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How to Use This Book

This book presents fifty-two short case studies, each followed by an analysis
of the psychological principle it illustrates. It is written for advanced learners
of English (approximately CEFR level C1) who want to read about serious
ideas in clear, precise academic prose.

The characters  in  the  cases  are  fictional.  They  are  not  evidence  that  a
technique works; they are illustrations that make an abstract idea concrete.
The evidence comes from the research discussed in each analysis and listed in
the References.

The structure of each case

Every chapter follows the same five-part pattern, so that you can concentrate
on the language and the ideas rather than on finding your way.

Central concept. One line naming the principle the case explores.

The case. A short narrative, written in the past tense, describing a
person facing an ordinary but difficult situation.

Analysis. A discussion of the case in academic register. Here you will
meet hedged claims (research suggests, this may indicate), careful
distinctions and references to published studies in the form (Author,
year).

Key terms. Three or four words or phrases from the case or the
analysis, with short definitions. These are high-value items for academic
and professional English.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Questions for reflection. Two or three questions that connect the
principle to your own experience. They work well as prompts for
writing practice or discussion.

Suggested reading strategies

Read the case for meaning first. Do not stop for every unfamiliar
word. Ask yourself what problem the character faced and how the
situation changed.

Read the analysis for structure. Notice how each paragraph makes a
claim, qualifies it and then applies it. This pattern is the backbone of
academic writing.

Study the hedging. Academic writers rarely say always or never. Look
for words such as often, may, tends to and in some circumstances, and
notice how they make a claim more accurate rather than weaker.

Use the key terms actively. Write one sentence of your own with each
term before moving to the next case.

Answer one reflection question in writing. One hundred and fifty
words is enough. Regular short writing will develop your fluency more
than occasional long essays.

A note on the book’s position

This book does not claim that any limitation can be overcome by changing
your  attitude.  Money,  health,  discrimination,  family  responsibilities  and
limited opportunities are real constraints. The aim is narrower and, we hope,
more useful:  to help readers  distinguish between barriers  they can change,
constraints they must work around, and goals they may need to reconsider.

5. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

5



Introduction: The Person You Have
Not Yet Become

Most adults can name something they would like to achieve but have not yet
attempted. They may wish to change careers, learn a language, start a business
or become more confident in public. Frequently they possess the intelligence,
experience and resources to make progress. Yet they wait.

They wait until they feel more confident, until circumstances improve, or
until they have more time, money or information. Waiting is sometimes the
sensible choice; some decisions genuinely require patience and preparation.
However, waiting can also become a habit that protects a person from the
very experiences that growth requires.

Psychologists have long observed a gap between what people intend to do
and what they actually do. In a widely cited review, Sheeran (2002) found
that  intentions  predict  behaviour  only  moderately:  many  people  who
sincerely intend to act do not follow through. This intention–behaviour gap is
the starting point of this book.

How explanations become identities

When we fail to act, we usually construct an explanation. I am too old to start
again. I have never been a confident person. People like me do not do things like
that. Such  statements  often  begin  as  tentative  interpretations.  Over  time,
however, they can harden into apparent facts about who we are.
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Once an explanation becomes part of our identity, we may stop looking
for evidence against it. We avoid the situations that might disprove it, and the
resulting lack of experience seems to confirm it.  The explanation, in other
words, can become self-sustaining.

What psychology can and cannot offer

Research does not support the popular claim that we can achieve anything
simply  by  believing  in  ourselves.  Human  beings  face  real  limitations,  and
circumstances  are  not equally  favourable to everyone.  Recent evidence has
also cautioned against overstating the power of attitude alone: a large meta-
analysis  found  that  the  average  effect  of  growth-mindset  interventions  on
academic achievement was very small (Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2023).

Research does suggest, however, that behaviour is shaped by factors we
can learn to recognize and sometimes change. These include how we interpret
setbacks, how we design our environment, how we plan, how we respond to
fear and how we choose which goals deserve our effort. Understanding these
factors will not guarantee success. It can, though, improve the quality of the
decisions we make within our constraints.

The organization of the book

The fifty-two cases are arranged in eight parts. Part I examines beliefs about
the  self.  Part  II  considers  fear,  avoidance  and  the  experience  of  being
evaluated. Part III addresses the practical problem of turning intentions into
action. Part IV explores learning and expertise, and Part V turns to judgment
under uncertainty. Part VI discusses failure, persistence and adaptation; Part
VII, the influence of other people; and Part VIII, the question of what success
should mean.

The purpose of the cases is  not to inspire you temporarily.  Inspiration
tends to fade when ordinary life returns. The purpose is to help you notice
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something you might otherwise overlook, and then to decide, on the basis of
evidence, what to do with that understanding.

The  person  you  are  today  is  the  product  of  your  history,  your
circumstances  and  many  experiences  you  did  not  choose.  Your  history,
however, need not dictate every decision you make tomorrow.

8



P A R T  I

Beliefs, Identity and Self-
Perception

The first part of the book examines the beliefs people hold about themselves: how
old they are “allowed” to be, what kind of person they are, and how they
interpret evidence about their own ability. Each case shows a belief that

appeared to be a fact and was later revealed to be an assumption that could be
tested.
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C A S E  1

The Man Who Decided He Was Too
Old

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the difference between a constraint and a belief about a
constraint

T H E  C A S E

At sixty,  David had become skilled at explaining why he should not begin
anything new. He had worked in the same industry for nearly thirty years and
was  respected  for  solving  problems  that  confused  younger  colleagues.  His
income was stable. He was also bored.

For several years he had considered opening a small consulting business.
Whenever the idea became serious, he found a reason to postpone it. He was
too old. He lacked the energy he once had. Younger consultants understood
technology better. He had missed his opportunity.

One afternoon a former colleague asked him a simple question: “If you
were  forty  instead  of  sixty,  would  you  still  be  afraid  to  start?”  David
considered it. At forty, he admitted, he would have worried about a mortgage
and a young family.  The uncertainty would still  have been there;  it  would
simply have taken a different form.

The observation disturbed him.  Perhaps  age  was  not  the  real  obstacle.
Perhaps it was a convenient explanation for a fear that would have existed at
any age.

Rather than resign immediately, David decided to test his assumptions.
He  interviewed  three  small-business  owners,  researched  the  market,
calculated his start-up costs and identified the skills he lacked, particularly in
modern  business  software.  The  results  were  mixed.  The  market  was
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competitive,  but  his  long  experience  was  a  genuine  advantage  in  the
specialized work he wanted to offer.

He accepted one small project outside his normal working hours. It was
demanding, and he had to revise his recommendations after criticism. He also
discovered that he enjoyed it. Six months later, he had not decided whether to
leave his job. What had changed was that he no longer treated his age as a
complete answer.

A N A L Y S I S

David’s experience illustrates a useful distinction between a  constraint and a
belief about a constraint. A constraint genuinely limits our options: financial
obligations, health, time and market conditions are examples. A belief about a
constraint is  our interpretation of what that limitation means. David’s age
was real; the conclusion that he was therefore too old to consult had never
been examined.

Bandura’s  (1977)  theory  of  self-efficacy helps  to  explain  why  such
interpretations matter. Self-efficacy refers to a person’s belief in their capacity
to carry out a specific course of action. According to Bandura, these beliefs
influence whether people attempt a task, how much effort they invest and
how  long  they  persist  when  difficulties  arise.  Importantly,  the  strongest
source of self-efficacy is not encouragement from others but direct experience
of success, which Bandura described as mastery experience (in his 1977 paper,
'performance accomplishments').

This is precisely what David created. By taking on one limited project, he
replaced  speculation  with  evidence.  The  approach  is  more  reliable  than
positive  thinking,  because  it  does  not  ask  a  person  to  believe  something
without grounds.

The opposite conclusion should also be avoided. Not every ambition is
wise at every age, and a careful assessment may show that a goal is financially
or  physically  unrealistic.  The  point  is  that  such a  decision should  rest  on
evidence rather than on an untested assumption.
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K E Y  T E R M S

constraint — a real factor that limits what is possible

self-efficacy — a person’s belief in their ability to perform a particular task

mastery experience — direct personal experience of succeeding at
something

to postpone — to delay an action until a later time

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What have you decided you are too old, too inexperienced or too
incapable to do?

Which parts of that conclusion are genuine constraints, and which are
interpretations?

What small, low-risk action could test whether your belief is accurate?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2

The Man Who Measured His Life
Against Everyone Else’s

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  social comparison and the problem of incomplete
information

T H E  C A S E

When Kenji turned forty-five, he began to pay closer attention to the lives of
his  former  classmates.  One  had  become  a  senior  executive.  Another  had
bought  a  second property.  A third  had  built  a  successful  company.  Their
online photographs suggested that everyone else had achieved more than he
had.

Kenji  had  a  stable  career,  a  family  he  loved  and  reasonable  savings.
Nevertheless,  he  increasingly  regarded his  life  as  a  disappointment.  He set
more  ambitious  targets:  a  higher  position,  a  larger  house,  a  stronger
professional  reputation.  Each  achievement,  however,  produced  only  brief
satisfaction, because he could always find someone whose situation seemed
better.

During a conversation with his sister, he said that he felt “behind in life.”
“Behind  whom?”  she  asked.  He  named  several  people.  She  then  asked
whether he knew their debts, their private difficulties or how satisfied they
actually  were.  He  did  not.  He  was  comparing  the  visible  parts  of  other
people’s lives with the complete experience of his own.

Kenji  did not abandon his  ambition.  Instead,  he wrote down what he
wanted his life to contain over the next ten years: financial security, interesting
work, time with his children and good health. Some items overlapped with
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what he admired in others; many did not. He began to evaluate opportunities
against this list rather than against other people’s achievements.

A N A L Y S I S

Festinger (1954) proposed that people evaluate their abilities and opinions by
comparing themselves with others, particularly when objective standards are
unavailable.  This  process,  known  as  social  comparison,  is  not  inherently
harmful. Observing a more skilled person can show us what is possible and
which strategies are worth learning.

Problems arise when comparison becomes the main measure of success.
First, the information is usually incomplete: we see a promotion but not its
cost, a large house but not the financial pressure behind it. Second, even an
accurate comparison does not tell us whether we want the same outcome. A
person  may  envy  an  executive’s  salary  without  wanting  the  executive’s
working hours.

Kenji’s solution was not to stop noticing other people, which is probably
impossible.  It  was  to  use  comparison  deliberately:  to  ask  what  another
person’s  achievement  could  teach  him,  and  then  to  decide  whether  the
underlying  goal  suited  his  own values.  In  effect,  he  made  his  own values,
rather than other people’s lives, his reference point.

K E Y  T E R M S

social comparison — evaluating oneself by reference to other people

reference point — the standard against which something is judged

underlying goal — the deeper purpose that a visible achievement is
meant to serve
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Whose achievements make you question your own progress?

Do you want what that person has, or the feeling of being equally
successful?

What three outcomes would improve your life even if nobody else knew
about them?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3

The Engineer Who Said She Was Not a
Leader

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  self-concept and the experimental development of a
new identity

T H E  C A S E

Nadia was an experienced engineer. She solved complex problems carefully
and  often  helped  new  colleagues  learn  their  work.  When  a  management
position  became  available,  several  people  encouraged  her  to  apply.  She
declined. “I’m not a leader,” she explained. “I’m an engineer.”

Her  idea  of  a  leader  was  someone  naturally  assertive,  comfortable
addressing large groups and able to decide without hesitation. She did not
recognize herself in that description.

Her  manager  asked  her  to  think  about  what  she  already  did.  When
difficult  problems  arose,  colleagues  asked  for  her  judgment.  When  junior
engineers  struggled,  she  explained patiently.  When the  team disagreed,  she
often  identified  the  practical  question  everyone  else  had  missed.  “You  are
already influencing people,” her manager said. “The question is whether you
want more responsibility for doing it.”

Nadia  applied  for  a  smaller  team-lead  role.  The  first  months  were
uncomfortable. She had to delegate, manage disagreement and decide with
incomplete information. She also discovered that leadership did not require
her to imitate the most forceful person in the room. Her careful thinking and
willingness to listen were valuable. Over time, she became more direct and
more comfortable making decisions before every detail was known.
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A N A L Y S I S

Our self-concept, the set of beliefs we hold about who we are, influences which
opportunities we notice and which challenges we accept. The label “I am not
a leader” sounds like a neutral description. In practice, it can prevent a person
from gaining the experience needed to become an effective leader.

In a study of professionals moving into more senior roles, Ibarra (1999)
found that people did not simply adopt a new professional identity. Instead,
they experimented with provisional selves: they observed role models, tried out
new behaviours and evaluated the results. A new identity was built gradually
through this process of trial and adjustment.

Nadia followed a similar path. She did not need to repeat an affirmation
that  she  was  a  natural  leader.  She  needed  a  manageable  opportunity  to
practise  leadership  and  assess  her  performance  honestly.  This  approach  is
more grounded than waiting for confidence to arrive. It should be added that
aptitudes and interests differ; not everyone will want, or be suited to, every
role.  The  danger  lies  in  confusing  a  lack  of  experience  with  proof  of
permanent inability.

K E Y  T E R M S

self-concept — a person’s overall set of beliefs about themselves

provisional self — a trial version of a new identity, tested through
experience

to delegate — to give part of one’s work or responsibility to someone else
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What label do you use to explain why you cannot pursue a particular
goal?

Does that label describe a genuine limitation or a skill you have not yet
developed?

What small responsibility would allow you to test it?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4

The Expert Who Thought Everyone Else
Knew More

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the impostor phenomenon and the difference between
unfamiliarity and incompetence

T H E  C A S E

Helena  joined  a  new  company  in  a  senior  financial-analysis  role.  She  had
fifteen years of experience and several professional qualifications. In her first
team meeting, colleagues discussed internal systems and procedures she had
never  encountered.  She  understood  most  of  the  conversation,  but  some
details escaped her.

That evening she began to wonder whether she had been appointed too
quickly. Perhaps the interviewers had misunderstood her experience. Perhaps
her  earlier  success  had been luck.  Perhaps  her  new colleagues  would soon
discover that she was less capable than they believed.

She  tried  to  compensate  by  working  longer  hours,  researching  every
unfamiliar term and preparing excessively for meetings.  She avoided asking
questions.  Her  performance  remained  strong,  but  the  effort  of  appearing
certain was exhausting.

A  colleague  eventually  told  her  that  he,  too,  had  struggled  with  the
company’s systems at first. He had learned them by asking questions. Helena
realized that she had been comparing her position as a newcomer with other
people’s familiarity with the organization. She had mistaken a difference in
context for a difference in ability.

She  began  recording  the  problems  she  solved  and  the  feedback  she
received, as well  as the skills  she still  needed. Some gaps were real,  and she
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addressed them through training. Others were the ordinary consequence of
being new. She learned to say, “I don’t know yet, but I’ll find out.”

A N A L Y S I S

Clance and Imes (1978) used the term  impostor phenomenon to describe a
persistent belief, first observed among high-achieving women, that they are
not truly competent and will eventually be exposed. The experience has since
been  reported  across  many  professions  and  groups.  It  is  not  a  formal
psychiatric diagnosis,  and it  should not be used to explain every feeling of
insecurity.

Helena’s  situation involved three  separate  elements.  She had a  genuine
knowledge  gap  about  a  new  organization.  She  interpreted  that  gap  as
evidence  that  she  did  not  deserve  her  position.  And she  tried  to  hide  her
uncertainty  instead  of  using  it  to  guide  her  learning.  Each  element
strengthened the others.

A more accurate response separates what a person knows from what they
do not yet know. Competence does not mean having every answer; it includes
recognizing when more information is needed. Keeping a written record of
evidence  also  helps,  because  feelings  are  not  always  reliable  indicators  of
ability.  The  reverse  is  true  as  well:  feeling  confident  does  not  prove  that
someone is competent.

K E Y  T E R M S

impostor phenomenon — persistent doubt about one’s competence
despite evidence of success

knowledge gap — a specific area in which information or skill is missing

to compensate — to try to balance a perceived weakness with extra effort
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

When you feel unqualified, what specific evidence supports that
feeling?

Are you confusing unfamiliarity with incompetence?

Can you acknowledge uncertainty without treating it as a judgment on
your worth?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  5

The Woman Who Could Not Accept a
Compliment

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  selective evaluation of evidence about the self

T H E  C A S E

When colleagues praised Rachel’s work, her replies were predictable. “I was
lucky.” “The project was easy.” “Anyone could have done it.” If a manager
complimented  a  presentation,  she  focused  on  one  slide  she  could  have
improved. She was not pretending to be modest; she genuinely struggled to
believe that her achievements reflected her ability.

She remembered her  mistakes  more vividly  than her  successes.  Positive
feedback felt like an exception; criticism felt like confirmation.

A mentor  suggested  an  experiment.  For  one  month,  whenever  Rachel
received specific positive feedback, she would write down what was said and
what evidence supported it. She did not have to agree with every compliment.
She only had to stop dismissing it automatically. She would record criticism
in the same way.

Patterns  emerged.  Several  people  independently  praised  her  ability  to
explain complex information clearly, her reliability and her calm response to
unexpected problems.  These  observations  matched her  actual  work.  Some
criticism also revealed real weaknesses, which she began to address. For the
first  time,  she  was  judging  positive  and  negative  evidence  by  the  same
standard.  When someone complimented her  after  that,  she  learned to say,
“Thank you. I’m glad it was useful.”
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A N A L Y S I S

People do not always process evidence neutrally. Nickerson (1998) reviewed
extensive research on  confirmation bias, the tendency to seek, interpret and
remember information in ways that support an existing belief. The tendency
is usually discussed in relation to opinions about the world, but it can also
apply to beliefs about oneself.

A person who believes they are inadequate may attribute success to luck
and  failure  to  lack  of  ability.  This  creates  an  unfair  double  standard:
favourable evidence is  disqualified, while unfavourable evidence is  accepted
without question.

Rachel’s record did not require her to treat every compliment as accurate.
Praise can be vague or polite. However, specific feedback that is repeated by
different people in different situations deserves consideration. A useful self-
assessment examines such patterns over time and asks the same questions of
praise and of criticism.

K E Y  T E R M S

confirmation bias — the tendency to favour information that supports
what one already believes

double standard — applying different rules to similar situations

to attribute (something) to — to regard something as being caused by

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Do you accept criticism more readily than praise?

What strengths have other people identified repeatedly?

What would change if you judged your successes and mistakes by the
same standard?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  6

The Teacher Who Changed What Her
Students Believed Was Possible

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  expectancy effects and access to opportunity

T H E  C A S E

Each school year, Ms. Alvarez received a class with a wide range of abilities.
Over the years  she had formed informal expectations:  some pupils  seemed
naturally academic, while others seemed distracted or unlikely to do well.

She had never intended to be unfair. Nevertheless, she noticed that she
gave the strongest students more difficult questions and more time to explain
their  reasoning.  When  weaker  students  hesitated,  she  often  supplied  the
answer  so  that  the  lesson  could  continue.  As  a  result,  some  students
repeatedly practised extended thinking while others rarely did.

After  a  professional  development  course  on  teacher  expectations,  she
changed  her  approach.  All  students  received  challenging  questions,  with
different levels of support.  She allowed longer waiting time before answers
and gave feedback on specific improvements rather than using broad labels
such as “bright” or “weak.”

The  results  were  mixed.  Some  students  improved  quickly;  others  still
needed  considerable  help,  and  a  few  remained  disengaged.  But  several
students who had previously avoided difficult questions began to contribute.
One boy who had rarely spoken eventually volunteered to explain a complex
problem to the class.
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A N A L Y S I S

In  a  famous  and  much-debated  study,  Rosenthal  and  Jacobson  (1968)
reported that pupils  whom teachers expected to improve did show greater
gains. Later reviews have concluded that such  expectancy effects are real but
generally smaller and less dramatic than early accounts suggested (Jussim &
Harber, 2005).

The most plausible mechanism is not magic but behaviour. A teacher’s
expectations can influence the questions, time, encouragement and feedback
each student  receives,  and these  differences  can affect  learning.  When this
cycle confirms the original belief, it is called a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The same pattern can occur in workplaces, where a manager who doubts
an  employee’s  initiative  may  stop  offering  challenging  work,  and  in  our
treatment of ourselves. The lesson is not that every limitation is imaginary. It
is that judgments about potential should be held cautiously, especially when
they determine who receives opportunities.

K E Y  T E R M S

expectancy effect — a change in performance caused by someone’s
expectations

self-fulfilling prophecy — a belief that helps to bring about its own
confirmation

disengaged — no longer interested or actively involved

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Whose ability, including your own, have you already judged?

What opportunities have been offered or withheld because of that
judgment?

What conditions would allow that person to demonstrate their
capability?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  7

The Specialist Who Had to Become a
Beginner Again

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  identity threat during professional change

T H E  C A S E

At forty-six, Ingrid was one of the most experienced people in her profession.
She knew the regulations thoroughly and could identify errors that younger
colleagues missed. For years, she had been the person others consulted.

Then her organization introduced a new software platform. Tasks that
had  taken  her  five  minutes  now  took  twenty.  Less  experienced  colleagues
seemed  to  use  the  system  easily.  Ingrid  began  to  avoid  it,  relying  on  old
procedures and asking an assistant to handle the unfamiliar parts.

What troubled her most was not the software but the loss of status. She
had built her professional identity on knowing what to do. Now she had to
ask basic questions in front of people she had once trained.

A younger colleague offered to work through the system with her. They
met  for  three  short  sessions  a  week,  using  Ingrid’s  real  work  rather  than
artificial exercises. She kept a list of recurring problems and learned to solve
them independently. For several months she remained slower than the most
skilled users. Eventually she combined her deep expertise with the new tools,
and her value to the organization increased.

A N A L Y S I S

Petriglieri  (2011)  defines  identity  threat as  an  experience  appraised  as
indicating potential harm to the value, meanings or enactment of an identity.
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Professional change often produces such threats, especially for people whose
sense of self depends on being the most knowledgeable person present.

People respond to identity threat  in different ways.  Some protect their
identity by avoiding the threatening situation, as Ingrid did at first. Others
gradually restructure their identity so that it can include new elements. The
second response is more demanding, but it allows learning to continue.

Ingrid’s progress depended on a precise distinction: being inexperienced at
a task is not the same as being  an inexperienced person. The first describes a
temporary  skill  gap.  The  second  is  a  distorted  judgment  about  the  self.
Expertise is not a permanent exemption from learning; it is a foundation on
which further learning can be built.

K E Y  T E R M S

identity threat — an experience that seems to damage how a person sees
themselves

status — a person’s position or rank in relation to others

recurring — happening repeatedly

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

In what situations do you avoid being seen as a beginner?

What would you gain if you accepted a temporary loss of status?

Who could help you learn a new skill in the context of your real work?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  I I

Fear, Avoidance and
Evaluation

Many important goals require us to expose our work, our ideas or ourselves to the
judgment of others. Part II examines how the fear of being evaluated can

disguise itself as preparation, high standards or caution, and how people learn
to act while the possibility of rejection remains.
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C A S E  8

The Writer Who Was Always Almost
Ready

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  perfectionism and preparation as a form of avoidance

T H E  C A S E

Elena had wanted to write a book for eight years. She had notebooks full of
ideas, folders of research and several opening chapters. She had read books
about writing and studied the publishing industry. What she did not have was
a finished manuscript.

Whenever  she  approached  the  point  of  showing  her  work  to  another
person,  she  found  something  to  improve.  The  opening  was  weak.  The
structure was unclear. She needed more research, or another course.

Elena was not pretending to work; she spent many hours on the project.
Her difficulty was that she had created a process in which she could stay busy
without ever being judged. An unfinished book could still become excellent
in her imagination. A finished one could be read, criticized and rejected.

When a  friend asked to  read  a  chapter  and Elena  declined,  the  friend
asked, “Will it ever be ready?” The question stayed with her. She decided to
send one  short  chapter  to  two trusted  readers  by  a  fixed  date,  with  three
questions: What was clear? What was confusing? Where did your attention
wander?

Neither  reader  thought  the  chapter  was  a  masterpiece.  One  found  a
confusing  section;  the  other  suggested  cutting  two  paragraphs.  Elena  was
disappointed, but she now knew exactly what to do next. A year later, she had
a complete first draft.
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A N A L Y S I S

Researchers distinguish between different dimensions of perfectionism (Frost,
Marten, Lahart & Rosenblate, 1990). High personal standards can motivate
excellent  work.  Difficulties  arise  when concern about mistakes  and fear  of
criticism become so strong that they interfere with action.

For some people,  preparation becomes a  form of  avoidance.  Sirois  and
Pychyl (2013) argue that procrastination often functions as short-term mood
repair: delaying a task reduces unpleasant feelings immediately, which makes
delay more likely next time. The long-term cost, however, is lost experience
and lost feedback.

Elena did not solve her problem by lowering her standards. She changed
the order in which she pursued them, using feedback to improve real work
instead of perfecting imagined work. The same principle applies to a language
learner  who  avoids  conversation  until  their  grammar  is  perfect,  or  to  a
professional who postpones applying for promotion until every qualification
is complete.

K E Y  T E R M S

perfectionism — a tendency to demand flawless performance from
oneself

avoidance — keeping away from a situation in order to escape discomfort

mood repair — actions taken to make oneself feel better in the short term

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What are you currently preparing to do?

What evidence would show that you have prepared enough for the next
step?

What small action would expose your work to real feedback this week?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  9

The Designer Who Needed Everything
to Be Perfect

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  distinguishing requirements from refinements

T H E  C A S E

Laura wanted to open a small design studio. She had twelve years of industry
experience and a strong portfolio, and former colleagues regularly asked her to
take on independent projects. She decided she would launch when everything
was ready.

First  she  needed  a  better  website,  then  a  more  distinctive  logo.  She
reconsidered  her  prices,  rewrote  her  biography  and  researched  business
software. She delayed contacting clients because two pieces in her portfolio
seemed not quite good enough. Months passed.

A  former  colleague  looked  through  her  portfolio  and  asked  a  precise
question: “Which of these improvements prevents you from doing excellent
work for your first client?” Laura could not name one. Some changes would
make the business more efficient or attractive; none was essential.

She  accepted  a  small  assignment  before  making  further  changes.  The
client  was  satisfied.  Laura  also  discovered  that  her  contract  needed
clarification and that  her  schedule  was  too optimistic.  She  corrected  both
before the next project. The business developed through a series of imperfect
but informative experiences.

A N A L Y S I S

Stoeber and Otto (2006) reviewed evidence that  perfectionistic strivings, the
pursuit of high standards, can be associated with positive outcomes, whereas
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perfectionistic  concerns,  such  as  fear  of  mistakes  and  doubts  about  one’s
actions, tend to be associated with distress and impaired performance. Laura’s
standards were not the problem. Her concern that nothing could begin until
everything was flawless was.

A  practical  response  is  to  separate  requirements from  refinements.
Requirements  must  be  satisfied  before  acting  would  be  responsible  or
feasible.  Refinements  can  be  made  after  the  first  attempt,  often  more
effectively, because real experience shows which ones matter.

The  appropriate  standard  depends  on  the  consequences  of  error.  A
surgical procedure requires extensive preparation before it begins. The first
version of a website does not.

K E Y  T E R M S

requirement — something that must be in place before an action can
responsibly begin

refinement — an improvement that can be added later

feasible — possible and practical to achieve

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Where are you using preparation to postpone a meaningful test?

Which of your standards are requirements, and which are preferences?

What could you safely begin before everything is finished?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 0

The Woman Who Feared a Single Word
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the attribution of rejection

T H E  C A S E

Sofia had researched a small business idea thoroughly. She had calculated her
costs,  spoken  to  suppliers  and  designed  a  basic  website.  Only  one  task
remained: contacting ten potential customers. She could not bring herself to
send the messages.

Every  evening  she  revised  them.  She  imagined  people  laughing  at  her
proposal or forwarding it to colleagues with sarcastic comments. After three
weeks, she had sent nothing.

A friend asked what the worst outcome would be. “They could say no,”
she replied. “And then?” Sofia had spent weeks imagining rejection as a public
judgment of her intelligence and worth. She had never considered it simply as
a business outcome.

She agreed to an experiment: contact three people, ask a clear question
and treat the responses as information. The first declined. The second did not
reply. The third agreed to talk, and the conversation revealed that Sofia had
misunderstood the problem her service solved. She revised the offer. Over the
next month, more people declined, a few showed interest, and one became a
paying customer.

A N A L Y S I S

Attribution theory examines how people explain the causes of events. Weiner
(1985)  proposed  that  explanations  differ  in  several  dimensions,  including
whether a cause is internal or external, stable or temporary, and controllable
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or  uncontrollable.  These  explanations  influence  emotion  and  future
behaviour.

Sofia initially attributed a possible refusal to an internal, stable cause: her
own  inadequacy.  Such  an  attribution  makes  rejection  feel  permanent  and
personal. In reality, a refusal can reflect timing, price, an absent need or an
unclear proposal, many of which are temporary and correctable.

Avoidance also prevented her from learning. By sending no messages, she
preserved both her anxiety and her ignorance. Action provided evidence that
thinking alone could not. The aim is not to become indifferent to rejection,
but to become capable of acting while rejection remains possible.

K E Y  T E R M S

attribution — the explanation a person gives for why something
happened

stable cause — a cause that is unlikely to change over time

to revise — to change something in order to improve it

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What opportunity have you delayed because you fear someone’s
response?

Are you treating a possible rejection as information about one proposal
or as a verdict on your worth?

What small experiment could teach you something that thinking
cannot?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 1

The Woman Who Waited to Feel
Confident

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  graded exposure and the development of confidence
through experience

T H E  C A S E

Elise  wanted to  speak at  professional  conferences.  She  explained her  work
clearly in small meetings, but the idea of addressing a large audience made her
anxious. She decided to build her confidence first.

She watched presentation videos and read books on public speaking. She
imagined delivering a polished talk to enthusiastic applause. Yet whenever she
considered  submitting  a  proposal,  she  felt  the  same  uncertainty,  and
concluded that she needed more preparation.

A  colleague  suggested  a  five-minute  presentation  at  an  internal  team
meeting. Elise resisted at first; it seemed too small to count. Eventually she
agreed. Her voice shook, she lost her place once and she rushed the final slide.
Nobody laughed. Several colleagues asked useful questions.

She  presented  again  the  following  month,  and  again  after  that.  She
became familiar with the physical sensations of nervousness and learned to
pause and continue after losing her place. When her first conference proposal
was rejected, she asked an experienced speaker to review it, improved it and
submitted it elsewhere. In time, she began speaking regularly.

A N A L Y S I S

We  often  imagine  confidence  as  a  prerequisite:  a  feeling  that  must  arrive
before we act. Bandura’s (1977) work suggests that the relationship also runs
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in the other direction: successful experience is a powerful source of belief in
one’s ability.

Elise’s approach resembles graded exposure, in which a person approaches
a feared situation in manageable steps. Contemporary research on exposure,
summarized by Craske and colleagues (2014),  suggests that it  works partly
through new learning: the person discovers that the feared outcome is  less
likely or less harmful than expected. This does not mean that anxiety always
disappears, or that every fear should be confronted without support.

The case also illustrates the difference between  confidence, a belief about
what  we  can  do,  and  competence,  our  actual  ability.  A  person  can  feel
confident and perform poorly, or feel nervous and perform well. Elise learned
to judge herself by evidence rather than by emotion alone.

K E Y  T E R M S

graded exposure — gradually approaching a feared situation in
manageable steps

competence — the actual ability to do something well

prerequisite — something that must exist before something else is
possible

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What feeling are you waiting for before you begin?

What smaller version of the activity could you practise in a relatively
safe setting?

What evidence would help you judge your ability more accurately than
your feelings do?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 2

The Writer Who Was Afraid to Be Seen
Trying

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  self-handicapping and the protection of potential

T H E  C A S E

Mei had always written well. Her university essays were strong and her work
reports  clear  and persuasive.  Colleagues  encouraged her  to publish articles
about her  field.  She wanted to,  yet  each draft  remained unpublished.  The
topic was too ordinary; someone more qualified had probably written about
it already.

Eventually she admitted that the problem was not only fear of criticism.
She was afraid of being seen trying to become something she was not yet. As
long as she never published, she could privately believe that she might be an
excellent writer. Publication would replace that possibility with evidence.

She submitted one short article on a subject she knew well. It was rejected.
For several  days she felt  embarrassed. Then she reread the rejection: it  was
brief  and said  nothing about  her  ability.  She  revised the  piece  and sent  it
elsewhere. The second publication accepted it after requesting changes.

The acceptance did not remove her fear. Before her next submission she
again wondered whether the work was good enough. What changed was her
willingness to act while the question remained unanswered.

A N A L Y S I S

Berglas  and Jones  (1978) described  self-handicapping:  creating obstacles  to
one’s  own  performance  so  that  a  possible  failure  can  be  blamed  on  the
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obstacle rather than on lack of ability. Withholding effort, or withholding the
work itself, is one form of this strategy.

Mei’s  behaviour  protected  an  image  of  potential from the  evidence  of
performance. In the short term, this protects self-esteem. In the long term, it
prevents  the  experience  required  to  develop  skill.  Public  effort  carries  a
particular risk because it makes visible the gap between what we hope to be
and what we currently are.

Not every attempt needs to be public, and not every ambition should be
pursued at any cost. However, when the main reason for hiding is the fear of
looking  inexperienced,  concealment  becomes  an  expensive  form  of
protection. Each piece of work does not have to prove who we are; it only has
to communicate an idea and help us improve.

K E Y  T E R M S

self-handicapping — creating an excuse in advance for a possible failure

self-esteem — a person’s overall sense of their own value

concealment — the act of hiding something

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What would you attempt if nobody could see you trying?

Are you protecting an image of your potential from evidence about
your performance?

What limited public attempt could you make this month?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 3

The Applicant Who Treated Silence as
a Verdict

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  interpreting ambiguous outcomes

T H E  C A S E

After  emigrating  from  Brazil  to  Canada,  Tomás  applied  for  dozens  of
professional positions. He had relevant qualifications and years of experience,
but his applications produced little response. Occasionally he received a polite
rejection. More often, he heard nothing.

At first he blamed his English, then his age. Eventually he concluded that
his previous career had no value in his new country. He stopped applying for
the positions he wanted and began applying for jobs with less responsibility.

A  former  colleague  reviewed  his  résumé  and  identified  a  different
problem. Tomás had described his previous duties using internal job titles and
procedures that would mean nothing to a Canadian hiring manager. He had
not explained what he had actually achieved.

Tomás rewrote his  résumé around results,  scope and transferable skills,
and asked people in his target industry about local hiring expectations. His
response  rate  improved,  though  not  dramatically.  More  importantly,  he
changed how he interpreted silence. He began to separate what he knew from
what he inferred:

Known: the employer had not contacted him.

Possible: his application did not communicate his experience clearly.

Also possible: another candidate had been chosen for unrelated
reasons.

• 

• 

• 
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Actionable: improve the application, seek informed feedback and
record which approaches produced responses.

He  eventually  found  a  role  that  used  much  of  his  experience,  and  he
continued to work towards a more senior one.

A N A L Y S I S

An unanswered application contains very little information. It may reflect the
résumé,  the  timing,  the  number  of  applicants,  an  internal  candidate  or  a
process that has already moved on. Weiner (1985) noted that unexpected or
negative outcomes are especially likely to prompt people to search for causes.
When  information  is  limited,  the  explanation  they  settle  on  may  simply
reflect existing worries.

Tomás  had  been  converting  an  ambiguous  outcome into  a  precise
judgment about  his  worth.  Separating observation from inference did not
make  rejection  pleasant,  but  it  prevented  each  disappointing  result  from
becoming a verdict on his identity.

It  is  important  to  acknowledge  that  newcomers  can  face  genuine
structural barriers, including the non-recognition of foreign credentials and
discrimination. Better interpretation does not remove those barriers. It does
help  a  person  direct  effort  towards  the  parts  of  the  situation  they  can
influence.

K E Y  T E R M S

ambiguous — open to more than one interpretation

inference — a conclusion reached from evidence and reasoning rather
than direct observation

transferable skills — abilities that remain useful in a different job or
context

• 
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What silence or unclear response have you interpreted as a judgment?

What do you actually know, and what are you inferring?

What could you change, and how would you measure the result?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 4

The Consultant Who Took Every
Criticism Personally

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  separating feedback on a task from judgment of the self

T H E  C A S E

Natalie was a capable consultant, but criticism affected her deeply. When a
client questioned her recommendations during a  presentation,  she felt  her
face become hot. She defended every slide and every number. The meeting
ended without  agreement,  and that  evening  she  replayed  the  conversation
repeatedly, convinced that the client thought she was incompetent.

Her manager, who had attended, offered a different account. The client
had objected  to  two specific  points:  one  assumption about  costs  and one
chart that was difficult to read. The rest of the presentation had been well
received. Natalie had heard only the attack.

She revised the two points and the next meeting was productive. Several
months later another client criticized her work. She felt the familiar urge to
defend  herself,  but  this  time  she  asked  the  client  to  identify  the  specific
problem before responding. The criticism proved partly justified and partly a
matter  of  preference.  Natalie  changed what  would improve  the  work and
calmly defended what served its purpose.

She still disliked criticism. She no longer needed each comment to settle
the question of her professional worth.

A N A L Y S I S

In a major review, Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found that feedback does not
always improve performance; in a substantial proportion of studies it actually
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made performance worse. One explanation they proposed is that feedback is
less effective when it directs attention away from the task and towards the self.
When people interpret feedback as a judgment of who they are, their energy
goes into self-protection rather than improvement.

Natalie’s  original  reaction illustrates  this  process.  Her  attention moved
immediately from what was wrong with the analysis to what the client thought
of  her.  Her  later  strategy,  asking  for  the  specific  problem  first,  redirected
attention to the task.

Not all criticism is valid, and accepting every comment uncritically would
be its own mistake. The useful skill is discrimination: identifying which parts
of feedback are accurate, which are preferences, and which can be respectfully
disputed.

K E Y  T E R M S

feedback — information about performance that can be used to improve
it

self-protection — efforts to defend one’s self-image from threat

to dispute — to argue that something is not correct

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

When you receive criticism, where does your attention go first?

What question could you ask to make criticism more specific?

How do you decide which feedback to accept and which to challenge?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  I I I

From Intention to Action

Knowing what to do is rarely the main obstacle. Part III examines why good
intentions fail and how people make desired behaviour more dependable:

through specific plans, a better-designed environment, realistic priorities and
routines that survive ordinary life.
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C A S E  1 5

The Man Who Was Always Starting on
Monday

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  implementation intentions and the problem of
dramatic beginnings

T H E  C A S E

Every Sunday evening, Rafael made ambitious plans. On Monday he would
start exercising, eat better, reduce his screen time, read more and organize his
finances.  He wrote these commitments in a notebook, each with a precise
start date.

Monday always brought its usual inconveniences. A meeting ran late; he
slept badly; a colleague needed help. By evening he was too tired to exercise, so
he decided to begin properly the following Monday. The pattern continued
for months.

Eventually Rafael stopped making comprehensive weekly plans and chose
one behaviour: a twenty-minute walk after lunch. He decided exactly when
and where it would happen and kept his walking shoes beside his desk. If the
weather  was  bad,  he  would walk  indoors.  If  work was  unusually  busy,  he
would walk for five minutes rather than abandon the plan.

The  first  week  was  unimpressive.  He  missed  one  day  and  shortened
another walk, but he resumed the next day without declaring the whole plan a
failure. After several weeks, walking had become part of his routine, and he
added a second habit.
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A N A L Y S I S

Polivy and Herman (2000) described a false hope syndrome, in which people
repeatedly set unrealistic goals for self-change, feel encouraged by the decision
itself,  fail,  and  then  try  again  with  similar  expectations.  The  moment  of
resolution is rewarding; the daily work is not.

Rafael escaped this cycle partly by using an  implementation intention: a
plan that specifies when, where and how a person will act, often in an “if–
then” form.  After lunch, I will  walk for twenty minutes is  more actionable
than  I should exercise more.  A meta-analysis of 94 independent tests found
that  such  plans  had  a  medium-to-large  positive  effect  on  goal  attainment
(Gollwitzer  &  Sheeran,  2006).  Planning  helps;  it  does  not  remove  every
barrier.

Rafael  also  prepared a  minimum version of  the  behaviour  for  difficult
days. This reflects an important distinction: missing once is an event, while
abandoning the plan is a decision. A lapse does not need to become a new
identity.

K E Y  T E R M S

implementation intention — a specific plan stating when, where and
how one will act

false hope syndrome — a cycle of overconfident resolutions followed by
failure

lapse — a temporary failure to maintain a behaviour

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What do you repeatedly promise to begin on a future date?

What is the smallest useful version of that behaviour?

What specific event could act as its trigger?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 6

The Student Who Could Not Stop
Checking Her Phone

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  immediate rewards and situational self-control

T H E  C A S E

Priya was preparing for a professional qualification examination that required
several months of concentrated study. She arranged a desk, bought reference
books and created a timetable.  Yet she rarely studied for more than fifteen
minutes without checking her phone.

Each interruption seemed harmless:  a  message,  a  news  alert,  a  friend’s
photograph. The cumulative effect was not.  At the end of an evening she
often felt exhausted, despite having completed little meaningful work.

Her first solution was self-criticism; she simply needed more discipline.
That  lasted  two  days.  She  then  tried  something  less  dramatic.  Before
studying, she put her phone in another room and set a timer for twenty-five
minutes. During that period she worked on one clearly defined task, such as
completing  ten  practice  questions  and reviewing  her  mistakes.  She  kept  a
sheet  of  paper  beside her,  and when an unrelated task came to mind,  she
wrote it down instead of acting on it.

The  arrangement  was  imperfect,  but  within  a  few  weeks  she  was
completing more work in less time. She still enjoyed her phone. It no longer
decided what she did next.

A N A L Y S I S

In a large review of procrastination research, Steel (2007) found that people
are  especially  likely  to  delay  tasks  whose  rewards  are  distant,  and  that
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impulsiveness  is  closely  linked  to  procrastination.  A  message  offers  an
immediate reward. Studying offers an uncertain reward months away. Even
when  we  value  the  distant  outcome,  the  immediate  one  can  dominate
attention.

Duckworth, Gendler and Gross (2016) argue that  situational strategies,
which change the circumstances in which temptation occurs, are often more
effective than trying to resist  temptation in the moment.  Priya did exactly
this:  instead  of  resisting  her  phone  every  few  minutes,  she  made  it  less
accessible.

She also made the task concrete. Study for the exam is vague. Complete ten
practice questions and review the mistakes gives attention a clear destination
and a clear end point.

K E Y  T E R M S

cumulative — increasing gradually as more is added

situational strategy — a method of self-control that changes the
environment rather than relying on willpower

impulsiveness — a tendency to act on immediate desires without
reflection

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which immediate rewards interfere with something important to you?

How could you make a distraction less accessible during a defined
period?

How could you define a task so clearly that you know when it is
finished?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 7

The Man Who Kept Waiting for
Motivation

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  habit and the instability of motivation

T H E  C A S E

Walter  wanted  to  write  a  book  about  his  thirty  years  in  the  construction
industry.  Every few weeks he felt  a  strong urge to begin.  He imagined the
finished book and spent an enthusiastic evening organizing ideas. By the next
morning, the enthusiasm had gone. Sitting alone at his desk, he found the
work complicated and slow, and turned to other things.

He  began  to  suspect  that  he  lacked  discipline.  A  friend  who  wrote
technical manuals suggested an experiment: twenty minutes every weekday
morning, whether or not he felt inspired. He did not have to write well. He
only had to work on a specific section.

Walter  was  skeptical,  but  he  tried  it.  Some  mornings  he  wrote  several
paragraphs; on others he corrected a few sentences or organized notes. After a
month he had a collection of rough sections. After three months he had a
draft substantial enough to review.

He realized why earlier attempts had failed. He had expected the feeling of
wanting to write to carry him through the less enjoyable work of writing. It
had never been reliable enough.

A N A L Y S I S

Motivation fluctuates with sleep, stress, mood and competing rewards. It can
help  a  person  begin,  but  it  is  an  unstable  foundation  for  goals  that  take
months or years.
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Wood and Neal  (2007) describe  habits as  behaviours  that  are  triggered
automatically  by  stable  cues  in  the  environment,  such  as  a  time,  place  or
preceding action. Once a habit has formed, it requires less deliberate decision-
making. Walter’s fixed morning session reduced the daily question of whether
to write and replaced it with a routine that a cue could trigger.

Routines  should  not  become  rigid  punishments  that  ignore  illness,
exhaustion or changing priorities.  A sustainable system allows for recovery
and adjustment. The aim is consistency, not self-punishment.

K E Y  T E R M S

to fluctuate — to change frequently in level or amount

cue — a signal that prompts a behaviour

skeptical — doubtful that something is true or will work

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your goals depends on your mood?

What small action could you perform at a regular time and place?

How could you measure progress without demanding an impressive
result every day?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 8

The Woman Who Tried to Change
Everything at Once

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  competing goals and limited capacity

T H E  C A S E

Monique decided to improve her life. She would exercise every morning, cook
healthier  meals,  learn Spanish,  read for  an hour  every  evening,  reduce  her
spending  and  complete  an  online  qualification.  She  created  a  detailed
schedule and followed it enthusiastically for four days.

On the fifth day, a difficult situation at work required her attention. She
missed her workout, ordered takeout and did not study. By the weekend the
schedule had collapsed.

This time, instead of criticizing her character, she examined the structure
of her plan. Each new habit required attention, preparation and decisions.
She had added six new demands to a life that was already full.

She  chose  one  priority,  the  qualification,  and  scheduled  three  study
sessions a week with materials prepared in advance. After six weeks, she added
two short exercise sessions. Her plan looked less impressive on paper, but she
was  following  it.  Over  the  following  months  she  added  other  changes
gradually. Some became lasting habits; others did not survive contact with her
real preferences.

A N A L Y S I S

People  usually  pursue  several  goals  at  once,  and  those  goals  compete  for
limited time, energy and attention. Shah, Friedman and Kruglanski (2002)
found that  when people focus on one goal,  they tend to inhibit  thoughts
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about competing goals,  a  process  they called  goal  shielding.  This  can help
progress on the chosen goal, but it also shows that attention cannot easily be
divided among many demanding aims.

Monique  benefited  from  prioritization.  By  establishing  one  workable
routine  before  adding  another,  she  reduced  the  number  of  simultaneous
demands  and  produced  evidence  of  follow-through,  which  supported  her
confidence for the next change.

This is not a universal rule. Related behaviours can sometimes be changed
together when one supports another. The important question is whether a
plan functions in real life, not how impressive it appears when written down.

K E Y  T E R M S

goal shielding — the tendency for focus on one goal to suppress attention
to others

prioritization — deciding which tasks or goals are most important

follow-through — completing what one has committed to do

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

How many significant changes are you attempting at the same time?

Which one would make the greatest difference?

What could you postpone until the first change becomes manageable?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  1 9

The Man Who Made the Wrong Thing
Easy

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  choice architecture and the design of one’s surroundings

T H E  C A S E

Adrian wanted to become fitter. He understood the benefits of exercise and
had bought the equipment he needed. Nevertheless, he usually came home
from work, sat on the sofa and watched television all evening. He assumed the
problem was willpower.

One Saturday he rearranged his  apartment.  He put his  exercise clothes
where he would see them as he came in, chose a fifteen-minute routine that
needed no equipment set-up, and moved the television remote away from his
usual seat. He also stopped buying snacks on his way home and kept more
convenient alternatives available.

On Monday he changed into his  exercise  clothes  as  soon as  he arrived
home.  The  workout  was  short,  but  it  happened.  Some  evenings  he  still
skipped  it,  and  sometimes  he  ate  the  snacks  he  had  intended  to  avoid.
Gradually, however, his usual evening changed, because his environment no
longer encouraged exactly the same routine.

A N A L Y S I S

Thaler and Sunstein (2008) use the term  choice architecture to describe the
way the presentation of options influences decisions. Small details,  such as
which option is the default or which item is easiest to reach, can have large
effects  on  behaviour.  Although  their  work  focuses  on  public  policy,  the
principle applies equally to private life.
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We tend to repeat actions that are convenient, familiar and immediately
rewarding (Wood & Neal, 2007). If a desired behaviour requires several steps
while  its  competitor  requires  none,  good  intentions  may  not  be  enough.
Adrian reduced the  friction of exercise and increased the friction of his old
habit.

This  does  not  remove  personal  responsibility.  It  recognizes  that
responsible  action includes  designing  better  conditions.  Practical  examples
include placing a book where you usually sit, preparing tomorrow’s materials
before finishing today, and keeping distracting applications away from your
main work device.

K E Y  T E R M S

choice architecture — the way options are arranged, which influences
what people choose

friction — anything that makes an action slightly harder to perform

default — the option that applies if a person makes no active choice

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What behaviour do you want to perform more consistently?

What small obstacle makes it harder than necessary?

What could you change in your environment before trying to change
your willpower?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 0

The Couple Who Kept Postponing
Their Future

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  automation and the power of defaults

T H E  C A S E

Every year, Miguel and Ana agreed to start saving seriously for a home. Every
year something interfered: a family wedding, car repairs, a change of job, extra
support for their daughter at school. Each expense was understandable, and
neither of them was irresponsible.

Their difficulty was structural. Saving happened only if money remained
at the end of the month, and it rarely did. When Ana calculated their savings
over the previous three years, the amount was so small that she assumed she
had made a mistake.

They  decided  to  reverse  the  order.  On  payday,  an  automatic  transfer
moved a fixed amount into a separate account. They chose an amount low
enough to sustain in an ordinary difficult month. When Miguel’s overtime
was reduced, they lowered the transfer temporarily instead of abandoning it,
and increased it again when his hours returned.

Their progress was slower than they had once imagined. It was also far
more durable.

A N A L Y S I S

In a well-known study, Madrian and Shea (2001) found that when a company
automatically enrolled employees in its retirement savings plan, participation
rose dramatically compared with a system in which employees had to choose
to  join.  Most  people  simply  stayed  with  the  default.  Thaler  and  Benartzi
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(2004) later showed that committing in advance to save part of future pay
increases substantially raised savings rates.

These findings suggest  that  inertia,  the tendency to continue with the
current  situation,  can  work  for  or  against  us.  Miguel  and  Ana  had  been
relying on a monthly decision that was easy to postpone. By automating the
decision, they made saving the default and spending the exception.

Automation does not make an unrealistic plan realistic. Essential expenses
must  come  first,  and  the  system  must  be  reviewed  when  circumstances
change.  The  couple  did  not  discover  a  shortcut  to  wealth.  They  stopped
relying on a monthly promise.

K E Y  T E R M S

inertia — a tendency to remain in the current state unless something
changes it

to automate — to make a process happen without repeated human
decisions

durable — able to last for a long time

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your long-term priorities always comes last?

Which decision could you make once instead of every month?

How will you adjust the system when your circumstances change?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 1

The Work Nobody Noticed
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  habit formation and the slow accumulation of skill

T H E  C A S E

Hana wanted to write short fiction in English, her second language. For the
first  year,  nobody  noticed  that  she  was  improving.  She  wrote  for  twenty
minutes most mornings before work. Some days she produced a page; other
days she spent the whole session revising one paragraph. She read authors she
admired and kept a notebook of sentences whose structure interested her.

After a year she had a folder of drafts and no publications. “I don’t know
if I’m getting anywhere,” she told a friend. The friend suggested a measurable
target. Hana decided to submit a story to a literary magazine every month for
six  months  and  asked  two  readers  to  comment  on  specific  aspects  of  her
writing.

The first submission was rejected. The second received no reply. By the
sixth, an editor asked her to revise a story. She accepted some suggestions and
disagreed with others. The story was eventually published. The payment was
small and few people read it.

What  changed  was  her  relationship  with  the  work.  She  now  had  a
repeatable practice, a way to obtain feedback and a clear distinction between
what she controlled (writing, revising, submitting) and what she could only
influence  (an  editor’s  decision).  When  work  or  family  interrupted  her
routine, she returned to it without trying to make up for every missed day.
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A N A L Y S I S

Popular advice often claims that a habit takes twenty-one days to form. The
evidence does not support a fixed number. In a study of people adopting new
daily behaviours, Lally, van Jaarsveld, Potts and Wardle (2010) found that the
time taken to approach maximum automaticity ranged from 18 to 254 days,
with a median of 66 days. Missing a single occasion did not seriously disrupt
the process.

These  findings  help  to  explain  Hana’s  experience.  Progress  in  skilled
activities  is  often  invisible  in  the  short  term,  partly  because  the  learner’s
standards  rise  as  their  skill  develops.  Regular  practice  creates  more
opportunities  for  learning,  but  it  does  not  guarantee  a  particular  external
result.

Hana’s six-month submission target added something her routine lacked:
external  feedback  at  regular  intervals.  Practice  combined  with  feedback  is
usually more effective than practice alone.

K E Y  T E R M S

automaticity — the degree to which a behaviour happens without
conscious effort

median — the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in order

interval — a period of time between two events

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What skill are you developing that others cannot yet see?

What measurable target could provide regular feedback?

What do you control in this process, and what can you only influence?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  I V

Learning, Competence and
Expertise

Part IV considers how skill actually develops. The cases show learners who
misread difficulty as failure, practise the wrong thing, overlook their own

progress, or discover that the competence which made them successful has started
to limit them.
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C A S E  2 2

The Student Who Mistook Difficulty
for Failure

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  interpreting difficulty as information

T H E  C A S E

When  Marcus  began  learning  a  new  language,  he  expected  to  progress
quickly.  He  had  always  done  well  at  school:  he  could  read  a  chapter,
understand it  and pass  the  examination.  For  the  first  few weeks,  language
learning followed the same pattern. He memorized vocabulary and completed
grammar exercises successfully.

Then he tried to have a conversation. He understood only part of what
was said. He struggled to find familiar words, and when he finally produced a
sentence, he worried about its mistakes. The other person was patient, but
Marcus  felt  incompetent.  He  bought  another  textbook  and  studied  more
grammar.  His  written  exercises  improved;  his  conversations  did  not.  He
considered giving up.

His  teacher  asked  him  to  compare  his  expectations  with  the  actual
demands of the task. Conversation required him to recognize sounds, retrieve
words, build sentences and interpret meaning, all in real time. He had been
practising only some of these abilities, and rarely together.

They  designed  a  new  routine:  fifteen  minutes  of  listening  each  day,
repeating useful phrases aloud and holding short conversations in which the
goal  was  communication rather  than grammatical  perfection.  After  several
weeks,  Marcus  recognized  common  expressions  faster  and  could  answer
familiar  questions  without  translating  every  word.  Difficult  conversations
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remained difficult,  but he no longer read each one as proof that he lacked
ability.

A N A L Y S I S

Hattie  and Timperley (2007) argue that the most useful  feedback answers
three questions for the learner: Where am I going? How am I going? Where to
next? Marcus had been interpreting difficulty only as an answer to the second
question, and a discouraging one. His teacher helped him use it to answer the
third.

This  case  is  sometimes  presented  as  an  example  of  a  growth  mindset.
Caution  is  needed  here.  A  large  meta-analysis  found  that,  on  average,
interventions designed to change students’ mindsets had very small effects on
academic achievement (Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2023). What changed for
Marcus  was  not  only  his  attitude  but  his  method.  His  practice  had  been
poorly matched to the performance he wanted.

There  is  also  value  in  measuring  progress  at  the  appropriate  level.  If
Marcus had judged himself only by fluency, every conversation would have
felt  like  failure.  By  noticing  faster  recognition  and  quicker  recovery  from
misunderstanding, he gained a more accurate picture of his development.

K E Y  T E R M S

to retrieve — to bring information back from memory

growth mindset — the belief that abilities can be developed through
effort and learning

in real time — at the same moment that events are happening

61



Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What specific part of a difficult task is causing you trouble?

Are you practising the actual skill you want to develop?

What feedback would help you choose a better next step?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 3

The Student Who Changed the
Question

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  aligning practice with the target performance

T H E  C A S E

André,  a  Brazilian  engineer,  had  studied  English  for  several  years.  He
understood grammar explanations, read articles comfortably and did well in
written exercises. But when someone asked him an unexpected question in a
meeting, he often froze. He concluded that his English was not good enough
and bought another grammar book.

His teacher asked him to describe exactly what happened when he tried to
speak.  André  explained  that  he  usually  knew  what  he  wanted  to  say  in
Portuguese but could not build the English sentence quickly enough. He was
also afraid of making mistakes in front of colleagues. While he searched for
the perfect expression, the conversation moved on.

The  teacher  changed  the  goal.  For  two  weeks  André  would  answer
ordinary questions aloud, speaking for one minute on familiar subjects. He
would record himself, listen to the recording and choose one improvement
for  the  next  attempt.  He  would  also  practise  phrases  for  asking  for
clarification.

At first the recordings embarrassed him; he heard pauses, repetitions and
errors. But he compared each recording with the previous one, and gradually
he expressed familiar  ideas  more quickly.  He learned to explain a  point in
simpler language when a word escaped him. His knowledge of grammar had
not transformed. His practice had.
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A N A L Y S I S

Ericsson,  Krampe  and  Tesch-Römer  (1993)  introduced  the  concept  of
deliberate  practice:  effortful  activity designed to improve specific aspects  of
performance,  with  immediate  feedback  and  opportunities  for  repetition.
Later research has shown that the amount of practice alone does not explain
all differences in performance (Macnamara, Hambrick & Oswald, 2014). The
quality and relevance of practice, however, remain important.

André’s problem was not intelligence or commitment. It was a mismatch
between  preparation  and  performance.  Silent  grammar  study  built
knowledge, but the performance he needed was rapid spoken response under
social pressure. Effective practice in such cases tends to involve three elements:

A specific performance — defining what one must be able to do, not
only what one must know.

Feedback — identifying what happened, including both errors and
successful strategies.

Adjustment — using that information to change the next attempt.

Silent study also protected André from embarrassment, and therefore from
useful  feedback.  Learners  often  avoid  the  very  situations  that  would  help
them improve.

K E Y  T E R M S

deliberate practice — focused practice aimed at improving a specific
weakness

mismatch — a failure of two things to correspond or fit together

to freeze — to become suddenly unable to speak or act

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What exactly do you need to be able to do in English, or in your field?

Are you practising that performance, or mainly preparing for it?

What short, repeatable exercise would give you feedback this week?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 4

The Woman Who Could Not See Her
Own Progress

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  rising standards and the measurement of progress

T H E  C A S E

For  eleven  months,  Beatrice  had  been  learning  Japanese  in  Tokyo.  She
attended classes twice a week, reviewed vocabulary every morning and listened
to Japanese radio while making breakfast. At first, progress had been obvious:
greetings, basic sentence patterns, words on station signs.

Then  improvement  seemed  to  stop.  Conversations  still  exhausted  her.
People spoke too quickly; she missed jokes and misunderstood instructions.
After a difficult conversation with a neighbour, she told her husband, “I’m
just not good at languages.”

He reminded her that she had recently handled a telephone call with the
electricity company alone. She dismissed it as an exception. He then asked her
to compare a recording she had made in her first month with one from that
week. She resisted, expecting to hear only mistakes. Instead, the differences
were  unmistakable:  longer  sentences,  less  hesitation,  better  pronunciation
and topics that would have been impossible when she began.

Beatrice began recording herself each month discussing the same topics
and kept a list of real tasks she could now complete independently. She still
noticed her mistakes. She no longer treated them as the whole story.

A N A L Y S I S

As  competence  increases,  learners  often  become  more  aware  of  subtle
weaknesses. Research by Kruger and Dunning (1999) suggested that the skills
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needed  to  perform  well  in  a  domain  are  often  the  same  skills  needed  to
recognize good performance. Their interpretation has been debated, but the
general  observation is  useful:  a  beginner  may not  know enough to  notice
certain  errors,  whereas  an  intermediate  learner  hears  them  clearly.  Greater
awareness can therefore feel like declining ability.

Amabile and Kramer (2011), studying the daily diaries of professionals,
found that making progress in meaningful work was strongly associated with
positive emotion and motivation, a pattern they called the progress principle.
The implication is  that  progress  which is  invisible  to the learner  may lose
much of its motivating power.

Beatrice’s solution was to make progress observable through comparable
evidence:  the  same  task,  recorded  at  regular  intervals.  Her  current
dissatisfaction was not a reliable measure of how far she had travelled.

K E Y  T E R M S

subtle — small and difficult to notice

progress principle — the finding that a sense of progress strongly
supports motivation

comparable — able to be compared fairly with something else

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

In what area do you feel you have stopped improving?

What evidence from six months ago could you compare with your work
today?

What real tasks can you now do that you could not do before?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 5

The Executive Who Confused Activity
with Progress

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  outputs, outcomes and goal clarity

T H E  C A S E

Martin  was  proud  of  his  work  ethic.  He  arrived  early,  answered  messages
quickly  and attended every  meeting.  His  calendar  was  full,  and colleagues
considered  him  dependable.  Yet  the  project  he  had  been  hired  to  lead,
improving the company’s customer service, was falling behind.

During  a  review,  a  senior  colleague  asked:  “What  has  changed  for  the
customer?” Martin described the meetings held, the reports written and the
departments  consulted.  The  colleague  listened  and  repeated  the  question.
Martin had no convincing answer.

The next morning he asked his team to identify the three most common
reasons  customers  contacted  support.  The  records  showed  that  many
inquiries  concerned one confusing step in the ordering process.  The team
rewrote  the  instructions  for  that  step,  tested  them and measured whether
related inquiries declined. They did.

Meetings  became  shorter  because  each  was  tied  to  a  decision.  Some
activities disappeared entirely. At the end of each week, Martin asked not only
what the team had done, but what had improved.

A N A L Y S I S

Martin’s experience illustrates the distinction between  outputs and  outcomes.
An output is something produced: a report, a meeting, a revised procedure.
An outcome is  the  change  that  results:  fewer  errors,  faster  service,  greater
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understanding. Outputs are easier to count; outcomes are closer to the actual
goal.

Locke  and  Latham  (2002),  summarizing  decades  of  research  on  goal
setting, concluded that specific and challenging goals generally lead to higher
performance than vague goals  such as  “do your best.”  Specific goals  direct
attention, increase effort and make it possible to measure progress. Martin’s
original goal, improve customer service, was too vague to show which activities
mattered.

None of this means that preparation, research or meetings are wasteful.
The question is whether an activity serves a clear purpose. A useful test is: If I
continue  doing  this,  what  evidence  will  show that  I  am getting  closer  to  my
objective?

K E Y  T E R M S

output — something produced by work

outcome — the result or change that work brings about

inquiry — a request for information (British: enquiry)

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which activities consume much of your time but produce little visible
improvement?

What would count as meaningful progress in your most important
area?

What could you measure each week to see whether your efforts are
working?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 6

The Employee Who Became
Indispensable

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  when individual competence limits collective capacity

T H E  C A S E

For years, Camila believed that being indispensable was the safest way to build
a career. She answered messages instantly, solved problems that belonged to
other  departments  and  volunteered  whenever  a  project  was  in  trouble.  If
something went wrong, colleagues knew that Camila would probably fix it.

Then she applied for a senior management position and was not selected.
Her director explained: “You are excellent at solving problems yourself. But
this role needs someone who can build a team that solves problems without
her.”

The comment irritated her, but over the following weeks she noticed a
pattern. When colleagues struggled, she took over. She rewrote their reports
and made decisions before they had time to develop their own judgment. Her
interventions improved immediate  results,  but they deprived others  of  the
chance to learn. They also consumed the time she needed for the strategic
projects that might have qualified her for promotion.

She began to change.  When someone brought her a  problem, she first
asked  which  options  they  had  considered.  She  delegated  complete
responsibilities  instead  of  isolated  tasks  and  accepted  that  others  would
sometimes  work  differently.  Work  occasionally  took  longer  and  was  less
polished. But her team became more capable, and Camila gained time to lead
larger projects. When the next senior position opened, she had evidence of a
different kind of contribution.
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A N A L Y S I S

Self-determination  theory  proposes  that  people  are  more  motivated  and
develop  more  effectively  when  their  needs  for  autonomy,  competence and
relatedness are supported (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  By constantly intervening,
Camila  unintentionally  reduced  her  colleagues’  autonomy  and  their
opportunities to build competence.

The  case  also  shows  how  a  strength  can  become  a  limitation  as
responsibilities  change.  At  an  individual  level,  success  depends  largely  on
personal performance.  At higher levels,  it  depends increasingly on creating
conditions in which other people can perform well.

Delegation involves a genuine trade-off: in the short term, quality or speed
may  decline.  The  investment  is  justified  when  it  increases  the  long-term
capacity of the team, which is precisely what a leadership role exists to do.

K E Y  T E R M S

indispensable — so important that others cannot manage without the
person or thing

autonomy — the freedom to make one’s own decisions

trade-off — a balance between two desirable things that cannot both be
fully achieved

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Where does your work depend too heavily on your personal
involvement?

What responsibility could you hand over completely?

What short-term loss would you accept to build someone else’s
capability?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 7

The Analyst Who Needed to Be the
Smartest Person in the Room

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  psychological safety and team learning

T H E  C A S E

When Owen became a  senior  analyst,  he  was  proud of  his  reputation for
finding  errors  others  missed.  He  was  quick  to  identify  weaknesses  in
colleagues’  proposals.  People  respected  his  ability,  although  some  found
discussions with him exhausting.

When he began leading a team, he managed it the same way. He corrected
mistakes  immediately,  questioned  every  uncertain  statement  and  often
supplied the answer before anyone had finished explaining the problem. Over
time his team became quiet in meetings. They sent him polished conclusions
rather  than  early  ideas,  and  when  problems  arose,  they  waited  for
instructions. Owen concluded that he had hired people who lacked initiative.

A  colleague  who  had  observed  one  of  his  meetings  offered  another
explanation: “Your team may be trying to avoid being wrong in front of you.”
Owen rejected the comment at first; he was trying to maintain standards, not
embarrass anyone. But intention and effect were not the same.

He changed the  structure  of  his  meetings.  The team would first  list  a
proposal’s assumptions, possible weaknesses and missing information. Owen
would speak last rather than first. When someone raised a concern, he would
ask for their reasoning before giving his own view. Discussions became slower,
and some ideas proved unhelpful. Others emerged that Owen would never
have  developed  himself,  and  the  team  began  identifying  problems  earlier,
when they were cheaper to fix.
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A N A L Y S I S

Edmondson (1999),  in  a  study of  work teams,  introduced the  concept  of
psychological safety: a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-
taking,  such  as  admitting  mistakes,  asking  questions  or  offering  tentative
ideas.  She  found  that  psychological  safety  was  associated  with  learning
behaviour in teams, which in turn was associated with performance.

Owen’s  behaviour,  although  well  intended,  made  disagreement  and
uncertainty socially expensive. His team responded rationally by sharing less.
As  a  result,  he  received  less  information,  and  his  own  assumptions  went
unchallenged.

Owen  had  confused  two  goals:  maintaining  high  standards  and
demonstrating superior judgment. The first is necessary for good work. The
second  can  quietly  interfere  with  it.  Psychological  safety  does  not  mean
lowering standards; Edmondson has argued in later work that high standards
and high safety together create the best conditions for learning.

K E Y  T E R M S

psychological safety — a shared belief that it is safe to take interpersonal
risks in a group

tentative — not certain or fixed; offered as a possibility

initiative — the ability to act independently without being told

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

In meetings you lead or attend, who speaks first, and what effect does
that have?

When did you last change your mind because of a colleague’s idea?

How could you make it easier for others to disagree with you?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  V

Judgment Under Uncertainty

Important decisions are rarely made with complete information. Part V
examines common errors in judgment, including defending past decisions,

trusting first impressions and ignoring hidden costs, and the practical methods
people use to think more clearly when the answer cannot be known in advance.
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C A S E  2 8

The Investor Who Needed to Be Right
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  confirmation bias and commitment to a previous

judgment

T H E  C A S E

Richard had invested in businesses for twenty-five years and was proud of
making decisions based on evidence. One of his largest investments was in a
manufacturing  company  he  believed  the  market  had  undervalued.  For  a
while, its share price rose.

Then the company lost a major customer and revised its forecasts. The
share price fell sharply. Some of the new information concerned temporary
difficulties,  but  other  details  suggested  that  the  company’s  competitive
position had seriously weakened.

Richard found himself defending his original analysis.  The market was
overreacting,  he  told  himself;  management  would  solve  the  problem.  He
searched for reports that supported this view and paid less attention to those
that did not.

At dinner, his daughter asked why he seemed so determined to prove that
the  investment  had  been  a  good  decision.  Richard  realized  that  the
investment had become a test of his judgment. Selling would mean accepting
not only a financial loss but also the fact that he had been wrong.

He wrote down the assumptions behind his original decision. Then he
asked what he would conclude if he were evaluating the company for the first
time, without owning its shares. The answer was uncomfortable: the business
might recover, but the evidence no longer justified his confidence. He reduced
his position. The share price later rose a little,  then fell  again, but its  later
movement did not determine whether his reasoning had been sound.
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A N A L Y S I S

Nickerson (1998)  describes  confirmation bias as  a  widespread tendency to
seek, interpret and remember information in ways that favour existing beliefs.
Often it is not deliberate. People simply examine unwelcome evidence more
critically than welcome evidence.

The  effect  becomes  stronger  when  a  belief  is  connected  to  identity.
Richard was no longer evaluating a company; he was defending his image of
himself as a capable investor.

Two safeguards are useful. The first is to specify in advance what evidence
would change your mind. The second is a counterfactual question: If I did not
already hold this position, would I choose it today? Neither guarantees a correct
decision,  especially  in  uncertain  fields  such  as  investment.  Both  help  to
separate  the merits  of  a  present choice from the emotional  weight of  past
commitments. It is also worth distinguishing the  quality of a decision from
the quality of its outcome: good reasoning can produce bad results, and poor
reasoning can be lucky.

K E Y  T E R M S

counterfactual — relating to what would happen if circumstances were
different

to undervalue — to judge something as worth less than it really is

safeguard — a measure that protects against a risk

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your important beliefs would be most painful to abandon?

What evidence would make you reconsider it?

If you were choosing today for the first time, would you choose the
same way?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  2 9

The Manager Who Trusted Her First
Impression

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the conditions under which intuition is reliable

T H E  C A S E

When a senior management position became available,  Joanne interviewed
three candidates. The first had an impressive résumé and spoke confidently
about  his  achievements.  The  second  was  less  polished  but  gave  detailed
examples  of  solving  difficult  problems.  The  third  had  strong  technical
credentials but struggled to explain how she handled disagreements.

Joanne favoured the first candidate almost immediately. He reminded her
of herself when she was younger: decisive and articulate.  The conversation
flowed easily, and she found herself nodding before he finished his answers.
Afterwards she described him as “a natural leader.”

A colleague on the interview panel asked her to compare each candidate’s
answers against  the requirements of the role.  Reviewing her notes,  Joanne
realized that her favourite had given few specific examples of managing poor
performance. The second candidate had described several difficult situations,
including one in which his first approach had failed.

She  arranged  a  second  round.  Each  candidate  responded  to  the  same
management  scenario,  and  the  panel  scored  the  answers  against  shared
criteria. The results changed her assessment. She offered the position to the
second candidate, who later justified the decision. Joanne continued to value
her  instincts,  but  no  longer  treated  a  feeling  of  rapport  as  evidence  of
competence.
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A N A L Y S I S

Kahneman and Klein (2009), representing two research traditions that had
often  disagreed,  concluded  that  intuition  can  be  reliable  under  specific
conditions:  when the environment is  sufficiently regular  to be predictable,
and when the person has had extensive practice with clear feedback. Outside
these conditions, a confident intuition may reflect familiarity or preference
rather than skill.

Hiring  is  a  domain  where  those  conditions  are  often  weak.  Managers
rarely  see  how  rejected  candidates  would  have  performed,  so  feedback  is
incomplete.  A  large  review  of  personnel  selection  research  found  that
structured  interviews,  in  which  all  candidates  answer  the  same  job-related
questions  and  are  scored  against  agreed  criteria,  predict  job  performance
considerably better than unstructured interviews (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).

Joanne’s mistake was not having a first impression; first impressions are
almost unavoidable. Her mistake was allowing that impression to determine
which  evidence  she  noticed.  A  good  decision  process  does  not  eliminate
judgment. It makes judgment accountable to evidence.

K E Y  T E R M S

intuition — a judgment that arrives quickly without conscious reasoning

rapport — a feeling of easy understanding between people

structured interview — an interview in which all candidates are asked
the same questions and scored consistently
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

In which areas of your life do you receive clear, regular feedback on your
judgments?

Think of a recent strong first impression. What facts supported it?

What would you expect to see if your preferred option were actually
wrong?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 0

The Man Who Wanted a Guarantee
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  reducing uncertainty through small experiments

T H E  C A S E

James  had  worked  in  corporate  finance  for  twenty-two  years.  He  was
respected and well  paid,  and increasingly dissatisfied. He wanted to start  a
consultancy  helping  small  businesses  with  financial  planning.  He  had  the
experience,  the  qualifications  and  several  former  colleagues  who  said  they
might hire him.

What he lacked was certainty. He wanted to know that he would earn
enough, that clients would sign contracts, that he would enjoy working alone
and,  above  all,  that  he  would  not  regret  the  decision.  He  spent  a  year
researching. Each new piece of information produced another question.

His wife asked: “What could you do to find out whether this would work
without giving up your job?” Within the limits of his employment contract,
James began offering a small consulting service on evenings and weekends. He
approached three former colleagues; two agreed to pay for a defined piece of
work.

The first projects were imperfect. One took far longer than planned, and
he discovered that he disliked writing long reports. He also discovered that he
enjoyed  working  directly  with  business  owners,  who  valued  his  ability  to
explain financial issues in plain language. After six months, he had something
more useful than another year of projections: evidence from real clients. He
eventually left his job, but only after building a financial reserve and a modest
client base.

80



A N A L Y S I S

Wilson  and  Gilbert  (2005)  review  research  on  affective  forecasting,  our
predictions  about  how  future  events  will  make  us  feel.  People  are  often
inaccurate  in these  predictions,  particularly  in estimating how intense and
how long-lasting their feelings will be. James’s attempt to predict whether he
would enjoy consulting was therefore unlikely to succeed through reflection
alone.

A  small  experiment  provided  better  information.  It  also  changed  the
question.  James  had  been  asking  Can  I  eliminate  the  risk?,  which  was
impossible. The more useful question was Can I learn enough to manage the
risk?

Not every decision allows a  small  test.  Some choices  are  irreversible  or
carry  risks  that  cannot  be  tried  safely  in  advance.  When  a  limited  trial  is
possible,  however, it  often reveals more than extended speculation. James’s
eventual decision was not brave because he ignored uncertainty. It was well
considered because he stopped demanding that uncertainty disappear.

K E Y  T E R M S

affective forecasting — predicting how one will feel in the future

projection — an estimate of a future amount or situation

irreversible — impossible to undo

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What decision are you postponing until you feel certain?

What limited, reversible test could give you real evidence?

Which risk must you eliminate, and which can you learn to manage?

1. 

2. 

3. 

81



C A S E  3 1

The Man Who Was Afraid to Change
His Mind

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the sunk-cost effect

T H E  C A S E

Robert  had  spent  twenty  years  in  the  same  profession.  He  had  invested
heavily  in  qualifications,  built  a  reputation  and  developed  loyal  client
relationships. Over time, however, the work had become less interesting. He
was increasingly drawn to environmental planning, which he had explored
through volunteer projects.

He dismissed the idea. “I’ve spent too much time getting here,” he told
himself. “It would be foolish to start again.” His concerns were real: he had a
mortgage and family responsibilities. But he gradually recognized that he was
treating his past investment as a debt that required him to continue forever.

He began to ask different questions. What would staying cost him over
the next  ten years?  What  would changing cost?  Which of  his  skills  might
transfer? Could he explore the field without giving up his income?

He  found  that  his  experience  in  project  management,  client
communication  and  regulation  was  highly  relevant  to  environmental
planning. He completed a short course, volunteered on a project and spoke
with  professionals  in  the  field.  A  year  later,  he  moved  into  a  role  that
combined his existing expertise with his new interest. He earned less at first,
but he no longer felt trapped by his earlier career. It had given him skills he
could carry forward.
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A N A L Y S I S

Arkes  and Blumer  (1985)  demonstrated the  sunk-cost  effect:  a  tendency to
continue an endeavour once an investment of money, effort or time has been
made, even when future prospects do not justify it. In rational terms, costs
that  cannot  be  recovered  should  not  determine  future  choices.
Psychologically, however, abandoning an investment can feel like admitting
waste.

Robert’s  decision  improved  when  he  separated  two  questions:  What
value has my past experience given me? and What choice offers the best realistic
path  from here? The  answers  did  not  require  him to  dismiss  his  previous
career.

Past  investments  do  matter  when  they  create  continuing  benefits  or
obligations. The error lies in treating the cost itself as a reason to continue.
Changing direction is  often not  an admission that  an earlier  decision was
wrong; it may simply reflect that a reasonable decision no longer fits present
circumstances.

K E Y  T E R M S

sunk cost — a cost that has already been paid and cannot be recovered

endeavour — a serious attempt to achieve something

to transfer — to move from one context to another

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Are you continuing something mainly because of what you have already
invested?

What would you choose if you evaluated the options from today
forward?

Which parts of your past experience could be used in a different
direction?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 2

The Woman Who Could Not Make
Uncertainty Go Away

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  intolerance of uncertainty

T H E  C A S E

Every morning, Claire checked her email before getting out of bed. Six weeks
earlier she had interviewed for a senior position, and the hiring manager had
said a decision would come soon. Since then there had been silence.

She  searched  the  company  website  for  clues  and  reread  the  job
description. She reviewed her answers and found three sentences she wished
she had phrased differently. Some mornings she was sure she had succeeded;
by lunchtime she was certain she had failed.

At work, careful analysis usually solved Claire’s problems. If a project was
delayed, she found the bottleneck. The application was different: there was no
new information to analyze. Her mind kept working on a problem that had
nothing more to give.

One  evening  she  wrote  two  headings:  What  I  know and  What  I  am
imagining. Under the first she listed three facts: she had applied, she had been
interviewed twice,  and the company had not yet contacted her.  Under the
second she  listed  her  interpretations:  they  had  found someone  better;  the
panel had disliked her; the delay meant rejection. The second list was longer.

The exercise did not make her calm. It did reveal that the time she spent
thinking about a  possibility did not make that possibility more likely.  She
decided to check her email at set times, sent one polite follow-up message and
continued applying elsewhere. Three days later the company explained that
recruitment had been paused for a budget review. She was eventually offered
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the position, but by then she had accepted a different opportunity that suited
her better.

A N A L Y S I S

Intolerance of uncertainty has been described as difficulty enduring the distress
caused by not knowing, regardless of how likely a negative event is (Carleton,
2016). Higher levels of this tendency are associated with worry and anxiety.
People who score high on it often try to reduce uncertainty through repeated
checking, reassurance-seeking or mental rehearsal, strategies that may provide
brief relief but tend to maintain the worry.

Claire’s exercise distinguished  observations from interpretations. This is a
practical  tool,  not a treatment,  and it  will  not remove anxiety on its  own.
What it can do is limit the territory that uncertainty occupies. By scheduling
her  attention  and  continuing  with  other  actions,  Claire  moved  forward
without first making the uncertainty disappear.

Persistent or severe worry may require professional support. The modest
lesson here is that waiting for certainty is sometimes itself a choice, and often
a costly one.

K E Y  T E R M S

intolerance of uncertainty — difficulty accepting that the future cannot
be known

reassurance-seeking — repeatedly asking for confirmation that things
will be all right

bottleneck — the point that slows down a whole process
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What unanswered question is currently occupying much of your
attention?

Under the heading What I know, what would you write?

What action could you take while the question remains unanswered?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 3

The Three Invitations
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  opportunity cost and choosing between valued goals

T H E  C A S E

When three opportunities arrived in the same week, Amira took it as a sign
that her career was accelerating. A former colleague invited her to join a start-
up. Her employer offered her a leadership role. A university asked her to teach
a professional course one evening a week.

Each opportunity appealed to a different part of her: creativity, influence
and the chance to share her knowledge. She began working out how to accept
all three. She could work early mornings, use weekends and see her friends
less. For a few days, the plan seemed possible.

Then  her  mother  needed  help  after  surgery,  and  her  own  job  became
unusually demanding. The schedule she had built depended on every week
going perfectly. A mentor did not rank the options for her. Instead she asked:
“What would you have to give up for each one?”

Amira had compared the benefits for days. She had barely considered the
costs. The promotion would leave less room for experimentation; the start-up
meant  financial  uncertainty;  teaching  would  consume  the  evenings  she
wanted for family. Even declining all three had a cost.

She accepted the promotion, negotiated a later start date and protected
one evening a week for herself. For months she wondered whether she had
chosen wrongly.  Eventually she stopped comparing her real  job with three
imaginary  futures  in  which every  benefit  had survived and every  cost  had
disappeared.
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A N A L Y S I S

Economists use the term opportunity cost for the value of the best alternative
given  up  when  a  choice  is  made.  Frederick,  Novemsky,  Wang,  Dhar  and
Nowlis  (2009) found that consumers frequently neglect  opportunity costs
unless they are explicitly reminded of them. When the alternatives were made
salient, people’s choices changed.

Amira’s mentor performed exactly this reminder. By making the costs of
each  option  visible,  she  turned  a  list  of  attractive  possibilities  into  a  real
decision.

The  case  also  illustrates  a  common  source  of  regret  after  a  decision:
comparing  the  chosen  option,  with  its  real  difficulties,  against  idealized
versions of the options not chosen. Choosing one valued goal often means
giving up another. That trade-off is not, in itself, evidence of a poor decision.

K E Y  T E R M S

opportunity cost — the value of what one gives up when choosing one
option over another

salient — noticeable or prominent

idealized — imagined as better than it really is

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What are you trying to fit into your life without considering its cost?

For a current decision, what would each option require you to give up?

Are you comparing your real choice with an idealized alternative?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  V I

Failure, Persistence and
Adaptation

Popular culture often presents persistence as a virtue in itself and failure as a
hidden gift. Part VI takes a more careful view. The cases examine how people

learn from setbacks, decide when to continue and when to stop, and adapt when
loss or change cannot be reversed.

89



C A S E  3 4

The Restaurant Owner Who Stopped
Calling Every Failure a Lesson

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  structured reflection after failure

T H E  C A S E

Luca  had  imagined  his  restaurant  for  years.  He  studied  the  local  market,
borrowed money, renovated a small property and built a menu around the
food he loved. The first months were encouraging: friends came regularly, and
a local publication praised several dishes.

Then difficulties  accumulated.  Food costs  rose.  A construction project
nearby  reduced  pedestrian  traffic.  Two  experienced  employees  left  within
weeks  of  each  other.  Luca  worked  longer  hours,  introduced  new  dishes,
changed the opening times and spent more on advertising. Each change gave
him  a  reason  to  believe  success  was  close.  Six  months  later,  the  financial
position was worse.

His  accountant  was  direct:  even  with  modest  improvements,  the
restaurant was unlikely to cover its debts and costs. Luca avoided deciding for
several weeks, because closing felt like admitting that the whole project had
been a mistake.

Eventually  he  reviewed  the  situation  with  a  business  adviser.  They
separated the decisions he had made reasonably from the assumptions that
had proved wrong, and identified warning signs he had overlooked because he
wanted the restaurant to succeed.  He closed the business  before the debts
became unmanageable. Months later, when considering a new venture, he set
financial limits in advance and defined the conditions under which he would
stop investing.
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A N A L Y S I S

The  claim  that  failure  is  always  valuable  is  only  partly  true.  Failure  can
provide information,  but people  do not learn from it  automatically.  They
may repeat the same behaviour, choose explanations that protect their self-
image, or invest further in an unsuccessful strategy.

Ellis and Davidi (2005) studied after-event reviews, systematic discussions
held after a task to analyze what happened. In their research with military
units,  reviews  that  examined  both  failures  and  successes  led  to  better
subsequent performance than reviews of failures alone. Structured reflection,
rather than experience by itself, appeared to produce the learning.

Luca’s review effectively asked four questions:

What did I reasonably believe when I made the decision?

Which assumptions turned out to be wrong?

What warning signs did I overlook?

What would I do differently with similar information in the future?

This approach keeps accountability without turning a disappointing result
into a permanent judgment about oneself. Some failures, it should be said,
teach very little; circumstances can simply be unfavourable.

K E Y  T E R M S

after-event review — a structured discussion of what happened and why,
held after a task

venture — a new business or risky undertaking

accountability — accepting responsibility for one’s decisions and their
results

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What disappointing outcome have you avoided examining?

Which of the four questions above would be hardest for you to answer
honestly?

What limit could you set in advance for your next significant risk?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 5

The Researcher Who Learned When to
Persist

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  decision rules for persistence and disengagement

T H E  C A S E

Dr.  Chen had spent  four  years  investigating  a  new battery  material.  Early
results  were promising and suggested the approach deserved further  work.
Then  the  results  became  inconsistent.  Adjustments  that  improved  one
measurement  weakened  another,  and  repeated  experiments  failed  to
reproduce the initial performance.

Chen did not want to give up. She had invested years, her students were
committed to the project, and she believed the underlying idea was sound.
Her instinct was simply to keep refining the experiment.

A  colleague  suggested  that  the  team  first  define  what  evidence  would
justify  continuing  and  what  evidence  would  suggest  the  approach  was
unlikely to work. They reviewed the literature, repeated the most important
tests and agreed measurable criteria. If the results did not meet those criteria
after a specified series of experiments, they would redirect their resources.

The results did not improve sufficiently, and Chen ended the project. The
decision  disappointed  her,  but  the  process  had  clarified  the  limits  of  the
approach. Several techniques developed during the research proved useful in a
new  project,  and  her  students  completed  their  work  with  a  clearer
understanding of the evidence.
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A N A L Y S I S

Persistence is generally valuable when effort can improve the outcome and the
goal  remains  worthwhile.  It  becomes  counterproductive  when  continued
effort consumes resources without a credible path to success. Wrosch, Scheier,
Miller, Schulz and Carver (2003) found that people who were better able to
disengage from unattainable goals, and to re-engage with new ones, reported
higher subjective well-being.

The difficulty is that we rarely know in advance which situation we are in.
A project may be temporarily unsuccessful but ultimately promising, or small
improvements may hide a fundamental  limitation. This uncertainty makes
decision rules useful: criteria set in advance that specify what progress should
look like and which costs one is unwilling to exceed.

Persistence should be directed towards the underlying goal, not necessarily
towards the first method chosen. A scientist can abandon a hypothesis while
remaining committed to discovery. The ability to change methods is not the
opposite of determination; it is often one of its most important expressions.

K E Y  T E R M S

to disengage — to withdraw effort and commitment from something

decision rule — a criterion, agreed in advance, for making a choice

counterproductive — having the opposite of the intended effect

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What evidence would persuade you that your current approach needs
to change?

What criteria could you set now, before the evidence arrives?

How can you remain committed to a goal while changing your
method?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 6

The Entrepreneur Who Refused to
Close the Door

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  distinguishing a goal from the method of pursuing it

T H E  C A S E

For eight years Nathan ran a small company producing training materials for
businesses.  He  had  built  it  from nothing,  hired  employees  and won loyal
customers.  It  was  not  spectacular,  but  it  paid  the  bills  and  gave  him
independence.

Then the market changed. Customers wanted digital products that could
be updated quickly and connected to other systems. Nathan invested in new
technology  and  specialists,  but  revenue  continued  to  fall.  His  accountant
advised him to consider selling or closing the business before his capital ran
out.

“I’ve put eight years into this,” Nathan replied. “I’m not going to walk
away now.”

He did, however, commission an independent assessment. It showed that
one product line still had a viable market, while two others were unlikely to
recover.  Keeping  the  entire  business  alive  would  consume  the  resources
needed to support the one promising part.

Nathan  closed  two  product  lines,  negotiated  an  orderly  departure  for
several employees and concentrated on the remaining product. The company
became smaller and his income fell. He felt a genuine sense of loss. But the
reduced business eventually stabilized.

95



A N A L Y S I S

Nathan’s  first  response  illustrates  the  sunk-cost  effect  (Arkes  &  Blumer,
1985):  the eight years  already spent could not be recovered by spending a
ninth. The relevant question was whether the next year of investment offered
a reasonable chance of success.

His eventual decision illustrates a more subtle point. Scholer, Hubley and
Fujita (2024) note that people usually hold multiple goals at once, and that
disengaging from one means of pursuing a goal can free resources for others.
Nathan did not abandon his goal of running a viable independent business.
He abandoned a particular way of pursuing it.

The past deserves to be understood, not obeyed. The company’s first eight
years did not become worthless because its original model stopped working.
They  had  provided  employment,  taught  Nathan  to  manage  people  and
produced materials customers had used.

K E Y  T E R M S

viable — able to work or succeed

orderly — organized and controlled

to stabilize — to become steady and no longer at risk of decline

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Is there a goal you are pursuing through a method that no longer
works?

Which part of your effort has the best realistic prospects?

What would you keep from the past if you changed direction?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 7

The Woman Who Recovered Her Sense
of Direction

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  appraisal, control and resilience after an unwanted
change

T H E  C A S E

After a company restructuring, Maria lost the position she had held for eleven
years.  The  announcement  was  brief:  her  responsibilities  would  move  to
another department, and her role would end in six weeks.

She had expected to stay for years. Her job was an important part of her
identity.  In  the  first  weeks,  she  found  it  hard  to  think  beyond  the
disappointment.  She repeatedly reviewed the decisions that  had led to the
restructuring  and  avoided  former  colleagues,  afraid  they  would  see  her
departure as a professional failure.

Her husband suggested she list the practical issues that needed attention.
She resisted at first, but eventually divided the situation into three categories:

Things she could address now: reviewing her finances,
understanding her benefits and updating her résumé.

Things she could influence over time: reconnecting with contacts,
identifying suitable roles and developing a new skill.

Things she could not control: the restructuring decision, the
opinions of people without full information and the state of the job
market.

The exercise did not remove her disappointment. It did reduce the attention
she spent trying to reverse events that had already happened. She contacted

• 

• 

• 
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people she trusted, and several conversations revealed opportunities she had
not considered. She eventually accepted a position at a smaller organization
where her experience was valued.

A N A L Y S I S

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) proposed that stress depends not only on events
but on appraisal: our assessment of what an event means and of the resources
we have to cope with it. Coping may focus on changing the problem itself or
on  managing  the  emotions  it  produces.  Neither  is  always  better;  effective
coping often involves matching the strategy to what can actually be changed.

Maria’s three categories performed exactly this matching. They prevented
limited control over one part of the situation from becoming a belief that
nothing could be done.

Bonanno (2004) argued that  resilience,  the ability to maintain relatively
stable  functioning  after  a  loss,  is  more  common  than  was  once  assumed.
Resilience  does  not  mean  feeling  no  distress,  nor  recovering  on  a  fixed
timetable.  Some losses require time, practical  help or professional support.
The  narrower  principle  is  this:  when  circumstances  cannot  be  restored,
identify where meaningful choices remain.

K E Y  T E R M S

restructuring — a major reorganization of a company

appraisal — an evaluation of the meaning and significance of an event

resilience — the capacity to function and adapt after adversity
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which part of a difficult situation absorbs your attention despite being
outside your control?

Where does your influence still matter?

Whom could you contact this week for information or support?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 8

The House with One Empty Chair
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  oscillation between loss and restoration in grief

T H E  C A S E

After his wife died, George discovered that grief made ordinary tasks strangely
complicated. He knew how to pay the bills and cook meals; he had done so
for decades. But he would open the refrigerator and forget what he wanted.
He would buy two apples without thinking. At dinner, he sometimes set a
place for his wife before noticing what he had done.

Friends told him to keep busy. His daughter suggested a travel group. A
neighbour said his wife would have wanted him to be happy. George knew
they meant well, but their advice did not answer his real question: what was
he supposed to do with the life that remained?

One Saturday  his  granddaughter  asked him to  teach her  the  soup her
grandmother used to make. They spent the afternoon in the kitchen. George
could not remember one quantity exactly, so his granddaughter improvised.
The soup tasted different, but they ate it together, and she asked him to write
the recipe down.

George began recording the meals  his  wife had taught him, sometimes
with stories about where they had first eaten a dish. He did not do this every
day,  and  it  did  not  make  the  house  less  empty.  He  also  began  accepting
invitations again, occasionally leaving early when an evening became too hard.
He learned that he could enjoy a conversation and miss his wife at the same
time.

A year later, the empty chair was still there. So was the grief. But the chair
no longer told the whole story of his life.
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A N A L Y S I S

The idea that grief proceeds through a fixed series of stages remains popular,
but  it  is  not  well  supported as  a  universal  description.  Stroebe and Schut
(1999)  proposed  an  alternative,  the  dual  process  model.  In  this  model,
bereaved people move back and forth between  loss-oriented activities, which
focus on the person who has died, and  restoration-oriented activities, which
address  the  changes  in  daily  life  and  identity  that  follow  the  loss.  This
movement,  which  the  authors  call  oscillation,  is  considered  a  normal  and
possibly helpful part of adjustment.

George’s experience shows both orientations. Writing the recipes allowed
him  to  stay  connected  to  his  wife;  accepting  invitations  allowed  him  to
rebuild a social life. He did not need to choose between remembering and
living.

This case is  not intended to prescribe how anyone should grieve. Grief
differs  widely  between  individuals  and  cultures,  and  prolonged  or
overwhelming grief can benefit from professional support.

K E Y  T E R M S

bereavement — the experience of having lost someone through death

oscillation — regular movement back and forth between two states

to improvise — to create something without a plan, using what is
available

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

How have you seen people combine remembering a loss with rebuilding
their lives?

What kind of support do people in your culture expect after a loss?

What advice about grief do you think is unhelpful, and why?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  3 9

The Map That No Longer Matched the
Territory

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  goal reappraisal in mid-career

T H E  C A S E

For  twenty-two  years,  Stephen  had  planned  to  become  a  partner  at  his
accounting firm. He took difficult assignments, worked late during reporting
season  and  accepted  each  promotion  that  moved  him  closer.  When  the
partnership decision finally came, he was told he would have to wait another
year.

His  first  reaction  was  anger;  his  second,  determination.  Then  a  new
partner asked him to lead a project training junior staff. Stephen expected it to
be a distraction. Instead, he enjoyed it more than anything he had done in
years. He noticed how often he volunteered to explain complicated problems,
and how much he liked seeing colleagues become independent.

He did not stop wanting the partnership; he had invested too much to
abandon it casually. But he began asking a question he had avoided: If I were
starting my career  today,  knowing what  I  now know about  myself,  would I
choose the same destination?

He  gave  himself  six  months  to  investigate.  He  spoke  with  people  in
training and professional education, took on another mentoring assignment
and examined the financial implications with his family. At the end of that
period, he decided to remain at the firm for now, but to move towards a role
combining technical work with staff development. He would reconsider the
partnership when he had more information.
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Some colleagues saw this as a retreat. Stephen no longer felt the need to
correct them. He had been following a map drawn by an earlier version of
himself. It had taken him a long way, but it was not entitled to decide where
he went next.

A N A L Y S I S

Research on goal disengagement suggests that withdrawing from goals that
are  unattainable,  or  no  longer  valued,  can  be  adaptive,  particularly  when
people re-engage with meaningful alternatives (Wrosch et al., 2003; Scholer et
al.,  2024).  The  challenge  is  to  distinguish  a  considered  change  from  an
impulsive reaction to disappointment.

Stephen managed this distinction in two ways. First, he did not decide in
the immediate aftermath of the setback. Second, he gathered evidence about
the alternative instead of comparing his real job with an imagined ideal. His
six-month period of  structured investigation turned an emotional  reaction
into a reasoned decision.

The  metaphor  in  the  title  comes  from  the  scholar  Alfred  Korzybski
(1933), founder of general semantics, who observed that “the map is not the
territory”: our representations of the world are not the world itself. A life plan
is a kind of map. It remains useful only while it  continues to describe the
territory we are actually in.

K E Y  T E R M S

reappraisal — a new evaluation of something previously judged

aftermath — the period immediately following an important or
unpleasant event

metaphor — a figure of speech that describes one thing in terms of
another
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your goals was set by a much earlier version of yourself?

Would you choose it again today, knowing what you now know?

How could you investigate an alternative without making an impulsive
decision?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  V I I

Other People

No one pursues goals alone. Part VII examines how relationships shape our
progress: the commitments we accept, the help we fail to request, the honesty we
avoid, the comparisons we make and the difficult balance between supporting

others and taking over their responsibilities.
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C A S E  4 0

The Woman Who Learned to Say No
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  overcommitment and the illusion of future free time

T H E  C A S E

Aisha was known as the person who could always be relied upon. At work she
volunteered for difficult assignments. In her family she organized gatherings
and helped relatives with practical problems. Friends called her for advice, and
she rarely refused.

Over time, her own priorities suffered. She postponed a qualification she
wanted,  exercised less  and spent  many evenings  on problems others  could
have managed themselves. She often felt resentful, and then guilty for feeling
resentful.

Her first solution was better time management. She bought a planner and
reorganized her calendar. The problem continued, because her schedule was
not badly arranged: it simply contained more commitments than one person
could fulfil.

She  began  reviewing  requests  before  accepting  them.  Was  the  task
genuinely  hers?  Was  it  urgent?  What  would  she  have  to  postpone?  She
declined some requests and renegotiated others. When a colleague asked her
to take on an additional project, she explained which existing deadline would
have  to  move.  A  few  people  were  disappointed.  Most  adjusted  without
difficulty,  and  some  relationships  improved  because  expectations  became
clearer. Aisha also completed the qualification she had postponed for years.
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A N A L Y S I S

Zauberman and Lynch (2005) found that people tend to expect they will have
more spare time in the future than they have today, an effect they described in
terms of  resource slack. Because next month always seems less busy than this
one, it feels easy to agree to future commitments. When the future arrives, it
is usually as full as the present.

Aisha’s difficulty was not a lack of commitment but a belief that being
dependable meant being always available. Saying yes brought immediate relief
from the discomfort of refusing, even when it created a larger problem later.
This pattern can form a cycle: accept too much, become overwhelmed, feel
resentful, then accept more to avoid feeling selfish.

A boundary interrupts that cycle. It is not a declaration that others do not
matter;  it  is  a  recognition  that  time  and  energy  are  finite.  The  relevant
question  is  not  whether  a  request  is  reasonable  in  isolation,  but  whether
accepting it is reasonable given one’s existing obligations. Another person’s
disappointment  is  uncomfortable,  but  it  is  not  always  evidence  of  having
acted unfairly.

K E Y  T E R M S

resource slack — the perceived amount of a resource, such as time,
available beyond current needs

boundary — a limit a person sets on what they will accept or do

finite — limited in amount
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which commitments are consuming time you intended for a more
important goal?

Do you agree to requests because you want to help, or because refusing
feels uncomfortable?

Imagine a request for next month. Would you accept it if it were for
tomorrow?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 1

The Man Who Never Asked for Help
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the underestimation of others’ willingness to help

T H E  C A S E

Carlos had been a respected civil engineer in Brazil. After moving to Canada,
he  was  determined  to  rebuild  his  career  through  his  own  efforts.  He
researched the licensing process alone, rewrote his résumé alone and applied
for jobs alone.  He spent whole evenings trying to understand professional
regulations that a local engineer could have explained in ten minutes.

He  told  himself  that  asking  for  help  would  be  an  imposition.  Busy
professionals had no reason to assist a stranger, and a request might make him
look incapable. Months passed with little progress.

At a community event, he met an engineer who had immigrated fifteen
years earlier.  She asked how his job search was going. Carlos gave a polite,
vague answer. Later, almost reluctantly, he asked whether she would review
his  résumé.  She  agreed  immediately,  and offered to  introduce  him to  two
colleagues.

Carlos  still  preferred  to  solve  problems  himself.  But  he  began  asking
questions  earlier,  before  hours  of  private  effort  had  turned  a  manageable
difficulty  into  frustration.  One  introduction  led  to  a  conversation  with  a
hiring manager.  Nothing came of  that  particular  conversation,  but  Carlos
learned how local employers evaluated international experience and changed
how he presented his qualifications. He had not become less capable by asking
for help. He had become better informed.
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A N A L Y S I S

In  a  series  of  experiments,  Flynn  and  Lake  (2008)  asked  participants  to
predict  how  many  people  they  would  need  to  approach  before  someone
agreed  to  a  request,  such  as  filling  out  a  questionnaire.  Participants
consistently  underestimated others’  willingness  to help,  in some studies  by
about  half.  They  focused  on  the  cost  of  agreeing  for  the  helper  and
overlooked the social discomfort of saying no.

Bohns  and  Flynn  (2010)  proposed  that  this  error  is  linked  to  the
embarrassment  of  asking.  Help-seekers  are  acutely  aware  of  their  own
discomfort and assume others will view the request negatively, while potential
helpers often experience the request quite differently.

For newcomers in particular, local knowledge is difficult to obtain from
documents  alone.  Professional  networks  contain  unwritten  information
about how systems actually work. Not every request will succeed, and help
should be sought respectfully. But never asking has a cost of its own, one that
is easy to overlook because it is invisible.

K E Y  T E R M S

imposition — an unfair or unwelcome demand on someone’s time or
kindness

to underestimate — to judge something as smaller or less likely than it
really is

network — a group of people who exchange information and support

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What problem have you spent too long trying to solve alone?

Who might know in ten minutes what would take you ten hours to
discover?

What makes asking for help uncomfortable for you?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 2

The Friend Who Always Agreed
C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the costs and benefits of honest feedback

T H E  C A S E

Ben was planning to leave his job and open a specialist coffee shop. Whenever
he described the idea to his oldest friend, Theo, the response was enthusiastic.
“That sounds great. You’d be brilliant at it.” Ben found these conversations
encouraging.

Theo, however, had doubts. He had worked in retail for years and knew
how thin profit margins could be. He also knew that the area Ben had chosen
already  had  three  cafés.  He  said  nothing,  because  he  did  not  want  to
discourage his friend or damage their friendship.

One evening Ben asked directly: “Be honest. What’s the weakest part of
this plan?” Theo hesitated, then explained his concerns about margins and
competition. Ben reacted defensively at first.  Later he researched the issues
Theo had raised and changed his plan to focus on a nearby business district
with no specialist coffee.

Their  friendship did not become perfectly candid overnight.  Theo still
softened difficult opinions, and Ben sometimes reacted defensively. But when
Ben asked whether a plan made sense, Theo became more willing to name its
weaknesses,  and Ben learned to  listen  before  explaining  why they  did  not
matter.  For  decisions  with  high  stakes,  Ben  also  sought  specialized
professional advice. Their friendship now had room for disagreement, which
was more useful than either constant approval or relentless criticism.
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A N A L Y S I S

Levine and Cohen (2018) asked participants to be completely honest in their
conversations  for  a  period,  or  to  share  honest  opinions  in  specific
conversations. Participants expected honesty to be unpleasant and damaging
to  their  relationships.  In  fact,  the  conversations  were  more  enjoyable,
meaningful and socially connecting than they had predicted. People tend to
overestimate the social costs of honesty.

Theo’s silence was well intended, but it deprived Ben of information that
could  have  prevented  a  costly  mistake.  Ben’s  direct  question  changed  the
situation by giving explicit permission for disagreement.

Honesty is not the same as harshness.  Feedback is most useful when it
addresses specific weaknesses, is offered with goodwill and is requested by the
person receiving it. A friend is also not a substitute for expert advice when the
stakes are high.

K E Y  T E R M S

candid — honest and direct

profit margin — the share of the selling price that remains as profit after
costs

high stakes — involving a lot that could be gained or lost

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Whose honest opinion would be most valuable to you right now?

How could you make it easier for that person to disagree with you?

When have you stayed silent to protect someone’s feelings, and what did
it cost?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 3

The Employee Who Could Not Stop
Comparing Salaries

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  pay comparison, fairness and useful information

T H E  C A S E

Julia was a data analyst at a growing company. When a colleague mentioned
his salary at a team lunch, she discovered that he earned considerably more
than  she  did,  although  their  roles  appeared  similar.  She  was  shocked  and
angry.

Over the following weeks, she began comparing herself with everyone. She
speculated about colleagues’ pay from their cars, vacations and job titles. Her
satisfaction  with  work  fell,  and  she  started  looking  at  job  advertisements
during meetings. Most of her comparisons, however, were based on guesses.

Eventually  Julia  decided  to  replace  speculation  with  evidence.  She
researched published salary surveys for her role, region and level of experience.
She listed her responsibilities, several of which had grown significantly over
the past year. She then requested a meeting with her manager and presented
the information calmly.

The manager  reviewed her  responsibilities  and the  market  data.  Julia’s
salary was increased, though not to the level of the colleague whose pay had
first  upset  her;  he  had  a  specialist  qualification  she  did  not  have.  Julia
continued to check relevant industry data before each review. She stopped
tracking every colleague’s apparent advantage. The information that helped
her  negotiate  remained  useful;  the  comparisons  that  produced  only
speculation lost their appeal.
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A N A L Y S I S

Card, Mas, Moretti and Saez (2012) studied employees of the University of
California after a newspaper made all salaries publicly searchable. Employees
who  learned  that  they  were  paid  below  the  median  for  their  unit  and
occupation reported lower  job satisfaction and were  more  likely  to  report
looking for another job. Learning that one was paid above the median had
little  effect  on satisfaction.  Pay comparison,  in  other  words,  affects  people
asymmetrically: falling behind is felt more strongly than being ahead.

Julia’s  initial  reaction is  therefore  understandable.  Concerns  about  fair
pay  are  legitimate,  and  pay  transparency  can  expose  real  inequalities.  The
problem was that most of her comparisons rested on assumptions rather than
information.

Her eventual strategy separated two uses of comparison. Comparison as
investigation, using relevant market data, helped her identify and correct a real
gap. Comparison as competition, guessing at colleagues’ advantages, produced
distress without action.

K E Y  T E R M S

median — the middle value when numbers are arranged in order

asymmetrical — not equal or balanced on both sides

transparency — openness, so that information can be seen by others

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What comparisons do you make that are based on guesses rather than
evidence?

What reliable information could replace them?

When does comparison help you act, and when does it only make you
unhappy?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 4

The Couple Who Could Not Discuss
Money

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  financial conflict in close relationships

T H E  C A S E

Paulo and Renata had been married for six years. They agreed about most
things,  but  conversations  about  money  often  ended  in  silence.  Paulo
preferred to keep a large financial reserve. Renata wanted to travel and to help
her parents, who had limited savings. Each believed the other’s position was
reasonable in principle and excessive in practice.

When Renata sent money to her parents without discussing it first, Paulo
felt  excluded.  When  Paulo  refused  to  book  a  vacation  until  their  savings
reached a certain level, Renata felt controlled. Each argument quickly turned
into a judgment of character: she was irresponsible; he was selfish.

After  a  particularly  painful  argument,  they  agreed  to  try  a  different
approach. Once a month, they would sit down with their accounts at a calm
moment, not after a disagreement. They listed their shared priorities: security,
family  support  and  experiences  together.  They  agreed  on  a  budget  with
separate categories for savings, family assistance and travel, and a limit above
which any spending would be discussed first.

The agreement did not eliminate disagreement. Paulo still wanted a larger
reserve; Renata still wanted more room for travel and family. The difference
appeared  several  months  later,  when  Renata  proposed  helping  another
relative. Instead of arguing about each other’s character, they looked at the
agreed budget and discussed what they could afford.
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A N A L Y S I S

Papp,  Cummings  and  Goeke-Morey  (2009)  analyzed  diary  records  of
conflicts kept by married couples at home. Money was not the most frequent
topic of conflict, but compared with other topics, arguments about money
tended to be more pervasive, more problematic and more recurrent, and they
were more often left unresolved, even though couples tried harder to solve
them.

One reason may be that financial decisions often express deeper values:
security, freedom, loyalty to family, and fairness. When these values are not
discussed  directly,  a  disagreement  about  a  specific  expense  can  quickly
become a disagreement about who each person is.

Paulo and Renata did not need to share every priority.  They needed a
process for making decisions together. Scheduled discussions at calm times,
explicitly  shared  goals  and  agreed  rules  for  larger  decisions  moved  their
arguments from character to choices.

K E Y  T E R M S

recurrent — happening again and again

reserve — money kept available for future needs or emergencies

to resolve — to find a solution to a problem or disagreement

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What values lie behind your own attitudes towards money?

In your relationships, what topics turn quickly from choices into
judgments of character?

What rule or process could make a recurring disagreement easier to
manage?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 5

The Manager Who Believed Trust
Meant Never Checking

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the balance between trust, control and accountability

T H E  C A S E

When Amara became a manager, she promised herself that she would never
treat her team the way her previous manager had treated her. He had checked
every detail, demanded constant updates and questioned every decision. She
had found it humiliating.

Amara did the opposite.  She assigned projects,  expressed confidence in
her  team and waited for  results.  She rarely  asked for  updates,  because  she
believed  that  checking  would  signal  distrust.  For  several  months,  the
approach seemed to work.

Then  a  major  project  missed  its  deadline  by  three  weeks.  A  technical
problem had appeared early, but the team member responsible had hoped to
solve it alone and had not mentioned it. By the time Amara learned about it,
there was no way to recover the schedule.

She  realized  that  she  had  confused  two  different  things:  trust  and  the
absence of information. Together with her team, she introduced brief every
two  weeks  progress  reviews.  Their  purpose  was  explicitly  not  to  judge
individuals  but  to  surface  problems early,  while  there  was  time to  address
them.

The  next  project  finished  on  schedule.  One  problem  appeared  early
enough for the team to solve without affecting the deadline. Amara kept the
reviews but resisted adding more reporting simply because the system was
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working. She wanted enough information to identify trouble, not a record of
every movement her employees made.

A N A L Y S I S

Falk and Kosfeld (2006) conducted an experiment in which one participant
could  choose  whether  to  restrict  another  participant’s  options  before  the
second  decided  how  much  effort  to  give.  Many  participants  who  were
controlled  in  this  way  responded  by  reducing  their  effort,  apparently
interpreting control as a signal of distrust. The authors called this the hidden
costs of control.

Amara’s  former  manager  may have  experienced exactly  these  costs.  Yet
Amara’s response showed that the absence of control has costs too. Without
any regular exchange of information, problems remained hidden until they
could no longer be fixed.

The solution was  neither  surveillance  nor  silence.  It  was  accountability
designed with the team, for a clear purpose, and limited to what the purpose
required.  The  right  balance  depends  on  the  people,  the  risks  and  the
responsibilities involved, and it will need to change as those factors change.

K E Y  T E R M S

to surface (a problem) — to bring a problem into view so that it can be
dealt with

surveillance — close monitoring of someone’s behaviour

progress review — a regular meeting to check how work is going
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

In your work, how do problems usually come to light, and how early?

What is the difference, in your view, between checking and controlling?

What minimum information would allow you to trust others while still
managing risk?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 6

The Woman Who Had to Stop
Rescuing Her Brother

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  helping without taking over responsibility

T H E  C A S E

Lucía’s younger brother, Mateo, had always struggled with money. Whenever
he fell behind on rent or a bill, he called his sister, and she paid. She loved him
and could not bear the thought of him facing serious trouble.

Over  ten  years,  the  pattern  repeated.  Each  crisis  followed  a  similar
sequence: avoidance, an emergency, an urgent phone call and a rescue. Lucía
began to notice that Mateo rarely called before a problem became urgent, and
that her own savings goals kept slipping.

After discussing the situation with a counsellor, she told Mateo that she
would no longer pay his bills. She explained that she would still help him in
other ways: she would sit with him to review his finances, help him contact
creditors and support him in making a plan. The money, and the decisions,
would remain his.

Mateo did not accept the boundary immediately. For several weeks their
conversations were strained, and Lucía wondered whether she had damaged
their relationship. Then he called about another financial problem. This time,
he asked whether she could help him examine his options before the situation
became urgent.  They worked through the  numbers  together.  She  did  not
offer to pay. The problem remained his to solve, but he was no longer facing it
alone.
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A N A L Y S I S

Self-determination theory proposes that autonomy, the experience of acting
by one’s  own choice,  is  a  basic  psychological  need,  and that environments
which support autonomy tend to encourage motivation and growth (Deci &
Ryan,  2000).  Repeated  rescue,  although  motivated  by  love,  can
unintentionally undermine autonomy by removing both the consequences of
a problem and the opportunity to solve it.

Lucía’s  change  did  not  withdraw  support.  It  changed  its  form:  from
solving  the  problem  for  Mateo  to  helping  him  solve  it  himself.  This
distinction matters.  A boundary  that  removes  all  help  may leave  a  person
isolated; help that removes all responsibility may keep them dependent.

It  is  important  to  note  that  some  situations,  such  as  serious  illness,
addiction or immediate danger, require different and more intensive forms of
support.  This  case  concerns  a  recurring,  manageable  pattern in  which the
person helped was capable of taking more responsibility.

K E Y  T E R M S

creditor — a person or organization to whom money is owed

dependent — needing someone else’s support in order to function

to undermine — to gradually weaken something

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Is there someone whose problems you regularly solve for them?

What support could you offer that would leave the responsibility with
them?

What discomfort might you need to tolerate if you changed the pattern?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 7

The Father Who Wanted His Daughter
to Avoid Every Mistake

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  autonomy-supportive parenting

T H E  C A S E

When Isabel was seventeen, her father, Roberto, worried constantly about her
future. He wanted her to attend a good university, find stable work and avoid
the  financial  difficulties  he  had  faced  when  young.  He  believed  careful
preparation would protect her from unnecessary suffering.

Whenever Isabel considered something unfamiliar, Roberto explained the
risks. A competitive university program might damage her confidence if she
were  rejected.  A  summer  job  in  another  city  would  be  expensive  and
complicated. He never forbade anything. He simply made every choice feel
dangerous. Gradually Isabel became cautious and increasingly dependent on
his opinion.

When she was offered a place on a demanding research project, she asked
her  father  what  he  thought.  He  began  explaining  why  it  might  be  too
difficult,  and then stopped. He realized that he had been preparing her to
avoid the mistakes he feared most, not to make decisions herself.

Instead, he asked what she would need to know to decide. They discussed
the time involved, the support available and what she could do if the project
became overwhelming. Roberto admitted he could not know whether it was
the  right  choice.  Isabel  accepted.  She  struggled  with  the  first  assignment,
received critical feedback and considered withdrawing. Eventually she learned
to ask for help, revise her work and manage deadlines.
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Roberto began asking a new question before giving advice: “Do you want
help  evaluating  the  decision,  or  have  you  already  decided  and  want  help
planning?”

A N A L Y S I S

Joussemet,  Landry  and  Koestner  (2008)  review  research  on  autonomy-
supportive  parenting,  which involves  taking the child’s  perspective,  offering
meaningful  choices  and  explaining  reasons,  in  contrast  to  controlling
approaches  that  rely  on  pressure  or  guilt.  Autonomy  support  has  been
associated with better motivation, adjustment and well-being in children and
adolescents.

Autonomy support is not the same as permissiveness. Young people need
boundaries,  accurate  information and protection  appropriate  to  their  age.
The  challenge  is  to  distinguish  risks  that  require  intervention  from
manageable difficulties that can become opportunities to develop judgment.

Roberto’s original approach protected Isabel from foreseeable mistakes,
but  it  also  prevented  her  from  developing  the  skills  needed  to  handle
unforeseen ones. His new question gave her a choice about what kind of help
she wanted, which was itself a small exercise in autonomy.

K E Y  T E R M S

autonomy-supportive — encouraging a person to make and own their
decisions

permissiveness — allowing people to do what they want without limits

foreseeable — able to be predicted in advance
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

When you advise others, do you focus mainly on avoiding risks or on
building their judgment?

What is one decision you could help someone think through without
making it for them?

How did the adults in your early life influence your attitude towards
risk?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  V I I I

Redefining Success

The final part asks a question that the rest of the book has approached from
many directions: what is success for? The cases show people who achieved what

they planned, or were about to, and discovered that their goals needed to be
examined again in the light of who they had become.
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C A S E  4 8

The Lawyer Whose Goal Belonged to
Someone Else

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  self-concordant goals and the source of motivation

T H E  C A S E

When  Victor  was  a  child,  his  father  often  spoke  about  the  advantages  of
becoming a lawyer: respect, security and intellectual challenge. By the time
Victor entered university, law seemed the obvious direction. He completed
his degree,  passed his  examinations and joined a respected firm. His career
developed steadily, and his family was proud.

Yet  Victor  grew increasingly  dissatisfied.  He enjoyed analyzing difficult
problems  but  disliked  the  daily  rhythm  of  the  work.  He  was  drawn  to
teaching  and  spent  much  of  his  free  time  helping  junior  colleagues
understand complex legal concepts. He dismissed this as a hobby.

Eventually he asked himself a question he had rarely considered: If nobody
in my family knew what I did for a living, would I still choose this career? The
answer was uncertain,  but the question revealed something important.  He
had pursued law partly because it represented success to people he respected.
He had never decided what success meant to him.

He  explored  alternatives  without  resigning.  He  taught  a  short  course,
spoke  with  educators  and  investigated  the  practical  requirements.  He
discovered that he enjoyed teaching but also that it involved administrative
work, demanding schedules and lower pay. His imagined alternative had been
incomplete.  He  eventually  moved  into  legal  education,  combining  his
expertise with his interest in teaching. His father needed time to accept the
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decision. Victor still valued his father’s opinion, but no longer treated it as the
final authority on how he should live.

A N A L Y S I S

Sheldon and Elliot  (1999) introduced the concept of  self-concordant goals:
goals that are consistent with a person’s own interests and values, rather than
goals pursued mainly because of external pressure or a sense of obligation. In
their studies, people pursuing more self-concordant goals tended to sustain
effort better, and attaining such goals was associated with greater increases in
well-being.

This framework draws on self-determination theory, which distinguishes
autonomous motivation, acting from genuine interest or personal value, from
controlled motivation,  acting from pressure, guilt or the desire for approval
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). In real life, motivation is usually mixed. The distinction
helps  to  explain  why  some  achievements  feel  satisfying  while  others  leave
people unexpectedly empty.

Victor did not need to reject  his  father or dismiss  his  years  in law. He
needed to examine whether his next decision matched the life he wanted, and
to  test  his  alternative  against  reality  rather  than  assuming  that  a  different
career would automatically make him happier.

K E Y  T E R M S

self-concordant — in harmony with one’s own values and interests

autonomous motivation — motivation that comes from personal
interest or values

controlled motivation — motivation that comes from external pressure
or the wish for approval
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your major goals did you choose, and which did you inherit?

What do you actually value about the outcome you are pursuing?

Have you investigated the daily reality of the alternative you imagine?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  4 9

The Man Who Achieved Everything He
Had Planned

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  hedonic adaptation and the purpose of achievement

T H E  C A S E

At  twenty-four,  Thomas  wrote  down  what  he  wanted  from  life:  a  senior
position,  a  large  house,  financial  security  and enough recognition that  his
parents would be proud. At forty-seven, he had achieved almost all  of it.  He
was  a  vice-president  at  a  successful  company,  his  children  attended  good
schools and his family had no serious financial worries.

Yet on Sunday evenings he often felt a sense of dread. He assumed he was
tired. He took a vacation and bought a new bicycle. These things improved
his mood briefly, but the unease returned.

When  his  company  offered  him  a  promotion  involving  more
responsibility, more travel and longer hours, his colleagues congratulated him.
His wife asked a different question: “What would you do if nobody knew you
had been promoted?” Thomas did not answer.

For years  he had measured progress  by visible markers:  salary,  title  and
property.  These  were  not  meaningless;  they  had  provided  security  and
opportunity. But he had rarely asked what he wanted those achievements to
make possible. After several weeks of reflection, he declined the promotion
and  negotiated  a  role  focused  on  mentoring  and  strategy,  with  a  more
manageable schedule. Some colleagues thought he was losing his ambition.
Thomas himself sometimes wondered whether he was simply afraid of greater
responsibility. But his unease gradually diminished.
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A N A L Y S I S

The hedonic treadmill describes the tendency for people to adapt to improved
circumstances,  so  that  their  happiness  returns  towards  a  previous  level.
Diener,  Lucas  and  Scollon  (2006)  revised  the  original  theory,  noting  that
adaptation is not complete or universal: people’s baseline levels of happiness
can  change,  and  individuals  differ  considerably.  Nevertheless,  adaptation
helps  to  explain  why  each  new  achievement  provided  Thomas  with  only
temporary satisfaction.

An  objective  can  remain  attractive  long  after  its  original  purpose  has
disappeared.  Thomas’s  goals  had  once  served  security  and  recognition.
Having achieved both, he continued pursuing the same markers out of habit
and expectation.

Thomas  did  not  discover  that  ambition  is  bad.  He  discovered  that
ambition  benefits  from  periodic  re-examination.  The  key  question  is  not
What is the next step? but Does this goal still serve the life I want?

Persistent low mood or dread can also have other causes and may warrant
professional advice.

K E Y  T E R M S

hedonic treadmill — the tendency for happiness to return to a stable
level after positive or negative changes

baseline — a starting level used for comparison

marker — a visible sign of something, such as status or progress
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Which of your goals were you still pursuing after its purpose had been
achieved?

What would you want your next achievement to make possible?

What would you do if nobody knew about your next success?

1. 

2. 

3. 

131



C A S E  5 0

The Administrator Who Could Not
Retire from Her Old Identity

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  role identity and adjustment to retirement

T H E  C A S E

After thirty years as a hospital administrator, Patricia retired. She had planned
carefully.  Her  finances  were  secure,  and  she  had  a  list  of  activities:  travel,
Italian lessons, volunteering and more time with her grandchildren. For a few
weeks, retirement felt like a vacation.

Then the days began to feel empty. At work, people had depended on her
judgment  and her  calendar  had always  been full.  Now she  could  spend a
morning  reading  without  producing  anything  anyone  needed.  She  began
volunteering for committees and offering advice to former colleagues. When
they did not follow it, she felt irritated.

Her husband observed that she seemed to be trying to recreate her old job
without being paid for it. Patricia was offended. But the comment stayed with
her.  She began to see how closely she had tied her sense of value to being
needed. Her work had given her structure, relationships, influence and a clear
answer to the question, What do you do?

She enrolled in an Italian course and initially disliked being one of the
least capable people in the room. She persisted, and eventually began to enjoy
it.  She  also  started  volunteering  directly  with  elderly  patients  rather  than
managing the people who cared for them. The work was less prestigious and
more personal. Her life became less busy than before, which was partly the
point.
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A N A L Y S I S

Retirement is often imagined as a single, uniformly happy transition. Wang
(2007),  analyzing  longitudinal  data  from  retirees,  found  several  different
patterns  of  adjustment.  About  70  per  cent  maintained  stable  well-being;
roughly a quarter experienced an initial decline followed by recovery; and a
small group improved. Retirement, in other words, is a process that unfolds
differently for different people.

One factor that may shape adjustment is how strongly a person’s identity
was invested in their work role. A long career may provide not only income
but also belonging, status, routine and a sense of usefulness. Losing the role
can  feel  like  losing  part  of  the  self.  The  same  pattern  can  occur  in  other
transitions, such as immigration, layoff or a change in health.

Patricia’s solution was not to pretend that her career no longer mattered.
It was to identify what had mattered within it, organization, helping people
and  contributing,  and  to  find  new  ways  to  express  those  qualities.  She
separated the value of her experience from the particular position that had
expressed it.

K E Y  T E R M S

longitudinal — following the same people over a long period of time

prestigious — admired and respected because of status

transition — a change from one state or stage to another

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Apart from income, what does your work give you?

If your current role ended, which of those things would you need to
find elsewhere?

Which qualities of yours could be expressed in a completely different
role?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  5 1

The Woman Who Mistook Being Busy
for Being Important

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  the urgency effect

T H E  C A S E

At thirty-nine, Leila was the person everyone in her organization contacted
when something needed doing. She answered messages during dinner, joined
meetings  during  vacations  and  rarely  refused  a  request.  Colleagues  often
commented on how much she accomplished, and she took this as evidence of
her value.

Then her manager asked her to prepare a proposal for a new service. The
project  required  careful  analysis,  interviews  with  potential  users  and  long
periods  of  uninterrupted  thought.  She  intended  to  start  on  Monday.  On
Monday, a colleague needed help with a presentation. On Tuesday, an urgent
meeting appeared. On Wednesday, she spent the afternoon solving a problem
another department could have handled. By Friday, she had made almost no
progress, and the following week repeated the pattern.

When her manager asked for a draft, she had nothing to show. She worked
through the weekend and produced a rushed proposal that lacked depth. For
the first time, her busyness had visibly failed her.

She  examined her  calendar  and found that  much of  her  time went  to
other people’s  priorities.  Some requests  were genuinely urgent;  many were
merely immediate.  She began protecting two blocks of uninterrupted time
each week and agreed with colleagues what counted as a real emergency. Some
people  were  inconvenienced.  Several  problems,  she  discovered,  were  solved
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perfectly well  without her.  Within a month, the proposal  had become the
work her manager had originally wanted.

A N A L Y S I S

Zhu,  Yang and Hsee  (2018)  identified a  mere  urgency  effect:  in  a  series  of
experiments,  people preferred to work on tasks that appeared urgent, with
short deadlines, over tasks with greater rewards but no time pressure. This
preference appeared even when the urgency was objectively unimportant.

Leila’s  situation  illustrates  the  effect  in  organizational  life.  Immediate
requests  produced  clear  evidence  of  usefulness  and  a  quick  sense  of
completion.  The strategic  project  offered no such reward;  its  progress  was
uncertain and its  value would appear only later.  Each individual choice to
help  seemed  reasonable,  but  together  they  displaced  her  most  important
work.

The  solution  is  not  to  ignore  colleagues;  organizations  depend  on
cooperation. It is to ask, before accepting a request, whether it truly requires
one’s personal attention and what important work it will displace.

K E Y  T E R M S

urgency effect — the tendency to choose urgent tasks over more
important ones

to displace — to take the place of something else

strategic — relating to long-term plans and goals
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

How much of your week is spent on urgent tasks rather than important
ones?

What important work have you postponed because it had no immediate
deadline?

What block of time could you protect for it?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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C A S E  5 2

The Question at the End of the
Notebook

C ENTR AL CONCEPT  changing priorities across the lifespan

T H E  C A S E

On his sixty-fifth birthday, Arthur found a notebook he had kept at twenty-
eight.  The  first  page  listed  his  ambitions:  a  senior  title,  a  house,  financial
security, travel and the respect of people whose opinions mattered to him.

He  had  achieved  most  of  them.  He  also  remembered  years  of  missed
family  dinners  and  postponed  friendships,  and  of  telling  himself  that  life
would become calmer after the next promotion. He did not regret his career;
he  had  supported  his  family  and  done  useful  work.  But  the  old  list  now
seemed a strange document. It recorded what he had wanted at twenty-eight
without asking whether it would still matter at sixty-five.

Arthur turned to a new page. He wrote down what he wanted to learn,
whom he wanted to spend time with,  which responsibilities  he wanted to
keep and which he was ready to release. He included practical matters: his
health, helping his adult daughter when she asked, and how much paid work
he wanted to continue.

One ambition surprised him. He wanted to learn the piano well enough
to accompany a few songs he loved. He had never started because he believed
serious learners must begin young; that assumption had quietly turned an
interest  into a  prohibition.  He found a  teacher.  His  fingers  were  stiff and
progress was slow, and he sometimes felt foolish being a beginner at his age. A
year later, he played badly at a family gathering. His granddaughter sang along
anyway.
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Arthur kept both notebooks. The first reminded him that ambition can
carry a person a long way. The second reminded him that ambition needs to
be examined from time to time. The question had changed from What can I
achieve that will prove I have succeeded? to What is worth doing with the life I
have now?

A N A L Y S I S

Carstensen, Isaacowitz and Charles (1999) proposed socioemotional selectivity
theory,  which  suggests  that  people’s  goals  change  as  they  perceive  their
remaining time differently. When the future feels open-ended, people tend to
prioritize goals related to acquiring knowledge and expanding opportunities.
When  time  is  perceived  as  more  limited,  they  increasingly  prioritize
emotionally meaningful goals and close relationships.

Arthur’s second list reflects exactly this shift.  His earlier goals were not
mistaken; they suited a person at the beginning of his working life. His new
goals suited a person with a different relationship to time.

The case also returns to the theme of Case 1.  Like David,  Arthur had
allowed age to become an unexamined rule about what he could begin. In
both cases, the constraint was partly real and partly an assumption. There is
no single correct definition of success. Goals are more sustainable, however,
when they remain connected to a person’s current values, circumstances and
responsibilities.

K E Y  T E R M S

socioemotional selectivity theory — the theory that goals shift towards
emotional meaning as perceived time becomes more limited

open-ended — without a fixed limit or end

prohibition — a rule that forbids something
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

What would you have written in a notebook of ambitions ten years ago?

Which of those ambitions still matter to you, and which no longer do?

What is worth doing with the life you have now?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Conclusion: Three Kinds of Barrier

The people in these fifty-two cases faced very different situations. Some were
afraid  of  rejection;  others  were  defending  a  past  decision,  waiting  for
motivation or pursuing a goal that no longer suited them. Yet almost every
case  required  the  same  initial  step:  distinguishing  between  three  kinds  of
barrier.

Barriers that can be changed. These include untested assumptions,
poorly matched practice, environments that make the wrong behaviour
easy and interpretations that go beyond the evidence. They respond to
investigation, experiment and redesign.

Constraints that must be worked around. These include financial
obligations, health, family responsibilities, discrimination and the state
of the job market. They do not disappear because we think about them
differently. They can, however, be planned for, and the choices that
remain within them can be made more carefully.

Goals that may need to be reconsidered. Some objectives were
inherited from other people, set by an earlier version of ourselves or
pursued long after their purpose was achieved. For these, the most
useful response may be neither persistence nor surrender, but re-
examination.

The research discussed in these pages does not promise that any limitation
can  be  overcome.  Several  findings  explicitly  warn  against  such  promises:
mindset  interventions  have  small  average  effects,  habits  form  on  no  fixed

1. 

2. 

3. 
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timetable  and  feedback  can  make  performance  worse.  What  the  research
offers instead is a set of tools for seeing more accurately. Specific plans narrow
the gap between intention and action. Small experiments replace speculation
with  evidence.  Decision  rules  reduce  the  influence  of  sunk  costs.  Honest
feedback,  deliberately  sought,  can  correct  some  of  the  distortions  of  self-
judgment.

A recurring pattern runs through the cases. People rarely changed because
they  suddenly  felt  confident,  motivated  or  certain.  They  changed  because
they took a small action while those feelings were still absent, and then paid
attention to  what  happened.  Confidence,  where  it  came,  usually  followed
experience rather than preceding it.

The  introduction  described  the  gap  between  what  people  intend  and
what they do.  The cases  suggest  that  closing it  is  not  a  single  moment of
insight. The cases suggest that this discovery is not a single moment of insight.
It is a habit of asking better questions: Is this a fact or an assumption? What
evidence would change my mind? What is the smallest test I could run? Does
this goal still serve the life I want?

Those questions will not answer themselves. But they are, in the end, the
most reliable way of going beyond the person you are today.
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