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To all who realize that

the next frontier is not only ahead of us,

it’s also inside of us.

•                                    •                                    •

It is useless to close the gates against new ideas;

they overleap them.

—CLEMENS WENZEL VON METTERNICH



1

What Does Your Brain Want, 
Anyway?

Deep within us dwell slumbering powers; powers that would astonish us, that we never dreamed of possessing; forces that would revolutionize our lives if aroused and put into action.

—ORISON MARDEN

What does your brain want, anyway?

If that question amounted to the same thing as asking what you want, life would be pretty simple: You’d decide what you want, and then you’d use your brainpower to make that happen. We’d all be all the things we want to be—accomplished, influential, healthy, wealthy, wise, admired, happy—in the kind of world we want to live in: peaceful, free, and just.

Singly and collectively, we have all the brainpower we need to make those things happen. But while you are a person of the twenty-first century, and what you want reflects your experiences in today’s world, your brain is pretty much the same model your ancestors were using a thousand years ago, and it still wants a lot of what it wanted back then, which isn’t necessarily good for you or congruent with what you want for yourself.1

You may want to change the world and, while you’re at it, drop a few pounds and maybe learn Italian; your brain would be just as content to have you pass the time watching some mindless television show while you munch on a cheeseburger and some fries. You may want to love your neighbor as yourself, but your brain wants to know which one of those neighbors stole your hedge trimmer.

No matter that your hedge trimmer is in fact right there in that back corner where you put it the last time you organized your garage; your brain can’t be bothered with remembering that. It would rather remember the name of that pigtailed girl who made fun of you in third grade, or maybe some obscure sports statistic, or something your boss said to you three months ago that might have been a compliment but, then again, might also have been some kind of subtle criticism.

And so it goes. You want this, but your brain wants that, and your brain often wins. As the comedian Emo Philips said, “I used to think my brain was the most wonderful organ in my body, until I realized who was telling me that.”

Incidentally, if your brain is right now trying to distract you from reading this by causing you to ask something like “Is the brain really an ‘organ’?” there are two answers to that. The first is, technically no, but that was just a joke, so lighten up, brain. The second is, as your brain well knows, you do have true brains within your organs, particularly in your heart and your gut. Scientists have proven that. These are not “brains,” in quotes, but real actual brains.

The gut brain, for example, includes more than a hundred million specialized nerve cells, a complex circuitry that enables it to act independently, learn, remember, and influence our perceptions and behaviors.2 And the heart brain consists of more than forty thousand neurons along with a complex network of neurotransmitters, proteins, and support cells. It’s as large as many key areas of the brain in your head.3

As we’ll see, there’s a certain amount of competition among your brains for your attention, and that also creates some problems for reaching your goals. You could ask Michael Eisner, CEO of the Walt Disney Company, and his former friend Michael Ovitz, who was often described as “the most powerful person in Hollywood,”4 about that. Their failure to listen to what their heart-and-gut-brains were telling them—practically shouting at them—cost them their friendship, cost Disney amazing millions of dollars, cost Ovitz his career, and played a part in Eisner’s early departure from Disney. We’ll get to that.

For now, I’ll refer to all your brains, cumulatively, as your brain, singular. Because, frankly, it confuses your brain while you’re reading to see the word in plural form when all your life you’ve seen it as singular. Your brain doesn’t like change, even if, as in this case, the change is closer to the truth than whatever your brain is clinging to.

Even with all its frustrating qualities, it’s not that your brain doesn’t want to be on your side. Of course it does—where else is it going to go? It just needs guidance. A little attention from you, at the right moments, can change a lot of its unproductive habits into positive attributes that will move you forward toward what you want, beyond what anyone thought you could accomplish, in remarkable ways and with remarkable ease.

Sometimes you have to tame parts of your brain that are holding you back today, even though they once preserved your ancient ancestors’ very lives by keeping them from trying anything new or stepping forward into challenging situations.

At other times, other parts of your brain will rush you toward doing something that’s good for you or important to you, whether you’re ready or not. “You can’t climb that big tree!” someone says. “Can, too!” you answer. “Yeah, well, let’s see you do it then.” And, scared half to death, you do, and your world changes. “You can’t sit here in the front of this bus,” someone says to Rosa Parks. “Can, too,” she thinks. And she does. And the world begins to change.

A specific part of your brain, the nucleus accumbens located within the dorsal striatum, responds to challenge by flaring into action, charging your system with determination and ingenuity to help you do things others think you can’t.5, 6

Of course, sometimes you get partway up the tree, fall, and break your arm. Sometimes, like Nelson Mandela, you get thrown in jail for twenty-seven years for believing your people should be free, or, like Albert Einstein and Abraham Lincoln, you fail at practically everything you try. Heeding the nucleus accumbens doesn’t mean your life will be perfect or even easy; it just means that you’ll have more gumption to stay on the path toward being the best you.



This is a good place to raise three important points that apply to this book as a whole. First, when I name the nucleus accumbens as a specific part of your brain that goads you toward doing things that others think you can’t, I’m giving you my best read of the latest brain science. But brain science is growing explosively these days for many reasons, in part because its power to help improve lives is being demonstrated time and again, and in part because brain-imaging technologies are now permitting scientists to observe brain activity more and more minutely. So next week someone may discover that there’s another area, even one within the nucleus accumbens, that actually provokes that reaction, or that the reaction results from several areas in combination, or from something else altogether. That won’t change the fact that your brain has this resource within it; it will just change the name of the location where that resource is found.

So, then, why name brain areas at all in this book, and why make claims for what they do and how they affect us? One reason is that some functions of some areas are pretty well settled, so I assert them with considerable confidence. A second reason is that for all the areas named in the book, what I’m saying is accurate, insofar as it’s the best knowledge we have now. There are plenty of endnotes for you to follow if you want to dig more deeply. Thirdly, I have observed it to be true for my clients and for me personally that sometimes having a name to relate a specific attribute to makes following the material easier, even if you don’t actually remember that name for very long.

Perhaps most important, there’s the larger question that leads to my third point: If it’s all so up in the air and so potentially complicated, why learn about the brain, anyway? My goal in encouraging you to learn some of the basics of your brain and nervous system is based on the behavior-change fact that if you can’t see it, or sense it, and basically understand it, you can’t guide it, and then, indeed, you will get in your own way. Instead of you shaping your life forward, noticing and transcending certain deeply wired tendencies you have that are counterproductive, your brain would simply run you, and then you end up feeling like a victim or passenger in life, instead of the driver of your own distinctive existence and untapped potential.



TO GET OUT OF THE BOX, YOU HAVE TO SEE THE BOX

In adverse circumstances, your brain usually inherently wants you to retreat, lower your expectations, accept less from yourself and your life. In effect, to flee instead of fighting.7 Your brain even tells you that this leveling out of feelings and compromising of your dreams is a good thing, a show of “maturity.” Einstein himself, speaking from experience, expressed the alternative: “How many people are trapped in their everyday habits: part numb, part frightened, part indifferent? To have a better life we must keep choosing how we are living.”8

There are many aspects to that choosing, but one of the principal ones is to choose when to let your brain have its way so you can ride on its coattails to higher and higher levels of accomplishment and satisfaction, and when to override the brain activities that can mire you in habit, ordinariness, and disappointment.

Neuroscientists are realizing that there are brain centers for just about everything. There’s one for the happiness you experience when you solve a puzzle or a problem;9 there’s one for the desire to punish people who cheat to get ahead;10 there’s one that relates to spiritual experience;11 there’s one that can turn you from a procrastinator into a workaholic.12

There is even a part of the brain, called the “interpreter,” that makes up stories to explain things you have done. If, for example, a hypnotized person is programmed to crow like a rooster upon a given signal, she will do so; if then asked why she was crowing, she will “explain” it with something like “It’s such a beautiful day, I just felt like crowing!” The explanation always makes sense, and it’s never inconsistent with the facts of the person’s life—she won’t say, for instance, “I play the part of a rooster in an upcoming community play, and I need to rehearse,” if there’s no such forthcoming play; it just isn’t true.13

It’s an amazing instrument, your brain, but it’s up to you to see that it plays the tune you want. The first step toward doing that is to realize that the most dominant parts of your brain are essentially reactive and protective. As I said, your brain wants to keep the rest of you around, and so it’s constantly sensing for threat and danger and steering you away from them. Like a very overprotective parent, it turns any molehill of potential trouble into a mountain of looming misery.

WHAT’S THE WORST THING THAT COULD HAPPEN?

“Try climbing that tree and you’ll be lucky if the only thing you break is your arm,” your brain tells you. “Speak up in that meeting and you’re sure to get punished for it.” “Hug your child too often and people will start thinking bad things about you.” “Try that new marketing strategy and you’ll become a laughingstock among your peers.”

Your brain collects information about awful outcomes like the most fanatical conspiracy theorist, and delights in dredging up more and more of it. That’s one reason why your brain likes television so much—one good evening sitting there and you’ve got plenty more information about catastrophic outcomes. “Remember that guy on the news, somewhere in the Midwest, who got stabbed when he asked his neighbor to return his hedge trimmer?” “Remember that Seinfeld episode when Costanza talked back to George Steinbrenner and got fired?”

Of course, you know at some conscious level that an episode of Seinfeld is just a made-up story, but at its core your brain doesn’t really separate “fact” from “fiction.” As part of a database of things to worry about, your brain treats television shows, magazine stories, movies, and gossip as seriously as it treats your actual life experiences.

Organizations, as collections of individual brains, have extraordinarily deep reservoirs of awful stories about what can go wrong when we take any risk at all or do anything differently. It’s almost comical how organizational theorists keep coming up with “breakthrough” ideas about “overcoming resistance to change,” and those ideas don’t actually make much difference. Duh—a few million collective scenarios of what can go wrong versus one “burning platform” or some “continuous, deep, committed communication.”14 You figure the odds.

Kind of makes you want to flee instead of standing up and fighting for what you want, doesn’t it? Especially in today’s world, when all anyone seems to want from you is more. More profits, more work, more time, more ideas, more innovation, more efficiency, more output, more commitment, more risk-taking, more sacrifice, more, more, more.

THE SMALLEST CHANGES CAN MAKE THE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE

But here’s the good news. Once you recognize that some parts of your brain are getting in your way—that the part of “you” that’s made up of some parts of your brain is getting in the way of the whole “you” that’s more than just those parts of your brain—you can start switching off the counterproductive parts and start making use of the other parts of your brain that are just waiting to align your best energy and brainpower with your goals, hopes, wishes, dreams, and aspirations. In fact, simply recognizing how some parts of your brain may be holding you back is a big first step toward putting them in their place.

In the midst of the din and the yammering and the demands, there are moments when a little energy applied in the right way will start positive change happening, and lead the way to more and more moments—which you will come to recognize more and more clearly—that sustain the momentum toward what you want to achieve. Your brain has been taught (of course) that there’s a price to be paid for opening yourself to those moments, but people wholly immersed in the real world, from Thomas Edison to Oprah Winfrey to Estée Lauder to Michael Dell to Michael Jordan, would tell you that the right moments can come to you anytime. You just have to see them and seize them before they evaporate or get shouted down.

It’s not just famous people or world-changers who are models for seizing the right moments. In this book I’ll tell about some people you might not have heard much about, whose stories illustrate what your brain will do to help you reach your goals, if you permit it to. People like school principal Muriel Summers, inventor Henry Martyn Leland, attorney Inge Fryklund, social-service agency head Howard Hendrick, high-school student Frank Daily, Japanese fashion designer Rei Kawakubo, statesman James F. Byrnes, drag racer Cristen Powell, and swimmer Gary Hall Jr.

You don’t need to master the latest neuroscience to appreciate the enormous leverage the right moments provide. In essence, those moments permit you to tap into sources of inner power that usually become submerged beneath the everyday bustle. It’s like the difference in marketing between accumulating small “impressions”—the number of times an ad gets seen—as opposed to changing consumer attitudes in one dramatic moment.

Most impressions are fleeting and pretty inconsequential, even though they can add up to what is called “share of mind.” If, for example, your carbonated beverage is on billboards, in commercials, and in print ads, all those little impressions might cause some people to remember your product when it’s time to buy or order a beverage. But if you can get Julia Roberts or Tiger Woods to consume your beverage on camera at some big award ceremony with so much delight that it seems the beverage is more gratifying than the award itself, then you get a thousand times the leverage.

When you seize the right moments in the right ways, you get that same kind of leverage, which can have immeasurably more impact than what you do with the other thousands of moments in your day. I’ve already mentioned how the nucleus accumbens becomes active when something genuinely important to a truly satisfying life is happening, when there’s a provocation to stand up for your finest ideals or to prove to others that you can achieve what they think you can’t. Then there’s the orbital cortex, which “sees” without seeing, senses when things aren’t the way they should be, and sparks motivation and decision-making to set things right.15

Along with our heart brain and gut brain, those brain areas—and several others—are the sources of inspiration, vision, commitment, and momentum toward reaching your goals. They not only keep you on track toward accomplishing what matters to you, they also provide the insight, awareness, resilience, emotional stability, and clarity that help you get there. Heeding those areas and enlivening them makes life easier. In effect, it streamlines everything you do so that you require far less energy to advance.

Why don’t we all just tune in to those wonderful instruments and tune out the static? There are many reasons, which I’ll discuss more fully later, but one fundamental reason takes us back to what I’ve already suggested: Under any kind of stress, the loudest signals your brain sends are about what’s happening right at this moment and how to survive it. Anything that’s not immediately critical—such as moving toward your longer-term goals—gets drowned out.

This phenomenon is familiar to anyone who works in or leads an organization: Strategic plans or mission statements or corporate visions are laboriously produced (often wholly or in part at an off-site meeting, to get away from the daily stresses), but they often have little impact on what people actually do, because everyone is much more concerned with today’s “hot news” (the boss’s mood, the rumors of budget cuts or outsourcing, the “squeaky wheel” customer, the Super Bowl office pool, what’s appropriate to wear to the company picnic) than they are with advancing some way-down-the-road vision of the future.

ABOVE THE FRAY

In today’s more-more-more world, practically all of us are fueled by stress, which has become so normal that we hardly notice it. This stress-centered drive is called “tense energy”; it’s sparked by hormones like adrenaline and cortisol, which detonate small, lethal explosions in your organs and arteries as they’re released, punctuated by stimulants like caffeine, sugar, rushing, tension, and deadlines. “The stress is killing me,” we tell each other, and then we proudly enumerate all the things that are “driving us crazy.”

That’s your brain, giving you a message, because, of course, the stress truly is killing you—leading you, among other things, to heart disease and cancer.16 And it’s also killing off the “you” that is truly you, that is not just the rantings of your ancient brain. It’s up to you, the real you of your unique dreams and aspirations, to decide whether that is indeed “crazy,” and what you want to do about it.

         

So, to answer the question with which I began this chapter, what your brain wants is everything: security and opportunity, rip-roaring adventure and couch-potato indolence, solitude and community, change and stability, life and—if the psychiatrists are right—death, too. And it wants it all now, except the death part. Which ones it works toward, now and into the future, is completely up to you, moment by moment.

Over the course of three decades of research, teaching, and hands-on work with leaders and organizations around the world, I have sought the best tools and strategies to help you make the best choices in the midst of life’s roar. All around us, a few exceptional individuals and teams are accomplishing the seemingly impossible—not just once but again and again, in changing circumstances and under rising pressures. They’re hitting higher-than-expected targets and making it look easy, doing it with more ingenuity and fewer resources, more speed and less stress, more trust and less time—while still managing to have rich and full lives.

These top performers have learned that just going along is stifling, settling for less than your biggest dreams is draining, and furiously treading water to stay in the same place is soul-destroying.

Their secret is that they’ve learned to get out of their own way—to wisely work with the brain, and around it, instead of against it. They step aside from their ancient brains’ chatter and set about accomplishing what’s rare and often amazing, surpassing everyone’s expectations—including, often, their own.

Yet that’s not really a secret at all. Star performers in all walks of life, whether they do it intuitively or with sophisticated coaching, are applying lessons that scientific research and careful observation have been imparting to us for years. Those lessons are counterintuitive, and often contradictory to the received wisdom about success that most of us have been fed throughout our lives, but they work where the traditional advice leaves most of us in a knot of tension and frustration. They’re only secrets to those unable to see them.

FIVE KEYS

In Eye and Brain, British neuropsychologist Richard Gregory asserts that perception is “a dynamic searching for the best interpretation of the available data.”17 That, in practical terms, is my aim in this book. Along with my colleagues, I have interviewed scientists, reviewed, tested, revised, and retested the simple, practical methods that will turn your brain’s amazing powers to your advantage. If you apply them, often for just a few minutes each day, you’ll find yourself making the five kinds of larger choices that enable you to achieve what others think you can’t—and even what you think you can’t.

Those five choices are as follows:

•                           Direction, not motion

•                           Focus, not time

•                           Capacity, not conformity

•                           Energy, not effort

•                           Impact, not intentions

Trying harder is a prescription for disappointment and dissatisfaction; it’s trying differently that changes everything.



Key 1                                    DIRECTION, Not Motion

It’s not how busy you are or how fast you’re moving, it’s how effectively you are advancing in the right direction.

The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the impossible.

—ARTHUR C. CLARKE

During several summers when I was a boy, my family traveled for a few weeks to visit national landmarks. We camped in parks, in a tent. At a gift shop in one of those parks, my mother bought a small piece of wood with an acorn glued to it and a saying painted in a circle around the acorn. It read, “The hurrier I go, the nuttier I get.”

Ain’t it the truth. Looking back, I also think she bought it as a not-so-subtle hint to my father about the pace of those trips: Reach Site A, set up tent, unload essential items, visit every possible corner of Site A in a maximum of two days, repack, get in car, head for Site B, repeat.

There was plenty of motion in those trips, but only my father experienced them as having any real direction, because for the rest of us Site G felt pretty much exactly like Site A, except that by the time we got to Site G we were more exhausted, more irritable, and far less enthusiastic than we had been at the beginning. Instead of learning or growing or thrilling at what we saw, we paced off the battlefield or trudged along the trail or sat before the educational filmstrip with only one thought: When will this end?

Direction, as I’m talking about it here, is more than your next destination. It’s some overarching purpose that inspires you and gives meaning to your activities. Without it, we live as sadly as the “hired man” in Robert Frost’s poem, having “nothing to look backward to with pride, and nothing to look forward to with hope.”

BEYOND YOUR SHOETOPS

Your brain is not made for today’s manic pace, and it’s all it can do to keep up. The more you can run on preprogrammed routines and habits, without glancing far above your shoetops, the happier your brain is—and the more it’s actually in your way. It’s not for nothing that the eminent scholar of consciousness Robert Ornstein can say, “The mind is a squadron of simpletons,”1 and “The human mental system is failing to comprehend the modern world.”2

When researcher Paul Light studied organizational adaptation to change, he found something similar. While people can handle one major change or perhaps two, after that the majority of employees, like my siblings and I on those summer camping trips, lose almost all their zest for heading toward yet another new destination.3

The best hope you have for creating genuine direction toward a future worth going to and toward goals that bring out your best is to make good choices about what parts of your brain to engage. For example, parts of the forebrain, which lies just beneath your temples, are stimulated whenever you look into the future—say, five years ahead—or across a distant physical or mental horizon.4 It mobilizes your inner resources to get there, to make what you envision happen, to realign and energize your current actions along a through-line to that future.

It’s remarkably easy to implement the simple actions that begin permitting your forebrain to have some say about your future amid all those simpleton brain areas clamoring for more of the same, believing that being busy is the same as actually getting somewhere. I’ll show you how to do that in the next chapters.

The central message of this section is this: You must choose the right moments, not motion, and these moments must be carefully aligned on a through-line to your best possible future. It only takes a moment, a clear far-forward glimpse, a special “stretch” toward the future here and there every day, to keep the forebrain performing its magic, keeping you ahead in a changing world and positioning you to achieve an ever-better future. It only takes a moment, and few people ever know to do it.

And there’s a caution here, too. If you don’t engage your forebrain and its scanning of the most compelling possible future, it backs off, and even stops altogether and actually atrophies, as brain areas can do when they are not being fully engaged.5 Then your other reactionary, survival-today-oriented brain circuitry fills the void, leaving you even less able to imagine and pursue your best future. There’s a general rule here that I call the Brain Displacement Principle, which is generally summed up in Bob Dylan’s famous axiom “He not busy being born is busy dying”: If you are not deliberately using your most useful brain areas to move you forward, then your least useful ones will probably take over.

So fragile is this balance when it comes to your forebrain that you can permanently lose the capacity to truly envision a future for yourself in any but the most wishful and fantastical ways: One day that capacity just vanishes, along with your ability to realistically plot a way from where you are now to someplace you want to be in the future. Put bluntly, you become more like a machine and less like a person. You can still follow all the rules that are programmed into you—you just can’t dream of something new and make it happen.

On the contrary, when you tap into the forebrain’s readiness to activate and shape the way your life and your work connect to your unique abilities and passions, the forebrain is strengthened in much the same way that a muscle is strengthened by exercise, and you move forward more and more powerfully, more and more easily, less and less at the mercy of your reactionary brain centers.

Achieving what others think you can’t is largely a matter of getting out of your own way, of choosing to shut off the motion for a while and permitting your brain to offer direction instead, and then building in that direction. The chapters in this section will help you with that, too, and with a range of other techniques and methods for lining up precisely the right moments on that through-line to your dreams.

ROARING OFF THE FACE OF THE EARTH

Robert H. Goddard, the driving force behind America’s early space programs, is today called “the father of space flight.” But when Goddard first imagined that a rocket could be propelled through outer space, the New York Times ridiculed his dream, saying he lacked even “the knowledge ladled out daily in high schools.” With no atmosphere in outer space and therefore nothing for an engine to thrust against, the Times patiently explained, a rocket couldn’t move an inch.6 That was in 1920.

Goddard stuck to his dream, insisting, “It is difficult to say what is impossible, for the dream of yesterday is the hope of today and the reality of tomorrow.”

In 1969, when the Apollo 11 mission reached the moon, the Times reconsidered its earlier scoffing and mocked itself instead, in an editorial that included these words: “Further investigation and experimentation have confirmed the findings of Isaac Newton in the 17th century, and it is now definitely established that a rocket can function in a vacuum as well as in an atmosphere. The Times regrets the error.”7

Maybe it was Goddard who inspired the great psychologist Abraham Maslow to say that when we free ourselves from the constraints of ordinary goals and uninformed scoffers we will find ourselves “roaring off the face of the earth.” That’s what happens when we focus on going in the direction we want to go and not on the buzz and bustle and naysaying of everyday life. Manage direction, not motion, and the world may one day owe you an apology for scoffing at your grandest dreams.


2

Good and Great Are the 
Enemies of Possible

We must not be afraid of dreaming the seemingly impossible if we want the seemingly impossible to become reality.

—VACLAV HAVEL

My grandparents, whom you will hear about from time to time in this book, had a big influence on my life. My mother’s father, Wendell Downing, was an accomplished physician and surgeon. He always took time to share his knowledge, experiences, and wisdom with me. I was his first grandchild, and he had suffered some tragic losses in his life;1 maybe that’s why he always made time for me.

During the early years when I would visit him at his medical office, I always noticed a blue index card tucked in the corner of his ink blotter. On it were these words: “Good and great are the enemies of what’s possible.” During one of our many conversations about this topic, he gave me that small card as a reminder to carry with me. On the back of it he had written:

There will always be a conflict between good, great, and possible.

—HENRY MARTYN LELAND

My grandfather loved writing down wisdom he received from many sources. In this case, the author of the quote, Henry Martyn Leland, exemplified what my grandfather valued: the capacity to constantly question “good enough” and continually press beyond what the world considered “great” to imagine instead what might become possible, and then to bring a wholly new standard into reality. Among other things, Leland invented a better automobile in 1902 when most people considered it a great accomplishment just to attach four wheels to an internal combustion engine. That automobile was the first Cadillac, with many features that made it safer, more reliable, and more enjoyable to drive. Then, at the age of seventy-six, when he felt Cadillac was resting on its laurels, he invented another automobile whose brand name became synonymous with quality—the Lincoln. His design for the Lincoln engine was entirely new, based not on previous automobile design but on innovations Leland had developed while manufacturing airplane engines during World War I.2

Aiming just for “good enough” traps us in mediocrity. Striving toward great is better, but even achieving greatness often holds the seeds of its own downfall. Only reaching always for what’s possible keeps us fully alive and fully in touch with our true potential. The author and poet John O’Donohue has said, “Always we tend to equate ‘the limit’ with the limits of what’s possible, but it never is. If you could look at limits in a creative way, the limit would always be the invitation to the beyond that you don’t know yet.”3

Impossible is not a fact, it’s just an opinion. Or a question mark. It’s temporary. As the indomitable conductor of the Boston Philharmonic, Benjamin Zander, puts it, “You can choose one of three responses to any experience that you have: resignation, anger, or possibility.”4 Selecting the third response—“standing in possibility,” in Zander’s words—means rejecting impossibility and imagining and creating what can be, instead of stewing over what was or settling for what is.

NEUROPLASTICITY AND YOU

Your brain is your ally in this. Whenever brain cells are activated—by new sights, sounds, conversations, creative pursuits, or problem-solving—they begin to change. They produce more electrochemical energy, form new connections, remodel nerve endings, improve receptor networks, and revitalize your overall brain function.5 You become more capable, smarter, and more vibrantly involved with life. Each time you reach further, your brain becomes better at helping you go beyond that.6

With practice you can strengthen and embolden the more forward-looking and inventive parts of your brain, the places that see your life and the world as it could be and ask, why not? If, at the same time, you take action to quiet down the usual outcry of your brain’s other hyperreactionary areas—the ones that tend to hijack your attention and overwhelm your biochemistry and work against you—you can really make progress toward your top priorities.7 In a positive upward spiral, these actions turn your life and work toward what’s better and deeper, not just what’s easiest or most popular.

It takes rehearsal to build new skills, particularly if you’re aiming to overturn deeply ingrained patterns or habits.8 Fortunately, some of that practice requires only moments of sharpened focus, rather than hours.9 Even just envisioning a new way to respond to a challenge activates the same brain cells that are required to perfectly perform that response.10

The whole structure of the brain, in fact, can be changed just by thinking, a phenomenon called “neuroplasticity.”11 For instance, recent brain scans of Tibetan Buddhist monks showed that the brains of monks who had spent many hours in meditation had acquired a far different structure than the brains of monks who were novice meditators. As the Wall Street Journal reported, “[A]ctivity in the left prefrontal cortex (the seat of positive emotions such as happiness) swamped activity in the right prefrontal (site of negative emotions and anxiety), something never before seen from purely mental activity. A sprawling circuit that switches on at the sight of suffering also showed greater activity in the monks. So did regions responsible for planned movement, as if the monks’ brains were itching to go to the aid of those in distress.”12

Similarly, as described recently in The New York Times Magazine, “Brain scans of London cabbies showed that the detailed mental maps they had built up in the course of navigating their city’s complicated streets were apparent in their brains. Not only was the posterior hippocampus—one area of the brain where spatial representations are stored—larger in the drivers; the increase in size was proportional to the number of years they had been on the job.”13

And here’s one more startling example of the power of thought alone: A muscle can be physically strengthened merely by visualizing it getting stronger.14 Thirty adults were tested using a purely mental “exercise routine” for fifteen minutes a day over twelve weeks. In each “workout” they imagined they were doing fifty repetitions of exercise for their little finger and elbow joint. At the end of the test, the subjects had increased strength in the finger by an average of 35 percent and in the elbow by 13.4 percent—literally without lifting a finger.15 Similar experiments aimed at developing the biceps have yielded similar results.16

There’s also the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), which serves as one of the brain’s “gear-shifters,” freeing changes in behavior and helping you be open and flexible.17 When the ACC isn’t working well enough, we tend to get locked onto negative thoughts or behaviors and have trouble noticing pivotal moments or seeing options in stressful situations.18 What your brain becomes, and how it develops to aid in serving your deepest needs for accomplishing what matters most to you, is within your control.

HOW GOOD AND GREAT HOLD US BACK

Reaching for what’s possible changes you. You start becoming what you were born to be—an original in your own right who doesn’t turn away but steps forward, someone who keeps wondering what might be and sets out to create it. You devise better ways to exceed the best you’ve ever given to the world instead of marching in place or just polishing the edges of what you’re already good or great at.

Resting on what’s considered great has always been a recipe for decline. I remember touring Rome once with a guide who pointed out one marvelous achievement after another of the first Roman emperor, Augustus. Augustus was said to have inherited a city of brick and left a city of marble, with twelve entrances on twelve hills. He built nearly a thousand glorious new structures—bridges, buildings, monuments, and aqueducts. As we marveled at the remnants of Augustus’s grand designs, our guide exclaimed with pride that this era marked the pinnacle of Rome’s greatness.

“What came next?” I asked.

After an awkward silence, the guide said, “Slow ruin.”

It’s much the same for individuals, groups, and organizations today.19 For example, Forbes magazine annually names a Company of the Year, based on past performance and projected staying power. The winners would seem to have the right to proclaim themselves “great,” yet since 1995 more than half of them have suffered precipitous declines almost immediately after being named.20 Being king of the business hill one day doesn’t tell much about a company’s future—of the 1955 Fortune 500, 70 percent are now out of business.21 Of the companies on the 1979 Fortune 500 list, 40 percent no longer exist.22 Of those on the 2000 list, 30 percent are already gone.23 The data show that excellent companies one year rarely sustain that excellence for long; visionary companies built to last often don’t; and organizations that move from good to great get passed by almost as soon as they’re crowned.24

Here’s one of the hidden reasons why: Our brains are wired in many ways to make “great” a difficult status to maintain. Staying on top requires constant change and adaptation, and that creates pressure. Our inherent reaction to such pressure is deeply embedded in our neural pathways—as a survival mechanism, human beings are designed to do whatever is necessary to avoid stress, minimize pain, eliminate surprises, fend off uncertainty, and resist change. Your brain’s deep and ancient amygdala, for instance, craves routine and promotes the repetition of habits. It wants to make sure you avoid venturing into the unknown. From its place inside your brain’s limbic system (which we’ll discuss later), it scans everything that happens to you or could happen to you, moment to moment, ever alert for even a hint of a change in your normal patterns, and when it detects such a change it floods you with warnings about the dangers of what you’re doing.25

Where there are no changes, there are no worries, the amygdala seems to say. But when you take the small, specific actions in this book to reduce the panic-button tendencies of the amygdala, you make changes with less stress. You experience a second benefit, too, because the amygdala is not purely a blindly instinctive emotional reaction center; it also helps uphold your guiding values—both in living them and defending them.26 It’s not just your ancient and often misplaced fear reactions that are wired very deep inside you; your most enduring values are there, too.

Not only are your values there, they are hooked up to deep emotional resources that can propel you forward. There are far more neural connections running from your amygdala to your higher, more thoughtful brain centers (such as the cerebral cortex) than there are running in the other direction. This reflects the fact that our emotions influence our thinking significantly more than our thinking influences our feelings. Sometimes that power of emotions can be counterproductive, if unfiltered emotional reactions are permitted to run your behavior. But when your emotions are aligned toward something that matters to you, such as the enduring values your amygdala embraces, the other meaning-driven brain centers work in that direction, too.

Whatever you do, you will do it more purposefully when your emotions are appropriately engaged. A core concept here is “emotional experiential memory,” or EEM. Essentially, one function of your brain’s limbic system27 is to test all your experiences and decide which ones it would like you to repeat and which ones it would like you to avoid, and it stores that information in your emotional experiential memory.

At the most basic level, your EEM contains information like “Ice cream. Good. Repeat.” And “Touching hot stove. Bad. Avoid.” At higher levels, your EEM contains messages about the satisfactions and dissatisfactions of achieving your goals, living your values, honoring your relationships with others, and all the other things that ultimately define what your life will add up to. The more you engage with things that inspire you emotionally, the more powerful is your motivation to achieve them. Your EEM provides a “higher gear” that stimulates forceful self-regulated action for making new choices that move you toward what really matters most to you.28

With the EEM and the limbic system, as we saw with the amygdala, there’s a double-edged quality. There’s a drive to succeed, because success feels good. And then there’s a deep and enduring drive to be cautious, to not go beyond what has already succeeded, for two related reasons. First, moving toward something new and better involves change, and change involves doing things differently, and things you do differently can go wrong. So instinct tells you to stick with what you know and what you’ve done before. Second, we all have many bad memories associated with “failing” at things that are new to us, and the limbic system has them all cataloged. Maybe they happened in school, in sports, in relationships, at a new job or task, or in any one of many other areas, but they’re all still there in your brain. So your EEM has access to a very broad category of things under the heading “Change. Painful. Avoid”29 as well as the other end of the spectrum with powerful positive emotion-centered memories and aspirations.

I’ll talk more later about getting the positive parts of your brain on your side and aligned toward achieving your deepest and farthest goals. EEM plays a crucial role in that. But for now you can see how much pressure your brain can exert on you to protect and defend success instead of seeking new challenges. That also makes “great” a dangerous place to be. Whenever we become great at something, we instinctively stop doing the kinds of new and ingenious things that grew that greatness and unconsciously but powerfully switch our attention and energies to holding on to our lead or fame, repeating what we believe got us there.

Just before he was decisively defeated by Wellington’s innovative tactics at Waterloo, Napoléon said, “My way is proven superior.” Success often reassures us that we’ve hit on the one best way to succeed—our way.30 There are certain warning signs in the business world of greatness rigidifying into failure, and it’s easy to see how the same kinds of disaster-inviting perceptions can take over the lives of individuals in any situation. Here are some of those warning signs:

•                           You start believing that you have all the best answers.

•                           You resent and resist anyone who is not 100 percent behind your view.

•                           You “go Hollywood,” obsessed with your image rather than being genuine or true.

•                           You underestimate emerging obstacles.

•                           You see yourself dominating the field or environment.

•                           You rely on what worked for you in the past.31

THE NEUROSCIENCE OF WHAT’S POSSIBLE

To be sure that our greatest achievements are a series of momentary points on the rising path to what’s possible, and not the beginnings of our decline, we must counteract the deep influence of the amygdala and other ancient parts of the limbic system. Fortunately, there are other brain resources that with some practice can help us do that—in particular, the frontal lobes region and, inside it, your prefrontal cortex (PFC).

The frontal lobes provide the core circuits of working memory, temporarily storing key insights that can be compared, contrasted, and integrated by the executive functions of the brain and which support goal-directed behavior.32 But you have to consciously apply your frontal lobes to help you, or any progress will be hit and miss. It’s very easy when you’re living in a rushing, reactive mode to have the frontal lobes all but drowned out by the doom-and-gloom brain regions that clamor for attention and can flood your body with stress chemicals at the slightest bit of pressure or foreshadowing of change.

In order to sense a new idea or shape a better future, we must first create it in the brain as a possibility.33 Otherwise it remains invisible to us. The prefrontal cortex is where new ideas have a chance to take hold and grow. It gives you the ability to make plans, compare concepts, and assemble your intuitive perceptions into a unified whole. It frees you from the grip of habit, custom, and fear.34

The PFC integrates incoming stimuli from your senses and other brain areas and then oversees the working memory circuits that move your intentions into action.35 Every time you envision a goal or target that is emotionally compelling to you personally, you activate the PFC, and you also energize the positive aspects of your emotional experiential memory toward building new successes instead of simply defending old ones.

But it takes practice to get the PFC fully on your side. With practice you can train it to activate faster and stay more firmly in a guidance-toward-your-goals mode, which also helps keep the faster-reacting watch-out-this-could-be-bad brain areas like the amygdala from hijacking your attention. The greater the PFC preactivation, as it’s called—using simple tools like those described in this chapter—the more successful you will be at performing goal-related actions.36 If you are more oriented toward external drivers—such as the rewards of being labeled “great” and the satisfactions of repeating what’s already good—than you are to internal rewards and deeper purpose, then the PFC does not come to your aid.37

When that happens, your brain lapses into a zero-sum game. This feels natural because it’s so common—many of us have been taught that you can only find your best, and then better it, through head-to-head competition. Once in a while that kind of competition does produce dramatic breakthroughs, but more often it limits your accomplishments and hinders your attainment of what’s possible. In today’s world, those who surpass the best find that it’s excelling, not competing, that makes the biggest difference.38 They realize that their triumphs do not require someone else to lose.39

Whenever you launch into a competitive mind-set, assuming you have to defeat others in order to reach your goals, you are likely to become a victim of that very mind-set.40 Such competitiveness has been shown to stall forward progress altogether and waste up to 40 percent of people’s time at work.41

Competition inhibits learning and creativity because people in conditions of competition focus solely on the task at hand, paying too much attention to what competitors are doing, comparing themselves to others but not to greater possibilities, and trying to win the favor of those who are judging the contest.42

Even thinking competitive thoughts can interfere with best performance and increase the release of negative stress hormones.43 In studies on athletes, for example, competitive words such as “harder,” “better,” “faster,” and “win” stimulated more than double the normal levels of stress hormones. Researchers recommend that people “abandon competitive thinking during exercise,” because “performance improves when you take pressure off yourself.”44 In fact, according to one leading student of performance, “superior performance not only does not require competition; it usually seems to require its absence.”45

Star-performing individuals and teams replace the goal of getting across the finish line ahead of the other person with the aim of going beyond the best they have ever given because doing so matters to them personally, for its own sake.

TAPPING INTO WHAT’S POSSIBLE

Even before science had fully understood the functions of the amygdala, the limbic system, and the prefrontal cortex, my grandfather sensed how to tap into the neuroscience of what’s possible. He would tell me, “Always be appreciative when someone calls your efforts ‘great,’ but only let it into your heart and mind for about ten seconds. Then ask, What’s deeper? What’s better? What’s next?”

To do that, you have to put courage and curiosity ahead of your fears and reservations. When a 3M chemist accidentally spilled a vial of liquid fluorocarbon on his new athletic shoes, he tried desperately to hose it off with water and save his shoes. The water just rolled off. In many settings, such an accident would be an embarrassment, but not for this engineer at 3M, whose curiosity about possibilities was stronger than his desire to make excuses for a mistake. Scotchgard was born.

Chocolate-chip cookies are another example of a mistake turned into a bonanza by someone willing to take the next step beyond wounded pride. In 1930, Ruth Wakefield wanted to make chocolate cookies for the customers at her well-known restaurant. She cut a bar of chocolate into small bits and mixed it with her cookie dough, expecting it to melt. What she expected didn’t happen, but she served the results anyway, and a worldwide favorite came into being. So it is, also, for the microwave oven, windshield wipers, Coca-Cola, Silly Putty, cellophane, dynamite, the yo-yo, and dozens of other products, all of which were mistakes that turned out to be gold mines.46

DON’T COUNT ON THE EXPERTS

The experts might scoff as you aim past the next imaginary “limit.” But the experts’ predictive powers leave a lot to be desired. On a lonesome high-school athletic field, Dick Fosbury realized that he could jump higher over a crossbar by turning onto his back when he was in the air than by doing what everyone had always done, which was to scissor across the bar one leg at a time. Traditionalists were aghast—until Fosbury soared his way to a gold medal and an Olympic high jump record in 1968, forever changing his sport.

Even then, the “experts” continued to defend what they “knew” to be great. “Kids imitate champions,” U.S. Olympic coach Payton Jordan, of Yale, said at the time. “If they try to imitate Fosbury, he will wipe out an entire generation of high jumpers because they will all have broken necks.”47

Before you succumb to the constricted thinking of the so-called experts, remember how inclined they often are to consider today’s best as all there is. Louis Lumière, for example, had the foresight to open the world’s first movie theater, in Paris, in 1895. His company’s films were shown all around the world. And then, declaring that “the cinema is an invention without any commercial future,” he quit the business for good in 1900.48 And just a year before Lumière’s premature exit from the movie business, the commissioner of the U.S. Patent Office, Charles H. Duell, resigned his position, announcing, “Everything that can be invented has been invented.”49

Other formidable experts have gone out on the forecasting limb to assert the following:

No one will ever set foot on the moon.

There’s a world market for about five computers.

Plastic cards will never replace cash.

Lord of the Rings can never be made into a successful movie.

Rock and roll won’t last a year.

Overnight delivery can’t succeed as a business.

Instant messaging will never catch on.

Those experts couldn’t really imagine the future, but others did, and proved them wrong. It’s always wise to remember what the science writer Arthur C. Clarke defined as his “first law”: “When a distinguished but elderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost certainly right. When he states that something is impossible, he is very probably wrong.”50

HEADING TOWARD WHAT’S IMPOSSIBLE

You can’t make what’s possible happen until you imagine it. Awakening and engaging your prefrontal cortex to imagine what you can achieve that is better than your best is the first step toward achieving the impossible.

Ask one question whenever you’re about to settle for doing something in a certain way: Will this choice propel me toward the outer edges of what’s possible, or keep me repeating what’s good or defending what’s great?

To gain insight into that question, do the opposite of what most people do: Go out of your way to talk with spirited and demanding people who are not satisfied with good or great, those who disrupt the status quo instead of settling for it. Difficult colleagues. Discontented customers. Clients who push your limits. Demanding investors. Tough coaches and persistent mentors. These men and women can provide the stimulus for you to reach for what’s possible instead of settling for good or great.

The tension in our brains between changing nothing and building for a different, better future is always with us. How you manage it determines how close you come to achieving the best of what’s possible for you. The future is being rewritten every day in every endeavor. Yesterday’s progressive thinking becomes today’s passé news. You can keep repeating what got you here, or you can keep unlocking hidden capacity to reach for more of what’s possible. It’s always a choice.

THE HEART AND THE HORIZON

Becoming better than the best starts deep inside you—and far outside you. To an amazing degree that we are just beginning to understand, we genuinely think with our hearts. Star performers start with a well-defined and concrete “impossible” goal they care deeply about and then they build a through-line that clearly connects here with there. In the presence of emotionally arousing stimuli that matter to your life and goals, your brain switches into what is called a motive state51—one that seeks coordinated information processing inside and across brain regions and that produces engaged behavior toward positive goals and away from negative outcomes.52

Goals that fully engage your heart—and connect it through emotional experimental memory (EEM) with a better future you can feel as well as see—change everything, shifting thinking from herky-jerky problem-solving and firefighting to a smooth, fully aligned progression toward higher-than-expected targets. We’ll discuss this more in a moment.

It also helps to think about the horizon. In everyday life, the horizon is the farthest point you can see, but you also know there is vastly more beyond it than there is on your side of it. In our crowded, busy world, to gaze out at miles of open space as the sun rises or sets or the stars come out, even for a few moments, allows us to catch our breath and regain our bearings. From a window, rooftop, cliff, or highway overlook, the horizon is not an arbitrary line but the gateway into the far distance, a place from which we can fix and then extend our gaze in wonder and awe.

The horizon we perceive is more than an image, it’s a catalyst that moves us forward. If you check in with yourself, especially as a first thing you do after awakening and a last thing you ponder before retiring at night, how far out do your thoughts and dreams extend?

As the German statesman Konrad Adenauer, who was arrested for plotting to kill Hitler during World War II and later became the first chancellor of West Germany, leading that country to prosperous recovery and reintegration into the world community, said, “We all live under the same sky, but we don’t all have the same horizon.”

Studies of the most successful men and women across industries and fields indicate that they almost invariably have the longest time horizons.53 When you keep glancing into the future and connecting that view with your current actions, you increase activity patterns throughout your brain that drive your awareness and actions today toward your highest goals five years or more ahead.54, 55, 56

Here’s a dramatic example of what can happen when your horizon shrinks. Far from his upbringing in a tiny impoverished village in Mexico, twenty-six-year-old German Silva was leading the 1994 New York City Marathon’s silver anniversary run. He was the best runner that day, but no one back home could see him, because no one there had a television or electricity.

Silva entered the last mile of the marathon with a substantial lead, triumphantly running past the blur of banners and faces, the roar of the crowd ringing in his ears. His training partner and friend, Benjamin Parades, was not far behind, but Silva knew he could win a sprint to the finish line.

Very tired and a bit disconcerted by all that was happening, Silva decided just to focus on the car directly in front of him that held the camera that was broadcasting the end of the race. With only a few hundred yards to go, the car left Central Park South and made a right turn onto Seventh Avenue. Silva followed close behind. His lead had grown, and he no longer sensed his teammate behind him. The crowd was yelling, but the nature of its shouts seemed to have changed.

Silva sensed something was wrong. He suddenly realized that his deep inner drive had become too connected to the car in front of him. He had lost his own directional bearings. The car—which had needed to veer aside to clear the finish line—had taken him the wrong way. By the time he got turned around, there were two-tenths of a mile to the finish line, and his friend had a fifty-yard advantage.

Silva saw the true finish line and sprinted with everything he had. He passed Parades to win by the smallest margin in the marathon’s history—two seconds.

German Silva managed to prevent one of the greatest disappointments in sports history. He had been better trained than his rivals, stronger and better focused. His energy was higher. But for a few crucial seconds he devoted all of his talent, confidence, and training on the wrong direction, and he almost lost the race he was meant to win.

OPEN SPACE OR CLOSED SPACE, THAT’S THE REAL QUESTION

German Silva almost lost when his vision shifted from what I call open space to what I call closed space. It’s in open space where the impossible becomes possible; closed space traps us in routines and paying too much attention to what’s right in front of us.

I call the place where you want to be open space in honor of a handwritten note that had been passed down to my grandfather Downing, written by his grandfather William Andrew Downing shortly before he left Dublin for America in 1800. “My life has become a closed world,” the note read, “with little room left to hope or breathe. I can only struggle against endless limits, in long lines, longing for work, a morsel of food, some small advantage. It is madness. On the horizon is where hope lives. It is open spaces I dream of, across an unknown sea. I am going there.”

Even though today’s world may seem quite different to us, full of distracting possibilities, I believe we all still crave this kind of open space, the chance
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