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The Message Is: You Can't Stop the River  

For the past two decades we've seen hundreds of thousands of people take on the life-altering 

changes today's technology–packed world has been presenting them. We've seen some flounder, but 

we've seen far more use the changes around them to craft new and better ways of living and working that 

past generations could never have thought possible. Through our seminars and books, we've played a role 

in helping tens of thousands of them make such changes.  

They're changing directions for a variety of reasons. They may have heard stories like the one we 

heard where due to diminished earnings because of managed health care our podiatrist closed his practice 

to enroll in nursing school and they fear similar changes could be underway in their fields. Or they may 

have heard one-too-many times that another 25-yearold is well on the way to becoming a millionaire and 

they want to pursue fame and fortune from their own great ideas. Perhaps their neighbor has moved his 

family and business to the mountains of Montana, and they, too, want to live somewhere idyllic.  

They may have been downsized for the fourth time and swear that will never happen again. Or they 

dread another morning of taking their toddlers to day-care before dawn, so they're ready to start a home 

business where they can spend more time with their kids. They may have already started a business and it 

isn't what they hoped so they're wanting to find something new that will. Or maybe they just can't take 

another day like yesterday but don't know what else to do.  

A MAP OF THE TERRITORY: THE SIX STAGES OF CHANGE  

Change is by nature unpredictable, but the stages we go through in undertaking it are quite 

predictable. So, while you may not know where you're headed in the midst of change and thus feel lost, if 

you understand the process of change, you need never be lost. We have identified six distinct stages in the 

process of changing directions and recognizing them enables you to always know where you are, what 

you need to do, and where you're headed next.  

As long as your energy is moving forward in a desired direction through these stages change can be 

exhilarating and empowering, even enjoyable. But if for any reason you get stuck in a particular stage or 

are unable to take the change in a desired direction, it can become difficult, unpleasant, and even 

unbearable. The resulting emotional and practical log jams can clog your life and effect your well being 

and even your health.  

So, we've written the book much like a workbook or guide to facilitate your journey through the six 

stages of changing directions. There is a chapter for each of the six stages that includes specific tasks you 

must complete, questions you should ask, and the challenges and long jams you might expect to meet. 

You'll also find plenty of specific examples and practical guidance for how to move through each stage as 

quickly and easily as possible.  

The first stage, outlined in Chapter One, Facing a New Reality: Recognizing It's Time to Move On, 

involves accepting that you can't change until you accept that you must change and decide to take charge 

of changing your life. Chapter Two, Saying Goodbye to Where You've Been: Releasing the Past, 



addresses the second stage of change, letting go of what has been so you can free up the time and energy 

to create a new future. Chapter Three, Finding Your Way: The Inner Compass, is actually about one of the 

other key tools you need to change, finding a deep inner sense or conviction about who we are regardless 

of our external circumstances.  

Chapter Four, Saying Hello to Where You're Going: Embracing the Future is about the fourth stage 

of change which requires that you focus in a specific new direction and make a commitment to a course 

of action. While each stage of change has its own challenges, we've found that people have more 

difficulty getting through this stage than any other. So, in this chapter, we provide a series of tools we've 

developed over the past 20 years for helping you find a match between your desires and talents on the one 

hand and the realities of your life on the other.  

Chapter Five: Discovering How to Get There from Here: Developing a Strategy, is about the fifth 

stage of changing directions, a plan for how you'll coordinate and draw upon all your available resources 

to make the changes you desire. It deals with the tough issues like finding the money, making the time 

and having the energy to implement the changes you're seeking to make.  

Chapter Six, Putting the Show on the Road: Experimenting, Initiating, and Following-Through, is 

about actually making the change you want to make which is the sixth stage. This involves handling 

whatever challenges arise and juggling life as it has been while you create your new life.  

Even if you are eager to change, you may unconsciously resist moving through some of these stages. 

Most people do. So in each chapter you'll find insights into how you can unknowingly sabotage your own 

efforts to make the very changes you want to make. In a section called Hung Up? you'll find tools for 

untangling your hang ups with change. Also since navigating these stages is inevitably an emotional 

experience, the appendix, A Guide to Handling the Emotions of Change, provides tools for transforming 

even the most common negative feelings we all experience when trying to change our lives into positive 

forces to help us make the changes we're seeking.  

 
SNIPPETS FROM THE CHAPTERS 

 
Chapter 1 
 

Internal Signs You Need to Make a Change  

Sometimes there are no external reasons for us to change. In fact, our circumstances may seem ideal 

to others or even be what we thought we wanted. Others may be pressing us to continue on as we are and 

offering enticing incentives. But what we want and need to do may be changing and as we change we 

must make changes. Check any of these signals of needing to change that apply to you.  

 Not wanting to get out of bed end.  

 Feeling mildly depressed for days on in the morning.  

 Difficulty motivating yourself to do routine tasks.  

 Overeating, using alcohol and drugs to feel better or escape.  

 Losing interest in things that once engaged you.  

 Feeling chronically tired, de-energized, and listless.  

 Nagging doubts about yourself and the course of your life.  

 Losing a sense of enthusiasm for life.  

 Feeling less self-confidence  



 Getting a mild or serious illness.  

 Worrying about how you'll keep things together.  

 Getting frequent headaches, stomach upset, other aches and pains.  

 Wishing you were someone else.  

 Difficulty sleeping or oversleeping.  

 Frequent bad dreams and nightmares  

 Consistently being irritable, complaining nagging, bitching 

 Increasing strife at home you might be causing or contributing to.        

 Feeling unfulfilled from your work – that you’re not making a difference or impact that’s 

important to you. 

 Feeling bored and disinterested.       

 Feeling annoyed, angry, resentful, blaming.  

 Feeling in a rut and restless. 

 
Chapter II 
 

Change is always accompanied by loss. It is a birth, death, and renewal process. In change, you leave 

behind aspects of who you are. You leave behind elements of what you do. You leave behind some of 

what you've had. Even when you're looking forward to the changes you're making, there are certain things 

you must give up in order to get on. Of course, there is much to gain from a new direction as well, even if 

you're not all that excited about having to change. But often, whether a change is wanted or not, there will 

be a lag between what must die and the birth of what will come.  

Like the ruins of an ancient building, aspects of what has been in our lives must collapse before we 

can build a new life upon their remains. Obviously the less a change requires us to let go of, the easier this 

transition will be. But we each have a level of change we can tolerate comfortably and how we respond to 

change is based on our personal experiences and how we've seen our family and friends deal with change.  

 
HEALTHY COMFORT FOOD RECIPE  

Slice Medjool dates in half, remove pits.  

Nestle a small amount of your favorite low or non-fat cheese in the hollow of each half date.  

Place one half walnut on top of cheese.  

Warm in microwave or toaster oven until cheese is soft.  

Pop in mouth and enjoy!  

 
Chapter III 
 
Turbo Fuel: Connecting with Your Inner Compass  

In the crush of life's changing expectations and demands, it's easy to lose touch with our inner 

navigational system. We can forget who we are at heart and stop listening to our desires. If we do this 

long enough we don't even remember what will give us joy and we become confused about what we 

want and what we don't. But even when you've forgotten these things, you do know them and the 

following process will help you to remember.  



Set aside at least a half an hour when you can arrange not to be interrupted. Write out your responses 

to the following queries in your Change Journal. If you are working through this book with a partner or a 

group, this is an excellent process to do together. Set aside a half an hour for each person. Take one 

person through the entire process at a time. Have someone in the group ask the following questions 

using the precise words below. Do not alter the way the queries are worded. Have others in the group 

take notes so each person will have a record of what they've described.  

By a particular experience or event we mean a specific, distinct occurrence or incident. Be sure to 

describe each experience in detail.  

Not: "I love birthday parties."  

Not: "One of my favorite experiences was my best friend's birthday party two years ago."  

Instead: "I planned a surprise party for my best friend's birthday two years ago while she was 

recovering from breast cancer. She had no idea I was doing this and never even suspected. I arranged for 

everyone she loved to be there with her, even friends and family from out of town. I prepared her favorite 

foods and played her favorite music. When she walked through the door and saw us all there for her, she 

cried tears of joy and we all cried with her and sang and danced to the music. .... etc."  

 
Chapter IV 
 

TURBO FUEL: THE TIME PIE  

Think of your life as a pie that must feed three hungry children: yourself, the important others in your 

life and the worker who supports all of you. Is everyone getting their share of your time, money and 

energy? To find out, subtract the number of hours your usually sleep from the 24 hours in a day and then 

reflect on how many of those remaining hours you spend working? How many are spent with important 

others? How many are spent relaxing and enjoying yourself?  

Of course, some activities may overlap, but don't fool yourself. That's what Dorothea was doing. 

That's what her headaches and insomnia were trying to tell her. Just because you like your job or your 

family, doesn't necessarily mean the time you invest in them is time invested in your own needs.  

Yes, Dorothea enjoyed helping her husband and, yes, she enjoyed being with her grandbabies, but 

her personal goals were getting short shrift. She wasn't getting the enjoyment from retirement she'd 

expected. She and her husband were working instead of finding time to golf together. She was babysitting 

instead of working in the studio on her illustrations. Her pie had gone from being over committed to 

work, to being over committed to others:  

 



 
Dorothea's Imbalanced Past  

 
Dorothea's Imbalanced Present  

 

Draw a time pie of your life as it is now and as you'd like it to be. Draw a pie for the various 

alternative futures you're considering. If you don't know enough about the options you're considering to 

know the time implications, do some homework, interview others who are travelling a similar path. Are 

they balancing the various aspects of their life comfortably? Could you do what they're doing? Would you 

want to? Or are your circumstances sufficiently different from theirs?  

 
Chapter V 
 

The Task: Charting a Course The - C & R's of Creative Change  

A strategy, like a travel itinerary, is a series of specific steps we can take to get from 

where we are to where we want to be. It's a plan for how to marshal all the resources available 

within our existing situation, whatever they might be, to accomplish a particular goal or result. 

In other words a strategy is how we'll use our time, our money, and our energy to make the 

changes we want to make. Actually we're always operating with a strategy, but often it's a de 

facto one, meaning we're doing it without knowing what we're doing.  



If you recall, Ben had been laid off from his job as a textbook editor. The de facto 

strategy he'd used all his life had been "something will come along." That strategy had worked 

out fine up until this point in his life, so he'd never really questioned or even noticed that it 

was his strategy for getting ahead in life. But this de facto strategy wasn't working anymore. 

He was questioning whether there was more to life than whatever came along. He wanted to 

take writers to Northern Italy and lead creative writing workshops there, but he couldn't see 

how that could happen because if he relied on his familiar de facto strategy, it wouldn't.  

Nothing was going to come along to take Ben to Italy to do writing workshops. To do 

that, he would have to make something happen, and that would require a new strategy. De 

facto strategies are reactive in nature. They put us in the position of responding to what's 

happening to us, instead of enabling us to orchestrate what will happen. So with de facto 

strategies we get trapped in the Someday Syndrome – wishing and hoping that "Someday, my 

dream will come," but wondering why it never does.  

Are you relying on a de facto strategy to change you life? Something like "I don't know 

what to do, so I'll just wait and see." Or "I'm confused so all I can do is just hope for the 

best." Or "Surely something will come along, if I just keep doing a good job at what I'm 

doing." Or "If I keep going, maybe I'll fall into something better." Or "Someday I'll get a 

break." Or, if all else fails, "Maybe I'll win the lottery." Have you adopted someone else's 

strategy, doing what they think you should do because it worked for them, instead of what 

would work for you?  

Since de facto strategies usually don't work very well, we don't like to admit that we rely 

on them. But unless we consciously select an alternative strategy, we will end up depending 

on a de facto one. In other words, unless otherwise specified, our favorite de facto strategy 

will kick in. To chart a course to where we want to go, we have to consciously create a 

strategy that works for us, our situation and our particular destination. This requires 1) 

knowing what you're up for, your "change style" so to speak, 2) getting clear about your 

situation, 3) being creative about options and 4) deciding what you'll actually commit to 

doing.  

We call these requirements the four C's of Creative Change.  

Comfort: What's Your Style?  

Clarity: What's Your Situation?  

Creativity: What Are Your Options?  

Commitment: What Have You Done So Far? What Will You Do Next?  

As Gregg, a New York clothing designer, discovered meeting these requirements usually 

demands that he do something different from what he's been doing. Gregg's career as an 

independent designer was sailing high. And he loved his work ... until his high-fashion world 

turned upside down. A rash of department stores closed. Grunge replaced elegance. Jeans and 

jogging suits with sneakers became the haut couture of the day.  

Gregg panicked. He tried one strategy after another to restore interest in his upscale 

designs. He crisscrossed the country doing trunk showings in small retail stores. He held 



fashion shows at upscale restaurants. He created a line of print polyester dresses. He even 

moved his operations to Los Angeles and opened a showroom there, but the LA economy 

soon hit a slump even worse than New York's. "Will this ever be fun again?" he wondered as 

he kept plunging ahead. The answer seemed to be no, until finally, Gregg put a stop to 

everything. He flew to New York and welcomed the New Year in at an ashram in the 

Catskills.  

This week away enabled Gregg to return to Los Angeles feeling renewed and refreshed. 

It was as if someone has changed the prescription on his eyeglasses. He saw his life in a new 

light. First he stopped representing clients who were nothing but headaches. He sought out a 

partner who enjoyed handling the aspects of the business he found most unpleasant, leaving 

him with the time to cultivate new clients and develop foreign markets for his designs. Instead 

of his morning latte, he began meditating each morning and tending his garden. He also began 

taking time to nurture a renewed interest in playing polo. His head began to clear and he could 

see a new direction for the future of his business. The problems that had been driving him 

crazy no longer bothered him. He was running his business instead of letting it run him.  

As Gregg found, to develop an effective strategy, we usually need to step away from the 

demands and responsibilities of our current situation so we can rest, relax and reflect 

creatively on each of these issues. We call these requirements the four R's of Creative Change:  

Retreat: step outside of the parameters and limitations of your current situation.  

       Rest: build up your energy so we can be enthusiastic about developing a new strategy. It's 

hard to be both clear and creative in a low state of energy.  

Relax: connect with your inner compass so you can get into a creativity state of mind.  

       Reflect: so you can see clearly where you've been, where you are and where you want to 

go.  

 
Chapter VI 
 
 

Manage Yourself: Train Like a Pro  

There's probably no greater power than the power to follow through on what you say you 

want to do. Whether it's being able to hit a tennis ball just where you want it to go, deliver a 

project on time within budget, or get yourself to stop smoking, being able to count on yourself 

to deliver what you want to accomplish is truly a gift. But when you want to take your life in a 

new direction, it's also an essential skill.  

Yet how often we make promises to ourselves, set goals, make New Year's resolutions, or 

swear we'll do something – or never do something again – only to let ourselves down. 

According to a USA Today report, for example, nine out of ten Americans make New Year's 

resolutions, but according to studies by Alan Marlatt from the University of Washington in 

Seattle, almost four out of five people fail to follow through on their resolutions.  

Of course, if you like what you're doing and you're committed to a new direction 

following through on what you set out to do is less of a problem. Or is it? Aren't we usually 



quite sincere when we make New Year's resolutions? Don't you really want to change? So 

how do you know you'll do any better with your intentions to change directions? What about 

the days when you don't want to do what you know you need to do? What about the things 

you don't like to do. . . the things you want to put off . . .  

the things you will get to later? The best strategy, goal setting and scheduling in the world are 

useless unless you can get yourself to put them into action.  

Every professional athlete or performer must face this same issue. In every game, in 

every match, in every contest, in every act, they must ask, "Will I be able to perform at my 

best upon demand?" To make sure they can, they practice, rehearse and train every day. They 

go through endless repetitions of their moves or their lines until they can count on themselves 

to do what it takes under the pressure of a competition or a production. And that's essentially 

what we have to do to change directions.  

But, of course, athletes and performers have coaches, directors, and managers to help 

them. These assistants are paid to understand their clients so well that they can inspire, 

motivate, energize, catalyze, outfox, outmaneuver, outwait, outpsych, or one way or another 

get their charges to do their best precisely when they need to.  

While athletes and performers have their coaches and trainers to manage them; we have 

ourselves. To put a new show on the road, we have to step into the role of the trainer and 

serve as our own coach, mentor, and manager. In other words, you have to get to know 

yourself very well. You have to learn exactly what will get you going, what will calm you 

down, and what will help you focus. You have to know how to make sure you follow through 

on what needs to be done when you'd rather call it a day. You have to keep yourself going 

when things take longer than you expected or when you get impatient and feel like quitting.  

You have to start thinking of yourself as your own protégé and notice what you respond 

well to and what you don't. You must learn to respect your preferences and needs and 

appreciate your natural abilities and limitations so you can take them into account, instead of 

fighting with yourself or using our energy to hide the aspects you don't like about yourself.  

How well do you know yourself? Are you someone you admire and respect? Do you get 

along well with yourself? Or do you fight with yourself about what you will and won't do? 

Can you motivate yourself to do what you say you want to do?  

There are actually a wide variety of ways to motivate ourselves. Marsha, for example, 

was intent upon becoming an event planner. She learned quickly that the best way to motivate 

herself was to set up incentives or prizes. "If I have something special I can work toward, I get 

a lot more done," she says. She entices herself with promises of rewards for reaching her 

goals. For instance, she once told herself that if she had a particular exhibit filled by a certain 

date, she would send herself to an upcoming national conference. She hit the goal and took the 

trip!  

Diane, who has a thriving private counseling practice, is motivated by the satisfaction she 

gets from the work she does. All she needs to do is think about how much joy her work brings 

and she finds it easy to do whatever is required to make sure she succeeds. Jeffrey, a sales 

trainer, knows money is what motivates him. "The more money I can make, the better I 

produce," he told us. Ron, a professional photographer, finds that showing everyone what he 

can do is what keeps him going: "So many people told me that I couldn't do this and that I'd 



never make it. Now all I have to do is think about how much I want to prove them wrong, and 

I'll do whatever it takes."  

How do you motivate yourself? Do any of these varied approaches sound familiar?  

 "When things look bad, I get discouraged and don't want to do anything 

much. So I've learned to tell myself the positive side of whatever's 

happening. I point out why it's not as bad as it looks and how it could be 

even better than I thought. Then I feel like working all the harder."  

 "When I'm under the pressure of a deadline, I get a lot done; but without a 

deadline, I don't get much done at all. It's got to be a real deadline, though. 

I can't just make something up. So what I do is get myself into situations 

that involve firm deadlines."  

 "I ask myself what will happen if I don't do this, and if it doesn't look 

good, then I want to do it"  

 "I think about the kind of person I want to be, and if I'm not living up to 

who I aspire to be, that's a real motivator. When I am living up to my 

image of myself I feel good and I do what it takes to do even better." 

 "Facts and figures are what motivate me. I track my progress like I'm 

keeping  a scorecard. And I watch what my competition is doing. I like to 

make sure I stay out in front."  

Spend some time reflecting on how you motivate yourself and explain to yourself in a 

few simple sentences like those above what works best for you.  

Knowing what de-motivates you can be as important as what does. Gil, a software 

engineer, discovered for example, "If I tell myself I have to do something, it's like the kiss of 

death. I'll do just about anything else. And boy, has that gotten me in trouble. Now if I don't 

want to do something, I just tell myself I don't have to do it. And usually, once I know I have 

the choice, I go ahead and do it if it really does need to be done."  
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