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Introduction
Author’s Overview
This seventh edition of Psychology of Success:  

 Maximizing Fulfillment in Your Career and Life is 

perhaps more detailed and meaningful than 

 previous versions in that it combines leading-edge 

scientific research with timeless knowledge to 

 substantiate how important it is to understand how 

and why we behave the way we do in our careers 

and personal lives. It has been said through the ages, 

“It is not so much what happens to us that matters 

most, but how we take it and what we make of it!” 

This new edition is designed to help you 

identify what authentic success means to you 

and train your brain to make success more of a 

habit, just like Olympians, astronauts, and gifted 

performers excel as a result of knowledge, skills, 

and practice.

During the past decade, neuroscientists have 

learned more about human brain function than 

research had provided during the previous fifty 

years. As neuroscience researchers work to 

unravel the inner workings of the brain, we know 

more than ever about the mysteries, of where 

emotions originate in the brain and the connec-

tions among instinct, intelligence, and emotion. 

This work is yielding fascinating insights that we 

can use to understand how we react to situations 

and people. The brain, which is a much more 

flexible organ than previously thought, can be 

consciously rewired to be more emotionally 

trainable, understanding, and sensitive. 

Recently, the convergence of behavioral psy-

chology and neuroscience has become highly 

sophisticated with major corporations hiring 

neural research companies to understand 

employee and customer behavior from a new 

perspective. Just as yesterday’s world records are 

today’s entry-level requirements, so too has a 

new tipping point been reached in understanding 

the secrets to motivating and communicating 

effectively with the emerging leaders in our pro-

fessional and personal lives.

We live in a fast-forward world with more 

changes in one of our days than in a decade of our 

grandparents’ lives. Every five minutes a new sci-

entific research study is published involving some 

new technological or biotechnology discovery. 

Unfortunately, some of our most incredible tech-

nology wonders, including virtual reality, artificial 

intelligence, robotics, and instant networking 

bombard our senses 24/7. The average brain has 

around 50,000 thoughts per day and seventy 

 percent of them are believed to be negative. 

We learn by observation, imitation, and rep-

etition. We seize upon role models, observe their 

actions, imitate, then become what we see, hear, 

read, feel, and touch. No single realization is as 

important as this in understanding and dealing 

with our brains and minds. “Why do we do what 

we do, when we know what we know? We know 

better than to fall into the trap of substance 

abuse, internalize unhealthy habits, procrastinate, 

alienate, prevaricate, yell and lose composure 

over trifles, and, on occasion, engage in road 

rage. So why do we do what we do, when we 

know what we know? Because we don’t always do 

what we know. We do what we have learned! 

Much of our learning takes place by uncon-

scious modeling. Observation, Imitation, Repeti-

tion = Internalization. This edition of  Psychology 

of Success is designed to make your definition of 

success easier to actualize in your own life. Our 

hope is that it will give you a clearer path as to:

•  How to view your mind as your internal “soft-

ware” program—containing attitudes, beliefs, 

and habits that can be overwritten to produce 

desired results.

•  How to treat your brain and central nervous 

system as your physiological “mission control 

center” consisting of pre-programmed genetic 

data, as well as data based on past and present 

life experiences that prevent you from or pro-

pel you toward completing your aspirations.
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•  Provide real-life useful daily examples and ac-

tion steps on how to lead yourself and others 

to more effective interpersonal and intraper-

sonal communications, increased focus on 

primary priorities, a healthier, more optimis-

tic view of the future, and how to handle set-

backs, challenges, and difficult situations with 

resiliency and emotional intelligence.

Denis Waitley

Preface
Welcome to Psychology of Success. Success is a 

 lifetime of personal fulfillment that comes from 

creating a sense of meaning in all aspects of life. 

To succeed in this way, students must take an 

 active role in discovering and pursuing their per-

sonal definition of success, and use the psycho-

logical and fundamental strategies in this course to 

achieve their goals. This book introduces you to 

the fundamental psychological principles of 

 success—principles applicable to everyone regard-

less of age, background, or specialty.

Unlike many psychology books, Psychology of 

Success doesn’t take a one-size-fits-all approach. 

Instead, it asks you to take an active role in defin-

ing what is right for you as an individual. Psychol-

ogy of Success calls on you to use self-awareness 

and critical thinking strategies to examine your 

dreams, values, interests, skills, needs, identity, 

self-esteem, and relationships. This will help you 

set and achieve goals that are in harmony with 

your personal vision of success.

Psychology of Success presents the principles 

of success in a logical order. First you will 

assess who you are and what special qualities 

you possess, which will help you develop self-

awareness and clarify your goals. Next you will 

learn about the importance of self-esteem and 

positive thinking to a satisfying life. You’ll also 

learn about self-discipline and self-motivation, 

which are the tools you’ll need to keep yourself 

on track toward your goals. Once you have mas-

tered these psychological tools, you’ll learn the 

fundamentals of time and money management, 

communication, and positive relationships.

Because each chapter refers to concepts 

introduced in previous chapters, you’ll derive 

maximum benefit from working through the 

book chapter by chapter. If your time is limited, 

however, you may choose to concentrate on the 

topics of greatest interest to you.

Features
The features of Psychology of Success are 

 designed to help you understand and remember 

the psychological principles introduced in each 

chapter. They are also intended to provoke 

thought and discussion and to help you make the 

material relevant to your life.

Real-Life Success Story Begin each 

 chapter by reading the Real-Life Success Story, a 

vignette about an ordinary person struggling with 

the problems and challenges addressed in the 

chapter. Use the question following the story to 

put yourself in that person’s shoes and take stock 

of what you already know about the topic of the 

coming chapter. At the end of the chapter, 

revisit the Real-Life Success Story and use the 

concepts you’ve learned to create a successful 

resolution to the character’s situation.

Chapter Introduction and Learning 
Objectives In each chapter, a short intro-

duction previews the major topics that will be 

covered, and a list of objectives lays out the skills 

and information you can expect to have mas-

tered after reading the text and completing the 

activities.

Opening Quote The opening quote relates to 

the ideas discussed in the chapter and serves as 

food for thought. Take a moment to think about 
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what the author of the quote is trying to say. Do 

you agree with the author? Why or why not?

Key Terms Key terms appear in bold in the 

text and are defined in the margin for easy 

review. Key terms, along with italicized terms, 

are also defined in the Glossary.

Success Secret Important lessons pre-

sented in the chapter are summarized in the 

 Success Secret feature. These notes can be used 

to preview and review the chapter, as well as to 

remind yourself to apply these important princi-

ples of success in your daily life.

Applying Psychology This feature focuses 

on thought-provoking issues such as culture and 

body image, impulse control, and the psychology 

of aging. It links one or more topics in the chap-

ter to cutting-edge issues in psychology.

Professional Development The Profes-

sional Development feature makes chapter con-

cepts relevant to the world of work, providing 

information on topics such as job stress, problem 

solving, and résumé writing.

Internet Action This technology feature dis-

cusses how to use computers, the Internet, and 

e-mail efficiently and effectively. It also illus-

trates the link between technology and psychol-

ogy in areas such as artificial intelligence and 

online collaborative learning.

Activities Each chapter has numerous activi-

ties that form an integral part of the material. The 

activities allow you to apply newly learned con-

cepts to your own life through self-assessment, 

real-world observation, and critical thinking.

Personal Journals Each chapter also has 

several Personal Journals, short notebook-style 

activities that let you pause to offer personal 

reflections on the material.

McGraw-Hill Connect® Connect offers a 

number of powerful tools and features to make 

managing assignments easier, so faculty can 

spend more time teaching. With Connect, stu-

dents can engage with their coursework anytime 

and anywhere, making the learning process more 

accessible and efficient. From Connect, instruc-

tors can also access chapter-by-chapter notes, 

test bank questions, a PowerPoint  presentation, 

and additional resources. Student features 

include practice quizzes, assessment activities, 

links to related materials for research projects 

and helpful online tools, job hunting resources, 

and much more. References to specific Web site 

materials are provided throughout the text.

LearnSmart Students want to make the best 

use of their study time. The LearnSmart adaptive 

self-study technology within Connect®  provides 

students with a seamless combination of prac-

tice, assessment, and the remediation for every 

concept in the textbook. LearnSmart’s intelligent 

software adapts to every student response and 

automatically delivers concepts that advance the 

student’s understanding while reducing time 

devoted to the concepts already mastered. The 

result for every student is the fastest path of mas-

tery of chapter concepts. LearnSmart:

•  Adapts automatically to each student, so 

 students spend less time on the topics they 

understand and practice more those they have 

yet to master.

•  Provides continual reinforcement and reme-

diation, but gives only as much guidance as 

students need.

•  Integrates diagnostics as part of the learning 

experience.

•  Enables you to assess which concepts stu-

dents have efficiently learned on their own, 

thus freeing class time for more applications 

and discussions.
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Getting Started
Psychology of Success is a workbook as well as a 

textbook. Take notes, highlight important con-

cepts, and flag passages that you want to explore 

further. Take time to do each Activity and Per-

sonal Journal thoroughly before moving on to 

the next—they will help you understand the mate-

rial on a personal level. Don’t worry, however, 

about finding the “right” answers—the only right 

answers are ones that are honest, true to your-

self, and supported by reflection and critical 

thinking. When you complete Psychology of Suc-

cess, you will have a valuable record of your 

goals and where you want the future to take you.

What’s New

Introduction

• NEW overview 

Chapter 1

• NEW material about female role models

• NEW material on Explaining Human Behavior

• NEW material on Your Self Image

Chapter 2 

•  NEW material on Putting It All Together: 

Self-Awareness and Career

• NEW material on Work Is Unpleasant or Is It?

• Updated material on Myths About Work. 

Chapter 3

• NEW material on What Are Your Goals?

• Updated material on Staying On Track

• NEW material on Resisting Change

•  NEW material on Five Powers of Effective 

Goal Setting

Chapter 4

•  Updated material on The Power of 

 Self-Esteem

•  NEW material on Controlling Your Internal 

Conversations

Chapter 5

•  Updated material on Thinking Style and 

Health

•  Updated material on Good Attitude, Good 

Health

Chapter 6

• Updated material on What Is Self-Discipline?

• NEW material on Conquering Bad Habits

Chapter 7

• NEW material on Visualization and Success

• NEW material on Steps to Visualization

Chapter 8

• NEW Professional Development Activity

Chapter 9

•  NEW material on Becoming an Empowering 

Leader/Coach
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Real-Life  
Success Story

Looking Ahead

Bill Santos, a freelance film production assistant in 

Los Angeles, was offered a full-time job as an assis-

tant producer. Everyone congratulated him on the 

salary raise and more impressive title. Bill, however, 

wasn’t completely happy about the prospect of the 

new job. The promotion would mean longer hours 

and more responsibility. Plus, now that he thought of 

it, he didn’t even like the shows he had helped make. 

Why was he doing this?

Looking Within

Bill’s dream had been to write for a living. Being a  

production assistant wasn’t his dream job, but he  

was good at it, and there were a lot of extra ben-

efits. Recently, Bill had started writing for a start-up  

magazine. Although the pay was low, it reminded  

him why he had wanted to be a writer in the first  

place. If he took the new job he wouldn’t be able to  

spend time writing. Bill knew it would be sensible  

to take the job, but he couldn’t get enthusiastic  

about it.

What Do You Think? Do you think Bill would be 

more successful if he took the production job or if he 

spent more time writing? Why?

“Am I Doing the Right Thing?”

©Gorodenkoff/Shutterstock



Psychology  
and Success 1Chapter 

learning objectives
After you complete this chapter, 
you should be able to:

•	Define success.

•	 List several personal qualities 
that help people to be happy.

•	Define psychology and cite its 
four major goals.

•	Explain the relationship among 
thoughts, feelings, and actions.

•	Define self, self-image, and 
 identity.

•	Describe the components  
of identity.

What lies behind us and what lies 

before us are small matters compared 

to what lies within us.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Philosopher

introduction
The first step on the road to success is to define what 

success means to you. In Section 1.1 you’ll clarify your 

vision of success and begin to think about how you can 

make it a reality. You’ll also consider the personal quali-

ties that will help you reach success and discover how 

studying psychology can help you understand yourself 

and your world. In Section 1.2 you’ll begin thinking 

about your identity and self-image. You’ll consider how 

you see yourself and what it means to be you.

3

“
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SECTION 1.1 Understanding Success

WHAT IS SUCCESS?
Success has a personal definition for each of us. About ninety-five percent 

of the human beings on earth are poor; the majority of them desperately 

poor.

Success to any member of such a family is to have some land to till, any 

job that pays, and a way to earn enough to provide nourishment for the 

children to grow in decent health into adulthood.

Success in our culture and in many of the industrialized nations is 

 usually associated with material wealth and fame. The images of lifestyles 

of the rich and famous bombard our senses and we are seduced into 

equating skin-deep values with authentic fulfillment. A more meaningful 

definition of success was penned by Earl Nightingale—a 20th-century 

 philosopher—in his classic audio recording The Strangest Secret: “ Success 

is the  progressive realization of a worthy ideal.” It means that when we 

are working or moving toward something we want to accomplish, espe-

cially when that something brings us respect and dignity as members of 

the human race, we are succeeding. It has nothing to do with talent, IQ, 

age, gender, ethnicity, or birthright. It does not mean being a celebrity, 

icon, or tycoon.

So what is success? In this book, success means a lifetime of personal 

fulfillment. Personal fulfillment comes from creating a sense of meaning in 

your work and life. This kind of success is not given by anyone else and 

cannot be taken away by anyone else. It requires taking risks, overcoming 

challenges, and using your best resource—you—to its fullest potential.

Success is a journey, not a destination. Success is a process, not a status. 

You don’t arrive at success. You engage in living successfully on a daily basis. 

It involves looking inward, considering what you value, and navigating the 

life path that is most meaningful for you. Begin to think about what success 

means to you in Activity 1. As you work through this text, you may wish to 

return to this exercise to clarify your vision of success.

Ingredients of Success
Lifelong success has several important ingredients, all of which you will 

learn about in this book. These ingredients, shown in Personal Journal 1.1, 

are positive habits of thought and action that you can integrate into your 

life. The first important ingredient is self-awareness. Closely tied to self-

awareness are self-direction, self-esteem, self-discipline, and self-motivation, 

which are the tools to keep you moving in the direction of your goals  

and dreams. Your attitude is an important ingredient of success, too; 

 positive thinking can help you put things in perspective and make it 

success Lifetime 

fulfillment that comes from 

creating a sense of meaning 

in your work and personal 

life.

success secret

Money and fame don’t 
equal success.
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ACTIVITY 1: What Success Means to You

A Take at least three or four minutes to brainstorm every word or phrase that comes to mind when you 

think of “success.” Write these in the box below.

Success=

B Look at everything you wrote. What do these words or phrases tell you about your vision of success?

C Now put your definition of success down in writing.

  To me, success means  

continued . . .
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D Does your definition of success differ from the definition of success presented in this text? If so, how?

E Do you think you will become successful according to your own definition of success? Why or why not?

F Describe two people you know who have achieved success the way you define it.
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professional development )))

through the tough times. Finally, no real success is possible without posi-

tive relationships with others. Let’s look at each of these key ingredients of 

success.

Self-Awareness Self-awareness involves identifying and appreciating 

your individual values, personal qualities, skills, and interests. Without self-

awareness, it’s hard to figure out what you really want out of life. Successful 

people use self-awareness to build confidence in themselves and find the 

courage to go after their dreams. They also use self-awareness to understand 

their thoughts, feelings, and actions and to relate better to others.

Self-Direction Successful people set themselves apart from the rest by 

developing an important trait: self-direction. Self-direction is the ability to set a 

well-defined goal and work toward it. Successful people can tell you where 

they are going, what they plan to do along the way, and who will be sharing 

their adventure with them. They have a game plan for life. They set goals and 

get what they want. They direct themselves along the road to success.

Self-Esteem Self-esteem, a respect for oneself as a valuable, unique 

individual, is another foundation for success. Self-esteem helps people work 

toward their dreams and goals and keep going when other people criticize 

them or get in their way. It also helps them believe that they are worthy of 

success in the first place.

success secret

Success is a journey, not a 
destination.

self-direction The 

ability to set a well-defined 

goal and work toward it.

Internal Career Motivation
Knowledge of your attributes, abilities, interests, strengths, weaknesses, and traits is essential to becom-

ing proactive in career choice and career change. It is important to draw a distinction between external and 

internal criteria in these crucial matters. The overwhelming majority of job-hunters and career-changers 

react to purely external pressures and circumstances—above all, to money. Their ideas about what careers 

pay well are likely to be outdated because many of today’s job descriptions didn’t exist a decade ago; and 

even if you choose a career that is lucrative, but makes you miserable, you may well end up viewing “your 

work” as a necessary interruption between weekends. 

Huge life decisions often turn on “starting salary and benefits” instead of on the homework to identify one’s 

passions and talents. After money, the second external factor is ignorant advice, much of which is well-meaning 

but some of which is narrow-minded and prejudiced. The third external is family or social pressure: donning the 

old school tie to follow in Dad’s or Mom’s footsteps. The fourth is the perception of the job market as presented 

by nothing more substantial than recent advertisements or media spin. The fifth is leaving it all to luck.

Most people, locked in a strangely passive attitude, simply fall into their jobs, often with unsatisfactory 

results. We all must deal with external pressures and circumstances, but starting with them instead of the 

internal factors—our own minds and hearts—is a kind of mad reversal of priorities. Take the time to become 

fully engaged and honest with the exercises and assessments in this chapter. Look in the mirror before you 

walk through that office door seeking your first or next job opportunity.
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Positive Thinking Everyone goes through good and bad experi-

ences. Instead of dwelling on the bad ones, successful people learn to focus 

on future possibilities. They also use setbacks as opportunities to take stock 

and try again. Not every successful person is a born optimist, but successful 

people learn to use the power of positive thinking to propel themselves 

toward their goals.

Self-Discipline Success doesn’t just happen—it requires effort. No 

matter how well you plan, you’ll need self-discipline to put your plans into 

action. Successful people take charge of their lives. They take responsibility 

when things go wrong, but they also take credit when things go well. They 

learn how to make necessary changes and break free of bad habits. Habits 

are replaced, over time, by consistent training and practice, requiring 

focused self-discipline. They also learn to think critically, to make good 

decisions, and to use these skills to manage their time and money.

Self-Motivation To get and stay motivated, successful people set 

goals for themselves that are both challenging and inspiring. They focus on 

goals that have personal meaning for them, rather than goals that society or 

other people say they should have. They understand their needs and wants 

and are able to keep themselves moving forward despite their fears.

Positive Relationships Healthy and diverse relationships are 

essential for a successful life. Even in a society like ours that values individ-

ual achievement, no one ever succeeds without the help, ideas, and emo-

tional support of others. The happiest and most fulfilled people are usually 

those who make time for other people in their lives instead of focusing all 

their energy on piling up accomplishments.

Which of the ingredients of success do you already possess? Which do 

you need to develop? Record your thoughts in Personal Journal 1.1.

Who Is a Success?
Successful people get what they want out of life. They set and achieve goals 

that benefit others as well as themselves. They don’t have to get lucky to 

succeed at life, and they don’t have to gain success at the expense of others. 

They achieve success by taking the potential they were born with and have 

developed and using it toward a purpose that makes them feel worthwhile 

according to their own standards.

In our society, it is not always obvious who the truly successful people 

are. The media, for example, often glamorize people who have a great deal 

of money, fame, or power, but these people are not always the most suc-

cessful. In fact, large amounts of money, fame, or power can sometimes 

lead to a feeling of aimlessness.

Just as we each have our own vision of success, we each have our  

own idea of who is successful. Who is successful in your eyes? Powerful 

businesspeople? Movie stars? Nobel prize–winning scientists? Caring 

success secret

Use positive thinking to 
reach your goals.

success secret

Always make time for 
 relationships.
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Self-Motivation

Self-Awareness

Self-Direction

Self-Esteem

Positive ThinkingSelf-Discipline

Success

Positive
Relationships

 teachers? Dedicated craftspeople? Nurturing parents? To many of us, the 

most successful people are those who are special to us, such as a parent, 

 relative, teacher, or friend. Often, we appreciate the successes of people 

who are close to us because they have made a difference in our lives and 

because we know how many obstacles they overcame to achieve their goals.

Role Models If you think back to early childhood, you may remem-

ber having a role model. A role model is a person who has the qualities you 

would like to have.

role model A person 

who has the qualities you 

would like to have.

Personal Journal 1.1

Ingredients of Success
On the lines in each oval, write one way you think this action or quality could help you become the person 

you want to be.
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Children need role models, but adults need them too. Our role mod-

els often represent what we would like to become as we get older. James, 

a student in information technology, takes inspiration from Michael Dell, 

founder and CEO of Dell Inc. When James learned that Dell had started 

his company at age 19 with only $1,000 and a good idea, he decided to 

learn more. James read about Dell on the Internet and chose him as a 

role model for his ethics, technical and business skill, and positive atti-

tude. Now James is working on starting his own computer business.

Oprah Winfrey credits Mary Tyler Moore as the role model who 

inspired her to pursue a media career, and Donna Karan says that working 

as an apprentice for Anne Klein set the stage for her own career as a fash-

ion designer. Role models can be well-known figures from history or little-

known coaches and teachers who have been a positive influence. You don’t 

have to know someone personally for him or her to be your role model; the 

person may be from a different part of the world or even from a different 

century. Your role models may vary widely—some may have special skills or 

accomplishments, while others may possess personal virtues such as cour-

age, generosity, or honor. You may have one role model or several. Use 

Activity 2 to select a role model and learn more about that person.

Success and Happiness
An important benefit of true success is happiness. Happiness is a state of 

well-being that comes from having a positive evaluation of your life. It is 

an overall good feeling about who you are, what you are doing, and the 

relationships you have with other people. When you are interested in your 

daily activities, enthusiastic about the way things are going, and optimistic 

about your future, you are happy. How happy are you right now? Complete 

Activity 3 to find out.

What Causes Happiness?
Happiness is the natural experience of winning your self-respect and the 

respect of others. Happiness should not be confused with indulging your-

self, escaping something, or seeking pleasure. You cannot inhale, drink, or 

smoke happiness. You cannot buy it, wear it, drive it, swallow it, inject it, 

or travel to it. Happiness is not a result. It involves making the best out of 

whatever happens and remaining optimistic.

Did you know that outside factors, such as wealth, youth, physical health, 

marital status, physical attractiveness, educational level, and social status, 

have little effect on happiness? Corporate presidents who drive luxury cars 

are no happier, in general, than day laborers who take the bus. What if you 

woke up tomorrow looking like a movie star and with a winning lottery ticket 

in your pocket? You would probably be happier—but only for a while. In a 

year, life might not be so different for you after all. Studies show that a year 

or so after big changes like this, your happiness level is likely to return to 

success secret

Adults need role models, 
too.

happiness A state of 

well-being that comes from 

having a positive evaluation 

of your life.
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ACTIVITY 2: Your Role Model

A Select one person whom you admire and would like to imitate in some way. Research this person’s life 

and fill out the profile below.

Role Model Profile

 1. Name  

 2. Date and place of birth  

 3. Special accomplishments

 4. Obstacle(s) he or she overcame

 5. Ways he or she overcame these obstacle(s)

 6. Special personal qualities

continued . . .
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 7. Ways he or she shows or showed these special qualities

 8. Ways he or she acquired these qualities

 9. Things you and your role model have in common (personal qualities, experiences, interests, 

challenges)

 10. Areas in which you would like to become more like your role model
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B Of all the people you could have chosen, why did you choose this person as your role model? What do 

you think your choice says about you?

C Look at your answer to item 10 in your role model profile. What are some specific actions you could take 

to become more like your role model in these areas?
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ACTIVITY 3: Self-Awareness Checklist

A Happiness seems to be a way of viewing ourselves and the world around us in terms of being part of the 

solution, rather than part of the problem. It is being aware of the limitations we place on ourselves and 

opening ourselves up to the potential around us for positive change. To determine your own level of 

self-awareness, place a check mark in the box you think describes how often you feel this way.

ALWAYS FREQUENTLY SOMETIMES RARELY NEVER

I’m eager to learn.

My work is exciting.

I’m willing to listen with an open mind.

I have new insights.

I constantly network with people who have expertise in 
 something I don’t.

I try to look at the world through the eyes of the other person.

I focus on what I can control.

When someone is talking to me, I really listen.

I’m honest with myself and others.

I’ve thought about my own strengths and weaknesses.

I continually challenge my own assumptions.

I recognize that others may think that I’m strange or odd in 
some ways.

I adapt easily to the current environment and situation.

B Hopefully, most of your check marks were in the FREQUENTLY box. It would be rare, indeed, for all 

check marks to land in the ALWAYS box. Each of us is unique, with different views about ourselves and 

the world. And no one is perfect. If some of your check marks were in the SOMETIMES box, what actions 

can you take to make your positive self-awareness more frequent in those areas?
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C Do you feel that happiness is the result of what happens to you in life, or more how you deal with what 

happens to you? Why?

D What actions or events in your personal and professional do you feel have the greatest influence on 

your happiness?

E Two years from now, do you think you will be happier than you are today? Why?
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where it was the previous year. In other words, most people experience a 

fairly stable level of happiness despite life’s ups and downs.

Does this mean that you can’t raise your level of happiness? No. You 

can always seek out opportunities to create happiness, such as:

• creating a sense of purpose in your life

• building deep connections with others

• improving skills, learning, and being productive

• playing games and enjoying yourself

• getting to know yourself better

• striving to become more like people you admire

• actively looking forward to things in the future

• enjoying the beauty in your environment

• pursuing curiosity for its own sake

Happy people don’t sit back waiting for happiness to appear. Instead, 

they create opportunities for happiness to enter their lives.

Positive Qualities Another way to boost your happiness is to 

develop personal qualities that will help you enjoy life and cope with chal-

lenges. Psychologists who have researched success and happiness have 

found several of these qualities. Among the most important are:

• Ability to love—the ability to feel, express, and receive love, affection, 

warmth, and compassion and to act in a giving way

• Vocation—the ability to feel interest and excitement in something and to 

turn this into your life’s work

• Courage—the ability to take risks and challenge yourself

• Trust—confidence in other people and their motives

• Optimism—hope that things will turn out for the best

• Future-mindedness—a focus on the possibilities of the future, rather than 

on the mistakes or disappointments of the past

• Social skill—the ability to understand others, get along with others, and 

build fulfilling relationships

• Aesthetic sensibility—the ability to appreciate and delight in the beauty of 

art, music, and nature

• Work ethic—commitment to honoring obligations, being dependable and 

responsible, getting things done, and being productive

• Honesty—thinking, speaking, and acting in a forthright way with yourself 

and others

• Emotional awareness—the ability to experience and express a wide range 

of emotions

• Persistence—the ability to persevere in the face of setbacks and adversity, 

to keep on track toward goals, and to handle stress

• Forgiveness—generosity of spirit, and the ability to avoid grudges and 

blame

• Creative thinking—the willingness to consider new beliefs and points of 

view and to try out new ways of thinking and doing

success secret

Create your own opportu-
nities for happiness.

success secret

Try new ways of thinking 
and doing.
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• Spirituality—the search for a greater good, purpose, or meaning to human 

existence

• Self-esteem—a positive feeling of your own value, which includes self-

respect as well as respect for the rights, feelings, and wishes of others

• Wisdom—the ability to use your knowledge and experience to make 

sound decisions

Building these qualities will help you to be physically healthy, enjoy strong 

friendships and family relationships, derive satisfaction from a committed 

romantic relationship, be an effective and loving parent, find satisfaction in 

work, and feel good about yourself.

UNDERSTANDING PSYCHOLOGY
To have a clear vision of what you want out of life, you need to under-

stand yourself first. Who am I? What are my wants and needs? Why 

do I think, feel, and act the way I do? These questions are at the begin-

ning of the journey to success. These questions are also some of the 

important ones addressed by psychology. Psychology is the scientific 

study of human behavior. The word psychology comes from two Greek 

words: psyche, meaning “mind” or “self,” and logos, meaning “science” or 

“study.”

The focus of psychology is human behavior. Behavior is anything  

we think, feel, or do, including:

• acting

• reacting

• speaking

• perceiving

• sensing

• imagining

• wanting

• remembering

• sleeping

• dreaming

Psychologists learn about people by observing their behavior. Although 

psychologists cannot directly measure what people think or how they feel, 

they can observe their actions, listen to their words, and try to understand 

their experiences.

Why Study Psychology?
Psychology tackles basic questions about what it means to be human.  

Psychologists ask questions such as:

• Why and how are people different from one another?

• What needs do all people have in common?

psychology The 

scientific study of human 

behavior.

behavior Anything that 

people think, feel, or do.

success secret

Psychology helps you 
understand yourself  
and others.
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• Where do emotions come from? What function do they serve?

• Where do attitudes come from? How do they change?

• What is the difference between the body and the mind?

By providing insights into questions like these, psychology helps us 

understand ourselves and others. Learning about psychologists’ dis-

coveries and theories, therefore, can help you better understand yourself 

and your world.

Goals of Psychology
Psychology has four major goals: to describe, predict, explain, and (in some 

cases) change human behavior.

Because human behavior is so complex, many psychologists focus on 

just one or two of these goals. For example, some psychologists focus  

on observing how people think and act in very specific situations. They 

then use their observations to create models of human thought and behav-

ior in these situations. For example, psychologists who study marital  

relationships might investigate the factors that influence people’s selection 

of a marriage partner or the ways marriage relationships tend to change 

over time.

VIRTUAL THERAPY
More and more psychologists are taking their ser-

vices online. Many now offer consultations via e-mail, 

instant messaging, chat rooms, and even two-way 

videoconferencing. Online therapy is not appropriate 

for people dealing with serious crises, such as suicidal 

thoughts or mental illness. However, it can reach out 

to people who are geographically isolated, socially 

anxious, or physically disabled. People can also use 

the Internet to find virtual support groups, information 

on screening and treatment, and listings of counsel-

ors and psychologists in their area. But what’s the 

downside to online mental health services? Critics say 

online therapy just doesn’t work. Successful therapy  

is based on a human connection. Can two people 

really create a deep human bond on a computer 

screen? Critics also worry that people will fall victim 

to bogus therapists and that personal information is 

unsafe online.

Think About It

What do you see as the advantages and disadvan-

tages of online therapy? Would you try it? Why or why 

not? Bring your ideas to class for a group discussion. 

To learn more about online psychotherapy, go to a 

search engine or go to one of the following websites:

http://www.psychology.info/

A site that explores aspects of online psychology and 

 provides a list of resources

http://www.ismho.org

The home page of an organization that promotes the use of 

technology and the Internet in mental health treatment

http://locator.apa.org/

A Web page set up by the American Psychological Associa-

tion to help individuals find a psychologist and read articles 

about mental health

http://www.metanoia.org/imhs/identity.htm

A Web service for checking the credentials of online 

therapists

internet action
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Other psychologists are interested in describing how individuals and 

groups think and act in order to predict how they are likely to think and act 

in the future. For example, psychologists who study children may try to 

 predict which children will be at risk for problems such as depression and 

low self-esteem.

Many psychologists focus on the fourth goal of psychology, changing 

human behavior. Clinical psychologists, for example, help people change the 

undesirable behaviors associated with psychological illness. A clinical psy-

chologist who works with people who fear social situations might help 

these people confront their fear and take positive steps to overcome it. 

Clinical psychologists have that designation because they, like physicians, 

can aid their patients with prescription medicine.

Explaining Human Behavior
Why do people think, feel, and act the way they do? Until only a few centuries 

ago, people believed that human behavior was controlled by external forces 

that existed outside the body. In ancient times, people believed that psychologi-

cal problems such as stress, anxiety, and depression were caused by evil spirits. 

Because psychology is concerned with observable behavior, today few psy-

chologists focus on investigating the spiritual side of existence. Instead, most 

psychologists begin by trying to understand the biological basis of behavior.

Neuroscience: The New Frontier 
Neuroscience is generally described as study that advances the understanding 

of human thought, emotion, and behavior. The brain is extremely complex. 

All human inventions, including the computer, spacecraft, smartphones, 

drones, self-driving vehicles, and medical devices are toys in comparison. 

 Biologist Lyall Watson concisely summed it up: “If the brain were so simple 

that we could understand it, we would be so simple we couldn’t!”

We are only just beginning to discover the virtually limitless ca pacities 

of the brain, and we’ve learned more about how the brain functions during 

the past decade than in much of the past century. Just as our bodies react 

to our own memories—as well as images from the external world—they also 

react to our own imagined experiences or rehearsals. 

American physiologist Edmund Jacobsen conducted studies showing 

that when a person imagines running, small but measurable amounts of 

contraction actually take place in the leg muscles. In the same way, when 

you create a vivid, frightening image in your mind, your body responds with 

a quickened pulse, elevated blood pressure, sweating, goosebumps, and dry-

ness of the mouth. Conversely, when you hold a strong, positive, relaxing 

image in your mind, your body responds with a lowered heart rate and 

decreased blood pressure, and all your muscles tend to relax. These func-

tions take place automati cally, unconsciously. You’re seldom aware of their 

cause. You think they “just happened.”

neuroscience The 

science that advances the 

understanding of human 

thought, emotion, and 

behavior.
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Until recently, we have underestimated the resilience and regenerative 

capacity in the human brain. People recovering from strokes and other 

brain injuries have demonstrated the remarkable capacity of the brain to 

regenerate. When parts of the brain have been destroyed or damaged, 

remaining parts can “come to the rescue” and learn how to take over func-

tions that were lost. For example, when an injury occurs to the left hemi-

sphere, which controls our language and speech, “mirror neurons” located 

on the right side of the brain can become involved in those functions. 

Recovering patients who can’t speak, but can still hum a song, can 

learn to associate words and phrases with melodies, helping them with 

communication. Cognitive or mental rehabilitation for post-stroke patients, 

involving speech and physical therapy, as well as memory aids, assist the 

brain’s reorganization of the basic impaired functions. When a patient 

relearns to carry out basic tasks, neurogenesis occurs. The goal is to stimu-

late the brain to re-form lost pathways and circuits. While it’s true that 

brain cells can regenerate, they also can deteriorate if not being used. So, 

when it comes to using your limbs or memory, the familiar phrase applies: 

“Unless you use it, you’ll lose it.” For instance, if you don’t use your right 

arm, the corresponding part of your brain will deteriorate.1

Mental practice is the term given to rehearsing activities and movements 

in the mind, and it is known to facilitate peak performance in world class 

athletes. Recent studies have shown it can also be used, along with other 

cognitive treatments, on stroke patients and others, including our returning 

service men and women who have been severely injured in battle, using 

mental  imagery to visualize motor movements that stimulates neuroplasti-

city  processes, improving motor functions, especially arm movement.

Neurofeedback has progressed well beyond the biofeedback clinics of the 

past twenty years, with sophisticated readouts that display how different parts 

of the brain are reacting to video images, sounds, colors, thoughts, and simula-

tions. By observing PET scans of people either watching or imagining various 

scenes, brain researchers know that the brain doesn’t know the difference 

between real, watched, or imagined experiences. Neuropsychology today 

offers definitive proof that repeated, vivid, mental rehearsal over time can cre-

ate an infrastructure in the brain that can convert virtual reality into reality. 

New research has proven that our brains develop neural pathways from fre-

quently used chemical-messaging patterns and thus build synaptic connections 

that support habitual trains of thought. Neuroscience is at the forefront in 

understanding how and why we act and react to real and perceived inputs.

Neuroscience and Psychology Recently, the melding of 

behavioral psychology and neuroscience has become highly sophisticated 

with major corporations hiring neural research companies to understand 

employee and customer behavior from a new perspective. At whatever 

point you are on your career path to maximize your fulfillment in your 

work and life, basic knowledge of how your brain responds to the thousands 

1 Elizabeth Landau, (May 5, 2011). “The Brain’s Amazing Potential for Recovery,” CNN.com.
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of messages it receives every day will help you sort out the myths from the 

truths, and the positive influences from the negative distractions.

Neuroscience has helped identify and measure brain activity related to 

consumer buying decisions and how to persuade others to buy into our 

 concepts and ideas. It is being utilized by major industries, institutions, and 

organizations to help employees interact more effectively with one another 

and their customers.

We have learned what behavior patterns influence people to say “Yes” to 

what we’re trying to sell them, whether it’s a product, service, or lifestyle. For 

example, people want a good deal, which equates to the most value for the 

lowest investment. However, people think high price means more value, 

which, of course, isn’t necessarily true. But people pay more because they 

think they’re getting more. People buy into celebrity endorsements, somehow 

equating star status to expertise. People respond favorably to common peer 

group endorsements, believing that “if he or she can do it, so can I.” One of 

the keys to getting buy-in is to understand that most people say “yes” to oth-

ers they know and like, especially if they deem those others to be trustworthy.

And, of course, there are many more obvious fixed-action behaviors: Scar-

city and time deadlines drive decisions; reciprocity means that people feel obli-

gated to repay a favor; people bargain for needs and splurge on wants, which 

is why reward motivation and inspiration are much more effective than fear 

motivation and intimidation; people don’t respond favorably, especially today, 

to coercion and “hard sell closing techniques.” They want to feel they are mak-

ing their choices without outside pressure. With so much competition today, 

with so many distractions and so many options, the idea of closing a sale is 

obsolete, and the concept of nurturing a long-term relationship is the secret to 

a winning team, customer retention, and innovation. And, finally, we know 

that when it comes to sales, quotas, and goal setting, incremental steps work 

best because a minimum purchase leads to escalating commitments, just as a 

small success leads to increased confidence and risk taking.2

There are many false assumptions concerning how our brains and 

minds function. We now have a truth for nearly every myth that has been 

passed on to us. Here are just a few.

Myth: People make buy-in decisions in a rational, linear manner.

Truth: People’s decisions are first influenced by emotional triggers, and 

then by logic. Emotions dominate the decision-making process. 

Myth: People can readily explain their thinking and behavior.

Truth: People have far less access to their own mental activities than perceived. 

About ninety-five percent of thinking is an unconscious, habitual process. 

Myth: People’s memories accurately represent their experiences.

Truth: People’s memories are constantly changing without their awareness. 

Instead of a Facebook photo album, memory is more like a constantly 

edited music video, full of fragments, real and imagined. 

2 Robert B. Cialdini, Ph.D. (2006). “Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion,” Harper Business. 
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As you are remembering something, your brain is in the process of “rewir-

ing” the connections between neurons, which is actually changing the struc-

ture of your brain. Rather than video playback, your memory is more like 

video editing. Every time you remember something you are changing, recreat-

ing, or re-memorizing. A memory is subject to change every time you remem-

ber it. Hence the term used by an aging athlete “The older I get, the better  

I was!” And the fisherman who remembers that the fish was as big as the boat!

Myth: People’s talents are received at conception as “natural gifts.”

Truth: Although talents are inherited, new talents and abilities can be 

learned by re-training the brain. This means that our potential for success 

in life is less limited by our inborn traits than previously thought. 

Myth: We are born with a finite number (100 billion) of brain cells, and 

when one dies, a new one cannot grow. The ability to generate new neural 

pathways begins to decrease sharply around age twenty.

Truth: Neuroscientists are learning more about neural “plasticity,” which 

is the ability of the brain to generate new neural cells and reorganize to 

form new neural pathways, to adapt as needed. Neurogenesis, or the gen-

eration of new neurons, can continue throughout our life span, even into 

old age. The creation of new neural pathways does take focused effort 

over time; however, the ability to rewire your brain to generate success 

and health-related pathways is at the forefront of individual and team 

peak performance.

Myth: People think in words.

Truth: Two-thirds of all brain stimuli are visual. Neural activities (thoughts) 

precede their expression as words or language. Words and other senses can 

trigger thoughts, but thoughts are not “words.”

Here are the take-away concepts from the previous discussion:

We must consider the emotional triggers that motivate immediate, posi-

tive responses to communications. We must motivate without perceived 

coercion. Our communications and training should be interactive to per-

sonalize the relationship and lead to loyalty and retention. We should focus 

on desired outcomes, not penalties of failures. We have the ability to edit 

and reprogram our bad memories—so they don’t hold us back. We have the 

ability to edit, reprogram, splice-in, and spruce-up our good memories—so 

they propel and launch us forward.

Our brain cells are constantly “talking” to one another through chemi-

cal messaging. More than 100,000 chemical reactions take place in your 

brain every second. As we learn something new, our cells become more and 

more efficient about sending and receiving information about the task. The 

more we focus and practice, new neural connections are formed in the 

brain (synapses that don’t usually fire together, but now do), which helps 

us sharpen our new skill. Once this new neural pathway is firmly established 

and strong, we don’t need to focus our attention as much—new learning has 

become automatic, a part of us. 
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As we will discover in the pages that follow, we can engage in instant 

replay of positive memories, with the ability to select and magnify our 

 positive experiences, to make us more resilient in trying times. We also can 

engage in instant pre-play of our goals and desires, and create new neural 

pathways to channel our imaginations toward successful outcomes, realiz-

ing that our brains cannot distinguish between real experience and vividly 

imagined, emotional passions, internalized through constant practice.

Humans are biological beings, with a complex nervous system that 

 regulates thoughts, feelings, and actions. The nervous system is a vast 

 network of neurons (nerve cells) that carry messages to and from the 

brain. Neurons communicate with one another using chemical and electri-

cal signals. They tell our glands and muscles what to do and relay signals 

to the brain from our sense organs. Millions of nerve impulses move 

throughout our bodies all the time, even when we are resting or sleeping.

Consciousness The nervous system is responsible for more than 

just monitoring our bodily functions. It is also responsible for consciousness, 

our awareness of the sensations, thoughts, and feelings we are experiencing 

at a given moment. Consciousness can take the form of extreme alertness, 

such as when we are taking a test or looking for a parking space on a 

crowded street. It can also take the form of reduced alertness, such as when 

we are daydreaming or driving a familiar route without having to think 

about what we are doing.

Conscious activities are controlled by the conscious mind, the part of 

the brain that controls the mental processes of which we are aware. The 

conscious mind collects information from our environment, stores it in our 

memory, and helps us make logical decisions. The conscious mind is not 

the whole story, however. We also have a subconscious mind, which stores 

the emotions and sensations that we are not quite aware of, the feelings 

that are just under the surface. Our subconscious mind also helps us solve 

problems. Have you ever tried in vain to solve a difficult problem, only to 

have the solution pop into your head later when you were thinking about 

something else? This is the power of the subconscious mind. It came up 

with the solution while your conscious mind was busy with something else.

Thoughts, Feelings, and Actions
Do people act based on thoughts or on feelings? Do feelings cause 

thoughts, or do thoughts cause feelings? Actually, thoughts, feelings, and 

actions are all connected. Each influences the other in a continuous cycle.

Our thoughts about people, objects, events, and situations have a strong 

influence on our feelings about them. For example, if we believe that a cer-

tain event will turn out in our favor and it does not, we will probably experi-

ence a feeling of disappointment. On the other hand, if we believe that a 

certain event will not turn out in our favor and yet it does, we will probably 

experience a feeling of relief.

nervous system  

A system of nerve cells 

that regulates behavior by 

transmitting messages back 

and forth between the brain 

and the other parts of the 

body.

conscious mind The 

part of the brain that controls 

the mental processes of 

which we are aware.

subconscious mind  

The part of the brain 

that controls the mental 

processes of which we are 

not actively aware.

success secret

Thoughts, feelings,  
and actions are all 
 connected.
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By the same token, our feelings about the world have a strong influence 

on our beliefs and thoughts about it. If we have positive thoughts and feelings 

about a certain situation, we will seek out that situation again. If we have 

negative thoughts and feelings about a situation, we will avoid that situation 

in the future.

The way we act also influences our thoughts and feelings. For example, 

acting responsibly at work makes us feel good about ourselves, while acting 

irresponsibly produces the opposite result.

Use Personal Journal 1.2 to continue thinking about how your 

thoughts, feelings, and actions are related.

Cognition and Emotion
What exactly are thoughts and feelings? Thought, known in psychology as 

cognition, refers to the functions of processing information. This  information 

may be in the form of words, images, or sounds. We think every time we 

talk to ourselves, daydream, replay a scene from the past, hear a tune in our 

heads, or see a picture in our minds. Cognition includes activities such as:

• Perceiving—giving meaning to sensory information

• Recognizing—identifying whether you have, or have not, experienced a 

certain person, thing, idea, or situation before

• Remembering—storing and retrieving information

• Reasoning—using information to reach conclusions

cognition Mental 

processing of information  

in any form.

Personal Journal 1.2

Your Thoughts, Feelings, and Actions
Think of a recent situation that provoked a strong emotion. In the circles below, write down how you 

thought, felt, and acted in that situation.

Situation:

Thoughts Feelings

Actions

How did your thoughts, feelings, and actions influence one another?
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• Making decisions—evaluating and choosing among various options or 

courses of action

• Solving problems—generating and evaluating ways to overcome obstacles 

that stand between you and your goals

• Forming concepts—grouping objects, events, or people based on shared 

characteristics

• Visualizing—creating detailed mental pictures of behaviors you want to 

carry out

Cognition is closely tied to emotion. Emotion refers to subjective feelings 

that are accompanied by physical and behavioral changes, such as facial expres-

sions and gestures. Although there is no such thing as a “bad” or “good” emotion, 

some emotions are more pleasant than others. Joy, interest, and surprise, for 

example, are more pleasant than fear, anger, and guilt. In addition to being 

 positive or negative, emotions can also be more or less intense, as shown in 

 Figure 1.1. For example, liking is a less intense emotion than love, which is less 

intense than passion. Emotions come from countless sources—sights, sounds, 

smells, memories, ideas, or interactions with others. In fact, we are always feel-

ing something, even when we are washing the dishes or driving to work.

Positive emotions help us learn, solve problems, make decisions, relate 

to others, and relate to ourselves. Pleasant emotions include:

• Joy—a feeling of happiness following achievement of a goal

• Love—a feeling of affection, devotion, or attachment

emotion A subjective 

feeling that is accompanied 

by physical and behavioral 

changes.

FIGURE 1.1 Positive and Negative Emotions

The Range of Emotions Emotions can be extremely negative, such as guilt 

and despair, or extremely positive, such as happiness and joy. They can also 

be more neutral, such as boredom and surprise. Describe an experience that 

provoked an intense feeling of joy.

Terror

Disgust

Shame Distaste Timidity Hostility

Dislike

Boredom

Shyness

Sadness

Guilt

Despair

In
te
n
s
it
y

Negative Positive

Embarrassment

Interest Like Happiness

Pride

Contentment Desire

Want

Fear Contempt Anger Enthusiasm Rhapsody Love Joy

Hatred Rage Surprise Excitement Ecstasy Passion
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• Interest—a state of curiosity, concern, or attention

• Pride—a positive feeling about yourself that you experience when you 

achieve a personal success

Unlike positive emotions, negative emotions encourage us to focus our 

attention on the specific thing that is troubling us. If we feel fear, for exam-

ple, we will focus all our energy on getting away from the object of that 

fear. Because negative emotions take up so much energy, they make it hard 

to do productive things such as learning or working toward our goals. 

 Negative emotions include:

• Embarrassment—an unpleasant feeling about yourself that you experience 

when you believe that others have found a flaw in you

• Guilt—a negative feeling about yourself that you experience when you 

believe that your actions have harmed someone else

• Shame—a negative feeling about yourself that you experience following a 

personal failure

• Despair—an unpleasant feeling of hopelessness and defeat

• Fear—an unpleasant feeling of anxiety and anticipation of danger

• Anger—a strong feeling of displeasure, resentment, or hostility

• Disgust—a negative feeling of aversion or repulsion

• Sadness—a somber emotion of sorrow over a loss

Being aware of the range of human emotions helps you understand 

what is happening inside you and why. Learn to occasionally stop and 

observe your thoughts, feelings, and actions the way a psychologist might. 

This will help you understand your behavior, which is the first step to 

 making the positive changes that will lead you down the road to success.

Self Check

 1. What is a role model? (p. 9)

 2. What are the benefits of studying psychology? (p. 17)

 3. What is the nervous system? (p. 23)

success secret

Pay attention to what is 
happening inside you  
and why.
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SECTION 1.2 Understanding Yourself

YOUR INNER SELF
We are not born with a sense of self. It develops—as do many of our 

 attitudes—over time, based on repeated inputs from our environment. The 

sum total of our past experiences—our successes and failures, our humilia-

tions and triumphs, and the way we have interacted with those around us 

and who love us—gives us a subjective sense of the sort of person we are. 

But there is an important catch. All of our experiences are pieces of input 

that are colored by our perceptions, and, because our perceptions are not 

necessarily the same as reality, our sense of who we are may miss the mark 

by a wide margin. Unfortunately, once an idea becomes a belief, it becomes 

a “truth” as far as we are concerned. 

Most of our understanding of the world is filtered through our under-

standing of self. We decide what is right and wrong, what is appealing and 

unappealing, what is pleasurable and painful based on the way we see our-

selves and our relationship with the outside world. Having a firm sense of 

self helps us make plans and predictions. It gives us an emotional invest-

ment in what we are doing. It motivates us to achieve our goals and to 

improve ourselves. Having a firm sense of self also helps us build and main-

tain relationships with others.

Your Self-Image
A picture tells a thousand words. Have you ever noticed how easily infor-

mation can be conveyed in a picture or an image that would otherwise take 

pages of writing or minutes or hours of speaking? Your self-image is how 

you see yourself, which determines what you do, how you behave, how well 

you perform, and what kind of effort or attention you put into something. 

In fact, your self-image tells more than a thousand words because it sets the 

template or “thermostat” on your performance and what you do.

When you understand how your self-image works, you are able to address 

and then change it, if you want to. You can change the performance stan-

dards upon which you operate and your view of your abilities to perform at a 

higher level in the future. Many people are not aware of their “self-image” 

and how they see themselves in their own mind’s eye; therefore, they are not 

aware of the enormous impact a poor or limited self-image can have on who 

they think they are and their potential for peak performance.

Many Self-Images When we look in the internal mirror of our 

minds, we can see many self-images such as those that relate to ourselves as a 

daughter/son, a trusted friend, a business person, a mother/father, a partner, 

healthy, wealthy, flexible, or humorous. We can never totally erase experi-

ences from our memories. If they were negative, our self-images may be set at 

self Your sense of being a 

unique, conscious being.

self-image All the 

beliefs you have about 

yourself.

success secret

A sense of self helps  
you understand the  
world and make plans  
and decisions.
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low-performance or even no-win. But we can reset our self-images. We can 

pre-program our future success more effectively by becoming aware, address-

ing and changing the self-image, or projections, of the kind of person we 

believe we can become. 

Future Projections Define Boundaries The aspect of our 

self-image we want to work with is a future projection of our sense of self. It 

defines the boundaries or possibility of our identity and what we believe to be 

possible. It sets the thermostat on our range of behavior and standard of per-

formance. If we set an image of ourselves that is higher than current perfor-

mance levels, we will be motivated to gather the resources within ourselves, 

and from our environment, to make our new self-image a reality and not just 

a figment of our imagination. The creation of new self-images does take 

focused effort over time; however, the ability to rewire our brain activity 

through visualization and repetition to create new, neural pathways is at the 

forefront of individual and team peak performance. That is why the more 

vivid and specific our dreams and goals are, the more likely we are to achieve 

them, which we will discuss in Chapter 3.

Whatever occurs within our lives is colored by our perceptions. And 

because our perceptions are not necessarily the same as reality, our sense of 

who we are may miss the mark by a wide margin. Unfortunately, once an 

idea or belief becomes a perception, it becomes a truth for our self-image. 

Each link we add to the growing chain of self-images may either expand or 

limit our lives more tightly.

The Brain’s Gatekeeper The more neuroscientists learn about 

brain function, the more we are able to influence changes in our beliefs and 

our behaviors that lead to maximizing our fulfillment in our careers and 

 personal lives.

Radiating upward from your brain stem is a small network of cells, about 

four inches in length, called the reticular activating system. It is just about the 

size and shape of a quarter of an apple, and is one of the most important 

parts of your brain to understand and utilize to reach your goals. The reticu-

lar core of the brain dominates your behavior pat terns, which include your 

eating habits, exercise habits, and the way you choose to live your life. It is 

perfectly placed to monitor all of the nerves connecting the brain and the 

body, and it “knows” what is going on better than any other single part of the 

brain. It can override activity in the spinal cord. It regulates the signals from 

the eyes, ears, and other sense organs and is clearly linked to the display and 

feeling of emotions.

The reticular activating system performs the unique function of filtering 

incoming stimuli, such as sight, sound, and touch, and de ciding what infor-

mation is going to become part of your experi ence. It decides what is impor-

tant information and what is to be ignored. For example, if you live along a 

busy street, the reticular activating system quickly allows you to tune out the 

sound of cars rushing by so you can sleep peacefully at night. 
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Once you have made a decision that a certain value, thought, feeling, 

sound, or picture is significant to you, your reticular acti vating system is 

alerted and it immediately transmits to your con sciousness any information it 

receives regarding that item. So when you buy a new car, for example, it is 

this network that suddenly causes you to notice all the cars of the same 

make—or even the same color—on the highway.

The beautiful feature about the reticular activating system is that you can 

program it to be on the alert for success-related inputs. It will wake you up in 

the morning without an alarm clock. If it knows you’re looking forward to 

another eventful day, it will get you right out of bed. If it knows that you’re 

looking for values and qualities in other individuals, it will home in on those 

values and qualities. If you’re seeking more financial rewards, it will be 

extremely sensitive to any financially oriented data that could help you. The 

reticular activating system explains accident-prone people as it conversely 

explains success-prone people. It explains why some people see a problem in 

every solution and why others see a solution for every problem. 

During every moment of our lives we program (or we allow others to pro-

gram) our brains to work for us, or against us. Because the reticular activat-

ing system has no judging function, it strives to meet the attitudes and beliefs 

we set for it, regardless of whether they are positive or negative, true or false, 

right or wrong, safe or dangerous. Its only function is to follow our previous 

instructions implicitly, like a personal computer playing back what is stored—

responding automatically. While the reticular activating system is a physical 

part of the brain, the corresponding self-image is an abstract part of the 

brain’s consciousness, a function of the mind. And your self-image is the 

“psychological thermo stat” that sets the limits and the ceiling on your 

 performance in your world. 

Limits are physical, in that genetic and other health factors, age, and 

skills do impose certain restrictions on performance. However, these limits—

for most of us—will never be fully tested because of the limitations caused by 

our beliefs. Limitations are psychological. Over time we all learn to raise or 

lower our expectations of ourselves because of our experiences. Disappoint-

ments become solid barriers. Successes give us confidence. As we get older, 

we don’t simply move past these limitations we have internalized. Some of 

them stay with us throughout our lives. Successful individuals are constantly 

seeking growth and high performance and, incrementally, keep raising the 

bar on these invisible barriers. 

A former sports’ psychologist tells a true story that illustrates this point, 

which he observed when he was working with a world-class high-jumper pre-

paring for the Summer Games. The athlete could clear the high-jump bar in 

practice and in competition at 7 feet, 5 inches; but no higher, regardless of 

the technique or practice. When he wasn’t paying close attention one day, 

the coach raised the bar an inch, to 7 feet, 6 inches. Thinking it was still at 

the lower setting, the athlete cleared it. When his coach told him what he  

had done, he looked at his coach in disbelief, almost agitated. “But I can’t 

jump that high,” he exclaimed. “You just did,” the coach smiled. “You just 
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conquered your own four-minute mile barrier, just as Roger Bannister did so 

many years ago.” Once Bannister proved that it was possible to run a mile in 

under four minutes, on May 6th, 1954, suddenly more and more track stars 

were able to do it—proving an important lesson: once you stop believing some-

thing is impossible, it becomes possible.

Many individuals don’t understand and believe that they, to a large 

extent, can control their outcomes in life. They feel like thermometers, 

reflecting that they are who they are because of what’s happening to them in 

relation to the outside world. A thermometer rises or falls to meet the exter-

nal environment. Most self-images are greatly influenced by what the media 

and our role models bombard our senses with on a daily basis. However, we 

do have control of our current thoughts. We can reset our self-image like an 

internal thermostat from average performance to peak performance, and 

expand our comfort zones over time.

Each of us has a number of comfort zones that we have developed 

throughout our lives that dictate the amount of dis comfort we are willing to 

suffer before making adjustments. Re flect, for a moment, on just how many 

of your behaviors are set into motion when you move out of these comfort 

zones. “Too much” can motivate as strongly as “too little.” On the level of 

conscious thought, there are any number of examples: how much time we 

feel comfortable in spending with those around us; how much effort we feel 

comfortable in expending on our daily priorities at the office or at home; how 

much money we feel comfortable in spending on our lifestyles, as well as 

how much money we feel comfortable in earning. 

The self-image can definitely be compared to a type of thermostat, keeping 

us in a psychological comfort zone. With a low self-image many people’s psy-

chological thermostats are set correspondingly low. Not believing they are 

capable of much or worth much, the low self-image individuals are comfortable 

with mediocrity and being spectators. When challenged to venture out on the 

high side or take a chance to change the status quo, they pull back. “I’m not 

ca pable of that; that’s beyond my meager abilities. It’s not worth the effort. 

Why bother?” goes the negative self-talk. They have discovered that their 

imagina tions serve as a life-governing device—that if your self-image can’t pos-

sibly see yourself doing something or achieving something, you literally cannot 

do it. “It’s not what you are that holds you back, it’s what you think you are not.”

Our “set point” for success is arrived at over time, based on belief in our-

selves, our abilities, and our worth practiced on a daily basis. With a strong and 

healthy belief in ourselves and what we are ca pable of, we can go out and sur-

vive the stress of day-to-day living and reaching worthy goals. When our self-

image thermostats move into the higher ranges, we believe we can handle pretty 

much whatever is thrown at us. We become comfortable with peak perfor-

mance. And we become uncomfortable with lower performance.  However, we 

all have good and bad days. So it becomes important for us to respond effec-

tively to setbacks. If our efforts to win fall below our comfort zones, we feed 

back to our self-image some positive reinforcement and self-talk: “Next time, I’ll 

do better”; “I can do that.” “More knowledge,  training, and better con centration 
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will win me that prize.” This will be  discussed in detail in Chapter 4, concerning 

how positive self-talk impacts our self-esteem.

Creativity is seeing, in advance, an idea that can become a solution to a 

major problem or need. And holding on to that idea until it works or until a 

better idea is implemented. Creativity is holding on to your dreams even 

when others laugh at you. Creativity comes from having mentors and 

coaches who are interested in your success; coaches who’ll listen uncondi-

tionally, who praise often and criticize constructively the behavior that is 

undesirable, while not directly criticizing the individual. Creativity is having 

curious leaders who are open to new ideas and to better ways of doing 

things and who are not so set in their ways that they prejudge everything in 

advance. Unimaginative and unproductive people say, “It may be possible, 

but it’s too difficult.” Creative individuals say, “It may be difficult, but it’s 

always possible.”

When we look in a mirror, there are three reflections: the child of our 

past, the person we are today, and the person we will become. With the right 

role models and the right inputs into our brain’s software program, we can 

change the perceptions that have twisted and colored our image of who we 

really are. Understanding this secret of the power of the imagined experience 

is fundamental to understanding high-performance human achievement. 

What is your dominant self-image? Do you see yourself as creative, 

friendly, funny, and intelligent, or do you have a low view of yourself? 

Enter your thoughts in Personal Journal 1.3.

Building a Healthy Self-Image
A healthy self-image is positive but realistic. People with a realistic self-

image aren’t bothered by their weaknesses, however, because they know 

that their strengths outweigh them. Instead of worrying about the things 

they can’t do well, they make the very best of all the things they can do 

well. Sarah, for example, knows that she is a whiz at math and computers 

but is a pretty ordinary artist. Emmett takes pride in being a good writer 

and musician, but knows that he tends to stumble when making oral pre-

sentations. They both have healthy, realistic self-images.

People with unrealistic, negative self-images, by contrast, overestimate 

their weaknesses and suffer from low self-esteem. (You’ll learn more about 

the connection between self-image and self-esteem in Chapter 4.) People 

with unrealistic, positive self-images have high self-esteem, but they overes-

timate their strengths and don’t put in the effort required to succeed. They 

also have trouble getting along with other people because they usually seem 

hostile and arrogant.

Besides being realistic, a healthy self-image is also based on who you are 

right now. Who you are today does not limit who you will be next week, 

next month, or next year. Your potential, your interests, and your abilities 

are developing every day and will continue to develop. You are being influ-

enced by the world around you, and you are influencing the world, too.

success secret

A healthy self-image is 
positive but realistic.
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Personal Journal 1.3

How Do You See Yourself?
On the scales following each statement, circle one or more numbers between 1 and 10 according to how 

strongly you agree with it. The number 1 represents total disagreement, and the number 10 represents 

total agreement. You may select a single number or a range of numbers.

1. I have high intellectual ability.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

7. I am competent on the job.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

2. I am good at sports.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

8. I am competent at school.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

3. I am creative.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

9. I am romantically appealing to others.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

4. I have good relationships with my close friends.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

10. I am physically attractive.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

5. I have a good sense of humor.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

11. I am a moral person.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

6. I am popular with others.

      
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

12. I have a good relationship with my parents.

   
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Identify the three areas to which you gave the highest ratings. What are you particularly proud of in these 

areas? Now look at the areas to which you gave low ratings. Is it possible that you are being overly criti-

cal of yourself?
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Complexity and Self-Image A healthy self-image is also com-

plex. Having a complex self-image means having a variety of positive ways 

of seeing yourself. People who have a complex self-image are less likely to 

suffer from psychological troubles such as stress, anxiety, and depression. 

When they suffer a setback or difficulty in one area of their lives, they can 

fall back on one of the many other positive roles they play in life. Ladonna, 

for example, has a complex self-image: She sees herself as a business-

woman, a mother, an artist, and an environmentalist. When things get 

tough at work, she has many other positive aspects of herself to take pride in. 

Jared, on the other hand, has a rather simple self-image: He sees himself 

mainly as an A student. When he occasionally does poorly on a test, he 

feels like a failure.

The key to a complex self-image is to strike a balance among the vari-

ous important areas of your life, such as relationships, school, work and 

career, community, health, hobbies and leisure, and spirituality. When you 

devote time and energy to each important area of your life, you build a 

strong foundation for feeling good about yourself. How balanced is your 

life? Take a look in Activity 4. 

YOU AND YOUR SOCIAL WORLD
If you wrote down a detailed description of your innermost self and then 

asked your best friend to write a description of you, how similar do you 

think the descriptions would be? What if you asked a sibling? A parent? 

What about a new acquaintance? Chances are, none of their descriptions 

would be very similar to yours. That’s because no one sees you the way you 

see yourself. It’s also because you probably act slightly differently with each 

of these people.

Have you noticed that people change their behavior depending on the 

social setting? Ginny, for example, is responsible and managerial at work, shy 

and quiet in the classroom, and sociable and outgoing with friends. Is she act-

ing falsely in some situations? Is she unsure of who she is? Not necessarily. 

Ginny’s behavior shows the power of social roles. A social role is a set of 

norms (standards of behavior) that define how we are supposed to behave in a 

social position or setting. Like Ginny, each of us is subject to many social 

roles: partner, friend, parent, citizen, son or daughter, student, employee.

We act according to social roles because we desire social acceptance. 

Sometimes this desire motivates us to act in ways that don’t represent our 

true selves. Altering our behavior to make a good impression on others is 

known as self-presentation. Trina, for example, acts falsely modest after 

receiving a compliment because she is afraid of seeming stuck up.

All of us use self-presentation, sometimes without being aware of it. We 

might act friendly and upbeat at a party to make a good impression, for 

example, even if we’re feeling tired and grouchy inside. How do you behave 

around different people? Do you engage in self-presentation? Write your 

thoughts in Activity 5.

success secret

It’s healthy to find balance 
in your life.

success secret

No one sees you the way 
you see yourself.

social role A set of 

norms that define how you 

are supposed to behave in 

a given social position or 

setting.

self-presentation  

Altering your behavior to 

make a good impression on 

others.
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ACTIVITY 4: Wheel of Life

A Read each of the statements below. Decide how true each statement is for you, then write in a number 

between 1 (not at all true) and 10 (totally true).

Rating (1–10)

 1. I go to movies, restaurants, and so on, with friends.

 2. I spend time thinking about the meaning of life.

 3. I exercise regularly.

 4. I enjoy time with my romantic partner.

 5. I have goals for earning and spending money.

 6. I am satisfied with my career choice and my career progress so far.

 7. I am involved in community affairs.

 8. I enjoy reading books or magazines.

 9. I belong to a club or social group.

 10. I set time aside for meditation, prayer, worship, or other spiritual practice.

 11. I eat healthful foods.

 12. I write or call friends and family members from whom I am separated.

 13. I earn the income I want.

 14. I am involved in creative work on the job, at school, or elsewhere.

 15. I belong to a community association.

 16. I attend workshops or special courses to increase my knowledge or skills.

 17. I like to meet new people and socialize.

 18. I think about how I can make my life serve a greater purpose.

 19. I try to maintain a healthy weight.

 20. I have coworkers or fellow students who are also friends.

 21. I have a plan for saving money.

 22. I have reached some, but not all, of my professional goals.

 23. I volunteer for community or charitable projects.

 24. I watch or listen to educational programs.
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B Scoring: For each of the 24 items on the list, write the rating you gave it (1–10) on the line below.

Relationships

Item 4  

Item 12  

Item 20  

Total  

Work and Career

Item 6  

Item 14  

Item 22  

Total  

Community

Item 7  

Item 15  

Item 23  

Total  

Learning and School

Item 8  

Item 16  

Item 24  

Total  

Health and Fitness

Item 3  

Item 11  

Item 19  

Total  

Hobbies and Leisure

Item 1  

Item 9  

Item 17  

Total  

Spirituality

Item 2  

Item 10  

Item 18  

Total  

Money

Item 5  

Item 13  

Item 21  

Total  

C Record the total for each area on the wheel below by drawing a curved line in each section of the circle.

Relationships

Hobbies and
Leisure

Health and
Fitness

Money

Work and
Career

Community

Learning and
School

Spirituality

Wheel of Life

30

20

10

10 20 3030 20 10

10

20

30
continued . . .
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D Ideally, your completed diagram should resemble a circle. However, most of us have different priorities at 

different stages of our lives. Were you surprised by your imbalance? Explain why or why not.

E In which area(s) of your life do you want or need to spend more time? Explain.

F Name specific things you could give up in one or two areas in order to make more time for the 

neglected area(s).

G Are any of the eight life areas covered in this exercise particularly important to you? Explain.


