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Emotional agility key to being your best

Tahn Sharpe August 22, 2018

Susan David grew up in the white suburbs of South Africa. She called it a “community committed to not seeing”. But her �rst real

experience of denial at a personal level came when her father died at a young age.

Speaking at the Portfolio Construction Forum in Sydney today, David said she went back to school after his death and became “a master

of being OK”.

She said she �oundered through her teenage years, caught up in denial, until a teacher �nally told her to “tell the truth, and write like no

one’s reading”.

“It was a revolution and a revelation that shaped my life and career,” she said.
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David, a Harvard Medical School graduate and chief executive of boutique business consultancy Evidence Based Psychology, believes

“emotional agility” is the cornerstone to realising our abilities and navigating the world around us. Far too many of us push aside

normal human experiences like grief, stress and fear, she said, because we’re constantly told to be positive.

Failure, however, and the disappointment that comes with, are a healthy part of the journey. People that don’t want to try things

because they fear failure have “dead people’s goals”, David said.

“Only dead people never fail. Only dead people never experience the disappointment that comes with that failure. Only dead people

never get their hearts broken. Discomfort is the price of admission in a fragile, beautiful world, and you don’t get to build a career, or

have a family, or leave the world a better place, without stress and discomfort,” David explained.

A tricky paradox 

Emotional agility is not an easy thing to attain, she says, largely due to the complexity of the modern world. While there is a laundry list

of de�nitions for ‘agility’, including being inclusive, customer-focused and relational, there is a paradox that makes it tricky to navigate.

“That paradox is that technology has evolved at a speed that is signi�cantly greater than the speed at which we have evolved,” she said.

“The same complexity that drives the need for agility also undermines it, because when people are feeling stressed, or facing ambiguity,

they are less able to be innovative and much more likely to focus on what is known. They are much less able to be collaborative and

more likely to become tribal.”

Nevertheless, David said, there are four critical aspects of emotional agility that we can focus on and aspire to master.

The �rst is to ‘show up’ to our emotions. By identifying them and naming them, she said, we make them much easier to face.

“A colleague of mine found that when people are able to show up to their emotion and name their emotion, they’re signi�cantly more

able to stay the course with their �nancial plan,” she said.

The second aspect is that we need to take a meta-view of our emotions, which means noticing your emotions but not necessarily

acting on them. Emotions are data, not directives, she said. Stop focusing on being right and ask yourself if the emotion you’re

experiencing is serving you.

“Even if your boss is being an idiot, you still have the choice of who you want to be in that context,” she suggested.

The third thing to remember is to ‘walk your why’, David said, and not pick up on the behaviours of others.

“Social comparison is one of the most toxic experiences we can have as human beings,” she believes. “Connect with whether you truly

want something. Know who you are and what you stand for – whether it’s collaboration, fairness, learning or whatever…knowing those

values is crucial.”

The �nal component of emotional agility David identi�ed was the ability to move on. We should stop thinking of ‘have to’ goals and

start considering them ‘want to’ goals, she explained.

“Imagine if you’re trying to lose weight and you have a ‘have to] goal of never eating chocolate,” she said. “Psychologically, that leads to

rebellion, and all you want is chocolate.”

Instead, make weight loss a ‘want to’ goal, she advised, basing this idea on our sense of inner why.

“It completely shifts the physics of willpower,” she said.

David acknowledged the crowd of investment professionals and �nancial advisers, and gave a nod to the increasing focus the �nancial

services industry is placing on so-called ‘soft skills’.

“Now you’ve got to add mindfulness to the long list of things you’ve got to do,” she joked.
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Tahn Sharpe is a Sydney-based �nancial services journalist with a background in �nancial planning. He writes on advice, superannuation, investment,

banking and insurance issues, is a certi�ed SMSF Adviser and holds an Advanced Diploma of Financial Planning. Contact at

tahn.sharpe@conexus�nancial.com.au
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‘I don’t mention I’m from

AMP’

Advisers licensed by AMP admit the

latest round of scandals has made them

reluctant to admit their link to the

company. Yet most think De Ferrari is

still the man to lead the institution back

from the brink.

Tahn Sharpe
August 18, 2020

Local super industry

leading the world on mental

health during Covid-19

It is a dif�cult time, but also a time of

excitement for mental health advocates,

who say Covid-19 is catalysing deep

change among business leaders,

policymakers and the broader

community in how to address mental

health.

Ben Hurley
August 17, 2020

Carden Calder has shown

her greatest strength at

home

Because hearing people talk about their

personal challenges has been an

enormous help to Carden Calder, the

communications executive has decided

to open up about her own personal

situation in the hope it will help others

too.

Ben Hurley
August 17, 2020

Sign up to our daily newsletter for regular news

flashes and industry insights.
Subscribe

About

Professional Planner is the leading voice for �nancial planners

where they can learn about industry standards, get news,

information, debate and develop new ideas.

Subscribe

Advertise

Contact us

About Us

Our Authors

Feedback

Cookie Policy

Conexus Financial

Our partners

Privacy  - TermsHave your say

ON PRACTICE ADVICE INDUSTRY INVESTMENT PROFILES REGULATION OPINION ROUNDTABLES EDUCATION

https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/terms-and-conditions/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/privacy-policy/
https://conexusfinancial.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/CF_web_TandC_150716.pdf
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/2020/08/i-dont-mention-im-from-amp/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/author/tahn-sharpe/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/2020/08/local-super-industry-leading-the-world-on-mental-health-during-covid-19/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/author/ben-hurley/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/2020/08/carden-calder-has-shown-her-greatest-strength-at-home/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/author/ben-hurley/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/subscribe/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/
https://twitter.com/planner_tweets
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/professional-planner-
https://www.facebook.com/professionalplanner/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/subscribe-form/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/advertise-with-us/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/contact-us/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/about/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/our-authors/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/feedback/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/cookie-policy/
https://conexusfinancial.com.au/
https://www.cfainstitute.org/
https://www.smsfassociation.com/
https://fpa.com.au/
http://cimasocietyau.org/
https://portfolioconstructionforum.edu.au/
https://www.afa.asn.au/pro-bono-financial-advice-network
https://www.google.com/intl/en/policies/privacy/
https://www.google.com/intl/en/policies/terms/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/
https://twitter.com/planner_tweets
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/professional-planner-
https://www.facebook.com/professionalplanner/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/on-practice/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/advice/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/industry/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/investment/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/profiles/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/regulation/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/opinion/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/topic/events/roundtables/
https://www.professionalplanner.com.au/education/

