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To my brothers—George, Donald, and Philip—
who have changed me in so many ways




INTRODUCTION


CHANGEOLOGY: WHAT IT IS AND
WHAT IT CAN DO FOR YOU


Let’s begin with the end in mind: think of one, maybe two, things that you’d like to change in yourself, something you really want to modify about your behavior. If you’re like most people, it doesn’t take long to come up with something. Perhaps a laundry list of goals and ambitions rushes through your mind, some harder to achieve than others. Maybe a quick smile breaks out on your face when you proudly recall a goal you have recently realized. Perhaps, too, you feel a brief pang of guilt for not trying to change certain things or a fleeting sense of dismay because your previous attempts have proven unsuccessful. All of these complicated feelings are part of the universal constellation of emotions toward change.


Now take a deep breath and consider the following: whether you’re hoping to stop smoking or gambling, commit to exercising more hours a week (maybe run a marathon), eliminate fast food and bike to work, or learn a new skill that will earn you a promotion, following the scientific program outlined in this book can dramatically increase your chance of success—without drugs or other types of formal treatment. This proven program shows you exactly how to execute the steps necessary to change on your own. And best of all: you can experience lasting results within 90 days.


Sound too good to be true? Much in the way Elisabeth Kübler-Ross distinguished stages of grief, my colleagues and I have identified five distinct stages of behavior change. This is hardly an inconsequential finding; these stages, which I’ve simplified to just 5 straightforward steps, reflect three decades of scientific research and millions of dollars in funding. Finally, this well-documented program for successful change is accessible to everyone in this practical book.


From chronic addictions to minor habits, the range of behaviors that we can change is vast but the process of change is the same. In other words, the steps an overweight individual has to take to lose pounds permanently will be the same as those taken by a workaholic seeking to cut back on time spent in the office so he can spend more time with his family. Granted, as each person passes through the steps, he or she will have different goals, but the overall experience will be astonishingly similar.


How do I know this for sure? That’s what part of this book is going to reveal to you; I’ll be detailing what I’ve learned as a clinical psychologist and university professor helping tens of thousands of people—in both research and clinical settings—achieve permanent changes.


A LITTLE HISTORY


I was there at the beginning. Not at the creation of the world, mind you, but at the start of defining one of the most effective and celebrated systems ever for changing human behavior: the Stages of Change. Before I detail exactly how you’ll create successful change in your life, let me take a few moments to introduce myself and provide the backstory. It will help you understand just how different Changeology is from any other program that you might have tried in the past.


It all started in 1980. Jimmy Carter was in the White House, and Dallas was flickering across the nation’s TV screens. I had just moved to Rhode Island to earn my doctorate and to work with Dr. James O. Prochaska on his first National Institutes of Health grant to study self-change—how people modify their behavior without professional treatment. He and one of his recent graduates, Dr. Carlo C. DiClemente, were studying how a thousand people stopped smoking on their own. Little did any of us imagine that those early studies would lead to revolutionary advances in understanding how people change their behavior on their own.


Five years later, I had my clinical psychology PhD in hand and an internship at Brown University Medical School under my belt. I accepted a professorship at the University of Scranton, nestled in the rolling foothills of the Pocono Mountains in northeastern Pennsylvania. I continued my research into self-change and psychotherapy, much of it in collaboration with Jim Prochaska.


In the 1990s, the research got really interesting as research assistants and I conducted three nationally publicized studies that tracked New Year’s resolutions. We learned, scientifically speaking, what predicted some resolvers’ success and others’ failures. Our investigations also looked at change in psychotherapists—the most educated and experienced change agents. How do the experts change themselves?


After the new millennium, my comrades and I conducted another series of studies—a dozen, in fact—to identify the effectiveness of myriad self-help resources. We separated the chaff from the wheat among thousands of self-help books, autobiographies, films, and websites. We managed to determine what kind of self-help resources work and what constitutes ineffective, unscientific pabulum.


Today, there is a staggering number of published studies that have been done on the stages of change—more than two thousand and counting. Our work has added to this undeniably impressive body of research, which has enjoyed the support of $80 million in federal grant funding. Although the early studies concentrated on addictions, such as smoking, drinking, and overeating, over the years they have expanded to include three dozen challenges that millions of people face in daily living, including distressed relationships, anxiety, getting ahead at work, troubling finances, depression, and procrastination.


The program resulting from this research works across a variety of problems, across countries and cultures, and across the spectrum of healing. It’s been used successfully by individuals, couples, families, organizations, and entire health systems worldwide. What’s more, it’s been proven to work whether you’re attempting to change on your own or are armed with a self-help book, assisted by a formal support group, treated by a psychologist, bolstered by medication, or any combination thereof.


Our change system has a documented track record of success. It has guided tens of thousands of research participants and psychotherapy patients to lives filled with greater health and happiness. That same research can now guide you through the labyrinth of self-change to your goal. This revolutionary system has been translated into the step-by-step program explained in this book. In other words, you can reap the same benefits of our research that our patients have experienced—just by reading and following the advice offered in Changeology.


HOW CHANGEOLOGY DIFFERS FROM OTHER SELF-HELP


At this point you’re probably thinking, “He’s making awfully strong claims!” Or perhaps you’re silently protesting, “The usual oversold promises of self-help books.” Correct on both counts: These are strong claims, and most self-help books do guarantee unrealistic and unproven results. Decades of research validate the methods described in this book: that’s the crucial difference between Changeology and the morass of other self-help books. I deplore the insulting, antiscientific fare of most self-help books. In fact, that’s been a huge motivator for my career as a clinical psychologist, university professor, and researcher focused on studying behavior change. I have devoted decades of my life to determining what works and what doesn’t.


After investigating people’s attempts to realize their goals for 30 years, I have naturally compiled a list of pet peeves about self-help resources. They tend to fail in four ways: they are not based on research; they don’t provide specific, practical strategies; they focus on only one part of the solution; and they don’t tailor advice to the individual reader. Let’s consider each of these in turn with an eye toward how Changeology corrects them.


A staggering 95 percent plus of self-help books present no scientific research that they work as self-help, and some bestsellers even contain advice that is contradicted by available research. If FDA approval were required for the usefulness and safety of self-help books, fewer than 2 percent would be published. Flip through a popular diet book and look for research studies on how much weight loss was achieved for at least one year by people on that particular diet. You’ll find lots of testimonials and “amazing stories” but almost never any hard numbers based on controlled research. Authors’ boasts and client anecdotes don’t constitute, and should not replace, scientific research. Therein lies the first crucial difference between other self-help books and Changeology: the science.


But a self-help book that simply imparted the science would not prove helpful; it would be about as effective, as Sigmund Freud once observed, as offering a dinner menu to a starving person! Though I do have a tendency to use scientific terminology on occasion, and though I’ve written this book to appeal to the most science-averse reader, it will be useful for you to learn a few key terms as you come to appreciate the science behind the magic of self-change. But I will go further and translate that science into an abundance of specific, realistic strategies. I will lead you through the most powerful means of behavior change with armloads of examples and illustrations.


Another problem with most self-help books is their narrow focus on only one part of the change process. Imagine if someone promised to help you do your taxes but gave you advice on how to organize your receipts and nothing else. The rest of the process would remain frustrating and unfinished. Well, that aptly describes most self-help products: they feature a single part of that process: setting a goal, getting inspired, securing hugs, or learning a few behavioral strategies. But the reader winds up like the proverbial blind man with the elephant, his efforts incomplete and futile.


This book, on the other hand, encompasses the entire change process. I will patiently, supportively guide you through all 5 steps of a proven system that you can use to change on your own and customize to your own life.


In truth, this isn’t the first time that our scientific research and program have been published in a book for a general audience. In 1994, Drs. Jim Prochaska, Carlo DiClemente, and I published our popular Changing for Good. But a lot has happened since then, both in the scientific arena and in the world at large, which now operates at warp speed and sets individuals up for new challenges and behavioral problems. Hence, Changeology updates our cutting-edge research and expands its applications. I’ll be presenting a broader approach to achieving personal improvement and goals, as opposed to our earlier emphasis on eradicating bad habits. I’ll also be focusing primarily on the crucial first 90 days of the change process, which omits those people not yet ready to consider change.


THE POWER OF CONNECTION


Changeology personalizes your journey in two important ways: first, it guides you step by step and tells you exactly what to do and when to do it; and second, you’ll be able to maximize this book’s instructions with the help of an interactive website (www.ChangeologyBook.com) at no cost or obligation to you.


To receive personalized support online, visit www.ChangeologyBook.com. This will allow you to save your goals, track your progress, print out the worksheets in this book, and complete additional activities. Harness the power of the Web as you read this book and beyond. All of the exercises and activities at www.ChangeologyBook.com begin in this book.
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The icon at the beginning of this paragraph, which shows 5 steps within a delta symbol (delta stands for “change”), appears throughout this book. Wherever you see it, you’ll know that an online application is available to you based on a suggested exercise. There you’ll have access to 12 free online activities that will assist you in executing many of the specific strategies suggested. The work you do online in conjunction with this book will help you tailor the program to your specific goals.





USING THIS BOOK EFFECTIVELY


As I’ve already noted, you can change virtually any voluntary behavior using the formula in this book. I will address the most popular behavioral goals and resolutions, such as enhancing relationships, losing weight, acquiring new skills, quitting smoking, starting an exercise regimen, improving your finances, boosting your self-esteem, and reducing your alcohol consumption, but this needn’t be an exclusive list. In other words, while the central points in the book address these goals, you are not limited to them. The research-proven methods of Changeology can be applied toward a vast array of personal goals. You may want to help others by delivering meals to the elderly or teaching children. You may be going through a time when accepting change is necessary to weather a major life challenge, such as the loss of a loved one, divorce, unemployment, or prolonged misfortune. As we’ll see in this book, following the Changeology program can help you make all kinds of changes.


To help you know what you should be doing and when, regardless of your particular goal, the Check Yourself sections will be your guide. I’ll also offer some general To Dos at the beginning of each detailed step that will give you a heads-up about what to expect. Obviously, I cannot detail the specifics to every type of possible change a person may want to make; you won’t find a daily menu plan for losing 20 pounds, for instance; you’re going to create that on your own using the tools I provide. The examples I showcase, however, will give you guidance on what you should be doing every step of the way.


You should prepare to follow the program for 90 days. Why? Because behavioral research indicates that it takes 90 days to prepare for change, build a new behavior, become confident in the face of high-risk triggers, and move past the likelihood of relapse. Brain research also suggests that it takes a few months of practicing a new behavior to create permanent change.


More than 75 percent of people maintain a goal for a week but then they gradually slip back into old behavior. However, research shows that almost all of the people who maintain a new behavior for three months make the change permanent; the probability of relapse after that period is modest. Our aim is to get you to your goal and keep you there; that will require a 90-day commitment on your part.


I encourage you to read Part I in its entirety before jumping into Part II. Otherwise, you may not grasp the big picture of what works when, and you may inadvertently squander the power of the research. I’m not trying to hold you back; rather, I’m helping you get psyched up and make realistic plans before you jump into action. Decades of research and experience suggest that people who prepare properly and have genuine self-confidence will be far more successful at maintaining their goals after 90 days.


It’s common to have at least five or six things that you want to change about yourself. I’ll show you how to deal with multiple goals at once. Bear in mind that for different goals you may be in different steps. For example, you might be in the first step for improving your finances but already in the second for losing weight. Reading the pages of this book in order will improve your chances of success for all of your goals, no matter where you’re starting from today. Of course, I expect that you’ll return to various sections and the interactive website at different times depending on your particular needs.


Please pay attention to the Check Yourself exercises sprinkled throughout the book and take them seriously. They are not mere summaries; they are research-based, data-driven guides that will ensure your success. The Check Yourself appraisals serve as practical checkpoints along your journey through the 5 steps. They also give you the support you need to know exactly what you should be doing and when.


A final word about using this book effectively: Work the program enthusiastically. Don’t read it as an intellectual exercise or as a dreaded assignment. Bring passionate effort and confidence to the book; change is not a spectator sport. Complete the Check Yourself exercises honestly. Go online when prompted, and print materials that will enhance your success. Enlist the support of another person or two when encouraged to do so. Work the program for 90 days.


This is a personal and unique journey. You may feel daunted at first by what lies ahead or fearful that others will judge you. The work you do and the exercises you complete don’t need to be read by or shared with anyone else. It’s your experience that counts here. So feel free to record the truth and let your success flow from the results.


Warning: Avoid Using This Book Ineffectively


Near the top of my list of pet peeves are authors who fail—intentionally, it seems—to declare the limitations of their self-help resources. In fact, the more outrageous the claim, the greater the public interest. “Jesus Himself used this approach!” “Guaranteed results from this miracle method!” “My secret strategy will work for all problems!” Self-help materials that are not forthcoming about their limits are simply not honest.


So let me be up front about the boundaries of this book’s applicability and candid about its limits. Changeology will not help those who are in denial or unaware of their problems. This book assumes that you are aware of your goals and voluntarily pursuing them; it will not work if its methods are being imposed upon you. Remember, Changeology outlines a 90-day program; if you quit after a week, it will probably prove ineffective. The program is applicable to dozens and dozens of behavioral goals, resolutions, and transformations, but not disorders that lead to reality breaks or suicidal intentions.


I should reiterate that this book doesn’t need to be used in combination with any other treatment program; it’s not tied to or dependent on anything but your willingness to change. Changeology can be used with or without professional treatment, including medications, psychotherapy, support groups, and services targeted at specific goals such as weight loss.


People ask me all the time if changing long-established behaviors—such as smoking, drinking, and overeating—requires professional help. The science speaks for itself: thousands of people have successfully overcome their problematic behaviors on their own using the system outlined in this book. In fact, a whopping 90 percent of people who stop smoking and 90 percent of people who gain control of problem drinking do so without formal treatment. That said, I realize that for some, it might prove essential to incorporate additional help, but everyone will be different. My recommendation is that you try to work through this self-change program as it’s outlined and then consider professional treatment if necessary.


All of the people you’ll meet in this book, however, did not recruit help outside our program and my guidance. What’s more, they managed to transform their lives in serious ways, extricating themselves from problems that most of us would think demand professional treatment. Now, if you’re among those who choose to use the Changeology program while under the care of a professional, please ensure that he or she is aware that you are using it and that you are in agreement on the treatment plan. And, as is true of all self-help books, Changeology does not constitute my rendering professional services to you.


Put simply, Changeology advocates for the integration of multiple sources of healing. There’s no conflict between the program outlined here and the use of other therapies. More than anything, I want you to avoid the pernicious either-or thinking that we should have outgrown by the age of twelve. We can take advantage of any combination of these strategies to arrive at successful change. Use and blend as many of the methods as you feel necessary in your own journey through the steps.


To this end, I have provided two appendices to the book: Recommended Self-Help Resources and Selecting the Right Psychotherapist for You. Both are compilations derived from my studies on, respectively, identifying worthy self-help resources and choosing psychotherapists that fit the individual person. They are offered as appendices because not every reader wants them or will use them. But many of you will be interested in expanding your experience to incorporate additional self-help materials and professional healers.


I can’t think of a more appropriate time for this book. In the last decade alone we’ve witnessed soaring rates of chronic disease, which now outpaces infectious disease as a leading killer worldwide. Many chronic diseases, such as obesity and some cancers, have their roots in unhealthy behaviors. We are battling the lethality of lifestyles. At the same time, there’s a collective feeling that we’re deeply entrenched in depression, stress, and relationship dysfunction. Millions of people are struggling to end addictions and behavioral flaws that only exacerbate their health challenges.


The good news is that Changeology has rescued thousands of psychotherapy patients and research participants from a wide variety of behavioral problems that diminish their well-being. I know that it can accelerate your self-change as well, no matter what kind of goals you hope to realize today, tomorrow, and in the future.


Contrary to the negativity of conventional wisdom, millions of people have, in fact, changed their own lives for the better. They have creatively negotiated the confusing blizzard of information and misinformation. Through my research on their successes, I can now guide you more efficiently and effectively toward your behavioral goals, New Year’s (or anytime) resolutions, and life transformations.


Here’s what I want to scream from the rooftops: “There’s no need to rely anymore on folk myths and Grandma’s advice about improving your life. We now possess compelling scientific research that can guide your behavioral metamorphosis. Let science help you; let us show you the way!”


That’s precisely what I intend to do in this book. It’s time for you to become your own behavioral expert, your own changeologist. Now let’s get started!




PART I


THE REAL SCIENCE
OF CHANGE




HOW SELF-CHANGERS SUCCEED:
THE SCIENCE


We have a love-hate relationship with the idea of changing our behavior. Change is desired and dreaded, venerated and vilified. No wonder we are so confused about it. Change is cumbersome, clumsy, and even contrary. In a word: difficult. Anyone who has tried to change a behavior, from biting nails or procrastinating, to a more ambitious task, such as quitting smoking or reversing a lifelong habit of overeating, knows how elusive lasting success can be. And let’s not forget that we’re human; we’re practically programmed to make mistakes and to be led astray.


On the one hand, we crave personal growth and hope for continual improvement—to be all we can be, to use the old 1960s slogan and the more current armed forces advertisement. Change is an affirmation of life, an exuberant “Yes!” Most of our crowning achievements involve self-change: maturing into adults, mastering skills, learning professions, enhancing health, pursuing interests, ridding ourselves of destructive behaviors, and so on. Isn’t that what we are set on earth to do? Change is exciting, awe-inspiring, and distinctly part of our DNA as Homo sapiens.


On the other hand, we fear change. Our distress and dissatisfaction about behavioral blemishes motivate us to seek relief, to be sure. We all want relief, and to live better, more fulfilling lives—but not necessarily to change. Can’t I be trimmer without exercising or improving my diet? Can’t I have a successful relationship and career without working so hard? Most searches for instant, painless solutions stem from the yearning for immediate relief but not effortful change. After all, we’ve been led to believe that change entails an unrealistic regimen of self-sacrifice that frequently meets with failure in the long run.


Resistance to change, as any half-conscious psychotherapist will tell you, is a powerful psychological force. What sorts of resistance? Various types: resistance to recognizing painful feelings and motives connected to a problem; resistance to surrendering the comfortable rewards of our self-destructive behavior; resistance to giving up short-term gratification for long-term health; resistance to doing what needs to be done as opposed to simply knowing what to do; resistance to changing what we expect and know; resistance to work and sacrifice. Even switching to a new cereal or a new pair of shoes can prove an ordeal for many of us. As W. H. Auden once declared, “We would rather be ruined than changed.”


Change is at once wished for and avoided, approached and dodged. As you seek change, you also fight against it. This is expected; embrace it. In fact, this intense ambivalence can fuel your change, as you’re about to find out.


But for now, as you begin to digest (and hopefully heed) the advice of this book, recognize both your positive and negative feelings about the forthcoming change. Your positive feelings are usually more apparent initially, but doubts and fears are there as well. Uneasiness toward change is universal and, to some extent, required. In this book we will use your natural desire to change while we mobilize the energy behind your resistance.


THE STRUCTURE OF CHANGE


What sorts of changes do we crave (and simultaneously resist)? There are four clusters that characterize the vast majority of people’s ambitions. The first cluster focuses on bad habits—fairly discrete, specific actions that become stitched into daily life. Examples include excessive consumption of tobacco, food, alcohol, and even money. These are behavioral excesses—too much of a good thing.


A second cluster involves new goals. You may desire to acquire or improve upon your skills, be it learning to garden, asserting yourself, running long distance, or playing the guitar. These are behavioral improvements—too little of what you seek.


A third category takes us beyond the individual to the interpersonal: relationships. You may be trying to enhance a romantic partnership, deepen your friendships, reverse troubles with your in-laws, maintain better relations with your coworkers, and so on.


A final cluster addresses the larger picture of life satisfaction. Such change is supremely important, but its success can’t be easily quantified in the way that achieving a new goal or improving a relationship can. You are seeking this kind of change if you make statements such as “I want to be a better person” or “I hope to deepen my spirituality” or you set slightly more detailed goals such as wanting to be more generous, kinder, and less selfish.


Many Changes, Yet a Single Solution


In practically every workshop or talk I deliver, someone immediately raises the challenge: But isn’t there a big difference between changing a bad habit, such as quitting smoking, and trying to change a relationship with a teenager, for instance? Or seeking to become a better person overall? I certainly thought so 30 years ago when we began researching change. I was convinced that modifying a long-established smoking or alcohol habit was different from treating relationship dysfunctions or promoting self-growth.


I was wrong. The process of change is amazingly similar across diverse goals and problems. People progress through the identical stages—what I will call the 5 steps—for each of the 50-plus problems now researched. And they use the same fundamental strategies to speed their progress through those stages. Of course, the particular goals are different—smokers are reducing cigarette consumption and dealing with cravings, while parent-child relationships are being improved by reducing conflict and enhancing communication. But the journey to the goal is the same.


Some People Aren’t Ready for Change


In my previous book, Changing for Good, with Drs. Prochaska and DiClemente, we defined how change unfolds over time, starting with the precontemplation stage. We say that someone is in precontemplation when he has no intention to change his behavior in the foreseeable future. Most individuals in this stage are either unaware or underaware of their problems; they suffer from ignorance, minimization, or denial. As G. K. Chesterton once said, “It isn’t that they can’t see the solution. It is that they can’t see the problem.”


Families, friends, neighbors, and employees, however, are often well aware that precontemplators have problems. When precontemplators seek treatment, they typically do so because of pressure from others. Usually they feel coerced into changing by a spouse who threatens to leave, an employer who threatens to dismiss them, parents who threaten to disown them, or courts that threaten to punish them. They may even change their behavior as long as the pressure is on. Once the pressure is off, however, they often quickly return to their old ways.


This book will not address or help precontemplators. Why? Because the research shows that precontemplators aren’t yet ready to make meaningful efforts to change, much less in 90 days. It’s also beyond the scope of this book to train people how to encourage others to change, so if you’re the spouse, parent, or friend of a precontemplator, please understand that although this book can equip you with insights, it won’t necessarily help you shift an unmotivated individual into action.


That said, let’s take a look at each of the main stages so you can understand how we’ll turn these into the 5 steps.


How Scientists Describe the Stages of Change


Virtually everyone has been in the contemplation stage for some goal or resolution. This is the stage in which people are aware that a problem exists and are seriously thinking about overcoming it but have not yet made a commitment to take action. They are mulling it over, considering it, weighing the pros and cons. This stage is epitomized by the smoker who wonders every time he lights up when he’ll finally set a quit date or muster the courage to ask his doctor for help and the overweight individual who considers joining a weight loss program and goes so far as to write down information she picks up from a commercial selling weight loss products.


The essence of the contemplation stage was beautifully illustrated by the psychotherapist Alfred Benjamin back in the mid-1980s. He was walking home one evening when a stranger approached him and inquired about the location of a certain street. Benjamin pointed it out to the stranger and provided specific instructions. After understanding and accepting the instructions, the stranger began to walk in the opposite direction. Benjamin said, “You are headed in the wrong direction.” The stranger replied, “Yes, I know. I am not quite ready yet.” This is contemplation: knowing where you want to go, but not being quite ready to go there yet.


People can remain stuck in the contemplation stage for long periods. In one of our studies, we followed a group of 200 contemplators for two years. Typically, our research participants remained in the contemplation stage for the entire two years without ever taking significant action. Contemplators are evaluating their options. If they are to move forward in the cycle of change, they must avoid the trap of obsessive rumination—what we call chronic contemplation—and make a firm decision to take action.


Preparation is a stage made up of good intentions and small movements. Individuals in this stage are intending to take action in the next month and are taking “baby steps” toward change. Preparation might entail smoking fewer cigarettes, cutting down on desserts, making appointments with experts, or seeking support from loved ones. Although they have reduced their problems, preparers have not yet taken decisive action, such as abstaining from smoking or alcohol abuse. They are intending, however, to take such action in the very near future.


Like anyone on the verge of momentous action, individuals in the preparation stage are setting goals and priorities. In addition, they are dedicating themselves to an action plan they choose. Preparers are getting ready for the big jump into the action stage, and they take baby steps in anticipation of that moment.


Action is the stage in which individuals modify their behavior and environment in order to overcome their problems and reach their new goals. Action requires a considerable commitment of time and energy. You’re in this stage if you have successfully changed a behavior for one day up to a couple of months. The overspender who develops and lives on a budget, the bickering partner who reduces the number of arguments she starts, the wannabe gardener who toils in the dirt and plants—all of them have entered the action stage.


Changes in the action stage tend to be most visible and socially recognized. People who know you will witness your attempt to change. They will see, for instance, you declining big-ticket purchases, refraining from squabbling, and working in the garden. They will find you walking the walk, probably after months or even years of talking the talk. Your friends, coworkers, and family members will note your efforts and probably congratulate you on them.


In fact, many people, including professionals, often wrongly equate such action with the entire journey. As a consequence, they overlook the necessary preparatory work and the huge efforts required to maintain change in the long run. You will not commit that error with this book. In order to be successful with Changeology, you must recognize and progress through each stage. Which brings me to the next critical stage that must follow action.


Maintenance is the stage in which people work to prevent a relapse to their old ways and consolidate the gains attained during action. The abstinent drinker may say yes to a cocktail at a holiday party but prevents that one slip from becoming a fall. The new exerciser may work out religiously for the first month but then begin slipping in the second month. She catches herself, condemns the sin but not the sinner, and gets back on track. For some problems, particularly addictions, maintenance can last a lifetime—always recovering, never recovered.


Traditionally, maintenance has been viewed as a static stage: just do nothing and keep going. However, everything we’ve learned in the past 30 years indicates that maintenance is a continuation, not an absence, of change. Getting there is only half the battle; the other half is staying there. Stabilizing behavior change and avoiding relapse are the hallmarks of maintenance.


Now, given these well-defined stages, let’s turn to how we’ll map them out in this book.


THE 5 STEPS


In the last decade or so, I have discovered through my clinical practice and speaking engagements that most everyone who makes an effort to change doesn’t really care about the names of the stages or even how many there are. They enjoy recognizing where they stand in relation to the entire journey, but their focus remains primarily on their necessary tasks.


Put another way, people dedicated to change want to know what to do. As one self-changer memorably exclaimed, “Don’t tell me where I am; tell me how to move forward!”


Each stage reflects not only a period of time but also a set of tasks that must be completed if you are to move to the next stage, the next step. Although the time that you’ll spend in each stage varies, the tasks to be accomplished in each stage are, thankfully, pretty much identical.


It may sound trite, but realizing your goal, resolution, or transformation is a journey. Change, like any meaningful endeavor, proceeds sequentially through steps. The journey begins with the contemplation stage of specifying realistic goals, getting ready, or getting psyched. The planning stage is all about prepping. How exactly will I do this thing? At some point you will jump from preparing and planning to perspiring, the work of implementing the new, desired behavior. Getting there is wonderful, but we need to keep you there, which entails persevering through slips and, finally, persisting over time.


To simplify the path, in the remainder of the book I will speak of the 5 steps: Psych (get ready/contemplation), Prep (plan before leaping/preparation), Perspire (take action/action), Persevere (manage slips/maintenance), and Persist (maintain change/maintenance). The maintenance stage has been split into two steps because it involves two central but different tasks: Persevere refers to overcoming slips and obstacles, while Persist refers to maintaining the change over time—forever.


As you can see, I’ve labeled each step with a word that starts with the letter P, which helps me to remember them. Whether or not this is helpful to you, think in terms of these 5 steps from this point forward.
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I probably know what you’re thinking, because at this point, when I am giving a talk or workshop, someone will politely ask, “But so what? So what that you have identified different stages or steps of change?”


Knowing what step you are in is vitally important to your success. How far you advance in the steps will foretell your success or failure. Our recent analysis of 39 published studies, involving 8,238 patients, demonstrated that the further along you are in the steps, the more likely you are to succeed. Moving a smoker, for example, from Step 1 to Step 3 doubles that person’s chances of quitting smoking.


Case in point: In an intensive smoking cessation program among cardiac patients, nearly a quarter of patients in Step 1 managed to quit smoking, whereas a breathtaking 76 percent of patients who moved through Step 3 achieved success. About 43 percent of patients in between Step 1 and Step 3 quit the habit. So one thing is clear: the amount of progress you make, on your own or in treatment, is a function of the step you are in.


The following figure from one of my studies on New Year’s resolutions perfectly illustrates the dramatic differences in success due to following (or not following) the steps. For six months, we tracked two different groups of people. Both groups had identical goals, the same desire to change, and equal confidence in their ability to change. They all began in the Psych step. On January 1, one group, the “resolvers,” began to move through the steps, while the second group, the “nonresolvers,” did not; they still wanted to change but didn’t proceed to engage in the kinds of exercises and activities that would support that change.


Thus, we had two groups at the exact same starting point, but one group progressed to action while the other group was left behind. The action-oriented resolvers (top, solid line) were ten times more successful than the people still thinking about change and stuck in Step 1 (bottom, dashed line). Forty-four percent compared to a measly 4 percent! Moving one step—from contemplating to doing, from prep to perspire—produced that huge effect.


Percentage of Resolvers and Nonresolvers Continuously
Successful Across Six Months
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The top, solid line reflects the success of people who moved into the Perspire step at the beginning of the year. The dotted line shows those who also wanted to change mightily but failed to take the next step. Over the course of six months, those who took the next step were ten times more successful than those who were languishing in Psych.


That’s the power of honoring and following the 5 steps: each step you take nearly doubles the probability of your long-term success.


The 5 steps predict who successfully changes and who does not—regardless of other factors involved, including a strong desire to change. The reason for this is straightforward: people can get derailed at any step. Some people never get psyched enough to move to the next step; some get psyched but don’t ever prepare; others prepare but don’t execute; and still others burn up before they can persevere and persist. The value of working the Changeology program one full step at a time is that it enhances the chance of lasting success. Simple as that.


The Importance of Step Matching


Have you ever watched an inspiring movie, attended a motivational talk, or walked across red-hot coals? Those experiences get you pumped and psyched, but 10 days later all your motivation has faded into oblivion. Or have you ever received personal coaching or medical counseling? They might provide you with expert direction, but you cannot seem to follow it. Perhaps you were not in a place to hear or implement the advice yet, or maybe the suggestions didn’t resonate with you. In either instance you experienced step mismatching: the right thing at the wrong time (and let’s be honest: you could also have received just plain bad information).


The research speaks for itself: respecting and deliberately following the 5 steps considerably increases the likelihood of success; moving one step at a time (i.e., now I’m preparing, next I will perspire in action) practically doubles your odds of realizing your goal or resolution. This may seem obvious, and the graph on page 23 may look like an unnecessary fact to point out because it makes sense that people who don’t try to change fail. But I am compelled to show this graphically because it reflects the real research, not just anecdotal evidence.


Once you identify your step, you can complete the tasks and exercises appropriate to it. We call this step matching. For instance, if you’re already on a diet and losing weight toward a target number, you won’t need to consider the activities in the Psych and Prep steps; you’ll have already done that work, but now you need to train your efforts on the Perspire step and then the subsequent Persevere and Persist steps when you get there. What works for someone getting psyched to change will not work for someone trying to maintain a change; what works for a person thinking about change certainly differs from someone trying to remain changed.


It would be unfair for my colleagues and me to claim credit for discovering the steps. In the earliest studies done decades ago, when we tried to determine what methods participants successfully used in self-change and psychotherapy, our research subjects kept saying “It depends.” “On what?” we wanted to know. It depended on where they were on the change continuum. At different points they employed different strategies, some of which were useful only during certain steps along the path. That sounds obvious, but researchers and psychotherapists before us didn’t know it. Now, however, we have the knowledge and the data to back up what we know is true of successful change: that it follows a well-defined, predictable pattern.


Copious research continues to confirm the importance of obeying the 5 steps. A review of 87 self-help treatments revealed that honoring the stages and each of their intrinsic strategies is the key to personal improvement across dozens of behavioral goals. Matching the strategies to the step generates large improvements over those achieved by usual treatments, in which everyone is treated the same and receives identical care. Put simply, personalizing treatment to you and your particular step works mightily. It’s all about doing the right thing at the right time.


When Dr. Jim Prochaska and his colleagues looked at the effectiveness of stage matching in a health maintenance organization where nearly 4,000 smokers were trying to quit, he showed that step matching proved 34 percent more effective than usual care, and in a second study, it proved 31 percent more effective. (“Usual care” refers to routine treatment provided in the community by health care professionals according to their best judgment and can include any number of strategies.)


Finally, let me give you an example related to depression. Almost 500 primary care patients experiencing depression but not receiving treatment were randomly assigned to either usual care or treatment using step matching. The patients receiving specific tasks and exercises at each stage were significantly more likely than the usual care patients (35 percent versus 25 percent) to experience improvements in their depression. The patients who received treatments tailored to their step were one and a half times as likely to improve. Bottom line: the research proves that step matching is a powerful and inclusive approach to behavior change.


Although I am now a bit embarrassed by it, I specifically undertook research on depression and anxiety to demonstrate that the stages of change could not apply to such complex, clinical disorders. And I was wrong (again): anxious and depressed folks move through the same steps and employ the same strategies as people who are battling bad habits and seeking new goals and relationship improvements.


Where Are You?


I am an expert on how to change; you are the expert on what to change. So in getting started, ask yourself: What do I want to change? What would improve my health and happiness? What would make me a better person? Think in terms of the following:


♦ Bad habits


♦ New goals


♦ Relationship improvements


♦ Life fulfillment


Go ahead and list several goals, even if they fall under more than one of the above categories. Don’t concern yourself with phrasing them perfectly or positively; we’ll get to that later. For now, just get them out! (And for those who insist that they have nothing to improve upon, I can confidently nominate two areas for potential change: humility and accurate self-perception! Being human guarantees constant movement and evolution.)


Let’s ensure that self-change is just that and does not consist of trying to control other people or situations beyond your influence. To this end, ask yourself: Is the change you want to make about you? Is it voluntary? If not, rethink your list.


I’m assuming that you picked up this book for a reason—to make one or more changes in your life. But I also realize that some of you may have been inspired to read this in the hope of changing someone else in your life. Although I applaud those who encourage others around them to change—that’s why I’m writing this book, after all—the Changeology program is best used by the person who commits to change and embarks on a personal action plan. So if you’re thinking about others at this juncture, see if you can focus squarely on yourself and identify the behaviors you want to improve in yourself. Of course, changing your own behavior can (and usually does) alter your relationships with other people, but your goals for change should still be about you.


Making More than One Change: Two’s a Charm


Old science told us to stick to one thing at a time when it came to change. After all, the argument went, a person has only so much effort and brain agility to go around. New science, much of it coming from the University of Rhode Island, tells us that you’re just as likely to be successful in undertaking two changes at once, particularly if they’re related. Exercise and eating, smoking and stress management, relationships and communication are three examples of natural pairing.


When we alter something about ourselves, we increase the likelihood that we will alter other things about ourselves; we can correlate two conditions or states of being. This is especially true with regard to behavior: modifying one behavior increases the likelihood of changing another behavior. In a series of controlled studies carried out by colleagues at the University of Rhode Island, people were several times more likely to improve their exercise and eating habits if they changed the target behavior, of, say, complying with their medication use. You can leverage this power and undertake a couple of related goals at the same time. Since more than half of alcohol abusers also smoke cigarettes and because smoking frequently triggers an urge for a drink, you can immediately see how they can be targeted at the same time or in sequence for maximum effect.


Given the reality of our busy lives, two is probably the right number of goals for most humans to tackle at any one time. Go for two if they are synergistic, such as increasing exercise and eating more healthfully or enhancing relationships and communication simultaneously. Planning such pairings can produce the greatest results. You can sequence other goals you may have: as you progress through the 5 steps, you can take on additional changes, and I’ll be helping you do that.


I recently consulted with a gentleman intent on renovating his house, traveling more, and starting to date all at the same time. I loved his determination and ambition but was concerned that he was spreading his commitment a bit thin. We followed the rule of two and focused on two goals, agreeing that the third (renovating his house) would wait until he was well on his way to success with the first two.


How did we decide which two goals to pursue first and which to add later? We followed several research-driven guidelines, which you can consider as well. First, as I’ve already mentioned, it helps to select two goals that complement and enrich each other. In my patient’s case, dating and traveling were natural complements in that his dates could feature day trips and sightseeing. But he could not travel extensively while overseeing renovations to his house, so we scheduled that one for later.


Second, honor your readiness to change and pursue those goals in which you’re farther along in the steps. You’re far more likely to succeed with behaviors that are already in Perspire than in Psych or Prep. And we know that your confidence and dedication will zoom once you discover your change-ability. Third, prioritize any behavior problems that immediately threaten your health or your ability to change. That guideline did not apply to the gentleman in question, but it would if his goals concerned urgent health-compromising behaviors, such as depression or obesity.


And fourth, chase your energy right now: what do you want to pursue at this time? Of course, all of your goals are important—that’s why they are your goals. But you’re likely to feel more poised and psyched with some than others. Honor that feeling when you prioritize your goals.




PRIORITIZING CHANGE: WHICH GOALS SHOULD YOU TACKLE FIRST?
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