
Google ‘out of your comfort zone’ and, along with a host of tips on how to get there, you will find an overwhelming consensus that this is something we really all ought to be doing. The general drift is that if you stay in your own comfortable little box, never seeking new experiences or taking risks, your life will be pretty dull and unfulfilling. If, on the other hand, you step out of this familiar world, something magical will happen: not only will you grow

as a person, but whole new vistas of opportunity will open out before you. However, where a lot of the advice, whether from bloggers or personal coaches, falls short is how being taken out of your comfort zone can profit not just you, the individual, but others too. 
At its simplest level, being out of your comfort zone means doing things that make you feel uncomfortable or anxious, such as driving at night in the pouring rain or being stuck in an overcrowded lift. No one, of course, actually advocates seeking out these kinds of situation as

a route to self-improvement. Rather, they advise that we place ourselves intentionally in challenging situations, mastery of which will give us not just a sense of relief (as in the case of escaping the crowded lift), but a sense of real achievement. We have managed a difficult situation, overcome a fear, and are now better placed to deal with it the next time. Canoeing on white water for the first time and managing to negotiate some treacherous rapids would offer such a feeling of accomplishment. But it doesn’t have to mean seeking adventure or becoming an adrenaline junkie. It could equally be something more mundane, like a person who has no experience of cooking preparing a meal for ten guests. The principle is the same: the more you attempt to do things that scare you, the more confident you will become and the more your fear, in general, will begin to fade. You’ll go for that job you thought you had no hope of getting; you’ll go travelling on your own; you’ll learn a new language.

There is no doubt that these kinds of achievement bring a greater sense of self-empowerment, but there still seems to be something lacking here. The key perhaps is in the word ‘self’. Where is the benefit to others? I was struck the other day reading an article about a leadership

training company called ‘Common Purpose’ which offers a more socially-minded approach to taking people out of their comfort zones. One of their programmes involved participants visiting a local prison and speaking to  inmates about how they had got there and what the

challenges of being ‘inside’ were. A managing director of a local company who took part said, ‘What I gained from this experience in a business sense might be indirect, but

in a social sense it was priceless – and like any business, [my company] exists in a social setting.’ This experience wasn’t so much about confronting one’s demons as opening one’s eyes to the situation of others. That can be uncomfortable, but ultimately, it is something that benefits more than just the individual concerned.
We all operate within the confines of certain worlds and our own thoughts and actions are limited by them. The kind of programme offered by Common Purpose removes this insulation and extends our knowledge not just of our own limitations, but of the restrictions   and difficulties that others face. As Julia Middleton, the founder of Common Purpose, puts it, ‘Most people tend to stay within their limits … they often don’t recognize that a different approach is needed … As professionals we cannot afford to be isolated from fellow decision-makers, and as people, we cannot continue to be insulated from our fellow citizens.’
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