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§ On the surface, defining self-observation is quite straightforward. I can 
describe it in five words (or three, depending on what hyphens do).

Observe yourself in-the-moment.
§ "Wait, what? Aren't I already doing that? But, wait, I don't know that I'm 

doing that if I'm doing that when I’m doing that. So then how could I being 
doing that if I'm not aware that I'm doing that?" 

§ I can understand if questions like this are coming up for you, or if this 
makes your head itch. All normal first reactions.

§ So what, exactly, is self-observation?
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Self-observation is: 

watching one's own behaviors – and the 
inner impulses, instincts, emotions, and 

thoughts that are giving rise to those 
behaviors – in-the-moment.
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Even a little understanding of the what implies the why, doesn't it? After all, doesn't it seem that being aware of what we 
are doing, why we are doing it, while we are doing it would be a very good idea? Need more? Here are five good why’s.

1. To pierce self-deception. As Stephen Covey said, "We judge ourselves by our intentions and others by their actions." In 
other words, we do not see ourselves straightforwardly. So we end up pinning our problems and our suffering and our bad 
behaviors on other people and our life situation. In the process, we lose any chance of freedom. Of change. We are stuck.

2. To see the behavior that holds you back. Most of us have at best a niggling feeling about the behavior we do that holds 
us back. Self-observation is like turning your awareness into a flashlight so you can shine some inner light on what you are 
doing, when you are doing it. This way, you see what holds you back with clarity. It all starts here.

3. To see the system that gives rise to the behavior you want to change. As Sara (my wife, a psychologist and compassion 
teacher) once said, "We cannot change what we cannot observe." The reason many people will never change the behavior that 
most holds them back is they have no understanding of – and no strategy for working with – the system giving rise to the 
behavior. While observing the behavior (#2 above) swings open the gate, it is observing the system that enables true change.

4. To do more good and less harm. Self-observation creates a gap between stimulus and reaction. The creation of this gap is 
intentional and it creates the opportunity for an intelligent response to arise instead of an unconscious reaction to pop up or 
out. We become capable or responding intelligently versus reacting unconsciously and automatically.

5. Because it brings joy and hope. Know what I most love about my work? As people start getting good at this stuff, they feel 
hope they didn't even know they'd lost. They feel joy in realizing that, yes, they can change. In fact, they can transform. When 
someone gets that in their bones and coursing through their veins, the higher part of them kicks in to guide them. There's no
turning them back. They are marching to a different drum. They live on purpose. And that brings joy and hope.
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The Big Why

Doing self-observation enables you to see, 
evaluate, and ultimately modify that 

internal system that is giving rise to the 
behaviors you want to change 

but haven’t been able to.
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If you’d like more information about 
the system on the prior page, I’ve got 
you covered. I’ve written on article on 
it. Go to:

https://otiswoodard.com/whyyouneedaframework/
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The purpose of self-observation is to gain 
self-knowledge… knowledge of your self.

Seeing your behaviors in-the-moment for what they 
are and the forces within you that give rise to those 
behaviors increases your self-knowledge.

Self knowledge is power. 

The power to change.

The power to do more good, and less harm.
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We will not transform ourselves through 
self-observation alone.

However, it is a wonderful place to start.

How to change behavior is out of the scope of this 
little primer, but it comes down to actively disrupting 
the underlying system by not-doing the behavior the 
system normally produces. This “freaks out” the 
system, brings it into the light of day, and we can 
then assess whether the very real emotions and 
thoughts are actually… true. This is life outside the 
comfort zone, so we don’t start here. See Appendix 1 
for more information.

Which brings us to why we start with self-
observation.
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To change our “system,” we must know it.

To know the system, we must disrupt it.

Disruption is uncomfortable. 

There are three basic levels of disruption:
- Self-observation – minor
- Thought experiments – moderate 
- Behavior interruption – significant

We start with self-observation because it is a 
minor disruption of the system, and therefore 
it is a more “workable” place to start.
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The 
Capture 

Form

§ You can download the capture form at 
www.otiswoodard.com/selfobsform

§ The DISC and Enneagram information at the 
top of the form is outside the scope of this 
primer, but the form should still be useful 
nonetheless.

§ If would like more information on the DISC or 
Enneagram, contact Brooke at  
brooke@adept.global. She can help you out.

§ See sections 7 and 8 of this primer for what
you might want to observe, and how to do 
self-observation.
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What should 
I observe?

The short answer is … 
ANYTHING YOU WANT TO CHANGE!
We cannot change what we cannot 
observe… 

… so learn to observe what you 
want to change.

If that’s not specific enough for you – if 
you don’t know what you want to 
change – here are two options for you:
§ Personal Development Compass

§ Three Common Areas of Opportunity

Let’s cover those next…
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§ If you have created your own 
Personal Development Compass 
(PDC), you have a leg up here 
because you’ve already established 
where to start. I’ll highlight that for 
you on the next page.

§ If you haven’t created your PDC and 
would like to, go to otiswoodard.com
and click on Free Gift in the 
navigation bar. There’s a five-page 
PDF there to take you through the 
steps and provides you with a blank 
template and an example.

§ If you don’t have or want a PDC, 
you can still start self-observation, 
of course. The page after next 
provides three common, high-
potential areas to start!
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← Values (PDC #2): Situations where you 
are doing behaviors that (a) are in 
alignment with your values or (b) are a 
violation of them.

← Goals (PDC #3, #4): Situations where 
you are making progress towards one of 
the two goals you listed… and 
situations where you are aren’t.

← Behavior (PDC #5, #6): Situations 
where you are doing the 
counterproductive behavior and wish 
you weren’t… and situations where you 
notice yourself doing the new behavior 
and that’s not typical for you.

← Internal State (PDC #7A, #7B): 
Situations where your internal state 
turns negative – where negative 
emotions are triggered or negative 
thoughts are occurring.
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Three 
Common 

Areas to Start 
Self-

Observation

You can start anywhere you want to see 
something change..
Three good places to start are:

1. Difficult or crucial conversations

2. Situations where you add to or 
detract from psychological safety.

3. Situations where your internal 
state turns negative.

Let’s take each in order and explore 
them.
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There are at least two things you can observe here: your avoidance of a 
crucial or difficult conversation, or how you are when doing one.
§ Self-observing avoidance. To self-observe this, it can help to “turn into” the 

avoidance and just let yourself notice your internal state and the thoughts that 
arise as you turn your awareness to the fact that you are avoiding. Sit with 
yourself for a few minutes, noticing, observing, “being the silent witness.” 
Capture this. 

§ Visualizing yourself having the conversation. Another option is to visualize
having the conversation. Notice the emotions, thoughts, and physical sensations 
that arise.

§ Observing yourself doing the conversation. You are simply watching for what 
arises, watching yourself like a reporter would watch you if writing a story about 
you. What behaviors do you do? What impacts do those have? Looking within, 
what are you noticing yourself feeling and thinking?
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There are at least two things you can observe here:
(1) where you withdraw/withhold/reduce psychological safety for others, and 
(2) where you add to psychological safety... especially when you typically don’t.

What does this mean, to withhold psychological safety?
§ When we are “triggered” or are “hijacked”, we start doing behaviors that make 

others feel less safe. We aren’t feeling safe in those situations, and our 
unconscious reaction is to make others feel less safe, too. The race to the bottom.

§ What behaviors do you do – unconsciously or reactively – that others find 
threatening when you are triggered? Do you withdraw, “cut-off”, become cold, 
aloof, sarcastic, cynical? Or do you become intense, harsh, aggressive, angry?

§ The book Crucial Conversations calls these two reactions “silence or violence.” 
Both withdraw psychological safety from others… just when they need it the 
most.
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Many of us do not recognize when 
our internal state turns negative.
We are even worse at seeing and 
understanding how we impact others 
when this happens.
Getting better at noticing when our 
state turns negative, and then 
switching on self-observation is a 
wonderful place to start.
You may find the act of observation 
positively impacts your internal state, 
though this is not the primary purpose 
of self-observation.
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Three Options, 
All Related

§ Though these “good places to start” are presented 
here as three separate things, there is a very tight 
connection among difficult or crucial conversations,
psychological safety, and our internal state.

§ See Appendix 2 for more information.

§ You can find a nine-page article I wrote explaining 
and expounding on this here…

http://www.otiswoodard.com/psychsafetyarticle

§ The purpose behind presenting the three as though 
they are separate things is because different people 
get their heads around things in different ways. 
Hopefully, one of these will be a good point of entry 
for you, based on your interests, beliefs, needs, etc.
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1. Prepare
1. Set Your Intention to Do Self-Observation. It all starts with setting an 

intention.
2. Adopt a “Growth Mindset” (Carol Dweck, TED Talk) See yourself as capable of 

change.
3. Clarify What You Want to Observe (See Section 7 above)

§ Behavioral: a counterproductive or new, atypical (for you) more productive behavior
§ Emotional: worry or fear or anxiety or internal state
§ Mental: thinking, beliefs, assumptions

4. Define Where You Want to Observe What You Want to Observe
§ What are the situations or the people where things you want to observe occur? (“Triggers”)
§ Premeditated Observations: identify the situation to observe in advance, and do it
§ Spontaneous Observations: watch for the trigger, the internal state, the behavior, or the thought

5. Take the Stance of the Stoic – “Grit” (Angela Duckworth, TED Talk)
§ Key: Intentionally take the stance of expanding your capacity to tolerate your own discomfort.
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2. Do
1. Recognize… that what you intended to observe is now present. (Be Here Now.)

2. Shift Your Awareness… take the stance of “the Observer”, “the Reporter” or 
“the Witness”

3. Watch… “Be like a cat watching a mouse hole.” – Eckhart Tolle in The Power of Now
§ Initially, you might not be able to do this. That’s normal. If so, we’ll get to that.
§ Over time, this becomes much easier.
§ This can be a bit like a part of yourself watching the other part of yourself in a play.
§ “Shift from the dance floor to the balcony” – Ron Heifetz in Adaptive Leadership
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2. Do (continued…)
What are you watching for? 
Anything that you don’t normally notice in such moments!

§ Watch yourself doing the counterproductive (or new) behavior… 
§ … however, the point of self-observation is NOT to change your typical behavior.
§ … if you do change from your typical counterproductive behavior, what was it?

§ Feel yourself triggered and notice what that is like
§ See if you can sense the underlying fear, anxiety, or awkwardness
§ See if you can notice what thoughts you think in-the-moment
§ Notice your trajectory: as this unfolds, do you get jacked up, shut-down, combo?
§ Notice the impact you have on others and situation – ”the shadow you cast” in-the-moment
§ Etc. The subtleties are virtually endless… “like peeling an onion”

Everyone starts with a different “hand-hold” or “foot-hold”. Find your one. Then, 
build and expand from there.
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2. Do (continued…)

What if you can’t do it in-the-moment? No problem. That’s common. And the 
solutions are simple and do-able.

1. Do It Afterwards
a) Visualize the situation and recap it with as much detail as possible.
b) Over time, see if you can evoke the same feeling as what you were feeling.
c) As you do, you will be able to much more easily move to in-the-moment.

2. Do It Prospectively
a) Einstein’s “thought experiments” (original concept by Ørsted and then Mach).

b) Imagine yourself in a situation or with a person in the immediate future.
c) Follow the same process as “Do It Afterwards,” except it is hypothetical.

The above builds the capacity and capability to do it in-the-moment.

33

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thought_experiment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Christian_%C3%98rsted
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernst_Mach


3. Reflect
1. What did you observe?

a) What behaviors, feelings, thoughts, impacts, etc. did you observe?
b) Did you notice anything new that probably has been there all along, unnoticed?
c) What was more nuanced or more clear than it has been?

2. What did you learn?
a) What did you learn about how your emotions and thoughts work?
b) Were your emotions and thoughts guiding you to do the best behavior?
c) What did you learn about your impact on others?

3. Do you need to “make a repair”? To apologize or “make things right?”

4. Do you also need to forgive yourself? (self-compassion)
5. How does this reflection inform your next self-observation?
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§ Not that much, really. 
§ You are simply observing yourself. You aren’t trying to change behavior.
§ In the vast majority of situations, nothing goes “bump in the night.” That’s why we start here.

§ Most people will find this a bit uncomfortable, but not distressing.
§ Seeing yourself more clearly isn’t all peaches and cream — you may not be the little angel 

your mom thinks you are. 
§ Piercing self-deception isn’t for wimps. If you are doing self-observation right, 

pierce self-deception it will. And that is part of the point, to be honest with you.

§ However, some people may find self-observation distressing.
§ If you are under care of a mental health care provider, talk first with them.
§ Regardless, if you find self-observation distressing, stop it right away.
§ Uncomfortable is normal. Distressing isn’t. So stop there. Common sense, right?

36



§ Self-observation can result in seeing some uncomfortable things and may bring 
up uncomfortable feelings. This we’ve said. But is there something you can do about 
it? Yes.

§ Learn and practice self-compassion. You can do this in less than 5 minutes a day, 
and you can practice it on-the-fly, in-the-moment. 

§ I won’t get into the neuroscience and health, stress, and anti-burn-out benefits 
here. Do the practice seven times and experience it yourself. Then, you decide. How?

§ See otiswoodard.com/cultivating-self-compassion and 
saraowenswoodard.com/practices for free downloadable resources.

§ Another benefit of learning it now. If you move from self-observation to 
actual self-transformation, the level of game and discomfort increases. Self-
compassion will become even more important then. 

§ Pro tip? Build capacity now. You will be very glad you did, later!
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What I’ve 
Seen

Over my years of supporting people in learning about and 
doing personal development, I’ve seen people do some very 
heroic, remarkable, life-changing things.

It strikes me as a travesty that we are not taught, at a very 
early age…

§ What our nature is… what gives rise to behavior, results, etc.
§ About the forces that operate within our nature… our 

instincts, emotions, and thoughts.
§ How to work actively and constructively with those forces.

When people learn this, they… 
§ take up personal responsibility
§ drop blame, and 
§ get on with solving the practical matters of their lives. 

They can do it themselves.

What I’ve seen is that people really don’t need help as much 
as they need a way.

§ I hope self-observation becomes part of your way. 
§ I hope this primer helps you along that way. 
§ This is my greatest wish and my heartfelt intention.
§ And I’d love to hear how it is going for you. 
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§ You may have noticed this guide is all about self-observation but not 
directly about changing behavior, about transforming yourself. And you 
probably want to know how to do that, right? So what gives?

§ This How to Do Self-Observation guide is part of a three-part series. 
§ Part 1: How to Create Your Personal Development Compass

§ This is where you step back and get clear on where you are.
§ Part 2: How to Do Self-Observation guide (this one)

§ How to start to see the things you want to change – and their source – at play.
§ Part 3: How to Change Behavior (the next guide)

§ This gets into the how to do what you can already see in Appendix 1 – how to change the 
behavior that most holds you back.

§ If you are a client or subscriber, you will be alerted when Part 3 drops!
§ You can become a subscriber at www.otiswoodard.com
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It would be my pleasure to continue the journey 
with you there.
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1. Improvement 
Goal

2. Counter 
Behaviors

3. Emotional
Anxieties + Fears

4. Mental Thoughts 
+ Beliefs

Most people won’t change because they do not know how to make 
changes to the system that produces the behavior. Without changing the 
system, the old behavior will come back. Again and again. 

What I 
Want:

Desired 
Behavior or 

Way of Being

Thoughts:
Mindset,

Assumptions

Emotions:
Fears,

Anxieties

What I 
Do:

Counter-
productive 
Behaviors
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“Nice” + Not Candid
• Entropy or Inertia
• Partners in Crime
• Typical social conditioning
• “Ruinous Empathy” (1)

Kind + Candid
• Growth and challenge
• Training Partners / Equals
• Not typical social conditioning
• “Radical Candor” (1)

Unkind + Candid
• Oppression or Intimidation
• Un-equals / Power Over
• Somewhat typical conditioning
• “Obnoxious Aggression” (1)

Covert + Not Candid
• Murkiness (or Darkness)
• Covert Manipulation
• Anti-social conditioning
• “Manipulative Insincerity” (1)

Connected

CandidNot 
Candid

Disconnected(1) From Radical Candor by Kim Scott © 2019 Otis Woodard
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