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        Success comes from designing systems that make the

        right actions easier.

        —Katy Milkman

      

      

      We all have plans and dreams, but too few of us ever really pursue them.

      Picture Lisa: a wife, a dog mom, and a full-time teacher, well known in her community for her spectacular annual Oscar party. She loves coming up with new themes, making the decorations, creating the invitations and ballots, and she even makes all the hors d'oeuvres herself. Every year, her party guests tell her she should start a catering or party-planning business, and she just smiles and says, “One day.”

      Secretly, she dreams of taking the leap. She has studied her local competitors and researched cottage food licensing rules for her city. Yet, for some reason, she hasn't made progress. She always talks about starting a business as if it's just a dream.

      She's frustrated because she knows what she wants and is sure it would bring a significant positive change in her life. However, she can't seem to stick with it long enough to make any headway. She makes to-do lists, but they never really get her anywhere. She gets caught up in crises at work or home, and just hasn't gotten around to planning how to make her dream come true.

      This is where the pattern can change.

      The problem Lisa has, and maybe you do too, isn't that she lacks motivation, intelligence, or determination; it's that most goal-setting and planning systems collapse when real life shows up. You hype yourself up, start working toward your goal, sure that this time you’ll make it happen, and when something interferes with your routine, you get distracted and put your dream aside. For some people, that dream gets sidelined forever.

      Most people don't fail because they lack motivation. They fail because motivation isn’t consistent or reliable; it fails them when life gets complicated, and life is always complicated.

      For most people, it’s easy to get overwhelmed by competing priorities, limited energy, and the constant pressure to “do more,” especially when you don’t have a method for dealing with them.

      Working harder doesn't work. It won't get you what you want because:

      
        
          	
        Success requires better decision-making, not greater effort.
      

      	
        Motivation is unreliable when your energy is limited or depleted.
      

      	
        Willpower always fails when you're stressed; that's normal.
      

      

      

      And I can prove it. Using stories about people such as cosmetics maven Mary Kay Ash, football coach Bill Walsh, Little House on the Prairie author Laura Ingalls Wilder, and even Martha Stewart, I'll show you that successful people don't work harder; they plan better. And because of that better plan, when things go sideways and crises arise, they handle them effectively, since their plan has contingencies in place. They were ready, so they weren't pushed off course. And they knew that even when they moved slowly toward their goal, they were still moving. Because real life and the PLAN to WIN are about progress, not perfection.

      

      The Importance of Planning

      Some people mistakenly assume that planning is time-consuming, so they avoid it or rush ahead without strategizing how they’ll reach their goal. That approach will take up much more of your time in the long run and be much less efficient than planning where you’re headed and how you’ll get there in advance. A little bit of planning can save hours of confusion, decision-making stress, and the need to backtrack or redo.

      Brian Tracy, author of Eat That Frog, wrote that ten to twelve minutes of planning saves two hours of work.1 And often attributed to Abraham Lincoln is the saying, “Give me six hours to chop down a tree, and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe,” demonstrating the time-honored belief in the importance of planning and preparation before starting a goal. The main takeaway here is that taking the time to prepare, such as sharpening the axe, greatly improves efficiency and effectiveness, leading to faster, higher-quality results when it's time to take action, like chopping the tree.

      Taking the time to plan also lessens the need for motivation. A plan helps you build momentum, so when you lack motivation or things feel difficult, you have something else to push you forward. Not that everything will be hard; it won’t. There will be easy parts, too. And it’s important to remember that you’ve done hard things all your life, so you can certainly do this.

      

      Where Most People Get Stuck

      Most planning systems do one of two things: inspire you (motivation, hype, big dreams) or overwhelm you (checklists, productivity hacks, rigid timelines). However, they aren’t solutions, they’re just bandages. Armed with temporary motivation, you may feel a surge of confidence that this attempt will be the one that works. Or you might buy a new device that blocks access to social media, which can help you stay on top of your priorities. But it is likely that you’ll get frustrated with the complexity of the new productivity tools you invested in, and unfortunately, if you continue to approach your situation without a proven system for processing all your must-dos, your motivation will quickly wane.

      A core problem many ambitious people face isn’t knowing what they want, but struggling to translate that clarity into consistent progress. Fortunately, the book you’re currently reading introduces a practical, research-informed planning system designed around how adults actually learn, change, and follow through. It can help you move from scattered effort to focused execution—without burnout or having to start over every few months.

      

      My Classroom Experience

      I know this to be true because, pre-PLAN to WIN, I experienced it first-hand. Early in my career, I was overwhelmed by everything required in teaching AP US History. My solution was to create a system that would make it easier for me and ensure consistent success for my students on their end-of-year AP exam. So, one summer, I started mapping out how I could transform this class. In June, I was totally committed and working on my plan. By July, I was getting distracted by various summer events, and by early August, I had decided this wasn’t the year to roll out a new class.

      The problem wasn’t my idea, my plan for redesigning the class, or even how I was going to make it happen. My problem back then was that I quickly got overwhelmed by everything that had to be done, and when distractions arose, I didn’t know how to take small steps toward progress. I had an all-or-nothing mindset, and without a plan, I burned out from decision fatigue when inevitable distractions arose. Many times, I felt like I was making no progress, which was demotivating. The reality was that I didn’t have a plan; I had a to-do list with no real deadline. And that’s typically how planning guides work—they help you break down tasks and encourage you to start doing stuff, but they don’t necessarily provide guidance for the order you should do the tasks, and tend not to offer a schedule or base it on when you need to be finished.

      That’s why I didn’t accomplish my goal that year. I set a goal, broke it down into tasks, and then got overwhelmed. Instead of having a plan each day when I walked into my classroom, I planned the lesson for each day the night before and didn't really connect those day-to-day plans to the year-long goal I had envisioned. The students made some progress in their learning, but I knew I could do better, for me and for them, and that it didn’t have to be this overwhelming. This was the catalyst for creating the PLAN to WIN system.

      What I lacked then and what the PLAN to WIN offers is:

      
        
          	
        Step-by-step guidance on how to break goals down until they are manageable
      

      	
        Support in zeroing in on the one goal that will impact most of the others
      

      	
        Help in determining how much work it will really take to successfully achieve your goal
      

      	
        A schedule to keep you moving forward
      

      	
        Confidence that you are capable of making your goal a reality
      

      	
        An approach to navigate setbacks without quitting
      

      	
        Accounting for real constraints (work, family, health, energy)
      

      

      

      You don't need new goals. You need a way to move forward without starting over every time something goes wrong or you get stuck.

      I know this because I have spent a lot of time learning how behavior change really works. I researched why motivated, capable people often struggle to reach their goals, and how decision fatigue can undermine even the best of intentions. I read stories, took courses, and joined programs, then applied what I learned to my own life, which ultimately benefited my students. This process not only helped me see what was holding me back but also taught me how to overcome obstacles and make progress more effectively and consistently.

      

      What Successful People Do Differently

      The PLAN to WIN framework is a step-by-step system for setting a year-long goal and pursuing it. It’s not about manifesting your desires out of thin air or finding a shortcut to achieving a dream outcome. Instead, it’s a methodical process that breaks down your big goal into bite-sized tasks that you put on your schedule and do. Some people make it to that last step, of putting an action item on their calendar, and then they simply don’t complete it. Rather than do what they know they need to, they choose to stay where they are and not invite change.

      But even more people never even finish their plan. Sure, they envision it, they imagine what their life could be like with this goal attained, they may even start to think about what, exactly, it would take for them to get where they want to go. This is where so many people stop. They make a list of steps, check it twice, and file it away. And it ends there—some realizing they’re not done planning and others under the mistaken impression that identifying the steps required to reach their goal is enough. But it’s really just the beginning of the process.

      Entrepreneurs are known to do this, actually. They spend time, energy, and money developing a comprehensive plan for their business. They map out what they’re going to offer customers, how they’ll deliver it, what kind of staff they’ll need, how they’ll market their company, and how they’ll successfully manage cash flow challenges early on. They may even present it to banks to line up start-up capital. The biggest problem is what happens next: They file that plan away on their shelves or in a desk drawer. Instead of using it to manage their daily activities, they push it aside and all but forget about it. This is where the PLAN to WIN can come in—but it will only deliver the best results when it becomes a consistent part of your daily process.

      Most goal-achievement systems still treat success as a willpower or productivity problem when in reality it is a learning and behavior-change problem. A successful planning process, which I define as a clear, step-by-step program that enables you to take the measures you need and then do them, does eventually require action. But you need a process to follow, first and foremost.

      I see this firsthand in my classroom when students transfer in from other schools and immediately struggle—not that all new students struggle, but some do. They want to do well in my class, are motivated, and have a track record of success that demonstrates their capability. But when we dig into what’s keeping them from the grades they’re used to, it often becomes clear that their study habits are failing them. Or that their old way of studying isn’t working anymore because they have a lot more homework to contend with.

      The solution? A new process, based on their current reality and what it’s going to take to be successful. That’s exactly what you’re going to learn in the coming pages.
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      What Makes the PLAN to WIN Unique

      The PLAN to WIN is unique because it applies principles from learning science and behavior change research to goal achievement. It shows you how to design goals, plans, and actions that stick. When progress is structured the way learning works, consistency becomes sustainable, and long-term success becomes far more achievable.

      This book walks you through the entire process step by step. Each chapter builds on the last, while working at your own pace. The PLAN to WIN is also repeatable with any new goal you want to set. When I use the word “win,” I’m referring to the successful achievement of your goal, whatever that is. Your win could be something practical, like paying down your credit card debt or finding a new apartment. Or it could be loftier, like getting into graduate school or mapping out a way to reach your retirement savings goal.

      This book isn't one you finish, forget, and put on your bookshelf. It's a system or framework you can return to whenever life changes, or you're inspired to make a change. You can start where you are, move at whatever pace you're most comfortable, and adjust as needed. You can even pivot if need be; it's flexible.

      By the end of this book, you will be able to take any personal or professional goal and turn it into a clear, step-by-step plan that you can execute with confidence.

      In chapters 1–7, you’ll learn how to visualize your ideal life, choose the one goal that is going to make the biggest difference, determine how to go from where you are to where you want to be, break down all of the required activities, organize them, and then schedule them. You’ll also pick up some tips for dealing with inevitable bumps in the road that will attempt to derail you, so that you can stay on course.

      In these seven chapters, you’ll not only learn about each step of the process, but you’ll also learn why these steps matter, through relevant research that explains how it supports the system as a whole. You’ll also see the step in action through stories you can relate to—examples from well-known achievers, moments from my own classroom, and Lisa’s ongoing journey from idea to action.

      From there, each step is broken down into smaller, practical components, with clear explanations, examples, and guiding questions to help you apply the process directly to your own goals. Every chapter concludes with a concise Chapter Cheat Sheet that distills the step into its essential actions and questions. Because PLAN to WIN is designed to be used again and again for different goals, these cheat sheets allow you to move quickly through future plans—without rereading material you already know—so you can focus on what matters most: taking intentional, effective action.

      In the last four chapters, I’ll walk you through four case studies of how I approached my goals using this system, so you can see how to apply it to your life.

      Here is how the book is organized to lead you through each step of the process:

      
        
          	
        Chapter 1: P—Picture Your Success has you visualizing what you want your life to look like, then zeroing in on what you want to happen to design your ideal life.
      

      	
        Chapter 2: L—Lock In On One Goal helps guide you from the big picture to a clear understanding of the specific goal you want to achieve over the next 365 days. This will help you narrow your focus down to a specific, measurable objective.
      

      	
        Chapter 3: A—Analyze Your Starting Point helps you take stock of where you are now in relation to your desired outcome. You’re effectively getting clear about the gap between where you are and where you want to be, so you can close it as quickly as possible.
      

      	
        Chapter 4: N—Name the Elements will help you identify the key components you’ll need to take to reach your goal. You’ll list all of these out, in no particular order.
      

      	
        Chapter 5: W—Write It Out is where you'll organize your list and put your tasks into a logical sequence.
      

      	
        Chapter 6: I—Implement the Plan is where you go from planning to action, taking the first step toward your goal.
      

      	
        Chapter 7: N—Navigate Challenges has you identifying potential obstacles to your success and developing solutions to overcome them.
      

      	
        Chapters 8–11 are four case studies that show what it looks like to PLAN to WIN for four very common goals: starting a business, losing weight, writing a book, and creating an online course.
      

      

      

      Between the chapters of the book, you’ll also find sections called Mentor Notes & Insights. These are separate from the PLAN to WIN steps; think of them as the advice of a wise mentor. These sections offer observations, research, and experience on learning, changing behavior, and achieving goals. Their purpose is to add context, not complicate things. You can choose to read only the ones of interest to you, and you can read them in any order. Some may resonate now, while others might be relevant later—or not at all. They provide insight into the thinking, research, and lived experience that informed this system, offering perspectives and tools you may find useful along the way, but they are not required to complete the system or achieve your goal.

      The PLAN to WIN is practical, pressure-tested, and built for smart, competent people who are tired of starting over. This approach is a way to move forward, not by doing more, but by doing the right things in the right order.

      After you read The PLAN to WIN, you won’t have to wonder how to approach reaching your goal because the self-guided system will tell you exactly what you need to do next.

      Every meaningful transformation is simply:

      
        
        Picture → Lock In → Analyze → Name → Write → Implement → Navigate

      

      

      That is how you win.

      Let’s get started!
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        Create the highest, grandest vision possible for your life, because you become what you believe.

        —Oprah Winfrey

      

      

      Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps has talked repeatedly about the various ways he pictures his success—using visualization techniques to win races. He credits this practice with helping him achieve his goals, including winning an Olympic medal.

      At age eleven, Phelps's coach, Bob Bowman, gave his mother a book on relaxation techniques, which she began using with her son. Every night, he would practice relaxing each of his muscles, then imagine himself in the pool. Recognizing that he was mentally rehearsing for upcoming races, Phelps routinely worked through visualizations of all kinds of scenarios, from crises such as tearing his suit to his goggles filling with water, which actually happened at the 2008 Olympics.

      Because Phelps had run through the possibility of his goggles failing, he was mentally and physically prepared to proceed as if nothing had happened. Although he couldn't see where he was going at all in the water, he counted his strokes to gauge how many strokes he was from the pool wall—and still won gold.

      Phelps had pictured success—winning the race no matter what obstacle appeared in his way—and achieved his goal. Between 2000 and 2016, Phelps competed in five Olympic Games and collected twenty-eight medals, twenty-three of which are gold. He pictured his desired result and attained it. Now it's your turn.

      
      Chapter Objective: By the end of this chapter, you will be able to Picture your success and describe what it looks like using all five senses.

      
      Developing a Visualization Muscle

      Visualization is a widely accepted technique for improving the odds of success, and there are numerous stories of successful people using it. Football star Tom Brady used visualization to run through different on-field scenarios to prepare for his games. Early in his career, actor Jim Carrey wrote himself a $10 million check, which he kept in his wallet, to prepare for the day he could cash it; his movie Dumb and Dumber, with a $10 million fee, made that possible. Spanx founder Sara Blakely used visualization for fifteen years to prepare for a guest appearance on The Oprah Winfrey Show. And Oprah herself has long been a champion of visualization for goal achievement.

      While visualization is a proven tool for achieving goals, what to visualize and how to visualize it are often debated. Experts agree, however, that it’s not a one-time event. You can’t just picture winning your local 5K race or buying your dream car once, then never think about it again and hope you’ll be successful. You need to visualize your desired outcome routinely.

      You don’t have to do it every day (though you could), but you do need to reflect on it often enough to keep the vision alive in your mind. You could pick a time of day or a situation when you’ll visualize your desired outcome, so you repeatedly return to it and build it into a mental muscle.

      For example, you could decide that every Friday after work is a great time to practice visualization as you start to wind down your workweek and relax. Or maybe you decide that every time you drive a parent to a doctor’s appointment, you’ll use your waiting time in the doctor’s office to visualize success. Or you could make it part of your daily routine and use the time after you put dinner in the oven to visualize reaching your goal.

      You’ll have the best chance of achieving your goal if you start with visualization. Picturing what success will look like helps your brain identify pathways to get you there. At this stage, it doesn’t matter what your goal is or why your goal is important to you—just imagine what it will look and feel like when you accomplish it, and your odds will increase dramatically.

      
      The Power of Visualization

      Plenty of research has confirmed the power of visualizing success, especially in sports. One of the earlier studies was conducted in 1967 by Australian psychologist Alan Richardson1, who examined the effects of visualization on sports performance. He divided his participants into three groups. The first group was told to report back in thirty days; they made no changes to their lifestyle. The second group was told to practice making basketball free throws at the gym for twenty minutes a day for the next thirty days. And the third group was told to visualize making free throws
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      CHAPTER CHEAT SHEET

      
      
        
          	
        What would make your life feel more meaningful and worthwhile?
      

      	
        What do you want to be, do, or have by the time you retire or on your 90th birthday?
      

      

      

      
      
        
          	
        At the end of ten years, what do you want to have accomplished?
      

      	
        If your ten-year vision is to be realized, what must be in place by the five-year point?
      

      

      

      
      
        
          	
        What are some things you could accomplish this year that would move you closer to your long-term picture of success?
      

      	
        How do these one-year goal ideas support your big-picture life direction?
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