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Chapter 1

Just One More Drink . . . Introducing the Decisive Framework

[image: Pencil sketch of a man passed out with his head on a desk, holding a half empty glass of alcohol, with a nearly empty whisky bottle nearby.]

 

In 1927 the stock market was hurtling towards the Great Depression. But no one knew it. Wall Street was booming and traders were busy making unprecedented amounts of money. Among them was an unusually driven young man, Bill, whose professional successes hid a growing problem.

Bill was from a humble background. He had grown up with a healthy scepticism of alcohol consumption, not least because his grandfather had been an alcoholic. Bill was conscripted into the US Army in 1916 and commissioned as an officer a year later. Bill had an unusual gift for leadership and being in the military opened doors for him. He was introduced to people with money and status. In 1917, during a dinner at a highly influential household, Bill drank liquor for the first time. Bill found the effects of alcohol quite amazing: the social barriers between him and his hosts dropped, allowing him to have a great time, free of social anxiety. Almost instantly, Bill found that he felt inferior and nervous around others when he hadn’t had a drink. This was where Bill’s love of – and addiction to – alcohol began.1

Fast forward to 1927. Bill had become a margin trader and was making more money than he knew what to do with. He was popular as well, having made many friends, and many small fortunes for those friends. However, Bill’s drinking habit was well known. It had crept into more and more of his life, straining relationships, including his marriage. When the stock market closed at 3pm, Bill would hit the bars. He often spent 500 dollars in a single evening. That’s more than 7,000 dollars in today’s money. Bill’s wife, Lois, told a story about him leaving her at the US-Canada border with no money or mode of transport, so that he could go across the border to drink, away from her concerned gaze.

In the stock market crash of 1929, Bill lost everything. He went from being rich to being nearly 60,000 dollars in debt. However, he didn’t lose his taste for drinking. Bill continued to drink alcohol in quantities that led to delirium and mental impairment. Lois had long been concerned about his drinking, but it was his repeated lies (even breaking an oath sworn on the Bible) that left her feeling helpless.

In 1932, two Wall Street contacts offered Bill a generous share in a speculative trading firm, but with a stipulation that if he started drinking again, he would lose his share. Bill had hit rock bottom and he knew it. He thought this was precisely the motivation he needed. He signed the contract.2

For the first few months, Bill remained sober. Word spread that he was back. His reputation on Wall Street began to improve. He found that he wasn’t even tempted to drink during this time. However, everything changed during a business trip with some engineers in New Jersey. After dinner, the engineers invited Bill to a poker game. He declined to play but joined them in the room.

The engineers offered him a local drink, an apple brandy known as Jersey Lightning, which he also turned down. As the evening wore on Bill refused further offers of the liquor, even disclosing his problem with alcohol to his companions. As midnight approached, however, Bill’s resolve weakened. He reasoned that he had never tried this drink before and the others were enjoying it so much, he was likely depriving himself of an experience. Plus, surely just one drink couldn’t hurt. Eventually he gave in to temptation – his one drink turned into a three-day bender. Bill lost everything. Again.3

In 1933, Bill found himself in hospital with alcohol addiction for the fourth time. As the year began, he and his wife were penniless, living with Bill’s sister and her husband. His brother-in-law was an osteopath and upon witnessing Bill’s struggles with alcohol, admitted him to Charles B. Towns hospital, run by a Dr William Silkworth, a noted psychologist specialising in the treatment of alcoholics. Bill’s brother-in-law paid for his treatment. Even this show of family solidarity wasn’t enough, however – Bill would improve under the hospital’s care, but then relapse on being released. He was hospitalised four times and eventually told he would end up either dead or permanently institutionalised, such was the depth of his addiction to alcohol. His case seemed hopeless.

And yet . . . Bill took his last drink on 11 December 1934. He remained sober for the rest of his life. It was an incredible achievement – many had given up on him. However, Bill did not accomplish it alone. He had help and support from an organisation which he himself founded, following a spiritual epiphany during his final bout of hospitalisation. That organisation was Alcoholics Anonymous.

The 12-step programme and the decisive mind

Few of us struggle with such a serious addiction or make such bad decisions that we ruin our lives. Repeatedly. And yet, just like Bill, many of us, despite our other accomplishments, have goals that we fail to reach, dreams that we can’t make real. This chapter will teach you how you make decisions, help you to look more closely at them and show you a path to making better ones. The stakes may not be life and death, as in Bill’s case, but there are things in each of our lives that could be improved if we develop the ability to follow through on our choices, if our thoughts align with our actions. That is, we don’t simply decide something, we then act decisively. This is what I mean by a decisive mind – somebody who sets a course and follows through.

There are a few lessons in Bill’s story that are worth highlighting.

First, Bill had strong motivations for quitting alcohol, but most of them were external. The effects they were having on his spouse and his business partners were driving him to stop. But it was not until signing the contract in 1932 that he internalised the true reality of his problem.

Second, while Bill was able to make the right decision many times during the poker game in New Jersey, he eventually gave in. His resistance – and the clarity of his reasoning – waned over the course of the night. Importantly, his prediction about the impact of his decision was very different from the impact the decision actually had. He had decided ‘one little drink can’t hurt’.

These issues of motivation, effort, patience and perceptions are critical behavioural factors, which affect our decision-making at every level. Over the course of this book, we’ll look at how our minds navigate them and what balance makes for better decisions. By understanding how our minds work, and getting a clearer sense of what we’re really doing in the moment, we can take the next step and improve our decision-making: we can make it easier to make good decisions and harder to make bad ones.

For now, though, in this chapter we’re going to look at the key principles that establish the decisive mind. Firstly, there are Four Insights from behavioural science, heavily backed by rigorous evidence, that allow us to think about why we do the things we do. Taking these Four Insights together, I provide a Roadmap that allows us to navigate changing our behaviour. Finally, I’ll go into more depth on the decision-making framework, which we will call the Decisive Framework. This is the chief innovation of this book, introduced in the last chapter. It will help you bridge the gap between naming an aspiration, setting some goals and achieving them. At its heart, the Decisive Framework is a tool that helps you make better decisions, whether that’s what to eat for breakfast or whether to marry your partner.

Taken together, the Four Insights, Roadmap and Decisive Framework are the engine driving everything that’s happening in this book, and by extension in your life. We’re going to spend the whole of the rest of the book looking at them in detail. But in this chapter, I’m going to show you them in precis, ensuring you are familiar with the basic shape of the ideas, so you can start thinking about how they might apply to you and the challenges that you’re facing.

Once we’ve grasped these principles, set our aspirations, established our goals and identified our decisions, nothing is insurmountable.

 

Bill W. wouldn’t have got sober without the organisation he helped to found. To this day, AA is often the frontline defence against addiction problems. It is likely, if you go to your local GP to seek help with alcohol addiction, that they will point you towards the nearest AA meet-up group. But how is it that a programme like AA helps people to achieve sobriety and turn their lives around? What’s going on beneath the surface? What does the science say? Why does it work?

AA presents a 12-step plan to recovery. Bill W. warned individuals against trying to apply these principles to other problems. Also, AA uses spiritual beliefs as a form of motivation. I don’t replicate the 12 steps in my decision-making matrix in any way. Nor, indeed, do I specifically endorse any single step in the AA programme. Furthermore, this book doesn’t have a spiritual component. Still, there are certain truths about human behaviour that underpin the steps and help us to understand the decisive mind.

I want to draw out those behavioural lessons here. We understand better now, with advances in behavioural science, why the programme has had such remarkable success. We will end the book with our own seven steps, with exercises along the way to help internalise each of the messages and insights.

Firstly, here are the Alcoholics Anonymous steps in full:

 



	The 12-step programme by Alcoholics Anonymous





	Step 1: 


	We admitted we were powerless over alcohol – that our lives had become unmanageable.





	Step 2:


	Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.





	Step 3: 


	Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.





	Step 4:


	Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.





	Step 5: 


	Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.





	Step 6:


	Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.





	Step 7: 


	Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.





	Step 8:


	Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.





	Step 9: 


	Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.





	Step 10:


	Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.





	Step 11: 


	Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.





	Step 12:


	Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our affairs.








 

The 12 steps anticipate many findings from behavioural science. The first thing to note is the focus on motivation. The steps encourage the user to uncouple their motivation to get sober from external factors and instead anchor that motivation on internal ones. The second point is that the programme asks the user to exert effort to achieve sobriety. They recognise that the journey to sobriety requires effort at various stages. It doesn’t just happen; it’s the individual who must ‘make direct amends’. The repeated calls to a higher power seek to bolster personality characteristics through increasing patience and confidence, and to shift perceptions of what is possible and achievable. These are important behavioural considerations that contribute to success in long-term projects and underpin our framework in the same way. Finally, the steps encourage self-awareness – we have to take an inventory of ourselves, to figure out where we are going wrong and make a plan for the future.

It is also important to note that the process of improvement is slow and operates on thin margins. To achieve lasting change in our lives, we need to start by making modest changes in our behaviour – changes that are small enough to be sustainable. After all, the big change you are looking for isn’t easy to implement because if it was, you would have implemented it already! But change is possible. Bill W.’s story illustrates that.

The programme I outline in this book is not based on AA, but it’s worth showing the strong behavioural foundations underpinning that programme. These are the sorts of techniques that the evidence shows helps people overcome even the most ingrained behaviours – life-destroying addictions. Drawing on the same foundations will aid us in cultivating a decisive mind.

Four insights from behavioural science

The literature on behavioural science has four important insights for our purposes. These Four Insights underpin the framework that this book is built on. Understanding them (and the evidence behind them) makes it easier for us to understand why the framework is so powerful and how we can best use it to achieve the goals we set for ourselves.

Over the next four chapters that comprise Part 1, we’ll explore these insights in depth. We’re going to look at the scientific evidence, and we’re going to see how the literature in psychology and in economics complement and complicate each other. I think it’s incredibly important that you fully understand the science if you’re going to make the framework work for you.

But I also think it’s important that you have a primer. So, the Four Insights that a decisive mind is built on are as follows.

Insight # 1: Decisions take effort

In perhaps the most famous book on behavioural science, Daniel Kahneman writes about two systems of thinking: System 1 and System 2. System 1 is the automatic decision-making process: decisions are made without any consideration or deliberation. You get up in the morning and you make a cup of coffee, whilst drinking it you read the news on your phone. You’ve made two decisions there – to drink coffee and to read the news on your phone. But you haven’t deliberated, you haven’t consciously thought about making these decisions. They just sort of happened. These types of decisions are effortless, you make them numerous times a day.

In contrast, System 2 is the deliberate decision-making process: decisions made via this system are thought-out and considered. You would hope that a decision such as who to marry, or whether to take a job in a new city, are made via deliberation, that is System 2. The distinction between these two systems is dealt with in more detail in Chapter 2, but for now it is important to note that System 2 decisions (those that contribute to behaviour change) take more effort and are harder to make when you are low on energy.

This is critical for our purposes – when you think about your daily routine, most decisions you take are made without deliberate thought. If we want to make changes in our lives, we must acknowledge and internalise the fact that there are difficult decisions that will need to be made, and that to make those decisions, and to follow through on them, takes energy and effort. Because of the effort involved, you are likely to make better decisions when you are rested and relaxed, as opposed to when you are tired and stressed. Take effort into account, meaning that you plan for it. Time decisions so that they can be made when your energy levels are high, rather than when they are low. This gives you the best possible shot at making the right decision.

Imagine you have just arrived home from work. You had to skip lunch because of some important meetings in the early afternoon, and then you had to work late. You have the ingredients for a healthy stir fry in the fridge, but it’ll take time to prepare. You quite like the idea of making a stir fry for dinner, but it’ll take ages and you’re hungry now. Perhaps you can get a healthy dinner from a takeaway food app. But when you open the app, there’s a flashing advert for fried chicken and chips. 30 per cent off!

This situation is all about effort. Because you’re more tired and hungry than usual, the effort needed to make dinner looms larger than it otherwise would. Whilst you are consciously aware that the stir fry is the best option, your ability to stick to the plan slips when you think about an alternative. Because hunger is already present, you are more suggestible when a new option presents itself in the moment. Finally, this fast-food experience takes minimal effort: you don’t need to get off the couch. If you were to boil it down, the choice was between a meal that required effort, with an uncertain short-term outcome – you might burn the stir fry – and a meal that required no effort, with a known short-term outcome – fried chicken and chips is fried chicken and chips. Thought about in this way, it’s no contest – the food delivery app wins every time.

Insight # 2: Why am I doing this again? Motivation

The second, and perhaps the most important, insight is how necessary it is to understand your motivation. If you are working on something that won’t pay off until a long time in the future, you need to ask yourself ‘why’.

Motivation is complex. It comes from many different places, but we broadly categorise it as ‘external’ or ‘internal’. Internal motivation stems from the task itself; the pain of the effort is offset by the enjoyment from doing the task. A typical example comes from fitness. Some people jog every morning because they enjoy it. They’re engaging with the task for its own sake. We call these psychological rewards or intrinsic rewards.

External motivation may come from material rewards (buying yourself something nice because you did well throughout the week) or social rewards (demonstrating your achievements to others). We will cover each of these different types of motivators/rewards in depth in Chapter 3.

Insight # 3: When do we want it? Now!

The third important insight is a question of patience. Patient people persevere with tasks for longer because they are willing to wait for a reward. However, many of us aren’t that patient. We want rewards now in exchange for as little effort as possible. In general, we seek to maximise pleasure and minimise pain.

The trouble with this is that we can get into the habit of prioritising easy things that pay out straight away (like working our way through our inbox) over harder things that take a long time (like writing a long, but essential, report). We understand intellectually that pain is sometimes necessary to achieve pleasure, but the extent to which we are willing to engage in painful activities depends on both the intensity and the frequency of the reward. The important thing to remember is that when you set your eyes on the long term, you must be aware of your patience threshold and the extent to which you can sustain effort without reward.

A fascinating illustration of this point is shown by our behaviour around saving money. When people do a job that they don’t particularly enjoy, chances are they are more likely to spend the money than save it, particularly on items or experiences that they enjoy. There’s a reason that pubs the world over are fuller on payday. On the other hand, people who are paid for pursuing their passions are much more likely to make savings from their paycheque. Their need for a reward is lower. This will be covered in detail in Chapter 4.

Insight # 4: Your perceptions shape your decisions

The fourth important insight from behavioural science is that what we think is going on, very often, isn’t what’s going on at all. Our perceptions differ from objective reality. A lot. This kind of distortion is usually called a ‘bias’ in the field of behavioural science. The idea here is simple (and will be covered at greater length in Chapter 5): what we think is happening is different from what’s really happening, usually because our response is filtered through our mental models.

Sometimes, relying on our instincts is a good policy. But our perceptions can often lead us to make decisions that are not in our best interests. When dealing with uncertainty – where the consequences of our actions aren’t easy to know – our perceptions help guide our decision-making. Importantly, our perceptions are generated based on our preferences and emotions. For instance, have you ever checked your bank account and found that there’s less money than you expected? That’s because your preferences and emotions led you to have a gut feeling about how much you were spending. Of course, you would prefer it to be different.

 

These Four Insights provide the scientific underpinning for everything that I’m going to teach you about cultivating a decisive mind. If you get stuck, or you feel unsure, please come back to the above precis.

These insights lead naturally to three steps we need to undertake when figuring out where to go and how to get there. These three steps are a shorthand for a practical guide to optimising behaviour. We’re going to look at the Roadmap in greater detail in the chapters that make up Part 2. But let’s start by getting a sense of what’s in store.

The Roadmap

Step # 1: Set a goal

What do you want to do? What would you like to achieve? At this first stage it’s important to reflect on two things: motivation and impact. Where does your motivation come from? How do you think your life will be different when you’re on the other side?

If your motivation is coming from within, your perceived rewards are likely to be a lot stronger than if the motivation is coming from others. Then there’s impact: this is the primary reward that you will have to focus on, your guiding star.

I make a distinction between an aspiration and a goal. An aspiration is a big picture goal, something that you want out of life, but does not specify any means to achieve it. Get richer. Get healthier. Write a book. Learn a skill. Something like that. Goals, however, are much more precise, much more specific, and include details such as timelines and steps. Chapter 6 will give you all the details.

Step # 2: Check in

The next step on the Roadmap is to structure feedback – that means checking in with yourself. Over the long haul, you’re going to need to figure out how, and how often, you’ll get feedback about your progress towards your goals. This is a more important step than we tend to realise because feedback is more than just data.

Feedback can be both positively and negatively motivating. If not structured appropriately, feedback that is too frequent can be demoralising, but feedback that is too rare is also demoralising. An optimal level of feedback, based on the type of goal you’ve set, your levels of patience and confidence, and your motivation, will help you keep striving towards your aims. The more patient you are, the more flexible you can be with structuring feedback. For those that are less patient, setting the right intervals for getting feedback is key. Chapter 7 will give you the science behind structuring feedback.

Step # 3: Cash out

The last step, prior to embarking on our journey to success, is to think very carefully about your rewards. Remember, working towards your goal takes effort, and your brain doesn’t want you to make any. No matter how strong your will, you need to balance effort with shorter-term gratifications, ones that are enjoyable to you but do not work against your goals. Here again, creating a structure that works for you is the most important thing. Your patience determines how frequently you’ll need to reward yourself for efforts exerted towards your goal – if you are impatient, you’ll need to structure your rewards closer to each decision. On the other hand, if you have a strong, internal motivation for doing whatever it is that you are doing, you won’t need as many rewards along the way. Chapter 8 will detail these and specifically ask you to think about rewards in three categories: psychological, social and material, and ask you to specify these ahead of time.

 

Again, I’m going to go into more detail on the Roadmap in Part 2 of the book, but if, in the months and years after reading this book, you feel unsure about the Roadmap, here is a good place to return to.

So, there are four key insights from behavioural science that underpin our process. We have a three-stage map to help guide us to where we want to go.

But there will be bumps along the way that we can’t necessarily control for. It’s all very well in theory saying that you will set a goal, check in and offer yourself adequate rewards. But how do you actually go about doing that in practice? How do you get by day-by-day? What happens when something unexpected comes up? We need the decision-making framework. The Decisive Framework allows us to understand what sort of a decision we are making, in the moment that we are making it, and from there we’re able to, hopefully, make a better decision, or, indeed, not bother with making an energy-sapping decision.

In Part 3 of the book, we will put the Decisive Framework together with the Roadmap so that we can go about building a decisive mind.

The Decisive Framework

Having considered our motivation, confidence and patience levels, set our goal(s) and structured feedback and rewards, we need to do the hard part: start doing things that will get us along the path to our goal. At every moment, we will be faced with decisions that contribute to, or detract from, our progress. If you can reliably make the right choice, you, my friend, have a decisive mind.

But how do you make the right choice? This is where the framework comes in.

Every decision you make can be classified along two dimensions: impact and frequency. Decisions can be low or high impact – meaning they do more or less to move you towards your goal or aspiration. And they can be frequent or infrequent – that means we might need to make the decision multiple times a day, or just once in our lifetime.

Taking impact and frequency together allows us to broadly group our decisions into just four categories. That means we only ever make one of four decisions. In order of importance:

 

Type I: Low impact high frequency decisions

Type II: Low impact low frequency decisions

Type III: High impact low frequency decisions

Type IV: High impact high frequency decisions

 

Type I decisions are the least important (and less worthy of deliberation), while Type IV decisions are the most important (and worthy of repeated, in-depth deliberation).

For now, the most important thing to understand is that our decisions are often misclassified. That means we waste time and energy making unimportant decisions that don’t contribute to our goals. Doing so has the knock-on effect of reducing time and energy that should be spent on those decisions which really matter. Chapters 9 and 10 discuss these misclassifications in detail.

You can classify any decision you make within this framework. A large proportion of the problems we face with follow-through and self-control arise from misclassification and the wasted effort that ensues.

So, before we move on, let’s look at the decision types in detail. Now, I love food. To help you remember the difference, and hopefully to help you classify your decisions, I’m using a food metaphor.

Low impact-High frequency: TYPE I (APPLES OR ORANGES)

It’s mid-morning and you’re feeling peckish. You wander into your kitchen and look in the fruit bowl. You have a choice: apple or orange. This is a Type I decision. Apples and oranges are both fruit, both roughly as good for you as each other. Whilst you wouldn’t want to eat just apples, or just oranges, at 11am every day forever, whether you have an apple or orange in the grand scheme of things doesn’t matter.

Type I, Apples or Oranges, are the daily decisions that we make without even thinking about them: what to wear, what route to take to work, how to greet people, what and when to eat, when to go to the bathroom, when to floss, when to chew gum, when to have coffee, etc. Most of these decisions are made instinctively, with little to no deliberation. When you are making this kind of decision, automatic thinking process is to be encouraged. Sure, maybe you could tweak the impact a little bit, but, in general, don’t sweat the small stuff.

Low impact-Low frequency: TYPE II (CHINESE OR KOREAN)

You are organising a dinner for some old friends you haven’t seen in a while. But where to go? There’s a great Chinese restaurant in town. But a new Korean BBQ place just opened up, too. Reviews of the latter have been good, but you’ve been to the Chinese place before and you love their Peking Duck. On the other hand, if you’ve been there before, chances are your friends have, too, and wouldn’t it be more fun to try somewhere new?

Chinese or Korean? That’s a Type II decision because, whilst it’s not a decision you have to make all that often, ultimately, in the grand scheme of things, it won’t matter that much which restaurant you go to.

Type II, Chinese or Korean decisions, are made occasionally: whether to buy tickets for a concert, where to go for your next vacation, what kind of washing machine to buy, what kind of computer to get, etc. These decisions have little impact on your life and well being in the long term. However, they’re often made with a great deal of deliberation and reflection. These decisions occupy mental resources in part because they are less frequent. Reducing the energy invested in these decisions will help you to dedicate more effort towards the remaining decision types.

High impact-Low frequency: TYPE III (VEGAN OR CARNIVORE)

You’ve read the reports on the health and ethical impacts. You’ve watched documentaries and have followed a vegetarian diet for six months. But now, after lots of research and experimentation, you’ve decided to take the plunge. You’re going vegan. This is a Type III decision – it has a high impact on your life and on those around you. There are health implications, financial implications and even environmental implications. Most people don’t choose to go vegan repeatedly – they do it once, and it informs lots of the other higher frequency decisions that they must make.

Type III, Vegan or Carnivore decisions, are decisions about things like where to live, investing money, whether (and how much) to contribute to a pension, what career to choose, whether to go for that promotion, whether to obtain an advanced degree, whether to get married or have children, etc. These are decisions that we make occasionally but have a high impact on our lives and our well being. Typically (and ideally) these decisions are made with deliberation and controlled thinking. Unfortunately, we are often too bogged down by ‘other things’ to make these decisions rationally. Some people may become vegan to fit in with friends. Some might eat meat for the same reason. This is not the best way to come to a big decision!

High impact-High frequency: TYPE IV (CRISPS OR NUTS)

The working day is done. You’ve had your evening meal and you’ve put your feet up to watch some television. But you could do with a little snack. You have a choice between healthy unsalted, unroasted nuts and significantly less healthy salt and vinegar crisps. Classic Type IV decision. Type IV, Nuts or Crisps, are daily decisions that have enormous impact on our well being, particularly over the long haul. Things like how much sleep to get, whether to buy a high-calorie chocolate bar at the checkout, whether to smoke a cigarette, whether we buy a coffee at the shop or make one at home, etc.

As with Apples and Oranges, you might choose crisps over nuts unconsciously, with little to no deliberation. But, unlike Type I decisions, Type IV decisions have the potential to affect our well being tremendously, particularly due to their frequency. If you eat crisps every night, over the long course of the years you are likely to suffer from all sorts of health problems – heart disease, high blood pressure, obesity. This category is particularly relevant for us as we seek to develop decisive minds: it’s the area we are most likely to overlook, but just a little extra effort and planning can make an enormous difference. In this instance, you can make the decision to not buy crisps and so, when you feel a bit peckish, the choice is between healthy, unsalted nuts or . . . nothing.

 

We’ll return to the framework in significantly more detail in Part 3. But again, the above provides a good primer for you to return to if you get stuck or if you haven’t read this book in a while.

In the meantime, this chapter has given you a sense of the different kinds of thinking we engage in, a recognition that our decisions can be classified and the insight that we can be strategic in how much effort we put into making them. The Four Insights are a good primer on the science that underpins everything else in this book. The Roadmap explains how we might go about changing our behaviour, and the framework is a method of classifying decisions in a simple, yet highly effective, manner.

Along the way I will get you to do a number of exercises at the end of each chapter. I designed these to make life as easy for you as possible, but remember, you will get out of this book what you put in. So, please pick up a pencil and get ready to mark up the pages. Chapter 11 will make you run through the entire steps (given below) to build your decisive mind around your aspiration. However, it is critical for your understanding to engage in these reflection exercises. You might even enjoy doing these along with a friend who will act as a social motivator! So, without further ado, here is your decisive mind programme:

 



	The 7-Step Decisive Mind Programme





	Step 1: 


	Write down your aspiration





	Step 2:


	Write down concrete goals that feed into your aspiration





	Step 3: 


	Break up the goal into a series of repeating decisions 





	Step 4:


	Classify decisions according to whether they are low or high frequency





	Step 5: 


	For each high impact decision, specify a low impact decision





	Step 6:


	Structure rewards (i.e. cash out)





	Step 7: 


	Set out your feedback and revision plan








 

Looks a little daunting? Well, all of these steps are covered in each of the next chapters. So all you have to do is keep reading!

Staying quit

On 11 December 1934, Bill bought and consumed his last drink. Following a spiritual experience, Bill never touched alcohol again for the remainder of his life. He turned his energy towards supporting others who were going through the same experience: this was the genesis of the Alcoholics Anonymous 12-step programme. What is instructive in Bill’s story is his journey: finding the motivation to achieve sobriety, acknowledging his weaknesses, understanding why he succumbed to temptation and ultimately mobilising resources towards achieving his goals. It’s a remarkable story, but it’s one that is shared by millions of people who have achieved sobriety through the AA programme.

Whether you aspire to cut alcohol, save a certain amount, get fitter, or something else entirely, the lessons that underpin this book are universal. They apply to all sorts of aims and individuals. They require an explicit focus on the motivation behind the goal, a clear statement of the perceived reward once the goal is achieved, and deeper understanding of both patience and confidence, to be able to structure feedback and rewards and optimise resources in the service of achieving the goal.

This book is going to take us on a step-by-step journey. We’ll learn about the mechanisms behind each step and in so doing give ourselves a greater understanding of what works and what doesn’t. At the same time, it’s no good just reading. I want you to engage in this book, and engage with the decision-making framework. So, to nudge you in the right direction, at the end of each chapter I’m going to turn things over to you. There’s an assignment and a place for you to make note of your thoughts. Over the course of this book, if you work through each of these assignments, you’re going to have come a long way towards building a decisive mind.

Box: Your turn!

Assignment # 1

Please put down three things that you aspire to. These should be big-picture aspirations, so write down something broad, which you would like to achieve over a long time horizon (say five or ten years). You might consider aspirations like ‘get fit’, ‘save more’ or ‘be happy’ at this stage. As we work through the chapters, you will become much more specific and precise. But for now, it is important to simply think about the big aspirations, things that you think would improve your life.

For each aspiration, I would like you to answer three Ws: What, Why and When. At this stage don’t think too much about whether it is achievable or not, just write it down. Aim to answer the Ws based on your instincts and feelings as well (the space is limited for a reason!). Over the course of the book, we will transform these into tangible, achievable goals, but for now I want you to put down three reasons that made you pick up this book.
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When you’ve done this, read on – the next four chapters (Part I) are going to get deep into the science that underpins this book. If we understand why we do the things we do, we can figure out how to change.
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Chapter 10

I Want to Join a Gym! Misclassification Based on Frequency

[image: Pencil sketch of 3 individuals running on treadmills, as in a gym.]

 

Vic Tanny was in his early 20s, living in his native New York and working as a schoolteacher. In his spare time, he was a bodybuilder. Vic identified the need for a gym and opened one in his parents’ garage, charging other weightlifters to come and use it. This was a less-than-successful venture and Tanny eventually closed shop and moved to LA to get a teaching degree. While at the University of Southern California, Tanny (along with his brother) opened a more official gym, called West Coast Tanny. Over the next 30 years, the Tanny gym empire exploded, expanding into nearly 100 locations all across North America.

Tanny is legendary in the fitness world for pioneering the modern gym club, along with membership arrangements. After trying (and failing) to get his businesses going, he noticed a few patterns about the demand for fitness. Gyms had traditionally catered to three types of clientele: bodybuilders, housewives and celebrities. Gyms typically catered to each group exclusively. Tanny wondered why there weren’t any gyms that catered to all groups simultaneously. He attempted to establish precisely this, often pairing workout machines with other attractions, such as bowling alleys and skating rinks.

But Tanny’s real innovation was not the attractions above, but his introduction of the annual membership. Eventually the idea of the annual membership proliferated throughout the whole fitness industry, but his implementation of it was what led to the further expansion of the business. Tanny noticed that many casual users cited the expense of joining a gym as the main reason that kept them out and he thought about a way to solve this problem. Annual memberships worked in his favour because he would use the advance revenue generated to obtain loans and expand.1

There are routine spikes in gym memberships in January, tapering off consistently afterwards every year – it’s so predictable that behavioural science has given it a name, the Fresh Start effect.2 This effect can be found in many aspects of consumer behaviour but is particularly visible in the domain of health and fitness. However, much of the spike in post-holiday traffic dies down considerably by February–March. What if there was a way to extract money from these infrequent members without them actually using the facilities?

Tanny’s great innovation was to set up membership contracts by inflating the price of month-to-month contracts, while keeping annual contracts reasonably inexpensive. This would allow for a greater share of individuals to undertake annual contracts, even though many of them would not visit the gym enough to make it worthwhile. He would then sell the contracts in multi-year packages. Eventually, these annual memberships became structured as loans, rather than monthly fees. In this manner, when people came to sign up, they would be signing up for a multi-year contract, even though they might not use the gym for more than a month. Because the fees were scheduled as a loan, breaking the contract carried negative consequences, like damaging your credit rating, which served as a major deterrent to members who wanted to leave.

Gym cancellations became so notoriously difficult that there are dedicated websites aimed at making sure consumers use regulation to their advantage. A case in point is the government of Western Australia, who developed the ‘fitness code’ which sets out certain regulations for any business working in the fitness industry. The code lays out a series of regulations including membership cancellations, where it specified that ‘details on how to cancel a membership, and how to do it electronically, must be in all membership agreements’.3

High impact and frequency

Think about the decision to join a gym. The typical consumer decides to join a gym because of a perceived need to get into better shape. Gym memberships typically spike during New Year, when resolutions are being made. At this point a person (let’s call them ‘Sam’) decides that the easiest way to get into shape is to start exercising. Since exercise equipment is expensive, Sam decides that the answer is to go to the gym. He decides to sign up for membership or undertake a trial period at the local gym. This is a great decision, Sam believes, because this is the one thing that has been holding him back; access to the equipment that will help him get fit. Sam knows that there is hard work ahead but believes that without this crucial first step, he can go no
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