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Make sure you read Idiots are Invincible! The foolproof ‘Ro’ method for solving problems, dealing with challenges–and enjoying the process.
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Incredible writing style, with so much humour, that someone may indeed consider changing his/her habits. Check it out. I do not know the author; I was just impressed and wished to express it. Andria’s blog
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I wish to congratulate you on your writing style. I have read several related books, and I would consider yours in the top rank. J. Anastasiades

I am so enthusiastic about your book! Easy to read, without complicated terms and theories, and with excellent humour! I found myself laughing while reading it at the beach, I could not stop. Others were watching me, wondering what was happening! Alexis G.

If you could cast a spell on Angelos Rodafinos, what would it do? –Make him write a third book! P. Megremis
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Dedication

To the ‘Winners’ of the American College of Thessaloniki, my students at City College/Sheffield University, and Swinburne Online, and to all those who devoted a significant part of their precious time on earth to read or listen to what I had to say.

Keep learning and enjoying!

Dr Ro


Preface

We are all born beautiful babies, adored by parents and friends, with specifications and potential to become real princes. However, at some stage, in our 30s or 40s–for others even earlier–most of us, instead of ‘princes,’ turn into ‘frogs,’ due to the maladaptive thoughts and habits that we adopt along the way.

How can one revert to a prince again? One solution is to wait for something magical, e.g., the kiss of the princess. The other is to read this book.

The book addresses change-related topics, supplies examples and step-by-step guidelines for effective change, and answers questions such as:

–Is change necessary?

–Can we change behaviours? Can we change others?

–Why don’t people change?

–When do people change?

–Changing beliefs, changing actions

–Behaviour-change theories

–How long does a new habit take?

As JF Fog sums it up, behaviour changes involve efforts to a) stop or decrease a behaviour, or b) start or increase a behaviour–once, over some time, or long term.

What about you? Is there something you would like to change?

–Do you text while driving? 

–Do you waste too much time on social media or watching the Electronic Income Reducer (TV)?

–Would you like to stop smoking or drinking?

–Would you like to improve your nutrition?

–Do you find it difficult to adhere to your exercise schedule?

–Do you want to get over a relationship?

–Would you like to study more or complete your assignments on time?

–Are you constantly late to work, school, or appointments? 

–Would you like to be able to get up on time?

If you answered yes to one or more of the above statements, you are in good company. Most people would like to change one or more things in their lives–if only they could find a way to change.

If you are not happy with yourself or with the conditions in your life, do not lose hope, because you can change. If you follow certain steps, you can change your thoughts, your emotions, and your actions. 

Yet, if you do not change your direction, you are probably going to end up where you are heading (quote made in China). Or as the late Zig Ziglar put it, ‘If you keep on doing what you’ve been doing, you’re going to keep on getting what you’ve been getting.’

How It All Started

Following six years of postgraduate studies in the US and Australia, I returned to Greece in 1993. By then I had already travelled around the globe three times. The cultures, the ideas, and the people I met challenged and shifted my way of thinking. Soon after, I started lecturing at tertiary institutions. Out of personal interest and in my spare time, I set up a student club and baptized it The Winners’ Club or W.C. 

I wanted to share my learnings and my ideas about the many ways of thinking about a given issue. My first audience was a small group of young and curious students. The group grew larger, and the enthusiastic feedback I received motivated me to offer similar training sessions and workshops to business companies. I realised that helping others expand their mind added meaning to my life.

Since then, I delivered several thousand lectures to students, managers, executives, teachers, and the general audience, both face-to-face and online. Eventually, I realised how boring attending a lecture or reading textbooks could be! When learning is not fun, motivation, persistence and achievement can suffer dramatically. I have invested a lot of effort to inject humour and fun into my presentations and books, to assist people to learn and grow while enjoying the process. According to their testimonials, this light play-and-learn approach works better than traditional lectures or dry textbooks.

More people kept asking for presentation notes. I decided to put the material together into this book–and then another book, Idiots Are Invincible. It took me more than three full years to produce what you are now reading. I first published this book in 2000 in Greek. Since then, it has been translated into Bulgarian and English. It became a popular self-help guide, which assisted many readers to change the conditions in their life–or their attitudes about life. I have updated and rewritten the content several times to reflect current themes.

So, Does It Work?

The material of this book is based on an applied psychology and behavioural change course I developed and taught for several years. The course is about stopping or decreasing unwanted (e.g., smoking), and starting or increasing desirable (e.g., exercise) behaviours, using applied cognitive and behaviour modification techniques. Researchers have tested these techniques with success in educational settings, fitness centres, business organizations, hospitals, mental health institutions, and prisons.

I asked students who enrolled in the course to review their life and examine their fit with their core values. They found discrepancies between what is important to them and their daily actions. I then asked them to select a target behaviour, develop a change plan, sign a behavioural contract, and make a public commitment to change. They had to follow up and report their progress during the semester in front of their classmates, which served as a kind of group therapy.

In the years that I taught the course, I saw hundreds of students carrying out challenging changes, first in their thinking and eventually in their behaviour. According to their testimonials, they kept a significant portion of these changes until today.
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Dr Ro’s program has been an enormous success for hundreds of students (not this one).

According to my not-so-modest estimates, I have helped several thousands of my students, readers, and seminar participants carry out significant positive changes in their lives or at least change the way they think and deal with their daily challenges. Many of them were kind enough to keep in touch and share their successes with me. Such feedback1 brings me joy and gives meaning to what I do.

The book can serve as your manual for the accomplishment of changes in your thinking, your behaviour, and your life. Much like my students, you will learn the basic psychological principles and theories for change and then get your hands-on behavioural modification techniques. You will examine your values and your life. You will imagine desired improvements and design a course of action to achieve your goals. You will then name potential obstacles and sign behavioural contracts. Your witness will hold you accountable.
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Just sign here …

Who Should Read the Book?

Anyone interested in behaviour change and in improving their lives or in the lives of people around them (which probably includes everyone). In particular, the content should be of interest to:

–general audience, independent of their professional or academic level and education.

–employees or managers in the private and public sectors who wish to change things in their organization and/or the people around them.

–parents who are looking for effective ways and ideas to guide their children.

–educators, who, by profession, lead and inspire many others.

–partners who wish to resolve issues and improve their relationship, etc.

Happy changing!

Dr Ro 


Introduction

Hundreds of millions of people are sicker and sadder than they want to be or need to be because they can’t control their behaviour. What’s standing between them and their health and happiness, between them and their dreams and aspirations, is their own behaviour. And they don’t want it that way. Nobody wants it that way. But they have this huge change problem. They’re part of a huge change problem. They know they should change, and they want to change, but they don’t change. –Al Switzler

Many people live lives inferior to those they could be living. Overweight, unfit, overstressed, and overworked individuals would prefer a different lifestyle. The good news is that it does not have to be that way.

Who Wants Change?

Everyone wants better! 

Most of the participants in my lectures and seminars express an intense desire to change personal habits and things in their lives. I have yet to meet someone who does not wish for some changes in their life. We all would love to become emotionally, mentally, and physically healthier.

Who Wants to Change?

Everyone wants change, but no one wants to change. We want better, but with the least required effort, only if we do not need to change our behaviour, our habits, and our lives. We will examine the reasons why in the related chapter.

There is a little story about four people named Everybody, Somebody, Anybody, and Nobody:

There was an important job to be done, and Everybody was sure that Somebody would do it.

Anybody could have done it, but Nobody did it.

Somebody got angry about that because it was Everybody’s job.

Everybody thought that Anybody could do it, but Nobody realised that Everybody would not do it.

It ended up that Everybody blamed Somebody when Nobody did what Anybody could have done.

‘The average person uses roughly only 5 to 10% of his potential’ is a quote presented in self-help books and posted and reposted on the internet. Although it sounds promising, it is yet another popular myth. The truth is that we do use 10% of our neurons at any given moment, but we use 100% of our brains on any given day. 

Because no one gave us a manual when we were born, learning how to use our brains better, which is what we will do while reading this book, will help carry out changes and improve our lives. 

What About You?

What is it that you cannot bear any longer? What would you like to change? What do you want in your life? More money, less stress, better relationships, fewer problems, or more time?

Commonly Desired Changes

I bet that you too, like most of us, at some point, have already tried to change a habit. Let us see how you compare to the norms.

The most common point of time is New Year’s Eve when we all review the previous year(s) and plan for the next. This time we are determined to break or make a new habit. 

New Year’s resolutions are a tradition that goes as far as the ancient Babylonians who made promises to their gods to pay their debts. Each year, around January 1st (or a few weeks later for the Chinese) people still make promises to pay their debts or do an act of self-improvement. 

What are the most common behaviours that people try to change? The most common category is physical well-being in the health and fitness section, which includes behaviours such as quitting smoking, reducing drinking, losing weight, eating healthy food, and exercising or sports.

Other categories include:

Finances: save money, manage debt, invest.

Social and relationships: increase quality time with family and friends, get married, have kids, and meet new people.

Bad habits: reduce TV/Facebook/Video game time, stop biting your nails or picking your nose, etc.

Career: improve performance, get a promotion, a better job.

Self-improvement: improve skills, stress, and time management.

Organisation: simplify, clear, file regularly, put keys away in the same place, deal with procrastination, set aside two hours daily for uninterrupted work, and keep a blog.

Mental well-being: think positively, laugh more often, keep a gratitude journal, and enjoy life.

Experiences: vacations, trips, events, and activities.

Altruism: volunteering and charity.

Reducing, reusing, and recycling.

Spiritual: church, praying.

Unfortunately, education (e.g., completing courses, learning languages, playing an instrument) is not a very popular category.

What Is the Success Rate?

Unfortunately, people forget most of these promises by February or within the first three months and quit trying. In fact, despite the confidence of those who set the goals, the success rate is a low 20%–which is discouraging.

Do not despair though! Those who follow certain guidelines and use specific techniques, such as the ones described in this book, have more chances. For instance, according to Richard Wiseman, goal setting works for men; announcing their goals to their networks and receiving social support works well for women.

Questions

Several questions pop into one’s mind:

How do habits form?

Why is it so difficult to adopt healthy habits, and so easy to follow unhealthy ones?

Why don’t people change their habits–even when they know it is imperative to do so?

Why do others change easily?

What factors promote and aid change?

How can we change ourselves or others?

Do we have the answers?

There Is No Magic Pill

‘OK, at least, is changing easy or difficult?’

The answer is … yes.

If there was a magic potion or a Viagra-type pill for changing the unwanted habit, I assume we would take it, ignoring the side effects. Changing behaviour is possible, but it is more complicated than that. 

After several decades of research on the subject, we do not have all the answers to the above questions. Neither have we managed to work out the magic formula and develop the blue pill for change (why do I have blue in my mind?).

If I knew the solution that works for all, 100% of the time, I would be filthy rich.2 Nevertheless, the science of behavioural change is making progress, and research has come up with some solid findings and practical ideas that seem to work. Thus, changes in behaviour can be easier, if you follow a set of guidelines. Our knowledge is improving daily; technological advancements help to that end.

One Size Does Not Fit All

The methods and techniques presented in this book are not a standard formula or a panacea to all issues, but rather an effort to apply the existing knowledge on the function of our brain, based on cognitive-behavioural psychological theory. There are a variety of theories and techniques that we will not discuss here.3

Some (but not all) of the research findings seem to agree with the ancient wisdom and teachings of philosophers or modern popular self-help authors.4 It is also becoming apparent that these are not of the ‘One size fits all’ variety.5
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Everything that can be invented has been invented–by us, Greeks!

The Course We Will Follow

Dale Carnegie offered the following principle for effective teaching: ‘Tell the audience what you are going to say, say it; then tell them what you have said.’ Here is a brief description of what you are about to read. The book is composed of the following three parts.

Part A

The first part answers the question ‘whose fault is it?’ It is about realising that we are constantly making smaller and larger choices. However, no change can happen unless we accept responsibility for our choices and our future. Although situations or other people may have influenced our present course, we need to realise that we are the captains of our boats.

Part B

The second part of the book presents the theoretical models of learning, forming, and changing thoughts, emotions, and actions. It aims to answer questions such as ‘How do we learn and form habits? Why don’t we change? When do we decide to change? Can we change our thoughts, our emotions and our mood by will? If so, how do we do that?’

Part C

The third part is more hands-on. It presents a step-by-step approach, the blueprint to changing thoughts, emotions, behaviours, and outcomes.

Successful behavioural change involves planning and scheduling; it requires commitment and focusing on daily activities, as well as adjustments to our social and physical environment.

Readers will be asked to evaluate their lives, examine the current situation and decide where they would like to go from here, and where they would like to be in the future. An awareness of the present conditions will contrast with the desired situation. That will create cognitive dissonance and healthy dissatisfaction, which in turn will act as a motivator to accomplish the required changes and achieve the desired goals.

The intensity of our desire in combination with self-efficacy (the belief that we can accomplish a task and achieve the required results) determine a) whether we will select to engage in an activity, b) the effort that we will invest, and c) our persistence when we will face obstacles. As it is certain that obstacles will surface, course correction and problem-solving skills are critical.

Finally, we will discuss the ability to remove oneself from the problem and view things from the right perspective. The epilogue offers tips on how to do just that and presents techniques that will remind you to act accordingly.

Your Job

Some of the ideas that I will present may surprise you. Remain critical and do not accept everything you read. You do not need to agree with everything I write here (you will be wrong, of course). Be a sceptic. Examine and crosscheck the information, if so needed.
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Sure. Except, I am a bit sceptical about scepticism.

However, do stay open to my, sometimes strange, ideas. Keep your brain open because, as the adage goes, ‘A mind is like a parachute. It doesn’t work if it is not open.’

Oh, I nearly forgot! To achieve changes, you need both to read the book and to do the work. Of one thing you can be sure. Neither the content of this book nor any other therapy will work if you do not do your part.

Tips for Reading

Place the book in a spot where it is easy for you to access. Some people place it next to their bed so that they read a page or a chapter before they go to bed6 and one page or a chapter as soon as they wake up. Others prefer to read in the toilet! They claim that the conditions are conducive to learning. They can get away from distractions and focus on the task. Oh well, if they think so … 

Others carry a copy on their phone or tablet and read a few pages using their downtime: commuting, waiting at the doctors, or during their lunch break. Reading can help you pass the time pleasantly and advance your personal or professional development.

Use a bookmark to know where you stopped. Studies show that highlighting or undermarking does not work that well. I suggest you keep notes and try one of the ideas or exercises of the book each day. Of course, if you bought the e-version, these options may need to be adapted.

Repetitions, e.g., in the evening, just before you go to bed, will jog your memory and aid retention of the material. Finally, if there is something you liked or found useful, feel free to discuss it with your friends, instruct your kids, or tell your parents.

To teach is to learn twice. –J. Joubert

What I will ask you to do may occasionally seem like schoolwork. Well, you are right. You will enrol in a course, one that may turn out to be one of the most important courses of your life. Think about it. If 12 or more years of schooling have not helped you to achieve the level of personal and financial success and happiness you aspired for, reading this material may be yet another opportunity to improve your life. I just hope reading this book will not last so long as the school did.

Once you finish this one, keep reading and learning. Even if the present book is not exactly what you were looking for, continue reading material in the area that interests you (in fact, I have in mind another fantastic book … of mine to recommend).

Cultivate an intense desire to keep learning and growing, so that you end up working smarter, not harder! Remember: the individual who does not read good books has no advantage over the one who cannot read them.

I will see you at the other end!




Part A: Choices

It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness. –Made in China (again)
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Got the candle! Has the play started yet?


1. Who Is to Blame

We have a choice: To plough new ground or let the weeds grow. –J. Westover

My dream, when I was a kid, was to grow up. I know, it was your dream too! This is every growing child’s dream still. One hypothesis is that children want to be able to do the things grownups can do.

Well, congratulations, we made it! We have grown up. Now there are times when we would wish to be able to do the things kids can do. Not to mention that we probably want to grow or at least look younger. To this end, we are considering or will eventually consider all available options (… Botox, plastic surgery, hair transplants).

‘One day …’ we used to tell our friends and ourselves. That day has arrived and gone several times. For instance, some of us are old enough and have been around on December 31, 1999. We are well into the much-anticipated turn of the century. Years are passing by fast, generating memories that we add to all the others.

What we often fail to realise is that we have, today, accomplished several of our childhood dreams and achieved quite a lot–most of which we take for granted. Today we are living our childhood dreams. We have graduated high school, got our driving license, dated, got a job, some were married, bought a house, have kids, etc. Alas, very few realise it.

What a wonderful life I have had! I only wish I had realised it sooner. –S. G. Colette

Time Travel: Backward

Let us try this great time-trip exercise suggested by T. Robbins (1991). Take a time out and recall a significant world event in the past. Depending on your age and geographical location, you might be able to remember one or more of the following historical milestones:

Chernobyl nuclear disaster (1986)

Fall of Communism in Eastern Europe (1989)

Reunion of East and West Germany (1990)

Iraq invades Kuwait (1990)

Dissolution of the Soviet Union (1991)

Death of Diana, Princess of Wales (1997)

NATO bombing of Yugoslavia (1999)

The agony of the Y2K bug (2000)

September 11 attacks (2001)

Iraq War (2003)

Syrian civil war (2011)

Boston Marathon bombings (2013)

UK votes to leave the European Union (2016)

COVID-19 (2019)

Iran war (2026)

Our memories are more vivid when they are associated with an emotionally charged event. Today you likely remember the exact place and who you were with when you watched the 9/11/2001 attacks (or a similar milestone event). Take a minute and try to recall. What were you like during that period? What were your dreams back then? Are you today where you wanted to be?

Most of us feel we have not accomplished much and wish we could do, get, and be more. Plenty of people are dreaming of a better tomorrow. Is there still enough time to do the things you want to do and carry out some of your unfulfilled dreams, or is it too late? If not, will you need to compromise a little or a lot? 

Nevertheless, to comfort you a little bit, even if you must compromise significantly, ask yourself: Is failing to achieve the dreams of a child such a terrible thing? Were your seven-year-old self’s dreams achievable and realistic?

A relaxing thought: What if in this particular moment, I am indeed living my life using my full potential? –J. Wagner

Do you recall the past decade with pleasant and positive emotions? What did you not like about it? What will you do so that the next decade will be better? 

Time Travel: Forward

Then again, that was then. Things change, and we change too. Get off the time machine, return to today, and consider: Where will you be in the next 10 years? Get back on the time machine and imagine yourself in the future, 10 years or more from today. What will you be like emotionally and financially? Will you have the great relationships you wish? Will you age gracefully?

Once you get a clear picture of what you wish to look and feel like, here is the next challenge: Are you doing today what is required so that 10 years later you will arrive at your desired destination–and enjoy the trip?

So, to summarise, is there something that you do not like in your present situation? If yes, what are you willing to do today, to correct your course, so that you can lay the foundations for a happy, healthy, and prosperous tomorrow? What would it take so that in 10 years you will be able to look back and remember this decade with joy and pleasure?

Most people overestimate what they can do in one year and underestimate what they can do in ten years. –B. Gates

Locus of Control

‘But it’s not entirely up to me,’ you may reply.

If you were to complete the Locus of control scale,7 you would have to answer how you feel and whether you agree with items such as the ones below:

1. a. In the long run, people get the respect they deserve in this world. b. Unfortunately, an individual’s worth often passes unrecognised no matter how hard he tries.

2. a. In the case of the well-prepared student, there is rarely if ever such a thing as an unfair test. b. Many times exam questions tend to be so unrelated to coursework that studying is useless.

3. a. Becoming a success is a matter of hard work; luck has little or nothing to do with it. b. Getting a good job depends mainly on being in the right place at the right time.

4. a. Most people do not realise the extent to which their lives are controlled by accidental happenings. b. There really is no such thing as ‘luck.’ 

5. a. What happens to me is my own doing. b. Sometimes I feel that I do not have enough control over the direction my life is taking.

Scoring: Give yourself one point if you answered (a) in items 1, 2, 3, and 5 and one point if you answered (b) in item 4. Higher scores show an internal locus while low scores imply an external locus of control. 

You are probably wondering what an internal or an external locus of control means. According to Rotter (1966), people with an internal locus of control tend to believe that most of the things that happen in their lives are within their control. Individuals with an external locus of control tend to think that their lives are a result of external factors (e.g., fate, luck, or … the stars) and that they have little or no control over their future. The latter group tends to blame luck, the environment, and other people for the conditions in their lives. The first, the internals, tend to believe that they have a reasonable degree of control over the circumstances and the outcomes in their lives.

Which Locus of Control Is ‘Better?’

According to research, individuals who have a high external locus of control:

–tend to have lower academic performance,

–are less reserved when gambling,

–are more likely to be overweight and have lower self-esteem,

–tend to have higher levels of psychological and physical problems and lower quality of life.

On the other hand, individuals with an internal locus of control are more likely to

–wear seat belts,

–use contraception,

–plan and act to change their jobs.

It appears that the most creative, fulfilled, and happy persons are those who believe that they have a certain degree of control over events in their life. They also seem to understand the relationship between behaviours and results. For example, a likely interpretation for the better health and physical condition of individuals with an internal locus of control is that they tend to be proactive. They exercise, rest, and take care of their diet and leisure habits. They believe in the saying, ‘If it is to be it is up to me.’ 

On the contrary, as shown by the same studies, ‘fatalistic’ individuals tend to engage in unhealthy behaviours. Interviews with externals reveal that they believe in ‘kismet’ and old popular sayings such as, ‘If it is meant to happen, it will happen no matter what!’ Consequently, in many ways, they create their fate.

Blame the Past

–Each choice has a corresponding consequence.

–You are the sum of your choices.

–What you have, and what you are, is the direct or indirect result of the choices you have made, and the actions you have taken.

–It is not the blowing of the wind that determines your destination. It is the set of the sail.

–We live in a fair world.

Such were the messages I was trying to teach the poor people who attended my lectures in my early career steps as a motivational speaker. I should have known better. Today, I consider these statements slightly inflexible. Budging a little bit, I too would agree with your objections that external conditions often influence our life course. Note that I used the modifiers ‘often,’ rather than always, and ‘influence,’ rather than determine. 

Circumstances are beyond the control of man, but his conduct is in his power. –B. Disraeli

Blame the Politics

‘Live your dream in Greece’ is the motto the National Tourism Bureau uses to advertise Greece. Greece is a wonderful place for vacations, but living there is not always such a thrill. For instance, Greece is one of the most corrupt nations in the European Union. Why is that important? Here is an example from my experience.

I applied for lecturing positions at several Greek State Universities and was repeatedly rejected over twenty years. Politics play a major role in the cradle of democracy. Selection committee members told me not to bother applying because the job was advertised and designed for a specific candidate; department chairs threatened me to withdraw my application!

In my last application for a position, I found out that the favourite internal candidate ‘borrowed’ my thesis and copied another four of his publications from others. I blew the whistle and notified the Vice-Chancellor of the University. Instead of firing the plagiarist, the University invested a lot of effort and resources and got into a lot of trouble to protect him. Greek justice was even worse … truly blind–and slow. Ten years later, the criminal court judge ruled:

‘Despite the confession of the accused, as recorded in the minutes of the Departmental meeting, the papers are very different. The accusations for plagiarism are false.’

Another court concluded:

‘Yes, the papers were identical, but students’ theses do not constitute original work, and as such, they are not protected by the copyright law.’

A disastrous ruling for academia in Greece, as it opened the floodgates! Following this decision, today anyone can copy Greek student theses, replace the author’s name with their own, and publish them. Once published, they automatically … become ‘original’ work–and belong to whoever copied and published them!
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It makes sense, doesn’t it?

Yet a third judge picked up the ball and continued from where the earlier one had left it:

‘The accused confessed that the papers were identical, therefore, … it cannot be plagiarism. Besides, two of these papers are identical, which means that everyone could see that; hence, no one has been deceived. Thus, there was no attempt to deceive, therefore no plagiarism or copyright infringement.’

Using these rulings, the plagiarist sued me for defamation! Why not? I could not believe it.

‘You knew the papers were different and you sued the poor professor,’ said the judge to me.

‘You have his confession that he copied my thesis and copies of the articles–just put the papers side-by-side,’ I dared to argue.

 ‘You are convicted for defamation. You must compensate the poor man for all the troubles you caused!’ the court ruled.

I dared to blow the whistle and got in trouble. I am not the only one. Another two university lecturers who tried to fight corruption (plagiarism and nepotism again) faced a similar predicament. 

A lonely hero, one of the few ethical members of staff of the Department and member of the selection committee, accepted to be my witness. He testified the truth … and faced defamation charges later. He was suspended from his lecturing duties for two years – compliments of the same academic gang, at the same university. Two other members of the Department, afraid of the potential consequences, did not come to my aid. They realised how hard it is to fight against a pack of wolves. Their career and their families would be in danger.

Dozens of world-famous researchers applied for similar Greek University posts, only to be completely ignored and rejected by comparable selection committees that had their preferences and selected internal candidates. Those who knew the right people have repeatedly been selected in place of the right applicants. As a result, Greece suffered significant brain drainage–not just in academia. Due to nepotism, lack of meritocracy, and consistently selecting the smallest matryoshka doll,8 academics became dwarfs.

What would you do? I invested thousands of Euros and the most productive decade of my life in my effort to fight corruption in academia. ‘This would be my contribution to the country,’ I thought. I wanted to protect future generations from having to deal with this situation. I failed. I could not even shake the system. Then I realised that corruption, politics, and obstacles forced me to work harder and become better and eventually get good jobs at top international Universities. 

Eventually, the judges at the Supreme Court acquitted me of the defamation charges. They were ruthless to the plagiarist who dared to accuse me and confirmed that he copied all four papers. Despite the decision of the Supreme Court, which confirmed the plagiarism, the Department … re-elected him a couple of years later!

Although I could not change the system, I feel that I maintained my integrity and did what I had to do. I also realised that we should try to be fair in an unfair world and never stop growing and fighting for better conditions. As Leo Buscaglia suggested, we should not spend our valuable time wondering why the world is not a better place. There is no answer to that question. The question we should ask ourselves is, ‘How can I make the world a little better?’ To this question, we will find the answer.

External Factors

I do not believe people make wrong decisions because they want to. If someone is poor, overweight, miserable, and unhappy, I cannot imagine that they prefer to be like that. External events, significant others, or other factors often play a major role and influence our perceptions, decisions and, eventually, our life course.

As an exercise, please make (now) a list of the obstacles or the individuals who stood or still stand in your way to success and happiness. Find your favourite scapegoats. Who or what is to blame for your mistakes or deficiencies, and the conditions in your life?

1.

2.

3.

[Ten minutes later]

Well-done! Found them? Good! Now, let them go. Well, no, not yet. We will do that later. Now compare your list with the list of obstacles (or excuses) reported by others when they replied to the same question.

List of Obstacles

–I do not have the time, but maybe someday …

–I keep forgetting

–Some make it others not

–When I lose some weight

–Surely there is someone better

–I have a family, got to take care of the kids

–I am too shy

–I cannot be bothered

–Some guys have all the luck

–I inherited these genes

–I do not like risks

–Others will not approve, they will not let me

–I do not have the money

–I am not feeling that great lately

–It is too late/too early

–If only you knew my situation

–I am not good at this; I was never good at that

–I will not make it

–I would like to, but I know I cannot

–I am not good-looking enough

–I am not feeling that great lately

–I would have to make new friends

–I am twins in my zodiac sign

–I am under too much stress currently

–I would have to change (duh?)

–I do not want to; I am happy this way (the only acceptable excuse).
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You are a twin. One of you goes this way and the other that way–that is why you get confused!


2. The Influence of Others

Think twice before you speak, because your words and influence will plant the seed of either success or failure in the mind of another. –Napoleon Hill

A driver pulled out at a service station. ‘Excuse me, which way to Mount Olympus?’ she asked a young employee. The employee ran into the office, returned with paper and pencil, and tried to draw a detailed map with precise instructions. The driver thanked the employee and took off. After driving aimlessly an hour later, she realised she was going the wrong way.9 What went wrong? It could be that she did not carefully explain where she wanted to go. It is also possible that the service station employee, despite all his good intentions, was terrible at giving instructions and drawing maps. Or maybe the instruction-giver did not like the driver’s accent or colour of skin and intentionally send her astray.

Perhaps They Did Not Know

Often those who try to help and steer us do not understand our needs or where we want to go. Other times, despite their good intentions, they are not that great at giving instructions, or they do not know any better; occasionally, they just do not like us.

If we failed, it is probably due to our schoolteachers. They spend hours a day, many months per year, during our most tender and receptive years trying to put us on the right path towards success. They must be accountable for our current situation, right?

Well, yes, but before the schoolteachers begin their work, we have already spent a significant period (our first five to six years) with our parents. Perhaps, part of the problem may be that, unlike the teachers, to procreate and become parents, we do not attend training or require certification or a license. Maybe it is the parents who should carry the burden of responsibility and the blame for our current conditions.

As if that was not enough, TV and the internet enter the stage. While a parent spends seven minutes a day on one-to-one communication with their child, YouTube and Instagram and their questionable content and quality are always available.

We left the genes and their influence out of the equation. Friends, relatives, educators, mass media, internet, genes … surely, we are not to be blamed. Right?

‘If you feel you do not have the qualities of a successful individual, do not feel guilty; it is not your fault,’ says J. Myers. You stick your head out, and you are who you are because of the programming you received. It would be nice if all these people got their acts together so that I would not be so messed up when I was 18.

The effect of past programming in our life becomes even more profound due to two psychological processes: self-fulfilling prophecy and learned helplessness. Let me explain.

The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

A long time ago, I was a first-year student in the School of Naval Architecture and Marine Engineering at the National Technical University of Athens. At that time, I was fairly convinced that although I might have been gifted in math, Broca’s area, the part of my brain responsible for language skills, was underdeveloped. That is what the others said, who was I to disagree? 

I too saw that issue in myself. For instance, each time I had to draft an essay, I had to check whether I had10 a word. At that time, I did not enjoy talking or writing at all.

Yet my career as a lecturer, a professional speaker and an author of books and scientific articles, indicates that I was wrong in that area. I was wrong in many others as well. I am nearly hopeless with numbers today …

That was my experience with the self-fulfilling prophecy, which refers to a statement that may not be true but can become true if believed and internalised.

Can you think of a similar example in your life? How many of your childhood beliefs solidified and became convictions upon growing up? On the other hand, were you able to turn around some of your beliefs about your deficiencies?

Here are a couple of examples to illustrate the way the self-fulfilling prophecy works.

One Plus One

It is the first day at school. Young Pepe, a healthy, lively, and energetic child, finds himself alienated in an unfamiliar environment with several other kids. An irritated teacher is shouting the orders. To his delight, a likeable little creature with blond curly hair and blue eyes happens to sit next to him. We will call her Kiki.

‘One plus one equals …’ the teacher shouts in the background.

‘One plus one,’ echoes in little Pepe’s mind, reminding him of the style and tone of his father. Pepe is wondering why the teacher is using the same expression. He has heard his father many times nudging Mr Con, his friend, while they gawk at a lady who happens to be passing by. He did not realise that they were rudely referring to the lady’s one-plus-one … upper body parts.

It is early September. It is hot in the classroom, but cool and green in the yard outside (the school is not located in downtown Detroit). Little Pepe nudges Kiki, ‘Look at the pretty butterfly outside the window.’ 

Pepe and Kiki’s minds are already outside the class, running, playing, and swinging.

‘One plus one …’ repeats the older woman.

The days pass by, and little Pepe kind of likes school because that is where he gets to hang out with Kiki. Their favourite pastime activity during class is to check the bugs outside the window.

Week two arrives, and the teacher moves on with the content.

‘Two plus two equals … Who can tell us how much is two plus two? Pepe? How about you?’

Pepe was taken aback by the sound of his name. His mind was not in the class at the time. He did not even hear the question. He summons his courage and aims to focus. What did his father say about two plus two? He looks around; desperately seeking help. The other kids are laughing at him. Kiki lowers her eyes and drops her head down. Now what? Embarrassment hits red …

A few months or years later, the teacher goes on: ‘35 times 37, minus 350, square root, cosine …’

Pepe, sweaty and nervous, is hearing an unknown dialect. By now, it is all Greek to him. He has missed the basics of arithmetic and lost the train to mathematics.

Too soon, the principal of the school invites his parents to her office.

‘You know … your son needs help.’

‘You … ignoramus!’ interrupts his mother, ‘You are hopeless, just like your father.’

Pepe sits silent and still. He wishes he vanished into the air.

Why can’t he understand math? It must be the genes!

‘I may not be good at mathematics, but I’ll give it another try,’ he thinks the next time he has homework to do. ‘Here are the problems I have to solve.’

Ten minutes later, dazzled, and disappointed, he quits.

‘I can’t do it.’

How could he? He quit in ten minutes. Such problems usually take an hour … let alone for a student who does not know the basics.

‘Why can’t I?’ wonders Pepe.

‘Because I am not good at mathematics …’ the answer comes easily. We’ve done a full circle and are back to where we started. Another self-fulfilling prophecy is confirmed.

Does the scenario sound familiar to you? In his book See You at the Top, Ziglar tells a similar story.

One Day …

Talking to prisoners, a famous athlete said, ‘I did not disappoint my father. Son, he said, one day you will become a great rugby player. And so, I did!’ Soon as he finished his talk, a prisoner asked for permission to speak. With a tone of sadness and disappointment in his voice, he seemed to agree with the speaker. ‘I also did not disappoint my father. Son, he used to tell me, the way you are going, one day you will end up in jail.’
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So, here I am today …

Various stories and parables11 describe this expectancy effect. I know what you are thinking. Anecdotal examples prove nothing and do not constitute solid evidence. I agree, and I applaud your critical thinking skills. Empirical evidence is needed. Behold. Here are some research findings.

Training Mice

Researchers asked students to train a group of mice, the usual suspects, using T-maze experiments. They informed the students that group A consisted of genius or maze-bright mice, while group B consisted of stupid or maze-dull mice. Students had to assess learning in mice by recording the time it would take them to reach the end of the T-maze, in successive attempts.

‘Place a fresh piece of cheese at the exit of the maze,’ the researchers told the student-trainers of the genius mice, ‘and you will see how quickly your genius little mice will get there.’

They then addressed the trainers of the B team.

 ‘You guys, no need to try too hard. Post a sign saying ‘cheese … here’ at the end of the maze.12 Why bother to buy cheese? Your mice will never find the way out of the labyrinth. Perhaps one or two will make it by accident …’

What was the result? The genius mice from the A-team fulfilled their trainers’ expectations! Their average speed was 10 miles per hour, and their average time for completing the task was 2 minutes and 30 seconds (the data are not real; I am just making up the numbers). The stupid team B mice are still looking for the exit. What can you expect from dull mice, except poor performance?
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Rat training camp: G.I. Joe, U.S. Army, reporting for duty!

The truth is, there were no smart and stupid mice. It was just a group of … cousins randomly assigned to two groups, as per the standard protocol of scientific studies. However, the differences in learning time were significant. What caused them? The researchers deliberately manipulated the beliefs of the students in their attempt to study the effect of their expectations on mice learning. All other conditions were identical (note: both teams used real cheese, not signs). It appears that students’ expectations created a kind of self-fulfilling effect, which resulted in enhanced performance in group A. 

Fine. Yet, in what way did trainer expectations influence the mice?

Who knows? Maybe it was an extra smile, a stroke, or a few enthusiastic (or not-so-enthusiastic) comments during the testing.

Sceptics will wonder whether we can run such experiments with mice and then come to conclusions about human behaviour. The answer is we cannot really until we test human participants. That is what researchers did next.
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The usual suspects for laboratory experiments

Training Children

In their classic experiment, Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) manipulated teacher expectations. Here are the details. After assessing elementary students’ Inflected Acquisition (sounds quite scientific, does it not?) researchers told teachers that 20% of their students would show ‘unusual potential for intellectual growth.’

A few months later, the designated ‘bloomers’ … bloomed indeed. According to their teachers, they not only were more curious, more appealing, interesting, and affectionate but happier as well!

As you have already guessed, students were randomly allocated to groups. What were the mechanisms of such expectancy effects? Follow-up studies identified several factors, including emotional climate (e.g., warmer treatment–which Rosenthal considered the most important factor), more challenges (e.g., more material to read, more opportunities for class participation (e.g., more time to respond), and more feedback (e.g., quality, detail). Students, in turn, may have reciprocated with warmth, kindness, and better feedback to teachers, who liked them even more.

Later research (Rosenthal, 1991) indicated that the phenomenon is evident in other fields, such as in business and relationships, but it is not as strong as we initially thought. Which I guess means that you should not expect that your toddler would turn into a genius in mathematics or a great painter if you name him Einstein or Michelangelo. There are many other variables to account for, including genes, training and exposure to stimuli, social and environmental influences, nutrition etc.

The fact is still that expectations may influence behaviour positively or negatively. Can you think of personal examples of people who favoured or mistreated you? Can you think of examples of people in your life whom you favoured or treated poorly? What were the outcomes?

This makes me wonder how many of us are functioning at levels lower than our potential, because of our exposure to negative influences when we were younger.

I am, somehow, less interested in the weight and convolutions of Einstein’s brain than in the near certainty that people of equal talent have lived and died in cotton fields and sweatshops. –S. J. Gould

On the positive side, other individuals rose to their full potential because a significant other believed in them and their abilities.

Choose Your Words Carefully

Pay attention to the words you use in your interactions. Parents, couples, and managers know very well that a small error can make a big difference. For, example, a husband looks at his wife and says, ‘Honey, you look like the first day of spring!’ 

Sheer poetry. His wife is so pleased. 

Now contrast that to ‘Honey, you look like the last day of winter!’ 

Prepare for trouble!

Be very careful and pay attention to details.

The difference between the almost right word and the right word is really a large matter–it is the difference between the lightning bug and the lightning. –Mark Twain

We can improve our personal or work relationships by making small changes, starting with the vocabulary we use in our interactions. A principle worth remembering is, ‘What you send out … comes back like a boomerang!’ If you do not like what you are receiving, if others do not treat you well, before trying to change them, first check what you send out!

Labels and Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

During the most sensitive years of our lives, kids or adults can act cruelly and throw nicknames at us. Four Eyes, camel, short stuff, metal mouth, fatso, Dumbo, slowpoke, crater face, smelly, etc. Great idea …

Childhood nicknames stick with you like glue for years, hurt, and can cause traumas.

Handle them carefully, for words have more power than atom bombs. –P. Strachen

Take a minute to examine whether you are still carrying with you the scars from early deficiencies, even though these may not exist today. You no longer wear spectacles (or wear cool-looking ones), you have fixed your teeth, grown taller (or if you were taller, others have caught up with you), turned that fat to height, you wash and wear deodorant today.
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I used to be a fat kid at school … I still carry that weight around with me.

Here is an idea! Each school should train and appoint an official ‘nicknamer’ who will name children based on their strengths, much like the American Indians did, using powerful animal or flower names. My nickname would be Adoeete (Great Tree), you could be Coahoma (Red Panther), and he could be Inola (Black Fox). Nicknames for girls would include Abedabun (Sight of Day), Calfuray (Violet Flower), and Chosposi (Blue Birds Eye).

Now that I think of it, a potential side effect in countries such as Greece, where we have eaten most of the animals and burned the forests, is that we would run the danger of being nicknamed after the existing remaining species … mosquito, cockroach, thistle. 

Oh well, so much for that idea.

I still recall an inspired basketball coach of mine, whose name I will keep anonymous for the usual reasons. Coach Yanouzakos (ops!), the inspired coach I told you about, nicknamed Jim, our leisurely centre, ‘Tiger,’ to motivate him to grab rebounds with more vigour. A month later, with a huge grin on his face, Tiger grabbed yet another rebound!

Similarly, following a recent knee injury, the coach nicknamed someone I know13 ‘Damaged Knee.’ His performance went down the drain due to the injury and, perhaps, the nickname.

Your Name Makes a Difference

Our actual names are more important than nicknames, which may come and go. People respond differently to different names. Lower status, unusual, or names spelt unusually can influence how we see ourselves, how our teachers treat us and how we perform in school and even our prospects for job interviews and career opportunities. One study, for instance, showed that the same exam script received different marks depending on the name of the student on the cover page. 

Allow me to make two recommendations. One for parents: select your children’s names carefully. The second is for you: if you do not like your first or last name, change it! That could be your first change before you even get to the middle of this book.
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Fido? Who would name a dog Fido? Now watch how they will treat me …

Short Joke

‘Gooday Mr Allen. I stopped by to ask you to change your records, as I have changed my first name, at last. It has been bothering me for years.’

‘Fair enough Fartel, I think that was a good idea. So, how are we going to call you from now on?’

‘Funnie!’14

[‘…’ !]

Longer Joke

A police officer stops a car for travelling faster than the posted speed limit. He asks the man his name.

‘Fred,’ he replies.

‘Fred what?’ the officer asks.

‘Just Fred,’ the man responds.

The officer is in a good mood, does not smell alcohol, and thinks he might just give the fellow a break, and write him out a warning instead of a ticket. Therefore, the officer presses him for the last name. The man tells him that he used to have a last name but lost it. The officer thinks that he has a nut case on his hands but plays along with it.

‘Tell me, Fred, how did you lose your last name?’

The man replies, ‘It’s a long story, so stay with me.’

‘I was born Fred Dingaling. I know–a funny last name. The kids used to tease me all the time. So, I stayed to myself, studied hard, and got good grades. When I got older, I realised that I wanted to be a doctor. I went through college, medical school, internship, and residency, and finally got my degree, so I was Fred Dingaling, MD.15 

‘After a while, I got bored being a doctor, so I decided to go back to school. Dentistry was my dream! Got through school, and got my degree, so then I was Fred Dingaling, MD, DDS.

I got bored doing dentistry, so I started fooling around with my assistant, and she gave me VD. So now, I was Fred Dingaling, MD, DDS, with VD.

Well, the ADA found out about the VD, so they took away my DDS. Then I was Fred Dingaling, MD with VD.

Then the AMA found out about the ADA taking away my DDS because of the VD, so they took away my MD, leaving me as Fred Dingaling with VD.

Then the VD took away my Dingaling, so now I’m just Fred.’

The officer walked away in tears, laughing.
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Fred Dingaling, MD, DDS, with VD.

Watch Your Self-Talk

According to Maxwell Maltz, author of Psycho-Cybernetics, our mind cannot tell the difference between an actual experience, and one vividly imagined. If that is true, then our thoughts and our imagery are quite significant for our development. In the words of the Gautama Buddha,16 ‘All that we are is the result of what we have thought. The mind is everything. What we think, we become.’ We are the sum of our thoughts. Each thought produces an action, and consequently an outcome.

Elaborating on that idea, Dr Dennis Waitley argued that the most important dialogue you and I will ever have is the one we have every day with ourselves! What we tell ourselves can be liberating or confining. Self-talk starts early when we are babies. For that reason, he suggested, when you talk to yourself, watch your language!

To illustrate the effects and importance of self-talk, Waitley wrote the following short poem.17

I have this little robot that goes around with me. I tell him what I am thinking, I tell him what I see. I tell my little robot all my hopes and fears. He listens and remembers all my joys and tears. At first, my little robot followed my command, but after years of training, he has gotten out of hand. He does not care what is right or wrong or what is true or false. No matter what I try now–he tells me what to do!
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Do not do as I say! (That should confuse him)

Your robot is continuously gathering information. If you feed it with thoughts such as, ‘You are lazy, disorganized, dull, you lack social skills’ soon it will learn its lesson, and despite your efforts, it will reply with comments identical to the ones you fed it. ‘You can’t do that, because you are lazy, remember? You said so; it must be true!’

The Sports Car

One day I bumped into Nick, an old high school friend whom I had not seen for years. Back in high school, Nick used to weigh around 150 kilos. We then predicted that his life would be difficult and, possibly, short. 

We exchanged the usual pleasantries, and then I asked him to tell me his life story … in three minutes, as people usually do. Nick went on to describe how he lost nearly all unwanted weight during his military service. ‘It was simple,’ he said. The food was lousy, so he ate less. He lost a couple of kilos within a week. Suddenly he was convinced that what he thought was impossible or excessively hard is possible and not that hard. He could lose weight. Which he did. He was in a good mood, and so was the attractive lady on his side.

As a bonus, he told me a great story for my book. He also became a race car driver. In the first part of a race, he ranked seventh–fulfilling his and everyone else’s expectations. Nevertheless, he was under the impression that something was wrong with the motor of the car he was driving. When he described the symptoms to an engineer friend, the latter retorted, ‘Aha! I know precisely what is wrong. Give me a minute and I will fix it.’ He opened the car bonnet and bent down, tweaking some parts with a screwdriver. In a minute, he closed the bonnet and told Nick, ‘Ready. Piece of cake! It’s much better now, take it for a spin.’ The second part of the car race started soon after. Nick finished second. He also was impressed by his performance. Nick looked around to thank his friend, the mechanic who tweaked the engine. ‘You moron,’ the mechanic replied, bursting into laughter. ‘I did nothing other than opening and closing the bonnet!’18
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Nick was under the impression that something was not right!

Learned Helplessness

When people try to accomplish a task and fail repeatedly, they are vulnerable to developing learned helplessness. The term refers to a state in which animals or humans feel unable or unwilling to avoid aversive situations, because of experiences that have led them to believe that they cannot escape the aversive situations–even if the situations are now escapable. Seligman and his colleagues concluded that learned helplessness can have significant effects on people’s physical and psychological health. For instance, the belief that we cannot change the conditions may affect our cognition and problem-solving ability, ultimately leading to passivity, poor health habits, depression, and the development of a victim mentality.

Training Fleas

I understand that you may doubt the validity and generalisability of the above. Some people tend to reject anything that is backed up by research or published by scientific or governmental organizations. On the contrary, they tend to regurgitate and repost anything that is out of the ordinary, lacks empirical evidence, and is published by an ‘alternative’ site or an unknown blogger or celebrity–usually with minimal or no background in the area.

For the unconvinced, those of you who want to see it with your own eyes, feel free to run your experiment. In the absence of mice, you can use fleas. Just follow the instructions below. Collect 4-5 fleas from your neighbourhood’s mongrels. Put the fleas in a glass jar and shut the lid. Fleas can catapult themselves up to 33 cm (38 times their body length) distance and up to 18 cm vertically! That is equivalent to a human jumping more than 50 meters vertically and 100 meters horizontally. Imagine if we could do that–beware Michael Jordan! The flees will repeatedly try to get out of the jar, but each time they jump, they will smash their head on the lid. After 10-20 attempts, they will quit trying, realizing that they are helplessly stuck in the jar.

You can now open the lid. The fleas will sit at the bottom of the jar,19 and stare at you as if they were dumb. 
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Learned helplessness

In case you cannot get your hands on a bunch of fleas, try training the elephant of your neighbourhood. Have you noticed how their trainers park elephants? They tie one of their legs with a tiny rope on a small pole nailed to the ground. They do not even bother to pull the handbrake. If you ever wondered why the elephants do not rip the pole and walk away, the answer is that these gentle giants have been subjected to learned helplessness training when they were little children, I mean … little. (I know
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