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Front Matter


Dedication

For everyone who has ever opened a self-help book at the airport and put it back.





A note on parody

This book is a work of parody and satire, written in conversation with Stephen Covey’s 1989 The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. It is not affiliated with, endorsed by, or in any way connected to FranklinCovey or the estate of Stephen Covey, both of whom are presumed to have better things to do. References to other authors, researchers, and published works throughout these pages are made in good faith and properly cited. References to colleagues, bosses, partners, neighbours, and committees are composite, fictionalised, and bear no resemblance to anyone you may suspect.

If you do suspect someone, the book has, in some quiet way, already started working.





A note before we start

This is a book that wears a clown nose for the entire performance and is, underneath, completely serious. The structure is a parody. The science is not. Every cognitive bias named in these pages is real, peer-reviewed, and cited with the year of the original research, because the joke is the door and the science is the room. You are not the target of the comedy. The habit is. You and I are both running it. The book is on your side. It is not, however, going to lie to you on the way.

Anthony Biggs The South Downs







Introduction: Why Effective People Read the Wrong Books

Somewhere on your shelf, or on a Kindle account you have not opened since 2021, there is a self-help book you bought with real intent. You read the introduction in a coffee shop. You underlined a sentence about morning routines. You told yourself, with the quiet earnestness reserved for these private moments, that this one was going to be different.

Then a colleague messaged you about a slide deck, and you never finished Chapter 3.

That book did not fail you. You did not fail it. The relationship between you and that book was doomed on page one, because the book was answering the wrong question.

Most self-help asks: what should you do?

The actual interesting question, the one almost nobody asks, is: what is your brain already doing, by default, that you have not noticed?

This book is about the second question. It is also, occasionally, about the first one, but only after we have established that the first one is mostly a distraction.




The graveyard

Pause for a second and count. Honestly count. How many self-help, productivity, leadership, mindset, habit, focus, decluttering, or vaguely-Buddhist books have you bought in the last decade? Books with one-word titles in bold sans-serif. Books with a single piece of fruit on the cover. Books written by ex-monks, ex-Navy-SEALs, or ex-McKinsey-partners who have now found peace.

Of those books, how many did you finish?

Of the ones you finished, how many genuinely changed something about your life that is still changed today, in the boring sense of being measurable, like you actually have the morning routine, or you actually closed the laptop at 6pm, or you actually said no to the meeting?

For most readers, the answer to the last question is somewhere between zero and one. Sometimes zero. Almost never three.

This is not a failure of effort. You have plenty of effort. You have read the books. You have written the lists. You have, at some point, bought a journal with a leather cover and a small elastic band, which is how grown adults signal to themselves that they are about to get serious. The effort is there.

The diagnosis is wrong.





The thing about defaults

Your brain runs on defaults. Not metaphorically, in a self-help sense. Literally. Cognitively. There are documented, repeatable, peer-reviewed patterns in how human attention, motivation, judgement, and memory actually behave when nobody is concentrating, which is most of the time.

Daniel Kahneman won a Nobel Prize for cataloguing some of these patterns and gave them a memorable, if slightly cartoonish, label: System 1 and System 2. System 1 is fast, automatic, and runs the show. System 2 is slow, effortful, and shows up when there is a tip to calculate or an argument to lose with your sister-in-law.

Most of the day, System 1 drives. System 2 is asleep in the back, occasionally woken by an alarm to confirm a decision System 1 has already made.

The problem with self-help books is that they are addressed to System 2. They assume the reader is the deliberate, careful, willpower-driven version of you who is reading the book. They give that version of you a checklist. That version of you nods solemnly, closes the book, and goes back to bed, where System 1 takes over and resumes running the day according to its preferred defaults.

You cannot beat a default by writing a list. You can only beat a default by seeing it.

This is the load-bearing claim of this book, and it has a name. Charlie Munger called it inversion. He was quoting a nineteenth-century mathematician called Carl Jacobi, who used to mutter “man muss immer umkehren” at his students, which is German for “you must always invert,” and which sounds significantly more impressive in German.

Munger’s version was less academic. He liked to say that all he wanted to know was where he was going to die, so he would never go there. That sentence is funnier than it has any right to be, and it also happens to be one of the most useful pieces of practical advice anyone has ever offered. Most of life’s problems are not solved by adding the right thing. They are solved by removing the wrong thing.

This is true in investing, where Munger made his fortune. It is true in medicine, where avoiding bad outcomes outperforms chasing good ones. It is true in relationships, where not being a jerk is a bigger predictor of long-term success than any specific romantic skill. And it is true, most relevantly, in your own behaviour.

You do not need seven new habits. You need to stop running the seven you already run.





Why Covey

Stephen Covey’s The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People has sold somewhere north of forty million copies. It is a real book, written by a real person, with real and in places quite good ideas. I am not here to mock him personally. He died in 2012 and by all accounts was a kind man who genuinely believed what he wrote.

But forty million copies is a lot of copies. And if a book had genuinely solved the problem it claimed to solve, you would expect, after forty million attempts, the world to be a little more effective by now. Meetings would be shorter. Email replies would be faster. People would, at minimum, know which of their goals were the important ones.

This has not happened.

It has not happened because Seven Habits and the entire genre it sits in are written for a reader who does not exist: the disciplined, rational, end-in-mind-having, proactively-quadrant-two-prioritising person you imagine yourself becoming once you finish the book. That reader is a fiction. The reader who actually exists is the one who bought the book at the airport on a Tuesday and started a four-day streak of waking up at 5am before quietly returning to a deeply human relationship with the snooze button.

Covey told that reader what to do. This book is going to tell you, with as much affection as I can muster, what you are already doing instead.

The seven chapters that follow each take one of Covey’s seven habits and invert it. Not for the joke. For the diagnosis. The inverted habit, the version you actually run by default, has a name, a cause, a measurable cost, and a specific, evidence-based way out. The joke is the door. The science is the room.





A short, possibly painful preview

Here is what is coming. Read it once now. You will recognise some of these. You will recognise all of them.

Habit 1: Be Reactive. You start the day by opening your inbox and letting other people’s priorities decide what you do for the next eleven hours. You call this responsiveness. The behavioural literature calls it a variable-ratio reward schedule, which is the same mechanism that keeps pigeons pecking at a button in a B. F. Skinner box.

Habit 2: Begin with a Vague Vibe in Mind. You set goals like “be healthier” and “grow the business” and “spend more time with the kids.” You feel good about having them. You will not achieve any of them, because vague goals are emotionally satisfying in a way that specific goals are not, and your brain is happy to let you have the feeling without doing the work. Peter Gollwitzer published a series of studies on this in the 1990s. The data is not flattering.

Habit 3: Put Last Things First. You finish small urgent tasks because finishing them feels good. You leave the important non-urgent ones for tomorrow. Tomorrow, you do it again. There is now a label for this in the academic literature: the mere-urgency effect, documented by Zhu, Yang, and Hsee in 2018. It explains, among other things, why your to-do list grows faster than you complete it.

Habit 4: Think Win/Lose. You treat most negotiations, including the small domestic ones, as zero-sum. You believe that if your colleague gets credit, you have lost some. The brain processes status threat the way it processes physical threat. David Rock has a model for it called SCARF, and it explains roughly half of all office politics.

Habit 5: Seek First to Be Understood. You listen to other people’s points the way you listen to a hold message: politely, while waiting for it to end so you can say the thing you were already going to say. There is a beautiful, slightly humiliating piece of research by Rozenblit and Keil from 2002 called the illusion of explanatory depth. It demonstrates that you understand most things significantly less well than you think, and that you only discover this when forced to explain them out loud.

Habit 6: Synergise Performatively. You schedule a meeting. The meeting produces a follow-up meeting. The follow-up meeting produces an action item, which is a third meeting. Bibb Latane wrote about this kind of group dynamic in 1979 and called it social loafing. C. Northcote Parkinson got there earlier, in 1957, and called it the Law of Triviality, which describes the tendency of committees to spend disproportionate time on trivial matters because the trivial ones are the only ones everyone feels qualified to discuss.

Habit 7: Sharpen Nothing. You spend ninety minutes a day on LinkedIn and call it professional development. The infinite scroll is doing to your prefrontal cortex what processed sugar is doing to your pancreas, and for similar reasons: it is engineered to defeat your natural stopping cues.

Each of those habits costs you something specific. Each one has a cause that is older and deeper than your personality. Each one has an inversion, a small and unromantic counter-move, that works.

This book is, in essence, a tour of those seven inversions.





The Inversion Loop

Every chapter follows the same five-step pattern, on purpose. By the time you have read three of them, you will be running the pattern yourself, and that is the actual goal. The pattern is:


	The Habit. A description, with affection, of the thing you do. You will recognise yourself. So will I, because I have done all of these and continue to do most of them on a rotational basis.


	The Diagnosis. The actual underlying mechanism. Cognitive bias, neurological wiring, social dynamic, or some combination. With names, dates, and citations. The science is non-negotiable. If a researcher does not exist, the claim does not get made.


	The Cost. What this is actually costing you. Not in vague language about regret and missed potential. In real, observable, measurable terms. Hours. Money. Promotions. Relationships. The thing you tell yourself you are too busy for.


	The Inversion. The antidote. One named, memorable counter-move per habit. Not a list of twelve. One. Twelve is a way of pretending to give advice without committing to any. One is a commitment.


	The Field Test. A specific, ideally embarrassing exercise you can do this week to either spot the habit running, or break it. Small enough that you cannot avoid it on the grounds of being too busy, because if you are too busy to do a fifteen-minute exercise, the book is already proving its own point.




Every chapter closes with a one-page summary called an Inversion Card. It is designed to be photographable, quotable, and stuck to a fridge. If you read this book and remember nothing else, the seven Inversion Cards alone will outperform most of the books on your shelf, including this one.





A note on tone

You may have noticed the tone is not entirely earnest.

This is on purpose. Earnest is what got us here. Forty million copies of Seven Habits, an entire LinkedIn ecosystem of disciplined morning routines, and somehow you still spent forty minutes last Tuesday writing a post about the importance of focus, instead of focusing.

Earnest, on its own, does not change behaviour. Laughter does, sometimes. Recognition does, almost always. The fastest way to get someone to see what they are doing is to describe the thing back to them with enough accuracy and enough affection that they recognise themselves before they have time to defend themselves.

This is the technique. I am going to describe what you do. You are going to laugh. Then, in the next paragraph, while you are still laughing, I am going to tell you what is actually happening inside your skull, and what to do about it. The laugh buys me three seconds of your attention without your defences up. I am going to use those three seconds.

You should know, before we go further, that you are not the target. The target is the habit, and you and I are both running it. There is a confession in every chapter, because the book would be unreadable if it were not also about me. The cult of urgency described in Chapter 3, in particular, was researched primarily by writing this paragraph instead of replying to an email I have been avoiding for nine days.

The book is on your side. It is just not going to lie to you on the way.





What you actually get

If this book works on you the way it is designed to work, here is what changes.

You will, for the first time, have a name for each of the seven things your brain does that you have always vaguely sensed and never quite isolated. Naming things is not a small move. The act of naming a cognitive pattern is, by itself, the single biggest intervention against it. You cannot stop a default you cannot see. The moment you can see it, the default loses approximately half of its power. This is not metaphor. This is what metacognition actually is.

You will also have seven specific antidotes. Each one is short. Each one has a name. Each one is testable in a working week. None of them require a journal with a leather cover, although you may continue to enjoy that journal for unrelated reasons.

You will become, in a quiet and not entirely flattering way, a sharper observer of other people’s behaviour. This is one of the small dark gifts of the book and I should warn you now. Once you can spot the mere-urgency effect in your own diary, you can spot it in everybody else’s. Once you can name the illusion of explanatory depth, every meeting in your life becomes mildly different to attend. You will, occasionally, have to pretend not to notice. This is the cost of seeing the system. I cannot help you with the social diplomacy that follows, but you will need some.

You will not, at any point, be told that you have got this. You have not got this. None of us have got this. We are all running the same seven defaults, with minor regional variations. The point of the book is not to pretend otherwise. The point is to make the defaults visible, name them, and give you a small, specific, achievable counter-move for each.

That is the whole offer. Seven traps, named. Seven antidotes, specific. One framework, repeatable. Roughly thirty thousand more words. We can do this.





One last thing before we start

A book like this has to earn its first chapter. The first chapter is where most readers either commit or quietly drift back to the show they were watching. So let me make a small promise.

Habit 1 is the one you are running right now. Not metaphorically. Right now, in this exact moment, while you are reading this introduction, there is a piece of glass somewhere within thirty inches of your hand that has buzzed at you twice in the last ten minutes, and a part of your brain has not stopped tracking it. You can feel it tracking. You are tracking it more, not less, now that I have mentioned it.

That is not a personality flaw. That is a documented behavioural pattern with a clear neurological cause and a specific, testable intervention. We are going to start there, because it is the most universal, the most measurable, and the easiest to fix, and because fixing it makes the next six habits significantly more tractable.

Turn the page.

I will meet you in the inbox.
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