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Andrew
Okay, Rebecca, today we’re talking about authenticity, and I’ll go no further than that because I don’t know very much  about this at all, so authenticity, being authentic – this already sounds interesting.
Rebecca
Well, it was sparked by a number of different things over the last couple of months. I found this ‘Authentic’ book by Professor Stephen Joseph in a secondhand bookshop, and it and it grabbed my attention. It’s titled ‘Authentic: How to Be Yourself and Why It Matters’.
Rebecca
I was just fascinated, I really enjoyed reading it. For me, there’s many overlaps with other topics that we’ve been talking about recently, such as the Johari Window in terms of what ‘selves’ we show to people, how authentic we are, how authentic can we be, and what influences that.
Rebecca
So it got me thinking, and wondering about why are we not more authentic. 
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Andrew
Well, that’s a lot to start with.
Rebecca
Isn’t it? Yes, let’s just throw it out there, shall we?
Andrew
Can we start with what it is? I think it means different things to different people.
Rebecca
Oh, a definition! You want a definition?
Andrew
Well, I found one, but I’m sure you got better ones than me.
Rebecca
I probably haven’t, to be honest with you. But for me being authentic is the feeling that you can be comfortable in being yourself, so in alignment with your what you might call your inner self.
Rebecca
That for me is authentic, that’s what it means to me. If you have a definition that you that you’ve found, then I’d like to hear that.
Andrew
Before this recording I felt I needed a bit of guidance on what it is we’re talking about. Like you say, It’s not a word we’re unfamiliar with, and it could mean different things. I checked out a dictionary, and it says authentic is ‘The quality of being real, genuine, true to original, or aligned with one’s core values, rather than imitating others or acting out a pretense’.
Andrew
I think again, there’s a lot in there.
Rebecca
Yes, and in the book I’ve underlined when he talks about striving for authenticity does not meaning a life free from pain, fear, grief, or sorrow, but it allows us to live more purposefully and meaningfully. Especially when confronted by suffering.
Rebecca
And I think for me, there’s something around meaningful and purposeful thinking, that that struck a chord with me.
Andrew
I think if it’s positioned around suffering, that’s one dimensional, I am already feeling that being authentic could be a very positive thing.
Rebecca
Stephen Joseph talks a lot about positive psychology. He mentions Abraham Maslow and his hierarchy of needs, and he talks about Carl Rogers, around unconditional positive regard.
Andrew
Nothing’s happened in the last seventy years.
Rebecca
It is interesting, and the other thing that I really liked is the idea that to be authentic, we have to balance the need for agency, that sense that we have control over our own lives and what we do, with the need for belonging.
Rebecca
Often when we feel we want to have that sense of belonging, we feel that we need to behave in a certain way, do certain things, or dress a certain way. In which case, we then don’t have much control. 
Getting that balance can be quite interesting, and the more I read into and around this, I recognise that it’s such a fine balancing act being truly authentic.
Rebecca
Being authentic in one situation or context could be very different to another,
yet it’s still being authentic.
Andrew
I’m making notes as you say this – such as compromise, compliance and conformance.
Andrew
We’ll have to mention the book in a minute as it’s the source. I like the words agency and belonging. I get that it’s really hard to be authentic, absolutely who you are, in an organisational context because organisations require a high degree of conformance, and collective, cultural compliance.
Rebecca
And that’s the thing, isn’t it? We have to be authentic within boundaries.
Andrew
I like this.
Rebecca
This is often where mental health problems come from, because we’re having to bend ourselves or do things that perhaps are not in alignment with our core values, and that causes a discrepancy and discomfort.
Andrew
When we are required to be authentic within boundaries, that makes me think straight away that it’s impossible to be completely authentic very often.
Rebecca
I think it’s a challenge to be authentic, and even in our closest relationships, we may struggle to be completely authentic.
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Rebecca
I recently did my mental health first aid training at my workplace. During this we were shown a video of a gentleman who suffered with depression for ten years, but he masked that, he didn’t even tell his wife. So when he attempted to take his own life, it came as a complete shock to everybody around him, because he hadn’t felt able to be authentic and open up. 
How many other relationships have people in them where they don’t feel they can be truly themselves or truly honest about important things? I think that’s a real sadness.
Andrew
Yes, this this much bigger and more complex than I thought because organisations, and teams within organisations, typically aren’t fertile ground for people to be entirely authentic.
Rebecca
Agreed, and I think we often put on a persona at work. Sometimes that can be unhelpful, because depending on what our role is or whatever, we may have to do something that causes anxiety, and if we’re doing that long term and it’s completely out of our true character, that is going to be very difficult for us. 
Stephen Joseph does mention that there are times when actually it’s just better for us and the people around us if we’re not fully authentic, so we may hold our tongue, and we may not do something, because actually, in the moment, that’s better for us. In the long term, that’s where the damage is done. If we’re doing that constantly, that’s where it can lead to more mental health problems, and often, physical problems as well. 
Andrew
I spend a lot of time coaching in an organisational context, as you know, and a conversation I have with people quite regularly is around their introversion, extroversion personality. I heard recently ‘I’m an introvert, but I have to behave like an extrovert here. I’m a senior leader – this is how I need to be’.
One of the people I’m thinking about was the Chief Executive of a multinational organisation. I asked this person, ‘Are you an introvert or an extrovert?’ She replied ’People think I’m an extrovert, but I’m not. I’m an introvert and a forced extrovert’. This I see now, as just one way people in organisations are pushed to be inauthentic.
Rebecca
Yes, and that’s the thing. It’s exhausting trying to be something or someone that you’re not.
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Andrew
Do we recognise it if it’s happening to us? This pressure to be inauthentic, to comply?
Rebecca
I think we do, but not necessarily fully understand what the issue is. We might just feel that we’re stressed at work because we’ve got too much going on, rather than recognising that actually the stress is coming from the fact that we are having to be something or do something that is not in alignment with who we are, and our values.
Andrew
That fits with the definition I found, which says authenticity is an alignment with core values. It’s very unusual in an organisational context to see that happening, where people think this is the right place for them and everything clicks, where personal and organisational core values truly co-incide.
Andrew
When an organisation genuinely lives its core values and these are an individual’s as well, then it’s possible to be authentic. Then a change of ownership, management, whatever, and that can go very wrong in in a week.
Rebecca
Yes, and that’s where a lot of the stress comes from, because as an employee, we probably have very little agency over what happens to us within the organisation. This means we have to put up with what’s going on.
It is a fine balancing act, and I think if we were able to have more open conversations with people and be brave it would help us be more authentic – and valuable.
Rebecca
To be authentic, requires a level of courage or bravery. We have to be willing to be vulnerable.
Rebecca
I think sometimes people are not authentic because they’re worried about being rejected or that there are harmful implications around being authentic. Yes, we often make ourselves quite vulnerable by being authentic.
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Rebecca
Yet if we take that risk and do that well, it can actually strengthen  relationships and deepen connections with people.
Rebecca
I think it depends on context. I have had experiences where opening up with people has worked well, basically, sharing how you’re feeling. It’s good to hear somebody saying, ‘Oh, thank God for that, - it’s not just me!’.
Rebecca
That’s where it truly strengthens relationships.
Andrew
This is much bigger than I thought. 
Andrew
So, plug the source. What book are you referring to?
Rebecca
The book is ‘How to Be Yourself and Why It Matters’ by Professor Stephen Joseph, and he is an Emeritus Professor at the University of Nottingham. I logged on to a live talk very recently, you could either go in person or you could be there online. It was great hearing him talk more about his research around authenticity.
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Andrew
This is making me think in terms of my own practice, the work I do, and how this could be used. I’m trying to puzzle out if, with a team I’m working with only next week, I could say, ‘Are you authentic?’. I’ve never asked that question of any one or any group of people in 45 years of doing this work.
Andrew
I’ve never ever asked the question, ‘Can you be authentic here? Can you be who you are, and what the implications of not being authentic?’. I can use this.
Rebecca
Yes, and there is actually an authenticity scale.
Andrew
Oh, I like them. I like scales. I like using diagnostics.
This I see now, is a practical tool, isn’t it? It’s not just a concept. Concepts are great. I’m not diminishing the value of concepts, but practical concepts are even better. So, I said I might ask the question. Are you authentic? That could surprise some of the people I’m working with. 
Right, I shall look this up. I shall go further into it myself. Time is always  terrible to us, without closing us down, and giving you the chance to go into what depth you need. How should we be using this?
How can we use this in our real worlds?
Rebecca
Another thing about the book is it’s really interesting because he does give  ten exercises at the end to help you develop your authenticity. So it’s not just theory; it is a practical book, and that’s what I like about it.
Rebecca
One of his main ideas within the book is to be yourself, know yourself, own yourself.
Rebecca
We have to know ourselves so we know if we are being authentic or not.  Learning to know yourself, what things make you tick, what you enjoy, that sort of thing. It’s really important.
[image: ]
Andrew
If you get that fundamental wrong, if you don’t know yourself, there is no platform. Yes, so if I think I’m this, but I’m really something else, everything goes wrong from there. So self-awareness is at the heart of this.
Rebecca
Yes, very much, and sometimes we can end up feeling out of sorts because we’re doing things that we think we should enjoy, but actually don’t, or is not right for us. Like you said, with the extroverts, introverts, and that stuff.
Rebecca
So, the first step is getting to know yourself. Then starting to have the confidence and experiment in how you interact with people, rather than holding yourself back every time. Try and do things a little bit differently, experiment and see how it goes.
Andrew
And also going back to the definition I found, what are my true core values?
Rebecca
Working that out, that’s part of the know yourself stage.
Rebecca
So that would be my takeaway. The first step is getting to know yourself better and at a deeper level.
Andrew
And you can be helped with that by other people’s perspective.
Rebecca
Which is why I thought the Johari window is of value.
Andrew
I really like this. I came into this wondering what it’s all about, and I’m already at the point of wanting to know more about it, and thinking of how I can put the ideas to use in my coaching practice.
Rebecca
The more I read the more I could play this out in my own life as well. I feel very blessed in that. Generally speaking, I feel that I can be pretty authentic in what I do and who I am.
Rebecca
It won’t be that way always, but I was reflecting on why I feel that way, and so when we refer to the Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, I’m in a very good position in that I’m already up that pyramid, though I’m not at the top.
Andrew
You’re not self actualised?
Rebecca
I’m not self actualised yet, but I certainly have my basic needs met. And I think actually, and this is what got me thinking in terms of today’s society, that unfortunately, a lot of people do not have their basic needs met, which is why they can’t even start to move up that triangle. That was a real interesting reflection point for me. 
Rebecca
Insecure people, for all sorts of reasons—be they homeless, be they in fear of losing their jobs, struggling to pay bills – it’s very difficult to be authentic. This is who I really am, but I can’t get near that because I’ve just got to survive. 
Andrew
Thank you. Well, I think we’ve finished. We will come back. We keep saying we’ll come back to a lot of things. I hope we do because this really is a good one. 
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