What Matters Most
Five Steps to Uncovering Your Core Values

By Kim Barnwell, CPCC, PCC
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Introduction
What are Core Values?
Have you ever wondered what makes you do the things you do? Why you’re
drawn to certain people, careers, and interests more than others? How you’re
motivated, or why you procrastinate? Ever wonder what drives and directs the
flow of your life? It’s your Core Values!

“Your core values are the
deeply held beliefs that
authentically describe
your soul.”
John C. Maxwell

Our Core Values are a representation of our true nature; the essence of who we
are and what we instinctively deem to be important. This evaluation is influenced
by how we feel. Whenever we need to make a decision, or a choice between
options, there is a natural tendency to check in with what feels right. Even when
you are taking a logical approach by creating a list of pros and cons, you are
leaning into some inner sense or judgment, to determine what you consider to be
a pro, or a con. It is the essence of our Core Values that make up this inner
compass we lean into.
As children, we developed behaviours and habits in order to get what feels
important to us, many of which are carried forward into our adult lives. As adults,
many of these behaviors are not the ones we would consciously choose if we
actually knew which values we were trying to have met. Anytime we feel
comfortable, happy, or satisfied, is an indication that our choices and behaviors
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are congruent with our values. Whereas, feelings of frustration, disappointment,
and anger are all indications that one or more of our values are being
compromised.

“It is not until you change your identity to match your life blueprint that you will
understand why everything in the past never worked.” Shannon L. Alder
Identifying your Core Values is an exercise that will increase your self-awareness.
It will help you to understand the positive intentions that have been influencing
so many of your autopilot choices and reactions, as odd or illogical as some of
them may seem. With this awareness comes the capacity to explore alternative
ways of having your values met, without compromising your deal breakers.
Living life congruent to our values feels great, and we are naturally compelled to
do so. However, knowing your values doesn’t mean it’ll always be easy or possible
to honor them all. Every so often you may need to make a choice that
compromises a value, when the circumstances are such that meeting another
value is more important. These will be conscious choices based on knowing what
is important to you, versus, reactions based on outdated beliefs or habits.
The following steps will help you to identify your personal values, and then
determine your top five Core Values. So, grab yourself a drink, something to write
with and write on, and get ready for some self-discovery!
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Step 1 – Warm up exercise
Here is a warm up exercise to get your mind thinking in terms of values.
Using the list of values on the next page, you can follow either the Process of
Resonance, or the Process of Elimination, to start identifying some of your values.
When you see the number of words on the list, remember the intention of this
first step is to ‘warm up’, much like stretching before physical exercise. You will
not be creating your final list in this first step, therefore, no need to spend too
much time on it.
Print up a copy of the list and then pick the process that works best for you.

Process of Resonance
As you’re reviewing the list, on a separate sheet of paper write down the values
from the list that instinctively feel important to you. Alternatively, working with
the list you’ve printed out, draw a circle around or underline the words that
resonate. There is no limit to the number of words you choose.
Once complete, review the list you just made, or the words you’ve circled. If there
were any other words that came to mind while doing this exercise, add them on.
OR

Process of Elimination
As you read through the list of values, cross off the ones that don’t feel
particularly important to you. Next, review the remaining values and circle the
ones that feel meaningful to you, and cross off the rest. As you look over the list
that remains, ask yourself if any values are missing from it. If yes, add them on.
Having completed either one of these processes, you now have a working list of
values to look back on as needed as you continue on to step two – the Deep Dive!
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List of Values – Print Me
Abundance
Acceptance
Accomplishment
Accuracy
Achievement
Acknowledgement
Activeness
Adaptability
Adoration
Adventure
Affection
Affluence
Aggressiveness
Altruism
Ambition
Appreciation
Approachability
Assertiveness
Assurance
Attentiveness
Audacity
Authenticity
Autonomy
Awareness
Awe
Balance
Beauty
Belonging
Bliss
Boldness
Bravery
Calmness
Camaraderie
Candor
Capability
Care
Carefulness
Certainty
Challenge
Charity
Cheerfulness
Clarity
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Cleanliness
Clearmindedness
Comfort
Commitment
Compassion
Completion
Composure
Confidence
Conformity
Congruency
Connection
Consciousness
Consistency
Contentment
Contribution
Control
Conviction
Cooperation
Courage
Courtesy
Creativity
Credibility
Curiosity
Daring
Decisiveness
Dependability
Desire
Determination
Devotion
Dignity
Directness
Discipline
Discovery
Discretion
Diversity
Dreaming
Drive
Duty
Education
Effectiveness
Efficiency

Elegance
Empathy
Encouragement
Endurance
Energy
Enjoyment
Enthusiasm
Excellence
Excitement
Experience
Expertise
Exploration
Expressiveness
Fairness
Faith
Fame
Family
Fearlessness
Fidelity
Fierceness
FinancialIndependence
Fitness
Flexibility
Flow
Focus
Freedom
Friendliness
Frugality
Fun
Generosity
Grace
Gratitude
Growth
Happiness
Harmony
Health
Heart
Helpfulness
Heroism
Honesty
Honour

Hope
Humility
Humour
Hygiene
Imagination
Impact
Independence
Ingenuity
Insightfulness
Inspiration
Integrity
Intelligence
Interdependence
Intimacy
Intuition
Joy
Justice
Kindness
Knowledge
Leadership
Learning
Liveliness
Logic
Longevity
Love
Loyalty
Making a
difference
Maturity
Mindfulness
Modesty
Motivation
Nature
Openmindedness
Openness
Optimism
Organization
Originality
Outrageousness
Passion
Peace

Perceptiveness
Perfection
Perseverance
Persuasiveness
Philanthropy
Playfulness
Pleasure
Power
Practicality
Pragmatism
Precision
Preparedness
Presence
Privacy
Pro-activity
Professionalism
Prosperity
Prudence
Punctuality
Purity
Purpose
Reason
Reasonableness
Recognition
Reflection
Relaxation
Reliability
Resilience
Resolve
Resourcefulness
Respect
Restraint
Reverence
Sacredness
Sacrifice
Satisfaction
Security
Self-control
Selflessness
Self-reliance
Sensitivity
Sensuality

Serenity
Service
Sharing
Significance
Silence
Silliness
Simplicity
Sincerity
Solidarity
Solitude
Spirit
Spirituality
Spontaneity
Stability
Stillness
Strength
Structure
Success
Support
Surprise
Synergy
Teamwork
Temperance
Thoughtfulness
Tradition
Tranquility
Trust
Truth
Understanding
Uniqueness
Unity
Usefulness
Variety
Vision
Vitality
Warmth
Wealth
Willingness
Wisdom
Wonder
Youthfulness
Zeal
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Step 2 – Core Value Deep Dive
The first exercise was intended to get your mind thinking in terms of values. Now
that you’re warmed up, it’s time to dive in deeper. In step two you’ll be looking
back on your own life experiences, to discovery and create a personal list of
values.

Below are a number of common life circumstances that most of us experience at
some point in time. As you read each one, take some time to reflect on personal
examples of each. Next, using the coaching questions that follow, identify the
values that were being met or compromised in each instance and add them to
your list.
Think of a time when you were faced with a major life challenge.
Think of the various challenges you face on a daily basis.
What felt important to you in those moments?
What did you naturally prioritize?
What was being compromised or put at risk in each situation?
How did you get through such challenges?
What resources or sort of help did you seek out?
When you faced such challenges, what could you be counted on for?
6
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Write down the values you identify through this reflection, referring to the words
left on your values list to help if needed.
Think of times in your life when you have felt the most alive, happy or fulfilled.
What are the little things that make you feel happy, satisfied, or grateful on a
daily basis?
What specifically did you feel in these moments?
What was important in these moments that contributed to the way you
felt?
Write down the values you identify through this reflection.
What is your BIG DREAM? If you don’t have a big dream, then what is the
impact you’d like your life to have had?
How do you feel when you think about your big dream, or desired impact?
What makes this big dream or desired impact important to you?
What would be at risk if you were unable to achieve your dream or impact?
What is important about that?
Add the values you identify through this reflection to your list.
What are the main causes of stress in your life?
What are you tolerating that has to change?
What are some of the daily irritations that bring you down, or trigger you
emotionally?
As you think about these aspects of your life, what are the feelings you
experience? What would you rather be feeling?
As you think about what you are tolerating, what do you think is missing?
What is important about that?
If you continue to tolerate these aspects of your life, or these daily
irritations, what is at risk?
Add the values you identify through this reflection to your list.
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Step 3 – Clarifying Your Deepest Values
You now have your own personal list of values. Go through the pared down list of
values from your warm up exercise, and if you feel any of them are missing from
your personal list, add them to it. At the same time, if any other values come to
mind, add them as well.
Take a look at your personal list and cross out any words that don’t feel that
important. From the ones remaining, notice which ones feel like they might be
the most important and for each one ask yourself the following questions to see if
an even deeper value can be uncovered:
What about this value is important to me?
When this value is met, what does that give me?
Then what? And then what?
Keep going with that last question until you come to the ultimate desired
feeling or outcome that the initial value was moving you toward.
For example, I have learning on my list.
What is important to me about learning?
Answer: Growing.
When I’m learning and growing, what does that give me?
Answer: It gives me a sense of satisfaction.
Then what?
Answer: When I feel satisfied I feel like I’ve done my best.
Then what?
Answer: When I’ve done my best, after learning something new, I feel I
have more to contribute.
Then what?
Answer: Being able to make a contribution is very important to me.
I would now add contribution to my list of values.
Ideally, this exercise served to help you connect the dots in respect to how your
values work together, motivating you to live, express, and attain your deepest
Core Values.
8
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Step 4 – Narrowing Down the List
At this point, you likely have a long list of values. Review your list and add any
values that come to mind that you feel are missing. The next step is to narrow
down your list of values by first organizing them into groups and choosing the
value word that best describes the group; narrowing it down to your top ten, and
finally to your top five.

Looking over your list, start grouping together values that have the same or
similar meaning.
Example: (Each line is a group of values with similar meanings.)
Acknowledgment, recognition, appreciation, respect, and validation
Enthusiasm, passion, and zeal
Commitment, reliability, loyalty, and faithfulness
Humour, silliness, lightness, and fun
Purpose, impact, contribution, and meaning
Once your values are organized into groups, if you have more than ten groups of
values, narrow this list down to your top ten most important ones. Then, narrow
down the list even further to your top five – these are your deal breakers.
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Next, if all the words in a group of values have the exact same meaning for you,
pick the one word that feels most resonant for you and cross out the rest. If you
are left with words that are similar, but not the same, try to pick the one that best
represents your value. If you feel you need more than one word to articulate the
value that was identified, then use two. The intention of this step is to narrow
down and clarify, not to force a label on a value that doesn’t feel quite right.
Example:

Acknowledgment, recognition, appreciation, respect, and validation
Enthusiasm, passion, and zeal
Commitment, reliability, loyalty, and faithfulness
Humour, silliness, lightness, and fun
Purpose, impact, contribution, and meaning

Now, write down your final list.
Example:

Appreciation/Respect
Passion
Commitment/Loyalty
Lightness
Contribution

You’ve successfully identified your top five Core Values, but you are not done yet!
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Step 5 – Rating Your Core Values
Rate your Core Values in order of importance, the most important as the first
which is the one value that trumps all the others. Write down the final list of your
Core Values.

Here are some questions to help you realize the order:
Which of these five, is the one value I cannot live without?
In order to live my best, most congruent life, what order do my values
need to be in?
If my life was otherwise perfect (by your own definition of perfect), what
is the one value that if compromised, would suddenly make life
challenging?
Once you’ve decided on an order, put your values work aside and come back to it
in a day or two to review the order. Does it still feel right? If not, make the
necessary adjustments.
Congratulations! Now you are complete – good work!
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Living Your Core Values
Living your Core Values takes a conscious effort. As you go about your day over
the coming weeks and months, think about your Core Values. Notice how you are
naturally living your values, and the areas of your life in which you need to make
changes in order to be more aligned with them.
Write your values down in the cover of your journal or agenda, as well as on postit notes or cue cards which can be left in strategic places in your home or office,
to regularly remind you of them. Another way to keep your Core Values in mind is
to create a collage of images, or an altar of items, that represents each one.

“When values, thoughts,
feelings, and actions are in
alignment, a person becomes
focused and character is
strengthened.”
John C. Maxwell

Values and Self-Management
“Living with integrity means behaving in ways that are in harmony
with your personal values.” Barbara De Angelis
Anytime you feel triggered or upset, ask yourself which value is being
compromised? Then ask yourself; “What do I need in order to honor this value,
and what can I do to make that happen?” Sometimes what is needed is time…
time to ride out the situation, as many moments of unease are temporary. Other
times we need to do something, to take action to improve our current situation.
Wisdom, which comes from experience and a good judgement, helps us to know
the difference.
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Values and Goal Setting
“Define your priorities, know your values and believe in your purpose.
Only then can you effectively share yourself with others.” Les Brown
As you set personal and professional goals going forward, it is important to review
how they line up with your values. There is less chance for self-sabotage and
procrastination when your goals are aligned with your values. Anytime a specific
goal, or necessary action to achieve the goal, requires one of your Core Values to
be compromised is an indication you need to review your plan more thoroughly
and make some adjustments.

Values and Decision Making
“When your values are clear to you, making
decisions becomes easier.” Roy E. Disney
When you have a decision to make, big or small, check in with your values. Start
by identifying what is most important to you about the situation, and then as you
consider various options, notice how each option either meets or compromises
your values. Ideally, this strategy will empower your decision making and make
choosing easier; however, keep in mind that life is not always simple or fair. There
will be times when you’ll be faced with conflicting values, when you’ll feel like you
have no choice but to compromise one value for another. In such cases, refer to
your number one Core Value and try to find a way to have it met. By ensuring
your top deal breaker is met, you’ll be better able to reconcile the fact that a
lesser value couldn’t be.

“We don't have to be perfect, just engaged and committed
to aligning values with actions.” Brené Brown
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