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Foreword by Martina Navratilova



THE IMAGES WE HOLD IN OUR HEADS HAVE TREMENDOUS power. The first time I won Wimbledon, it was not the first time I experienced holding the trophy in my hands. I had held the Wimbledon trophy in my imagination for years. My dad planted the seed when I was little by telling me that one day, I’d win Wimbledon. I believed him, but then again, what did I know about the world in fourth grade?


I had no idea what my journey would be, but I knew I’d have a big future. Wimbledon was such an iconic image that I could hold it in my mind’s eye. So I would:




Imagine winning the match point


Imagine hitting great shots


Imagine getting the trophy


Holding the trophy


Kissing the trophy


Lifting it over my head





These images became embedded in me. I had a destination and goals. Like most athletes, I am goal driven. Thankfully, I had confidence too. I always felt like I could match up to anybody and compete in whatever sport I wanted to pursue. I chose tennis because I loved it. The moment I stepped out onto the court, I was home. I always loved tennis, and if I could win playing it, how great was that? I was not pushed into it by anyone—quite the opposite. When it came time to practise, I was the first one out the door and onto the court.


When I was five years old, I would hit the ball against a wall for hours, and I loved it! Keep in mind this was long before smart phones and social media. I was never bored, and I never minded doing what it took to get better—no matter how strenuous or monotonous. The training was all part of the process, even the pain. I was not just going to eat the icing off the cake and leave the centre, because that is not how champions are made. I did not pick and choose which part of the tough conditioning I wanted to do; I was committed to doing all of it. If I respected a coach, I’d listen and do my homework.


You may be saying to yourself: That’s easy for you to say; you are Martina Navratilova. That’s true—but I was once a pre-adolescent pip-squeak on the train to Prague. I was carrying my big dreams as well as my schoolbag and a tennis bag when a stranger asked me, “Why all those tennis racquets?” I said I played tennis, and I quietly trusted that, someday, they would not ask that question.


If you decide to go for your dream, you will likely be tested by adversity. It is important to have an internal compass that no one can touch, neither a critic nor a popular opponent. My life purpose is a commitment to human rights, a commitment to fairness, a value that came from my outspoken parents. The fame I gained from tennis enabled me to use my platform to speak out and maybe change some people’s minds about their prejudices.


I am not perfect, obviously. But when I make a mistake, I learn and adapt. That’s what you have to do when you play tennis. It teaches you many good lessons for life.


On the court I faced my nerves and the constant “what-ifs.” Off the court I had to overcome many setbacks, including the opinions of media and society. I made bigger headlines when I lost than when I won. Back then was not like today—players could not connect with fans on social media. I was in a seesaw battle throughout my career: I felt welcome in a foreign land for my athleticism, and then rejected for my sexual orientation. However, despite the social pressure from the media, I never lost sight of me. I carried on and knew in my head and my heart that I was ahead of my time. I was a strong, outspoken gay woman with muscles. I believed the world would catch up one day, and it did.


Just as Jonathan and Jo will teach you in this book, knowing your “why,” understanding your internal belief system, and connecting to your moral compass will serve you when the tide is against you. In those moments, I encourage you to find a way. Don’t be cowed by convention; find your own path.


And I’m going to take a moment and speak directly to the women athletes who might be reading this book. If you are a woman athlete, it’s more essential than ever to know your values and your value. Social media has given people a licence to be nasty, and navigating that can be particularly hard for us women since we tend to focus on the negative. It’s easy to internalize malicious comments, and it does not take much for a seed of doubt to turn into an oak tree in your mind.


There was this writer—a famous tennis reporter—who once told me that I had a hard time closing matches when I was serving for the match. I never told him this, but his words got stuck in my head for a while. His comment didn’t always arise in me, but most times when I was serving for the match, that comment popped up, and I had to fight it. Also, I had no idea if what he said was true. Back then, we didn’t have access to stats like today. I couldn’t look it up and know if that was really a weak part of my game. I just had to wonder, and that was enough to lead to the occasional overthinking of a shot. This is why I tell athletes not to read things about themselves. I got through this mental block with action. We didn’t have sports psychologists when I was competing. I wish we’d had tools to reset into a positive space during a match. But we have those tools now, and the great thing is that they’re currently sitting in your hands. Jo and Jonathan offer tools in this book, like developing cues to reset your thinking, to help you overcome adversity and commit to achieving the goals that matter to you.


These tools are rooted in Functional Imagery Training, or FIT, a field in which Jo and Jonathan are leading experts. I used imagery on the court, but it works off the court too. When I saw Julia’s face, I knew that I wanted to look at that face for the rest of my life. We’ve been through some tough times in marriage and raising kids. But I keep coming back to that image.


This book is about finding you first—your values and your goals—and then putting the rubber to the road, so to speak, with imagery. My greatest value in life is fairness. It’s my North Star and helps me navigate in the world. One way in which this manifests is surrounding myself with like-minded friends who share that value. When I met Jo, I trusted her because she was a therapist, and I believed she’d keep what I shared with her in confidence. We also shared a common commitment to a more just world. We have worked alongside one another to register young voters in Miami. We have attended conferences and fundraising events for LGBT rights. She’s a good friend that I have turned to for advice and counsel. Each time, she’s there with a calm, reassuring voice. So I have absolute confidence that the information and advice she offers you in The Choice Point will serve you in your life.


Whatever your dream is, I hope you take the time to imagine it to its fullest extent. Take that seed of aspiration and turn it into an oak tree. Believe that you can become a better version of yourself, whether it’s on the tennis court (whatever that may be for you) or in your personal life. I hope you will have the ability to one day look back on your life, career, and legacy and say, “I was true to myself and worked to improve myself, my family, friends, and my collective community to the best of my ability.” What could be more important than that?










INTRODUCTION



“DON’T TELL ME YOU’RE A COMEDIAN; TELL ME A JOKE,” A wise friend once told us when we were pitching our programme for an international convention. His words resonated because, unknown to us, we had been pitching our work incorrectly. We were telling instead of showing, and rather than make the same mistake with you, we want to begin by giving you a test drive in your own mind. Here you go . . . think about the following word with as much detail as possible:


Email—yes, email.


What does that word mean to you? If possible, try to tap into your senses—how are they triggered by that word?


When you read “email,” do you think about a certain thing and feel a certain way? Of course, this “certain way” is certainly different for everyone. Some might have thought of receiving an email; others might have imagined composing an email—hearing their fingers tap away on the keys in their mind’s ear. Still others might have pictured themselves sitting and reading the words on their screen, or maybe they thought of the icon on their phone or the notification informing them of the number of unread emails they have—fifty-six! Maybe you thought of something else, like deleting an email. That probably felt good.


As you award a certain thought attention, in this case the word “email,” you will likely link the thought with meaning and emotion. As soon as your internal chatter starts—your self-talk as you read and repeat the word in your mind—so too will imagery. The process of creating mental representations through sound, smell, taste, touch, movement, vision, and emotion is imagery. Everyone uses imagery differently. When we focus on a thought, like thinking of eating a piece of cake, the way we experience that thought will vary from person to person based on preference, experience, and what’s known as “elaboration” as you imagine the touch, smell, taste, and emotional sensation of having that piece of cake. If you elaborate on the thought in detail, you can guess what happens—you crave cake. Maybe you run to the kitchen or the local bakery for some cake before you continue reading this book. Our minds are powerful, and our ability to imagine scenarios can dictate a lot of our actions. Sometimes those actions are counterproductive to our goals (Eat that cake! Quit on that project!). But they don’t have to be—you can harness your mind’s extraordinary power to optimize your actions (Eat the salad instead. Finish that project.). This book provides you with a tool to do exactly that: to become the driver of, rather than a passenger in, your mind.


When most people set a goal, they don’t plan effectively or use multisensory imagery to perceive the process of achieving their goal. Thus, when they come up against a challenge, they don’t see it as a hurdle on a track; they see it as a wall. Consequently, they often quit because they haven’t developed the skills to help them meet the requirement of hard work or perseverance.


A more effective way to embark upon pursuing a goal is to use our internal chatter and imagery to predict how the outcome (success or failure) and the process (hard work and perseverance) of the journey may play out. The way we elaborate in our mind’s eye on this outcome and the process influences our likelihood of achieving our goals. Quite literally, the way we imagine the future, and the attention we give a thought, drives our effort and thus influences our behaviour and outcomes.


You can use imagery to plan out your goals through fantasy, starting by imagining what success would be like, perhaps as you get that promotion at work, win an Olympic gold medal, or lie on a Pacific Coast beach, depending on your goal. Then you can break down your goals into small milestones and imagine what each stage of achieving success feels, smells, tastes, sounds, and looks like. This process forms the basis of multisensory imagery. One key benefit of this approach becomes apparent when you arrive at a challenge. Since you have already imagined it occurring, and have already planned ways to overcome whatever it may be, you can see the challenge not as a wall but as a hurdle on a track, and you can pick up speed to jump it.


In this book, you will learn to train your imagery ability so you can improve how you plan and stick to your goals. You may not be aware of the power of your imagination right now, but you will soon learn how to measure it, train it, harness its potential, and refine it for your personal growth and for the people and communities you love.


The foundation for this book is a large body of academic research called Functional Imagery Training (FIT), which shows that mental imagery elicits emotions, and that emotions are the key to amplifying motivation and changing behaviour. Academic psychologists studying addiction at the University of Plymouth, in the UK, and Queensland University of Technology, in Australia, developed it. They observed that people suffering from addiction had good intentions and a strong desire to quit their destructive habits until cravings hijacked their thoughts, which often resulted in relapse. FIT is a method that teaches people to override cravings (and other pleasure-based decisions) by training how to stick with a target goal.


We have expanded on the FIT model to include new tools that enhance performance. You will read about techniques we’ve created to interrupt old habits, such as SLAPP, which will be available to the public for the first time in this book. We created a model for teams that we call AIM: Applied Imagery for Motivation, since FIT was primarily designed for one-to-one coaching/counselling. We wrote The Choice Point so you would feel like you are sitting across the table from us as your imagery coaches. The Choice Point—the concept this book was named after—is the exact moment you decide to shift your attention away from an unwanted thought that might stop you from making a conscious choice to persevere in pursuing your goal (or not). It’s that moment when you say to yourself, “To continue, or not to continue?” This book is the blueprint for how we use FIT to change human behaviour. We share our own stories and those of our clients: coaches seeking new ways of approaching old problems; stressed executives seeking work/life balance; Olympic athletes seeking medals; and everyday people seeking a healthier lifestyle. No matter who you are, what your goal is, or where you are in your life right now, this book is for you.


As the authors of The Choice Point, we came together under unusual circumstances and a common vision. Dr. Jonathan Rhodes is a passionate FIT developer and cognitive psychologist researching from the University of Plymouth. Jonathan is the only one so far to research and use AIM with teams, including professional football teams, sailing teams, education groups, corporate organizations, and the British Army. Jo Grover is a compassionate community activist, social worker, and coach from Miami Beach, Florida, who ventured to England after shattering her shoulder in an equestrian accident. That fall during a competition in Kentucky crushed more than her arm; it diminished her self-confidence and her love for a sport that she had cherished. Her surgeon and physiotherapist helped her heal her body; FIT helped her overcome the fear the accident had embedded in her mind. With FIT, she learned to trust herself and her horse again. Together, they won two championships before she hung up her saddle for good on her own terms. Jo was the first person in the US to be certified in FIT. She discovered that it worked more efficiently and produced a deeper, longer-lasting change with her clients than the cognitive behavioural therapy she had previously used.


Jonathan writes as an academic and performance consultant, and Jo as a client and practitioner. We write from the head and the heart. Our collaborative writing began after a Zoom call during the 2020 COVID lockdown, with Jonathan four and a half thousand miles away in windswept southern England and Jo under a canopy of palm trees in southern Florida. We never met in person while writing this book, which was challenging due to our differing time zones, writing styles, work commitments, family lives . . . and did we mention writing styles? We pushed past these challenges because we were driven by collective values—service and education—and together we imagined the benefits others would receive from getting a better understanding of how to use their imagination to achieve goals. The benefits many of our clients report go beyond succeeding in their personal goals. They experience better sleep quality and other quality-of-life improvements—better communication, less stress, a deeper sense of purpose and happiness, consistency with performance and hitting targets, and a stronger sense of belonging. We wanted to share what we understood about the science of success—true stories of perseverance and excelling against the odds, so you, our dear reader, can experience these benefits too.


We later developed a company named Imagery Coaching. We have consulted with Fortune 500 executives, entrepreneurs, professional athletes, first responders, nurses, teachers, students, coaches, educational institutions, and elite members of the military. We’ve developed international training courses to educate the next generation of imagery coaches. We believe that coaching should be accessible to more people, so 20 per cent of our students receive full scholarships to train with us. These scholarships are granted for those who would not otherwise have access to coaching due to socioeconomic barriers. We support local and global change initiatives like the Climate Coaching Alliance, which is a network of executive coaches who work with organizations on climate. We have high aspirations for a United Nations Day of Imagery, where we would teach world leaders and climate activists to imagine solutions to climate change together through creativity and collaboration, and we are continuing to expand the research portfolio of FIT with individuals and AIM with teams.


That’s us. But what this book is ultimately about is you. Your dreams, your goals, your aspirations—your meaning and values. Your community and connections. It’s about taking the goals you’ve thought of, imagining them, and making them happen.


How to Use This Book


Imagery is intimate and emotional. Be gentle and patient with yourself. Find a friend to do it with you, or treat yourself as a best friend. The exercises we provide will unearth a deeper sense of meaning and connection. Since imagination is personal, we have a series of tests and measures that give you a starting place from where you can work towards your goal. The chapters unfold in a structured way that is intended to be supportive, to outline a personal journey with FIT as you reflect on working through five steps: your values, beliefs, attitude, cognitions, and behaviours. In Part I we focus on the initial three steps (values, beliefs, and attitude). Imagery training is most effective when you first gain clarity on your goals and reconnect with what matters to you.


Throughout the book, but especially in the first three chapters, we recommend you take notes and track your progress in a journal, as if you are a researcher of your own mind. A journal provides space for self-reflection and mental incubation, where you are encouraged to think about your thinking. This may sound loopy, but it should give you space to think, Why? At these points, while writing in your journal and critically reflecting, you might want to stop reading and allow your thoughts to marinate. Come back to the section later in the day, the following day, or whenever it feels appropriate to continue. Put another way: we recommend that you don’t read this book as fast as a five-year-old eats a jam sandwich. Instead, read it as slowly as a fifty-five-year-old would eat that sandwich, savouring and reminiscing with each bite.


At the start of Part II, we focus on imagery training, which is the cognitive step of the journey. We hope that you enter that material with curiosity and a focused goal. In Part II, you can explore your detailed imagery journey from step one, values, to step four, cognitions. We invite you to measure your imagery ability and then refine each of the multisensory aspects, such as visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic imagery. For each sensory area, it’s best if you take notes and continue to be reflective as you put theory into practice. If you ever get stuck, each chapter offers opportunities to problem-solve and see how others have found their way to a daily practise of imagery.


Once you start to practise imagery, you will have entered the final step, behaviour change. At this point, you will experiment with what works best for your applied practice. To make behaviours stick and persevere when times become challenging, we provide further instructions on how to apply FIT that will help you create a routine and reset your thinking when needed. Again, go slowly through Part II, and ascertain what works best for you.


So far, it’s been about you, your goal and your imagery practice. Once you are connected with your own sense of purpose, meaning, and action, you are ready to discover how imagery can be used in your community. Part III goes beyond the individual as we focus on detailing how imagery can be used in groups and teams. We have adapted FIT from a model strictly for individuals to an application we use with teams: AIM. When teams consistently achieve goals, they can then work together on more complex goals—going from solving organization-wide problems, like staffing issues, all the way up to addressing global issues, like climate change.


Why This Book?


While there is a sea of self-help books that promise personal change, few work from the inside out starting with values. Even fewer are based on peer-reviewed, academic science that documents how your imagination can amplify motivation and support sustained behaviour change. The Choice Point merges science with personal change and provides you with a unique set of practical tools tailored to your struggles and goals—anything from personal fitness objectives to rebuilding a sense of belonging and purpose.


For decades, athletes have used imagery in rehearsing performance and maintaining focus despite the environmental pressures they are faced with during competition. You will be able to briefly step into the imagination of tennis champions, Olympic swimmers, high divers, rugby and football players, ultramarathon runners, world record holders, CEOs, global industry leaders, and elite military troops to understand how the same imagery practices can be used to shape your life. We share a wide variety of stories to demonstrate the power of harnessing imagery to support people and teams as they get “in the zone” and stay there until they have succeeded in accomplishing their goals. Are you ready to adapt? Ready to achieve? Ready to persist? Ready to test the science and amplify your motivation? Are you ready to amplify you? Then let’s crack on!












PART I




PUSHING PAST MENTAL WALLS














CHAPTER ONE



FROM MENTAL MUTINY TO MOTIVATIONAL IMAGERY




Let there be an opening into the quiet that lies beneath the chaos, where you will find the peace you did not think possible and see what shimmers within the storm.


— John O’Donohue, Irish poet




IMAGINE YOUR ALARM SOUNDS ON AN EARLY JANUARY MORNING. You wake and look outside. It’s cold and raining. Even though you’ve been diligent to your internal commitment and have every intention to get healthy, you decide not to go out for a run. You think, Tomorrow will be drier. You go back to your cosy bed and snooze for an extra thirty minutes. Finally you get up, and you feel guilty, which depletes your drive and derails your hopes for a healthier start to the year. Feeling slightly ashamed, you decide to have a big breakfast to cheer yourself up. You then realize that the same thing happened yesterday and the day before that. You think, Maybe I’ll try again in February. This is the Choice Point: To run or not to run? That is the question.


Truth is, we ask ourselves “to-do” or “not-to-do” questions every day, then make key decisions that influence our behaviour moving forward. Choice Points usually happen when we face a challenge. They pop up during (or right before not doing) an infinite variety of activities: office work, writing a thesis, preparing for an exam, running up a hill, swimming the last mile, or working through a challenging dynamic in a relationship. For each of us, a Choice Point decision has the power to define who we are: a runner/non-runner, an academic/non-academic, healthy/not healthy.


By the time you get to a Choice Point, usually you have already invested a great deal of energy, emotion, and attention and made many personal sacrifices that have you in a state of feeling depleted or a loss of motivation. When you feel drained, negative thoughts rush forward in open rebellion, and the challenges can seem insurmountable. This is the moment you need to make a critical decision that will reveal aspects of your character—your mental toughness and grit. We experience about six thousand to sixty thousand thoughts per day.1 To understand that you are free to choose which of these thoughts you act on can change your life and has the potential to shape your destiny. Yet our decisions often default to the question of willpower because, at that critical Choice Point, we forget to ask ourselves why we want to do the action and what it means for our future.


The Choice Point is a moment that offers two options: mental mutiny or cognitive control. While mental mutiny threatens to lead us to disappointment in our actions, cognitive control is the antithesis, rooted in a commitment to our long-term goals, values, and meaning.


In a day, even if only 0.1 per cent of the sixty thousand thoughts you have are Choice Point moments, that amounts to sixty critical “yes or no,” “stop or go,” “quit or continue” opportunities to choose. The Choice Point is not unconscious; it involves conscious thought. Thus, you have the agency to manage those thoughts as they enter your consciousness rather than default to an arm-wrestle with willpower that you might lose due to mental fatigue.2


Still, we have found that by teaching our research participants and our clients to manage their attention during specific times of the day by perceiving obstacles and planning next steps through imagery, they report stronger willpower and a greater sense of free will, which increases their confidence and performance.


How to Choose According to Your Values and Not Your Impulses


In our work and research, we’ve found that core values are often neglected or compromised due to day-to-day shifts in personal circumstances such as changing work or family commitments. As these priorities shift, each individual’s handling of their Choice Point becomes of ever greater consequence. When we have people rank their top core value, they rate their health above all else 99 per cent of the time. Yes, above family, above relationships, above happiness, and always above world peace. We all know that to stay healthy, we need to exercise, eat the right nutrients, and stay hydrated. However, in 2021, the World Health Organization estimated that 2.8 million deaths were directly correlated to obesity.3 Many of those deaths could have been avoided. People know how to eat healthily, they know about hydration, and they know they should exercise. Yet many of us opt not to work out today because there’s always tomorrow. But today’s actions often result in us having the same thought, the same excuse, and the same lack of progress tomorrow.


If personal health is so important to us, why do we struggle to follow through with decisions that directly benefit us? This curious question is where our research starts: Why do some people opt in while others opt out?


The answer is in your attention and imagination. One dramatic demonstration of how this works was revealed in the most significant weight-loss study ever conducted without medication. Conducted by Linda Solbrig, PhD, and colleagues from the University of Plymouth, in Great Britain, and Queensland University of Technology, in Australia, it became the most widely read FIT (Functional Imagery Training) study published on weight loss.4 In the 2018 investigation, 121 participants were recruited from an ad placed in a local paper in Plymouth. They were split into two randomized groups. One group received motivational interviewing, an evidence-based, client-centred intervention that uses openended questions, affirmations, reflections, and summaries. Motivational interviewing is the standard in “change talk” (a method that manoeuvres people to discuss solutions and plans), and is used by teachers, doctors, coaches, therapists, and counsellors in every field. The other group received FIT training and learned to use imagery to plan, anticipate obstacles, and try out new solutions based on past successes.


Solbrig worked with both groups over a period of six months and followed up after twelve months. The time investment to participate in the programme was brief for both groups: each participant received a single one-hour in-person session, one follow-up phone call (of forty-five minutes or less), check-in calls (of fifteen minutes or less) every two weeks for a period of three months, and then monthly check-in calls for three months. Each participant had just four hours of contact with Solbrig. The results were newsworthy and reported in media outlets around the world.


The FIT group lost an average of 9 pounds at the six-month mark, and most significantly, the results continued beyond the intervention. At twelve months, the FIT group had lost an average of 14 pounds, while the motivational interviewing group had lost only an average of 1.5 pounds. Despite not having received any support after the first six months, the FIT participants continued to make progress. Up until this study, this kind of outcome was unheard of in a weight-loss programme. With just four hours of contact with the FIT practitioner in the first six months, and zero contact in the second half, the FIT group became self-sufficient and self-directed and the participants continued to progress towards their goals. It would appear that FIT gave them the confidence and the tools to persist.


Let’s take a summary look at what the FIT group did.


• They explored discrepancies between their core values and current behaviour.


• They imagined success at each step in their planned path and imagined achieving their goal.


• They were taught, as we will teach you, to use imagery as a daily habit, anchoring it into a ritual such as sipping morning coffee or brushing teeth.


FIT teaches individuals to manage impulses by replacing an unwanted thought with goal-oriented imagery.


Understanding Spontaneous Thought


If you’ve ever waited at a train station, you might have noticed your attention drift from one thought to the next. Let’s play it out: While on platform X, you notice a train on platform Y come in. On that train, people have suitcases packed and look set to go on holiday. You read the destination sign on the side of the train: airport. You wonder where they may be going. Somewhere warm, I bet! Then the train departs. Next, on platform Z, a train squeals to a stop, and you notice that everyone waiting for that train is dressed in work attire. This time you don’t even want to read the destination sign, and your attention drifts back to platform Y, where a new train has arrived.


Thoughts, like trains, are frequent, and you have the free will to get on the train or simply watch it go by. But as we know with train travel, you can only take one train at a time.


To exercise free will is actually a learned behaviour. We can push these Choice Point critical-decision moments in our favour by controlling how we direct our attention. As thoughts enter our consciousness, and we choose to retain the thoughts that move us towards our goals, we develop more self-control and become conscious about the choices we make. In time, we learn to manage our attention and focus on what’s important to us.


A spontaneous thought is any thought, memory, feeling, or fantasy that enters your mind, and often you don’t have much of a choice about its arrival. We are always with thought, conscious or not, but a spontaneous thought is one that we always hold on to, even if just for a split second, before it passes like a train from a platform. Because spontaneous thoughts lead us not only to our Choice Points but through our Choice Points, scientists have worked to ascertain the number of thought “trains” we see passing each day. To calculate this, scientists had to map the brain and measure people’s thoughts while they were at rest and during tasks, observing how spontaneous thoughts emerge and the frequency of their occurrence. This seemingly impossible task required millions of dollars, world-class facilities, and the best brain specialists to all come together and collaborate on the research. The Human Connectome Project was launched in 2009 with the aim of mapping the entirety of the human brain through scans. The mammoth dataset is publicly available, so if you have the interest, base knowledge, and time, you can conduct an analysis and draw your own conclusions.5


One group of researchers focused on measuring the number of spontaneous thoughts individuals had each day compared to the tasks they were engaged in.6 The researchers refer to neural fragments as thought worms (not to be confused with earworms: songs that get stuck in your head). A thought worm is measured using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which is mapped onto a visual representation. The spike in brain activity from a thought can be seen on the fMRI as a continuous “wormlike segment” wriggling through a network of neural passages as it emerges to the surface. While some thoughts are retained for long periods, most are short and fleeting, disappearing as fast as they arrive. In all cases, as the worm arrives in consciousness, it’s only a matter of time before the worm vanishes from the brain scan as if gobbled up by a bird.


For example, your phone or computer makes a sound (ding!), and your attention is diverted from your previous focus. You decide to look at your device. This is what’s known as a voluntary spontaneous thought because the cue (ding!) created a thought (to check). On the other hand, an involuntary spontaneous thought often seems random. It ruminates deep in your subconscious (I need to add milk to the shopping list), then, pop!—it emerges to the surface.


Spontaneous thoughts can occur with high frequency when you’re doing repetitive tasks such as washing up, fitness training, or writing an email. For all of us, some thoughts emerge and are retained, while others dissipate.


An urge to engage in short-term pleasure is our first response when we arrive at the Choice Point, but short-term pleasure can thwart our long-term goals because thoughts about long-term goals tend to emerge slowly into our consciousness, whereas immediate satisfaction is quick. We wake up to go for a run with the intention of improving our health, but excuses show up because the immediate short-term pleasure is a warm, comfortable bed. It’s almost as if we have two types of thought worms: long-term goal and short-term satisfaction. The worms set off from the same point, but one drives to our conscious mind on the motorway with limited traffic, while the other uses city streets during rush hour. This means that the two thought worms do not arrive into consciousness simultaneously; the short-term, immediate-pleasure, quick-fix thought arrives first.


The quick-fix decision you make at that specific moment of the Choice Point can be destructive to your goals because it rarely leads to long-term success. Initial thoughts of pleasure are simply an automatic response, a spontaneous cognition we experience, give attention to, then find ourselves responding to in a way that’s contradictory to our long-term goal. In this book, you will learn to modify this initial thought, replacing the quick fix—such as satisfying an immediate desire or quitting when faced with a challenge—with a thought of future satisfaction and achievement. This will enable you to become goal focused and resilient to setbacks.


Retrain Your Thought Worms


Thought worms are constant. While some spontaneous thoughts are involuntary and seem to be random, and others are voluntarily planned due to cues, all thoughts emerge one by one. We give attention to most thoughts in a way that seems uncontrollable, resulting in a lack of focus. Each day, like the day before, we perform our routine tasks and give our undivided attention to some of our thoughts—not others—because some seem more important. Why?


Emotion. Emotion drives our thinking. For example, we often eat not because we are hungry, we eat because we have a desire to experience the pleasure food brings. Think of chocolate. Once we give our attention to the treat and the satisfaction it will provide, we begin thinking of the stimulus and the potential enjoyment in great detail. When Bridget Jones feels down, she reaches for the ice cream. Why? For emotional satisfaction. Over our lifetimes, experiences have reinforced and conditioned us towards the quick fix, the short-term pleasure option: eating, seeking comfort, or satisfying some internal desire in a way that evokes feelings of potential immediate satisfaction.


If you skipped your run on a rainy morning, know that your decision had already been made. Your “stay in bed” thought worm had been wriggling through your subconscious the day before. You were preparing the excuse before you needed to use it. We are always anticipating. Brain scans reveal that even before we begin a task, we perceive the outcome.7


When you endeavour towards any mammoth task, you will face a significant challenge as you anticipate the hard work when your spontaneous thoughts emerge, telling you to stop, or worse, quit. But consider how your life might change if you knew that you could retrain your thought worms so the long-term goal thought shows up quickly, catching the motorway in a Ferrari, and the quick-fix option takes a walk.


To test the power of FIT, Jonathan and colleagues recruited a group of thirty-one self-proclaimed “non-runners” who valued the importance of health but lacked motivation to consistently exercise. The group initially received a motivational interview to explore goals, evoke motivation, and develop a self-prescribed plan. They were then left to exercise in whatever way they deemed effective. After five months, the participants were asked if they would consider running an ultramarathon. Jonathan expected no one to agree, but to his shock fifteen agreed to give it a go.


Those fifteen participants were split into two groups: a motivational interviewing group in which participants were given support by a psychologist, and a FIT group whose members were taught how to retrain their thought worms using multisensory imagery. Eight months later, the participants ran an ultramarathon. Those in the FIT group were five times more likely to finish the run than those who did not receive FIT.8 We found that even during times of severe fatigue and sometimes pain, when emotions were hypersensitized because participants had been running for several hours and were cold, hungry, and soaked, we were able to retrain the FIT runners’ thought worms during the race to point towards the desired goal.


FIT Focuses Attention


FIT is an intervention anyone can use to master their thoughts by directing attention to long-term goals, promoting consistency, optimal performance, and confidence. FIT participants in the weight loss and ultramarathon studies made imagery a habit, and in another FIT study they improved exercise adherence.9 Every morning, as they brewed a cup of coffee or put the kettle on, they would imagine ways to overcome obstacles and plan small steps towards becoming healthy and sticking to healthy behaviours. In this way, FIT works beyond the initial goals you set—in these examples, from achieving weight loss to getting all-around fit and healthy—to sustaining your results.


Researchers have found that we can manage our spontaneous thoughts through the use of cues: simple behavioural triggers that remind us to focus.10 A cue, as we use the term in psychology, is an explicit act that fires the starter’s gun on a thought worm. You may already have several cues as part of your daily habits. You may get into the shower in the morning, and instead of standing there enjoying the hot water, you might start planning your day, your outfit, and your meetings. While internal cues are physiologically based, such as body temperature or sensing your heartbeat, external cues are things you experience or see that trigger a thought, such as having a shower or looking at your running shoes. This is important information because if we plan for external cues by integrating them into our daily routine, we are able to manage our thinking in a productive and proactive way to steer us towards our goals.


But we fall victim to cues on a daily basis and get lost in our routines. We turn our television on, and we are confronted with advertising that evokes spontaneous thoughts. Next, we pick up our mobile phone and click on Instagram/Facebook/Twitter/emails. Have you ever been doing something important, then your thoughts wander, and you find yourself “just checking” your phone? As you check, the thoughts that arise are often disconnected, created by random videos, messages, and content that grab our attention before we move on. We find ourselves five, then ten, minutes down, and before we know it we have wasted our time. What was intended as a quick check resulted in our mind wandering. What we need instead are more explicit cues that remind us of our task-based or long-term goals and why they matter. FIT does that by focusing our attention.



Find Your Own Example


To find a personal example, we invite you to recall a specific time when you have experienced a high level of focus and attention, like writing an assignment, performing a skill, or maybe even cooking. During this task, you might find yourself in a state of flow where you are completely captivated by the task and finish a lot of work. While you are in this mental state, spontaneous thoughts are in harmony as they work together to help you complete the undertaking. These harmonious thoughts come and go, but their connection enables you to retain your focus for long periods, so you can solve problems and streamline mental energy.


Remembering this specific experience, were there many distractions, or did you put in place a logical system that allowed you to focus on your work? Maybe you turned your phone off and closed your computer. In doing these explicit actions, you inadvertently activated your behavioural cue for work and quieted your cognitive chatter. Therefore, how you plan for tasks makes a real difference to your success, because the strategies you use, such as cues, manage thousands of spontaneous thoughts.


The Human Connectome Project that we mentioned above, which mapped the entirety of the human brain, enabled researchers to discover that the precise number of thoughts people have each day depends on the task and people’s ability to manage spontaneous thoughts. If you completed a task that you enjoy, you may have had fewer thoughts than if you were working on a task that you found boring. If you consider the attention and focus required to watch a movie—following the plot, knowing who the characters are and their connections to each other, and predicting what will happen next—you will be in a state of flow as thoughts harmoniously work together. Get distracted by checking your phone, and you won’t really be watching it at all. Your mind will wander away to a myriad other thoughts. Similarly, in a day of harmony, you’re experiencing around six thousand two hundred thoughts per day. If you are not focused and attentive, the frequency of spontaneous thoughts will increase. Some psychologists suggest that we have sixty thousand thoughts each day, and Nobel Prize-winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman suggests that the average person will likely make thirty-five thousand decisions each day, roughly twenty-four decisions each minute.11


Of those thousands of daily thoughts, sadly, for the average person, 80 per cent are generally negative. If we accept that we have thirty-five thousand thought decisions, that amounts to twenty-eight thousand negative decisions each day and seven thousand positive ones.


Will tomorrow be different? Not likely. Psychologist Robert Leahy suggests that 95 per cent of our thoughts on one day are exactly the same as they were the day before.12 Therefore, if you are experiencing a constant stream of negative thoughts today, thoughts that may be detrimental to your goals and self-image, and if you do nothing to counteract the thoughts, odds are tomorrow will be the same. The good news is that you can shift those odds by working on your thoughts today to experience a more optimistic tomorrow.


What we give our attention to is up to us. Spontaneous thoughts lead to our Choice Points, and we choose to either elaborate on them or not. You can’t always control when a voluntary or involuntary thought arrives, but you can choose how long you stay with that thought.



Elaboration and Rehearsal


In 2016 Iris Schmidbauer, a German high diver who was new to the sport, was invited to compete at an international cliff diving event in the Philippines. The prestigious event gave the opportunity for new competitors to gain experience in diving off twentymetre platforms, something Iris had dreamt of doing since she was a child. She had worked hard in training, had gone through the dives in her head over and over, and had sacrificed so very much throughout her life to attain this position. Not having slept well the night before the first day of competition, Iris was a little tired, but she knew that she could rely on her muscle memory to get her through her dives. She had an ankle injury from a previous competition, so she took some painkillers, tried to stop imagining any negativity, and remained positive going into her first set of competition dives. She imagined her dives going well—her setup, posture, arm control, weight distribution, speed into and out of rotations, and impact into the water.


On competition day, Iris had no practice dives from the twenty-metre cliff top, but her first dive went to plan, scoring highly with the judges and ranking her number one going into the second dive. She was able to table her negative thoughts, and she confidently mentally rehearsed her next dive: the triple half. A combination of things happened next. Something did not feel quite right, but Iris remained confident that her muscle memory would kick in, as it had during the first dive. Feeling good about her ability and in control of her thoughts, Iris paused her usual preparatory use of imagery and relied on her body to do the work. Iris felt unusual; maybe it was the painkillers affecting her attention, or maybe she was experiencing a new level of heightened focus. Still, this was the opportunity of a lifetime, it meant so much, and she had worked so hard—plus she was in first place. So, Iris, a resilient athlete, was determined to showcase her ability, talent, and commitment to diving—even though she felt a little “off.”


When she got to the top of the cliff, ready to dive, Iris signalled to the rescue divers below, then positioned her toes off the edge. She imagined her dive one last time. In her mind’s eye, she could see herself take off, feel her body move through the air, and experience the water rush over her body as she entered feet first. Taking a deep breath in, she assumed a good posture before flexing her knees and propelling herself into the air.


As she rotated her body into a turn, her speed accelerated. At that point she felt lost. Her muscle memory had forgotten the dive. She entered the water back first at seventy-five kilometres (about forty-six miles) per hour.


Iris emerged bruised, coughing blood, and with severe whiplash, but fortunately she did not break any bones. After she had spent a few hours in hospital, the doctors released her, and she joined her competitors that evening for a sparkling water at the bar. However, the experience caused Iris both physiological and cognitive trauma.


For the next few months, Iris spontaneously thought of that dive several times each day. She would vividly imagine it, replaying the whole fiasco in explicit detail in her head, and she consequently had not dived from high platforms since. She came to Jonathan for help, and over the following six weeks they developed a plan to help her overcome her trauma and get her back to cliff diving.
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