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The Environment Gap

How Do I… Follow Through When Nobody Is Watching?



Designing conditions so the behavior does not depend on how you feel that day.

LaKeysha Cobbs-Hayes

MAT, BCBA

Coach Key · Behavior Change Strategist

The “How Do I…” Field Manuals

Built on The Coach Key Gap Model™


The Environment GapThe Definition



en·vi·ron·ment gap

/inˈvīrənmənt ɡap/

noun

The space between the behavior you chose and the conditions you left in place. What happens when you decide to do something in a life that is still built to do something else.




HOW TO USE THIS MANUAL


This is not a book you read. It’s a manual you run.

Read Part One tonight, in one sitting. It tells you what you’re actually dealing with.

Read Part Two with a pen. You’re going to make one decision there and write it in words another person could verify. Not a feeling. A sentence.

Run Part Three this week. Not “soon.” This week. Chapter 7 is the setup. Chapter 8 is the behavior. Chapter 9 is what you say to the people who will interrupt it.

Come back to Part Four when it goes sideways, because it will. Chapter 10 is the chapter you’ll reread most. Chapter 11 is seven days long. Chapter 12 is where you decide what happens next.

Every place you see RUN IT, stop reading and do the thing. Read straight through without stopping once and you’ll finish in ninety minutes and change nothing.

That would be a shame, and it would be your call.




WHAT THIS MANUAL IS NOT


I need you to know what you’re holding, because I’d rather tell you than have you find out.

This manual is professional development and coaching content. It is not behavior-analytic services, psychological treatment, or a diagnostic assessment. These interventions are not behavioral in nature and are not covered by my BACB certification.

I’m a Board Certified Behavior Analyst. That training shapes how I think, and it’s why Chapter 3 can explain the mechanism instead of just cheering at you. But I am not your behavior analyst, you are not my client, and a manual is not a treatment plan.

Coaching conversations — mine, anyone’s — are confidential as a matter of professional practice. That confidentiality is not legal privilege. Those are two different things, and people find out they’re different at the worst possible time.

And if something personal or clinical surfaces while you work through this material — and it does, because “I can’t follow through” sometimes sits on top of grief, a diagnosis, or a marriage in trouble — the right next step is a licensed provider, not a workbook. Plainer: if the reason you can’t do the thing is that you’re not okay, put this down and go get care. That’s not quitting. That’s sequencing.

I’m also not promising you an outcome. Not a transformed practice, not a new you, not results. I’m giving you a mechanism, the steps, and the language.




WARNING: THIS MAY HURT A LITTLE. (OKAY, A LOT.)


Here’s what’s about to happen.

You are going to look at something you’ve been calling a character flaw for years and find out it was a scheduling problem. Most people get angry first — because if it was this fixable, what have the last four years been about?

You are going to have to admit you already know what to do. That’s the part that stings. This manual will not teach you anything about the behavior itself. What you don’t have is conditions, and building them requires you to inconvenience yourself and disappoint somebody.

You are going to tell a real person a real sentence out loud. Not journal about it. Say it. To your spouse, your boss, your clinical director, your client.

And somewhere in Chapter 6 you’ll find out what this costs, and you might decide you don’t want to pay it. That’s a legitimate outcome. I’d rather you close this manual honestly at Chapter 6 than perform Chapter 11 for seven days to prove something to me.

I am a call-you-to-the-carpet kind of coach. I’m not going to tell you you’re doing great. I’m going to tell you exactly what’s happening and exactly what to do about it, and then expect you to do it.

If you want encouragement, there’s an entire internet for that.

If you want the mechanism, keep reading.




WHO THIS MANUAL IS FOR


You already know what to do and you’re not doing it consistently. The knowledge is not the problem. You could teach the thing you’re not doing. You have possibly taught it.

You’ve started this same behavior more than twice. Third attempt, fourth attempt. Each one lasted between four and nineteen days.

You perform beautifully when someone else is watching. Deadlines you owe other people get met. Deadlines you owe yourself get renegotiated silently.

You’re in charge of your own calendar and it’s ruining you. Nobody assigns your priorities anymore. That turned out to be less freeing than advertised.

You’re willing to make one thing in your life less convenient. Not everything. One thing. On purpose.

You can tolerate being told the problem is your setup and not your soul. Some people would rather have a deep reason than a solvable one.

AND WHO IT IS NOT FOR

You want to be motivated. I’m not doing that. Inspiration has a shelf life of about seventy-two hours, and I’d be selling you a product that expires before your next hard day.

You haven’t decided what the behavior is yet. If you can’t name the thing you’re failing to do in one sentence, your Gap is Clarity, not Environment, and Field Manual 01 is the one you want. Running this manual first will make you very organized about the wrong behavior.

You believe your situation is uniquely impossible. Not uniquely hard. Impossible — meaning no arrangement of conditions could work, so there’s no point testing one. I can’t do anything with that, and neither can you.

You want to change conditions without telling anyone. Chapter 9 exists because other people’s expectations are the actual barrier here. If you won’t say one sentence out loud to one person, this manual fails quietly, around day nine.

You’re in crisis. Not sleeping, not eating, not okay — this is the wrong tool. Go get a licensed human. Come back after.

You want somebody to hold you accountable so you don’t have to build anything. Accountability without conditions is scheduled disappointment. You’ll be very honest with your partner about how you didn’t do it again.




THE GAP THIS MANUAL ADDRESSES


In REDEFINED, I asked you to look at six parts of your life. This manual is what to do about one of them.

The Coach Key Gap Model™ names six reasons capable people stall. The Gap is the space between what you know and what you consistently do. The intervention is different for each one — which is why generic advice keeps failing you. You’ve been handed the right tool for somebody else’s Gap.

This manual is for the Environment Gap. You know the behavior. You can define it. You’ve done it. It just doesn’t survive contact with a normal Tuesday, because your calendar, your phone, your household, your inbox, and your team are all currently arranged to produce a different behavior than the one you chose.

Here’s why the other five aren’t the target here.

Clarity is when nobody — including you — ever defined the behavior. You’re not inconsistent; you’re aiming at a fog. Field Manual 01 · How Do I… Figure Out What I’m Actually Supposed to Do Next?

Skill is when you’d do it if you knew how. The repertoire is missing, and no arrangement of your calendar installs it. Field Manual 03 · How Do I… Have the Conversation I Keep Avoiding?

Belief is when the behavior conflicts with something you hold to be true about yourself or the world, so you sabotage it without deciding to. Field Manual 04 · How Do I… Price What I Do Without Flinching?

Identity is when the behavior belongs to a version of you whose job you no longer have. Field Manual 05 · How Do I… Stop Doing Work That Isn’t Mine Anymore?

Alignment is when you genuinely don’t want the outcome anymore and you’re trying to discipline your way past that information. Field Manual 06 · How Do I… Tell If I Still Want This?

Different Gaps require different strategies. This manual is written for one of them. If your Gap was something else, you were handed the wrong tool — and that’s the whole point of finding it first.

Chapter 4 will help you check. I’d rather you read a different manual than run this one on the wrong problem.




WHERE THIS COMES FROM


I’m not going to pretend I invented the idea that change happens at different levels. I didn’t.

The six-level structure behind The Gap Model comes from Robert Dilts, who built it in 1988 and published it in 1990, and who adapted the idea from the anthropologist Gregory Bateson’s work on the logical categories of learning — which Bateson in turn built on Bertrand Russell’s theory of logical types. I renamed the levels because I wanted labels that name the failure, not the layer. Clarity. Environment. Skill. Belief. Identity. Alignment. That part is mine.

Here’s the thing: Dilts himself called his model “primarily an abstraction and as a heuristic device,” “not a mechanistic technique.” That’s exactly how I use it. It’s a map for figuring out where you’re stuck. It is not a scientific finding, and I’m not going to dress it up as one.

Some of the language in this manual — the reframing, the way certain questions are built — comes out of Neuro-Linguistic Programming, introduced by Richard Bandler and John Grinder in 1975. I use it because it’s practical, not because it’s proven. It isn’t. A systematic review in the British Journal of General Practice found “insufficient evidence to recommend use of NLP for any individual health outcome,” and a critical review in the International Coaching Psychology Review concluded that “unique NLP practices are poorly supported by research evidence.” You should know that. I’d rather tell you than have you find out.

So where’s the actual evidence?

Underneath. Every claim I make in this manual about how behavior changes comes from behavior analysis — the field I’m certified in — and from organizational behavior management. Reinforcement. Antecedents. Escape and avoidance. Task analysis. Behavioral skills training. Performance feedback. Those have decades of peer-reviewed research behind them, and when I cite a number, that’s where it’s coming from. Every source is in the back with a link, so you can check me. This manual leans hardest on one corner of that literature — antecedent and stimulus control, the science of what the setting does to behavior before the behavior happens. That’s Chapter 3.

The coaching structure follows the International Coaching Federation’s definition of coaching, including the part about maintaining “the distinctions between coaching, consulting, psychotherapy and other support professions.” I hold that line hard.

And where I talk about values and about unhooking from your own thoughts, that comes from Acceptance and Commitment Therapy — Steven Hayes and colleagues, 1999 — which is itself rooted in behavior analysis. I’m using those ideas as professional development content. I am not doing therapy with you in a workbook.

One more thing. I don’t cite numbers I haven’t read. The famous one about how only eight percent of people keep their resolutions? I couldn’t trace it to a study. So it’s not in here.

You’re a professional. You get the real citations.




PART ONE
KNOW

What you’re actually dealing with.


Chapter 1THE MOMENT


It’s week three.

You’re standing in the kitchen at 9:40 at night with your hand on the refrigerator door, and you’re not hungry. The light is that flat white light that makes everything look later than it is. Somebody’s shoes are in the hallway. There’s one dish in the sink and you’re deciding whether tonight is a night you deal with it.

And then you remember.

Not with drama. There’s no flash of shame. It’s more like remembering you left a jacket somewhere. Oh. I didn’t do it today. You do the arithmetic without meaning to: didn’t do it today, didn’t do it yesterday, did it Monday, and before that it was — Thursday? Last Thursday.

Which means the thing you were doing every single day is now something you did twice last week and haven’t done since.

You never decided to stop.

That’s what gets you, standing there with the fridge open. There was no meeting where you resigned. No moment where you weighed the options and chose against it. You were doing it. It was going well. You told two people about it. And then a Wednesday happened, and the Wednesday had something in it, and you moved it to Thursday, and Thursday had something in it too.

You close the refrigerator.

YOU CAN STILL RECITE THE PLAN

You could describe the plan to a stranger right now, in detail. You know the order of operations. You know how long it takes. You know where you keep the thing you need for it.

You just haven’t done it in eleven days.

And the plan isn’t in a drawer somewhere, tragically. It’s on your phone. You looked at it Sunday, felt a small sinking thing in your chest, and opened something else.

THE SAME MOMENT, FIVE PLACES

You know your version. I want you to see how many rooms this happens in.

Career. The certification hours. You block Sunday mornings, buy the materials, tell your partner this is the year. Week one, ninety minutes. Week two, sixty. Week three your kid has a thing on Sunday, so you’ll do it Tuesday night after everyone’s down — and Tuesday night you’re on the couch with your phone in your hand at 10:15, and the materials are in the same bag they’ve been in for eight days.

Business. The follow-up. Five past inquiries every Monday, because you already know that’s where your money comes from. Not marketing. Follow-up. You did it two Mondays. The third Monday had a billing problem in it. It’s now the second week of the month, the spreadsheet says Contacted: 2, and the tab is still open four tabs to the left, the way a bill you’re not paying stays on the counter.

Leadership. The one-on-ones. Thirty minutes each, every other week, non-negotiable — that’s what you told your team in January, and you meant it. Now you’ve canceled on the same person twice, and you tell yourself you’ll catch her at standup, and you do catch her at standup, which is not a one-on-one and both of you know it. Nobody complains. That’s the part that lets it keep happening.

Life. The walk. Twenty minutes after dinner. Not a fitness program, a walk. You did it a week and a half and it was the best part of your day. It’s been dark by dinner for three weeks and the shoes are by the back door, exactly where you put them, dry.

Clinical. The treatment plan reviews. Friday afternoons, two hours, get ahead of the ones due in thirty days. Then an observation ran long, then an RBT called out and you covered, then a parent call turned into forty minutes. Now it’s the eighth, three plans are due on the fifteenth, your supervision hours are logged in your head instead of the system, and the fidelity checks you designed — the ones you built the form for — have been done by exactly nobody, including you. You’ll get it all done the way you always do: in one brutal Sunday, at a quality you’d give feedback on if it came from anyone else.

NOBODY IS COMING TO NOTICE

Here’s what all five have in common, and it isn’t difficulty.

Somebody’s watching every part of your life that doesn’t slip. The client shows up, so the session happens. Payroll is Wednesday, so payroll happens.

The thing you dropped is the thing with nobody standing over it.

It’s you, alone, at a time you picked, in a place with other options in it, deciding again from scratch.

And you’ve been losing that decision three days out of five, for years, in different departments of your life, and calling it the same thing every time.

You call it discipline.

We’re going to talk about that.


ASK YOURSELF

How many days has it been — exactly — since you did the thing you said you’d do daily?




Chapter 2WHAT YOU'VE BEEN TELLING YOURSELF


You have a story about this. It’s short, you’ve had it a long time, and you say it in a flat voice like it’s a fact about the weather.

Let’s take it seriously. Not because it’s true, but because you believe it, and a story you believe is a real variable.

“I HAVE NO DISCIPLINE.”

This one has evidence behind it, which is why it’s hard to argue with. You can list your failures by date. The gym membership. The certification you started twice. You’ve got receipts.

So let’s look at the receipts.

You have run a business through a staffing crisis. You have sat with a crying parent and stayed regulated. You have shown up on days you had no business being upright. You have covered someone’s caseload while your own house was falling apart. Some of you have raised children through things that should not be survivable.

That is discipline, and it’s an enormous amount of it. Notice what all of it has in common: a person on the other end. A time you didn’t set. A consequence you couldn’t reschedule.

You don’t have a discipline deficiency. You have discipline that runs on external structure, like everybody’s does, and you’ve been trying to run it on nothing.

The word “discipline” isn’t a diagnosis. It’s a summary. It’s what we say instead of describing what actually happened, which was: at 9:40 on a Tuesday, in a house with a couch in it and a phone in your hand, the easier option won. Again. Predictably. The way it will keep winning until something about 9:40 on Tuesday changes.

“I’LL GET BACK ON IT MONDAY.”

There’s something real in this one. Fresh starts genuinely help. The behavioral scientist Katy Milkman studies exactly this — how people actually change what they do — and in an interview about her book How to Change, she said that if you’re trying to make a change, “a fresh start can be just the right moment to begin.”

So Monday isn’t a stupid instinct. Monday is a real cue.

Here’s my sharper version: Monday is a real cue, and you’ve been using it as an anesthetic. There’s a difference between “Monday is when I start” and “Monday is where I put things so I don’t have to feel bad about today.” The first is a plan. The second is a payment — you hand over a Monday and the discomfort stops right now, in the kitchen, with your hand on the fridge.

That relief is instant. That’s the problem. It works every single time.

You have missed more Mondays than you have used. Count them. Four Mondays a month, twelve months. How many restarts do you actually have on record? Two? Three? Monday is not a plan. Monday is where plans go to be quiet.

“I NEED TO WANT IT MORE.”

This is the one that does the most damage.

You’ve decided the missing ingredient is desire. So you go looking for it — a video, a podcast, a conference, a hard weekend where you get honest with yourself. And it works. For about seventy-two hours you are absolutely on fire.

Then it’s Wednesday.

Sit with this: on your worst day, did you want the outcome less? The night you skipped, did you stop caring about the certification, the business, your health, your kid? Of course not. You wanted it exactly as much as on day one. You wanted it while you didn’t do it. You wanted it in the kitchen with the fridge open.

So desire was constant and behavior changed. Which means desire is not the variable.

Nir Eyal, who writes about attention and distraction, puts one piece of this well: “While we can’t control the feelings and thoughts that pop into our heads, we can control what we do with them.” True, and not enough — because controlling what you do with them at 9:40 at night, alone, with no structure around you, is a coin flip, and you’ve been calling the coin flip a character test.

Wanting it more just raises the price of failing. Extra desire makes the miss hurt worse. It doesn’t put the study materials on the table. It doesn’t move the walk to a time when the sun is out. It does nothing to Tuesday at 9:40.

THE TREADMILL IN HIGH HEELS

Imagine getting on a treadmill in high heels. Not sneakers. Heels. And then running.

You could do it. For a minute, maybe two. You’d wobble, grip the rails, feel every step in your ankles, and work substantially harder than the person next to you in running shoes at the same speed. And when you stepped off after four minutes, red-faced and shaking, you’d have learned something about yourself that isn’t true: that you’re not built for this.

You were built for it fine. You were doing it in the wrong shoes.

That’s the last four years. Every attempt has been you, sincerely, running in heels — then concluding something permanent about your character based on how fast you got tired.

And if the problem is your character, the solution is a personality transplant, which nobody sells. That’s what “I have no discipline” buys you: a problem with no available intervention.

We’re going to trade it for a problem with about nine.


THE TRAP

You will read the next chapter, feel enormously relieved that it isn’t your character — and use that relief as a stopping point. Understanding the mechanism feels almost exactly like changing it. It is not the same thing, and the difference shows up on Tuesday.




RUN IT


	☐ 1. Write down, word for word, the sentence you say to yourself when you miss. Yours, not mine.

	☐ 2. Underneath it, write when and where you were the last three times you missed. Day, time, room, what was in your hand.

	☐ 3. Look at whether those three lines look like a character or look like a place.






Chapter 3WHAT'S ACTUALLY HAPPENING


This is the chapter where I use my training on you.

I’m going to explain the mechanism in plain English, and define every term the moment I use it. You don’t need vocabulary. You need one thing about how behavior works, because once you see it, the discipline story stops being available to you.

Behavior is controlled by what’s around it, not by what you intend.

Not “influenced.” Controlled — in the sense that if you know what’s present in a setting and what’s happened there before, you can predict what a person will do there with unsettling accuracy. Including you.

THE FREEZER FULL OF ICE CREAM

Have you ever tried not to eat ice cream with a freezer full of ice cream?

You can do it. People do it. But look at what it costs — a decision every time you walk through the kitchen, a negotiation at 9 p.m., an argument with yourself you have to win every night for six weeks. One loss and the carton’s open.

Now imagine there’s no ice cream in the house.

Same you. Same willpower. Same character. Radically different behavior, and not one hard decision made. You didn’t get stronger. You changed what was in the freezer.

That’s the whole mechanism. The rest of this chapter is the technical version.

THE THREE-PART UNIT

Behavior analysts look at behavior in three parts, and it takes sixty seconds to hand you all three.

Antecedent — what’s present right before the behavior. Time, place, objects, people, what you just finished doing, what’s in your hand. The setup.

Behavior — what you actually do. Observable. Something another person could see and count.

Consequence — what happens immediately after. Not eventually. Within seconds.

Everything you consistently do, you do because of that unit. And the piece with the most leverage — the one nobody in the self-improvement aisle talks about, because it isn’t dramatic — is the antecedent.

Antecedent control means changing what’s present before the behavior so the behavior you want becomes the obvious one. That’s the whole technology. Least inspiring sentence in this manual, and the one that works.

Stimulus control is the sharper version: what you’ve got when a specific cue reliably produces a specific behavior — when the setting does the remembering for you. You have this everywhere already. You don’t decide to brush your teeth; the bathroom at 10:45 p.m. decides it. You have never once needed motivation to put your seatbelt on.

That is not discipline. That is a cue doing its job.

Every cue in your day is already attached to some behavior. Your kitchen at 9:40 p.m. has one. Your phone on the nightstand has one. The behavior you chose is the only thing in your life with no cue attached — which is why it requires a decision every time, and why it loses.

WHY IMMEDIATE BEATS IMPORTANT

Now the consequence side, because one fact here explains almost all of your missed days.

B. F. Skinner worked out how consequences shape behavior — he’s the reason my field exists, and the reason “reinforcement” is a word you’ve heard. In About Behaviorism he put it as simply as it can be put: “When a bit of behavior has the kind of consequence called reinforcing, it is more likely to occur again.”

Sounds obvious. Here’s the part people skip: what makes a consequence reinforcing is largely when it arrives. Immediate consequences shape behavior. Delayed ones barely do.

So look at your two options on Tuesday at 9:40. Do the thing: mild discomfort now, benefit in eleven weeks. Skip it: relief now, cost in eleven weeks. One has an immediate payoff and one has an immediate price, and you’ve been treating this as a values conflict when it’s a timing problem.

Skinner named the principle. Here’s my version, and it’s the sentence I’d put on the wall of every practice I’ve worked in: your environment is paying you, on time, every single day, to do exactly what you’re already doing.

You’re not weak. You’re employed.

YOU ARE NOT UNIQUELY UNDISCIPLINED

Let me take some weight off you with a number, and be honest about the number.

Researchers Wendy Wood, Jeffrey Quinn and Deborah Kashy ran diary studies where people logged what they were doing hour by hour. In the larger study, roughly forty-three percent of what people did was habitual — performed in a familiar setting while they were thinking about something else entirely. Not chosen. Just run, because the setting was the same as always.

One caveat, because I’d rather you trust me than be impressed by me: those studies used a few hundred college students, in 2002. It’s not a law of nature.

Hold it up against your Tuesday anyway. If a big share of your day runs on setting rather than intention, then the “you” who shows up at 9:40 at night isn’t making a considered choice about your certification hours. She’s running a pattern in a familiar room.

You don’t reach that pattern with a pep talk. You reach it by changing the room.

MOTIVATION IS NOT A VARIABLE YOU CAN TOUCH

In my field we care about whether something is manipulable — can you reach in and change it, on purpose, today?

Motivation isn’t. You can’t dial it. You can raise it temporarily with a video or a deadline scare, and then it drops, and the drop isn’t a moral event. It’s just what happens. Asking motivation to run your certification hours is like hiring someone who only shows up on days the work is easy.

Your setting is manipulable. Right now you can change what time something happens, where it happens, what’s in the room, what’s not in the room, who knows about it, and whether there’s a visible record of it.

Six variables you can touch. One you can’t.

You’ve been spending all your effort on the one you can’t.


THE REFRAME

Stop asking willpower to do a system’s job.




WHAT YOU'D SEE








	What you say
	What an observer sees





	“I lost motivation.”
	The materials were in a bag in another room; the phone was within arm’s reach.



	“I’m just not disciplined.”
	No fixed time. No cue. No record. No one who would notice.



	“Something always comes up.”
	The block had no defense — anyone could book over it, and did, four times.



	“I need to want it more.”
	Wanting was constant across nineteen days of doing it and eleven days of not.








ASK YOURSELF

If I couldn’t change one thing about how I feel, and could only change one thing about my Tuesday — what would I change?




Chapter 4IS THIS YOUR GAP?


Seven statements. Read them out loud if you can. You’re looking for the physical reaction, not agreement — the one that makes you go oh, come on.

You do it flawlessly when someone else is expecting it. (Career, Leadership) Your boss’s deadline is sacred. Your own is a suggestion. You have never been late to a meeting where somebody was waiting, and you’re eleven days late to yourself.

Your best-designed system exists and you’re not in it. (Clinical, Business) You built the tracker. You made the form. You wrote the SOP. It’s good, other people use it, and you don’t.

The time you picked doesn’t exist. (Life, Business) “Evenings.” “After the kids go down.” “When things slow down.” Those aren’t times. Those are hopes with a clock painted on them.

Everything competing with the behavior is closer than the behavior. (All) The phone is in your hand. The materials are in a bag. The couch is right there. The gym is eighteen minutes away in traffic. You’ve been asking yourself to overcome geography with sincerity.

Nobody in your life would notice if you stopped, and nobody did. (All) Eleven days. Zero people mentioned it. The only consequence of quitting is a private feeling, and private feelings are terrible enforcers.

You’ve restarted this exact behavior three or more times. (All) Same behavior, same first four days, same week three. That’s not a willpower pattern — that’s the same experiment run four times under the same conditions, which is the one thing science guarantees will give you the same result.

On the days you do it, it goes fine. (All) This is the tell that matters most. You’re not bad at the behavior. You’re bad at arriving at it. Different problems, and only one of them is in this manual.

IF THOSE DIDN’T LAND

I’d rather route you correctly than sell you this.

If you can’t say the behavior in one sentence — if “get healthier” or “work on the business” is as specific as it gets — your Gap is Clarity. You can’t arrange conditions around a fog. Read Field Manual 01 · How Do I… Figure Out What I’m Actually Supposed to Do Next? first. This manual works much better second.

If you know exactly what to do and genuinely don’t know how — the conversation, the negotiation, the feedback — that’s Skill. No calendar block installs a repertoire nobody taught you. Field Manual 03 · How Do I… Have the Conversation I Keep Avoiding?

If you set it up perfectly and quietly torched it — you had the block, the cue, the record, and there’s a small voice saying this isn’t for people like you — that’s Belief. Field Manual 04 · How Do I… Price What I Do Without Flinching?

If the behavior feels like wearing someone else’s coat — if it belongs to who you were three years ago, or a role you’ve outgrown but haven’t put down — that’s Identity. Field Manual 05 · How Do I… Stop Doing Work That Isn’t Mine Anymore?

If you read Chapter 1 and felt tired instead of caught — if the honest answer to “why aren’t you doing it” is because I don’t want it anymore — that’s Alignment. No amount of design fixes that; it just makes you consistent at something you’ve stopped wanting. Field Manual 06 · How Do I… Tell If I Still Want This?

THE QUESTIONS AT THE END OF PART ONE

Before we go further, answer something honestly. I’m going to ask it more than once, because you’ve been avoiding it for a while.

Are you coming back to Monday again?

Are you coming back to the version of this where you try harder with the same setup?

Are you coming back to the story that this is who you are, because it’s familiar and it asks nothing of you?

Are you coming back to a plan you never told a single person about, so nothing was at stake but your private opinion of yourself?

Are you coming back to a time of day that has never once worked?

Or are you going to change one condition, this week, and find out what you’re capable of when you stop running in heels?

That’s the whole book. Part Two is where you answer.




PART TWO
DECIDE

One decision, written in words another person could verify.


Chapter 5WHAT HAS TO CHANGE


One decision. Not five.

I know you want five. Five feels like commitment. Five is also why the last attempt died on a Wednesday, because five conditions all have to hold at once and you only have to lose one to be back in the kitchen at 9:40.

Here’s the decision:

You are going to stop trying to be more consistent, and start making the behavior harder to skip than to do.

Read that again, because it’s a swap, not an addition. Effort comes out of the “try harder” column and goes into the “arrange the setting” column. The total doesn’t go up. It moves.

James Clear, who has done more than anyone alive to make this idea normal, wrote the line most people know: “You do not rise to the level of your goals. You fall to the level of your systems.”

He’s right, and here’s the more useful version, because “build better systems” sounds actionable and isn’t. You don’t have a system. You have an intention with a calendar reminder on it. A system is something that produces the behavior when you are tired, irritated, behind, and unobserved — and if it doesn’t work on that day, it isn’t a system, because that’s the only day it was needed.

THE RECIPE, NOT THE VIBE

You know the difference between a recipe and “make something good for dinner.”

“Make something good” ends in takeout about half the time — not because you can’t cook, but because at 6:15 with everyone talking at you, “good” requires you to design a meal from nothing while hungry. A recipe requires you to read.

Every failed attempt at this behavior was “make something good.” What we build in Part Three is a recipe: this thing, this long, at this time, in this place, with this in your hand.

You’ve never actually tested the behavior. You’ve tested your ability to invent it fresh, daily, under load.

NAME IT SO A STRANGER COULD SCORE IT

Before we touch conditions, we fix the definition. This is where the Clarity Gap leans into the Environment Gap — you can’t arrange a room around something you haven’t specified.

In my field we write operational definitions: descriptions so specific that two people watching the same ten minutes would record the same thing. If two observers would disagree, the definition isn’t done.

That sounds excessive for your own life. It’s the opposite. A vague target is what lets you negotiate at 9:40 — because if the target is “work on the certification,” then reading one paragraph counts, and also doesn’t, depending on how generous you feel. The version of you at 9:40 is not feeling generous.

Three rules.

Observable. Somebody could watch you and know whether it happened. “Focus on my health” is not observable. “Walk out the front door and around the block twice” is.

Bounded. A start and a stop. Minutes or a count, not “until I feel done.” Feelings are a terrible timer.

Scorable as a yes or a no. At the end of the day you write Y or N. No partial credit column. Partial credit is how eleven days of nothing becomes “I’ve been kind of doing it.”

THE TEMPLATE

Fill this in. Out loud first, then written.


I will [observable action] for [duration or count] at [specific time] in [specific place], and I’ll know it happened because [visible evidence].



Watch it work.

Career. Not “study for the exam.” I will work practice questions for 30 minutes at 6:00 a.m. at the dining table, and I’ll know it happened because the question count is written on the sheet on the fridge.

Business. Not “do follow-up.” I will send five follow-up messages to past inquiries at 8:30 a.m. Monday with my office door closed, and I’ll know it happened because there are five dated entries in the tracker.

Leadership. Not “be present with my team.” I will hold three 25-minute one-on-ones Tuesdays starting at 9:00 a.m., and I’ll know because there are three sets of notes in the shared folder by Wednesday.

Clinical. Not “stay on top of documentation.” I will review one treatment plan for 45 minutes at 1:00 p.m. Wednesday in the back office with the door closed, and I’ll know because the plan moves from “draft” to “ready for review” in the system.

All four got smaller and less impressive, and they became things you could be caught doing or not doing. That’s the trade you just made. Inspiring for verifiable.

PICK THE SMALLEST ONE THAT STILL MATTERS

One behavior. If you’re holding four, choose the one whose absence is already costing you money, credentials, health, or a relationship — not the one that would be most impressive to complete. If two tie, pick the one that happens on more days per week. You need repetitions more than you need significance.

THE YEAR I FAILED AN EXAM ON PURPOSE

I failed the BCBA exam. More than once. I’m not giving you the number, because I’ve stopped keeping score.

For a long stretch of that, my study plan was “study every night.” I owned every resource. I could tell you the content areas cold. On paper I was a person who studied constantly, and my results said otherwise, and I told myself exactly what you’re telling yourself: something about me was insufficient.

What changed wasn’t my seriousness. “Study every night” became a number of questions, at a time that existed, in a place with nothing else to do in it, with the count written where other people in my house could see it.

That’s not a redemption story. That’s a definition change and a location change.

And the order of events is the whole point: the results changed after the conditions changed. Not after I got serious. I had been serious the entire time. Serious was never the missing part.


THE TRAP

You will write a definition that is technically observable and secretly enormous. “Ninety minutes of deep work at 5:00 a.m.” from a person who currently does zero minutes at no a.m. That’s not a definition, that’s a bid for a different life, and it will collapse in nine days and take your confidence with it. Cut whatever you just wrote in half. If you resent the smallness, good — resentment is easier to work with than another failed restart.




RUN IT


	☐ 1. Write your one behavior in the template above. One sentence. Say it out loud.

	☐ 2. Show it to somebody and ask: “Could you tell from across the room whether I did this?” If they hesitate, it isn’t done.

	☐ 3. Cut the duration in half.

	☐ 4. Write it somewhere physical — index card, whiteboard, envelope taped to a door. Not in an app. Somewhere your eyes hit it without unlocking anything.






Chapter 6THE TRADE


This is the chapter where this stops being motivational content.

Everything up to now has been diagnosis, and diagnosis feels good. What comes next has a price on it, and I’m going to read you the whole invoice, because you’ve been sold enough things by people who left the price off.

SOMETHING GETS LESS CONVENIENT ON PURPOSE

Not accidentally. On purpose, chosen by you.

Something in your life will be harder to reach after this week. The phone goes in another room, so you’ll be genuinely annoyed at 8:00 p.m. The materials come out of the bag and live on the table, so your dining room looks like a workspace and someone will comment on it. Your office door stays closed for forty-five minutes and it will feel rude, because it slightly is.

If nothing in your life got less convenient this week, you didn’t change conditions. You made a plan again, and you know how those end.

Convenience is what you’ve been protecting. That’s the thing that’s been winning.

SOMEBODY’S EXPECTATIONS GET DISAPPOINTED

This is the real cost, and it’s the one people don’t see coming.

An Environment Gap is almost never solved alone, because your conditions contain people. Your calendar holds other people’s requests. Your evening holds other people’s needs. Your Wednesday at 1:00 p.m. holds a staff member who has always been able to walk in at 1:00 p.m.

So when you defend a block, you’re not fighting your own laziness. You’re declining somebody. Repeatedly. Out loud.

A partner used to you being available at 8:00 p.m. will feel the change before they understand it. A team that could always find you will hit a closed door. A client who always got a same-day answer gets one tomorrow.

Every one of those is a small disappointment you cause on purpose. And here’s the part that ends most attempts: the discomfort of disappointing people is immediate, and the benefit of protecting the block is delayed. That’s the timing problem from Chapter 3, now with a face on it. People don’t dismantle beautiful systems because the system failed. They dismantle them because of somebody’s tone of voice on a Tuesday.

Chapter 9 is entirely about that. Scripts, verbatim. But no script removes the cost. It only keeps the cost from turning into a fight.

THE STORY ABOUT YOURSELF THAT HAS TO GO

There’s a third cost, and it’s quieter. You have to stop being the person who is always available. If you’re a practice owner, a manager, or a parent whose competence has been demonstrated by responsiveness, I’m reachable is part of your self-image, and people say it about you like a compliment.

Protected conditions and total availability cannot both be true. One of them is going.

I’ll tell you what mine cost. I started this business with seven hundred and fifty dollars and did over a million in revenue that first year, and I did it by being the person who answered everything, always, at any hour. It worked. It also meant that by the time I had multiple locations, the only hours I owned were the ones nobody else wanted — which is a hell of a thing to build for yourself and then call freedom.

The first block I ever defended, I defended badly. I told my team I was unavailable Wednesdays from one to two, then answered a text at 1:12 because it seemed urgent, and it was not. What I taught everyone that day was that the block was decorative.

I had to close the door, let something wait while knowing it was waiting, and be uncomfortable for forty-five minutes without fixing it. That was harder than any work I could have done in that hour.

That’s the trade. Not effort. Tolerating the sound of something waiting.

WHAT IT DOESN’T COST

Two costs you’re probably imagining, and neither is real.

It doesn’t cost more time. The behavior you defined in Chapter 5 is smaller than what you’ve been failing to do. If your honest reaction is “I don’t have time for a system,” notice that the system is thirty minutes and the last four failed attempts cost you a year.

And it doesn’t cost your reputation. That’s the fear underneath most of it — that protecting an hour makes you difficult, selfish, less committed. In my experience the opposite happens, and there’s a reason. Gallup, in a study of nearly seventy-five hundred full-time employees, found that people who say they often or always have enough time to do their work are about seventy percent less likely to experience high burnout.

Read that as a leader for a second. Time isn’t a comfort. Time is the thing standing between your people and burning out — and if you’re the boss, your visibly defended hour is the permission slip your whole team is waiting on. You are not modeling commitment by being infinitely interruptible. You’re modeling a workday with no walls, and they’re taking notes.

THE HONEST OFF-RAMP

Here’s your decision point, and it’s a real option, not a rhetorical one.

If you’re not willing to make something less convenient, and not willing to disappoint one person out loud, this manual will not work for you right now. Not because you’re weak. Because the mechanism requires both and there’s no version that doesn’t.

You should stop reading and come back when you’re ready. That’s not failure — that’s you being honest about the cost, which is more than most people manage.

If you’re in, the rest of this is a build, and it starts with the calendar.


ASK YOURSELF

What is the one thing I’m most unwilling to make less convenient — and is that the thing that’s been winning?




RUN IT


	☐ 1. Name the inconvenience you’re accepting: “Starting Monday, ______ is harder for me to reach.”

	☐ 2. Name the person whose expectation is about to change. First name.

	☐ 3. Say out loud the sentence you’ll say to them. Chapter 9 has the words.

	☐ 4. Decide now what you’ll do the first time they push back. You will not be objective at 1:12 p.m.






PART THREE
ACT

The setup, the behavior, and what you say to the people who will interrupt it.


Chapter 7THE SETUP


This is the longest chapter in the manual, and it is the entire product.

Six conditions. You are not going to install all six by Friday, and I don’t want you to. Install the first three this week — Time, Place, Cue. They do most of the work. Add Friction next week. Then the record and the person.

Don’t skip to Chapter 8. Chapter 8 is the behavior, and the behavior is the easy part. You’ve never had a behavior problem. You’ve had a setup problem, and you’ve been walking into the room unarmed for four years.

CONDITION ONE — TIME: SPECIFIC, DEFENDED, SAME

Three words, three different jobs.

Specific means a clock time. 6:00 a.m. 1:00 p.m. Not “morning.” Not “after the kids are down.” Not “when I have a window,” which is a thing people say about a slot that has never once had a window.

Same means the same clock time on every day it happens. Same isn’t a preference, it’s the mechanism — a repeating time is one of the strongest cues available to a human being, and it’s free. Different times every day means you rebuild the cue every day, and rebuilding is what you’re tired of.

Defended is the one people skip, and the one that decides whether this survives. A defended block is on the calendar as a real event with a name — not a reminder. Nothing gets booked over it without you personally saying yes. And you know in advance what may break it, which should be a very short list: an emergency involving a person’s safety. That’s it. “A client is upset” is not on the list. “My boss asked” is a conversation, not an override.

Here’s the argument for defending it harder than feels reasonable. Microsoft published telemetry in 2025 — actual usage data from Microsoft 365, not a survey people filled out — showing employees get interrupted roughly every two minutes during core work hours. Two hundred seventy-five times a day.

Every two minutes.

So you’ve been trying to hold a voluntary, unwitnessed, self-imposed behavior inside a workday being cut into pieces two minutes wide. Then you went home and concluded you have a discipline problem.

You don’t need more grit. You need a wall, early in the day, before the two-minute machine turns on.

Pick your time by this rule: the earliest slot where the fewest other humans have access to you. For most people that’s before 8:30 a.m., or the first thirty minutes after a hard boundary like school drop-off. Late evening is the worst slot available and it’s the one you keep choosing, because it’s the only time that’s currently free — and it’s free because it’s worthless.

CONDITION TWO — PLACE: ONE ROOM, ONE CHAIR

Behavior attaches to places. That’s not a metaphor; it’s why you get sleepy in your bed and alert in your car.

So pick one place where this behavior happens and as little else as possible happens.

Not the couch. The couch has a behavior installed already and you will lose to it. Not your bed, same reason, worse.

Not the place where you handle other people’s problems, if you can avoid it. If your desk is where you answer everyone, your desk is a cue for answering everyone. Practice owners: this is why your treatment plan review dies at your own desk. That chair means “someone needs something.” Use the back office, an empty therapy room, or your car in the parking lot before you walk in. I’m serious about the car. It has a door and nobody can find you.

One physical marker that says the place is on. A lamp you only turn on for this. A notebook that lives on the table. A closed door. The marker isn’t decoration — it’s the cue, doing the job motivation kept failing to do.

And the small thing that produces most failures: the materials live in the place. Not in a bag. Out, visible, already open if possible. Every step between you and the first move is a place where the behavior dies — remove those steps once, now, instead of paying for them daily.

CONDITION THREE — CUE: IF THIS, THEN THAT

Highest-value paragraph in the manual, so I’ll slow down.

You’re going to attach the behavior to something that already happens reliably. Not to a feeling. To an event.

The form is: if [reliable event], then I will [behavior] at [place].


	If I pour the second cup of coffee, then I will sit at the dining table and work practice questions.

	If I hang up from the 8:00 a.m. standup, then I will close my door and send five follow-ups.

	If I put my bag down inside the front door, then I will put my shoes on and walk two laps.

	If the 12:55 alarm goes off, then I will take the plan into the back office and close the door.



Two psychologists, Peter Gollwitzer and Paschal Sheeran, pooled ninety-four independent tests of exactly this technique — writing the plan in if-then form instead of just holding an intention — and found a medium-to-large effect on goal attainment.

Notice what that research didn’t test. It didn’t test caring more, or believing in yourself. It tested a sentence with a when and a where in it, and that sentence outperformed sincere intention across ninety-four tests.

You’ve been running the version without a when.

So: a plan without a cue is a wish with a to-do list attached.

Write your if-then now. One sentence. Nine seconds, and it does more than the last four months of resolve.

CONDITION FOUR — FRICTION: ADD IT THERE, REMOVE IT HERE

Two moves, mirror images.

Remove friction from the target. Count the physical steps between you and the first thirty seconds of the behavior, then delete steps. Materials out. File open. Clothes laid out. Template made. Login saved. If the behavior requires you to find something, you’ve designed a daily search-and-rescue mission and called it a habit.

Add friction to the competing behavior. Everybody nods at this one and nobody does it. What are you actually doing instead? Be specific — it’s usually the phone, one app, the TV, or somebody else’s urgent thing. Now make it worse to reach. Phone in another room, not face-down on the table. App off the phone, laptop only. Logged out. Charger in the kitchen. Remote in a drawer, which sounds childish right up until it works.

Have you ever tried not to eat ice cream with a freezer full of ice cream?

Same principle, applied to your evening. Empty the freezer.

The evidence here is real, and you get it with the caveats attached. A large 2021 analysis in PNAS looked at hundreds of studies of choice-architecture interventions — changing the setting rather than persuading the person — across more than two million participants, and found a small-to-moderate average effect, with defaults the strongest technique. The honest part: adjusted for publication bias, the effect shrank by about half, and the researchers estimated roughly fifteen percent of such interventions can backfire.

So no, this isn’t magic. Some of what you set up this week won’t work, and about one in seven changes like this can make things worse. Which is exactly why Chapter 11 is an experiment and not a program: you change conditions, watch seven days, keep what worked.

Steal the word “default,” though. A default is what happens when you do nothing. Right now your default at 9:40 p.m. is the couch, and the couch didn’t have to fight for it. Your job this week is to make the target behavior the thing that happens when you do nothing — and the thing you’ve been doing instead the thing that takes effort.

CONDITION FIVE — ONE VISIBLE RECORD

One piece of paper. Not an app.

I’ll defend that. An app requires you to unlock a device full of the competing behavior, which routes your record system directly through your biggest threat. Paper on the wall doesn’t.

It lives where you’ll see it without looking for it — the fridge, the back of a door, next to the monitor. It has the days on it. You mark Y or N. No notes column, no mood column.

And here’s the teaching point I care most about: you are recording the condition, not the feeling. Did the block happen at the time it was scheduled? Y or N. Was the phone in the other room? Y or N. How you felt about it isn’t data you can act on.

Visible matters because a record you can’t see is one you consult when you’re already doing well. Visible means the record participates instead of grading.

CONDITION SIX — ONE PERSON WHO NOTICES

One. Not a group. Not a public announcement. One human being who will notice within twenty-four hours if it didn’t happen.

Their whole job is one sentence: “Did it happen?” Not encouragement. Not strategy. You answer Y or N. That’s the exchange. You’d be shocked how well this works, and how badly it works when you make them your coach instead of your witness.

Pick by two criteria: they’ll actually ask, and their asking doesn’t cost you dignity. Don’t pick the person who will be disappointed in you, and don’t pick the one who lets you off the hook. You know which of your people is which. If you’re a leader, don’t make this your direct report — that’s a power problem dressed as accountability. Peer, spouse, colleague at another organization.

If you’re a practice owner at the top of the org chart, this is the loneliest condition on the list — everyone reports to you and nobody checks on you. Find another owner. Trade sentences on Fridays. Two texts a week, Y or N. Cheapest intervention in this manual, and the one you’ll skip because it feels like admitting something.


WHAT YOU'D SEE








	What you say
	What an observer sees





	“I’ve protected my mornings.”
	A calendar event titled and held, 6:00–6:30, five days, with two decline notices sent.



	“I have a dedicated space.”
	Materials open on the same table at the same time; phone charging in another room.



	“I’m tracking it.”
	Paper on the refrigerator with five Y marks and two N marks in ink.



	“My partner is supportive.”
	One text at 9 p.m. Wednesday that reads: “did it happen?”








THE TRAP

You will build all six conditions in one weekend, feel outstanding, and have installed nothing — because you changed six things at once and won’t know which one carried you when it starts to slip. Time, Place, Cue this week. The rest next week. Slower isn’t weaker; slower is how you find out what actually worked.




RUN IT


	☐ 1. Put the block on the calendar right now, as an event, with a name. Same time, every day it happens.

	☐ 2. Decline or move one thing already sitting on top of it. Today.

	☐ 3. Choose the room and the chair. Put the materials there, out, open.

	☐ 4. Write your if-then sentence on the index card from Chapter 5.

	☐ 5. Name the competing behavior and add one physical step to it before tonight.

	☐ 6. Tape the paper record where you can’t miss it.

	☐ 7. Text one person: “I’m doing something for seven days. Will you text me ‘did it happen’ each night? You don’t have to say anything else.”






Chapter 8THE BEHAVIOR, STEP BY STEP


Now the boring part, which is the good news. The behavior is small on purpose, sequenced on purpose, unglamorous on purpose. If you’re thinking that’s it? — yes. Your problem was never capacity.

THE SEQUENCE


	The cue fires. The alarm, the standup ending, the bag hitting the floor, the second cup of coffee. You don’t decide anything here. The cue isn’t a suggestion to consider the behavior; it’s the start of it.

	Go to the place. Physically move. Chair, room, door. Movement first, thinking second — thinking at this step is where the negotiation lives.

	Do the removal. Phone in the other room. Door closed. Tab closed. Ten seconds. People skip this step when they’re in a hurry, which is exactly when they need it.

	Start with the smallest visible move. Open the file. Write the date on the sheet. Put the shoes on. One action under fifteen seconds that an observer could see. This is step one, and you cannot argue with it — that’s why it’s designed this way.

	Do the defined amount. The duration or count from your Chapter 5 sentence. Not more. If you want to do more, do it after you mark the record, not instead of it.

	Mark the record. Y. In ink. Before you stand up.

	Stop. Actually stop. Ending on time is part of the behavior, because a block that eats your whole evening gets resented and then canceled by the only person who can cancel it.

	Reset the place for tomorrow. Materials back out, open, ready. Thirty seconds tonight removes tomorrow’s biggest failure point.



Two steps are moving and two are writing. Nothing in this sequence requires you to feel a certain way. That’s the point.

THE SMALLEST VERSION THAT STILL COUNTS

Every behavior needs a floor version defined in advance — while you’re calm, right now, before you need it.

Ask: what’s the smallest amount of this I’d still honestly call a yes?


	Five practice questions instead of thirty minutes.

	One follow-up message instead of five.

	One lap around the block instead of two.

	One section of the treatment plan instead of the whole review.



Write that number next to your definition on the same card today. Label it FLOOR.

The floor is not zero. That’s the entire reason it exists. The floor protects the cue on a bad day — you do five questions instead of thirty minutes, the cue survives, the record gets a Y, and tomorrow starts from a streak instead of a hole. The day you do nothing, you rebuild from a standing start, and you have four years of evidence about how that goes.

The floor is for bad days, not for Tuesdays. Three floor days in a row isn’t resilience, it’s your new actual behavior — which means the target was too big. Chapter 10 tells you what to do about that.

THE 24-HOUR RESTART

You will miss. Plan for it now, because “I’ll get back on it Monday” is an anesthetic and Chapter 2 already took it away from you.

The rule: the next scheduled occurrence, at the floor, within twenty-four hours. No commentary.

That’s the whole protocol. Not a recommitment. Not a reflection. Not a fresh week. The next time the cue fires, do the floor, mark it, move on.

What you don’t do is add extra to make up for it. Make-up sessions turn a missed thirty minutes into an unwinnable ninety-minute debt, and debt is what makes people quit permanently. There is no debt. There’s a Y or an N on paper, and tomorrow has its own square.

Missing once is a data point. Missing twice in a row is information about your conditions — go to Chapter 10.

Missing eleven times is what happened last time, and it started with waiting for Monday.


SAY THIS(to yourself, out loud, on the morning after a miss)


“Yesterday was an N. Today the cue is at six. I’m doing the floor.”






NOT THIS


“I completely fell off. I need to get my head right and restart properly next week.”



Why it fails: it makes the restart conditional on a mental state that isn’t scheduled, moves the behavior to a day that hasn’t earned your trust, and quietly deletes the six days in between. That sentence has cost you more than any missed session ever did.




ASK YOURSELF

What is the smallest version of this I’d still honestly call a yes — and did I write it down before I needed it?




Chapter 9THE LANGUAGE


Here’s what nobody tells you about follow-through: in an Environment Gap, the barrier is usually a person.

Not your character. A person with a reasonable request, at the worst possible moment, who has always been able to reach you and has no idea anything changed.

So this chapter is words. Say them as written. Two rules first.

Announce, don’t ask. “Is it okay if I try to protect Wednesdays?” hands the decision to someone else, and they’ll hand it back the first time something comes up. State it as a fact and offer an alternative. You are not requesting permission to do your job.

Give the alternative in the same breath. Every no in this chapter comes with a when. “Not now, and here’s exactly when” is a completely different conversation than “no.”

PROTECTING THE BLOCK OUT LOUD


SAY THIS


“I’ve got a hold on my calendar Tuesdays and Thursdays from six to six-thirty. It’s not movable. I’m free right after, and I’ll get you an answer by ten.”






NOT THIS


“I’m trying to keep my mornings clear if that’s okay, but obviously if you need me just grab me.”



Why it fails: “trying,” “if that’s okay,” and “just grab me” are three separate invitations. You told them the block was optional, so they’ll treat it as optional — and then you’ll be annoyed at them for believing you.



TELLING A SPOUSE OR PARTNER

The hardest one, and not because they’re unsupportive. Household time is jointly owned and you’re about to spend some of it unilaterally.


SAY THIS


“I need forty-five minutes Tuesday and Thursday nights for the next two weeks — eight to eight forty-five, back room, door closed. I know that lands on you. Here’s how I’ll even it out: I’ll do the dishes both nights and handle bedtime Wednesday. And I’ll tell you on the fifteenth whether it’s working.”



That names the exact cost to them, pays it, and puts an end date on it so they’re not agreeing to forever.




NOT THIS


“You know I never get any time for myself. I’m going to start taking some time in the evenings.”



Why it fails: it opens with a grievance, so now you’re debating whether the grievance is fair — and it’s vague enough that nobody can tell when it’s been violated, including you.



When they take it personally. They may hear “I need time away from the family” as “I need time away from you.” Answer the feeling once, then hold the block.


SAY THIS


“That’s fair to feel, and it’s not what this is. It’s forty-five minutes, twice a week, and it’s the thing that’s been making me miserable to live with because I keep not doing it. Two weeks. Then we look at it together.”





TELLING A BOSS

Managers approve specific, bounded, business-framed requests and hedge on vague ones.


SAY THIS


“I’m blocking eight to eight-thirty Mondays for follow-up calls, because that’s where our closed business is actually coming from. I’ll be in Slack right after. If something urgent hits during it, text me — otherwise I’ll pick it up at eight-thirty.”






NOT THIS


“I’ve been really overwhelmed and I need to find some focus time somewhere in my week.”



Why it fails: it’s a feeling with no proposal in it, so your manager has a problem to solve instead of a decision to approve. And “somewhere in my week” means it goes wherever there’s room, which is nowhere.



When your boss books over it anyway. Two sentences, not a paragraph.


SAY THIS


“I’ve got the follow-up block then — can we do nine or one? Either works.”





TELLING A CLIENT


SAY THIS


“I keep Wednesday afternoons for plan writing and review, so I’m not in email between one and three. If you send something in that window, you’ll hear from me before end of day.”






NOT THIS


“Sorry for the delay, I was tied up all afternoon and couldn’t get to my messages.”



Why it fails: it apologizes for doing your job and teaches the client the delay was an accident. Named, scheduled unavailability reads as professional. Unexplained silence reads as disorganized. Same two hours.



TELLING A TEAM

Say it once, in a meeting, out loud — then behave consistently for two weeks. The behaving is what makes it real.


SAY THIS


“Starting Monday, I’m unavailable one to two on Wednesdays. Door closed, phone down. If it’s a safety issue, come get me — anything else, put it on the list and I’ll get to it at two. I’m doing this because I’ve been letting my own work slide until Sundays, and that’s not sustainable for me or for you. You’ll see me do the same thing for your protected time.”



There’s a leadership reason to say that last part out loud. Amy Edmondson, the Harvard researcher who named psychological safety, defined it as “a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking.” Blocking your own calendar in front of your team is a cheap, visible demonstration of exactly that — you just made it safe for the next person to do it. If the boss can’t have an hour, nobody under the boss will take one.




NOT THIS


“I’m going to try to be less available on Wednesdays because I’m drowning.”



Why it fails: “try” tells them it won’t hold, and “drowning” makes your block a symptom of your struggle instead of a normal operating condition. Then the kind ones protect you by interrupting you less on good weeks and more on bad ones, which is backwards.



THE CLINICAL / PRACTICE-OWNER SCRIPT

Your interruptions arrive with clinical urgency attached, which makes them nearly impossible to decline. So decline the timing, never the clinical need, and give people a route.


SAY THIS(to your team)


“One to two on Wednesdays is my plan-writing hour. During that hour: if it’s a client safety issue or a family in crisis, interrupt me — that’s what it’s for. If it’s scheduling, a signature, a supply order, or a question about the note template, put it in the folder on my door and I’ll clear it at two. I’d rather give you a real answer at two than a fast one at one-fifteen.”



That works because it does the triage for them. Most of what walks through your door at 1:15 isn’t clinical; it’s administrative and it feels clinical because everything in your building does.




SAY THIS(to a supervisee)


“Your supervision is Thursdays at nine, and I’m treating it like a session — I won’t move it for admin. If I ever try to move it, hold me to it.”






NOT THIS


“I’m around, just knock if you need me — I know how it gets around here.”



Why it fails: you just made yourself the default resource for every question in the building, and your treatment plans will be written on Sunday again. Ask me how I know.



RENEGOTIATING WITHOUT ABANDONING

This is the script that saves the whole thing, because most people don’t quit at a decision point — they quit at a scheduling conflict they had no language for.


SAY THIS


“Wednesday at one isn’t working — it’s getting eaten every week. I’m moving it to Tuesday at seven-thirty a.m., same length, starting this week.”



Name the failure, keep the behavior, name the new condition, all in one breath. You may change any condition in this manual at any time. You may not change it to “sometime.”




NOT THIS


“This schedule isn’t working for me right now. I’m going to pause it and pick it back up when things settle down.”



Why it fails: “settle down” is not a date, and things do not settle. This is the Monday sentence wearing a business suit.



WHEN SOMEONE TAKES IT PERSONALLY

Acknowledge the feeling in one sentence, then restate the condition without softening it. Do not explain twice — the second explanation is where bargaining starts.


SAY THIS


“I hear you, and I get why it felt like that. The hour is still the hour. I’m free at two and I want to talk about it then.”






NOT THIS


“Oh no, please don’t take it that way — you know I’ll always make time for you, come find me whenever, it’s really not a big deal.”



Why it fails: you just repealed the block to make one person comfortable for ninety seconds, and everyone within earshot learned the exchange rate.




WHAT YOU'D SEE








	What you say
	What an observer sees





	“The block is protected.”
	Two meeting invitations declined with an alternate time offered.



	“My team knows.”
	It was said in a staff meeting, and a note is on the door at 1:00 p.m. Wednesday.



	“My partner is on board.”
	Dishes done Tuesday and Thursday; door closed at 8:00; a check-in on the 15th.



	“I renegotiated it.”
	The calendar event moved to a new specific time the same day it stopped working.








RUN IT


	☐ 1. Pick the one person whose expectation matters most. Say the script to them today, out loud, not by text if they’re in the building.

	☐ 2. Decline one thing this week using the block as the reason, and offer an alternate time.

	☐ 3. Write the renegotiation script on the back of your index card, before you need it.






Chapter 10WHEN IT GOES SIDEWAYS


This is the chapter you’ll come back to. Fold the corner.

Something in your setup will fail this week. That’s not a warning, it’s a schedule. And what costs people years isn’t the failure — it’s that a failure without a diagnosis feels like a verdict. Ten pages ago you gave up the discipline story. This is where you’ll be tempted to take it back.

So let’s make the failures legible.

THE TROUBLESHOOTING TABLE



You did it four days, then stopped, and can’t say why

Likely causeTime is inconsistent — the cue never had a chance to form

AdjustmentOne clock time, same on every day it happens. Change nothing else this week




The block keeps getting booked over

Likely causeIt’s a reminder, not a defended event; no decline script

AdjustmentMake it an event with a title, set it as busy, decline the next conflict with the Chapter 9 script




You get to the place and end up on your phone

Likely causeThe removal step is being skipped

AdjustmentPhone in another room before you sit. Keep the charger there so it’s the phone’s home




You do it at work but never at home, or vice versa

Likely causeTwo settings, one with a competing behavior installed

AdjustmentRun one place only for two weeks. Pick the one with the door




You hit the floor version every single day

Likely causeThe target is too big for your current life

AdjustmentRedefine the target as the floor, then set a new smaller floor under it




You do it, but later each day, slipping

Likely causeThe cue is a feeling (“when I get a minute”), not an event

AdjustmentAttach it to something that already happens — end of standup, second coffee, bag on the floor




You missed once and haven’t been back in nine days

Likely causeNo 24-hour restart rule, so the miss became a decision

AdjustmentNext scheduled occurrence, floor version, no commentary. Today, not Monday




Your record has three days marked and then nothing

Likely causeThe record isn’t visible, or it’s in an app you must unlock

AdjustmentPaper. On the fridge or beside the monitor. Marked before you leave the chair




Someone interrupts you every single time

Likely causeYou announced it as a preference, or never announced it

AdjustmentUse the team script verbatim, once, out loud, and put a note on the door




You’re doing the behavior but nothing is improving

Likely causeThe behavior is happening; the target may be wrong

AdjustmentThat’s a Clarity problem, not an Environment problem. Read Field Manual 01 and redefine the target




You resent the block by day five

Likely causeToo long, or it’s eating time already promised elsewhere

AdjustmentCut the duration in half and pay the household cost explicitly (Chapter 9 spouse script)




You did all seven days and stopped in week two

Likely causeNovelty carried it, not cues; nobody was noticing

AdjustmentAdd Condition Six. One person, one question, twenty-four hours




Working weekdays, gone on weekends

Likely causeWeekends have different cues, people, rooms

AdjustmentRun it weekdays only and mark weekends N/A, or build a separate weekend cue. Don’t pretend one setup covers both




You feel fine but you’re avoiding the record

Likely causeThe record became a scorecard for your character

AdjustmentStrip it. Y or N, no notes, no mood column. It’s a condition log, not a review





THE FOUR FAILURE MODES THAT ACTUALLY END THIS

You missed once and quit. The most common ending, and it has nothing to do with the miss. What ends it is the story you tell in the six minutes after: see, here we go again. Then the miss stops being a data point and becomes evidence in a case you’ve been building against yourself since school. I know that case well — I got straight Ds, and I could produce the file on myself in seconds for years afterward. Here’s what’s true: a missed Tuesday tells you something about Tuesday. It cannot tell you anything about who you are, because one instance of a behavior is not a person. Mark the N. Take the floor tomorrow. The streak isn’t the point; the cue surviving is the point.

The block keeps getting overwritten. If it’s being eaten every week, stop treating that as a discipline problem and look at who has access. It’s almost always one recurring source — one person, one meeting type, one time of day. Name it out loud: what specifically ate it, four weeks running? Then defend against that specific thing with the Chapter 9 script, or move the block where that thing can’t reach. Moving isn’t defeat. A block at 6:45 a.m. that survives beats a block at 1:00 p.m. that dies, and there’s no honor in the one that dies.

You made it too big. You defined thirty minutes and did ninety on day one, because you were excited. Then day four cost you ninety minutes you didn’t have, and by day six the block was something you dreaded — and dread is a cue too, for avoidance. The size of the behavior is a condition, exactly like time and place. If you’re avoiding your own block, cut it in half before you conclude anything about your character.

Nothing changed but your intentions. The quiet one, and the most common failure among people who read a lot of books. You finished Part Three feeling clear, decisive, almost relieved — and if I walked into your house right now, the phone would be in the same place, the calendar would look identical, the materials would be in the bag, and nobody would have been told anything. That’s not follow-through. That’s comprehension.

Here’s the test: name one physical thing in your environment that is different than it was on Monday. If you can’t name one, you haven’t run this manual. You’ve read it. Those feel similar from the inside and they produce completely different Wednesdays.

WHEN THE ADJUSTMENT ISN’T THE ANSWER

One honest caveat. If you’ve changed the time twice, changed the place twice, told the people, added the friction, kept the record — and the behavior still isn’t happening, the problem probably isn’t environmental. That’s not a failure of this manual; that’s this manual ruling something out.

Three or four changed conditions and no movement usually means one of three things. You don’t have the skill, and you’ve been treating a training problem as a scheduling problem. You don’t believe the outcome is available to you, so you keep arriving and stalling. Or you don’t want it anymore, and you’ve been building a cage around a decision you already made.

Chapter 12 helps you tell which. No shame in any of the three, and each one has a different manual.


THE TRAP

You’ll use this chapter as a menu and change four conditions at once the moment something slips. Then when it improves you won’t know what fixed it, and when it slips again you’ll have nothing left to adjust. One change at a time. Give it three occurrences before you judge it.




ASK YOURSELF

What specifically ate the block — not “life,” but the actual name of the thing, four weeks running?




PART FOUR
THE EXPERIMENT

Seven days, and what you do with what you learn.


Chapter 11YOUR 7-DAY FOLLOW THROUGH EXPERIMENT


Seven days. One behavior. One changed condition.

This is not a challenge and there’s no badge at the end. It’s an experiment: you arrange conditions, collect data on those conditions, and look at what happened without arguing with it. That’s how my whole field works. We don’t ask a client whether they feel more regulated. We count.

You’re going to do that to yourself for a week.

THE STRUCTURE

KNOW: Notice ______ Fill in the moment, not the topic. I notice that at 9:40 p.m., in the kitchen, with my phone in my hand, the certification hours don’t happen. Specific enough to have a clock and a room in it.

DECIDE: Change ______ One condition. Name which of the six from Chapter 7: Time, Place, Cue, Friction, Record, Person. I’m changing the time from 9:40 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. and the place from the kitchen to the dining table. List three and you’ll learn nothing, because you won’t know which one carried you. One condition. That’s the difference between an experiment and a New Year.

ACT: Test ______ Your Chapter 5 behavior at your Chapter 8 floor, seven days. Write both numbers. Thirty minutes of practice questions. Floor: five questions.

Then: What happened? You’ll answer that in Chapter 12 with the tracker in front of you, not from memory. Memory is generous to whoever is holding it.

TRACK THE CONDITION, NOT THE MOOD

This is where almost everyone gets it wrong.

You are not tracking whether you felt motivated, whether it was a good day, or how you feel about yourself. You are tracking whether the condition was in place and whether the behavior happened.

Why: track mood and you’ll produce a beautiful record of your emotional weather and zero information you can act on. Mood isn’t manipulable — Chapter 3. The condition is. And the question you’ll need answered on day eight is “on the days it happened, what was in place?” You can only answer that if you wrote down what was in place.

Two people miss on Thursday. The first writes, “felt off, low energy, couldn’t get going.” The second writes, “block at 6:00 — N. Phone in room — Y. Kid up at 5:10.” One of them knows exactly what to change on Friday.

The second one isn’t more disciplined. She’s holding better data.

Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein — the two people who made “nudge” a household word — wrote with John Balz that “a choice architect has the responsibility for organizing the context in which people make decisions.” That was written about people who design cafeterias, retirement plans, and government forms.

For seven days, you’re the choice architect. The context is yours, and the person making decisions at 6:00 a.m. is you — a version of you who will be tired and who deserves to walk into a room where the hard part is already handled.

Design for her. She’s the one who has to do it.

THE TRACKER

Print this. Actually print it. It goes on the fridge, the door, or beside your monitor — not in a folder.


My behavior:



My floor:



The one condition I changed:



My cue (if this, then that):



My person:




Day 1

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 2

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 3

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 4

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 5

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 6

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)




Day 7

Behavior happened? (Y/N/Floor)

Condition in place? (Y/N)

Cue fired at the time? (Y/N)

What interfered (name it, don’t explain it)





Three rules. Ink, not pencil — you’re not editing this later. Mark it before you leave the chair — a week filled in on Sunday night is fiction with good intentions. The last column is three words, maximum: “Meeting ran over.” “Kid up early.” “Chose the couch.” The moment you start explaining, you start defending, and you’re not on trial.

WHAT COUNTS AS A SUCCESSFUL WEEK

Not seven Y marks. Let me say that clearly so you don’t quit on Wednesday.

A successful week is: seven days of honest data, and you can name what the behavior depends on.

Four Ys and three Ns with a clear pattern in the last column beats seven Ys you can’t explain. The four-Y week tells you what to change. The mystery week tells you nothing and falls apart in month two.

You’re not proving you’re good. You’re finding out what your behavior is made of.


RUN IT


	☐ 1. Print the tracker. Fill in the top four lines before bed tonight.

	☐ 2. Put it where you cannot avoid seeing it.

	☐ 3. Text your person: “For the next seven days, will you text me ‘did it happen?’ I’ll answer Y or N. That’s all I need.”

	☐ 4. Set Day 1 as tomorrow. Not Monday. Tomorrow.






Chapter 12WHAT HAPPENED?


Tracker in hand. Not memory. If you’re doing this from memory, go get the paper.

THE DEBRIEF

Did you follow through? Circle one: Yes / No / Modified.

Yes means the behavior happened at or above your floor on the days it was scheduled. Not perfectly. At or above the floor.

No means it mostly didn’t happen. That’s information, and it’s specific: the conditions you chose weren’t sufficient. Not you. The conditions.

Modified means you changed something mid-week — moved the time, cut the duration, switched rooms — and kept going. That’s not cheating. That’s Chapter 10 working as designed, and it means you adjusted a condition instead of quitting on your character.

WHAT DID WE LEARN

Four questions. Write the answers; don’t think them.

1. On the days it happened, what was in place? Look at your Y rows. What do they share — a time, a place, an order of events, a person who was or wasn’t home? That shared thing is your active ingredient, and no amount of reflection would have handed it to you.

2. On the days it didn’t, what’s in the last column? If the same three words appear twice or more, you don’t have a discipline problem. You have one identifiable competing condition with a name. Say it out loud.

3. Did the cue fire, and did you follow it? Different failures, different fixes. A cue that didn’t fire is a design problem — change the cue. A cue that fired and got ignored is a friction problem — the competing behavior was too easy to reach.

4. What is physically different in your environment than it was seven days ago? If the answer is “nothing,” that’s your finding, and it explains your week completely.

CONTINUE, MODIFY, OR LOOK UNDERNEATH

Continue. It worked, or mostly. Then don’t optimize it. Run the exact same conditions three more weeks before you change anything — including making it bigger. The fastest way to lose a working system is to improve it in week two. When you do scale, scale one variable: duration or frequency. Never both.

Modify. It half worked. Take your answer to question two, change that one condition, run another seven days. Same behavior, same floor, new condition. You’re two or three iterations from something that holds, and iteration is the method — not resolve.

Look underneath. You changed conditions honestly, more than once, and it still isn’t happening. Then this probably isn’t your Gap, and finding that out is a real result. Take the assessment; it’ll route you better than another seven days of grinding on the wrong variable.

Three tells, since you have the data in front of you:

If the behavior happened and you did it badly — Skill. If it happened and you felt like a fraud the whole time — Belief. If it happened and you felt nothing at all — Alignment, which is worth knowing before you spend another year building conditions around something you’ve quietly stopped wanting.

ONE MORE THING

If you got four Ys this week, you did something you haven’t done in four years, and you did it without becoming a different person. Same character. Same discipline you always had. You changed a time and a room and told one person.

That’s the mechanism, and it’s yours now. You’ll use it on the next behavior, and the setup will take eleven minutes instead of a chapter.

And if you got one Y? You have data, which is more than you had on Monday, and you know the name of the thing that ate your block. That’s not a failed week. That’s week one.

I’m proud of you. I don’t say that to everybody, and I’m not saying it about your results.

I’m saying it because you stopped negotiating with yourself and changed something in the room.


THE REFRAME

Stop asking willpower to do a system’s job.




BACK MATTER

The model, the method, and every source behind this manual.


THE COACH KEY GAP MODEL™


The Gap is the space between what you know and what you consistently do. There are six. You have all six at different times; usually one is actively interfering right now. The intervention is different for each, which is why generic advice keeps missing — it isn’t wrong, it’s aimed at somebody else’s Gap.

1 · CLARITY — the behavior was never defined. > You can’t follow through consistently on something you haven’t clearly defined. Field Manual 01 · How Do I… Figure Out What I’m Actually Supposed to Do Next?

2 · ENVIRONMENT — the conditions produce a different behavior. > Stop asking willpower to do a system’s job. Field Manual 02 · How Do I… Follow Through When Nobody Is Watching? — the one you’re holding.

3 · SKILL — the repertoire isn’t there yet. > Accountability cannot replace competency. Field Manual 03 · How Do I… Have the Conversation I Keep Avoiding?

4 · BELIEF — the behavior conflicts with something you hold as true. > Before fighting the behavior, understand what makes the current behavior make sense. Field Manual 04 · How Do I… Price What I Do Without Flinching?

5 · IDENTITY — the behavior belongs to an earlier version of you. > Some behaviors aren’t bad. They simply belong to a version of you with a different job. Field Manual 05 · How Do I… Stop Doing Work That Isn’t Mine Anymore?

6 · ALIGNMENT — you don’t want it anymore. > Before building more discipline around the goal, make sure the goal still deserves your discipline. Field Manual 06 · How Do I… Tell If I Still Want This?

Different Gaps require different strategies. This manual was written for one of them.




THE FOLLOW THROUGH METHOD™


KNOW — Name the moment and the mechanism. Where does it stall, and what is currently maintaining it? Not why you’re like this. What’s happening.

DECIDE — One decision, in observable terms, with the cost named out loud.

ACT — Change the conditions, run the behavior at a defined floor, keep a visible record, tell one person, adjust one variable at a time.

Most people skip to ACT with no definition and no decision, which is how you end up very busy in the wrong direction. Most books stop at KNOW, which is how you end up well-informed and unchanged.

Know. Decide. Act. In that order.




FIND YOUR GAP™


You solved one. Want to know where the next one is?

Find Your Gap™ is a 24-question self-reflection assessment. It takes about twelve minutes. It asks about behavior — what you did, when, under what conditions — not about your personality, and at the end it names the Gap most likely interfering right now and the first shift to make.

Free, at coachkey.lovable.app.

It’s a self-reflection tool. It is not a psychological test, a diagnosis, or a clinical assessment.




WORK WITH COACH KEY


Three ways in. Not tiers of worthiness — different amounts of contact.

THE BUILD ROOM™ — $199/month If you worked through this manual, this is where you belong. Implementation with feedback: bring the conditions you’re building, get eyes on the setup before you run it, report the data afterward to people who will ask. An Environment Gap is the Gap most improved by somebody noticing — Condition Six from Chapter 7, structurally, every week. Field Manuals are included with membership.

PRIVATE MENTORSHIP — $347/month Individual decision support. When the question isn’t “how do I build the condition” but “which of these three things should I be doing at all.”

PRIVATE MOMENTUM — $697/month High-velocity transition support, for a defined stretch where the stakes and the pace are both high — a launch, an expansion, a role change, an exit.

All three are coaching and professional development. None are behavior-analytic services or clinical supervision. I don’t promise outcomes, and I’d be suspicious of anyone who did.
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Field Manual 02NOTES & REFERENCES


Every statistic and quotation used in this manual, with its source. Paraphrase in the text, precision here. Where I read a document hosted somewhere other than the publisher’s own site, that’s the link I’ve given you, because that’s the copy I read.

Statistics

Chapter 3 — habitual behavior. “Roughly forty-three percent of what people did was habitual.” Wood, W., Quinn, J. M., & Kashy, D. A. (2002). Habits in everyday life: Thought, emotion, and action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Habitual share of recorded behaviors: 43% in Study 2, 35% in Study 1; Study 1 N = 70, Study 2 N = 209 undergraduates, hourly diary method. Author-posted PDF: https://dornsife.usc.edu/wendy-wood/wp-content/uploads/sites/183/2023/10/Wood.Quinn_.Kashy_.2002_Habits_in_everyday_life.pdf — Summarized by the American Psychological Association, Monitor on Psychology (2020): “A stunning 43% of everyday actions are enacted habitually while people are thinking about something else.” https://www.apa.org/monitor/2020/11/career-lab-habits

Chapter 6 — time and burnout. “People who say they often or always have enough time to do their work are about seventy percent less likely to experience high burnout.” Gallup, “Employee Burnout, Part 1: The 5 Main Causes.” Study of nearly 7,500 US full-time employees; 23% reported feeling burned out “very often or always” and another 44% “sometimes.” https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237059/employee-burnout-part-main-causes.aspx

Chapter 7 (Time) — interruptions. “Employees are interrupted every two minutes during core work hours—275 times a day—by meetings, emails, or chats.” Microsoft Work Trend Index, “Breaking down the infinite workday,” June 17, 2025. Aggregated, anonymized Microsoft 365 telemetry, rolling 28-day measures. https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/breaking-down-infinite-workday

Chapter 7 (Cue) — implementation intentions. “Findings from 94 independent tests showed that implementation intentions had a positive effect of medium-to-large magnitude (d = .65) on goal attainment.” Gollwitzer, P. M., & Sheeran, P. (2006). Implementation intentions and goal achievement: A meta-analysis of effects and processes. Repository record, KOPS / University of Konstanz. https://kops.uni-konstanz.de/entities/publication/2e749bfb-8533-437c-8203-7e788c910c5f

Chapter 7 (Friction) — choice architecture. Mertens, S., Herberz, M., Hahnel, U. J. J., & Brosch, T. (2021). The effectiveness of nudging: A meta-analysis of choice architecture interventions across behavioral domains. PNAS. Overall Cohen’s d = 0.43, 95% CI [0.38, 0.48]; defaults strongest at d = 0.62; approximately 15% of interventions may backfire; adjusting for moderate publication bias attenuates the effect to d = 0.31. 447 effect sizes from 212 publications, n = 2,148,439. https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2107346118

Quotations

Chapter 2. Milkman, K. — “This suggests that if you’re trying to make a change or help someone else do the same, a fresh start can be just the right moment to begin.” Q&A on How to Change (2021), Penn Center for Health Incentives and Behavioral Economics. https://chibe.upenn.edu/blog/qa-with-dr-katy-milkman-author-of-new-book-how-to-change/

Chapter 2. Eyal, N. — “While we can’t control the feelings and thoughts that pop into our heads, we can control what we do with them.” “How To Disarm Internal Triggers and Improve Focus,” nirandfar.com. https://www.nirandfar.com/internal-triggers/

Chapter 3. Skinner, B. F. — “When a bit of behavior has the kind of consequence called reinforcing, it is more likely to occur again . . .” About Behaviorism, Ch. 4, “Operant Behavior,” pp. 51–52, as posted by the B. F. Skinner Foundation. https://www.bfskinner.org/about-behaviorism-chapter-4-operant-behavior-quote-1/

Chapter 5. Clear, J. — “You do not rise to the level of your goals. You fall to the level of your systems.” 3-2-1 newsletter, January 2, 2020, jamesclear.com; also appears in Atomic Habits. https://jamesclear.com/3-2-1/january-2-2020

Chapter 9. Edmondson, A. C. — “Team psychological safety is defined as a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking.” “Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work Teams,” Administrative Science Quarterly 44(2), 1999, p. 354. MIT-hosted PDF. https://web.mit.edu/curhan/www/docs/Articles/15341_Readings/Group_Performance/Edmondson%20Psychological%20safety.pdf

Chapter 11. Thaler, R. H., Sunstein, C. R., & Balz, J. P. — “A choice architect has the responsibility for organizing the context in which people make decisions.” “Choice Architecture,” in The Behavioral Foundations of Public Policy (2012), p. 428. Stanford-hosted PDF. http://stanford.edu/~knutson/jdm/thaler12.pdf

Front matter — foundations and disclaimers

Logical Levels. Dilts, R. — “A Brief History of Logical Levels,” NLP University. Dilts states that he adapted the idea from Gregory Bateson and encoded his own model. https://www.nlpu.com/Articles/LevelsSummary.htm — The characterization of the model as intended “primarily as an abstraction and as a heuristic device” and “not a mechanistic technique” is quoted from Dilts (2000) in Tosey, P., & Mathison, J., “Fabulous Creatures of HRD: A Critical Natural History of Neuro-Linguistic Programming.” https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=f49860c9b266a5d5d5d4647904c5e0ded83364ba

Evidence for NLP. Sturt, J., et al. (2012). Neurolinguistic programming: A systematic review of its effects on health outcomes. British Journal of General Practice 62(604), e757–e764. “There is currently insufficient evidence to recommend use of NLP for any individual health outcome.” https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3481516/ — Passmore, J., & Rowson, T. (2019). Neuro-linguistic programming: A critical review of NLP research and the application of NLP in coaching. International Coaching Psychology Review 14(1), 57–69. “This review led us to the conclusion that unique NLP practices are poorly supported by research evidence.” https://www.jonathanpassmore.com/articles/neuro-linguistic-programming-a-critical-review-of-nlp-research-and-the-application-of-nlp-in-coaching

The required disclaimer. Behavior Analyst Certification Board, Ethics Code for Behavior Analysts, Standard 5.06, which requires that nonbehavioral offerings be clearly distinguished from behavioral services and includes the required statement reproduced in this manual’s front matter. https://www.bacb.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Ethics-Code-for-Behavior-Analysts-230119-a.pdf

Coaching boundaries, privilege, and referral. International Coaching Federation, ICF Core Competency Model — “Maintains the distinctions between coaching, consulting, psychotherapy and other support professions”; “Refers clients to other support professionals, as appropriate.” https://coachingfederation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/ICFCompetencyModel_Oct2019.pdf — International Coaching Federation, Code of Ethics Interpretive Statements (January 2020): Statement 5 on the absence of legal privilege, Statement 8 on recognizing when a client should be referred to a therapist, and Statement 21, which holds that “an over-inflated representation of the potential value of coaching is considered deceptive and unprofessional.” https://learn.iactcenter.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/RESOURCE_ICF_Code_of_Ethics_Interpretive_Statements_Jan2020.pdf

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is the source of the values and defusion language referenced here: Hayes, S. C., Strosahl, K. D., & Wilson, K. G. (1999). Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.

A note on what isn’t here

Two claims you may have expected. The widely repeated figure that only eight percent of people achieve their goals could not be traced to a primary study, so it isn’t used. Neither is the claim that it takes twenty-three minutes and fifteen seconds to refocus after an interruption; the seconds-level figure doesn’t appear in the original research as commonly quoted, so I used Microsoft’s 2025 telemetry instead.

If a number isn’t sourced, it isn’t in here. Hold every author you read to that.
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