
The Educator’s Mindset Coach

From Rigidity to Agility
Chapter One Summary
Emotional Agility was written by Harvard psychologist and executive coach, Dr. Susan
David. The ideas presented in this book come from her own research and experiences
working with executive clients over 20 years. The foundational ideas for this book were
first published in an article in the Harvard Business Review which was recognized by that
publication as the “Management Idea of the Year.”

In Chapter 1, “Rigidity to Agility”, Dr. David quotes Holocaust survivor, author, and
psychiatrist Dr. Viktor Frankl, who said, “Between stimulus and response, there is a space.
In that space, is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our
freedom.”

In our present society that emphasizes multi-tasking, thinking positive, and controlling our
thoughts, however, we deny ourselves the power to choose our response, and therefore
often find ourselves trapped in habitual ways of engaging with the world. By spending
much of our life on auto-pilot, we fail to connect with the things that matter most to us.

Dr. David finds fault especially with those individuals promoting positive thinking, saying
that “those that tout positive thinking are particularly off base.” She explains that just
turning off negative thoughts is far easier said than done, and may even be impossible for
many. Indeed, what we often consider to be “negative” emotions are often working in our
favor.

The answer to this predicament, she says, is emotional agility. “Emotional agility”, she says,
“is about loosening up, calming down, and living with more intention.” It’s about choosing
how to respond to our emotions instead of being trapped by them. Being emotionally agile
can help people better handle stress, deal with heartbreak and disappointment, promote
self-acceptance, and face anxiety, all while working towards the things that matter most to
them. Emotional agility draws on ideas from various subfields of psychology that explore
what makes people thrive and succeed in life. 

To develop emotional agility, Dr. David encourages us to do four things: Show Up, Step
Out, Walk Your Why, and Move On. In her words, Dr. David states that Showing Up means
“facing into your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors willingly, with curiosity and 
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kindness.” Some of these thoughts, etc. may be valid and appropriate for the time. Others
may not. “In either case”, she adds, “whether accurate reflections of reality or harmful
distortions, these thoughts and emotions are a part of who we are, and we can learn to work
with them and move on.”

Stepping Out refers to separating from our thoughts and emotions and recognizing them
as simply just thoughts and emotions. Seeing them as such allows us to develop that space
that Dr. Frankl mentioned between our triggers and our chosen response.

Once we have created this space that distinguishes our thoughts as separate from the
thinker, we can begin to Walk our Why. Dr. David defines this as the ability to focus on
what we really care about, our values and life goals. With this space, we have the
opportunity to see unpleasant moments as temporary, short-term events and are better
able to “take the long view” and choose actions that benefit our long-term values and
aspirations.

Finally, in Moving On, Dr. David encourages us to make change by using “The Tiny
Tweaks Principle”. This says that small, tiny changes in our habits that align with our values
are more likely to stick as opposed to the grand, sweeping changes we often desire, but are
so difficult to implement. As we make these changes, we also need to follow “The See Saw
Principle”, which states that we need to find a balance in life between challenge and
competence. If we succeed at this, “We’re neither complacent, nor overwhelmed, but
excited, enthusiastic, and invigorated by challenges.”

Dr. David’s work is incredibly prescient. She writes, “If there was ever a time to become
more emotionally agile, it is now. When the ground is shifting under us, we need to be
nimble to keep from falling on our faces.”

This concludes the summary to Chapter 1. To go further with these ideas, I encourage
you to read Dr. David’s book, Emotional Agility, and to be ready to work with and apply
these ideas together in our group coaching sessions. See you soon!
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