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CREATING TOMORROW TODAY

Your brain is not your 
friend. When you let your 
brain run your life and 
work, you are guaranteed 
to fall short of what you are 
capable of becoming and 
achieving.  
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investing in what we are capable of 
creating or winning across time. Just 
as a general matter, today and right 
now are far more interesting and im-
portant to your brain than tomorrow 
or a year from now. Offer people fifty 
dollars today or one hundred dollars 
a year from now, and most people will 
take the fifty dollars. That irrational 
preference, which in the field of neu-
roeconomics goes by the fancy name 
hyperbolic discounting, applies in all 
aspects of our lives: we’ll take what we 
can get now, and worry about tomor-
row later. The more distant a future 
reward or goal is, the more we prefer 
to take what we can get now.

And most people are disinclined to act 
even if the circumstances are posi-
tive—neuroscience studies show that 
even when people are in heightened 
states of optimism and confidence, 
they rarely turn those feelings into any 
kind of constructive action.  

Our brains also tell us a very unhelp-
ful story about the past and the future: 

Offer people 
fifty dollars 
today or one 
hundred 
dollars a 
year from 
now, and 
most people 
will take the 
fifty dollars.
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       irtually nothing in life changes in any other way than by the 
accumulation of choices and actions over time. Even in natural 
disasters, the scope of the damage is a function of what a series 
of individuals or teams did, day by day, over time, to prepare, or 
not prepare, for the future. Economic bubbles may burst sud-
denly, just as storm waters may overtop levees suddenly, but 
the conditions for those events and the nature of their conse-
quences are created by patterns of individual action or inaction, 
decision or indecision, over time.
It is the same with our lives and 
work, even if most people are not 
consciously aware of it. Not long ago 
I saw a bumper sticker that describes 
the downside of this phenomenon. 
“Inside every old leader,” it read, “is 
a young person . . . wondering what 
the heck happened.” 

Offer people fifty dollars today or one 
hundred dollars a year from now, 
and most people will take the fifty 
dollars.

Today is what yesterday has made 
it, and today is creating tomorrow, 
but the powerful reactionary parts of 
our brains don’t want us to concern 
ourselves with what tomorrow will 
be like, because doing that might 
cause us to change something -- and 
the brain is, by hard-wired nature, 
opposed to change.  

Neuroscience shows that we’re 
naturally inclined to “play small” 
– to settle for a short-term smaller 
win, or no change at all, rather than 



One of the study’s authors says: 
“Human beings are works in prog-
ress that mistakenly think they’re 
finished. But the person you are right 
now is as transient, as fleeting and 
as temporary as all the people you’re 
ever been. The one constant in our 
lives is change.” That’s not a message 
your brain wants you to hear.

In fact, even yesterday matters more 
to your brain than tomorrow. From 
the brain’s view, what you have done 
before matters far more than what 
you could do better now or improve 

for tomorrow.  I call this back-
ward-looking orientation “polishing 
the past.” Many people spend a lot 
more time doing what they have 
already done, maybe doing it a little 
better each time, but not doing or 
learning what they need for a suc-
cessful future.

The brain’s inner sense of reward is 
skewed toward polishing the past 
instead of making significant prog-
ress. Think of an especially hectic 
day when you barely had a chance to 
catch your breath or think for more 
than a few moments.  Most people 
believe that days like that are signs 
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that change is something that’s most-
ly behind us, not ahead of us. Multi-
ple studies have demonstrated that 
people of all ages hold that mistaken 
belief, which has been labeled the 
“end of history illusion.” As one re-
port, reviewing six studies with more 
than 19,000 participants, puts it:

The End of 
History Illusion

From the 
brain’s view, 
what you have 
done before 
matters far 
more than 
what you could 
do better now, 
or improve for 
tomorrow.

Young people, middle-
aged people, and older 
people all believed they 
had changed a lot in the 
past but would change 
relatively little in the 
future. People, it seems, 
regard the present as a 
watershed moment at 
which they have finally 
become the person 
they will be for the rest 
of their lives.
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that they deserve to be paid more 
and promoted, for all the effort they 
are putting in and for all the effort 
they have contributed in the past. 
There’s not much thought given to 
whether that effort actually created 
real improvements and genuine 
progress toward highest targets, even 
though at some level we all recognize 
that those, not mere effort, are the 
real standards of contribution and 
value. 

If you’re not actively connecting what 
you do today with what you want for 
tomorrow, your “plans” or “inten-
tions” are more accurately described 
as daydreams.

Our brains always prefer to focus 
on why now is all there is, and by 
devoting lots of energy and time 
worrying about today we effectively 
defer all actions – even the smallest 
of them – that could create a better 
tomorrow.  That helps explain why 
people persist in habits that they 
know are going to kill them or cause 
them pain. In patients who have 
suffered debilitating heart problems 
severe enough to require surgery, 
for example, despite the clear under-
standing after surgery that death can 
result from failing to change their 
unhealthy habits, only one person 
in ten actually makes any lifestyle 
changes required for heart-healthy 
living. Dr. Edgar Miller, CEO of 
Johns Hopkins Hospital, declares, “If 
you look at people after coronary-ar-
tery bypass grafting two years later, 
90 percent of them have not changed 
their lifestyle at all. Even though they 

know they have a very bad disease 
and they know they should change 
their lifestyle, for whatever reason, 
they don’t.” 

The more we sense that a change 
might alter our current habits and 
routines, the more tenaciously the 
brain implores us to hold onto those 
habits and routines and the less like-
ly we are to see or seize possibilities 
for improvement. 

For most people, the likelihood of 
acting is even further reduced when 
times are tough or complicated. As a 
neuroscientist has explained: “When 
our brains sense pain, or anticipate 
loss, we tend to hold on to what we 
have…. The most concrete thing 
neuroscience tells us is that when 
the fear system of the brain is active, 
exploratory activity and risk-taking 
are turned off.”

The Habit Trap

Exceptional 
leaders recognize 
that they can 
create the future, 
not just wake up 
in it one day and 
wonder either 
how lucky they 
were or, more 
likely, what the 
heck happened. 



“All our life, so far as it has definite form, is but a mass of habits – 
practical, emotional, and intellectual – systematically organized for 

our greatness or grief, and bearing us irresistibly toward our destiny.”
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As the great psychologist William 
James once wrote, “All our life, so 
far as it has definite form, is but a 
mass of habits – practical, emo-
tional, and intellectual – systemat-
ically organized for our greatness 
or grief, and bearing us irresistibly 
toward our destiny.” 

Exceptional leaders recognize that 
they can override their habits and 
create their future, not just wake 
up in it one day and wonder either 
how lucky they were or, more like-
ly, what the heck happened. They 
are not willing to be marionettes 
operated by strings made up of the 
mass of hard-wired habits that can 
run their attitudes and reactions 
just beneath their awareness. They 
know that, in this sense, they must 
outwit their own brains, because 
their brains love habit and what 
I call “shoe-top gazing” – never 
looking farther ahead than the next 
step, being satisfied that’s all there 
really is anyway.

So how do exceptional leaders 
and teams get past their brains’ 
foot-dragging to keep making 
breakthroughs today aligned with 
their most-desired future? They do 
it the way everything is done: one 
specific new pilot test or step at a 
time. Here are four key aspects:

First, they go beyond usual 
goal-setting and they clearly and 
vividly define what I call their 
“Most Amazing Future” – whatever 
future is most personally and emo-
tionally compelling to you a year 
from now, or how you most want 
to feel about your choices when 
you look back five or ten years 
from now.  Unlike the usual cogni-
tive goal-setting that rarely chang-
es behavior, your Most Amazing 
Future engages feelings within the 
brain system that neuroscientists 
call emotional experiential memo-
ry, or EEM.  In contrast to merely 
thinking about a target or trying 
to exert willpower – which rarely 
works, studies show, as in New 
Year’s resolutions –EEM hooks 
deeply in the nervous system, 

mobilizing behavior change that 
helps you overcome barriers and 
distractions as you build forward 
and upward into your most amaz-
ing future.

Second, exceptional leaders and 
teams monitor themselves with the 
acute awareness that their brains 
are constantly sending out slow-
down and don’t-change-anything 
messages. One practical strategy 
is to begin more keenly observing 
your own behavior – as if sitting 
on your own shoulder watching 
how you respond to life’s challeng-
es right now…all day long. Switch 
your view from the first person – “I 
am working toward my goals” – to 
the third person, “I am observing 
myself as I make, or fail to make, 
the new choices that will speed me 
toward my most amazing future.” 

The ability to observe your own 
natural reactions and rise above 
them – to catch yourself as you 
start to follow old going-nowhere 
habits and then switch to some-
thing more meaningfully innova-
tive – is one of the key things that 
separates the best from all the rest.

CREATING TOMORROW TODAY

Wanting to is One 
Thing; Doing is 
Another

Some How-To’s

– William James



Third, exceptional leaders and 
teams recognize the paradoxical 
fact that while our brains are caul-
drons of fear, habit, and hesitation 
that will keep us in the same basic 
rut for as long as possible, our 
brains also hold the capacity to 
create almost any improvement or 
accomplishment.  

That’s a literal fact about how our 
brains work: The insights we need 
to solve virtually any problem 
already exist within our brains.  
Neuroscience studies show that we 
each have specialized brain cells 
that can be labeled “breakthrough 
neurons” and “solution neurons.”   
We have them, but unless we are 
using these special neurons many 
times every day – through testing 
simple changes aimed at making 
faster progress toward our better 
future – then those neurons are 
dormant inside our cranium, atro-
phied much like unused muscle fi-
bers.  So you must awaken and flex 
them. The simplest way is through 

pilot-testing new approaches, one 
or two at a time, tossing the ones 
that go nowhere, building on the 
ones that have promise. 

That kind of ongoing pilot testing 
tells your brain that you’re serious 
about moving ahead, and as your 
breakthrough and solution neu-
rons start kicking into action, you 
become far more adept at making 
breakthroughs and creating solu-
tions. Each time you step up to 
higher performance levels with an 
adjustment or change in your brain 
performance code, you unleash re-
pressed circuitry and connections 
in your brain that help you contin-
ually surpass your default choices. 
As neuroscientist David Eagleman 
has expressed it, your hardwiring 
becomes livewiring,  in which your 
brain reconfigures itself to serve 
you better. You’re not just elevat-
ing your immediate performance 
level, you’re accelerating your 
overall ability to do more, better, in 
less time, over the long run.

Fourth, exceptional leaders and 
teams put urgency into the daily 
humdrum by remembering the 
theme with which this essay began 
– that tomorrow is the result of 
what they do today. They latch 
onto a galvanizing, emotional-
ly-charged dream of tomorrow and 
they always remember that that is 
what they’re aiming at with what-
ever they’re testing today. 

Timidity and habit-repetition may 
be fine for getting through the day, 
but they’re worthless for break-
ing through to a future you really 
want. You can sit in the departure 
lounge, all dressed up and ready 
to go, imagining what a great trip 
you’re going to have – but if you 
haven’t bought the right ticket, 
boarded the right plane and gone 
airborne, you’re not actually going 
anywhere. Today’s actions are the 
choices that get you moving, accel-
erate your progress,  and then keep 
advancing you through changing 
conditions along the way to your 
most-desired destination.
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The human brain is 
hard-wired to attract, 
clutch, and magnify 
everything negative. 
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One of the most common derail-
ments between where you are and 
the future you most want to create 
is negative emotion.  The human 
brain is hard-wired to attract, 
clutch, and magnify everything 
negative.  This is an inherent 
warning system to keep us ever on 
guard to notice fears and flee.  This 
also means that a compliment or 
positive progress-generating action 
can be scarcely perceptible to the 
higher brain centers.  Such neural 
traits helped our species survive 
a thousand years ago, but most of 
the time today this negative em-
phasis is counterproductive, even 
damaging.  

Making all of this even worse, 
negative thinking, emotions, and 
gossip are contagious.  You literally 
“catch” them, like a virus, and in 
similar but far faster fashion they 
can bring you down.  Exceptional 
leaders see negative emotion and 
blanket pessimism for what they 
are – rarely useful, always distract-
ing.  Accordingly, they avoid hiring 
or working with mostly-negative 
people, and whenever negativity 
appears, they challenge it by say-
ing, “Is there anything, no matter 
how small, that you can test right 
now, today, and this week, to work 
around that barrier or problem to 
make a breakthrough?”  Almost in-
variably there is at least one small 
change that might make things 
better, and the leader says: “Great, 
start there.  E-mail me by day’s end 

Friday on your specific measured 
progress this week in working 
around the obstacle or making the 
breakthrough happen.”

There is a neuroscience-based rule 
that I have in my company:

You demonstrate the measured 
improvement and we will adopt 
it.  But no one is allowed to snipe 
or judge without leading the better 
way.

Another simple rule: Communica-
tion is never a substitute for contri-
bution.  A large number of people 
have learned to chit-chat at length 
about everything without actually 
doing much of anything new or 
better.  They talk more rather than 

test more.  So cut through verbiage 
that’s going nowhere by simply 
asking: “What, specifically, have 
you tested to make new measured 
progress toward the targets this 
week?”  Answer? “Nothing yet.”  
My reply: “Go ahead and pick 
something to test.  At week’s end, 
my favorite four follow-up ques-
tions are: What did you test? What 
worked? What did you learn? 
What’s next? 

The most concrete thing that 
neuroscience shows us is that 
when the fear system of the brain 
is active, positive growth orienta-
tion – and, with it, the exploratory 
activity that makes the best of cur-
rent circumstances while shaping 
a better future – is turned off.  So 
we must see – and override – this 
hard-wired tendency. 

This means never being even a 
silent accomplice to fearmongers. 
You must commit to consistently 
raise a positive, practical voice that 
encourages testing actions aimed 
forward and upward, no matter 
how small, and do this every day.  
In addition, avoid people who 
spread negativity – you know, 
the back-talkers and gossipers; 
the imaginary-evil magnifiers; 
the people ever more cynical and 
pessimistic about life, work, and 
the economy; and the catastroph-
izing media – who may be drawing 
crowds of viewers or listeners but 
are, in fact, bringing down every-
one around them.  Beyond the neg-
ative emotions, these same people 
are the ones waiting for someone 
else, not them, to start building the 
better future today.

Know When to Pull 
Out Your Deflector 
Shield

Criticize? 
Contribute

You may 
criticize 
anything 
but come 
prepared 
to pilot-
test the 
better way.
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Becoming better prepared for 
challenges makes great sense, but 
ditch the everyone-into-the-bunker 
psychos.

Whatever your business, if you 
think it will eventually come back 
to “normal” or what it was even 
a few months ago, your brain is 
in the grip of a very unproductive 
reaction.  Instead, actively look 

for new opportunities. And today 
there are incredible opportunities 
to do things differently. 

Yes, some of your new approaches 
may stumble at first and some will 
fail. But while other people wait 
for the storm to pass, it’s the right 
time to be expanding into new 
areas of accelerated growth. 

This brief essay has highlighted 
several of the little-known strate-
gies and concrete steps for more 
effectively and continually creat-
ing tomorrow today.  Exceptional 
leaders learn them, test them, and 
make them their own. They are 
living, as the great adventurer and 
observer John Muir once put it, 
in the world and not just on the 
world.

“Obstacles and doubts and excuses and fears and 
worries are like wild animals. They are cowards 
but they will bluff you if they can. If they see you 

are afraid of them... they are liable to spring upon 
you; but if you look them squarely in the eye, and 
step forward with courage toward your dreams, 

they will slink out of sight.”
– Orison Marden
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About The Research 
Each year for over two decades we 
have conducted in-depth research on 
a different group of 12 hand-picked 
leaders committed to setting records 
and transforming their industry or field 
by making the “impossible” possible. 
Obviously, each of these leaders has 
very big goals backed by the drive to 
create or discover the best ways to turn 
them into reality. As we work closely 
with them we gain a rare view into 
how these leaders—with widely varied 
backgrounds, talents, resources and 

Robert Cooper, Ph.D. is a neuroscien-
tist, New York Times bestselling author 
(with over 4 million books sold), and 
high-performance business strategist.  
He is CEO of Cooper Neuroscience 
Lab and Cooper Strategic, a global 
consulting firm that draws on a peak 
performance database with more than 
one million leaders, professionals and 
teams—and he brings a long history 
of working with elite performers and 
top leaders using neuroscience to get 
the most out of their brains, their time, 
and their performance.  His neurosci-
ence teachings have drawn millions of 

readers, listeners and fans.  His iTunes 
podcast is Upwire®—Hacking Human 
Nature™.  Called “a national trea-
sure” by Professor Emeritus Michael 
Ray, Ph.D., of the Stanford University 
Graduate School of Business, Coo-
per emphasizes scientifically based 
insights, ultra-practical tools, coun-
terintuitive wisdom, and disciplined 
metrics.  From industry nominations, 
experts, and an independent panel of 
judges interviewing CEOs, Cooper was 
named one of the “Most Influential 
Thinkers” for his impact on leadership 
and people strategy. He currently 

advises a hand-picked group of 
breakthrough leaders and rising-star 
companies while conducting global 
research as part of a second Ph.D. at 
University College London, ranked 
#1 in the world in leadership educa-
tion and social sciences research by 
the QS World University Rankings. 
Business leaders, top thinkers, and 
everyday readers have used words 
like “inspirational,” “extraordinary,” 
“cutting edge,” and “life-changing” 
to describe the impact and enduring 
value of his work.

teams—face and work around all kinds 
of obstacles, doubts, surprises, chal-
lenges, stumbles, and setbacks. 

Normally you might think of your brain 
as a high-performance engine that is 
being held back by your limitations, but 
the brain is actually hard-wired to waste 
time, turn off, and conserve energy in 
ways that might have been valuable 
2,000 years ago, but today, when left 
unchecked, can prevent you from living 
up to your full potential in a fast-paced, 
competitive environment. 
New studies reveal that the brain has 

a powerful embedded—but repro-
grammable— performance code. You 
can ignore that code and hope for the 
best, or you can learn to make some 
simple adjustments in how you guide 
and aim your brain so that it begins to 
work unconsciously and automatical-
ly toward your highest priorities and 
biggest goals. It will not do that on its 
own. In today’s “blur,” your brain is just 
doing what it does instinctively, power-
fully, and naturally: automate, react, and 
pay attention in short bursts of focus, 
inadvertently but by hard-wired nature 
blocking your true potential.

Robert Cooper, Ph.D.
CEO Cooper Strategic


