
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Careers 

 

I Am My Biggest 

Project 
New Horizons For 

Executives 

 
Chapter 1 | What’s Stopping Me? 

 

By 

Maria DA GLÓRIA RIBEIRO 



 

 
 

I Am My Biggest Project- 1 

 
 

      2 
 

 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every working day, I spend hours interviewing professionals. People who are 

very different, but have something in common: the desire to achieve their 

goals and realize their dreams. During our meetings, we systematically 

examine the executive’s academic and professional path and in particular the 

consequences of his or her acts and decisions. 
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Foreword 

Since the end of the last century, the globalization of trade, capital, technology, communication and capitalism 

has created a new and schizophrenic world. On the one hand, we have access to more, and better, products 

and services. We can explore every corner of the world and pursue dreams as yet undreamed. On the other 

hand, innovation and competition have generated kaleidoscopic systems, extremely volatile and uncertain. For 

each of us, and for future generations, this offers a world with as many opportunities as risks. 

 

Daniel Traça 

  

 

By Daniel Traça, Professor of Economics and Dean 

Nova School of Business and Economics 
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What’s Stopping Me?  

If I am my biggest project, and other people are affected by its outcomes, I’d do well 

to know myself. But forging this relationship is a lifelong exercise. It takes sincerity, 

authenticity and self-regulation. I have spent two decades interviewing and learning 

from business leaders. During these interactions I began to notice some recurrent 

levers that played a core role in success and failure, strengths and pitfalls. These boil 

down to three major factors: Determinism, Ambition, and Resistance to Change.  

Mirror, mirror, on the wall. What are you telling me? 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Leadership Headlines 
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1 Determinism 

Again and again I hear the same 

‘fatalistic’ phrases, in completely 

different personal circumstances.  

 

This is about determinism, absolutes 

that people use as a shield, a 

justification mechanism for certain 

pre-formatted events. 

 

 
The stand-out executives I meet are often in some way 

atypical, and connect well on a human level. People 
who can color their existence with something disruptive 

and innovative linger in my memory, like a work of art 
that touches and awakens me. 
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Marathon Runners 

Still busy after all these years… 

Sir David Attenborough (b. 1926, United 

Kingdom), naturalist 

Warren Buffet (b. 1930, USA), business 

magnate, investor, philanthropist 

Ridley Scott, (b. 1937, UK), film director 

and producer 

Daniel Barenboim, (b. 1942, Argentina), 

pianist and conductor 

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw (b. 1953, India), 

biochemical entrepreneur 

Angela Merkel, (b. 1954, Germany), 

Chancellor of Germany since 2005 

Christine Lagarde (b. 1956, France), 

lawyer, politician, Managing Director of 

the International Monetary Fund since 

2011. 

 

 

We cannot be satisfied to accept any 

kind of ‘fatal mechanism’ that conditions 

our being. And even worse than 

submitting to the dictates of any past 

situation or event is to refuse to develop 

and grow. 
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Breaking Free 

Taming the Fox 

 

In ‘The Little Prince’ by Antoine 

de Saint-Exupéry, the fox gives 

us the following idea: 

 

"To me, you are still nothing 

more than a little boy who is 

just like a hundred thousand 

other little boys. And I have no 

need of you. And you, on your 

part, have no need of me. To 

you I am nothing more than a 

fox like a hundred thousand 

other foxes. But if you tame 

me, then we shall need each 

other. To me, you will be 

unique in all the world. To you, 

I shall be unique in all the 

world....”  

 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

In conclusion: please don’t cancel your future, or create imaginary difficulties! 
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2 Ambition 

Ambition is positive when it motivates 

us to overcome our limitations, and 

drives us to achieve healthy goals and 

objectives. But ambition can become 

pernicious. Sooner or later, if 

unchecked, ambition will lead us to 

the cliff edge 

 
Ambition is often associated with leadership, seen as a 

pre-condition for success and resilience. Ambition is 
defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as ‘the strong wish 

to achieve something,’ or more specifically, ‘to be 
successful, powerful, rich, etc.’  

 

 

In conclusion: Positive ambition gives us soul strength, 

courage, rhythm and determination. All without hurting 

others or disrespecting commitments. 
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3 Resistance to change (and fear of error) Oftentimes our fear is about 

making mistakes. Facing a 

potential misstep feels like walking 

a tightrope. We feel insecure, 

helpless, lacking in support, 

painfully exposed. At risk of 

showing ignorance or an inability 

to solve the situation we created. 

We are left defenseless, lacking 

the courage or energy to face the 

problems raised by this unfamiliar 

enterprise. 

 
At the other end of the scale to ambition, we find resistance 

to change. When we think about the difficulty presented by 
a new undertaking, a change in attitude or habits, or the 

need to compromise, it seems that some force drags us into 
a state of inertia. After an initial phase of naïve enthusiasm, 

we slow down, waiting for the right time to commit to a 

decision.  

 

 



 

 
 

I Am My Biggest Project- 1 

 
 

      10 
 

 

 
 

Mapping your departure from the comfort zone 

Slow and steady 

 

These activities presuppose a 

gradual ‘weaning’ off the panic of 

the unknown. From my own 

experience and observations, 

exposure to a gradual rise in 

rhythm and intensity, facing and 

overcoming fears through 

everyday experiences takes us 

steadily out of our comfort zone, 

without creating traumatic 

experiences that would lead us to 

immediate withdrawal. 

 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

In Conclusion: Overcoming our fear of change and error is possible - given three 

conditions. One, go step by step. Two, admit your vulnerability in this specific area by 

seeking support. And three, remember that the discomfort will only be temporary 

and well worth the investment. Then you’ll find the courage you need! 
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