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    The dark side of visualization, how to achieve absolutely anything by creating the perfect plan, overcoming procrastination and employing doublethink.




    

       

    




    Throughout the past forty years, a large number of books, audio products and training courses have promised to help people look beyond the perils of instant gratification and achieve their long-term goals. From visualization to self-affirmation, from being focused to going with the flow, you pays your money and you takes your choice. There is just one small problem: several scientific studies suggest that many of these exercises don’t work. Take, for example, the type of simple visualization exercise I described at the start of this book. As you may remember, you were asked to close your eyes and imagine the new you: to think how great you would feel in those close-fitting jeans, or sitting in a huge office at the top of the corporate ladder, or sipping a cocktail with the warm Caribbean sand between your toes. This type of exercise has been promoted by the self-help industry for years, with claims that it can help people lose weight, stop smoking, find their perfect partner and enjoy increased career success. Unfortunately, a large body of research now suggests that although it might make you feel good, the technique is, at best, ineffective.




    In one study, conducted by Lien Pham and Shelley Taylor at the University of California, a group of students were asked to spend a few moments each day visualizing themselves getting a high grade in an important midterm exam that would take place in a few days’ time.1 They were asked to form a clear image in their mind’s eye, and imagine how great it would feel. The study also involved a control group of students who went about their business as usual and were asked not to visualize doing especially well in the exams. The experimenters asked the students in both groups to make a note of the number of hours they studied each day, and monitored their final grades. Even though the daydreaming exercise only lasted a few minutes, it had a significant impact on the students’ behaviour, causing them to study less, and obtain lower marks in the exam. The exercise may have made them feel better about themselves, but it did not help them achieve their goals.




    In another experiment, Gabriele Oettingen and Thomas Wadden from the University of Pennsylvania followed a group of obese women taking part in a weight-reduction programme.2 During the work, the women were asked to imagine how they might behave in various food-related scenarios, such as going round to a friend’s house and being tempted with tasty pizza. Each of their responses were categorized from highly positive (with, for example, someone stating: ‘I would be a good person, and keep well away from the cakes and ice cream’) through to highly negative (‘I would be straight in there, consuming both my own and other people’s portions’). After tracking the women for a year, the results revealed that those with more positive fantasies had lost, on average, 12 kilos less than those with negative fantasies.




    Oettingen’s work has also shown that the same effects happen in many different situations. In yet another study, she worked with a group of students who admitted to having a serious but secret crush on a classmate, asking them to imagine what would happen in various scenarios, such as arriving early for class, sitting down, then seeing the door open and the apple of their eye enter. Once again, the degree of fantasizing was rated, this time varying between those who seemed to live in a world that would make even the most ardent Mills &Boon reader blush (‘Our eyes meet, and we both know that this is the type of love that only happens once in a lifetime’), through to more negative scenarios (‘We are both free and single. He turns to me, smiles, and asks how I am. For some reason that I still do not fully understand, I explain that I already have a boyfriend’). Five months later, the results revealed that those with positive fantasies were less likely than the others to have told the desirable classmate about their crush or made any other form of progress towards having a relationship with them.3




    Exactly the same effect applies to career success. Oettingen asked her final-year students to note down how often they fantasized about getting their dream job after leaving university. A two-year follow-up revealed that the students who had reported frequently fantasizing about success had made fewer job applications, received a lower number of job offers and had significantly smaller salaries than their classmates.




    Why should imagining yourself achieving your goals be so bad for you? Researchers have speculated that those who fantasize about how wonderful life could be are ill prepared for the setbacks that frequently occur along the rocky road to success, or maybe they enjoy indulging in escapism and so become reluctant to put in the effort required to achieve their goal. Either way, the message from the research is clear – fantasizing about your perfect world may make you feel better but is unlikely to help transform your dreams into reality.




    Fortunately, the results from other research into motivation are not all doom and gloom. A large amount of work has revealed that some techniques do help create permanent and positive changes to people’s lives. From weight loss to quitting smoking, changing careers to finding your perfect partner, there are quick and painless techniques that can provide real help. It is all about having the perfect plan, knowing how to beat procrastination and a rather strange form of doublethink.
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