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It’s not because things are difficult that we don’t dare.

It’s because we don’t dare that things are difficult.

—SENECA                               
(Roman philosopher, 1st century A.D.)




INTRODUCTION

Every day you’re bombarded with images of people doing better than you. There is an endless stream of reality shows selling the fantasy that somewhere out there are celebrity trainers, designers, and talent scouts helping people just like you lose weight, spice up their wardrobes, or launch music careers. Hollywood cranks out movie after movie about “ordinary people” who are impossibly sexy, funny, and adventurous. Log onto Facebook, and it seems as if everyone but you spends all his or her time having fun.

Of course, you know this isn’t how the world actually works. There’s no reality-show fairy godmother coming to whisk you away to a magical life. You don’t have an entire Hollywood makeup team helping you look good, or screenwriters coming up with adventures to spice up your day. Facebook is nothing but heavily packaged “Kodak moments” that bear no relation to how people really live.

But even though you know all of these things are fake, there’s still a part of you that wonders why your life isn’t more satisfying. You know life isn’t a movie, but does it have to be so boring? Does it have to require so much effort? It’s not that things are awful, they just … aren’t that great. You say you’re “fine,” but you want more from life. The gap between the life you secretly wish you could lead and the life you’re leading seems to be growing every day. This is your reality.

But it doesn’t have to be.

In fact, the truth is that at this very moment, you couldn’t buy better odds for success.

Everything you need to get whatever you want is there for the taking. There’s a step-by-step instruction book for any subject, written by a fully credentialed expert. There are millions of blogs to walk you through any conceivable lifestyle change. There is free technology available to help you launch a business, sell your stuff, or publish your ideas. There are a thousand different networking tools to help you make new friends or find true love.

No, you don’t have a reality show or Hollywood team doing everything for you—but you don’t need them. You are very powerful when you put your mind to it. Everything you could ever need to live the life you want is right there at your fingertips. If you feel bored or stuck, it isn’t because of the economy, or a lack of resources, or because America hasn’t voted you its next idol. The real reason you feel stuck is you.

You are in your own way. If you don’t feel like it, you don’t do it. If you think you can’t, you won’t. If you can avoid confrontation or challenge, you do. If you can figure out a way to do nothing, you will. Your feelings are in charge of your head and they are running you into the ground. It is you who are robbing yourself of power and happiness.

If you could get out of your own way, you could have everything you want. You could be healthier. You could be more confident. You could be more successful. You could be happier. You could be more powerful. You could shrink that gap between the life you want and the life you lead, until it doesn’t exist at all.

This book will teach you how.



Part I: Why You Aren’t Getting What You Want
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Given the choice between accomplishing something and just lying around, I’d rather lie around.

No contest.

—ERIC CLAPTON






CHAPTER ONE

Stop Hitting the Snooze Button

There are some days when you just feel more powerful. You force yourself to get up early and break a sweat before everyone else wakes up. That sets the tone for the rest of your day. Your coffee tastes especially good, and the commute doesn’t suck. At work, you go the extra mile on a project and come off looking like a hero. Afterward, you meet some friends whom you haven’t seen in months, and have a couple of drinks on an outdoor deck in the cool summertime air. Someone hands you tickets he couldn’t use. You embrace spontaneity and go see a great show. Afterward, you drive home by moonlight, have great sex, and drift off to sleep on a cloud.

We’ve all had days when we feel excited about our lives. We feel young, confident, and alive. Everything clicks. We feel like we’re going somewhere, like we have momentum. We become more powerful versions of ourselves.

The powerful you is always there waiting, like a switch inside you that needs to be turned on! It’s the part of you that loves discovery, curiosity, challenges, exercise, connecting with other people, checking off goals, taking action, heading somewhere, and talking out loud. It is a force inside you that wants to grow, move, and expand. All you have to do is locate the switch and turn it on.

At the same time, there’s an equal and opposite force that works inside you to hold you back. You were born with resistance. It’s an inner, evolutionary bias to take the safe bet, the sure thing, the known path. Whenever you’re feeling bored, bummed, or broken, your power is off and resistance is on. Resistance loves surfing the Web, vegging out in front of the TV, sticking to routine, not picking up the phone, hitting snooze, avoiding confrontation, making excuses, rumination, and isolation.

Resistance will keep your life in place; the power inside you will push your life forward. You will always feel tension between these two forces. Every single day of your life, you have the choice to stay where you are or move your life in new directions. The question is: Will the powerful you turn on and start taking action, or will you resist and wait just a little longer to get the joy, satisfaction, and fulfillment you deserve?

The Snooze Button

Right now, resistance is winning. Just consider how you start each day. The alarm goes off and to your sleeping self the sound seems to start somewhere behind your eyeballs. You instantly press the snooze button. Silence returns and you consider your options. Today was supposed to be the fifth day of your new exercise program. But it feels awfully early to be getting out of bed and walking across the cold floor in your bare feet. The mere thought of it makes your head throb.

You think about that calendar on the closet wall where you stuck four gold stars after each run, and it suddenly strikes you as ridiculous, a cheesy strategy to trick yourself into following through on a commitment. You know that it’s important to stick to your goals, but there’s something so annoying and fake about all that motivational philosophy. There’s nothing at all inspiring about getting up in the morning. It sucks. Whose dumb idea was it to promise to exercise anyway? One day off won’t matter that much. Besides, it feels a lot colder today. You close your eyes and feel the welcome lull of sleep coming over you again.

A few minutes later the alarm sounds again, and you hit the snooze once more. You’re not feeling up for the exercise, and your knee was bothering you again yesterday, so it’s probably better that you not push it too hard. You’d have to ice it down, and that extra time would make you late for work. Besides, you’re definitely going to start back up tomorrow, which will give your knee a solid rest. You fall asleep again.

The alarm rings, but at this point it’s too late to jog anyway. You hit snooze and drift off again.

In all of modern history, no single invention has so perfectly captured the perverse power of the mind to defeat its own best intentions as the snooze button. Situated precisely between your dreams and your waking life, the snooze button allows you to delay the inevitable with a minimum of true effort. When you hit the snooze button, you surrender power. Every grand resolution, every promise you’ve ever made to yourself, every good intention can be instantly wiped away with a simple press of a button. The snooze button is the perfect symbol of human resistance, and the emblem of anyone who feels stuck. Stuck in a dead-end job, stuck in a holding pattern, stuck in a stale relationship, stuck with a flabby body, stuck with a bunch of cool ideas that you never find the time to execute—just plain stuck.

When you’re stuck, the snooze button is your best friend and your worst enemy. It allows you to stay in the comfortable confines of your hamster wheel. It allows you to effortlessly delay the real work of changing your life. No need to ask why we invented it—we already have a snooze button preinstalled inside us. It’s always there if we want to use it. And use it we do. We come up with every imaginable excuse to delay, to avoid, and to stay stuck right where we are.

Take Alison for instance. She called into my show asking for advice about pursuing her dream to become a professional actress.

“How old are you, Alison?”

“Thirty-four.”

“How long have you wanted to act?”

“My entire life. I’ve always wanted to be an actress. I dream about it,” Alison says.

“When’s the last time you acted?”

“I’ve never acted.”

“What do you mean—never never?” I ask.

“Never.”

“Why not?”

“I’m fat. I’m short. I’m scared.”

“What are you scared of?”

“Being told I can’t act,” she says.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m worried if I tried, I’ll be told I can’t do it.”

I can’t make this stuff up. It’s easy to judge Alison, but you do the exact same thing. For any part of your life that persistently makes you feel unhappy, you’ve created a million equally absurd reasons not to fix it.

Alison is trapped between her dream of being an actress and the paralysis she imposes by convincing herself to do nothing. You do the same thing every time you whine about problems but do nothing to fix them. You make excuse after excuse. “I don’t have time.” “I can’t.” “I might fail.”

In her thirty-plus years, Alison has never tried out for a school play, taken an acting class, tried improv, or even signed up for Toastmasters. She tortures herself with this “dream,” but presses snooze on every effort to change her life for the better. Her excuses are irrelevant. There are plenty of short, fat actresses in the twenty-first century, and they all have some level of fear to push through.

The irony of the situation is that Alison—by pressing snooze time after time—has made her worst nightmare a reality. She can’t act, because she has told herself that she can’t. By caving in to her inner resistance, she has already sealed the verdict on her acting career without even stepping outside her brain.

Behold the malevolent power of your inner snooze button to convert dreams into nightmares. She claims that fear prevents her from taking a step forward, but the truth is that showing up for a casting call in hot pink body paint might be less painful than the slow torture of living with a dream denied. So what’s stopping Alison from taking a step forward?

Her brain. Over the years, Alison has avoided taking on any kind of challenge so many times that her brain is now primed to steer her clear of taking action. Her brain has grown to expect avoidance and to plan around it. All those calls for a change that surfaced in Alison whenever she felt inspired to become an actress should have tipped her into a commitment to take action. Instead she did nothing, and she’s become stuck.

There have been thousands of moments in Alison’s life when she thought about taking action: reciting lines in front of the mirror, Googling “casting agent Kansas City,” even watching contestants on reality shows amaze the world and wishing desperately that she could have a similar moment. Yet when the signal to take action sounds, Alison does nothing. She chooses to go nowhere.

Dreams and ambitions arise inside you as a signal, telling you that the powerful you is needed, right here, right now! The choice is always in front of you: Turn on the powerful you and move forward, or give in to resistance and go nowhere. If you take action, you can begin to build momentum and roll your life in small but new directions toward something you want, such as a better body, a better marriage, or something that might make you feel happier about where your life is going.

However, you don’t take action, do you? You find different ways to let that dream fizzle. You give in to resistance, find some excuse, chicken out, and stay stuck. Every time you do that, you postpone your dreams. You rob yourself of happiness. You fall short of your true potential.

If you’re tired of making the same promises to yourself and never keeping them, of making the same secret wishes over and over and never achieving them, of relying on “willpower” only to find that it isn’t enough, then stick with me and keep reading.

You can have what you want, and I will teach you how. We will work together to figure out what you truly want, and build the momentum and stamina required to reach your true potential. You’ll learn exactly what’s behind the resistance you feel. I will show you metacognition tricks to outsmart your brain’s self-defeating instincts. You will learn to recognize the signals for action and wake up and take control. Following my five-step method, you will locate the power switch inside you and learn how to turn it on.

You’ve hit the snooze button on your life for the last time.

What Feeling Stuck Is and What It Isn’t

There’s a name for that feeling just below the surface, when you know you want more from life but you don’t know how to get it. When you constantly say things are fine while knowing that you really want something more. It’s called stuck. Feeling stuck builds slowly from the inside like corrosion on a metal pipe. It’s easy to miss because it starts with a vague feeling that something’s a little off. There’s no big, obvious problem to solve. On the surface, everything seems fine. But something is missing from your life and you can’t quite put your finger on what it is, though some words come close—fulfillment, happiness, purpose, empowerment.

Instead of taking action, you placate your ambitions with excuses and rationalizations. You can’t change your career. You don’t have time to exercise. You can’t find love. You can’t start over.

But no matter how plausible these explanations sound on the surface, they are just rationalizations that let you avoid making a deeper commitment to achieving true satisfaction and happiness. These excuses keep you from heading in the right direction, taking control of your destiny, and becoming the person you want to be.

Of course, realizing your dreams is not going to be easy. It will require work and commitment from you. But you already know far too well the price of ignoring your dreams—that stuck feeling grows stronger inside you, it starts to undermine all aspects of your life, and if you don’t confront the feeling and decide to make a true change, it will actually start to define you.

Feeling stuck is different from a crisis. When you face a crisis, your life crashes down all around you. A crisis comes the moment when you find the e-mail from your husband’s secret lover, or your boss tells you that you’re fired, or the doctor says, “I’m sorry, it’s malignant.” That’s a crisis—and what you feel is not stuck. You feel panic. When a crisis hits all you care about is surviving. When people feel stuck, they paralyze themselves with worries about rocking the boat. When they’re in crisis, the boat has just been hit by a cannonball.

The key difference between being stuck and being in crisis is your relationship to change. When you’re in crisis, your life will change whether you like it or not. Your major task is how you manage the change. But when you’re stuck, the major task is deciding if you’re going to change at all. The challenge is finding the ability, in the face of an overwhelming amount of resistance, to create a small change in your life and build on it.

The only way to get unstuck is to force yourself to change and grow in meaningful ways. When you were younger you had all kinds of experiences to look forward to as an adult: college, moving out on your own, making your own money, blasting music, drinking, travel, dating, getting a “real” job. You were excited about what the future might hold. The last time most of us felt that type of optimism was on the eve of college graduation, anticipating what adult life would be like. “I’ll get out in the real world and get a job where I can travel and manage people,” you said to yourself. What a joke. The allure of travel wears off after a week on the road and managing people is a pain in the butt. You soon learn that a large part of adult life is spent standing in lines, waiting on hold, sitting in traffic, sending things to the printer, laying out PowerPoint presentations, and wasting your time in meetings. Your life quickly goes from waiting for something amazing to happen to assuming nothing will.

Marriages suffer from this same cycle. You start dating someone with wonder and anticipation, drunk on love. You romanticize everything about your partner, and even mundane activities like going to the grocery store together can seem like a fantastic date. But then you fall into a routine, and years later, you’ve become roommates, circling the same safe topics while packing lunches, the monotony broken only by occasional date nights.

Deep down, you know why these parts of your life have gone stale. It’s because nothing new is happening. You may say you fear change, but the lack of change in your life is why you feel so blah. Monotony will drive any human relationship or endeavor into a ditch. That inner snooze button that lulls you into staying put is slowly killing you. At this point, you have no other choice. No one is coming to do this for you. You need to push yourself and move forward.

If you want more out of life, you must grow. Think about that for a minute because it makes sense. Every part of your body grows for your entire life: your hair, nails, and skin are constantly growing, and your cells regenerate every seven years. Your life needs to grow, too. If your life stops growing in new directions, you will start to feel a longing for more. As soon as you admit to yourself that you are no longer moving in the right direction or growing in ways that challenge and fulfill you, then you have the opportunity to change.

Circling, Spinning, and Thinking Leads You Nowhere

Deep down you probably have a pretty good sense of what you’d like to change. You most likely consider it quite often. Not in a fixated, obsessed kind of way, but as a droopy resignation that crosses your mind during the quiet moments when you’re alone, drifting through the supermarket or riding home from work.

Colleen daydreams regularly about what she’d like to change in her life. She wants to meet someone great and get married. She’s dressing in her one-bedroom apartment, putting on a wrap dress, mary jane heels, and her favorite Coach handbag. She stops and stares in the mirror by the door to check herself out before heading off to work.

Perhaps today is the day. She wants nothing more than to find the right person, fall in love, and start a family. Particularly that last part—at forty-two, she’s already certain she’ll have trouble getting pregnant. She wraps the scarf around her neck the way she learned at the boutique in Paris where she bought it last year. That European adventure was another all-girls trip. At this point, she’ll be the last from her circle of friends to get married. One of them is already divorced. “Thank God,” Colleen thought when she heard the news. Of course she felt “bad” for Julie, but at least now she’ll have a dinner partner again.

She colors her lips with a cocoa-toned lipstick and wonders for a moment if she should be wearing something brighter. Forty-two. Single and successful. Why is this happening to me? Why can’t I meet anyone? She walks out the front door down four flights of stairs. She picks up her newspaper lying next to the stroller in the lobby and feels a small pang in her heart. When will it be my turn?

Like Colleen, you’ve probably circled around the changes you want to make to your life the way a dog circles a tree full of squirrels: lose eighty pounds, start a business, stop smoking, build a house, meet someone, bank a million, find your passion. There’s no way you’re possibly going to make those changes happen any more than that dog will actually climb that tree, and you can list a hundred different reasons why, but you keep looking up and checking to see if those squirrels are still there.

Sometimes as you circle that tree, you might realize that you’re stuck in a loop. You keep making the same resolutions over and over. Richard Wiseman, a psychologist at Britain’s University of Hertfordshire, found in a recent study that 88 percent of people fail to keep their resolutions. That’s not news to anyone who’s made one. You are fired up to train for a marathon on January 1, but by the fifth morning even those gold stars on your calendar in the closet can’t lure you from your warm bed.

You want to change, but you never seem to be able to follow through, or you don’t ever take the steps to really make it happen. Or like Colleen, you don’t have a clue what to do differently. You’ve probably tried several times to make a small change but have given up after a few strikeouts, or gotten sidetracked, or faced too much scorn and resistance from others. Or maybe you are just too intimidated by the prospect, because you know your own limits too well, so you don’t even bother. No one feels likes doing the work to change. But powerful people do it anyway. That’s the difference between someone who is stuck and someone who makes things happen in life. The powerful you figures out how to stop circling the tree and take real action.

Brian spends fifteen hours in traffic every week to get to work. This evening the interstate is at a standstill. “Must be an accident,” he thinks. He flips through the channels on the radio looking for a traffic report. His mind drifts to the evening ahead. Jennifer will be home by now with the boys. By the time Brian gets home, they’ll be plugged into their laptops and doing homework in their rooms, and he’ll be eating dinner alone in the kitchen while Jennifer does the dishes. They’ll talk, but not really about anything. He wonders momentarily if they’ll have sex tonight; it’s been months.

He thinks back to college, remembering when he had the freedom to jump into a crappy old car and visit a friend five hundred miles away, or go to parties and meet new and exciting people who would challenge his perspective. He remembers when he landed a real job, and tasted his first real financial success. He wonders, as he has on so many drives home, how he ended up here trapped in a job he hates just so he can pay his bills.

Then he starts to think about Molly, as he does whenever he starts to get depressed. She started working at the company four months ago, and their connection was immediate. It was clearly more than professional for both of them, though they played it cool. In the past several weeks she’s gone from a simple distraction to someone whom he actually can’t stop thinking about. They can talk about things that he can’t discuss with Jennifer. They e-mail all weekend long and check in on text. He has crossed emotional boundaries, but no physical ones—which doesn’t stop him from fantasizing endlessly about having sex with her. Some days he prays for a conference or a business trip where he has a built-in excuse to get drunk and make a “mistake.”

His cell phone beeps. A new text is in. “Hey, honey, boys have eaten. What’s ur eta?” Brian’s heart sinks. “I can’t do that to Jennifer. I have to stop this before it goes too far.” He thinks about sending Molly a text—“I can’t do this.” But he doesn’t want to end this wonderful distraction and is annoyed at the prospect that he should. It’s the first time in a decade he has looked forward to work and Jennifer is always “tired.” He wonders for a minute how he ever ended up in the mortgage industry. He scans the last twenty years, looking for the wrong turn. He keeps coming back to the decision to get out of retail sales and go into management. Back then, Brian had hated what sales required: the cold-calling, haggling with inspectors over valuation, scanning the obituaries and pitching widows on cashing out of their homes and downsizing. He wanted to change careers and start a business, but the boys were little and Jennifer wanted to stay home, so he didn’t push it. He took the most comfortable route: a lateral move into corporate. Now he feels like he is stuck on this track forever. He worries about paying the mortgage, car payments, insurance, and college tuition. A midlevel manager in a dying industry is not where Brian expected to be at forty-four.

The feeling that you are trapped by the life you have created is terrifying and infuriating. Deep down, you know you want something more, but maybe you don’t know what it is or you simply don’t have a clue how to get it.

Brian is annoyed with how life has turned out. Frankly, it’s turned him into a jerk. He complains to himself that life isn’t fair, that the company is the problem. He blames Jennifer’s lack of intimacy for his fantasies about Molly. With Brian, there’s plenty of blame to pass around, as long as it doesn’t land on him. When you think like Brian, nothing is your fault. It’s the perfect way to keep from facing your own problems and your need to change. When you can’t get what you want out of life, it’s easy to start acting like a jerk. Your inability to change your life and be more fulfilled frustrates the heck out of you, which clouds your mind.

If Brian were being powerful, he’d be doing what he doesn’t feel like doing. He’d end the dangerous flirtation with Molly, he’d get into counseling with Jennifer, and he’d write a business plan and launch something on the side instead of surfing the Web and scouring the past for mistakes. It’s obvious what he should do, right? And it’s clear that he is miserable. So it begs the question: Why doesn’t he do it? The same reason you don’t: He doesn’t feel like it.

There are days that Colleen feels so scared that she’ll always be alone that she can barely get out of bed and face the day. She sees couples everywhere she goes and has recently started to give up on having a family of her own. The guys she meets online don’t last beyond the first meeting over coffee and a dinner date. She can’t figure out why she can’t meet anyone, when all her friends have had such luck. She’s got a good body, comes from a great family, and has a solid career—but she’s alone. Will she ever have kids? Will she ever find love? She’s so afraid of disappointment that she can’t be herself when she meets someone new. She comes on either too strong or too eager. She’s so afraid of not being liked that she can’t act normal. Instead of trying to relax and just get out more, Colleen is cooling on the idea of dating altogether. If Brian’s resistance is turning him into a jerk, then Colleen’s has made her a chicken. And just as Brian’s anger is keeping him from thinking clearly, Colleen’s fear is overriding her good judgment.

If Colleen were being powerful, she would explore ways to get what she wants more than anything—a child. She would learn about adoption, being a foster parent, or single parenting by choice. She would end the ban on divorced men with children and see what dating one feels like. Friends have made these suggestions dozens of times. She’s clearly unhappy and not having success with her approach, so why is she pulling back instead of pushing ahead and exploring options? For the same reasons you don’t force yourself to push ahead and explore ways to change your life. She’s afraid.

Whether it is fear or frustration or both, the thought of trying to change your life can feel like trying to turn around an eighteen-wheeler in a packed parking lot. It’s your feelings about it all that keep you stuck. If it doesn’t “feel like” a good idea, you don’t do it. That’s the problem!

Action: The Enemy of Stuck

It’s obvious, right? Take action. But if it is so simple, why don’t you take the steps needed to make a change? Is modern life somehow more difficult? Or is it your fault because you lack the strength, stamina, or drive to really be successful? Is it just a natural part of growing up and coming to terms with your limitations?

It’s easy to blame the problem on circumstances such as time, money, or all the little details that get in the way and undercut your energy. There’s no doubt that modern life has gotten more complicated. You deal with decisions and situations every day that your grandparents never had to face. The uncertainty of life in the twenty-first century has a big impact on your personal ability and capacity to change. The effort needed to switch cell-phone carriers—never mind your job—is enough to send you spinning. And in the midst of all the confusion, it can seem as if some of the most important stuff starts to get mixed up with all the everyday stuff, until you feel as if the direction of your day hinges on trivial details such as finding a sock from the laundry that’s missing its mate, or forgetting to return a phone call, or the mood of your spouse at dinner. You have given up on ever making a serious change in your own life, just so you can get through the day.

But the real reason you get stuck has nothing to do with technology or chores, and everything to do with you and who’s in charge of your head. You listen to how you feel. You stop yourself when you feel afraid or annoyed, instead of doing the hard work to transform your desires into something solid and real by taking action.

Most people are like you, overworked and trampled by the demands of their life. But you don’t have to be part of that 88 percent crowd that hits the snooze, breaks their resolutions, and delays their dreams. You can get what you want, and you can be happy. You can be a filmmaker and a mom. You can have a trim tummy and a full-time job. You can find love and have a child. You can learn a new language and live overseas. You can have a hot marriage and start a new business.

And perhaps most important, you can get what you want without blowing up your life. You simply must adopt a powerful mindset and push yourself to take action when you don’t feel like it. To be powerful, you must make it happen while you worry that you can’t. You must push yourself to do the things you don’t want to do, so you can become the person you were meant to be. If Alison ignores how she feels, she can be an actor. Colleen can have a child if she pushes past her fears. Brian can work with Jennifer to improve their marriage and launch a side business if he’d just stop complaining and start taking action. You can have what you want, too. There’s nothing stopping you from achieving your goals but you and your dumb-ass excuses. Perhaps you’ve heard that so many times it sounds like a fairy tale. It is a fact. You can stay where you are, or you can change your life. Of course it takes effort, but it’s not as hard as you believe, and I’m going to prove it to you.

The Problem Is You

What’s the biggest obstacle between you and the life you want? I’m sure money, time, experience, and circumstances come to mind. You’re wrong. The biggest obstacle you face is you. You’re in your own way.

You’ve adopted a rigid mind-set that is preventing you from changing. A mind-set is like a pair of sunglasses that filters all your thoughts and feelings. If you put on a pair of sunglasses with amber-colored lenses, for example, it colors everything you see with a tint of brownish yellow. Rose-colored lenses make the world appear pink. You get the idea. Sunglasses change what you see.

A mind-set changes what you think and feel. Depending on your mind-set, your ideas either take flight or fizzle into nothing. If you looked at the world through a more powerful mind-set, you could take on and accomplish anything.

But right now, you’ve got a negative mind-set about change in place. It’s become so instinctual, you probably don’t even realize what you’re doing. Whenever you start thinking about changing something in your life or trying something new, you shade the idea with so much negativity, you kill it altogether. We’ve all heard the term victim mentality used to describe someone who always sees himself or herself as a victim. It’s easy to see in others but tough to spot in ourselves. Luckily, Lauren Zander, who teaches The Handel Method™ for life change at MIT and Stanford business schools, boils it down to two mind-sets: the chicken and the jerk. I love these two labels because they make it super easy to spot which one you use to kill your dreams. If you ever catch yourself acting like a chicken or a jerk, wake the hell up—you are not being powerful! Let me show you how this works.

Alison wants to be an actress. But when she is sitting at her desk and the thought rises in her head I should just Google “auditions Kansas City,” instead of being powerful and acting on the idea—she becomes a chicken. She starts thinking about stage fright and rejections, and convinces herself she’s not ready and puts off action, yet again. You do the same thing. When fear starts to creep in and you find yourself waging a campaign to delay action—WAKE UP!—you are being a chicken and pecking your dreams to death with “What Ifs.” You must turn on that power inside and take action regardless of how you feel.

Brian wants to get out of the mortgage business. But when he sees an interesting franchise advertised in the back of a magazine instead of calling the 800 number for more information—the jerk steps in. He feels annoyed about the money it would require and how much time he’s wasted in the mortgage industry, and then the dream becomes a “dumb idea” and disappears. You do the same thing. When thinking about change just makes you more frustrated and annoyed about the situation you are currently in—WAKE UP!—you are being a jerk and stomping out all motivation to move forward and explore. You must turn on that power inside and take action even though you don’t feel like it!


    

    	Identify Your Negative Mind-set
    	CHICKEN
    	JERK




    	What you say to yourself
    	I can’t. I’m not ready. I’m scared. What if I fail? I don’t know how. I might make a fool of myself. People will laugh. I’m not good enough. What if …
    	I don’t want to. Why me? I don’t feel like it. It doesn’t matter anyway. It’s his fault; he should have to fix this. What difference is it going to make? If only I had … I should have …


    


    

    	What you feel inside
    	Fear, nerves, anxiety, worry, concern, paralysis, overwhelmed, unworthiness
    	Anger, frustration, blame, smarminess, sarcasm, resignation, stubbornness, annoyance, impatience

  
    


    

    	What you should expect
    	It will feel terrifying and radical to force yourself to act because of the wall of fear the chicken has built up in your brain. But once you make a small move forward and see that you didn’t die, nothing bad happened, and it wasn’t as painful as you told yourself it would be … the fear will slowly start to dissolve. With every push forward, the chicken in your mind will get quieter and quieter until you no longer hear clucking at all.
    	The powerful you must go head to head with the jerk in your brain. You will never feel like it. You will argue against taking action. You will call yourself and the idea itself “stupid.” You will want to give up and you will try every way possible to bully yourself into stopping. The powerful you must just ignore this bullying and push ahead. Expect your brain to wage a campaign against moving forward until you start racking up a couple of small wins. Only with a few hard-fought wins will the jerk in your brain actually start to shut up.


    


    

    	Your mantra          
    	“Shut up. I’m doing it anyway.”       
    	“Shut up. I’m doing it anyway.”       






It may sound a little simplistic or cheesy to you. But getting what you want in life really does boil down to these little moments when either your negative mind-set takes control or the powerful you steps in and pushes forward.

You don’t have what you want because your thoughts and feelings hold you back. Your resistance to change, whether it manifests as fear or anger or stubbornness, keeps you on the safe, familiar path. Allowing a chicken or a jerk to run your life never ends well.

So what do you do when the chicken or the jerk is killing your motivation to act? The fix is not about making bold five-year plans, or locking yourself into death-march marathon efforts. It’s about becoming more powerful in small ways on a daily basis. By taking action (when you don’t feel like it), you can start to steer your life in new directions. You see, action is its own reward. Every new action you make, and every positive step you take toward change, will provide you with the inspiration and energy to take the next step. Every positive action creates momentum to supply the next action. When you start building momentum, you’re creating a perpetual motion machine that will give you enough energy to face the next challenge. Your challenge is simply to stop hitting the snooze and start. Not tomorrow. Not next week. Not next year. Start taking action now.

It sounds simple, but don’t kid yourself. It will take work and you’ll need to build stamina to rebuild that bridge between idea and action. You need to follow a recipe that helps you defeat the chicken and jerk mind-sets that you consider normal.

Stick with this book, and you’ll start seeing the world in a whole new way. You’ll start to see the mental traps you set for yourself throughout your day. You’ll understand how the world you live in pushes your psychological snooze buttons. One by one, we’ll dismantle them together. And you will realize the only way to get what you want is to stop saying you’re fine and learn how to be powerful, especially when you don’t feel like it.

Modern Life Makes You Feel Stuck

A feeling of control is the foundation of human happiness. When you feel like there are too many things outside your control, you start feeling powerless and unhappy. When you feel like your own actions can’t make a true difference in the direction of your life, you start giving up. And that’s the precise moment that you become stuck.

There’s something about life today that makes it easy to get stuck. The outside world operates on your inner well-being. Between the increasingly frantic pace of daily life, financial problems, and an endless stream of distractions, it’s no wonder that you feel like you can’t really be your best. You’re simply spending less time focusing on yourself. When you’re surrounded by change, and you’re constantly adapting to new conditions, it lowers your own desire and ability to change.

The world has totally changed beneath your feet and it has an enormous impact on how you feel. The economy has been undergoing seismic changes since the start of the 1980s. Hundreds of thousands of jobs have moved overseas, and the American economy has moved away from the stability of heavy manufacturing industries into a more volatile, service-driven system. The Web has exploded the amount of information you process every day, and created the need to adapt to a constant series of new gadgets and ideas. The ultimate effect of all this change on society is still unknown. The only thing that’s not in dispute is the fact that there is a negative effect on your brain. New problems and new decisions arrive at your doorstep each week. Whether it’s deciding how much television or Internet your kids can watch, or the shadow of unemployment hanging over your house, or just trying to eat healthfully, you feel a constant sense that you’re just barely keeping up. The modern world teaches you that there are too many things out of your control.

As if all these external factors weren’t enough, your own mind begins working against you, too. As the world inserts all sorts of uncertainties into your life, your mind supplements them by installing its own doubts. When you feel stuck, you become acutely aware of what’s missing in your life. Your mind tries to figure out what’s wrong, and focuses on the past, highlighting and even inventing a series of missteps. Every caller to my radio show raises them: Emily was “married too young,” Michael has “bills to pay,” Stephanie and her husband, Aaron, “grew apart,” Kathy “didn’t know anything else was possible,” and Sarah put her dreams “on hold when the kids where born.” You start to see the decisions in your life not as a series of small victories, but as a series of sacrifices that you’ve made, composed of a routine that you must endure, the details of which are beyond your control.

Of course, on the path to adulthood, you are forced to make big decisions that impact the direction of your life. The schools you attend, the jobs you accept, the monthly nut you need to cover, the friends you keep, maybe marriage and children—these decisions stick with you for a long time. But when you’re in a negative frame of mind, and you feel stuck, you start to rewrite history. As you look backward on each decision, and the path you took, you become more aware of the things you left behind. You twist these decisions that once were powerful symbols of your achievements, and start viewing them as sacrifices. Instead of seeing what a new job brought to your life, you begin to think about all the other jobs it cut you off from. Instead of seeing your marriage as a step toward building a truly adult relationship, you frame it as a burden that keeps you from growing individually.

And to complete the knot, there doesn’t seem to be any time to fix the problem. The demands of life can seem all-consuming. Sometimes it feels as if there’s no time to move outside the daily routine and do something different. After a long week, you look back and it can feel as if you had no spare time to do something interesting just for yourself. What could you possibly have done to really make a meaningful change in your own life, when you can’t even find the time to get a wax?

These internal and external forces reinforce and maintain a feeling of being stuck. The uncertainty caused by the economic climate, combined with the trap of daily routine, and the sense of sacrifice from unrealized dreams all create a spellbinding illusion that you lack control. If you hear yourself ever saying “It is what it is,” that’s not the powerful you talking.

Control cuts to the heart of our lives. A lack of control inspires all sorts of negative philosophical questions. Without control, you start to question your place in life, where you are headed, and what is the point of it all. Were my expectations too high? Is my life really supposed to be this unfulfilling? Is there something wrong with me?

You start to feel hopeless and too afraid to try anything new. You get mad and start acting like a jerk. You find yourself jealous of people who have more than you. You adopt a victim mentality and judge the world critically in order to make yourself feel better. Obviously, these mind-sets keep you stuck.

But as you’ll learn, despite the fact that you cast the problem in such a dramatic light, it’s really not hard to fix. You’ll find that if you can simply regain a very small amount of control over your life—by being more powerful and creating the time to do the things that truly inspire you and bring passion into your life—you will feel very different.

In fact, if you can reclaim control over 5 percent of your life, and spend that time doing something productive, energy-inspiring, and action-oriented, you will quickly restore order and balance to your life. You will find all the routine, uncertainty, and difficulty significantly more tolerable. You will discover that this small 5 percent acts like an anchor to reorient your whole perspective. Once you’ve achieved that small foothold, many things fall back into place.

But brace yourself, that first 5 percent is the hardest part.

Action Is the Key to Everything

Action is the key to becoming more powerful. An action is a thought brought to life. Something as simple as getting up from your chair and stepping outside began with a thought. “I’m feeling cooped up,” you think, and suddenly you’re outside in the fresh air. You thought about it, and somehow it happened. That’s a kind of magic, and too often we don’t really appreciate just how special taking action really can be. The sheer satisfaction from turning a wish—“I wish my room was clean”—into reality can be very fulfilling.

Compare it to other situations where you are passive. You’re in a train and watching the scenery pass by. You’re on your couch and watching a television chase scene through the streets of Rome. You’re at work and listening to your boss summarize last year’s performance. You recognize someone at a party, but don’t dare say hello.

All of these situations put a buffer between what you’re thinking and what you can actually do about it. You’re just a spectator. When you take action, your thoughts animate your body with purpose, and your body changes some small part of the world.

[image: ]


Discover a More Powerful You

TO combat your mind-set, adopt the five-second rule. Move from idea to execution in five seconds. Pretend that if you don’t, the idea will start to melt. The longer you wait, the more likely you’ll have only a puddle left to work with. If you think that’s not enough time, guess again. Five seconds is a lifetime for your brain and plenty of time for your thoughts and feelings to step in and kill the idea. Your brain can read the expression on someone’s face in less than thirty-three milliseconds, and your first instincts are often more correct than your second-guesses. Your brain can surely make up its mind quicker than you allow. So try it. What’s something you’ve been putting off? Take one small action now. The longer your idea sits there, the less likely you’ll take action.



Action unites body and mind. Every action starts with an inner, mental impulse and finishes with a physical gesture that rubs you up against the fabric of the world. Action is your own personal bridge from inside to outside.

The feeling of control is tightly linked to action. When you can take action and see positive results in the world, you feel powerful. But when you feel that your actions don’t make any difference in the world, or that it’s hardly even worth taking an action, you feel hopeless and unhappy.

Something feels broken inside when you’re stuck. Your mind is still working fine, because you can perfectly imagine the way your life should be going. Your thoughts give a very clear picture of the way things are supposed to be. You keep looking for ways to make a change. But something is preventing your deepest desires from translating into a concrete action. The connection is broken and it’s probably because the jerk or the chicken is in charge of your decisions.

Every experience in every moment of your life contains two primary elements: one is the outside world, the setting and circumstances that frame the moment. The other is the set of feelings, thoughts, and attitudes within you that both drive and respond to the moment. When you feel as though you lack control over your life, it’s because you feel that both parts are preventing you from taking meaningful action. You’re locked up, as if both your inner and outer worlds are ganging up to keep you from moving forward. You must start by taking back control of your head if you want to gain control over your life.

Don’t package your dreams as a huge accomplishment or you’ll feel chicken and never start. Rather, coax yourself into action by focusing on the steps in the organic process or on merely getting started. First of all, you probably feel overwhelmed and intimidated by the size and scale of change that would be needed to make a true difference in your life. Alison, for example, has a clear idea of what she wants (to be a “real” actor), and she’s packaged that idea as the result. So when she thinks about the change she wants to make in her life, instead of viewing it as an organic process, she sees herself at the premiere of her first movie talking to the paparazzi.

Of course, when you picture it like that, the change feels so enormous that only a mammoth or explosive effort could rocket you there. It feels completely out of the question that you’ll just drop a grenade into your life, move to L.A., conquer a lifetime of stage fright, and make a go of it as an actor. You’ve got commitments and responsibilities, bills to pay, and family members who rely on your support. You also know that real, lasting change in your life requires hard work, and perhaps a level of discipline and willpower that you simply don’t possess. And perhaps most frustrating, you just can’t seem to summon the energy to really do something about it. There are too many obligations and distractions that keep you from really spending the time on it. You start to feel a little chicken about the whole idea, so you start acting like one and don’t even try.

Don’t try to find the right way to get started or you’ll soon start to feel frustrated and become a jerk about it. Rather, push yourself to just start without it being perfect and move forward and improve from there. You also have to deal with all of the uncertainty that surrounds your goal. You have a hard time imagining exactly how you’re going to achieve it. The world today is so complex and unforgiving. There’s no instruction manual for life, and you probably don’t have a network of knowledgeable people to help you, or the experience required to break into something completely new. Without knowing how to do something, it feels impossible to dive in and start doing it. You’re bound to make costly mistakes, end up with egg on your face, and perhaps ruin your chances right at the start. That just makes you even angrier. Brian already can’t stand how his career has turned out and he’s afraid to make another bad career move. He punishes himself every time he sees the balance in his checking account. He feels like throttling the mortgage brokers in the office when they ring the bell, the sign of another deal closed and commission dollars rolling into their bank accounts, not his.

It’s important to realize that all these negative feelings are only half right. Yes, you want to kick yourself for some dumb decisions you’ve made. And it’s true that the change you want to make is probably big, and the world doesn’t let people cut to the front of the line on a smile. It takes real work to make things happen.

But amid all the fear and anger, you have forgotten about the most powerful ally in the world—yourself. Your inner world is completely under your control. Your emotions may feel overwhelming, the world may be pushing your buttons constantly, and those chicken and jerk feelings may undermine you at every turn, but you can regain control. You can start thinking bigger. Bigger than this moment. Bigger than this obstacle. Bigger than your fears and your frustrations. That’s the powerful you—it’s always bigger than the fears you feel. If the powerful you is in charge, you’ll push ahead and start taking the small series of steps that add up to change. That’s how you get what you want in life. And you will start to see the results of your effort almost immediately.

Without consciously and actively nurturing the kind of approach that lets you see something bigger for yourself and rebuild the bridge between idea and action, you will continue to fall into the same traps you’ve already sprung on yourself. You will continue to allow your feelings and thoughts to interrupt the path from dream to reality, and sap the energy that drives real change.

You Are Not Fine

The first and most important step is to stop saying you are fine. You are not fine. You need to quit pretending that you are, and state for the record what’s bothering you. There is a lot more in store for you than what you’ve got going on right now, and the first step to getting it is to stop pretending that everything is okay.

With that simple confession, you will be in great company, and on your way. A while back, I listened to the late Reverend Peter Gomes, a renowned theologian from Harvard University. He’s a classic Boston Brahmin of the twenty-first century, by way of Cape Verde, and a spiritual legend. If I’d been picking someone on this planet immune from feeling stuck in his life, I’d have put money on Peter Gomes.

But on that day, as I listened to one of his sermons, he said, “I have grown tired of where I am. I am tired of my small-mindedness. I am tired of my excuses. I am tired of who I am. I am tired of pretending that I have it all figured out. I want to become something more than who I am today. Who I am today is not who I am meant to become. My quest is the same as yours. The question we all face is: What about yourself are you willing to shed to become who you were meant to be?”

When he said that, all the brainiacs and overachievers filling Harvard’s church that day collectively exhaled. When Gomes admitted that he felt stuck, it allowed everyone to momentarily drop the facade. We’re all frustrated by some aspect of our lives. We want to be something bigger than we are. It’s built into our DNA. As long as you are breathing, you will be looking for something more. What you decide to do with that feeling determines everything about your life.

A woman called my radio show recently, and she wanted help losing sixty pounds. When I pressed her, she admitted that the number was closer to one hundred pounds. When I pressed her further, she admitted that it’s been an issue for years and then revealed her inner reason for why she hadn’t felt motivated. Until now. “Well, you know. It’s not that big of a deal. That’s why I haven’t done anything. It’s not like I have three hundred pounds to lose.” She had convinced herself that it wasn’t that bad. But it was bad. She beat herself up about her weight every day. She hated looking in the mirror. Hated shopping for clothes and felt horrible about her declining health. It was bad.

Everyone does this. We are all stuck in some area of our life, pretending it’s not that bad so we can justify doing nothing. You do it, too. You persuade yourself that things are not that bad because you don’t want to have to change. You also minimize the situation when you don’t know how to change something. Ironically, the more trapped you feel by your life, the more you’ll convince yourself it’s okay.

When you finally cut the baloney and admit it, you’ll be faced with the sobering reality of how much work is in front of you. That’s why the caller who was one hundred pounds overweight couldn’t tell the truth that a hundred pounds was a lot. That amount actually scared her. She couldn’t bring herself to say that she was shocked that it had climbed that high and felt terribly discouraged. It was so much easier to pretend that she’s not “that” fat and do nothing. This is a classic move. When you are afraid, it’s easier to convince yourself to do nothing than to deal with the thought of failing again.

We don’t want to tell the truth because lying to ourselves and justifying inaction is the only way we can avoid having to face the fear of taking a risk. As soon as you tell the truth, you blow up your coping mechanisms. If Brian were to stop being a jerk about his life and face the truth, he would feel like a failure. By downplaying it all with an air of anger, Brian avoids feeling what’s just beneath the tough surface: profound sadness that his life isn’t turning out as he’d hoped.

You downplay your disappointment in life. Everyone does. No one wants to tell the truth about what he really wants and how he really feels about his life. Especially when you see friends with cooler lives than you on Facebook, hear about people who somehow turned it all around, or watch perfect strangers get made over on reality television. The pressure to make sure that you are keeping up is everywhere. But keeping up with appearances won’t help you take action. It’s not powerful. You cannot get what you want if you refuse to face the truth. You are struggling. You long for more. We all do. That tension between where you are now and what you want to become is what makes you human.

There really is a method to changing your life and taking control of your head. I’m not pretending it’s rocket science, but it is too hard to go at it alone. You’ve already proven to yourself that you’re susceptible to hitting snooze and getting stuck. You know that you’ve got the capacity to undermine your own goals. This time, try it my way.
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