
Above the Line

Living and Leading with Heart

Stephen Klemich and Mara Klemich, PhD

AboveTheLine_9780062886835_final_MB1030_cc17.indd   3 10/30/19   12:22 PM



1

above the line. Copyright © 2020 by Stephen and Mara Klemich. All rights 
reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may 
be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission 
except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
For information, address HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, 
NY 10007.

HarperCollins books may be purchased for educational, business, or sales pro-
motional use. For information, please email the Special Markets Department at 
SPsales@harpercollins.com.

first edition

Line drawings by Kirsten Agius

Heart illustration by str33t cat/Shutterstock, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data.

Names: Klemich, Stephen, author. | Klemich, Mara, author.
Title: Above the line: living and leading with heart / Stephen and Mara Klemich.
Description: First edition. | New York, NY: HarperBusiness, [2019] | Includes 
 bibliographical references and index. | Identifiers: LCCN 2019027315 (print) | 
 LCCN 2019027316(ebook) | ISBN 9780062886835 (hardcover) | ISBN 
 9780062886842(ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Leadership— Psychological aspects. | Character. | Self-   .noitazilaer  
 Conduct of life.
Classification: LCC BF637.L4 K546 2019(print) | LCC BF637.L4(ebook) | 
 DDC 158/.4— dc23

20 21 22 23 24  lsc  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

AboveTheLine_9780062886835_final_MB1030_cc17.indd   4 10/30/19   12:22 PM



2

The Four Universal Principles That Shape Your Life 25

That AND is the essence of the line that exists within our heart, 
and the four universal principles of life* that drive our behavior. 
They are:

 ■ Courageous HUMILITY— focusing on personal growth

 ■ Growth- driven LOVE— focusing on growing others

 ■ Ego- driven PRIDE— focusing on self- promoting

 ■ Self- limiting FEAR— focusing on self- protecting

In its entirety, the model represents the circle of life, and on any 
given day, moment, or situation our heart can go around this circle— 
from fear to pride to humility to love. Around and around!

Our life is an outward manifestation of the reality of the heart.

 ■ When the heart is operating out of self- limiting fear, it dis-
plays self- protecting thoughts and behaviors and it limits us 
with behaviors like passivity, dependence, and the need to 
please.

 ■ When our heart is operating out of ego- driven pride, it displays 
self- promoting thoughts and behaviors. Through behaviors 
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C H A P T E R  1

The Four Universal Principles 
That Shape Your Life

As you begin this journey, is there a longing within you? “Yes!” 
you might think. “I want to hit my quarterly sales goal,” or 

“I want to lose ten pounds,” or “I want to stop arguing with my 
spouse about how to load the dishwasher.” Or maybe you pause, 
reach in a little deeper, and think, “I want to feel fulfilled,” or “I 
want my relationship with my partner to be better,” or “I want to 
raise happy kids,” or “I want to find my soul mate.” These thoughts, 
big and small, about our daily life and desires reflect a greater long-
ing within all of us.

Deeper within, we are all seeking more fulfillment, purpose, con-
fidence, contentment— ultimately, more love. In our pursuit of this, 
we live our lives in ways that we believe will bring us “more.” We try 
to understand why other people think and behave the way they do, 
and why we behave the way we do. We wonder why other  people’s 
less- than- positive or helpful behaviors are so obvious to us, but not 
them. And we question why it is that we sometimes resort to our 
own less- than- positive behaviors, or how we can avoid taking the 
low road next time something presses all the wrong buttons.
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Anything we do when driven by fear or pride won’t be fully 
effective, but it’s a normal way to react. It might deliver some 
short-term results, it might even feel good in the moment, but it 
won’t actually help us grow our character.
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The Four Universal Principles That Shape Your Life 31

A couple of years ago, we had to deliver an important presenta-
tion for the C- suite team of a client organization. One of our team, 
Ted, jumped at the chance to create it. “Leave it with me,” he said, 
“I can handle it.” Stephen gave him a thorough briefing, checked 

EXERCISE: ONE MINUTE AT BASE CAMP

You can do this exercise in most day- to- day situations in life. Wher-
ever you’re reading this book, you can do this exercise right now.

1. Close your eyes and for twenty seconds, connect to the love 
in your heart. Recall a time when you felt loved or were loving. 
Who was there? What was happening? Really see it and feel it. 
Where do you feel that love? What’s it like? What happens for 
you and to you as you feel it? (Know that this is purpose, connec-
tion to others, the strength of your relationships, your belief in 
yourself. It is the real you.)

2. Next, turn your heart toward fear. We all have it within us; 
none of us are immune. Recall a time when you felt fear. Who 
was there? What was happening? For these twenty seconds, 
step into that memory, really see and feel it. Where do you feel 
that fear? What’s it like? What happens for you and to you as you 
feel it? Feel the insecurity, the doubt, how it makes you need to 
protect yourself or prove yourself. (This is the real you, too, but 
it isn’t the best you. It’s the you when you are in the grip of fear 
and pride.)

3. Finally, for the last twenty seconds, surrender yourself to love 
again. Feel the difference. What does that love show you about 
yourself?

That is the journey of this book: acknowledging that we all feel 
fear and pride and that they influence us daily, but love is what we 
want most, and humility and love together are the path to unlock-
ing the best within you— your true strength of character, your best 
version of yourself.
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ABOVE THE LINE58

as the control tower, analyzing and making decisions on how to 
deal with all our emotions, memories, and our current situation. Its 
mission is to protect us from pain. Excellent! But its very dedica-
tion sometimes causes us problems. Every time the neocortex gets 
a message from the limbic system that looks like there is a threat 
to our well- being, it will step in to keep us from harm. Most of the 
time it will do that by using some kind of defensive coping strategy. 
Our neocortex is so good at what it does that we often don’t even 
know we’ve shifted out of effective character- led strategy and into 
ineffective coping strategy!

Look at the image below. All of the horizontal lines appear 
slanted, right?

In truth, they are not. Each horizontal line is perfectly straight, 
but our brain is convincing us of an entirely different “truth.” Even 
when you know for a fact that those lines are straight, your brain is 
still broadcasting the idea that they are slanted. It is very difficult 
to see them any other way. Unfortunately, the brain, while amazing 
and wonderful, is not always the best source of truth in our lives, as 

Café wall illusion— R. L. Gregory and P. Heard, “Border Locking and the Café Wall 
Illusion” (Perception, 1979, vol. 8 issue 4, 365–80).
© Fibonacci / Wikimedia Commons / CC- BY- SA-3.0 / GFDL
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C H A P T E R  2

Triggers, Templates, and Truths

Having explored the principles that drive behavior, we will now 
unpack what shapes the thinking that causes our behavior. You 

will be equipped to better identify and understand the causal fac-
tors of why we behave the way we do.

Eva, her two kids, and her husband were sitting on the living 
room floor around the coffee table, laughing at a story Eva had just 
shared from her recent travels. It was a Friday night, music was 
playing in the background, and the scene was set for quality family 
time. But the happy tone of the evening was about to shift.

Eva’s ten- year- old son, Sam, was getting upset. “But Mom, I 
won’t be able to buy a hotel!” he said, waving at the Monopoly 
board between them. He had landed just three stops short of go.

“You’re on my property. You have to pay,” she replied.
“Can I pay you on my next turn?”
The question annoyed her. “It’s a game, Sam— the whole point 

is to win.”
Jessie, the twelve- year- old, rolled her eyes, which irritated Eva 

even more.
“It’s just one turn. I promise I’ll pay.”
“No! You have to pay me now.”
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we mentioned before. Sometimes that trying- to- be- helpful neocor-
tex is making decisions to use ineffective coping strategies instead 
of above the line character strategies, in its effort to keep us from 
pain. Sometimes we have to find ways to dig for the actual truth— 
that lies in the heart.

Like most people, Eva was unaware that any of this was hap-
pening in her brain during the fated Monopoly game. And yet she 
felt in her heart that her response wasn’t appropriate. She had hurt 
Sam, the exact opposite of her deepest intentions. Diving into the 
S+T=B formula helped her realize for the first time in her life where 
her negative competitive behavior (as opposed to achieving, which 
is positive competition) came from. Any situation in which there 
was a perceived “winner” and “loser,” even a game with her son, 
triggered her desperate need to win to prove her worth and feel 
good about herself. And this was something she wanted to change.

As Mara likes to say, “I don’t have to be a slave to my limbic 
system.” We are not stuck with our ineffective templates, and we 
are not blocked from living out our best intentions. By identify-
ing and understanding our triggers, templates, and truths, and the 
context of previous templates and current situations, we have the 
opportunity to make a different choice, in the moment and over 
the long- term. We can spend more of our time above the line, be-
having in ways aligned with our best intentions, feeling happier 
with ourselves and the results of our behavior. That shift is key to 
our character growth, and like all important, lasting change, has to 
start in the heart.

Not long ago, we got an e- mail from Eva with a story about a ten-
nis game. “We play, as a family, every so often,” she wrote. Uh- oh, 
we thought. But this story surprised us. Eva had walked onto the 
court determined to make a different choice, to shift her heart, her 
thinking, and her behavior above the line, and to prioritize having 
fun with the family over winning.

Sure enough, ten minutes into the game her daughter, Jessie, hit 
a beautiful side- line drive, but it was out— at least Eva thought it 
was. “I think that was out,” she said. “No, it was in,” said Jessie. 
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What happened next, Eva wrote, was familiar— the same old sen-
sations of being triggered, the initial thoughts of arguing the point, 
the rise in her blood pressure, the feeling in her heart that she was 
definitely right and winning the point was critical. But this time, 
she was able to remind herself of the template that was in play for 
her and the void in her heart that it was trying to fill. And then she 

EXERCISE: S+T=B INSIGHTS FOR TR ANSFORMATION

Think of your worst “below the line” moment in the past six months. 
Now consider the following questions:

1. How would you describe your behavior? What about it was 
below the line?

2. What was the situation? Who was there? What led up to 
your moment? What was at stake?

3. What were you consciously thinking as you went below the 
line?

4. While resisting a blaming mind- set, can you identify the trig-
ger or template that drove you below the line? What needs to 
happen for you to go below the line?

5. Is there something you believed absolutely in the moment? 
Was there a truth attached to how you were thinking and be-
having?

6. What was your below the line behavior trying to achieve? 
What was its purpose?

7. Think of context. Can you think of another time when you 
behaved similarly, even if the situation was different? What can 
you learn about your templates when you compare them happen-
ing in varied situations?

8. What one step could you take differently the next time a sim-
ilar situation or trigger pops up?
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Or to put it another way, our thinking emerges from our triggers, 
templates, and truths and creates our context.

Triggers are cues in the environment (picked up by our five 
senses) that stimulate certain thought patterns (positive and neg-
ative). Those thought patterns are based on templates— each one 
a collection of stored memories, emotions, and sensations from 
past experiences that have been filed away in the brain and help us 
quickly process what’s happening. Based on those experiences, we 
also develop truths, or deeply held beliefs about ourselves, others, 
and the way the world works. Jack and Jill were thinking very dif-
ferent conscious thoughts based on their unique triggers, templates, 
and truths. Jack: dogs bite = be scared! Jill: that dog may be lost, I 
need to help him = go and pat the dog. Each had a different context 
based on their past experiences and their truths they formed from 
their past experiences.

So are either of those thinking patterns the truth about dogs? 
No, but for Jack and Jill, based on their own life experiences, it is 
each one’s truth— my truth. In reality, both may be true: some dogs 
do bite and some dogs are friendly. The key to living above the 
line is knowing and understanding what shaped our lives and what 
our triggers, templates, and truths are, so we can be enlightened to 
know how to respond and behave effectively.

Our truths based on negative experiences can become a trap that 
we live in— they can become stories we tell ourselves to cope with 
life. We can then operate out of “the story of my life,” that is actu-
ally a story of “my truth,” but not necessarily the truth. This can 
lead us to become trapped in a set of self- beliefs that block us from 
living our potential. Yet we all can be released from this trap to 
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C H A P T E R  3

Voids, Wounds, and the 
Gold within the Heart

Ben was experiencing what should have been one of the most 
joyful times of adulthood. He and his wife were expecting their 

first baby. In the days after finding out, Ben was ecstatic. But as the 
weeks went by a new emotion emerged: doubt.

What if I’m just like my father?
Most of us at some point say, “Ha! I sounded just like my father/

mother.” But we often say it with a sense of love, respect, and hu-
mor, seeing all the ways that our parents were, in their own way, 
wonderful. Not Ben.

When we met Ben, what first struck us was his physical pres-
ence, with a body made strong by weekly hours in the gym. His 
gaze was direct and often challenging, as was his humor. Sarcasm 
was his go- to verbal position when he tried to connect with people, 
or disagreed, or didn’t like the direction of a conversation, or felt 
uncomfortable. He rarely expressed an emotion without it.

We could see the pride instigating many of his behaviors, driv-
ing how he asserted himself in conversations in a way that was 
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EXERCISE: A TEMPLATE TIMELINE

In any seven- year period, most of us experience significant change 
in our lives. The differences between seven, fourteen, twenty- 
one, twenty- eight, and thirty- five are often dramatic, as are the 
experiences we accumulate along the way, both good and bad. 
Those experiences from each “season” in our lives shape our 
hearts, form templates, and influence our character and our be-
havior.

Identifying them is the key to understanding the root of our be-
havior. Take the time now to give yourself this gift. It may be one 
of the most important things you can do to discover the things 
that have held you back, and how you can be released to shift your 
heart, your thinking, and your behavior.

Create a grid on a piece of paper that looks like this one:

1. Above the line, write down one or two vivid, positive, joyful 
memories that pop up for you when you think about each season 
of your life at that age range. Who had a profound positive impact 
on your life? How? Make a note of the gold from those experi-
ences that still lives in the core of your heart.

2. Next is the part that requires courage and humility. Take a 
moment to remember why you’re doing this, and what it is you 
want your life, your relationships to be. Think about being en-
lightened, finding your authentic self, having insight for transfor-
mation. Now turn your mind and heart to the less positive ex-
periences you remember in each season. What does each make 
you feel in your heart as you think about it? Is there a lack of or 
attack on your heart from the experience?
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Voids, Wounds, and the Gold within the Heart 73

wants to be a part of the special night; she asks over and over if she 
can help take the “special” glasses over to the table. The mother 
finally relents and gives the girl a tray to carry three of the glasses 
into the dining room. The glasses were inherited by the mother 
from her mother, who had inherited them from her parents. “Be 
careful,” the mother says. “They are Mommy’s special glasses. Don’t 
drop them.”

The little girl stares at the glasses as she’s walking, making sure 
they don’t topple. Just as she’s getting to the table, she misses the edge 
of the rug, stumbles, and crashes to the floor, along with the tray. 
And the glasses.

“Get out of the way! Look what you’ve done!” the mother shouts, 
grabbing the girl out of the fine shards of broken glass that are scat-
tered everywhere. “I told you to be careful!” the mother yells. The 
girl stands nearby, crying and watching her mother carefully begin 
to pick up the small pieces.

We’ve all been there. Perhaps as the child, or as the parent, or both 
if we’re honest! That mother was stressed, and mostly frightened for 
her daughter, but a five- year- old couldn’t see that. From the little 
girl’s perspective, she had tried to help, she had made a mistake, and 

3. Now, based on what you’ve uncovered, what are some of the 
templates, above the line and below, that may be leading to your 
effective and ineffective patterns of behavior? What truths do 
you hold about how life works that could be helping you or limit-
ing you? What “truths” might actually be lies you’ve told yourself 
for years? In looking at these experiences, when do you think you 
are triggered, and how?

4. Finally, look over all your notes. How are these voids, wounds, 
and gold, these triggers, templates, and truths shaping your life 
today? Write down what you are committed to stop living by, 
start living by, and continue living by to be your best self. Apply 
these daily until they become the authentic you.
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EXERCISE: TAKE YOUR VOWS (AND LET GO!)

1. List a few promises or vows you have made to yourself. If 
you’re struggling to come up with some, think about a time that 
you’ve said one of the following in relation to some aspect of or 
experience in your life:

“I will never . . .”

“I will always . . .”

“I promised myself . . .”

“I hate . . .”

“I must . . .”

2. Now consider the following questions for each of them.

What was the vow actually doing for you? How was it 
protecting you or helping you prove yourself?

In what ways can that vow have limited your life or the 
choices you’ve made?

What positive promise can you replace it with that will help 
build your life?

3. Not all our inner vows are obvious to us. Think back to a 
few decisions you’ve made over the past year or two, such as 
whether or not to take a job or pursue a relationship or take a 
trip. If you dig into that decision, can you find an inner vow that 
may have influenced it?

4. Now, taking your courage in your hands, ask yourself, “Who 
do I need to forgive?” and “What needs to happen for me to de-
cide to let this go?”
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their highest goals, and because we recognize the inner strength 
we feel and our positive effect on the world around us when we are 
above the line.

Before we get there, this chapter you’re reading now allows you 
to spend time getting to know these behaviors and learning how 
to spot them. As you read the following pages, think of what these 
behaviors can look like in very different scenarios in your own life. 
Ask yourself, When have I been strong in that behavior? Where 
was my heart? How did it work for me?

The Four Courageous Humility Behaviors

When the heart is operating out of humility, it manifests behav-
iors of personal growth like courage, diligence, honesty, and learn-
ing, and purpose- driven results. Behaviors rooted in the humility 
quadrant are authentic, transforming, reliable, and achieving.

Authentic behavior is driven by a heart attitude of being one’s 
real self. When we are strong in authentic behavior, we live with 
courage and integrity, doing our best to stay true to our values. We 
can be honest with ourselves and transparent with others. We have 
the kind of humble confidence that comes from a sense of inner 
worth, so we can admit to mistakes, laugh at ourselves, and love the 
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The 16 Common Behavior Styles 91

It’s easy to notice high achievers working on a flight, for exam-
ple. Airline cabin crew don’t get tips, so their internal motivation 
to be a high achiever is obvious to us the customer by their service 
and attitude. High achievers don’t wait to be asked; they look for 
things to get into, not out of.

The Four Growth- Driven Love Behaviors

When the heart is operating out of love, it manifests honor, respect, 
loyalty, kindness, and assurance. Behaviors rooted in the love quad-
rant are relating, encouraging, developing, and compassionate.

Relating behavior comes from a heart attitude of building mean-
ingful relationships. We work to understand others better and have 
respect for their perspectives, regardless of how they may differ 
from our own. We get to know people by showing an interest in 
them, relying on good social skills, and being active listeners. We 
are respectful and polite. We remember people’s names and make 
them feel comfortable and cared for. Being high in relating behav-
iors allows us to connect in a genuine way with people from all 
walks of life. People high in relating behaviors radiate kindness, 
graciousness, and genuine interest in others. It’s being relational 
instead of transactional in our interactions.
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C H A P T E R  4

The 16 Common Behavior Styles

Before you read this chapter, we suggest you go online and com-
plete your free Heartstyles Indicator Self- Score. You can do this 

by going to the appendix section and using the QR code to direct 
you to the website.* You can then enjoy reading this chapter in 
the context of knowing your own results. It can be read from start 
to finish, or simply used as a reference for getting to know what 
certain above the line and below the line styles feel and look like. 
There’s also further explanation in your Personal Development 
Guide (PDG for short), which you can download upon complet-
ing the online HSi. Understanding the 16 styles will help you put 
together the first three chapters and what you’ve already learned 
about thinking and behavior.

Morgan stood in the kitchen watching her mother furiously 
scrub the counter around the stove. She couldn’t see the phantom 
spots or streaks that seemed to be driving her mother over the edge.

Nancy looked up from her work and called into the dining 
room, “Not those placemats, John! The nice ones.” Morgan’s dad 
lifted one of the placemats Nancy had bought two months ago off 
the table and left to go find the “nice ones.” Morgan caught the 
slightest eye roll and watched him silently replace the placemats. 
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The 16 Common Behavior Styles 97

excellence; competitive is counterfeit improvement, while trans-
forming is genuine improvement.

Think of each of your below the line tendencies as a “friend” 
who can introduce you to your “best friend.” Go in with an open 
mind and an open heart and you’ll come out with powerful insights 
for being more effective and just plain happier.

The Four Ego- Driven Pride Behaviors

When the heart is operating out of pride, it manifests self- promoting 
behaviors like being condescending, perfectionism, and winning 
at all costs, which block us from really connecting with others. 
Behaviors rooted in the pride quadrant are sarcastic, competitive, 
controlling, and striving.

Sarcastic behavior is driven by a heart attitude of needing to 
be the smartest, wittiest, or funniest person in the room to build 
a sense of worth. The good intention behind sarcastic behavior is 
often that we are trying to build relationships with others, but we 
don’t have a strong enough sense of authenticity or inner strength 
to be sincere. (In fact, sarcastic is the counterfeit of authentic, often 
disguising itself as straight- talking frankness and confidence.) We 
need to keep a safe distance from the emotions that make us feel 
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The Four Self- Limiting Fear Behaviors

When the heart is operating out of fear, it manifests self- protecting 
behaviors that limit us like passivity, inferiority, and the need to 
please. Behaviors rooted in the fear quadrant are approval seeking, 
easily offended, dependent, and avoiding.

Approval- seeking behavior emerges from a good intention of 
wanting to be liked, to be accepted, and to get along with others. But 
fear overrides the love and creates a coping strategy of being overly 
nice, overly helpful, and overly agreeable. The desire for approval is 
innate for all of us. But people who struggle with a fear of rejection 
and sense of inner worth can develop a deep need for validation that 
shows up as people- pleasing. They use up emotional energy wor-
rying what others think of them and run through mental scenarios 
practicing what they’ll say in different situations so that it all comes 
out just right. They can radiate false flattery and false humility.

A couple invites some friends around to their new home. As the 
guests walk in the door, they immediately begin exclaiming, “Wow! 
This house is amazing!” even though they’ve only seen the entry-
way. As they walk through the living room, they release a barrage of 
overly effusive compliments, “That’s awesome!” “Isn’t that incredi-
ble!” As they move into the kitchen, one says to the other, “Darling, 
we need to get a fridge like that one!” One of the homeowners says 
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how you think you’re currently behaving. This creates your “Self 
Score.” When you are done, you can download a personal devel-
opment guide with your results and an explanation of how to read 
them. They will be captured in graphs like the ones below. When 
you look at the indicators side by side, any difference between how 

MORGAN’S BENCHMARK HEARTSTYLES INDICATOR (HSi)

MORGAN’S SELF SCORE HEARTSTYLES INDICATOR (HSi)
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you would like to be living and how you’re actually living can be 
very evident.

Let’s return to Morgan, from the beginning of the chapter. She 
took a 360-degree version of the Indicator, which meant that her re-
port also included averaged responses from three of her peers who 
also completed the same seventy- five questions on her. So, Mor-
gan had a Benchmark, Self Score, and Others Score. What do you 
think her results showed? On the previous page are her Bench-
mark (how she’d like to be), and her Self Score (how she thinks she 
currently is), while below is the Others Score of her averaged peers’ 
responses on their perception of her current behavior:

Morgan scored particularly high in fear- based behaviors. Nan-
cy’s pride- driven behaviors provoked self- protection in Morgan— 
she often felt criticized or not good enough. With the insights she 
learned from her results, Morgan could see the false security she 
was building through her coping strategies and began to choose to 
change her patterns and lessen her fear- based behaviors. With hu-
mility, she admitted she was living out of fear, not just at home 
but at work, especially when she was around other controlling and 
striving people. Now she understood her templates and how other 

MORGAN’S OTHERS SCORE HEARTSTYLES INDICATOR (HSi)
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DARREN’S HSi (BY OTHERS)

BETTINA’S HSi (BY OTHERS)
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Spotting Behavior Patterns 
and Connecting the Dots

Two months into the rollout of the audio manufacturer’s new 
range of headphones, and it wasn’t going well. Missed revenue 

targets and underperforming new headphones were just the start. 
To top it off, customer complaints had been streaming in because 
of a technical fault with the volume control.

Theresa leaned over the small conference table, her hands curl-
ing into fists as she eyeballed her colleague. “We wouldn’t be in this 
situation if we had gotten off to a stronger start.”

“What do you mean?” Darren, head of product development, 
couldn’t believe Theresa was trying to lay this at his feet. His team 
was one of the best performing in the company. His face felt hot 
and he was barely controlling his volume. “We hit our deadline and 
delivered a great product. We gave you what you needed to finish 
the marketing rollout. If your people couldn’t deliver . . .”

“My people did a great job with what they were given,” she re-
sponded. “But your people weren’t entirely helpful when my team 
went hunting for the information they really needed. And now we 
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MARK’S HSi (BY OTHERS)

THERESA’S HSi (BY OTHERS)
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EXERCISE: KNOW YOUR EARLY WARNING SYSTEM

It can be difficult to recognize our unique early warning system— 
those physiological responses that are specific to each of us that 
can tell us we’re being triggered. To help, we ask people to do an 
S+T=B deep dive into a recent moment when they know they were 
triggered because they resorted to a BTL coping strategy.

1. To do this, first think of a situation. Then, go deep by consid-
ering the following questions. What was the situation? See it in 
your mind. Focus on what was there, the surroundings, the colors, 
sounds (even smells if you can).

2. Who was there? What was said? What was the tone?

3. How did it make you feel?

4. Consider each part of your body: your hands and feet, your 
arms and legs, your core, your face and head. What was happen-
ing as your emotions began to get stirred up?

5. Identify how often this happens and in what sorts of situations.

6. Finally, can you identify how long you’ve been living like this? 
Ask yourself, “How old is that reaction?” (This can be a great lim-
bic question to unlock some information for you.)

If you’re feeling stuck, keep going deeper into the details of the 
scene. You may even begin to reexperience the emotions, and if 
you do, the physiological reactions will crop up. When they do, 
don’t start rationalizing them away. Just feel the sensations and 
make a note of them. You can practice distancing yourself from the 
physiology and emotions if they get too strong by saying (out loud 
if you need to): Oh, here are these [emotions] and [physical reac-
tions]. They are just happening to me, they are not me. That was 
then and this is now. I’m going to breathe and turn my mind away 
from them now.

The goal with this exercise isn’t to relive or work through a trig-
gering situation. It is simply to learn about how your body responds 
when you are triggered, from the very beginning, so that you’re 
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C H A P T E R  6

Trade Up! How to Resist Being 
Pulled Below the Line

Welcome to part 2 of Above the Line. By now you’re probably 
saying to yourself “Okay, I get it— but how do I live and lead 

above the line?” The next five chapters will equip you with the 
methods that you can apply in all aspects of your life. They are a 
combination of Heart + Smart: skills that strengthen your charac-
ter and, in time, can become a natural part of you. Please remember 
we are not asking you to change your personality; we are offering 
you the opportunity to develop your effectiveness and grow in 
wisdom.

There’s truth in the old saying of “take the best and leave the 
rest.” Some things will particularly resonate with you as you go 
through part 2, so grab hold of these and use them. In another six 
to nine months, skim through part 2 again: perhaps something else 
will resonate with you then to use in your development.

Character development is just like going to the gym. The key is 
consistency and coaching. Physical strength isn’t built in a day, and 
neither is character. And in both cases, it’s helpful to have someone 
by your side as you apply the methods in a way that will really 
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EXERCISE: KNOW YOUR EARLY WARNING SYSTEM

It can be difficult to recognize our unique early warning system— 
those physiological responses that are specific to each of us that 
can tell us we’re being triggered. To help, we ask people to do an 
S+T=B deep dive into a recent moment when they know they were 
triggered because they resorted to a BTL coping strategy.

1. To do this, first think of a situation. Then, go deep by consid-
ering the following questions. What was the situation? See it in 
your mind. Focus on what was there, the surroundings, the colors, 
sounds (even smells if you can).

2. Who was there? What was said? What was the tone?

3. How did it make you feel?

4. Consider each part of your body: your hands and feet, your 
arms and legs, your core, your face and head. What was happen-
ing as your emotions began to get stirred up?

5. Identify how often this happens and in what sorts of situations.

6. Finally, can you identify how long you’ve been living like this? 
Ask yourself, “How old is that reaction?” (This can be a great lim-
bic question to unlock some information for you.)

If you’re feeling stuck, keep going deeper into the details of the 
scene. You may even begin to reexperience the emotions, and if 
you do, the physiological reactions will crop up. When they do, 
don’t start rationalizing them away. Just feel the sensations and 
make a note of them. You can practice distancing yourself from the 
physiology and emotions if they get too strong by saying (out loud 
if you need to): Oh, here are these [emotions] and [physical reac-
tions]. They are just happening to me, they are not me. That was 
then and this is now. I’m going to breathe and turn my mind away 
from them now.

The goal with this exercise isn’t to relive or work through a trig-
gering situation. It is simply to learn about how your body responds 
when you are triggered, from the very beginning, so that you’re 
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The power of knowing when we are being triggered is that we 
then have an opportunity to stop, consider what’s happening, and 
make a better choice about what we’ll do next. We can override our 
helpful neocortex’s coping patterns and create new templates for 
ATL strategies.

2. SBTB: Stop, Breathe, Think, 
Behave— What to Do in the Moment

The process for Stop, Breathe, Think, Behave basically goes like this:

1. STOP (shift happens!): literally stop what you’re doing. 
If you are speaking, just finish your sentence and pause. 
If you’re sitting or standing, stop and be aware of your-
self, then make a tiny shift in your physical posture (move 
your weight to the other leg if standing, shift position in 
the chair). It only needs to be tiny, so others won’t even no-
tice, but you will because you have given it meaning as part 
of this process. The outward movement is small, but your 
thought of what it represents is big!

2. BREATHE: take a breath in through your nose and exhale. 
Some people have asked how they’re supposed to do this 
without stopping the conversation and looking a bit weird 
to the people around them. It doesn’t have to be that dra-
matic. Simply allow others to talk while you silently breathe 

wiser and can see it coming, feel it coming, the next time. Learning 
to correlate our physiological reactions with templates can help us 
become more aware so we can better manage our responses.
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One way we describe the difference between ATL and BTL behaviors 
is in terms of the difference between attachment and faith. ATL 
behaviors are grounded in faith in the product or service, faith in people, 
faith in the team, faith in supportive family and friends. BTL behaviors 
are defined by attachments* —to the perfect outcome, to our status, to 
being right, to the image we project to the world, to being respected, to 
gaining approval, to maintaining “artificial harmony.”
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meeting with your team and your boss about a project that isn’t go-
ing according to plan. Or maybe it’s a difficult performance meet-
ing with a team member, or houseguests who have overstayed their 
welcome. Whatever it is, what you know is that something about 
the situation will trigger you, and your brain will pull up one of 
those old templates that it has been pulling up in similar situations 
for years. And things will invariably not end well!

We spend time thinking about the content of our future inter-
actions. We prepare agendas and slides and reports for meetings. 
We spend time perfecting the vacation stories we’ll tell at the next 

EXERCISE: PLAN YOUR CHAR ACTER

1. Identify upcoming trigger situations. Look ahead on your cal-
endar and note any meetings, commitments, events, or interac-
tions that may present triggers for you. Why do you think there 
is the potential to be triggered?

2. Identify potential BTL behavior you might encounter from 
others. What do you think is happening in their hearts and minds 
that could send them BTL? What is the positive intent within 
those behaviors?

3. Identify what templates might be triggered for you. How have 
those templates caused you to react or behave in the past in sim-
ilar situations?

4. Trade up! How would you like to respond or behave instead 
to be more aligned with your personal values and to be more 
effective?

5. Swap your templates: What more effective template— one 
formed from positive experiences and the gold at the core of 
your heart— could you commit to use in the situation?
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Brian, and every other person we’ve written about in this book, shift-
ed their behavior by shifting their heart attitude.

Growth-driven love overcomes ego-driven pride. Courageous hu-
mility overcomes self-limiting fear. We call this the X factor: we often see 
people who score high in growth-driven love score lower in ego-driven 
pride, and people who score high in courageous humility score lower in 
self-limiting fear.

In a set of scales, if one side is heavily loaded, it tips down—it’s the 
same with the Heartstyles quadrants. One of the biggest challenges we 
see when leaders learn Heartstyles is they can think it’s all about overly 
nice “tree hugging,” and they forget about achieving results. The scales 
can become uneven, out of balance, and thus ineffective. If there are 
high growing others scores and low personal growth scores, the scales 
will tip down and the behavior will look and feel like self-protecting 
(too passive, too nice), and results will suffer. Likewise, if there are high 
personal growth scores and low growing others scores, the scales will 
tip down and the behavior will look and feel like self-promoting (too 
aggressive, too me instead of we), and culture will suffer. True north is 
a balance of both the above the line quadrants on the scales.
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through the awkward early stages. Many of us believe a myth that 
has lingered since the 1960s: it takes twenty- one days to change a 
habit or to develop a new one. Actually, a study published in the 
European Journal of Social Psychology found that on average it 
takes sixty- six days for a habit to become ingrained, for new neural 
pathways to stick and override old ones. The more effort the new 
habit required, the longer it took to establish. A regular exercise 
routine might take longer to establish than daily journaling (al-
though for some of us, the exercise would be easier than the journ-
aling!). Our brains are hardwired to take shortcuts and to do what 
comes naturally to us, fighting against the effort to change. Time 
and consistency are key.

As you begin to use the strategies we’ve shared for shifting your 
heart, thinking, and behavior ATL, develop compassion for your-
self. Life is complex, and we’re constantly being challenged by 
new responsibilities, new relationships, and new struggles that can 
pull us south BTL. Focus on tackling that thing that has you most 
confused or distressed right now, and keep moving forward. In 
the coming chapters, we’ll share more helpful strategies that you 

EXERCISE: BEHAVIOR DEBRIEF

S: What was the situation? What about the situation was similar 
to others in which I have behaved the same way?

B: What was my behavior? Was the outcome effective or inef-
fective?

T: What was happening for me? What triggered me? What tem-
plate was in play? Was I attached to an outcome or aspect of the 
situation? Where was my heart?

Conclusion: What is one thing I can do differently next time? How 
can I implement that— what’s my first step?
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AUTHENTIC AND TRANSFORMING

RELATING AND ENCOURAGING

RELIABLE AND ACHIEVING

DEVELOPING AND COMPASSIONATE
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When We’re Approval Seeking When We’re Relating 

We do things for the approval of oth­
ers, and get disappointed when others 
don’t show an expected level of ap­
preciation.

We get along well with others and are 
friendly and approachable, without be­
ing needy.

We are a people­pleaser. We are a people­connecter.

We can’t say no because our need to 
be approved of by others is greater 
than our ability to set appropriate 
boundaries.

We are able to set appropriate bound­
aries with others and explain why.

We connect with others with the hid­
den intent of seeking their validation 
and affirmation—we need to be liked 
by everyone.

We connect with people by being in­
terested in other people’s information 
and interesting to others in conversa­
tion. We like to be liked and like oth­
ers, but we don’t need to be liked.

We are too fearful to disagree with a 
point of view; thus we end up agreeing 
with everything, or saying nothing so 
we don’t get disapproval.

We are prepared to politely disagree 
with a point of view.

We spend an inordinate amount of 
time feeling we are being judged, so 
we spend lots of time thinking about 
what others think of us and rehears­
ing conversations in our head prior to 
interacting with others.

We have genuine confidence within, 
so we are not concerned about what 
others (may) think about us. We real­
ize others may not even think about 
us, and that’s fine! 

We want to be associated with other 
people who are famous/interesting/
important—even vicariously asso­
ciated with them to “bask in the re­
flected glory”—we need admiration  
to build our self­worth and self­esteem.

We accept people for who they are as 
a person, not because of who they are 
socially or what they do profession­
ally.

We behave like those around us 
to fit in and be accepted. We have 
over­emphasis in our voice tone, ad­
jectives, and body language without 
the self­awareness that our behavior 
is extreme—we need attention and 
praise.

We behave in ways congruent to our 
personal values and we appropriately 
respect other people’s values.

Approval Seeking Is the “Evil Twin” of Relating!
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Connecting with Others— 
Relating and Encouraging

I believe in businesses where you engage in creative thinking, 
and where you form some of your deepest relationships. If it isn’t 

about the production of the human spirit, we are in big trouble.

— Anita Roddick, founder of The Body Shop

We can almost guarantee that right now, you have a relationship 
you wish were stronger, deeper, more open, more loving. It is 

the essence of our being, to want to feel connected to others. We 
were created for relationship. We’re not supposed to do it alone. 
We are tribal by nature, yet in our “selfie” world, we are becom-
ing more individualistic, uncommunicative, buried in our mobile 
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COACH

CONNECT Focus on the person and the relationship you have, 
connecting with what you want for them, with love 
and respect. Finding an MOT and ETA for this session 
will help create a safe environment.

• Can we have a chat/can I please give you some 
feedback? I’ve been noticing a few things where I 
think I can help you—can we talk about it?

• Let’s go through your IDP (Individual Development 
Plan).

• Let’s go through your Heartstyles PDG.

OPEN UP Ask questions to seek to understand the other’s per­
spective, and gather the facts on a situation. Re­
member to see past the behavior to the heart of the 
matter.

• What would you like to get out of today?

• What is happening for you right now, what is your 
perception of . . . please help me understand/I’m 
curious about understanding more about the context 
surrounding [this situation]?

• What situations or triggers cause you to . . . ? 
(explore ATL and BTL)

• If coaching with the HSi Personal Development 
Guide: What surprised you, what do you agree with, 
what do you disagree with . . . ?

ADD  

VALUE
Give your perception, being truthful, authentic, fac­
tual, and compassionate.

• I may be completely off the mark/this is only my 
perception, this is how I see it . . . When [xyz] happens 
I’ve noticed . . . It makes me feel . . . It makes others 
feel . . . The team perceives it as . . . It makes the team 
feel . . . The impact on the customer is . . .

• It seems to me . . . Could this be true for you; is this 
the truth or your truth?

• Are you exhausted, tired, frustrated, drained/what 
is this costing you?

CHECK  

UNDERSTANDING
Find the shared meaning or where you are in unity.

• What have you understood and heard . . . ?

• What I have understood and heard is . . .

• Where do you see we have shared meaning? 
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Growing with Others—  
Developing and Compassionate

A coach is someone who can give correction 
without causing resentment.

— John Wooden, legendary US basketball coach

Every one of us has the desire to be an effective parent, partner, 
leader, teammate. And we are all those things, when we tap 

into our compassionate heart attitude— looking beyond the behav-
ior to understand the heart and motivation of the person, caring 
enough to offer constructive coaching that helps people reach their 
potential.

In 2004, one of the most devastating natural disasters struck in 
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had lost and shouting at my mom; I blamed my team members and 
didn’t show myself in my best light. And I vowed I would never 
play again.”

Thirty- six- year- old Heidi says, “I had forgotten all about that 
experience until I was kicking that ball around with my seven- 
year- old son in the garden and we were talking about his behavior 
on the soccer pitch. I said to Daniel, you have a choice: you can 
either learn how to cope with these emotions and use them to help 
yourself play better, or you can let these feelings of frustration and 
anger affect your game.” So we came up with a little phrase that 
would help Daniel remember S+T=B when he gets frustrated or 
angry. Lose your brain, lose your game. Keep your brain, win the 
game.

Just recently he played against the same team that they lost the 
cup final to. They drew 1 to 1, and the difference in Daniel was 
obvious. He came off saying, “Wow, Mom! Look how we’ve pro-
gressed!” He shook everybody’s hand. It was a pretty special mo-
ment for Heidi, and a special moment for Daniel.

Heidi coached her son by being direct with him but also hav-
ing compassionate understanding of where he was at and what was 

HEAD  

FORWARD
Together, decide on how to move forward with spe­
cific actions and support.

• Based on what we have discussed, let’s work our 
solutions together/what ideas do you have/what could 
you stop, start, and continue doing/what would you do 
if you were in my situation/how could you achieve the 
same result in an ATL way?

• How can I help you move forward/what support do 
you need from others to succeed? Perhaps you could 
consider . . .

• If necessary, you as the coach, make suggestions/
solutions for their development, being clear.

• How will you/we measure your success/what would 
you like me to hold you accountable for and follow up 
on with you?
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COACH

CONNECT Focus on the person and the relationship you have, 
connecting with what you want for them, with love 
and respect. Finding an MOT and ETA for this session 
will help create a safe environment.

• Can we have a chat/can I please give you some 
feedback? I’ve been noticing a few things where I 
think I can help you—can we talk about it?

• Let’s go through your IDP (Individual Development 
Plan).

• Let’s go through your Heartstyles PDG.

OPEN UP Ask questions to seek to understand the other’s per­
spective, and gather the facts on a situation. Re­
member to see past the behavior to the heart of the 
matter.

• What would you like to get out of today?

• What is happening for you right now, what is your 
perception of . . . please help me understand/I’m 
curious about understanding more about the context 
surrounding [this situation]?

• What situations or triggers cause you to . . . ? 
(explore ATL and BTL)

• If coaching with the HSi Personal Development 
Guide: What surprised you, what do you agree with, 
what do you disagree with . . . ?

ADD  

VALUE
Give your perception, being truthful, authentic, fac­
tual, and compassionate.

• I may be completely off the mark/this is only my 
perception, this is how I see it . . . When [xyz] happens 
I’ve noticed . . . It makes me feel . . . It makes others 
feel . . . The team perceives it as . . . It makes the team 
feel . . . The impact on the customer is . . .

• It seems to me . . . Could this be true for you; is this 
the truth or your truth?

• Are you exhausted, tired, frustrated, drained/what 
is this costing you?

CHECK  

UNDERSTANDING
Find the shared meaning or where you are in unity.

• What have you understood and heard . . . ?

• What I have understood and heard is . . .

• Where do you see we have shared meaning? 
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If your spirit can stay in compassionate and discernment, not in 
judgment, and be authentic, you’ve got a much better chance of com-
ing across with growth- driven love. Once again, it’s no accident that 
developing is sitting alongside compassionate, because this is where 
the developing part comes in to partner with compassionate. With 
authentic and compassionate working in a pair, we are able to set 
appropriate boundaries and have the humility and courage to speak 
important truths without judgment. As Mara puts it, “The more au-
thentic a person I am, the more I have built my character and the more 
I can be compassionate to the world, as strange as it may be at times!”
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Building Above the Line Work Culture

If you met Hugh and spent an hour or so with him, he might not 
be the guy you would think of first to rally the troops, or lead 

the charge, or motivate and inspire an entire company of more 
than eight thousand people spread across a country. He’s an in-
trovert and not a fan of public speaking. So when he was hired to 
lead the turnaround of a restaurant brand that had been declining 
for a decade, it might have been a surprise for some. But over the 
last few years, he and his team have transformed a business that 
otherwise would have been gone by now. The look and feel of 
the brand have been refreshed through the tangible elements of 
product, menu, and decor changes, and the company is reclaiming 
market share. But that isn’t the whole story of how they got to 
where they are.

So, what happened?
What Hugh saw immediately on taking the CEO role was that 

he would first have to turn around a toxic culture. A culture that 
had become so below the line, so stuck, so “dead,” it needed a rad-
ical transformation, and someone had to take the risk to change it. 
Hugh did.

He could see that the fear of more financial losses, including the 
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Hugh knew that to get the results, he and his people needed to revise all 
the business practices—from product, service, decor, menu, systems, 
and the employee experience process. He knew he needed total 
engagement from his people, and the way to create that was through 
great leadership and great culture, so that is where he started.

For our grandparents, a good workplace culture might have been a place 
where a team of people silently got on with their jobs, completed tasks, 
obeyed rules, and clocked off at their assigned time. Old-style leadership 
was based on a hierarchy of pride and fear. In the world we live in today, 
though, value is placed on a partnership of humility and love.
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You Cannot NOT Have a Culture

Here’s the thing: you cannot NOT have a culture. Put three people 
in a room, in a team, a business, a family, a sporting team, and boom: 
you’ve got a group dynamic, and so you’ve got a culture. At its most 
basic, culture is where something grows. In a healthy culture, some-
thing grows well. In an unhealthy culture, something cannot grow 
to its potential; instead, it becomes fragile, unsustainable, and toxic— 
weeds come in and eventually it dies. As complex— and at times 
 baffling— as the human body itself, culture is created, developed, and 
impacted by countless factors from both the inside and the outside.

What Creates Culture?

Many aspects of culture are shown in this illustration, but our focus 
is behavior. In the past few years, you’ve probably seen organiza-
tions spending huge amounts of time and energy trying to build an 
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many of the frontline employees in organizations have never had 
access to this level of coaching and support, creating a case for cul-
ture development that incorporates every level of the organization 
can certainly be a way of leading in the marketplace for the gaining 
and retaining of talent.

Explain to the entire organization why you all need to develop 
culture, communicating what’s in it for the front line. Being able to 
define a culture based on universal values and making it relevant 
and actionable at an intimately personal level for everyone in the 
business will mean true ownership for growth.

Measure to Manage

If you measure it, you can manage it— or to take that one step fur-
ther, what gets measured in business gets managed. To measure 
“what it looks like,” the outcomes of the business— from financials 
to engagement— are obviously important. To also measure “where 
it comes from,” the behaviors of culture are equally important— 
measuring the heart of the culture. When people complete the 
Heartstyles survey (in chapter 4 we explain how to do that online 
for free), they are asked seventy- five questions to get the Indicator 
results, and then eight further questions regarding outcomes. All 
the results are shown in the participant’s PDG (Personal Devel-
opment Guide). The respondent’s data can be aggregated to see if 
there is a correlation between ATL and BTL behavior and the eight 
outcome questions (based on the participant’s perceptions). Fol-
lowing is an example of four of those outcomes:

1. Effectiveness at work

2. Personal development

3. Relationships

4. Time management effectiveness
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The above examples consistently show that when there are high 
levels of ATL behavior there are very high levels of outcomes. Con-
versely, high levels of BTL behavior are linked to low to moderate 
levels of outcomes.

ATL in the DNA—from CEO to Front Line

Have you ever been in the room when this conversation is taking place?
CFO: What if we train them and they leave?
CEO: What if we don’t and they stay?
To get ATL behaviors into the DNA of an organization calls for 

an all- in- it- together approach, from the CEO to the front line, with 
everyone taking responsibility for developing the culture— not just 
the leadership. The gas in this particular tank is the attitude “If 
it’s meant to be, it’s up to me.” The credibility that is born when 
the senior management team talk about their personal development 
journeys and are open and vulnerable about their own development 
opportunities creates a one team, one direction culture. As we have 
seen, this kind of humility is not weakness: Patrick Lencioni cap-
tured it well when he wrote, “At the heart of vulnerability lies the 
willingness of people to abandon their pride and fear, to sacrifice 
their egos for the collective good of the team.”

It’s common knowledge these days that there is a desire, even 
an expectation, from our current generations that organizations 
provide personal and skill development programs. Since we started 
our business back in 1987, our programs have essentially been per-
sonal development programs, even though we have called them by 
different names. We have seen how being intentional about provid-
ing personal development by an organization— from the C- suite to 
the front line— unlocks loyalty, honor, respect, and engagement in 
people for the brand and the culture.

We have all seen how behavior can be a culture builder or a cul-
ture buster. For the individual to create engagement we refer to our 
simple equation:
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Heart (personal development) + Smart (functional skill 
development) = Engagement

Engaged people then drive business practices and thus results.

It’s as predictable as gravity: where there is low trust, people will 
self- protect and self- promote, and this is how we end up with a 
BTL culture. The politics of corporate life manifest and drive cul-
ture, and training programs alone can’t and don’t overcome those 
influences. When there is a shift to ATL behaviors, trust grows, 
and when trust grows, there is a shift in ATL behaviors. The vi-
tal element is consistency, the kind of sustainable trust that creates 
ownership and commitment (as seen in Hugh’s story).
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Appendix

www.heartstyles.com/book

HEARTSTYLES, ,  and the Heartstyles Indicators are all the intel-
lectual property rights of Heart Brands UK Limited trading as “Heartstyles.”
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