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Introduction

 

‘Great things are not done by impulse, but by a series of small things brought together.’

Vincent van Gogh

 

 

If you’re reading this Introduction, then I imagine you would like to be better in some way. Perhaps you would like to be happier or you want to take your career to a new level. Maybe you would like to be more confident when meeting new people. You may want to improve your memory – your ability to absorb and retain new information. Or perhaps you want to lose weight and get into better shape.

Here’s the thing, though: you probably don’t have a huge amount of time to improve yourself. You don’t want to spend hours in therapy or journaling or reflecting on your life and how to change it. Like most busy people, you want results – and you want them now!

The good news is that you can be better – you can feel happier, be more confident, boost your memory, and lose weight – and quite quickly, too. Psychologists have identified dozens of tricks, tips, and quirks of the mind that can help nearly everyone achieve precisely these sorts of results. And many of these methods really only take minutes – or sometimes only a handful of seconds – to do.

Yes, relatively simple changes in how we think or behave can make a measurable difference to our success, health, relationships, and happiness. And so 10% Better contains some of my favourite techniques that will quickly help you to be a better, smarter, happier, healthier you.


Focusing on ‘you’

I work as a psychologist and coach. So I’ll give you an example of a tip that will take no time to put into practice.

Not long ago, a 40-something client of mine called Elizabeth was feeling rather nervous. She had been widowed several years previously when her husband died of cancer. And now she was preparing to go on a date with a man for the first time in nearly 20 years.

It was perfectly understandable that she was more than a little apprehensive. So I suggested that she could buoy her mood and feel a bit more confident by repeating encouraging messages to herself.

‘I already do that,’ she told me. ‘I often say things to myself like, “I can do this,” “I’m stronger than I feel,” and “I can achieve anything I put my mind to.”’

I suggested: ‘Ah, you would get better results if you talked to yourself as if you’re a separate person.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘You could rephrase those encouraging statements either by using the word “you” or by using your own name,’ I explained. ‘So rather than saying, “I can do this,” say, “You can do this” or “Elizabeth can do this.”’

Like most of the advice that I give to clients, this little trick has been proven in scientific tests to have genuine benefits. Some years ago, a team of scientists led by Ethan Kross, a professor of psychology at the University of Michigan, trained multiple groups of people in the use of different types of self-talk prior to stressful situations. In their experiment, 89 participants were told that they would soon be giving an impromptu speech to a group of total strangers.

I don’t know about you, but I know plenty of people who hate having to stand up and give speeches in public. So you can imagine that a lot of these participants felt fairly stressed by the prospect of having to give such a speech.

Half of the participants were told to prepare mentally by using the first-person pronoun ‘I’ when thinking about themselves. The other half of the participants were taught to use either the pronoun ‘you’ or their own names.

Cutting a long story short, the participants who used the pronoun ‘you’ or their own names performed significantly better than those who used the first-person pronoun ‘I’. The participants who used ‘you’ or their names reported feeling less stressed than those who used ‘I’. In addition, the ‘you’/names participants were also judged by observers to have given visibly better presentations. In other words, the ‘you’/names participants not only subjectively felt better – they objectively performed better, too.

If you’re interested in the specifics of this study – or any of the others that we encounter – you can read more by following the superscript numbers to the Notes at the end of the book.1 But the broader implication of Kross’s experiment is: the next time you need to motivate yourself, try encouraging yourself as if you were talking to someone else.

When you want to push yourself on at the gym, spur yourself on before a big job interview or date (like Elizabeth), or encourage yourself to get through a difficult task, tell yourself: ‘You can do it!’ rather than ‘I can do it!’ And remember that the research says that you may not just feel better but perform better, too.


The next time you need to motivate yourself, try encouraging yourself as if you were talking to someone else.




Using psychological techniques that work

Before we get into deeper discussion about other such tweaks and advice, allow me to introduce myself briefly. I work as a psychologist, consultant, and coach. In practice, that means I run training workshops for teams of executives and employees. I give keynote speeches to audiences full of managers, charity workers, sales people, personal trainers, students – all sorts of people. And I coach individuals one-on-one. But in all of my work, I have to be a professional sceptic.

It’s my job to question what comes my way and only recommend techniques that really work. I can’t just believe all of the claims that I come across. And I don’t think it would be fair merely to tell you in this book what to do without justifying my recommendations to you either.

I think it’s especially important these days to be somewhat sceptical and questioning. Everywhere we look – television, billboards, Facebook, emails – we get bombarded about products that can allegedly change our lives in all sorts of wonderful ways. There are supposed superfoods and supplements that are touted as being able to burn fat, reverse diabetes, or even treat cancer. Gadgets that can help to boost our productivity or cure hair loss. Online courses that can make us charismatic, lovable, or rich.


It’s especially important these days to be somewhat sceptical and questioning.


Some of these products may have merit. But many don’t. And unfortunately there are plenty of frauds, quacks, scammers, or even well-intentioned but poorly informed gurus who simply can’t deliver on their promises.

When I hear about new products and services, treatments, and therapies, I usually think: ‘Really? What’s the evidence for that?’ It’s my job to protect clients from harm by proposing only things that work. And in the same way, I feel it’s my job to keep you safe.

But I don’t just want to tell you about methods that work – I would also love by the end of this book for you to have adopted a similarly questioning attitude in life. So when you next encounter any new product, therapy or piece of advice, I hope that you too will stop and ask: ‘Really? What’s the evidence for that?’

It’s not just about proof, though. I also want my clients to find it easy or even enjoyable to integrate new methods and techniques into their lives. There’s no point having me suggest something that clients think would be too complicated or bothersome to try even once – let alone do over and over again. And so I’ll only include things in this book if I think they are effective and easy – and occasionally even enjoyable.

In chapter after chapter, we’ll discuss how you can perform more effectively under pressure, how you can get fitter and lose more weight, and how you can live a happier life. We’ll discuss how you can come across more confidently in job interviews, during auditions, and on dates. We’ll explore the latest science about learning and memory, creativity, and being in a happy relationship. And we’ll even see that there can be genuine merit in asking: ‘What would Batman do?’



Becoming 10% better

Yes, you will learn to deal with stress, get fitter and lose weight, be more creative, and so on. But I think it’s important to have realistic expectations.

I called this book 10% Better because I think it’s completely achievable that you can improve yourself in these sorts of areas by double digits. Take the study by Ethan Kross and his colleagues that we discussed earlier. The researchers found that participants who referred to themselves using either the word ‘you’ or their own names felt around 20% better than participants who used the first-person pronoun ‘I’. And when expert observers watched the presentations and scored everyone’s performances, they gave the ‘you’/names participants ratings that were approximately 10% better.

In terms of eating, I’ll share with you one tip that has been shown to reduce unhealthy snacking on things like cookies by 24%. And another suggestion may help you to cut down on your calorie intake by as much as 36%.

The list goes on. For example, I will tell you about a particular method for setting goals that in one study allowed students to get 13% better results in a written exam.

Every single technique, method, tweak, tip, and piece of advice in this book has been tested by science. Some deliver bigger benefits. Others deliver smaller – but still meaningful – results. Add up all of these and you may well end up being quite a bit more than 10% better.



Navigating this book

I’ve divided the book into eight chapters and a conclusion. But 10% Better isn’t a book where you need to read each chapter in order to understand the one that follows. So feel free to jump around. For example, if you most want to get fit or lose weight, then head straight to Chapter 3. Or if you’re studying for a test or exam, you may find Chapter 6 a more useful starting point.

Honestly, each chapter stands alone. So do skip forwards and backwards between chapters if that sounds most helpful. In order to decide where to head first, here’s a quick summary of each of the coming chapters:

•   Chapter 1: Getting smart about stress and everyday pressures. Maybe your computer deleted all of your work, you’ve just had an argument, or you just feel overwhelmed by everything you have to do. There are very few people who don’t feel stressed, anxious, worried, or angry at least occasionally. In this first chapter, we’ll look at speedy methods that you can use to get through tough times.

•   Chapter 2: Boosting your motivation and achieving your goals. We all have goals but it isn’t always easy to reach them. Perhaps you want a better job or a more fulfilling romantic life. Maybe you want to change some aspect of your personality or modify your behaviour – quit a bad habit or start a good one, for instance. Staying motivated can be tricky, but in this chapter we will look at some research-backed advice to improve your chances of achieving your goals.

•   Chapter 3: Being smart about health and weight loss. As you can imagine, a lot of people have goals that are to do with their physical health and weight loss in particular. Chapter 2 will cover tweaks that can be applied to all sorts of goals. But in this chapter, you will learn a set of techniques that will help you to achieve your health, eating, and weight loss goals.

•   Chapter 4: Making better decisions. Maybe you’re trying to decide on a new phone or a laptop, a car or a pension plan. Or perhaps you’re trying to decide whether to take a new job, relocate to a new city, or end your relationship. Sometimes, the wrong choice could cost you money; occasionally, the wrong decision could leave you with regrets for years or even decades to come. Thankfully, psychological science has identified a handful of methods that will allow you to make all sorts of decisions with greater confidence.

•   Chapter 5: Boosting your creativity and inventiveness. Creativity isn’t just something for artists – it’s a vital skill for anyone who wants to find new, better, faster, cheaper, more enjoyable ways of doing things. It’s as relevant to someone who wants to get the household chores done more quickly and less painfully as to an entrepreneur who wants to offer something more interesting to customers. And in this chapter we’ll see that spending just a few minutes on various mental activities and exercises can make a marked difference to people’s ability to think, work, and be better.

•   Chapter 6: Being clever about learning, memory, and performance. Learning isn’t just something that was confined to our school days. Life is a constant process of learning. At work, you constantly need to learn the latest rules and new ways of working. You have to adapt to new operating systems on computers and new smartphones. You may need to take an exam to attain a professional qualification. Perhaps you want to learn a new language, sport, or musical instrument. Or you want to improve your assertiveness, financial acumen, emotional intelligence, leadership skills, or anything else about yourself. It’s all learning. So in this chapter, you’ll learn how to learn better.

•   Chapter 7: Dealing with pressure and performing in public. This chapter will be of particular use in high-stakes situations when you’re being judged by people in a public setting. So maybe you want to give a great presentation, speak up more at work, succeed at job interviews, or make a good impression on a hot date. Or perhaps you’re an athlete, singer, musician, or other performer who needs to perform under pressure.

•   Chapter 8: Finding small ways to feel happier. Life is not always easy. But research tells us that straightforward exercises can help us to find more moments of joy and contentment in our everyday lives – or extend and heighten the moments that come our way. So turn to this chapter if you’d like to feel happier.

•   Conclusions: Onwards, upwards, and over to you. By the time we get to the end of the book, we will have covered dozens and dozens of exercises, methods, and activities. So I’ll finish by leaving you with some advice on how to get the most from them all.


Over to you

I write books because I hope that I can help people to have better, more productive, effective, successful, and happier lives. So throughout 10% Better, I’ll try to make it easy for you to pick out and apply the many techniques that we shall encounter. Look out for boxes just like this one for step-by-step guidance on how to put the different principles or techniques into practice to benefit either your professional or personal life.
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