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INTRODUCTION
The book you are holding in your hands is unlike any other book you have
ever read. I guarantee it.
This is not a motivational book, although many people who have read
it have found it highly motivating. Nor is it a “self help” book full of disconnected bits of advice and uplifting anecdotes, although the people who have
been exposed to the ideas it contains have found them to be very helpful. After
you have finished reading I’m confident that you will agree that this is a significant understatement, but don’t believe me — judge it for yourself.
Unlike a variety of well-known “self-help” systems, this book does not
rely on visualizations, affirmations, mantras or similar exercises, although it
does provide a framework for understanding how and why these work — or
don’t — as the case may be.
A close friend who was instrumental in the creation of this book
described these ideas as having opened her to the most profound experience of her adult life. That’s not surprising, for they are the thoughts of
some of the greatest minds who have contributed to the subjects of the psychology of human development, motivation and influence that have ever
lived. The purpose of writing this book has been to synthesize the ideas of
these great thinkers into a practical, scientifically-based system that anyone
can use to improve any aspect of their lives, including relationships, finances,
work and health. Does that sound like something you would find useful?
In essence, BrainShift offers a powerful new approach to understanding
why you think what you do, why you do what you do and how to change
both so you can radically alter your life experience.
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After reading BrainShift you will:
Understand how your beliefs and thoughts control your behavior — and
hence the results you achieve in your life
• Learn how to change your beliefs and thought patterns to achieve the
results you really want as simply as you would change the software on
your computer
•

As a result, you’ll be better able to guide your life in the direction you desire.
You’ll also find that to achieve your dreams, it will be necessary to collaborate with other people. By using the same process that you use to change
your own belief system, you’ll be able to understand the perspectives of others
and assist them in changing their beliefs to their benefit — and yours.
And since, as will be revealed, all of our minds are connected — quite
literally — the benefits of this process will apply not only to the immediate
circumstances of your own life. BrainShift will also show how issues of global
significance — like poverty, war and environmental degradation — will be
solved only through a collective belief shift. And it will provide a basis for
understanding how each of us can participate in that shift.
If you are dissatisfied with any part of your life and frustrated at making
attempts to change it, this book is for you. As you come to understand and
apply the concepts presented here, you will have the opportunity to greatly
improve the quality of your life. And you will learn systematic, highly effective techniques to help others as well.
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CHAPTER 1
Believe It Or Not
How this book came about may surprise you, because its creation certainly
surprised me. Until a few months before I started it, I never imagined I
would be writing a book at all, let alone one claiming to provide deep insight
into the workings of the human mind. The combination of the ideas contained in these pages poured out of my mind onto the page one morning. I
later realized they had been forming slowly, deep in my subconscious over a
period of nearly 20 years.
It began with a question I had puzzled over for longer than I can remember. As a child, I recall being disturbed by the inequities of life, the radical
differences in people’s economic situations and how unfair life could be.
Later, as a doctoral student in public health, I became involved in the environmental and social justice movements and had some success in helping to
effect environmental reform in my community. I learned the impact that a
small number of committed people could have on improving the quality of
life, for themselves and others.
Furthermore, in my professional life, I began to appreciate the massive
impact of simple interventions in improving the health of whole populations. For example, mundane things like seat belt laws or programs to discourage smoking could have a real impact on people’s lives by improving
their health and well-being, as well as preventing death and suffering. I also
pondered a fact that is well known to public health practitioners: the
strongest predictor of an individual’s physical health is their income.
Literally wealth predicts health. All of this led me to wonder about the basis
for the inequities of wealth in the world and what could be done to bring
about significant changes in the lives of the less fortunate.
Will you accept this challenge?

To show you how these musings led to the creation of this book, I’d like to
pose a challenge for you to experience some basic aspects of how your brain
maps reality. An effective way to do this is through imagining yourself in a
situation where something of value has been taken away, such as being temporarily separated from your material possessions.
6

For some, this may involve feelings of discomfort, because it forces them
to make a comparison with others who have less. So if you find yourself feeling that way, press on anyway to get the full impact of the experiment.
Here’s the challenge. Pretend all your money and possessions are taken
away, and you are cut off from your friends, family and other contacts, then
dumped at the curbside of an inner city slum. You have 30 seconds to think
about what you would do. How would you get out, and how long would it
take you?
I’ve presented this challenge in different forms to many people over the
years. What I’ve found is that for virtually everyone, the answer to the second question varies between one and 48 hours, depending on the way they
interpret the challenge and the assumptions they make. Yet being concerned
with issues of poverty and social justice, I have been confronted with a question that is on the one hand deeply troubling, while at the same time holds
a key to human progress, both individual and collective: if we could escape
from such conditions of abject poverty and deprivation, even when stripped
of all of our physical resources, why is it that the majority of people born
into such conditions will never escape?
Resources

Without a doubt, the physical resources each of us has at our disposal play a
tremendous part in keeping us out of such conditions. Most of those I associate with are lucky enough to have comfortable homes and enough money
in the bank with sources of income to support their lifestyles. Most of us
have cars, so we can go where we want, when we want. If we were to run into
difficulties, for example, if our car broke down, we have friends we could call
for help.
Compared to a person living in poor housing in an economicallydepressed area, with no money or means to leave their immediate environment, and friends in the same or perhaps worse situation, we clearly have the
advantage. Yet in our challenge, those we presented it to felt confident that
even in the absence of money, cars, a nice home, friends and family, they
would still be able to escape the slums whereas, on average, the person born
or raised there would be unable to do so. Why is this?
Some may argue that luck plays a major role in our successful escape –
being lucky enough to be born into families who encouraged and expected
formal education and hard work, which led to acquiring skills to make a
decent living and be surrounded with people in similar positions.
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Strategies

However, while it may have been primarily luck that got those of us where
we are today, it is definitely not luck that would get us out of the inner city.
A more important and predictable factor we have at our disposal is a series of
strategies to help with our escape. Strategies are a set of simple, practical
actions we would know how to do, or could even invent on the spot, to help
us out of our predicament.
Back to the challenge. What would you do if all your money and
possessions were gone and you were cut off from your friends, family and
other contacts and dumped at the curbside of an inner city slum? Here are
answers from some who have done this exercise:
1. To ensure immediate safety, I would quickly evaluate my surroundings,
avoid suspicious-looking strangers then walk quickly and self-assuredly
to the most prosperous-looking area I could find.
2. I would identify someone who could help, such as a storeowner or police
officer. With their help, I would find appropriate social assistance, then
get into some sort of shelter in as good a neighborhood as possible.
3. I would get any job I could and spend my evenings taking courses and
studying; I would continually improve my training and job, build a new
network of friends, find a new partner and build a new life.
What do you think? Not particularly elegant, but with a little tweaking
most of these strategies would almost certainly work. What strikes me most
about these strategies is how uncomplicated they would be to carry out.
They wouldn’t require any special intelligence or formal training. With
dedication and persistence they would work every time, for anyone, barring
unforeseen freak accidents or natural disasters.
Part of the answer to the question of what keeps some people in situations of deprivation, then, is that they lack access to strategies, which would
allow them to escape. Most of those born into the inner city don’t have
strategies for effective studying or accessing readily available support
networks that would give them practical ideas on how to improve their
situation. Many are unaware of how to get and keep a job and/or how to
leverage and upgrade their skills. Some may lack the insight, motivation or
time management skills necessary to balance employment with obtaining an
education.
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Beliefs

Access to specific strategies, skills or knowledge is clearly a serious impediment for people in such situations to improving their life. Yet, there is something even more fundamental to success than knowing what to do and being
able to do it. It is the belief, regardless of the strategy, that it would be worthwhile and that it would work. Beliefs are a set of rules about how the world
works. Examples of beliefs are: “I can do this or learn how” and “It’s okay to
make mistakes.” Strategies, on the other hand, are actions taken to achieve a
specific result and are often based on beliefs about what is possible.
Suppose you told a teenager living in poverty in the inner city:
“Look—this is silly. There is no reason to subject yourself to this kind of life. All
you need to do is study hard, get good grades, work part time and save enough
money to go to college to get practical training to get a good job so you can move
somewhere better. Once you’re earning decent money, you’ll be able to help your
friends and family too.”
One problem with this approach is that it presupposes a lot about that person’s beliefs. For it to have any impact, the teenager would have to believe:
You knew what you are talking about and weren’t intending to lead them
astray
• They would be happier and better off if they got out
• They would want to do things like get training or study hard
•

In many situations like this, people simply don’t have those beliefs. More
often, they believe:
Ideas like these won’t work for people like me
I’d be better off doing what I’m doing now instead of attempting some
thing else and risk losing what I have
• People like me don’t do well in school or get good jobs
•
•

These kinds of beliefs lock people into situations that keep them from
gaining the skills or strategies they need to improve their situation.
Great, you say. That was really useful. Now I have a foolproof plan in
case I’m ever kidnapped and abandoned in an inner city slum. So what?

9

The wealth dimension

Imagine financial success as a line (Figure 1.1). At one end sits the beggar in
the street, while in the center is a person in a middle-class suburb. At the other
end are people with financial independence and great wealth, like Bill Gates.
Figure 1.1. The wealth continuum

Poverty

Middle class comfort

Financial independence

Unlimited wealth

The “So what?” is the realization that our beliefs about what is possible
and what works lock us into the point on that line where we choose to be.
What does this mean? Suppose you are living a comfortable life in the suburbs, you have a good job, a nice home and you’re able to save money for a
decent retirement. Now suppose someone like Bill Gates comes along and
with your best interests at heart, says something like this:
“Look—this is silly. There is no reason to subject yourself to this kind of life.
Frankly, it’s beneath you. You’re just not living up to your potential and as a
result, you’re suffering. If you got your act together, you could get out of that dead
end job, get a nicer house and become financially independent. All you need to
do is intensively study how to build a solid financial future for yourself, right
now. You need to find people who have done this and get their help—do whatever it takes. Once you’ve learned how to do it, you’ll be able to help your friends
and family do it too.”
Sound familiar? It’s a little more uncomfortable when the shoe is on the
other foot, isn’t it? Yet, the reality is that the same arguments you might
apply to the person in dire poverty apply equally to you. What’s more, they
apply to everyone at every point along the hypothetical wealth line.
Now, you might be saying, “That isn’t true. The person in poverty is in
desperate need. They’re really suffering and need help. The person in the
suburbs doesn’t need help. They may want more money and a fancier house,
but they don’t need those things.” In fact, you might even argue that to
expect more is just greedy.
I would argue that any judgment as to who on this wealth continuum
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needs something and who simply wants it is entirely arbitrary. After all, who
is to say what point constitutes a need or a want? For some, having three
nutritious meals a day may be a bare necessity of life. For others living on
the edge of society, it may be a luxury. Similarly, for the average North
American, having a second home may be a luxury, while someone like Bill
Gates might consider it a necessity. That any spot on the wealth continuum
constitutes success is purely arbitrary. It is in the eye, or more accurately the
mind, of the beholder and their own ideas of what financial success is.
Where ideas like these come from and how to change them is the
subject of this book. These ideas are, in part, a product of each person’s conditioning, i.e., their life experiences and influences regarding what constitutes an adequate level of financial resources.
Following this line of reasoning, what would be a reasonable response of
the comfortable suburbanite to the suggestion that they should escape from
the tyranny of their desperate situation of economic hardship? I would imagine many would be confused or indignant about any need to escape at all,
while others might want to move to a higher economic plane, but be reluctant to make the effort, or not know how.
If we recognize that the person in poverty and the suburban dweller have
essentially the same internal makeup, although they are at different points
along the wealth line, the reluctance of the suburbanite to change makes
sense. They have a set of beliefs comparable to their inner city counterpart,
including:
Ideas like the ones proposed won’t work for people like me
• I’d be better off doing what I’m doing now instead of attempting some
thing else and risk losing what I have
• It’s wrong to want more than I have right now
•

Just as the inner city dweller is doomed by their limiting beliefs to a life
of poverty, people at each stage along the wealth line are prevented from
reaching the next level by virtue of their own belief structure.
Health, self and beyond

Taking this line of reasoning a step further, consider that the wealth line is
only one of a number of similar lines along which the quality of human
experience can be measured. We could draw a health line consisting of death
at one end, average health in the middle and Olympic sprinters at the other;
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or a relationship line with sociopaths at one end and people with caring relationships at the other; or a fun and relaxation line, a personal development
line, a line representing intellectual stimulation or spirituality—the possibilities are endless (Figure 1.2).
Figure 1.2. Dimensions of human experience
fun

love

relationships
leisure

intellect

contribution

health

personal growth

wealth

career

spirituality

home

nutrition & fitness
family

hobbies
education

By applying the same principle as in the wealth line to other aspects of
our lives (many of which are more important than money), we see how we
are held at a point along each of these lines by our beliefs about where we
belong, such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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I wouldn’t want to change
It’s wrong to change
I can’t change
I don’t know how to change
It would take too much time to change
Changing would be too risky

The conclusion is inescapable. Our beliefs and strategies are the principal controllable elements preventing us from having the level of health,
wealth and happiness we desire. This may cause you to wonder: if someone
is happy with their current position in any area of their life, why would they
want to change and why would they bother to change?
These questions can best be answered by examining the “hierarchy of
needs” developed by Abraham Maslow, the father of American humanism.
According to this widely accepted model of human development, each of us
fulfills our personal needs according to a predictable sequence or hierarchy.
At the lowest level, we seek to fulfill the basic needs of human survival:
access to air, food and water. From there, we strive to fulfill a second order
of needs, such as material comforts and interpersonal relationships. These
needs are then fulfilled in sequence, each successive level being satisfied only
after the lower level needs have been fulfilled. At the top, we seek needs related to achieving wisdom, inner peace, a deep state of connectedness and contribution to others— a process referred to as self-actualization.
A key component of this model is the innate human drive to reach to
the next level once the preceding level has been achieved. This is crucial to
understand, because according to Maslow’s theory, it is not by satisfying a set
of needs that we achieve fulfillment, but through the process of moving to the
next level. Put another way, satisfaction in life is not achieved at the destination points along the way, but rather during the process of moving from one
point to the next. In other words, success is a journey, not a destination.
With this in mind, it becomes apparent that regardless of our station in
life and our current level of health, material possessions and relationships, we
are all involved in a quest to move though a balanced progression upward
through the important dimensions of our life experience. It is through this
quest that we will achieve personal fulfillment.
Understanding the beliefs and strategies that allow us to participate fully
in this journey is critical. Furthermore, a clearer understanding of the roles
that physical resources, beliefs and strategies play in human development
presents clues as to how individuals and groups living in conditions of misery might move to a higher level. Thus, the wealth line provides a metaphor,
which demonstrates how individuals and societies can progress upward from
a state of relative impoverishment of all forms, whether economic, intellectual or spiritual.
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What next?

You may be thinking, “This is fine but it’s too abstract. I can see that my current beliefs and strategies may be limiting me from taking the actions I
should, but how do I identify those beliefs and change them? How do I figure out what to do next and form a concrete plan of action?”
If any of these thoughts are going through your mind, you’ve come to
the right place. In the next chapter, you’ll discover a detailed, easy-to-understand model of how beliefs and strategies are organized in your mind. Then,
you’ll see how to map your own thoughts (as well as the thoughts of others)
and change them to achieve the results you desire.
Applying Chapter 1

1. Buy a notebook today to write down your answers to the exercises at the
end of each chapter. In your notebook, chart where you feel you are along
all of the lifelines in Fig. 1.2. Are there any of these lines on which you feel
it is particularly important for you to make progress? What would you have
to do or have happen in order to feel you have progressed along these lines
to your satisfaction? Jot your thoughts in your notebook and share them
with a friend.
2. Limiting beliefs often take the form of the idea that something is too
frightening, painful or difficult to do. Think of a problem that is bothering
you or an area of your life you’d like to improve. In your notebook, write five
beliefs you have that you think are holding you back from overcoming this
problem or accomplishing your goal.
3. Now, write down five alternative, empowering beliefs, which if you had
them installed at a deep level, would propel you toward your objective. If
you’re having difficulty, consider the opposites of the limiting beliefs you
identified in question 2.
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