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      I dedicate this book to the core values by which I seek to live my life:

      Compassion - Imagination - Simplicity - Self-Discipline - Action
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        “We labour at our daily work more ardently and thoughtlessly than is necessary to sustain our life, because to us it is even more necessary not to have leisure to stop and think. Haste is universal because everyone is in flight from himself.”

        Nietzsche

      

      

      

      One sunny summer’s afternoon a while ago, I walked into the stud bar at my golf club. There were a dozen or so golfers clothed in chinos, polo shirts, and golf shoes sitting around, chatting, waiting to go out to play. As I walked in, one of the players, Ed, stood up and walked towards me, heading for the door.

      “Good afternoon, Ed,” I greeted him jovially.

      “I’m not talking to you. You were rude to me last week.” He said loudly. His face looked like thunder as he moved to walk past me.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, somewhat taken aback.

      “You were rude to me four times.” He raised his voice to make sure everyone heard.

      I could feel the heat rising inside of me. It has always been my way to face aggression head-on. I was about to reply angrily when something unusual happened. I felt it inside my head. It was as if a giant mood lever had been pulled across my mind. My mood switched instantly from negative anger to positive calm. I smiled.

      “I’m not going there, Ed,” I said evenly and turned away to join a group sitting at a card table.

      Later that evening, I replayed the incident in my mind. As Ed had spoken, it had definitely felt as if I was heading down a negative track towards an angry exchange. Then it seemed as if someone had pulled a giant lever that switched the points, sending my feelings down a completely different track towards a positive, calm space where I’d been in control of my feelings.

      I had no recollection of making a conscious decision to change track.

      Thinking further back into my day, before the incident, I could recall a busy morning where I’d rushed to complete some research and write an article about mood change for my newsletter, before setting out to play golf. I remembered that as I left my car in the golf club car park and started walking towards the clubhouse, I had told myself to relax, put a smile on my face, and enjoy the rest of the day. It had been in that mood that I had entered the stud bar.

      So something inside me had refused to allow me to be derailed from that mood.

      I sat perfectly still and visualised what had happened. I saw myself heading up the enjoyable track towards happiness. Then Ed had accosted me, and I’d moved onto the angry track. It was when Ed tried to derail my happy mood that it felt as if someone or something had moved the giant lever to switch the points, setting me back on the happy track.

      I focused on the image of the giant lever. I could see it clearly in my mind’s eye. It had certainly switched my mood. But who or what had pulled the lever? What had motivated them to do that?

      It could only be some part of my mind, but why had some part of my mind also created the image of the two tracks and the lever? And, most importantly, could I recreate these images and use them in other, life-affirming ways?

      This experience made me intensely curious about how I could use my imagination to dictate my moods, improve the quality of my life, and achieve unfulfilled ambitions.

      Google describes imagination as: “the mind's ability to create mental images and concepts of things that are not physically present, have not been experienced, or are entirely new. It is a key component of creativity and a vital tool for learning, problem-solving, and understanding different perspectives.”

      As a coach who has spent most of his life learning about and teaching self-improvement techniques, I was hungry for a more creative and interesting way to convey information that I know can be life-changing. The challenge is often to find a way to spark clients' interest enough to motivate them to implement techniques that are likely to enable them to change their lives for the better.

      Most people seem to think that once they know something, improvements will happen. They have fallen into the trap of believing that knowledge is power. But that’s like believing that knowing how to build a power station will generate electricity. No, you have to build the power station to get the electricity. It is what you do with knowledge that creates power.

      So I was seduced by the idea that I might be able to devise a novel way of using imagination as “a vital tool for learning, problem solving and creating behaviour changes.” In particular, I wanted to discover how to present knowledge in imaginative ways that would inspire action and lead to behaviour changes that would actually make a difference to people’s lives.

      Since that day, I have been constantly researching how the human imagination works and how it can be harnessed to improve the quality of our lives in a world where our senses are constantly bombarded with multiple messages seemingly designed to distract and confuse us.

      This book is the result of my research whilst coaching a small group of clients on a Journey of Self-Discovery. The Journey is about using your imagination to change behaviours and thus improve the quality of your life.

      On The Journey, we tested a toolbox of practical ideas for making lasting changes that improve personal performance, all grounded in the work of philosophers, psychologists, coaches, and spiritual teachers, with modern-day imagery to make these techniques practical and easy to implement.

      As you digest this book, you will embark on your own journey to learn the importance of symbolism, how to use images to understand what you need to do, and how to use them as motivation to perform the tasks necessary to create real change and self-improvement in your life. The images you will use have been devised to clarify what you need to do and make the actual doing enjoyable.

      You Can.
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            Learning the language of the place you are going

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “People expect happiness to happen to them. They don’t see it as something they have to do. People will go to a lot of trouble to learn French, physics, or scuba diving. They have the patience to learn to operate a car, but they won’t be bothered learning how to operate themselves.”

      

      

      Reading this paragraph from Newman and Berkowitz’s wonderful little book, How to Be Your Own Best Friend, was a life-changing moment for me. I was captivated by the idea of operating myself. And that if I learned to operate myself well, I could be happy.

      It had never previously occurred to me that I was actually in charge of, and could control, my thoughts, feelings, and actions. I, like most people, had been operating mainly on autopilot up to that moment in my life. I was living my life. I was obeying instructions about what to think, what to feel, and what to do, but who was giving those instructions? When you think about it, this is peculiar because what we think, feel, and do shapes our lives, makes us who we are, so the only way we can improve our lives is to think, feel, and act in better ways. But first, you have to decide what “better” is, so that you can pilot yourself to do what is “better”. I made the decision that, for the purposes of having a simple, attainable goal, “happiness” would be my objective.

      Then the question I asked myself was, “How might I be able to operate myself better, in order to feel happy within myself? Was there an owner’s manual somewhere?”

      As I dived deeper into the subject, I uncovered a lot of psychological jargon that was interesting, insightful, and stimulating, but, for me, difficult to apply as a means of making meaningful changes in how I operate myself. My aim was to master the art of operating myself so I could make myself happy. The jargon wasn't helping me do that.

      I decided to break down what I had learned and rework it into understandable, usable layman’s terms that I could use to coach myself and my clients to improve the quality of our lives. The basis of my approach was to develop memorable visual symbols that my clients and I could implant in our imaginations, where they could act as triggers to stimulate us to take the necessary actions to achieve the changes that would make us happy.

      One of the fundamental principles on which I worked was the belief that knowledge itself is not power; power comes from what you do with knowledge. Many of the clients I have coached have read self-improvement books and know what they should change about their thinking and behaviour, but they have never made those changes because they have not taken action to apply their knowledge. I needed to find a way to make applying knowledge and taking action easy and fun.

      This lack of action is rarely due to a lack of motivation; they have, after all, taken the trouble to read the book, watch the video, or attend the talk. It is simply that they have not found a fun, enjoyable, or practical way to apply their knowledge for a sufficiently lengthy period to make a difference.

      For the past 25 years, I have been evolving and testing what I call The Human Operating System, which I developed as the backbone of my personal performance coaching work. However, when I started thinking about how to write this book, I decided that I needed to work with a group of people so that I could practice explaining how to use positive imagination and observe how people applied the knowledge, and when they failed to apply the knowledge I was revealing, so that we could find more engaging or motivating ways to trigger consistent action.

      We were a group of five travellers who set off on this Journey of Self-Discovery. A journey designed to create the happy lives we’d all love to live.

      What prompted each member to volunteer for The Journey is interesting because there was such a variety of reasons. One wanted to escape the stress of a not very meaningful job - one wanted to live in a different environment, but worried about how to earn sufficient money there - some were burdened with guilt for different reasons - others felt that their careers were unsatisfactory - one had a strong desire for more meaning in their life - several felt that they were making a lot of effort which only served to make their wheels spin but did not get them anywhere - most were overwhelmed by the amount of stuff they have to do every day. Overall, the impression was that none of them were in control of their lives. They were being forced along certain life paths by a variety of needs, none of which was likely to result in long-term, continuous happiness.

      I decided that the first stage of our journey should be about optimising the machinery we would use to drive ourselves to our destinations. In other words, we needed to understand and practice taking control of our operating systems so that we would eventually be able to drive ourselves in ways most likely to enable us to exercise sufficient control over our lives to feel happy.

      This is an unusual starting point. Most gurus recommend that you do not start until you know where you’re going. However, we decided to start with the vague goal of “feeling happy,” while focusing our efforts on ensuring we would be in good shape for our journey.

      Ask yourself this: would you set out on vacation without first packing a suitcase? Would you attempt to run a marathon without first undergoing a fitness regimen to prepare your body for the challenge ahead? You would most likely not make it to the end if you had not prepared properly. I didn’t want the group on this Journey to face the challenges ahead without being in the best possible shape. So we started by learning the language of our human operating system.

      We knew that we all had issues that we would need to address along the way. We knew this because we hadn’t managed to get our lives into the best shape - yet. But we determined to put that right as we travelled.

      You are about to embark on a similar journey, so we will start from the same point I began with my group on The Journey.

      The First Essential for a Successful Personal Growth Journey

      If you’re going to reach a destination, you have to be in charge, able to control and fine-tune the vehicle that will take you there. Therefore, to make a successful personal growth journey, a person needs to be in charge of their mind and understand that what they think about drives everything they feel and do.

      The Ancient Greek philosopher Plato is reputed to have said,

      “Take charge of your mind, you can do with it what you will.”

      This was our first foundation.

      So, let’s start our journey by discussing The Human Operating System.

      The Human Operating System is how I view how you operate yourself all the time.

      Meet K9

      The first thing that often kicks The Human Operating System into life is sensing something in your environment. In other words, you become aware of something that you may or may not need to do something about.

      When your ancient ancestors, the apes, first descended from the trees to forage for food on the ground, they landed in a perilous place full of lions, tigers, crocodiles, snakes, and other predators. They needed to be aware of approaching danger so that they could scoot back up into the safety of the trees when danger threatened. The ability to sense your environment remains an essential part of your DNA today. You use it all the time, on autopilot. You don’t think about sensing; it just happens.

      Every second of your waking life, you are sensing what is going on around you. You are touching, tasting, smelling, watching, listening, and feeling your way around the world - forever alert to danger and potential opportunities. You are also constantly judging whether the people around you are friends or foes.

      I think of the sensing part of my being as a kind of human bloodhound, sniffing, watching, listening, tasting, and sensing my environment. I call my human bloodhound K9 after the robot dog on the TV show Dr Who. I spend time every day tuned in to what K9 is doing, particularly when I am walking with my dogs in the countryside or along a city street. My senses seem to be most alert when I am moving around or in a social environment with other people.

      I never keep K9 on a lead; I’m not sure I could. He is always free to roam, so I have a maximum sense of what is happening around me.

      When I am not mobile, I tend to spend my time in my mind, day dreaming, focussed on some specific task, or thinking about something specific, possibly planning what I need to do at some time in the future, analysing something I don’t understand, or learning something that I need to know about, or chatting away with myself about something or other. At such times, K9 tends to rest. But he wakes instantly when anything changes in our environment, like the phone suddenly ringing.

      Introducing your processor

      Once you become aware of something in your environment, the interrogation procedure begins. You ask yourself, “What’s this? Have I encountered it before? Do I need to respond, and, if so, how should I respond?” We refer to this process as “Reactive Thinking.” You are thinking in reaction to a stimulus from your senses. It happens in your brain, the human processor.

      Google describes a processor as:

      ”A central processing unit is the electronic 'brain' of a computer that executes instructions from software to perform tasks. It operates in a cycle of fetching instructions from memory, decoding them to understand the task, and executing them by performing calculations and logical operations. The processor then stores the results, allowing the computer to process data and run applications, games, and other programs.”

      Your thinking brain operates in a very similar way. (Yes, I realise that the human brain existed long before computers, but I am using the computer processor as an explanation.) Your mental processor considers what to do with information from K9 —your senses. You use your memory to check: “Have I seen this before?” You Analyse, “What is this? Is it dangerous, or an opportunity, a friend, or a foe?” You calculate, “If this is dangerous, how dangerous is it?” “If this is an opportunity, how good an opportunity is it?”This allows your intuition to take its course (more on this later). And you use judgment and imagination to eventually decide what to do.

      It is important to notice how much of your reactive thinking relies on information stored in your memory. Your memory is filled with past experiences and information from teachers, parents, the media, friends, and other sources, including AI, which may not be entirely factually reliable or truthful. Most of the time, reactive thinking, based on information stored in your memory, leads to good outcomes, but there are occasions when, due to faulty information stored in your memory, the results of your quick or instinctive reactions make you regret what you did.

      Sometimes you will move from sensing to deciding what to do in seconds, often on autopilot. At other times, you will consciously calculate before deciding what to do.

      Some people habitually make decisions quickly, relying on their intuition to guide them; others prefer to control their actions by calculating the likely outcomes of their decisions.

      Often, there is no time to deliberate. When driving a car, situations arise that require you to make instant, instinctive decisions. Or when you walk into a room full of people, you have to decide quickly which group to head for; your instincts and intuition guide you in such situations.

      Your energy pack

      Once you have decided what you think you ought to do, feelings arise. These might be positive or negative feelings.

      Negative feelings like anger, hatred, or fear can cause a surge of energy to flood through your body so that you are impelled to attack or otherwise act violently. Other negative feelings, like anxiety, distress, or depression, can cause you to freeze and do nothing.

      Negative feelings are generally painful and likely to cause you to want to move away from the source of your pain. Even when, like anger, they cause you to attack, they often result in separation from those you attacked. Negative feelings rarely lead to long-term progress or happiness.

      However, it must be acknowledged that we are all on this journey because we feel a strong need to escape the pain of at least some parts of our current lives. It was the pain of our negative feelings that prompted the original group to sign up for The Journey. They all felt a need to escape from many of the pains of their existing lives and search for something better,

      The best, most progressive, and happiness-inducing results are achieved when we generate positive feelings which energise us to do things likely to make us feel good.

      Life is much more likely to be an enjoyable experience when we all reach the point on our personal journey where we spend more time feeling positive about what we are doing. Positive feelings are pleasurable and likely to energise us to do things that will bring good things into our lives. Our aim on this journey is to spend as much time as possible feeling positive.

      Both positive and negative feelings lead to the last stage in the Human Operating System: Action.

      Superman - Superwoman

      If you have ever watched superhero movies, you will have noticed that nothing changes for the better until the superhero morphs into their super being, dons the cape, and takes off to change the situation.

      The same is true in your life; nothing will change until you don your cape and take action. You need to develop a superhero persona. No one else needs to know about your superhero persona; you just need to make sure that you take action. You need to do what needs doing to make your life the way you want it to be. You will find that moving yourself in the direction you want to go makes you feel good, and it’s really fun, enjoyable, and life-affirming.

      All you have to do is command your mind to decide what to do, generate the positive feeling that will energise your effort, and do it.

      Once you take charge of your operating system, direct your emotions to energise your efforts and take action, you can change your life. By constantly feeling positive and acting from that place, your behaviour is likely to bring you the results you want. That is why we started this journey by learning about your Human Operating System.

      To clarify your understanding of the Human Operating System, here is a diagram of its structure.
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      Sense - K9

      Think - process

      Feel - the energy pack.

      Act - don the cape.

      Use your body to control your operating system

      You do not have to operate the Human Operating System only from top to bottom: sense, think, feel, act. Once you master the art of awareness of what you are thinking and feeling, you can manipulate your moods and energy levels by directing your body to behave as if you are feeling a certain way, thereby influencing your thoughts and feelings.

      For example, suppose you are about to host a dinner party but have had a terrible day at work. Your mind is filled with everything that has gone wrong during the day; you are blaming yourself for your mistakes, hating the people who have blamed you for what went wrong, and feeling fearful about the future of your job and income. However, you owe it to your partner and your guests to be in the right mood to ensure the evening goes well. So, you dress for the occasion, straighten your back, square your shoulders, and put a big smile on your face.

      The smile may feel false and cheesy at first, but as you notice your guests responding with their own smiles and you throw yourself into ‘host mode’, you find yourself suddenly relaxed and enjoying yourself. The troubles of the day recede.
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