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Our growth depends on reclaiming all 
four of our personal powers
The term, “arc” comes from the 
world of  writing -- it is the change 
that a character goes through as 
part of  a larger story.

We have arcs in our real lives 
as well.  They propel us toward a 
state of  wholeness as people, 
giving us the powers we need to 
live rich and fulfilling lives. By 
their nature, our arcs are 
positive, fostering effective 
relationships, both personal and 
professional.

To understand your current 
arc is to possess both self-
knowledge and the conscious 
ability to act in ways that 
balance your own and others’ 
needs.

An arc has two main parts: 
where you are coming from and 
where you are going. These two 
parts represent a “push-pull” of  
personality.  Part of  us wants to 
grow and part of  us does not -- 
and we need both parts: the 
conscious desire and work to fulfill 

potentials and also a sense of  
personal stability and continuity. 

The part that wants to grow 
tends to be more conscious and 
intentional. The part that wants 
to remain the same tends to be 
more reactive and unconscious. 
Together they form the person we 
feel ourselves to be every day.

The part of  us that “votes” 
for stability -- for example at the 
moment we get uncomfortable 
feedback -- defends.  Its energy 
reflects a form of  personal power 
we likely understand, but also 
overuse. The overuse is typically 
unconscious.  That is, we may not 
see it as well as others do -- but 
their vision may also be clouded 

The challenge for all of 
us is to open 
ourselves to the 
feedback we are 
constantly receiving, to 
become sensitive to it 
rather than walling it 
out, to learn from it 
and learn how to act 
on it, and in the 
process become more 
integrated, alive, and 
real.
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by their own imbalances, so the process 
of  learning about this overuse must be 
one of  carefully sorting out what more 
we can know about ourselves. 

What we do not yet know -- our 
blind spot -- can be called Shadow, a 
term from psychology created by Carl 
Jung.  In the context of  understanding 
our own arc, the Shadow of  overuse 
operates to keep us as we are. It slows 
down and moderates the human desire 
to grow, learn, and change. (There is a 
Shadow of  underuse, as well -- more 
about that later.) Our Shadow protects 
us from the dangers of  the world, from 
embarrassment, shame and other 
difficult emotions.  It was learned in 
childhood, and keeps operating as if  we 
were children until we learn to 
understand its purpose, appreciate it, 
and also step past it to reclaim the other 
sources of  power in our lives that we 
need in order to fully develop.

What is your arc? Your Shadow?  
Good questions, and ones you can begin 
to answer by considering the four sources 
of  power all of  us have available.  They 
are a combination of  the “yeses” we give 
to ourselves and others, and the “no’s” 
that we put in place, as well.  In any given 
situation we can:

Say “yes” to self  and “yes” to others. 
This is called Embracing. 

Say “yes” to self  and “no” to others.  
This is called Affirming.

Say “no” to self  and “yes” to others. 
This is called Giving.

Say “no” to self  and “no” to others. 
This is called Choosing.

Each of  these kinds of  power has 
positive, noble aspects and each, when 
overused also can have negative effects on 
oneself  and on others.  The good news is 
that someone who is overusing the 
Shadow of  one of  these sources of  power 
also implicitly possesses its noble side.  

The overuse of  this power results in its 
“complication” and “corruption” and 
becomes where our Shadow side dwells, 
restricting further growth.  Our arcs hold 
an inner “pull” for our personalities, 
taking us from overuse of  one power to 
the noble aspects of  another, less used 
power. When we become more conscious 
of  our arcs, we can better facilitate the 
personal changes that will be most 
fulfilling to us.  
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“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.”
Marianne Williamson
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We need and use all four powers.  But we have 
preferences born of  our personal history, and this 
creates an imbalance that works against the 
experience of  wholeness.  For example, Affirming 
-- our ability to say “yes” to self  and “no” to 
others -- is essential for getting our needs met, but 
when taken too far as a defensive style can lead to 
controlling behavior.

The power to affirm reflects personal 
	 worthiness.

The power to give expresses love.
The power to choose enables action from an 

	 ethical core.
The power to embrace is our trust in others 

	 and the universe around us.

Combining and balancing our capacities for 
worthiness, love, ethics and trust, we experience 
human wholeness.  But for that to happen we 
need to become more fully aware of  our  arcs in 

life, arcs that take us toward the underused sources 
of  power we feel most attracted to, the ones that 
must be reclaimed. This journey of  personal 
integration moves us from self  to Self, from past 
and present toward a future we feel destined to 
fulfill.

Four Powers:
Positive and Overused Forms
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Arcs in the Movies:
• From self-defeating to Embracing: Julia 
Roberts in Eat, Pray, Love

• From isolation to Giving: Clint 
Eastwood in Gran Torino

• From cynicism to Affirming: Tom Cruise 
in A Few Good Men

• From co-dependence to Choosing: 
Sandra Bullock in 28 Days
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To learn about our own Shadows of  overuse, we can 
use a combination of  feedback from others and 
personal judgment. 

For example, in a group exercise, people who 
know or work with one another can start with packs 
of  the four “cards” shown on the previous page.  
They then pair up and give each other the card they 
believe represents their partner’s Shadow of  overuse. 
They may also circle a Shadow word on the card 
that is more specific for the partner (e.g., 
“victimization” or “controlling.”  This is done 

anonymously and in several rounds. Then, later, 
each person reviews the cards he or she has been 
given, looking for patterns.  People then determine 
for themselves their own Shadow of  overuse.  Often 
the forms they choose “resonate” emotionally.  

In this exercise, they may also think about 
patterns in the cards they gave out -- sometimes that 
also represents a clue to an issue that remains 
unresolved for the person with one or more of  the 
kinds of  power.

• When events conspire to give us uncomfortable feedback, we will be most able to 
learn from it and integrate it faster if we can place it in the context of the positive 
power we are destined to acquire as part of our lives.

• We could call our arcs our lessons; our key lessons that help us lead good lives.

• Sometimes we don’t know what kind of power to head for or we are afraid of it, 
and we make mistakes about it over and over, letting Shadow drive our choices...

• ...which is one of the reasons we need each other to help us grow -- to be our 
mirrors and to help us get right our “yeses” and “no’s” to ourselves and to each 
other.

• There are no “bad arcs” toward wholeness, but every arc starts in a problematic, 
“shadowy” place.

Key Points
We change most easily when we can see how change furthers 
our own natural, positive arc
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Projection 

Reflection is essential.  

Feedback can represent 
projection -- the process of 
placing on others what cannot 
be accepted personally.  
Someone may see you as 
“controlling” but does so 
because he cannot accept his 
own tendency to control.

Yet if there are consistent 
patterns in how you are viewed,  
that can be an important 
resource to help you look at 
what you may be unconscious 
about. Your job is always to 
decide how much truth there is 
in the patterns of feedback you 
receive.
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Once we have some information about our 
Shadows of  overuse, the next step is reflect on where 
we might be going. This is often a form of  power that 
seems innately attractive to us and also reflects 
“underuse,” meaning we have not given ourselves 
permission to fully claim these capacities.

Some clues about which Positive Power to pick 
are:

• It is an area of  underuse -- it is not the same as 
the kind of  power you overuse.

• You have an intrinsic interest in this type of  
power and wish you had more of  it -- it feels 
meaningful, fulfilling and right intuitively.

• Some of  the most important experiences in 
your life already reflect this arc.

• You admire this power in others and find 
yourself  attracted to such people. 

• Others see this potential in you and are 
encouraging.

It may also be that as part of  our arc, we must 
also revisit other forms of  power that have become 
problematic, as well as the one that is our main 
destination. For example, in order to move from 
overusing Giving on the way to Embracing, we may 
first need to understand our relationship to 
Affirming. These intermediary “beats” in our arc 
may represent areas that are painful or challenging in 
some way -- for example, they represent a parent’s 
style, one we associate with having harmed us or 
harmed the parent in some way.

There is no absolute formula, but with feedback, 
discussion, and reflection, it becomes quickly clear 
where the arc starts, where it aims to come out, and 
what steps there might be along the way. As the arc 
becomes conscious, there may be a sense of  relief, 
explanation -- and even at times emotional 
“redemption.” The path forward becomes clearer 
and previously mysterious emotions find their place.

Where We Are Going
The Shadows of Underuse
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Jan knows her Arc is from self-pitying to self-reliance (from 
overused Give to Affirm as a Positive Power). She received 
feedback that she should be more collaborative with 
colleagues, especially when she and other managers are 
working together  in front of  employee or customer groups.

She moved into reflection, consciously resisting the 
temptation to pity herself. She reminded herself  that self-
pity is an overuse of  the power of  Giving, which is really 
about noble, selfless action, a Positive Power she already 
had.  Without self-pity, her level of  self-discernment 
increased.  She could see that occasionally she had been 
short with other managers.

She then focused on her desire for self-reliance as part 
of  Affirm as the Positive Power she needed. She said to 
herself: “It’s up to me to figure out how to cure my tendency 
to be short with others when I don’t agree with what others 
are doing and begin to feel everything is resting on my 
shoulders.” And she asked herself: “How can I use this 
feedback to become more truly self-reliant, especially when I 
see people doing things I don’t agree with.”

She then answered her own question in terms of  a small 
shift in behavior -- one small thing she decided for herself  
she could do differently -- which was to write down some 
tactful words to intervene when she disagreed with what 
others were doing.  She called this her “cheat sheet.” Just 
writing down the words helped her feel more constructive 
and self-reliant.

Paul’s Arc is from controlling (overuse of  Affirm) to 
“letting go” (Embrace as a Positive Power). In his appraisal 
he received feedback that he was not completing a new 
paperwork, accountability report in a regular and thorough 
way.  Paul hates paperwork and thinks much of  it is 
unnecessary, even though (or maybe because) it is a new 
requirement from Headquarters.

When he reflected, he could see that it was a matter of  
not doing things his way, and so he consciously put on hold 
his frustration as an overuse of  Affirm.  He knew that 
Affirming after all, was about standing up for himself  on 
more essential issues than reporting requirements. He even 
acknowledged to himself  that bucking the system had given 
him a few moments of  fun, but that at the end of  the day it 
didn’t make him feel all that great, especially now that it had 
shown up in his appraisal.

Instead Paul focused on his Arc and his sense that only 
by “letting go” more could he get through some of  these 
moments where he couldn’t be in control.  He asked himself,  
“How can I embrace these new requirements, even if  I think 
they are kind of  stupid and I don’t want to do them?”

As he thought about it, it seemed clear he should not try 
to pretend that somehow he had the power to make the 
paperwork go away.  Once he let go of  that thought, he 
began to think of  the easiest way to get it done, which by his 
own calculation would happen best in a few minutes on 
Thursdays when he usually left work later anyway to meet 
his wife for dinner in town.  Coming up with his own idea, 
he felt easier -- he had a solution and he could let go of  the 
private conflict he had created for himself.

Lessons for Feedback Receivers
Work to reframe the feedback you 
receive in terms of your own Arc.
• Get all the feedback.  Ask questions. Create an open dialogue that is safe for the 

messenger.

• Notice your reactions related to an overuse of a power.  Soothe and support 
yourself.

• Remember what your Arc is about.  Consider how you can use the feedback a 
part of learning to Embrace, Affirm, Give or Choose -- whatever you need to 
reclaim.  How does the feedback fit with that?

• Reflect, reflect, reflect. 

• Identify small steps toward the Positive Power you want and need that addresses 
the feedback. 

• Try the steps out; then get back to the messengers to review how their feedback 
dialogues have fostered your own positive changes.
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       The following descriptions link a person’s Arc to the way 
he or she can best hear feedback.  Each represents a different 
way to be “open” to growth.  Of  course, there are as many 
variations as there are individuals, so the descriptions here are 
inevitably general.  It is up to each of  us to discover and refine 
the best channel to meet our own situations and needs.  Our 
challenge is to discover our own Arc’s secrets.
       

        What’s clear is that when all four forms of  power are in 
balance in a person, they melt together inextricably. The 
person projects a sense of  wholeness and has a presence others 
admire, combining elements of  personal worthiness, love for 
others, ethical action and trust in life. How these elements 
come together is the story of  a person’s life experience, lessons 
learned, and advancement into both the uniquely personal and 
universal territories of  the human spirit.

Each Arc offers a different channel for 
feedback
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Arcs to Embrace
These arcs help you reclaim your power by learning to 

trust in relationships, and more generally, in the patterns of  the 
universe itself.  They celebrate full, open participation within 
the complex mesh of  all interrelationships.  As you move 
toward Embrace, you experience a powerful sense of  taking 
your place in the world and the nature of  things.

 ...from overuse of  Affirm: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to let go of  tense isolation or the 
need to control things. As you do so, you learn to trust life and 
join in with others more, sensing that “win-win” is often a more 
meaningful and powerful route to success than “win-lose.”

	 ...from overuse of  Give: Your work when 
receiving feedback is to give yourself  permission to receive 
good things. Even if  the feedback seems critical, underneath it 
you see how it can help you connect with others, be part of  the 
group, work as an equal, and release hidden gifts that you have 
failed to give yourself.

 ...from overuse of  Choose: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to put aside your own negative or 
pessimistic voice in order to engage, to vulnerably “stand in the 
fire” for awhile with someone else as part of  a real dialogue. As  
you say “yes” as well as “no,” accepting your own fallibility, you 
may feel you are rejoining the human race -- and have learned 
to give people, including yourself, a break.

Arcs to Choose
These arcs help you reclaim your power by using 

important personal values and principles to guide “right 
action.” They celebrate such values as honesty, integrity, 
fairness toward self  and others, living personal ideals that 
create stable, just and sustainable societies. As you move toward 
Choose, you experience a powerful sense of  congruence.

 ...from overuse of  Affirm: Your work 
when receiving feedback is surrendering personal control in 
favor of  the underlying value or principle that is at work in a 
situation. You learn to let your integrity “win” before you do, 
acknowledging your missteps and seeking to more deeply 
understand all forms of  feedback.  In so doing, you gain 
credibility and the trust of  others through personal modeling.

	 ...from overuse of  Give: Your work when 
receiving feedback is to do so without a sense of  fatalism, 
failure or self-defeat. You see how playing the victim never 
creates positive change. Instead, you learn to let the feedback 
add value to your life, clarify new boundaries and goals that 
raise you up as they raise up others, as well.

	 ...from overuse of  Embrace: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to confront excuses.  As you face 
and surrender to the feedback, you learn to articulate the core 
values that drive your life and that you will use to respond.  You 
become grounded, specific, realistic, for both self  and others.

Arcs to Affirm

These arcs help you reclaim your power through a greater 
sense of  personal self-worth.  They celebrate your individuality, 
experience, and gifts.  As you move toward affirming, you 
experience the pride of  having risen above difficult 
circumstances or critical voices (outside or inside) in order to 
come into your own and live a meaningful, unique life.

	 ...from overuse of  Give: Your work when 
receiving feedback is to receive it objectively, releasing yourself  
from hopelessness and self-punishment; instead learning to 
become generous with yourself, and courageously 
acknowledging the opportunities for self-leadership that you 
have. 

	 ...from overuse of  Choose: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to be open, avoiding the impulse to 
discount, discredit, or become cynical about the information, 
but to take the risk to do the right thing for yourself by sincerely 
listening to your own goodness, strengths, passions, and 
capabilities.

	 ...from overuse of  Embrace: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to stay with it, coming out of  the 
novocaine of  fantasy or denial to have faith in your own life -- 
to realistically own your responsibility to yourself  as a self-
defining, self-motivated person.

Arcs to Give
These arcs help you reclaim your power through your 

ability to love and to give to others.  They celebrate your 
compassion, generosity, empathy, and “greatness of  soul,” and 
capacity for sacrifice by moving beyond individual ego in the 
name of  humanity and a larger social or spiritual context. As 
you move toward Give, you experience the fulfillment of  seeing 
others thrive.

	
...from overuse of  Affirm:  Your work when receiving 

feedback is reduce being offended, learning to nurture, support 
and fight for others, even when this entails a loss or a risk to 
yourself  personally; avoiding retaliation when “attacked;” 
genuinely listening so that others, too, may stand tall and fulfill 
their own destinies.

	
...from overuse of  Choose: Your work when receiving 

feedback is to listen with humility and learn with grace, letting 
go of  rigidly “being right” and seeing others’ Shadows in favor 
of  being deeply honest with yourself. Compassion softens you 
and gives you a sense of  a deeper, more selfless kind of  
integrity.

 ...from overuse of  Embrace: Your work 
when receiving feedback is to genuinely empathize, being open 
to your real impacts on others so that you can come out of  the 
fog of  unconscious action.  In this process of  “waking up” -- to 
yourself  as much as to others -- you discover true possibilities 
for fulfillment through goals larger than yourself  and genuine 
love for others.
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What we know about the brain is that personal 
change is a dialogue between action and 
consciousness. Action creates new consciousness and 
consciousness creates new action -- in a potential 
spiral of  learning and growth.

Doing something different alters neural 
circuitry.  The brain is “plastic,” constantly evolving, 
and we have many “intelligences” to help us create 
new action.  Using them intentionally can assist us to 
refine exactly how we can use a new source of  
Positive Power.  

Developmental psychologist, Howard Gardner, 
of  Harvard postulates that intelligence is not a 
unitary thing -- we have at least eight:

• Verbal-Linguistic
• Logical-Mathematical
• Visual-Spatial
• Musical
• Bodily-Kinesthetic
• Interpersonal
• Intrapersonal
• Naturalistic

We can use any and all of  these to help us find 
the small behavioral changes that best facilitate our 
arcs, especially after receiving feedback.  We can tap 
the intelligences singly or in a combined way, 
intentionally using more and less preferred ones to 
help us decide on the best small steps.  Then by 
implementing each small change, rather than trying 
to shift too globally, we begin to live our arcs with 
evolving consciousness, accomplishment and facility.

How do you know what your preferred 
intelligences are?  Ellen Weber of  the Mita Brain 
Institute has developed a quick survey -- you can try 
it for yourself  by going to this address on her weblog:

http://www.brainleadersandlearners.com/
general/survey-for-iq-growth/5/  

or by accessing this same survey as a pdf  file at: 

http://www.unfoldingleadership.com/
downloads/IntelligencesSurvey.pdf

Your intelligences, both more and less preferred, 
represent a rich resource for facilitating growth in 
line with your Arc, in turn helping you reclaim and 
balance your power, and moving you toward the 
goal of  wholeness.

“What you seek is 
seeking you.”
     -- Rumi

Baby Steps
The greatest challenge is the 
smallest action
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Verbal-Linguistic: tell stories, write 
essays, participate in interviews, 
converse with peers.

Logical-Mathematical: solve problems, 
balance checkbooks, create schedules, 
budget money.

Visual-Spatial: paint, draw, design web 
pages, design rooms, make cards, create 
logos.

Musical: attend concerts, play an
instrument, hum melodies, sing with 
others, enjoy rhythms.

Bodily-Kinesthetic: engage in sports, 
enjoy movement, walk on tours, use
body language.

Interpersonal: discuss in groups, do 
community projects, debate, join online 
chat rooms.

Intrapersonal: keep a personal journal, 
read alone, study to answer personal 
questions.

Naturalistic: collect specimens, hunt, 
follow animal footprints, photograph 
landscapes.

http://www.unfoldingleadership.com/downloads/IntelligencesSurvey.pdf
http://www.unfoldingleadership.com/downloads/IntelligencesSurvey.pdf
http://www.unfoldingleadership.com/downloads/IntelligencesSurvey.pdf
http://www.unfoldingleadership.com/downloads/IntelligencesSurvey.pdf
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Dan Oestreich
Oestreich Associates
Renton WA USA

dan@unfoldingleadership.com
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