moments

Lesson

It would be constructive for me to evaluate my daily activities, work
commitments and business relationships using these criteria.
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Day 17: What do you notice?
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Day 17: “Fake It till You Make It”

As | sat waiting for an appointment | looked at the huge trees in the
reception area. The bark seemed real, but the leaves seemed just a little too
green.

| became curious and inspected the trees closely. They were in huge pots
and the tree roots were covered in bark chips. As | looked closely and
touched the tree (fortunately, the security guard didn't whisk me away) |
realised that these were “life-like” imitations.

Lesson

| thought about authenticity and the exhortation to “fake it till you make it".
| used to dismiss this advice as inauthentic or manipulative.

However, I've come to realise as Dr. Carol S. Dweck explains there can be a
gap between where we are and where we want to be. That is, we are not
there yet.

In becoming how we want to be, we need to practise. So I've reframed my
thinking on “faking it". If the intention is a positive one and not to
manipulate others, | recognise I'm not there yet and I'm practising. I'm fine
with it.
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Day 18: What do you notice?
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Day 18: Perspective

| went to the Sorolla exhibition at the National Gallery today. | was particularly
moved by his painting, “Shadow of Alacantra Bridge”.

Up close it was just a jumble of brush strokes. Stepping back several metres
to view the painting my perspective changed and the scene became clear.

Lesson

When I'm “in it" | don't have clarity.

| need to pause, step back, be patient and see the bigger picture.
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Day 19: What do you notice?

Colomba

Classica
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Day 19: Rules

| kneaded the dough to make “cia cia”. It is a traditional Easter bread from
my dad’'s home town Cortona in Tuscany. Sadly, neither dad nor mum is still
alive.

So I'm relying on my memory and several handwritten recipes collected over
time. Each is slightly different in terms of quantities of ingredients and
temperatures for baking.

Lesson

I'm reflecting on rules. Are they inflexible or do | need to discern when to
apply them or when to adjust according to the situation?

I'm also reminded of advice from Barbara Hosking, CBE. She is the author of
Exceeding my Brief. In a discussion with members of the UK chapter of the
International Women's Forum, Barbara explained that having navigated the
complexities of the public service she believes that “rules are to be
interpreted” not followed slavishly.

44


https://sylvanacaloni.com/taking-the-long-view-gems-of-wisdom-from-barbara-hosking-cbe/

30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

Day 20: What do you notice?

45



30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

Day 20: Resilience

Vandals snapped the trunk of this young tree. I'm delighted to see that in
reaction to this harsh treatment the sapling is sending out new shoots at its

base.

Lesson

How can | build my resilience to bounce from knock backs and rejections?

| can reframe a “no forever” to “not now". | can also adopt revised strategies
and get feedback.

| can be more patient and accept that things may take longer to materialise
than | had originally hoped.
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Day 21: What do you notice?
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Day 21: Balance

This bronze figurine reminds me of balance; balancing the red gift box on
her knee as she balances herself on the edge.

It makes me consider how much of my work and leisure balance each other
so that | can be creative and take care of my wellbeing.

Sometimes | push too much, go to my edge and my productivity declines.
When that happens | have to take extra time to recover.

Lesson

My body and emotions send me messages and clues about when to slow
down and stop. | can improve how | listen and pay attention to those clues
and respond appropriately.
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Day 22: What do you notice?
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Day 22: Fun

As | was flattening the cardboard for recycling it brought back the joys of
childhood spontaneity and games, movement and being “silly”.

Lesson

| can be stifled by having to look “professional”, behaving like an adult and
having “gravitas”. At times it would serve me to tap into and recapture my
childhood energy, willingness to experiment and boldness for creativity.

That way | can engage with different perspectives to solve problems.
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Day 23:. What do you notice?
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Day 23: Use by date

Preparing for my lunch | checked the food labels. | notice that each product
has an optimal life or use by date.

Lesson

What is the relevance of a use by date for my ambitions and plans?

Some of my ideas, practices, assumptions and beliefs have been successful.
They got me to where | am.

However, they may not get me from where | am to where | want to be. They
may be outdated.

It's time to take stock and explore what more constructive ideas, practices,
assumptions and beliefs | can create and incorporate into my worldview.
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Day 24: What do you notice?
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Day 24: History

On my way to a meeting | saw this billboard. | wondered about my own
history.

Have | adopted rules and practices from my parents, school and university?

Lesson

How relevant are those historical practices and rules to today's fast-paced,
24/7, constantly connected life?

| need to consider how much of what | do is because “that's the way it's
done around here” and what new skills and competencies | need to learn.
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Day 25: What do you notice?
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Day 25: Peel Back the Layers

An onion has many layers. | need to peel back the skins and layers to get to
the core.

Sometimes my drivers or fears about starting a project, making an offer or
responding to a request for a proposal are close to the surface. However,
sometimes | need to go deeper, to peel back the layers of what is really
motivating or detracting me from my aspirations.

Lesson

What is apparent may not be really what's going on for me.

To reveal my underlying wisdom, | can reflect, write a journal, meditate or
seek a coach or mentor.
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Day 26:. What do you notice?

57



30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

Day 26: Seasons

The first of the British strawberries have arrived in the supermarkets. The
time is right to enjoy their sweetness while they last.

Lesson

It reminds me that there are cycles and stages in life and my development.
| can be more present to each season and savour what is unique about it.

Just like | cant rush through my learning, | need to give it the time it
deserves.
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Day 27: What do you notice?

59



30-Day Challenge to Improve Your Self Awareness

Day 27: Letting Go

It's a rainy day and I'm taking the opportunity to sort through the things I've
stored in my loft.

| have so much stuff I've kept over 16 years “just in case”, “for old time’'s sake”
or just “because”.

Coincidentally, the inspirational Dame Stephanie Shirley is being interviewed
on BBC Radio 4 about her latest book Let It Go.

Her life story gives me impetus to clear out and make way for the new or
simply do with less.

Lesson

| acknowledged | have moved on and my identity has changed. | don't have
to have a security blanket holding on to things.

Others can make more productive use of what | give away and donate to
charity.
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Day 28: What do you notice?
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Day 28: Ducks in a Row

| noticed the ornamental ducks I've collected from various travels and
events that sit on my bathroom window.

The advice to “get all your ducks in a row” came to mind.

Lesson

Spontaneity and boldness are great. Sometimes, however, it is necessary to
be organised and line up all the essential components of a plan.
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Day 29:. What do you notice?
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Day 29: Signs

As | was about to cross the street | noticed the sign to “look both ways”. |
realised that this warning is relevant to more than just navigating traffic.

Lesson

Sometimes | can be so enthusiastic or convinced about an idea that | don't
consider the alternatives. However, | need to consider the pros and cons of
ideas, proposals and arguments.

Further, it would be helpful to consider what are the consequences if I'm
wrong.
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Day 30: What do you notice?
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Day 30: Meaning

Walking home from a breakfast meeting | noticed this sign. | gave it some
thought and realised that | could have many different interpretations of its
meaning.

The hand could mean stop, no entry or don't go any further.

Or a much more inviting interpretation is hello, welcome and come in (as it's
a gastropub | expect it was intended to be the latter).

Lesson

| can be more conscious about the meaning | am making of signs, gestures,
conversations and emails.

My interpretation impacts my reactions and sense of possibilities or
obstacles.
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Noticing what you noticed

The range of what we think and do is limited by what we fail to notice.

And because we fail to notice that we fail to notice there is little we can
do to change

until we notice how failing to notice shapes our thoughts and deeds.

— R. D. Laing

As you walked metaphorically alongside me, were you surprised about your
responses to the images? Perhaps in some cases you weren't aware of any
response. In others you might have had a visceral response.

Were you curious and engaged..where else does this happen in your life?
Did you breeze through it.where else does this happen in your life?

Did you find yourself resisting the exercise..where else does this happen in
your life?

What was revealed to you about yourself?

What patterns emerged for you?
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Noticing what | noticed

Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom.
Mastering others is strength; mastering yourself is true power.

—Lao Tzu

Yay! | completed my 30-Day Challenge to improve my self awareness.

| feel a sense of achievement because | kept to my commitment and
discipline of looking around me to:

e see what | notice in everyday situations around my office, my home, my
neighbourhood and walking to and from my meetings

e consider what | can learn from my observations and how relevant that
learning is across my personal and professional lives

e experiment with what and how | can adapt my learning

Now I'm into the next phase of “noticing what | noticed”. I'm taking more
time to reflect, reveal patterns and gaps.

I'm declaring and committing to writing a book using my 30-Day Challenge
as the kernel. | will expand on it using models and theories from thought
leaders in leadership development and change.
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Your opinion and advice

If you have some anecdotes, resources, theories, models or challenges you
would like to share send a note to sylvana@sylvanacaloni.com. Or if you
prefer to have a conversation give me a call on +44 (0) 7952 068133.

You can see more of my writings and musings at www.sylvanacaloni.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sylvanacaloni/

:

Photo Sources: all photos are my own except for the one above taken by Karla Gowlett, from Photo
Perspective at the Women in Banking and Finance (WIBF) 2018 Annual Awards Lunch.
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The Key to Success Is Self
Awareness

If you want to make successful and sustainable changes in
the way you lead, engage, negotiate and collaborate with
others you first need to know yourself.

The way to know yourself is to hone your skills of
observation and noticing what you notice. Join me in
taking the 30-Day Challenge to reveal your blind spots and
habitual behaviours.

You will become aware of when you are acting from a
default position and, as if, your perspectives, standards and
expectations are universal.

Becoming self aware and making choices about how you
respond to any situation will reduce misunderstanding,
frustration, waste of time, effort and money.



