







[image: ]




















MASTER
YOUR BRAIN


TRAINING YOUR MIND
for SUCCESS in LIFE


PHILLIP ADCOCK


[image: ]
























[image: ]


STERLING and the distinctive Sterling logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


© 2015 by Phillip Adcock


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-1636-9


Distributed in Canada by Sterling Publishing


c/o Canadian Manda Group, 664 Annette Street


Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6S 2C8


Distributed in the United Kingdom by GMC Distribution Services


Castle Place, 166 High Street, Lewes, East Sussex, England BN7 1XU


Distributed in Australia by Capricorn Link (Australia) Pty. Ltd.


P.O. Box 704, Windsor, NSW 2756, Australia


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.


www.sterlingpublishing.com






















Introduction


Congratulations! You’ve just taken the most important step to achieving more of everything you’ve always wanted in life.


If you’ve ever tried and failed to quit smoking, doggedly followed a diet and ended up heavier, or repeatedly crashed and burned on the dating scene, you’ve probably found yourself in the self-help section of your local bookstore or library. There, you likely waded through scores of titles, each promising to be better than the last at helping you achieve all that your heart desires. Sadly, 99 percent of the time they don’t succeed.


Let’s begin by saying that this isn’t just another self-help book. It’s an “owner’s manual” for your brain. In the coming chapters, you’ll learn to make effective and lasting changes in your life by using more of your brain in ways that will seem astonishing and yet intuitive. If you didn’t notice on your way past the table of contents, this book has fifty-two chapters. To get the most from Master Your Brain, read the book all the way through once. Then go back and read one chapter a week, focusing on completing the exercises and implementing the advice.


This book is about empowering you to reach whatever goals you set for yourself—wherever, whenever, and however you want. You’ll find out how millions of people have improved their lives by simply learning from real-life examples and using the techniques and tools revealed in this book. When you’ve finished reading it, you’ll be well on your way to creating a more extraordinary you.


But who am I to be making such bold claims?


As a student of human behavior and psychology for the past thirty years, I’ve developed the tools to deliver actionable behavior goals and psychological insights to guide some of the largest corporate entities in the world. Shopping Behavior Xplained Ltd., the organization that I founded, specializes in studying the actions and habits of consumers. Our goal is to help retailers communicate with customers more effectively. Our analysis and interpretation of human behavior have led to sales growth, improved service, increased customer satisfaction, and a wealth of other benefits. In short, I know humans. That’s my bottom-line business. I know how we think and why we behave the way we do. Unlike pseudo-psychologists and so-called mind experts, I have tested my hypotheses rigorously over the past three decades. I use that knowledge to advise the movers and shakers of tomorrow through public speaking and university lectures designed to lead people toward more productive lifestyles.


During my professional development, I embraced and incorporated the teachings of some of the world’s leading psychologists. This book resulted from reading and digesting hundreds of scholarly books and thousands of academic papers on human psychology and behavior. Whether you have a single issue you’d like to address or you want to develop an entirely new mental strategy for your life, this book contains proven strategies to help you achieve your goals easily and effectively.


Think about that for a moment.


Now—what are you waiting for?





















PART ONE


SAY HELLO
TO YOUR
BRAIN
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The Human Supercomputer


Scientist and award-winning author Ray Kurzweil once wrote: “The human brain is capable of making an astonishing 20 million-billion calculations per second.” That’s power.


Our brains consist of around 73 percent water. A newborn baby’s brain weighs between 10 and 14 ounces. It will grow to between 46 and 49 ounces by adulthood. On average, our brains comprise only 2 percent of our total body weight but consume around 20 percent of all the energy we use, and between 15 and 20 percent of all the blood pumped from our hearts heads straight to our brains to supply them with the energy they need. A normal adult human brain consists of around 100 billion neurons, the basic information-processing structures that make up this amazing organ. They connect to one another via synapses, through which chemical information flows from one neuron to another. This information passes between neurons by way of tiny chemical reactions in each neuron that fire an electrical or chemical signal across the synapse to the next neuron. Trillions of these impulses take place every second.


Neural pathways within the brain develop before birth. As a growing child associates images with words, the messages that cross these pathways become routine. With increased use, the correlation between a particular sound, such as “mama,” and the sight of a face becomes established. As these pathways develop, they collectively become the map of how a person thinks, reasons, and remembers. The more often a person uses the same neural pathway, the stronger and more embedded that behavior becomes. That’s why, for example, it’s so difficult to break habits such as nail biting. On the flip side, practice makes perfect because it strengthens neural pathways, and that’s how we improve ourselves.


Our brains can carry out incredible numbers of calculations in a remarkably short period of time. A neuron can fire approximately once every five milliseconds; that’s about two hundred times per second. The number of cells to which each neuron connects varies, but each neuron connects to at least one thousand other neurons. So every time a neuron fires, at least one thousand other neurons receive information from that neuron. Do the math, and the number of calculations per second is astonishing:




100 billion neurons × 200 signals per second × 1,000 connections per signal = 20 quadrillion calculations per second





A typical 2 GHz computer processor can handle a mere two billion calculations per second.


But, as we’ll discover, although this remarkable organ between our ears can perform almost unfathomable numbers of calculations in a single second, it isn’t as advanced as we want to believe. Try this exercise:




Exercise


The Beach


Visualize waves washing onto a beach. Add the sound of the waves crashing into the sand as they ebb and flow. Now conjure the smell of the salt air.


When you try to focus on all three components at once—sight, sound, and smell—your brain can’t do it . . . at least not without outside assistance.





Even though we all possess our own version of the fastest computer on Earth, we still need to learn more about our brains if we want to maximize their power.


 


REMEMBER . . .


* Practice strengthens desired neural pathways.


* The human brain can perform twenty quadrillion calculations per second, but we can focus on only one or two things simultaneously.
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Evolution Is Everything


According to the Oxford English Dictionary, evolution is a process by which different kinds of living organism are believed to have developed from earlier forms during the history of the earth. The leading proponent of evolutionary theory was Charles Darwin, an English naturalist and the author of On the Origin of Species (1859). His theory of evolution holds that all life is related and descends from a common ancestor through undirected “descent with modification.” That is, complex creatures evolved naturally from simpler ancestors over a long period of time. Natural selection, also known as survival of the fittest, drives evolution and explains the incredible diversity of the natural world, including why certain species develop a particular sense—such as sight, hearing, or smell—above others. In our case, evolution explains why humans walk upright on two legs and possess remarkably dexterous hands and fingers.


Darwin and many scientists since concur that animals evolved their senses to ensure survival. Dogs, for example, have a highly acute sense of smell. Birds of prey have extraordinary eyesight. Bats have particularly keen hearing. Humans have better eyesight than any of our other senses, but we haven’t developed it significantly above the others. Our sense of smell is the least beneficial to our survival, so the part of the brain known as the amygdala—which plays a primary role in emotional reactions, including the fight-or-flight response—has sidelined it. But another section of our brains has developed more than in other animals: the neocortex, which largely governs reasoning and constraining unacceptable instincts and emotionally driven behaviors.


We have evolved differently from other animals because we can evaluate situations. We can choose between alternative outcomes much better than other members of the animal kingdom. But whether we actively choose our actions or we rationalize and justify our instincts remains open to debate. Plus, having the ability to choose doesn’t mean we always choose wisely.


Any study of human evolution begins with the Catarrhini: flat-nosed primates who are probably our ancestors dating back some thirty million years ago. They lived predominately in trees. Around six million years ago, those ancestors descended from the trees onto the plains of Africa. At the time, they were still quadrupeds (“four-footed”) and moved around like most animals, meaning they couldn’t look down on their surroundings or see over the tall pampas grasses around them. In response, our predecessors evolved to stand on their hind legs so they could have a better view—much as meerkats do today. They could then spot potential meals, approaching threats, and possible mates. Standing on two legs became an advantage to the human species. Unlike other primates, we Homo sapiens walk upright. This posture makes demands on the structures of our inner ear that, together with the brain, help us maintain our balance. The stabilizing organs in our brains originally evolved to balance us on all fours, which helps explains why you’ll often tip your head thirty degrees forward to regain your balance, particularly on an uneven surface.


Resisting the evolutionary (and smartphone-driven) urge to walk with your head down, staring at the ground, offers a great way for you to improve your state of mind in an instant. For example, imagine that you’re entering a room full of people with your head down. What you’re communicating to others as well as to yourself is subservience. By averting your gaze and looking below others’ sightlines, you’re deferring to their dominance. Your brain detects this physiological state and provides the mindset to match: You feel unsure, less confident, and even intimidated by the situation.


To avoid this debilitating state, concentrate your vision on a height about as high as people’s foreheads or just above their heads even before you enter the room. You’ll be amazed at how many people will glance at you before they look down, subconsciously submitting to you. How’s that for a quick and easy confidence builder?


Now what about talking? Scientists are less sure about when our ancestors first developed the ability to speak, and there are numerous hypotheses about how, why, when, and where language might have emerged. Natalie Thais Uomini and psychologist Georg Friedrich Meyer recently estimated that our ancestors first began to speak around 1.75 million years ago. Whatever the actual timescale, speech has formed a part of human communication for only a fraction of our evolutionary development, so our brains aren’t automatically wired to think in terms of words, sentences, and the like. When we see or hear a word, our brains need to convert that word into something more meaningful, such as a mental image. Hence, the famous saying “a picture’s worth a thousand words.” This neurological point also demonstrates how ineffective written communication can be. If you want to communicate meaningfully and with emotion (more on that later), get in front of the person with whom you want to communicate.


On the other hand, we humans have been processing visual images for around ten thousand times as long as we’ve been using words. That’s why so many ad campaigns rely on graphics to convey their messages.


Now apply that advertising strategy to yourself. People can’t resist looking at other people, so include a flattering picture of your face on your résumé and other important communications. In a stack of a hundred or more résumés, the one with a picture will stand out.


The changes underlying human evolution come predominately from fluctuations in population growth. But the diverse terrains, climates, and social structures that we’ve experienced since the end of the last ice age, around twelve thousand years ago, also have affected our genetic inheritance. According to Stephen Jay Gould—paleontologist, evolutionary biologist, scientific historian, and one of the most widely read science writers of our time—human civilization arose with essentially the same bodies and brains that we’ve been using for the last forty thousand years. Recent research by anthropologist John Hawks of the University of Wisconsin at Madison suggests, however, that people today are genetically more different from people living five thousand years ago than those people were from the Neanderthals, who vanished thirty thousand years earlier. In other words, the rate at which we are evolving is increasing.


Nevertheless, evolution is an extremely slow process. The human race is still acclimating to the twenty-first century. As much as we may hate to admit it, we rely on the instincts of our hunter-gatherer ancestors to get us through each day.


 


REMEMBER . . .


* A picture really is worth a thousand words; include a flattering photo on your résumé.


* When entering a room full of people, focus on or above their foreheads to demonstrate confidence.


* To be the most effective, speak face-to-face for important communications.
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The Power of Instinct


The first vertebrates (species with backbones) appeared on Earth some six hundred million years ago. Modern humans—Homo sapiens with a similar skeletal build, including braincase and jaw anatomy—have been around only for a couple of hundred thousand years. That means that 97 percent of our evolution occurred before we emerged. In evolutionary terms, we’re late to the party.


In his entertaining book Kluge: The Haphazard Evolution of the Human Mind, research psychologist Gary Marcus notes that our ancestral brain system has been evolving for hundreds of millions of years, but cognitive reasoning, a more modern development, began taking shape as recently as 1.5 million years ago. So the part of our brain that allegedly makes us more intelligent than other animals has only been operating for a fraction of the time that our brains have been evolving. And as we’ll see later, this “intelligent” part of our brains can’t compete with the older, more established, more evolved parts of our animal brains. In other words, almost every meaningful decision we make depends on the thought process used by the rest of the animal kingdom. That animal thought process is what we call instinct.


The point of our instincts is to preserve life and health, but instincts adapt to changing environments slowly. For example, our brains have a survival mode that compels us to hoard nutrients in case of a food shortage. In the hunter-gatherer days, humans rarely knew when their next full meal would come along, so they gorged themselves whenever they could but went for long periods between meals. In the modern, developed world, food shortages are rare, but the instinctive act of gorging continues. We’re hardwired to eat when we see food and to eat more than we need to survive in our new food-rich societies. Occasionally, we’ll hear on the news of an impending food shortage of one commodity or another—pecans, olive oil, etc.—resulting from some industrial action or problems in the supply chain. As a result, most of us rush out and buy pecans and olive oil even if we weren’t already craving them. Another example: Notice how much food we buy right before a storm, blizzard, or Christmas—often far more than our families could possibly eat. We know that supermarkets will close, which instinctively drives us to stock up for the (relatively short) food-supply interruption.




Why We Make Bad Decisions


Have you ever wondered why our wonderfully efficient brains make dumb mistakes? Why do we accidentally blurt out secret information or hurtful words? Why do we touch that hot dinner plate in the restaurant right after the server warned us that it was piping hot?


A multitude of different components in our bodies send pieces of what becomes a mental representation to the center stage in our heads, but subconscious mental processing accounts for 95 percent of our decision-making. We’re unaware of nearly all the decisions our brains are making for us. John Haugeland, a professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago, explains the 95/5 split between unconscious and conscious activity in the brain.




Compared to unconscious processing, conscious thinking is conspicuously slow and laborious—not a lot faster than talking, in fact. What’s more, it is about as difficult to consciously entertain two distinct trains of thought at the same time as it is to engage in two distinct and different conversations at once; consciousness is in some sense a linear or serial process in contrast to the many simultaneous cognitions that are manifest in unconscious action.





In other words, we often arrive at decisions before our brains have concluded which decision is best.


In the twenty-first century, we live our lives substantially faster than our brains can handle. They can deal easily with “fight, flight, or fornicate” (more about this later), but as we continue to improve technology and technology continues to revolutionize our lives, we’re leaving ourselves behind. Think about how many times you reply to a text message before giving sufficient thought to what the original message was intended to mean and how best to respond.


Another issue is even scarier: When our brains don’t know how to respond to a stimulus, they just guess. Only occasionally and with conscious, cognitive input do we gather all available information so we can make informed decisions. But if the knowledge base within our brains has gaps, we’re prone to blind prediction to plug in those gaps.


If your eyes are following a moving object traveling in a straight line, your brain is constantly plotting where the object is heading; it’s literally thinking ahead. But if the object suddenly changes direction, the brain has to recalculate the trajectory, which takes considerable time and effort. At that critical moment, if the brain is concentrating on something else (lunch, for instance), it will often blindly follow its original prediction—at least for a moment or two. That’s one of the common reasons that traffic accidents happen. It’s also why referees and umpires make so many wrong calls in sports.





Dieting in particular goes against our survival instinct to eat more than we need when food is available, which is one of the main reasons that nearly all diets fail. Yet in the United States alone, consumers spent $61 billion on weight loss in 2010. Typical dieters make four attempts a year to lose weight, which means they fail at least three times a year. If they understood that their brains were entering survival mode every time they started a new diet, they’d know how to combat this irresistible urge to eat (which we’ll examine in detail later).


The inescapable truth is that we humans, like much of the animal kingdom, are at the mercy of our own instincts. The brain is the most complex, remarkable organ in nature, and, although every species of reptile, amphibian, and mammal has one, the human brain is still the most developed. But what makes the human brain special?


 


REMEMBER . . .


* Subconscious mental processing accounts for 95 percent of our decision-making.


* When time or information is scarce, our brains often guess, leading to hasty, ill-informed decisions.


* Like all animals, we base most of our decisions on instincts designed to preserve our health and well-being.


* We are hardwired to eat as much as possible when food is available, which is why nearly every diet fails.
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Battle of the Brains


One part of our brains is more advanced and developed than in any other animal: the neocortex and more specifically the prefrontal cortex (PFC). It’s at the very front of your brain, right behind your forehead. The PFC analyzes our thoughts and regulates our behavior. It’s the part of the brain that helps us decide what’s morally and socially right or wrong. It aims to predict likely outcomes from a proposed behavior while allowing us to think ahead, plan for the future, and adjust to ever-changing situations. The PFC also regulates the influence of powerful instincts and emotions generated by older, more developed parts of the brain. So part of our brains is designed specifically to prevent us from behaving badly, making inappropriate decisions, and acting antisocially. That’s good, then, right?


Not quite. Another part of the brain has been around for much longer: the insula. Scientists largely ignored this part of the brain for a long time, but recently it has taken its rightful place at the center of why we humans feel human. Whereas the PFC is all about reason, the insula processes and responds to emotions and instincts. It’s believed to be the source of social emotions, such as empathy, guilt, and pride, and it also responds to physiological states like hunger and thirst. It urges you to eat when you’re hungry and drink when thirsty.


According to Martin Paulus, a psychiatrist at the University of California at San Diego, the insula is the part of the brain that integrates mind and body. The insula receives information from the body and then instructs other parts of the brain—mostly those involved in decision-making such as the PFC—to respond accordingly. Think of the insula as the mission control center that constantly monitors how you feel and then generates urges and cravings.


The insula tells the PFC what to do, but, like a petulant teenager rebelling against his parents, the PFC doesn’t like being told what to do. According to Antonio Damasio, a neuroscientist at the University of Southern California, rational thinking can’t be separated from feelings and emotions, and the insula, he says, plays a starring role.


So what are the ramifications of having two controlling parts of our brains that rarely agree when it comes to decision-making? First, the older and more established insula usually wins. We prefer immediate gratification. What the insula wants, it wants now. The PFC then shifts into overdrive, trying to negotiate a more considered and acceptable course of behavior.


Imagine you’re in a store and you see a pair of must-have shoes. The insula, which operates in the present and rarely thinks about next week, tomorrow, or even later today, is responsible for the “must have” part of the urge. It urges you to pull out your wallet and throw caution to the wind. At the same time, the PFC, which does think ahead, is screaming, “No, no, no!” It rationalizes that you’ll have to put the shoes on your credit card and pay an exorbitant interest fee, and you already have more shoes than you need. This heated brain argument is a battle between emotion and reason, and unfortunately emotions win most of the time.


Our insulae make many misplaced decisions for us partly because the PFC hasn’t evolved for as long a time and because it manages functions more essential to our survival. The dominance of emotion can damage our chances for success, but all is not lost. The key to mastering the insula is twofold: First recognize that emotional urges are driving your decision-making processes. Then introduce strategies that level the playing field between the PFC and the insula.


When faced with an urge to buy those shoes, tell your insula that you’ll think it over for twenty-four hours and you’ll buy them then if they’re still a must-have. This strategy helps in two ways: First, it provides the insula with an emotionally satisfying solution because you’ve agreed to buy the shoes. But second, it gives the PFC time to assemble a stronger case for the defense. If after a day the shoes still seem like a necessity, chances are good that they might be a worthwhile purchase. That way, your decision will have come from a combination of emotional and rational thought.


So the next time you find yourself facing an irresistible urge to buy or say or do something, give reason a chance to catch up with emotion and instinct. If that doesn’t work, try playing the Why, Why, Why game: Why did that person offend me? Why do I feel the urge to respond? Why will I benefit from not reacting?


 


REMEMBER . . .


* Emotional impulses drive your decisions.


* Practice delayed gratification to level the playing field between the warring parts of your brain.



















( 5 )


Fight, Flight, or Fornicate


Resisting the impulse to buy shoes is one thing, but the insula can cause problems in other ways. For instance, you might see someone you’d like to get to know better but can’t work up the courage to make the first move. Your insula is protecting you from the possibility of rejection or embarrassment. In that case, you need an approach strategy with which you can call on your PFC to help overcome those negative, insula-inspired fears.


Our brains haven’t evolved in a way that benefits us very much in the twenty-first century. They evaluate three basic parameters whenever we encounter sensory stimuli. Whether we see, hear, smell, touch, or taste something, our initial mental response is to run it by the powerful filtering mechanism of the three Fs: fight, flight, or fornicate.


The hardwired fight-or-flight response protects us from bodily harm. The “fornicate” part of the equation came along a little more recently, but it’s an equally vital response option. When our brains trigger one of the three Fs, our bodies tense, become more alert, and act more quickly. If a mugger is approaching you, you need to take action—and fast. Parts of the brain known collectively as the sympathetic nervous system send out impulses that in turn send more adrenaline rushing into the bloodstream, which causes physiological adjustments in your body. These changes include an increase both in your heart rate and blood pressure. At the same time, another part of your brain orders the release of numerous hormones that ready your body to deal with the perceived threat.


In addition to increased heart rate and blood pressure, the level of glucose in your bloodstream increases and is diverted toward your muscles, enabling them to take responsive action. Some nonessential systems, such as digestion, close down to allow more energy for fight-or-flight functions. Other changes include the tensing of muscles (which often leads to goose bumps), dilation of the pupils to take in as much light as possible, and inhibition of hearing and peripheral vision to allow your brain to focus on the impending threat.


The urge to fornicate is also an autonomic response and nearly impossible to prevent from happening. But that scenario usually happens with fewer extreme bodily changes and often only after the fight-or-flight response has occurred. When you experience the third F, you know you’re going to fall in love or lust.


Rutgers University anthropologist Helen Fisher describes the human body as a finely tuned attraction-seeking machine that requires only a fraction of a second to determine the attractiveness of someone. When we spot a face or body that attracts us, our bodies produce a wide range of physical signs that communicate our attraction. Our brains release dopamine, which causes our pupils to dilate and our palms to sweat. Our hearts beat faster as our brains spur us on to make that first move. Even before you have time to process the situation, your body has already prepped you for action.


[image: ]


The brain has developed fantastic strategies to help us survive, but not all are suitable all the time. If you see a runaway truck heading toward you, you’d better act instantaneously and without running the information past your prefrontal cortex. But if you’re not in immediate danger, you can improve your decision-making process by getting a second opinion from the PFC.


The fight, flight, or fornicate response looms behind pretty much every decision we make. For example, when a stranger approaches you in a bar, you brain automatically seeks cues to whether your best response is to fight, flee, or fornicate. The same happens when your boss calls out your name across the office. In a store, think about when somebody bumps into you or even stands a bit too close. That’s your brain evaluating the situation.


The next time you sense your brain summoning the three Fs over something less critical than impending disaster, ask yourself what’s causing the sweating palms and racing heartbeat. Is it really a three-F moment, or is your brain conflating mortal danger with potential embarrassment at speaking to your colleagues? As you grow increasingly comfortable with the three-F response, try to attune yourself to times when your brain misinterprets the “threat.”




Exercise


Shopper’s Paradise


If you’re on edge, here’s a way to calm your automatic reaction to approaching strangers, unexpected encounters in public, or that uncomfortable feeling when someone invades your space. Diffuse your emotional instincts by focusing on how you feel. Are you suddenly tense, excited, or nervous? The act of focusing on your emotional state will alter that mindset because you’re allowing your PFC to put your feelings into context. A grocery store or mall, for example, is quite a safe location, and the three Fs seldom takes place in either.


Becoming aware of how you feel and then understanding the possible causes allow you to calm your physiological reactions, thus reducing the intensity of that emotional state.





 


REMEMBER . . .


* Your brain is wired to react to potential threats by releasing dopamine, which triggers the “fight, flight, or fornicate” response.


* If not faced with immediate danger, stop and allow your prefrontal cortex to reassess the situation.
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Mirror Neurons


In the 1990s, a team of neuroscientists at the University of Parma made a surprising discovery: Certain groups of neurons in the brains of macaque monkeys fired not only when a monkey performed an action—grabbing a banana, for example—but also when the monkey watched another monkey performing the same action. These neurons even fired when the monkey only heard another monkey performing the action in another room. The scientists realized that certain neurons in the monkeys’ brains were “mirroring” the behavior of the other monkeys.


From an evolutionary perspective, mirror neurons are thought to have developed in order to help animals learn more quickly. For instance, the sooner a monkey learns to tell the difference between a banana and a venomous yellow-bellied sea snake, the greater the simian’s chance of survival. A simple way to learn what’s safe to approach and what isn’t is by observing and copying the actions of others. It’s much safer to let your cousin Francis determine whether that long yellow object has fangs. Over time you’ll recognize the physical differences between the banana and the snake based on Francis’s reaction to them, and you’ll act accordingly if you find yourself in the same dilemma. Because you use the same neural pathways when observing an action as when performing that same action, you’re more likely to bolt at the slightest indication of sea snake than to analyze the situation carefully. Over time, the “snake = danger” pathway reinforces itself in your brain until your reaction becomes an automatic behavior.


This heightened ability to mirror others’ actions not only helps us avoid danger, but it also provides us with shortcuts to achievement. If you want to improve at a particular task, a step that is scientifically proven to be effective is to copy other people doing what it is you want to improve on or even simply thinking about excelling at the task. The scientists working with mirror neurons have provided an explanation of why this works.


Although this envisioning technique sounds like the power of positive thinking, it’s not. Researchers have recently made distinctions between self motivation, by which participants tell themselves “Let’s go!” or “I can do it!” compared to internal visualizations of completing a specific task. They found that pumping yourself up for a task by using motivational affirmations was less effective than mentally visualizing the process.


In one study led by Lien Pham at the University of California, Los Angeles, researchers asked students to spend a few moments each day thinking positively about getting a high grade on an exam. The students who participated obtained lower grades than those who focused on the process for doing well, including added study and review. The message is clear: Merely imagining achievement doesn’t cut it. After reviewing numerous studies on the topic, I’ve concluded that visualization, as opposed to affirmation, can help by enhancing focus, increasing confidence, regulating effort, controlling cognitive and emotional reactions, and triggering automatic execution of a task.


By developing, exercising, and embedding mirror pathways, we’re training our brains in a different way. For instance, if you want to be a better golfer, repeatedly visualizing every aspect of a shot—including observing other expert golfers practicing their craft—will improve your ability to play the sport. But you need to visualize in detail, in color, and using physical actions (e.g., swinging your arms as if swinging the club). What you’re doing is training your brain as you would any other voluntary muscle in your body. Dancers do this every time they learn a new piece of choreography. That’s why dance studios always have mirrors in them.


Our brains have far more processing power than we can ever comprehend, and most of this phenomenal ability occurs below the conscious level. We have to leave it to our brains if we want to excel. To understand what our brains can do once we provide them with a motive to take action, let’s return to the example of hitting a golf ball.




Exercise


Visualize Success


Here’s a drill to train your brain to be better at a particular task: Begin by watching others do the same task (either on film or, better still, in real life). Observe people who are good at the task.


Next, imagine that the person you’re watching is actually you. Now you’re watching a film of yourself doing the task well. Remember to disassociate yourself from what you’re watching. In other words, you’re watching you as an outsider. Now step into the movie and become you. Instead of watching yourself as an onlooker, move inside yourself and look out through your own eyes.


Continue to practice the task. For each new practice session, start by disassociating yourself and then move into an associated mindset. This will improve your brain and your ability to conduct the task.





Most amateur club golfers can hit a teed ball three hundred yards down the middle of a thirty-yard-wide fairway with some degree of consistency, but first-timers can’t. Let’s break down the shot. First the brain needs to work with the eyes to identify the direction in which to hit the ball. Then the body needs to align itself correctly. The golfer rotates his or her arms in a back-and-forth arc to swing the club—a four-foot stick with a hitting area no larger than a deck of cards—so that it hits the ball—which is barely more than an inch in diameter—at a speed in excess of one hundred miles per hour. This process involves input from more than forty muscle groups, and it might seem impossible that the brain could compute and carry out this task in mere seconds, but it does. Believe that your brain can do wondrous things, and it will.


We learn both by personal practice and by watching others, so you can shorten the learning process by observing people in real life, which is more effective than watching a video. The best vantage point is always the closest. The closer you are, the more detail your senses absorb and the more information your brain can use to improve the practice. Find an observation point that allows you to use all your senses. If you want to take up ballroom dancing, get yourself into a ballroom. If you want to improve your football game, study a training session from the sideline rather than in the stands or on TV.


On a parallel but related note, we constantly react and respond to what’s unfolding around us. In fact, we’re incapable of ignoring our surroundings, as we’ll discover later on. If you absorb lots of cynical, negative television news, for example, then over time your mirror neurons will organize themselves in pathways not conducive to well-being and personal achievement. Eventually you’ll trigger negative, cynical thoughts simply by seeing or thinking about your television set. When that happens, it’s time to change channels and watch something nicer.


 


REMEMBER . . .


* Self motivation—psyching yourself up—isn’t enough and ultimately doesn’t work.


* To improve at a task, observe experts in real life and up close. Then visualize yourself successfully copying their actions.


* Regularly imagine the feeling of performing a task expertly.
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Single Scripts and “Chunking”


You can visualize all you want, but you can’t learn a complex skill instantly. Your brain has to break down incoming information into manageable, bite-sized “packets” in order to embed them into your long-term and muscle memory. The number of steps depends on a number of factors, including intelligence, interest in subject matter, and learning environment (learning in a dance studio versus on a bus, for example). The learning ability of a person or group is known as the cognitive load threshold (CLT).


Ruth Clark, Frank Nguyen, and John Sweller define cognitive load theory in Efficiency in Learning as a “universal set of learning principles resulting in an efficient instructional environment as a consequence of leveraging human cognitive learning processes.” In other words, the CLT system explains how to make complex subjects easier to understand. The system clarifies how people trying to learn something process incoming information to retain it for future use. Put even more simply, it’s how people remember.


Have you ever thought about how our brains can manage the most complex tasks with seemingly little or no effort? How can we cope mentally with all the functions involved in driving a car, for example? So many buttons, dials, knobs, levers, and pedals control a growling two thousand–pound beast traveling at breakneck speed and into some seriously small spaces. Our brains can perform these complex actions, and many others, by relying on single scripts and chunking.


Single-scripted behaviors are a sequence of expected behaviors in response to a given situation. Single scripts can be learned and, with practice, become part of larger scripts. Here’s how a single script can help you improve your public speaking and presentation skills: Speaking in public can be nerve-racking (that old insula getting in the way again). But if each note card or slide is a trigger for a single script, the ordeal becomes more bearable. The key is to turn each slide, page, or card into something you know by heart. Rehearse the content until you know it inside out and upside down, and create a trigger from the title of the card or slide. By doing so, you’re assigning all the details to your long-term memory (more about that later) so that your PFC only has to process the trigger you created.


People constantly follow established scripts and learn new ones. Habit, practice, and simple routine create new scripts. Forming and following them saves the time and mental effort of figuring out an appropriate behavior each time a new situation occurs. Examples include shaking someone’s hand, “air kissing” business associates of the opposite sex, and giving a loved one a hug. Of course, scripted behaviors can be negative as well. For example, after giving up smoking, some people find themselves eating or drinking more. They’ve replaced the scripted behavior of using their hands to smoke every thirty minutes with another action, such as snacking or swigging a drink.


Learning a group of behaviors or actions allows us to carry them out subconsciously in sequence following a single stimulus. Let’s take the example of the handshake. The initial conscious process is memory-intensive and includes a long list of actions and evaluations: How far should you extend your arm? At what angle should you hold your hand? How much pressure should you exert? How many shakes is too many? Once we learn the handshake script, we don’t have to go through that complicated mental process every time we meet someone. Over time, our brains learn the handshake to such a proficient level that the sight of somebody walking toward us in the correct business context automatically triggers the handshake script.


My own research tested the level to which the handshake is an automatically controlled set of behaviors. In a small 2010 study, participants approached me, and I held out my hand. Just as our hands were about to interlock, I grabbed the hand of the participant with my left hand, said a number aloud, and then let him continue with the handshake with my right hand. Only one of the twenty participants noticed this incongruous behavior. The remaining nineteen admitted no knowledge of it happening, even though seventeen of them, when asked for the first number that came into their heads, repeated the number I’d said when grasping their left hands. I had interrupted a single-scripted set of behaviors, but, because I allowed it to carry on, the participants’ brains didn’t perceive the interruption, which allowed me to embed the number in their minds.


Think of the opportunities that these studies on subliminal messaging present to advertisers seeking to familiarize viewers with a brand, to business leaders intent on motivating employees, to teachers trying to connect with students. The list is endless.


[image: ]


The second prefrontal cortex assistance process that we use is called chunking. This technique involves creating a strategy for making more efficient use of your limited reasoning power by grouping smaller bits of information into larger chunks. It’s a similar process to learning Morse code. The operator begins by learning each letter’s dots and dashes. As the trainee grows more proficient, he chunks groups of dots and dashes into words. Then, as he becomes even more experienced, he learns to chunk entire phrases into manageable blocks.


Think back to the when you learned to drive a car. The first time you sat behind the wheel the process of driving was alien. For a beginner, driving a car is a mentally draining series of conscious evaluations and adjustments. New drivers must evaluate any number of situations constantly. As a result, they soon become cognitively “full.” But as time passes, driving becomes easier until it’s second nature. That’s because we chunk groups of behaviors together to reduce the input needed from short-term working memory. What new drivers find so mentally taxing and stressful we can handle with ease once we’ve been driving for a while. Not only do we more experienced motorists drive more easily, but we can also drive while multi-tasking: holding a conversation, programming the radio, or finding and drinking from a bottle of water. (Some people stretch chunking too far, though, by believing that they can safely shave, put on makeup, or even change their clothes while driving, which is dangerous, not to mention illegal.)


Piano players learn to chunk without even realizing it. Students begin by learning individual notes—A to G—in each scale. Once they memorize the notes, they can begin to understand and learn chords. Pressing the C, E, and G keys simultaneously produces a C-major chord. Over time, players learn more chord combinations and then entire pieces of music. But they start with a basic, single script, and chunk it together with others.


The script allows the mind to retrieve these chunks from memory much more quickly and efficiently than if it were retrieving individual pieces of information. For another everyday example of chunking, consider memorizing a telephone number. It may be difficult for most people to memorize 4355558426. But if the digits are divided into three simple chunks (435-555-8426), it’s far easier to remember.




How to Break a Habit


We all rely daily on single-scripted behaviors and chunking. The cigarette smoker who lights up twenty times a day has developed a single-scripted behavior to get his nicotine fix. His script entails reaching for the pack, retrieving a cigarette and lighter, lighting, and inhaling. The same person also has triggers that initiate each script. These may include making coffee, starting the car, or a host of otherwise innocuous actions.


Our goal in understanding scripting is to distinguish positive from negative actions. If, for instance, you want to quit smoking, what behavioral triggers cause you to light up? Tension? Boredom? Frustration? Alcohol? Once you identify a trigger, work on replacing it with something that leads to a different action. In other words, give your brain another task to take its focus off the trigger and subsequent negative behavior.


Let’s say you enjoy a mid-morning cup of coffee along with a smoke. The trigger for the cigarette might be making the coffee, the smell of it, or even pressing the buttons on the vending machine at work. In this instance, you need to develop a replacement script that takes your mind off smoking. For example, drink your coffee in a place where you can’t smoke, such as at your desk or in a public area. Or remove the coffee altogether and make yourself a smoothie instead. Either way, you’re giving your brain another activity on which to focus at the exact moment it expects to prompt you to light up. Better still, take yourself away from the scenario in which you experience the trigger. If you smoke in the car on the way to work, don’t drive, and take the bus instead. Whatever you choose, the aim is to interrupt the single script wired to the negative behavior that you want to change.





Some of us chunk recipes and then cook a meal with no further need for the recipe. An image of lasagna triggers all the ingredients needed, and if you’re in a familiar grocery store, you buy them on a single pass down the aisles without backtracking. (This is why menu cards are such popular giveaways in supermarkets.) We can use chunking to achieve greater success, whether in the exam room, at work, or on the dance floor. If you try to recite the lyrics to a pop song cold, you probably have trouble doing it. But if you sing along to it on the radio, the parts you couldn’t remember spring to mind once you hear the first few words. This is chunking in action, and it can be a powerful tool for personal achievement. What have you been putting off learning or doing because it’s too overwhelming? Chunk it into smaller steps, and see how much easier it is to make progress.


Fear of the unknown severely restricts us from achieving our full potential. Too many of us avoid situations we haven’t memorized instead of finding more efficient ways of memorizing them. Chunking offers you a powerful tool to learn and retain more mental stuff. Here’s an example: A friend of mine took a job as an office receptionist. At first, she found it both counterintuitive and time-consuming to locate the right extension from a long list of names and numbers. The list was alphabetical by first name, so looking for Bill Smith meant searching through all the Bills and Williams in the company before finding Smith. The chunking solution was simple. We recreated the list, alphabetizing by last name and placing the corresponding first names afterward. So the entry became “Smith, William.” Suddenly my friend could find extension numbers much more quickly, in a system that used more intuitive chunking.


 


REMEMBER . . .


* Identify your own negative internal scripts and interrupt them.


* Break daunting tasks into smaller, more manageable chunks.
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