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Wake your mind up 1

Wake your mind up

When there is something wrong with your body you go and see a doctor.
When you are perfectly well but want to be fitter, nimbler, healthier, thin-
ner or more flexible, you might well head to the gym.

As with the body, so with the mind.

The Mind Gym is for all of us who want to discover how we can use our
minds more effectively so that we can get more out of life and give more
to others.

So, what can I do?

There is a wealth of psychology that, were we to know it, would improve
our lives. But the vast majority of this enlightening science is hidden in
complex academic papers and specialist tomes. There is, of course, a lot
that is easy to read about how to improve our minds but much of this is
based more on whim or wishful thinking than rigorous research.

There was a van doing the rounds a while ago which had written on its
side: ‘Patel & Patel plumbers – you’ve tried the cowboys now try the
Indians’. Most of us smile both at the cheeky humour and also at the famil-
iar truth that lies behind it. When we want to improve our lives we face
much the same challenge as when we want to fix the pipes. There is a
seemingly endless supply of books promising to reveal the secrets of how
to understand men (or women), ways to guarantee success at work, the
key to a fulfilled life and much, much more. However, it is all but impos-
sible to tell the good from the bad. 



The Mind Gym aims to provide a map through this maze of psychology
and personal development by making the former accessible and the latter
rigorous.

What is The Mind Gym?

The original idea for The Mind Gym came out of a conversation over sup-
per. Someone asked: if the 1980s saw the emergence of people caring
about their bodies (gyms, vegetarianism, etc) and the 1990s saw a sudden
growth in matters spiritual (yoga, feng shui, and so forth) then what will the
2000s be about? The trinity of mind, body, soul was mentioned and, with
a fervour largely found in the truly naïve, the group decided that the next
decade would, without doubt, be about improving our minds.

This could have been the end of it but, despite a heavy head the morn-
ing after, the idea of a gym for the mind lingered on. Cabals would
gather after work and at weekends to sketch out what this mind gym
might actually do.

The original intention was to run workouts for the mind in regular health
and fitness centres. These would be like mini-workshops that would last
no longer than 90 minutes. Each would focus on a different subject, such
as conflict or procrastination, and would be packed with practical tips that
people could use immediately they walked out of the door, at work, at
home and pretty much anywhere in between. The design of the workouts
would follow Albert Einstein’s maxim ‘Everything should be made as simple
as possible but no simpler’; the content would be based on applied psy-
chology or related science; the experience would be as much fun as going
out for dinner with your friends (more naïve, wishful thinking).

It soon became clear, after talking with various gym owners, that this vision
of The Mind Gym wasn’t going to work. Nevertheless, the idea of 90-
minute workouts packed with practical ways to think and communicate
more effectively had an enduring appeal. The original plan had always
included an element of running these workouts in organisations for their
staff. Would employers give sufficient value to bite-size workshops that
helped their people use their minds better?

The answer is ‘yes’.

Over 100,000 people have now taken part in one of The Mind Gym’s 90-
minute workouts, run in their office, factory or wherever they work. And
the vast majority seem to love it: 93% say they will apply what they
learned and 88% say they would recommend it.
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So where does the gym thing fit in?

We often talk about the connections between our physical well-being and
our mental strength: ‘Looking good, feeling good’, ‘A healthy body
means a healthy mind’. But how does a gym for the mind compare with
the more familiar one for the body?

Here are six similarities.

1 We all go for our own, different reasons
Turn up at a gym and you are likely to be asked by an eager fitness
coach what you want to improve. Do you want to lose weight, have
more stamina, be able to sprint faster? He or she will then design a
programme of exercises that will do most to help you towards your
objective.

It’s similar at The Mind Gym. Your ‘fitness coach’ is in the next chapter,
helping you to decide where to focus your effort. Of course, you may
want to do everything, but even then there are likely to be some areas
to work on as a priority.

2 Working on one area may help another
I want a firmer stomach. I therefore take up a programme with various
kinds of sit-ups. One of the side benefits is that my backache all but
disappears.

I want to be better at influencing. As a result, I discover how other
people look at the world and adapt my style to suit them. Therefore, I
also become more popular.

3 It makes us better equipped for whatever life may bring
If we train to run a marathon we become fitter. This is likely to mean
that we can recover faster after an unexpectedly sleepless night.

When we find it easy to manage the stresses at work we’ll be better
able to deal with the strains at home too.

4 No pain, no gain (what a shame)
Afraid so. Some of the tools and techniques are easier than others but all
of them will require effort and application to get the maximum benefit.

5 It’s for everyone
We can all improve our minds. Everyone is welcome at The Mind Gym
regardless of age, gender, intelligence, fitness, religious beliefs, occu-
pation or anything else. We can come whenever we like: there are no
peak time/off-peak restrictions here.
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6 You get to watch all the latest pop videos and TV programmes
as you train
OK, we made this one up.

The Mind Gym’s beliefs

The following are some assumptions that lie behind everything The Mind
Gym does. They may need to be changed as new discoveries are made
but, for now, they seem to work well.

• We can choose how we think. We are not pre-programmed to see the
world in a certain way but are largely free to decide how we think and
how we communicate.

• We can all improve. Rather like going to a physical gym where we can
make ourselves physically fitter, we can all become more mentally
capable. This does not mean that we can turn ourselves into Albert
Einstein or Leonardo da Vinci, any more than enough trips to the phys-
ical gym will turn us into Maria Sharapova or Ronaldo, alas.

• Intelligence, in its broadest sense, involves much more than abstract
problem-solving (or IQ). In addition to systematic thinking, intelligence
includes physical skills and social skills, as well as perception, imagin-
ation, emotions and many aspects of personality. All of these can be
enhanced.

• We tend to underestimate the extent to which what we do is habitual
rather than set in stone, reflecting mental ‘default settings’ that we
have forgotten we can change. By uncovering more of the options that
are available it is easier to escape our current habits or ‘settings’.

• There is sometimes one new ‘default option’ that is better than the old
one. Swapping a faulty way of remembering people’s names for a reli-
able one is useful. But it is more useful to keep at the back of our minds
a range of possibilities, because different circumstances require differ-
ent approaches. So The Mind Gym does not tend to propose a set of
prescriptions but, instead, suggests a range of options.
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Will Super Mario make me super smart?

There is a movement that offers a seductive promise: by repeatedly
doing exercises that require thought, our brain will grow.

Called, amongst other things, neurobics or mental callisthenics, it
suggests, for example, that if we complete online mental puzzles
against the clock, this will improve our reaction times in the car or
when we need to make decisions; and that if we learn to eat
Maltesers with chopsticks using our left hand (or right, if left-handed)
this will somehow make us more mentally agile.

Alas, there is precious little independent scientific evidence to sug-
gest that it will make any difference at all (save making us better at
eating Maltesers with chopsticks). The response from serious aca-
demics to this new fad ranges from sceptical to downright scornful.

When independent research demonstrates that playing lots of video
games does anything more than make us better at video games, The
Mind Gym will take another look. Until then, let’s just enjoy them with-
out kidding ourselves that they are good for us too.

What’s new?

Is The Mind Gym content original or just borrowing lots of other people’s
ideas? The answer is a bit of both.

To develop The Mind Gym content, a century of psychological research
has been explored. Different theories have been adapted and combined
to make them relevant to today’s needs. Hundreds of tips and techniques
have been tried, initially on the home team and, when they were found to
be effective, on the tens of thousands of people who have taken part in
one of The Mind Gym’s workouts. The result is a wealth of practical tips
and techniques about how to think and communicate more effectively.
These are based on what others have discovered and are, in large part,
refreshed, updated and revised to meet our needs today. Yet, where the
old methods are still the best they are repeated just as they were found.

Take, for example, stress. There is more written on this than any one per-
son could read in a lifetime. Much of it repeats what has gone before. The
Mind Gym approach draws on the thinking of the now largely forgotten
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psychologists Yerkes and Dodson, who were writing at the beginning of
the last century, and combines it with the thinking of the Austrian-born
Canadian Hans Selye (published in the 1960s) and the more recent work
of Americans Richard Lazarus and Sue Folkman.

Each of these has very valuable ideas to contribute. The Mind Gym builds
on their ideas and adds a new twist. The result is a series of practical ways
to deal with 21st-century stress (see the stress chapters for more details).

Do I want a bigger brain?

Research conducted in 2000 showed that the part of the brain
devoted to long-term memory (called the posterior of the hippo-
campus) is larger for drivers of London’s black taxis than for the pop-
ulation as a whole. As these drivers have to pass a complicated test
that requires an extensive memory of London’s streets, this is not
surprising, and the research also showed that the longer someone
had been a taxi driver, the larger the posterior of their hippocampus
was. Many commentators deduced, however, that this made them
cleverer.

This was a mistake for two reasons. First, the study also found that
another part of their brain was correspondingly smaller and so the
total size of their brain remained similar to the national average.

Second, the physical size of the brain does not correlate with intelli-
gence. Men’s brains weigh, taking into consideration average body
height or body surface areas, 16% more than women’s brains but it
would be a foolhardy man (or woman) who concluded, therefore,
that men are 16% cleverer.

Where now?

You are now a member of The Mind Gym and you are free to come and
go as you wish. The next chapter suggests different ways you can use this
book and introduces The Mind Gym Online, but if you’d rather just get
stuck in, go right ahead.

Only one piece of advice before you start: as Thomas Dewar said, ‘Minds
are like parachutes, they operate only when open.’
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Don’t read this book

You walk into a gym for the first time. There are rows of peculiar-looking
machines that could as easily be designed for torture as for exercise. You
sit on the padded seat of one but aren’t sure what to pull or push or how
it works. You try a more obvious-looking machine but when you pull on the
bar nothing happens. Something familiar catches your eye. You sit on a
stationary bicycle and start pedalling. Seems fine, but why are all these
lights flashing on the panel in front of me?

The Mind Gym isn’t like this. It is designed so that we can all use it straight
away and very much as we like. Each tool (and chapter) can be explored
in isolation. The directions are clear and the exercises in each chapter can
be done where and when you choose.

You don’t have to read this book from cover to cover. You can, for example:

Read a chapter that appeals to you and leave it at that
If you simply want some practical guidance on how you can let a friend
down and yet keep them as a friend, then there is no need to mess
around, just go straight to the relevant place (Bad news, p. 182).

Like a book of short stories, you can pop in and out as you like.

Read a section
As you may have noticed on the contents page at the start, there are five
sections which combine all the chapters on a specific subject

• Taking control

• The right impression
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• Tough conversations

• Stress and relaxation

• Creative juices

Each section starts with a brief summary about what you will find inside. If
your priority is to manage stress or be more creative, then it may be best
to go straight to the relevant section and get stuck in.

Follow one of the programmes outlined on pages 11–14
Rather like a fitness regime designed for strength or stamina, each of
these programmes has been developed to help address a specific desire.

Design your own programme
There is a questionnaire on pages 17–19 that can help you decide which
chapters are most likely to help you address your current priorities. Fill it
in and use the results to create a tailor-made programme.

Or, if you prefer, you can always start at the beginning and read through
to the end, as with a normal book.

This is your gym for you to use as and when you want.

The Mind Gym Online

The Mind Gym Online is always open and there to help you practise, pre-
pare, share and, if you want, compete. Here
you can:

• complete questionnaires with a more in-
depth explanation about what the results
mean. You can also send the questionnaire
to a selection of friends and colleagues
and discover how their views fit with your
self-perception

• get support for some of the exercises in
the book that are easier to do online. For
example, there are recordings of the visu-
alisation instructions in Tranquillity – much
easier than trying to read with our eyes
closed
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• use specific tools, like the influencing strategy builder, to prepare and
revise your own powerful plans

• share ideas and seek advice from other, like-minded members of The
Mind Gym

• keep a record of how you are doing, the progress that you have made
and details of your personal goals or anything else you’d rather no one
else knew about 

And there will be new goodies being introduced all the time based on
what members want and use.

To start your membership of The Mind Gym Online, simply visit
www.themindgym.com and enter your password which is on the inside
front cover of this book.

Wherever you see in the book, there is something at The Mind Gym
Online that is directly relevant. But if you don’t have access to a computer,
don’t worry, everything you discover in these pages makes complete
sense without any further support.

You now know all you need to get going. If, however, you would like to
follow a particular programme, or design your own, read on.

The Mind Gym programmes

There are four programmes that have been developed to help you get what
you want from The Mind Gym as quickly and efficiently as possible.

1 Get what you want
For people who know what they want but don’t know how to get it, espe-
cially when new obstacles keep getting in the way.

2 Be liked
A programme for people who would like more friends, allies and acquain-
tances who think they’re great.

3 Be respected
A programme for those of us who want to be admired or at least treated
as an equal by everyone we meet.
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4 Ride the storm
For people who are feeling the turbulence in life and who want to be
ready to deal with the unexpected challenges whatever they may be.

See pages 11–14 for these routes.
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