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Eye of the Storm

Scott Walker is a former Scotland Yard detective and military intelligence operator, as well as one of the world’s leading experts in kidnap-for-ransom and crisis negotiation. When hostages are taken, or cybercriminals target organisations or high-net-worth individuals, he’s the person called in to resolve the problem.

His debut book, Order Out of Chaos: A Kidnap Negotiator’s Guide to Influence and Persuasion, was a Sunday Times bestseller and has been translated into multiple languages.

A regular commentator on CNN, BBC, Sky News and MSNBC, Scott has also been featured in The New York Times, Forbes, Harvard Business Review, Business Insider and Fast Company. He now delivers keynote talks and workshops globally, helping business leaders and teams enhance communication, resolve conflicts and perform under pressure.

Connect with Scott at www.winanynegotiation.com, www.linkedin.com/in/scottaw or on Instagram and Facebook at @ScottWalkerNegotiator.
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Author’s note

The case studies in this book are all based on actual events. However, in order to protect those involved and to respect confidentiality, certain key details have been changed, including amalgamating cases where appropriate. Dialogue exchanges are not verbatim, nor should they be treated as such.




Introduction

I’m standing outside my house. I slide the key into the lock and ease open the front door, stepping inside. Placing my holdall on the wooden floor, I slip off my shoes so as not to make a sound. I feel the cold under my feet as I take a few steps.

Something isn’t right. I can feel it.

It’s too quiet.

Then I remember. They aren’t due back until tomorrow. My wife and kids are still away on holiday in Spain with her family.

The toll of the last seventy-six adrenaline-fuelled hours begins to hit me. I’m feeling fatigue so deep I could fall asleep standing up. It doesn’t matter though. I’m safe now. I’m home.

Ignoring the siren call of the bed, I throw my running kit on and hit the pavement. I need to decompress, and this is how I like to do it. Some people drink, others smoke, do yoga or watch television. I run. Always have. It clears my head and lifts away the fog of confusion, quietening the noise of cognitive clutter that threatens to overwhelm me.

My legs burn as I get into an easy rhythm. It feels good though. One foot in front of the other. Thoughts come and go; none linger.

I let it all go.

My legs continue to pound the pavement as the miles pass by. After an hour or so, I turn back and head home.

I’d spent the last three days helping secure the release of a kidnap victim from vicious Eastern European drug dealers. It hadn’t been an easy negotiation. The shaky proof-of-life video, recorded on the hostage’s mobile phone and sent via WhatsApp to a family member, had shown him pleading for his life while lit cigarettes were stubbed out all over his bare chest and back. I could see from the grainy images that they’d had plenty of practice on him before pressing record.

While they were experienced gangsters, they were amateurs at the kidnapping game. They had missed the memo that reminded them there’s little point in harming hostages. All it does is signal that you can’t be trusted and you are, therefore, unlikely to get as much ransom money as you want. And we certainly don’t pay for corpses.

All actions have consequences. In a kidnap negotiation, we’ll reward consistent, good behaviour by offering more money or making further concessions. Equally, we’ll ignore or punish bad behaviour, such as when they make threats or use violence against the hostages. This is why we emphasise that the more they look after the hostage, the more money we would try to raise for them.

The only way I could remain in control of my thoughts, feelings and behaviour during such moments was to observe but not absorb what was happening. I needed to stay calm at the centre of what was becoming a raging storm all around me.

This meant that when powerful emotions such as fear, frustration or anger showed up, I quickly acknowledged and accepted them. By processing my feelings as an observer, rather than allowing them to overwhelm me, I was able to operate with more focus and from a place of stability. Lives counted on it. I couldn’t afford not to.

It forced me, over time, to have no room for negativity in whatever crazy situation I ended up facing. Yet life has a funny way of testing your ability to apply this well-meaning philosophy for real. I didn’t realise that it would soon be put to the ultimate test, beyond anything I could ever have imagined.

Thankfully, the life of this young hostage had been saved, and he was now being cared for by his family, while the bad guys were getting over the shock of being on the wrong end of a police MP5 submachine gun, preparing for a long time behind bars.

As I step out of the shower after my run, I think of my kids’ smiling faces, knowing I would get to hug them in just a few hours. It’s all I need in that moment and is the last thing I remember as my head sinks into the soft pillow.

After what feels like a few minutes, a piercing noise rebounds like a pinball machine inside my head.

Stop it. Somebody, please turn it off.

I realise it’s my phone making the noise. Shaking the deep sleep away, I swipe the screen to answer, not even bothering to see who it is.

I immediately recognise the quiet voice on the other end. It’s my stepdad.

‘She’s done it.’

‘Eh?’ I am trying to work out what he is talking about.

‘She’s only gone and done it, Scott.’

At that moment, I know exactly what he means.

My Mum, on her third attempt, has killed herself.

Unfortunately, events didn’t end there. Within six months, I’d also left the police, a career I’d loved for sixteen years, got divorced and moved out of the family home. With hindsight I saw myself as some kind of saviour, driven, subconsciously at least, by a powerful ego with an insecurity to match, travelling the world saving lives and living what I thought was my dream life. Yet I’d been unable to save the one life that mattered most. That identity quickly unravelled as I eventually found myself sitting alone on a bare kitchen floor in an empty apartment the week before Christmas, wondering why all of this was happening.

In that desperate moment, I somehow found clarity. I knew that the cavalry wasn’t coming. It would be down to me to step up and find a way out of the darkness that was trying to force its way in. I also realised in that moment that being driven by a need to feel significant would only make matters worse. I had to dig deep and do ‘the work’.

Most importantly, I realised I would not let this tragedy and subsequent events be in vain. I would take full responsibility and ownership for where I now found myself and for the rest of my life, no matter how hard and challenging it might be. This included everything that happened in my world, what I thought, felt and did. I chose in that moment to see life as a beautiful gift that demanded I serve it with a purpose of helping and inspiring others to live a life of high achievement as well as deep fulfilment.

Fast forward a decade and my life is unrecognisable, thankfully for the better. After leaving a highly successful and enjoyable policing career, I worked for the United Nations in the Middle East and North Africa, and then went into the corporate sector, advising organisations, high-net-worth families and non-government agencies on how to resolve a whole spectrum of crises, including perils such as kidnap-for-ransom, extortion, cyber-attacks, hijacking, maritime piracy, malicious product contamination and unlawful detention.

I also wrote my first book, Order Out of Chaos, which to everyone’s pleasant surprise, became a Sunday Times bestseller. I am now regularly invited to deliver keynote talks and workshops all over the world, helping leaders and their teams communicate better, resolve workplace conflict, negotiate deals and ultimately thrive under pressure.

If I can go from that dark place where the ground beneath my feet shook so violently, where I needed to embrace the pain and discomfort and take responsibility for what I thought, felt and did, to having a life and career beyond my wildest dreams, you can too. That’s what this book is all about.

Many books have been written on decision-making. They often provide a model to follow like a formula – ‘If you do A followed by B, consider C and D, then you’ll end up with E.’ While such books and models can be helpful (I’ve used plenty of them over the last three decades in the police, the military and the commercial sector), this is not that kind of book. Nor is it a literature review or summary of the best decision-making methods out there.

Eye of the Storm is a practical toolkit to help you navigate adversity, overcome it and make better decisions, regardless of your circumstances. Whether you need to resolve challenges at work or at home, such as dealing with an ego-driven boss, bringing a disgruntled client back from the brink, managing a never-ending stream of demands on your time, having a difficult conversation with a colleague or loved one, or even facing a toddler tantrum in the freezer aisle, this book will show you how. It shows you how to think, feel and act in the best way possible, regardless of how stressful, painful or overwhelming things may seem. These methods have all been tried and tested in the real world and are backed up by extensive research in neuroscience, psychology, evolutionary biology, physiology and practical philosophy.

I combine my expertise with stories from people who have been in life-changing situations to build a collection of principles and actions that will allow you to hone your mindset to its fullest potential and achieve the results you’re striving for. Eye of the Storm contains simple and effective lessons you can implement immediately, all focused on helping you negotiate whatever life throws at you. These lessons have been learned the hard way. From my own painful and all-too-frequent mistakes and personal life-changing experiences, to witnessing those made by others over many years. These moments were usually when the problems seemed insurmountable, when the stakes couldn’t get any higher and lives were literally on the line. If we messed up, ultimately, people could die. Such high stakes tend to focus the mind on what works.

I have had a unique ringside seat to observe how people operate in moments of uncertainty, conflict or significant change. Regardless of what type of crisis I was dealing with or where in the world I was, there were clear themes and patterns in the mindset and behaviour of the people who were able to navigate troubled waters with relative ease and come out the other side all the better for the experience. I’ve also witnessed people make the same mistakes over and over in situations where things didn’t work out, and you can learn from those, too.

You don’t need to have resolved a kidnap-for-ransom case or other major crises to benefit from these insights because this book is designed to help you with the everyday challenges that show up for all of us. It doesn’t matter what kind of success you’re after. You might want to get a pay rise, start a community group or finally have that all-important but difficult conversation you keep putting off.

While you can’t usually dictate external events, you can absolutely control how you respond to them. The lessons in this book provide a way to overcome your problems and become stronger and more resilient.

When we are emotionally, psychologically and physically resilient, we are able to make effective decisions consistently and take the best course of action no matter the crisis. While this may sound simple in theory, it is not always easy in practice. It takes adopting a growth mindset and harnessing the power of reframing negative situations into positive experiences. These experiences provide each of us with invaluable lessons for the future that otherwise might never have been learned. The more daunting the challenge, the greater the growth and progress both during and after the struggle.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You can approach this book in several different ways. You might read, apply and master one topic at a time. Some of you, however, will want to move through the book quicker than that – and that’s fine. In my experience, when people choose to develop their skills by applying lots of new tools and techniques, they’ll go all-out seeking a huge paradigm shift overnight but quickly become disheartened through sheer overwhelm. This is why I emphasise the importance of small, positive actions consistently taken, which have the most significant impact on building resilience, overall well-being and success in the long run. This approach will also make it more likely the improvements stick.

Each section is a building block on which you can step forward to a more extraordinary life. To learn, apply and master these lessons for the rest of your life requires courage and an unwavering commitment to never settling for less than you can be. To demand more from yourself than anyone else.

However, this is not about striving for perfection because such a thing doesn’t exist. What it does require is for you to seek out and ‘embrace the suck’; in other words, to get comfortable with being uncomfortable. When problems and challenges arise, there is a natural tendency to step back from or even attempt to avoid what is hard or difficult, even though you know it’s something you need to deal with. But here’s the thing: no one cares. This doesn’t mean that no one cares about you as a person, of course they do. It’s just that everyone has their own dramas to contend with, and they won’t necessarily be willing or able to help you resolve yours as well.

This is a good thing because it means you can establish agency and start taking personal responsibility and ownership for dealing with these things. In other words, to decide, commit and take consistent action. It won’t be easy. Obtaining anything worthwhile never is. It will be hard. It will likely hurt. You’ll inevitably face days when it all becomes too much. All of us, regardless of our background, education or finances, will experience this at some stage. It’s time to embrace bad situations and be confident that you’ll become a better person for having dealt with and overcome them.

WHAT WILL YOU GET FROM THIS BOOK?

Think of someone who can remain calm in the most stressful of situations. Someone who can make decisive and effective decisions despite working with conflicting or incomplete information. Someone who makes others feel seen, heard and understood, even if they have a completely different or opposing point of view. How much better would life be if that person were you?

What if, no matter what happens, how challenging the circumstances or how difficult the conversation, you were able to operate from a place of equanimity, grounded at the centre of the storm and ultimately bring much needed order out of chaos to the situation. If you truly want to succeed in this way, then this book is the foundation for your success.

How might you go about achieving this? Following these three steps will help you:

STEP ONE: TAKE THE INITIATIVE AND A CALCULATED RISK

This step is like both sides of a coin. How can you use your initiative while sidestepping the threat of things going wrong? The simple answer is you can’t. The only way to master anything in life is to be ‘forward leaning’. This means, whatever challenge you’re facing right now, you need to be metaphorically on the balls of your feet leaning into the challenge rather than being flat-footed or on your heels. If you’re not ready to move forward, it’s no different than standing still on a moving treadmill. It feels OK for a split second, but then you get flung off the back, face down, looking like an idiot.

Taking both the initiative and a calculated risk is only truly possible once you experience psychological safety. What do I mean by this? Let’s say, for example, you take the initiative on a project at work. You weigh up all the risks, but mistakes are made, and the project ultimately fails, costing the business money as well as clients. Ask yourself on a scale of one to ten, how safe and cared for do you feel by your boss and your organisation? Are you likely to be thrown under the bus and possibly fired? Or would you expect to have a difficult conversation with your boss, in which your integrity and good intentions are acknowledged and the two of you focus on identifying what went wrong, how to recover from it and how to make sure the same mistakes aren’t made again? In the latter example, you are in a psychologically safe environment.

This isn’t some woo-woo nonsense that treats people as though they are fragile creatures, unable to withstand robust feedback and challenge. It’s a fundamental tenet of high performance and you’ll find it present in elite military units and the top sporting teams in the world, as well as in businesses that have been consistently successful over many years.

All these teams share an unrelenting pursuit of excellence in an environment that enables and empowers its members to speak up with ideas, questions, concerns or mistakes without fear of punishment or humiliation. They operate within a culture where everyone matters. This allows people to focus on their jobs without being stuck in vigilance mode. We applied this exact approach during and after every kidnapping case. Everyone on the negotiation team had an equal voice and was encouraged to demonstrate their initiative with fresh ideas and suggestions for improvement.

It’s worth providing a caveat here, as I’ve witnessed teams and organisations misinterpret and misapply the term. Feeling psychologically safe does not mean people are given a free pass to wallow in the unhealthy aspects of their ego. Nor does it mean being unwilling to follow legitimate instructions or accept that someone else may hold a different point of view or belief.

Nor does it mean ‘cancelling’ them, engaging in passive-aggressive or narcissistic behaviour to prioritise your own self-importance or moral superiority by undermining or silencing opposing views, rather than engaging in open, empathetic and respectful dialogue. Nor does this ‘safety’ give you a green light to engage in well-intentioned but naive and insincere virtue signalling about whichever perceived injustice or topic happens to be popular at the time.

STEP TWO: COOPERATION AND COLLABORATION

When communicating with others, one of the most helpful things you can do is to seek some form of cooperation or collaboration. It’s possible to get an immediate, short-term result by playing hardball and going it alone, but you can get much further and for longer when you work with others. This is not a new concept by any means. Martin Luther King Jr said, ‘whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly’. Almost two thousand years earlier, the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius said, ‘meditate often on the interconnectedness and mutual interdependence of all things in the universe’. We placed this approach front and centre in our negotiations with kidnappers and when we communicated with the hostage’s family. Keep it in mind if you want to attract and retain clients and customers who come back for more.

You should never underestimate the power of likeability either. Why? Because it’s often a two-way street. If the feeling is genuine, it can generate trust and goodwill, lower perceived barriers or objections, and disarm a potentially hostile or belligerent client. This is why likeability can also be a stronger predictor of success in achieving outcomes over the long term, than just competence on its own.

There is a big difference, though, between likeability and striving to be liked. The former occurs naturally when you have good intentions and a genuine desire to understand others. This is something you have complete control over; whereas the latter is when you want someone to like you so you can feel better about yourself.

Approaching life’s challenges using your initiative and taking calculated risks encourages collaborative problem-solving. This is achieved through demonstrating commitment and responsibility, which in turn can make others trust you more. This proactive and creative approach can also inspire new ideas in others. It also shifts the relationship dynamic with others from adversarial to cooperative. From this place, you are more likely to explore potential solutions and find common areas of agreement that can ultimately lead to mutually beneficial outcomes.

It’s important to note that striving for this level of cooperation or collaboration should not be at the expense of you sacrificing your beliefs, values or sense of purpose in life.

STEP THREE: TRUST-BASED INFLUENCE

Trust is crucial in all forms of communication. It could be said that it is the golden thread that allows you to deal with others in high-stake situations as well as in more benign, everyday ones. It underpins the previous two steps in every way. Like step one, trust also requires facing both sides of the same coin. To be trusted, you must first be trusting of the other person. And here’s the rub: you can’t wait for them to trust you; you must go first. You can’t have one without the other; and yet, how often do we set a higher bar when deciding to place our trust in others than we do when asking others to trust us. To help, you can express clear expectations by demonstrating what trust looks, sounds and feels like.

It is also the number one factor in the success of kidnap-for-ransom negotiations and the resolution of other crises. I know it’s counter-intuitive but consider the facts. Kidnap-for-ransom negotiation is probably the world’s most unregulated and ungoverned industry, where Murphy’s Law is very much alive and well. If it can go wrong, it will. Yet, if this is the case, why is there a 93 per cent chance of successfully getting the hostages out safely through a negotiation? Compare that with mounting a dangerous hostage rescue attempt where the chances of the hostages being killed become astronomically high.

Suppose there isn’t a culture of psychological safety in your organisation, team or family environment. Suppose you feel unable to have difficult conversations because you’re not able to properly trust the other person. This kind of culture, whether in the office or at home, only increases stress, while also reducing meaningful communication and connection.

Before we dive further into the book, take a moment to consider and answer the following questions.

•    Think of a recent conversation you’ve had that was challenging, or a difficult decision you had to make. Were any of these three steps in place?

•    If so, how could you make them even more effective next time?

•    If not, what got in the way and what might you do differently next time to incorporate them?

NOTHING HAPPENS BY ACCIDENT

There are several key themes, lessons or insights that are repeated consistently throughout this book. That is deliberate and I make no apologies for it. Those who are at the top of their game for any length of time know that repetition is the mother of all skill. I’d ask you, therefore, to approach this book with a beginner’s mind. That is, with an open and curious attitude as if you are learning the content for the first time, without letting past experiences or knowledge cloud your view. Why is it important to do this? Because being in a more curious frame of mind leads to better decision-making. And if life teaches us nothing else, it’s that knowing something intellectually, such as concepts, frameworks or processes, is one thing. It’s something else to embody them at a deeper emotional and physical level, forming part of your DNA and very identity. That’s where real mastery occurs.

Be reassured that you’re reading this book at just the right time in your life. Everything happens for a reason, and nothing is by accident. You may be at a crossroads, unsure which way to turn, or facing a significant crisis or challenge. You may feel like you’re about to drown in overwhelm with no light at the end of the tunnel. You may just need a little help and guidance in making good decisions in bad situations. Why? Because the quality of your life depends on the quality of your decisions, particularly when things get tough.

I hope you enjoy the journey!
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