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TAKE 2 – A Pathway to Breaking the Curse of Social Success & Role Identities and a 

Move to Self-Actualization 

Abstract 

Most people in today’s urban India seem to live a scripted life, following a socially accepted 

definition of success - driven by socialized role identities and a limiting mindset. This 

internalized burden does not leave space for people to be fully themselves; to pursue their 

passion; to actualize their potential and to live a life of meaning. TAKE2 is an attempt to 

create a path for people to break through these shackles. This begins when people start to first 

honor and acknowledge their growing sense of internal yearnings and/ or a crisis of personal 

integrity. TAKE2 helps people breathe new life into their dreams by bringing a deep shift 

within themselves through an intense discovery of themselves; their relationship with risk and 

failures; a peek into their deeper motives and an awareness of their limiting beliefs. TAKE2 

then offers evocations and provocations to convert the internal shift into concrete action for 

living and working differently. 

 

Our research is ongoing about what elements limit people from realizing their dreams fully 

and also after unshackling, how many of them actually go on and live their new dreams. This 

paper covers phenomenological patterns for self-actualization as observed in 3 batches of 28 

participants. 

 

Why the Urge?  

Classical Existential Need 

Fulfilling one’s own potential and living a life full of meaning and purpose seems to be an 

eternal and deep-seated desire and need in most human beings. In his seminal paper on 

human motivation, Maslow describes the hierarchy of needs as being made up of five 

aspects, which are “physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization” arranged in a 

pyramidal manner, with self-actualization need making the top of the pyramid. Maslow 

describes these needs as ‘being arranged in a hierarchy of prepotency’. And it is the desire to 

fulfil this top most psychological need that drives humans in the path of self-growth and 
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creates ways to express one’s potential and to bring about a meaningful change. This, in turn, 

leads one towards true joy and fulfilment. 

 

David McClelland in his well-researched and widely accepted works on motives has mapped 

this need for self-actualization to Achievement Orientation and defined a framework to check 

how this need for achievement manifests. According to this framework, when the primary 

concern of an individual is to succeed in attaining certain standards of excellence in 

performance in comparison with standards set by self and others, (a goal which needs long 

term involvement or creating some unique accomplishments), that person is driven by the 

need to achieve (McClelland calls this achievement motivation). People get true joy and 

satisfaction when operating from this need to achieve. 

 

Current Social Changes 

This classical need to fulfil one’s potential has been an existential need for ages. However, in 

the recent times, the rapid change in the socio-economic conditions in India has resulted in 

reduction of poverty levels in the country leading to economic wellbeing at a wide level. 

There are plethora of new career options like being a blogger, travel expert, food guide, 

lifestyle consultant etc besides the traditional options like being a doctor, engineer and 

lawyer. This has led to opening of a cornucopia of sorts, giving people plenty of options and 

possibility in the last 5 to 10 years due to the rise of entrepreneurship in the country. 

 

This has enabled the thought that ‘you can do anything in your life’, creating an impact on the 

psyche of youth and middle-aged men and women in India, thereby arousing the latent desire 

to fulfil one’s potential. On top of that, the social acceptance of doing something different 

and unconventional has been created, which aids in this arousal and need for fulfilment of 

these desires. 

 

For example, when people hear that we are entrepreneurs, the instant reaction is a ‘wow’. We 

sense a tone of admiration (because we are on our own and doing our own thing) and 

aspiration (a deep desire to be able on their own). We notice a common thread in most 

narratives, during our interactions with our friends and colleagues. While most of them have 

done well for themselves– they feel there is something amiss. They seem to be a yearning for 
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something more, something meaningful that would be fulfilling and satisfying and make 

them realize their full potential. 

 

So, What Holds us Back?  

Limiting Mind-Set 

In a country which has been reeling under centuries of poverty, the primary focus of most 

individuals has been survival. Most urban youth have been brought up with a single-minded 

focus of getting a “decent job”, earning well and taking care of their family. Years of such 

conditioning has resulted in a nation, where most people focus primarily on their safety and 

security needs (lower in order in Maslow’s hierarchy). Even when such needs are met, rigid 

social roles based on gender, family obligations and community ties, keep individuals 

entrenched in meeting such affiliations. This mind-set and the collective psyche of the society 

is that which makes them avoid risks and failures. The fear of failure would probably be one 

of the highest fears in this country (this assertion calls for research to back it up). These are 

the reasons people don’t pursue their dreams despite the deep desire within them to explore 

new life and career opportunities.  Thus, this mind-set of avoiding the unknown, fear of 

failure, risk aversion and a host of other limiting beliefs, results in people setting under 

potential goals.  

 

Other than the mind-set, there are social reasons which hold people back and not let them do 

what they would love to do. These include the role identities that people have introjected and 

are living unconsciously. Such role identities manifest differently for both men and women. 

Definition of social success through which people judge themselves is another deterrent.   

 

Trap of Social Acceptance and Social Success 

The increase in economic well-being has also brought with it a need to be seen as socially 

successful. A statement has to be made to the world that we have left the trenches of poverty 

and moved into the world of prosperity. It seems to be an unconscious let go of a deprived 

identity people have internalized as a part of their growing up. And the irony seems to be that 

how much ever one attains, it does not seem enough since it is driven by a deep-rooted 

internalized deprivation which cannot be filled with material possessions. As a result, people 
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keep running after something to feel more secure. Hence the definition of this new state of 

prosperity keeps on changing. From owning a house and a small car to owning a big house 

and a large car to two houses and a luxury car and so on. 

 

One of the author’s friends told him during a conversation, ‘I cannot afford, not to maintain 

the life style we are used to’, even though he had a deep yearning to do something else, 

something different. The author’s instant response to him was ‘So you are willing to sacrifice 

your life for the life style!’ 

 

For some others, it is also an issue of prestige/self-esteem. They have a social standing in the 

pecking order which, their jobs and titles provide; And since this pecking order also keeps on 

changing, thanks to the continued economic well-being of the society, they need to continue 

to work hard to continue to hold on to it and to let go this pecking order is very, very hard. 

 

The Role Identities 

The Role Identities Men Internalize 

For most men, the common internalized role identity is that of a provider and a protector; that 

they need to make sure they earn enough, so as to afford all that is expected from them, by 

their families and as defined by society around them. This results in men not wanting to take 

‘too-many’ risks. They tread the known path, so that there is a stability in their professional 

life and certainty of income for those they provide for and protect. (i.e. immediate and 

extended family). 

For many men, even where their spouses are earning well, it does not change things much. 

While rationally there should not be any financial issue the family will face, unconsciously 

men find it hard to imagine not being the primary bread winner of the family. 

 

As a consequence, most men are gripped with a fear of losing what they have. This fear then 

manifests as fear of failure, risk aversion and allergy to ambiguity. However, the path of 

living one’s potential is filled with taking risks, going into unknown, unchartered territories, 

which then looks threatening. 
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The Role Identities Women Internalise 

For many women, the common internalized role identity is that of a care-giver. That they 

need to make sure that everyone around them, especially their children, parents, parents-in-

law and spouses are taken care of; and, in a manner as expected from them by their families 

and as defined by society around them. The most common thought is – ‘If I take care of 

myself, my passion, my desires, who will take care of the kids and family?’ And this thought 

then introduces guilt, which they try to avoid. As a consequence, most women then fabricate 

reasons and more reasons, to tell themselves and people others around them, why they can’t 

go out and do what they would have loved to. Spending long years with these thoughts then 

leads to a lack of self-belief and self-confidence; to the extent that, they start believing that 

even if they go out, they won’t succeed. 

 

Thus, both men and women commit themselves to a life which gives them the comfort of 

safety and predictability and some amount of joy; but leave out a whole lot more that could 

have given a lot more satisfaction. 

 

The Calling  

Why the Calling? 

One may wonder, why is this calling more today than ever before.  People of this generation 

grew up with almost the same script as the generation before – ‘to settle down’, which would 

mean: studying well, getting good grades, going to a good college, getting a good job, getting 

married, have a family and have your own house. However, this script, which about two 

decades ago would take about 50 to 60 years to materialize and then it would be time to retire 

and slow down, now takes as just 30 to 40 years. Post that, there is no script written for them 

yet. And not having a pre-determined script makes people wonder what next?  

 

The Inner Calling, that Keeps us Awake 

While people continue to go about their lives, the desire however persists and shows up in 

niggling ways. There are flashes of what seems like a larger self-beckoning; A self, that 

despite apparent satisfaction, comfort and fulfilment, surprisingly asks for more. For many, 

there are sleepless nights and dreamy days, when they feel that there is a deep knowing that 
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something different is meant for them. ‘I want to do something else, something different’, is 

the common quote we often hear from people - though they are not always sure what that 

"different" could be. 

 

Many a time, people find ways to subvert these thoughts by creating a temporary diversion. 

And these diversions, are ways to escape these niggling thoughts. A common list of these 

contemporary diversions, though not limited to, include running a marathon, road trip to the 

mountains, like Ladak, an all-boys or all girls trip to Goa / Barcelona / .... etc. which do 

provide short-term exhilaration. But often, the question returns to haunt.  

 

The Challenges Ahead 

And if one is willing to pay attention to these thoughts, it can be very turbulent: scary at times 

and exhilarating at other times. This is because the path ahead is full of unprecedented 

choices to be made with no certainty of success (social success). There are no maps or 

compass, as the choice people want to make are not the regular popular ones. The initial 

inspiration from a few people who have taken unique paths, soon wears off when faced with 

reality. What also becomes clearer is the presence of only a few believers and many more 

people in immediate circle who want you to hold on to the traditional paths. There are not 

many people around who may want to join you and become a co-traveller. And above all, to 

take such a path, there is going to be an economic constraint as they are no guarantee and 

predictability of money coming in, which in turn puts the constraint of shoestring resources!  

 

On top of all that, the journey ahead seems hazy. It is fraught with dilemmas that accompany 

personal sacrifices – of family, finances, stability, status and many others – and it takes 

courage to get onto such a path alone, since not many people we know have been seen 

willing to get onto this path.  

 

Why and What of TAKE2  

Creating Spaces for Conversations 

In our observation, in the current materialistic action-based world, the focus is to project an 

image of being socially successful; the conversations are around things and objects and less 
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about self. There aren’t enough spaces available for people to reflect, to speak about the 

dilemmas of their inner world and share their vulnerabilities. A space which is not 

judgemental; where one can speak freely about one’s fears, aspirations, anxieties, hopes 

without a need to put on a mask; a space where one feels heard. 

 

In TAKE2, our first attempt is to create one such space, which not only provides scope for 

sharing, but also gives an opportunity for healing. The space does allow people to safely 

voice their difficult feelings of unrealized potentials, dreams and struggles.  

 

Helping Unshackle  

Any shift in our outer reality cannot happen unless we work with our inner realities. And the 

path to make any shifts in inner realities starts by a deeper exploration of self – our thoughts, 

feelings, deeper motives and beliefs.  

 

We use experiential learning methods for people to get in touch with their deeper mind-set, 

viz their motivations, limiting beliefs and fears, which in-turn helps them understand their 

relationship with risk, failures, ambiguity & self-doubt. As mentioned earlier in the paper, 

most people seem to have internalized this mind-set so much so that it continues to limit 

them, wherever they go. As they come to the program with this self-limiting mind set, we 

take it upon ourselves to make them experientially see how it can limit them even while 

performing small tasks and activities.  

 

This is done through both structured activities and psychometric instruments. We use simple 

activities of goal setting and task completion. While on the surface it appears as a game, it 

helps in revealing deeper attitudes towards task and goal. It helps surface intrinsic 

motivations as well as impact on the motivation when external factors such as social set-up, 

reward mechanism etc. are introduced. The deep processing of the activities then helps 

participants get in touch with their relation to risk and understand how that impacts their task 

focus and goal setting.  

 

The instruments help participants gain both a conceptual understanding of what attitudes, 

motives and temperament it takes to bring out their best, as well as give them a deep insights 
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on where they are on these parameters, which then is correlated to the activities, giving them 

a holistic perspective of their mind-sets and how it operates in action. 

 

This awareness is very profound and can be both painful and liberating. Painful, since it lets 

people realize that they are the ones limiting themselves and not the circumstances or 

externalities that they have been attributing it to so far. And this awareness can be liberating 

too, since it has the potential to empower people to make the right decisions for themselves 

with complete awareness. 

 

In addition, the focus is on arousing achievement motivation, the inner drive to self-

actualization, along with an ability to lead self and others during ambiguity; an essential 

ingredient to enable people to live a life of purpose and joy. 

 

This journey of self-exploration includes structured activities, behavioural instruments, 

reflection, deep processing, visualizing, fun activities and unstructured dialogue.  

 

Craft a Dream 

In our understanding, while there are many spaces available for people to do inner-work on 

self-awareness, there are not enough spaces to put this awareness into action and deal with 

life decisions.  Our focus through TAKE2 is not only to create awareness, but also help 

people in utilizing this awareness by assisting them in crafting and designing a dream, and 

concretely articulating life ahead with respect to goals and milestones.  

 

In our study, we have found that while there is this niggling need to do something new and 

something different, many people are not very clear about how different that something could 

be.  So, we help them attain clarity on what they really value and give a concrete shape to the 

idea as much as possible. Further, we enable them with tools and methods to evaluate their 

preparedness to live their dream and define a holistic plan to make it happen.  

 

Handholding 

The change that people craft for themselves is a disruptive change and the outcomes are not 

predictable. The build-up however is predictable; hence we have attempted to create a means 
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to handhold people through this transition. This includes designing support structures by 

having learning partners, structured coaching calls and also an in-person session to evaluate 

and re-kindle the path to change. 

 

Our Work So Far 

Phenomenological Study 

Demographics of the three groups we have worked with are listed below: 

 

Age Gender Profession 

Range: 24 to 62 years Women: 5 
Entrepreneurs = 11 

Independent working Professionals = 3  

Median: 40 years Men: 23 
Corporate Leaders / Employees = 13 

Social Sector Leaders = 1 

 

The following patterns emerged from these participants. 

The statements listed below are hypotheses based on the limited data set and study of the 

phenomena that emerged during the workshop. 

 

Unmet Needs as Doorways to Self-Exploration 

Needs unmet at the lower levels of the Maslow’s pyramid kept appearing through the three 

batches as the ‘interference’ to realizing full potential. This appeared in the form of: 

• Physiological/ Safety Needs: Some participants acknowledged lingering health issues 

or dwindling energies/ fitness. While these were not seen as large interferences to 

realizing own potential, there was acknowledgement by few 40+ age participants as 

an important focus of overall well-being. 

• Security Needs: Relationship with money emerged as a theme often. Participants 

often struggled either with a voiced sense of not having enough to take risks. Or it 

emerged as an unconscious need when putting plans into action, led to plans being 

compromised when financial aspects of the plan were considered. In either case, 

money as an extrinsic motivator of performance – and hence often masquerading as 
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temporary marker of internal satisfaction - emerged into consciousness of many 

participants 

• Belonging/ Affiliation Needs: This unmet need appears to be the most significant 

interference to recognizing full potential. As already mentioned earlier, the strong 

socialization of both men and women in gender-specific, and family-mandated ways 

made participants struggle with their own individuation. For some it appeared, due to 

strong conformity to social norms, that any attempts to express own needs was laden 

with guilt and shame. On becoming aware of this, many participants got in touch with 

suppressed anger against figures of authority in their life. For many others, the 

pendulum swung to other end with a counter-dependent stance to social norms, often 

resulting in alienation and resource myopia. These individuals often cognitively 

recognized the need for more supportive work and personal relationships in their life, 

but struggled emotionally to accept and work with this need. 

• Esteem Needs: This unmet need appears to be more pronounced in older age profile 

(35 years +) across genders. The most comfortable expression of this need was to 

state aspirations to “make a difference/ impact”. However, deeper reflections led to 

this need showing up often as a feeling a of failure when compared with peers and 

their achievements. At other times, participants faced discomfort of facing their 

inherent need to dominate/ control others as an external validation to their power. 

Both of these deeper realizations served as doorways to exploring and arousing their 

own achievement motivations. 

 

Defences as Doorways to Sustained Change 

The interventions evoked all of the above needs in the first 2 days of the workshop. What 

became clearer during workshop and from interventions thereafter is that all participants not 

only stayed with the struggles to make new meanings for themselves, but also took away in 

deep ways that ongoing struggle towards own potential - is the process of feeling fully alive 

i.e. achievement motivation in action. We believe that some of the following factors have 

aided this phenomenon: 

• TAKE2 design places the individual sharply into focus with the program being 

offered with no external contexts of organisation or social systems. Individuals attend 

the program out of their own volition and more importantly for their own desires / 
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need. There are no contexts to plan for or to satisfy. Such a space holds the paradox of 

safety (away from all judgments of respective contexts) and challenge (nowhere to go 

but confront self).  

• TAKE2 is a declared space for disruptive changes in life. The inherent ambiguity and 

risk of such changes in life is brought home immediately at start of the program and is 

sustained throughout the program. Initially, participants respond with disorientation, 

charged emotions and default defences. All of these when confronted with feedback 

from others, behavioural instruments and exercises, lead to a speedy discovery of 

behaviours, assumptions and beliefs that are holding back their own potential. From 

intensity and depth of confrontation, start emerging unique and small keyholes to a 

deeper self that yearns for growth. The program then accelerates this build-up through 

left and right-brained activities to concretize both the activities and the commitment 

of participants. Defence mechanisms are hence explicated and become doorways to 

potential 

• TAKE2 is not only a workshop, but seeks to build accountability through follow-up 

interventions. These interventions have revealed so far that the best-laid plans at the 

end of the workshop for a new life, inevitably face the externalities of the respective 

contexts of each participant. Regression to previous defences and even new defence 

mechanisms surface in these spaces. The values and behaviours of a learning 

community are explicitly and implicitly seeded right from the time a participant 

appears for the program. This seems to build a culture of mutual challenge, 

accountability and support. The follow-up interventions hence have helped 

participants continue to be aware of and face defences with help of the community. 

This aspect though acknowledged as meaningful by participants, it is yet to mature 

into a broad-based way to help unique TAKE2 journeys of each participant. 

 

Profession or Family – It Need Not be Either/Or 

While our data on women participants is limited, our initial findings suggest that women are 

able to get in touch with this realization that their dream of personal career and vision and 

their love and commitment for family can co-exist without invoking a guilt by making it an 

either-or choice. The need for financial independence, which was not so well articulated or 

understood by some women earlier, came out strongly in the program and hence a need to 
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bring harmony and balance between this need and the need to look after family was 

understood. Some actions taken post the program by some of the women participants 

establish the internalisation of this awareness. 

 

Actual TAKE2s in Action 

We have received the following self-attributed acknowledgments of TAKE2. 

• A second-generation entrepreneur acknowledged that TAKE2 gave him the courage 

to successfully divest an old non-growth IT services business and to focus his 

energies on emerging high-growth global product business 

• An entrepreneur whose health, business and personal relationships were all suffering, 

attributes turnaround on all these counts within three months of the workshop 

• A social entrepreneur-turned-political aspirant, found TAKE2 accelerating the 

opening up of his public service organisation 

• A woman working professional struggling with guilt of child-rearing came to terms 

with her standing up firmer for her career choices that have been source of her 

fulfilment for over 15 years. She abandoned the half-hearted plans to start a home-

based business 

• 2 corporate employees who had yearned for a more entrepreneurial life, have 

launched their own start-ups within six months of attending TAKE2 program 

• Many other participants reported experiences of being more committed to their 

existing work and life choices as they were able to overcome social pressures 

• Some participants also reported some unintended consequences of attending the 

program, which range from improved relationship with their spouse to major 

improvements in his health concerns of recurring migraine 

 

These experiences have encouraged us to offer the 4th edition of TAKE2 within 12 months.  

 

Conclusion 

We understand that our work in terms of study and research is far from being over. However, 

we truly believe this work needs attention, as it is attempting to address a real social and 

economic issue. Urban India today is a country with high aspirations. It is a boon and a bane 
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at the same time. The large number of emerging opportunities unleashed by technology, new 

organisation models, venture capital and global talent offer unprecedented promise of 

professional and personal growth. Yet the centuries-old social structures are breaking down 

with relationships at work and home under stress, emerging new identities to aspire for, 

dislocation of psychological contract under employment, rapid redundancy of skills and an 

overwhelming feeling born out of action choices in a modern urban lifestyle.  

 

The boons promise a larger individuated identity, but that seems to fail as the stressed social 

fabric soon unravels the brittleness of such identities. Unfortunately, the individual is left 

with no spaces to deal with the turmoil and breakdowns that come as a result. The macro 

context of work and marketplace relentlessly demands more with little space for reflection 

and little incentive to invest in personal aspirations of the individual. The burden of 

socialized identities and mind-sets inherited from centuries of social scripting, meets the 

individual in the micro context of family and community, leaving her/ him puzzled as she/ he 

continues to measure their action choices from standards that are no longer tenable. TAKE2 

provides a unique space for individuals to come face-to-face with and eventually to terms 

with both the macro and micro contexts.  

 

We believe the trend of finding more individuated identities in urban India is already seeing 

an explosive growth for both women and men. These are women and men who are able to 

make difficult long-term choices while continuing to take responsibility for their 

consequences. At a more macro level, we hope that it leads to many more and much-needed 

agents of change for the immense socio-economic challenges of India. There is a dire need to 

have more personal transformation spaces like TAKE2, research around such disruptive 

change at individual level and the impact such personal transformation has on the people we 

are. 
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