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About Brain Grooves

Brain Grooves began with a few simple questions:

Why did | do that?
What was | thinking?
Why does something come so naturally to one person and not another?

Over time, those questions became different:

What am | repeatedly putting into my mind?
What am | teaching myself without realizing it?
Is what | am reinforcing helping me—or working against me?

Theideas behind Brain Grooves grew from more than thirty years of studying behavior,
belief, motivation, habits, performance, and the subconscious mind.

Along the way, some of the strongest influences included Jim Rohn, Brian Tracy, Tony
Robbins, Les Brown, Zig Ziglar, Joseph Murphy, Norman Vincent Peale, Napoleon Hill,
Earl Nightingale, Maxwell Maltz, James Allen

These ideas are not entirely new, nor are they presented that way. Many have been
discussed in different forms and from different perspectives for generations.

Modern neuroscience provides another way of looking at some of these ideas. Through
neuroplasticity, repeated thoughts, behaviors, and experiences can produce lasting
changes in how the brain processes information. Repeated practice can strengthen and
refine neural pathways and networks, allowing certain skills, responses, and behaviors to
become more efficient and automatic.

Brain Grooves brings together ideas from decades of reading and study with scientific
research on learning, behavior, and the brain, and reorganizes them around one simple
concept:

What we repeatedly think, feel, experience, and do can create patterns. Over time,
those patterns can become easier for our brains to follow again.

We callthose patterns Brain Grooves.

The goalisn'tto make the mind more complicated. It's to make it easier to understand.



Preface — Your Brain Is Already Doing It

Most people believe they understand far more than they actually do. That statementis not
meantas aninsult. Itis part of being human. We move through life believing thatwe are
observing the world, considering the facts, and consciously deciding whatthey mean. We
assumethat when two intelligent people are given the same information, they should be
capable of reaching roughly the same understanding. But thatis not how the human brain
works.

Long before you consciously decide what something means, your brain has already begun
interpreting it. It compares whatis happening now with what has happened before. It
recognizes patterns, anticipates outcomes, reacts to danger, and decides what deserves
attention and what can beignored. Much of this happens without asking permission from
the conscious mind. We experience the final result and often assume that the conscious
thoughtwe can hearinside our heads was responsible for producing it.

Think about learning to play the violin. Someone can explain exactly how to hold the
instrument. You can study where every note is located. You can learn how the bow should
move. You can understand rhythm, scales, music theory, posture, pressure, and
technique. You can read every important book ever written about playing the violin. Then
someone can hand you a violin, and you still cannot play it. The information may be inside
your head, but the ability is not. Something has not yet been built.

Practice foran hour and you still cannot play particularly well. Practice for a week and
something begins to change. Practice for a year and movements that once demanded
enormous concentration begin happening without conscious thought. Practice for ten
years and something even more interesting happens. You begin hearing things that the
beginner cannot hear. You feel mistakes before someone else would recognize them as
mistakes. Your fingers move toward positions without consciously calculating where they
need to go. Your bow responds automatically, and you recognize patterns in the music
almostinstantly. The instrument did not change. The music did not change. Your brain
changed.

Throughout this book, | will call these changes brain grooves. The term is deliberately
simple. Repeated experiences create pathways. Repeated thoughts reinforce pathways.
Repeated actions reinforce pathways. Success reinforces some. Failure reinforces others.
Fear can create them. Trauma can create them. Education can create them. Culture can



create them. Thousands of repetitions of a skill can make some extraordinarily deep.
Eventually, some of these processes require very little conscious thought. We may call the
result instinct, experience, expertise, intuition, orcommon sense. Sometimes we don't call
itanything atall because we don't even realize itis happening.

This is where the subject becomes much deeper than learning to play a violin, because
brain grooves do not merely affect whatwe can do. They affect whatwe can see. Two
people can stand in exactly the same place, withess exactly the same event, and walk
away with completely different understandings of what happened. Neither necessarily
believes they are interpreting anything. Both may believe they simply saw reality. But
neither brain arrived empty. Each brought decades of experiences, assumptions,
successes, failures, fears, education, relationships, culture, repetition, and learned
patterns to that moment.

Their brains processed the new information through grooves that already existed. This
creates one of the mostimportant forms of human ignorance: we don't know what we
don't know, and frequently we don't know what we are incapable of seeing. A beginner
violinist cannot simply decide to hear music like a concert violinist. A person who has
never experienced a particular reality cannot necessarily understand it because someone
explained it carefully. Reading can help. Education can help. Research can help
enormously. Butinformation and experience are notinterchangeable.

You can read about something for ten hours and acquire an extraordinary amount of
information. You cannot necessarily acquire the brain of someone who has experienced it
forten years. That distinction becomes uncomfortable because intelligence does not
eliminateit. Anintelligent person can be spectacularly wrong. An educated person can be
spectacularly wrong. An expert in one field can walk into another field and be spectacularly
wrong. Perhaps mostimportantly, a person can be spectacularly wrong while feeling
completely certain thatthey understand. Thatis not an unusual defect found only in
foolish people. It is a limitation built into every human brain, including mine and including
yours.

There is another side to this. The same mechanism responsible for extraordinary human
ability can also imprison us. We can build useful grooves, and we can build destructive
grooves. We can practice excellence until extraordinary behavior becomes almost
automatic, butwe can also practice fear, anger, and avoidance. We can repeatedly make
the same mistake until the mistake itself feels natural. We can inherit grooves from
families, institutions, cultures, teachers, governments, religions, professions, social



groups, and generations of people who came before us. Eventually, a groove can become
so deep thatwe stop recognizing it as a groove. It simply feels like the truth.

Thatis where the subconscious mind becomes extraordinarily powerful. Your conscious
mind may believe itis running the show, but very often it is arriving late. The subconscious
has already recognized the pattern, produced the feeling, sounded the alarm, prepared the
movement, and narrowed the possibilities. Sometimes the conscious mind's primary
contribution comes afterward, when it constructs an explanation for why the decision
made perfect sense.

This book is about that hidden machinery. Itis about expertise and ignorance, repetition
and instinct, and why experience can allow one person to recognize something another
person cannot see. ltis also about why experience itself can sometimes blind us. We will
look at ordinary skills and extraordinary ones, and at the difference between possessing
information and actually understanding something.

Mostimportantly, this book is not asking you to distrust everything you know. Itis asking
you to occasionally examine how you came to know it. The majority of you who read this
preface will put this book away and never finish it. That's fine. But notice whatis happening
in your mind right now. You have already begun deciding whether this book is good or bad,
correct or incorrect, interesting or boring, worth reading or not worth your time.

You haven'tread the book yet, but your brain is already comparing these few pages with a
lifetime of experiences, beliefs, assumptions, and ideas that existed before you opened it.
Those are your brain grooves at work. Whether you turn the page or close the book, just
notice them.



Chapter 1 — You Cannot Learn to Play the
Violin from a Book

You can read every book ever written about playing the violin and still be unable to play a
single song. You can understand how to hold the instrument, where the notes are located,
how the bow should move, how much pressure to apply, how rhythm works, and how
music is written. You can watch hundreds of hours of instruction. You can memorize
scales, terminology, technique, and theory. You can become extraordinarily
knowledgeable about the violin without ever becoming a violinist.

Then someone places a violin in your hands.

Suddenly, all of that knowledge has to become movement. Your left hand has to find the
correct position without squeezing too tightly. Your fingers have to land on notes that have
no frets to guide them. Yourright hand has to control the bow with the correct angle,
speed, pressure, and direction. Your shoulders, wrists, fingers, ears, and eyes all have to
work together.

You know whatyou are supposed to do. You may even be able to explain it perfectly. But
your body does not yet know how to do it.

You pullthe bow across the strings, hear what comes out, and may find yourself
wondering, What exactly did | just play? Whatever it was, it probably did not sound very
much like the music you had in your head.

Now you begin to practice.

At first, almost everything requires conscious attention. Every movement has to be
considered. Every mistake has to be noticed and corrected. Your mind is trying to manage
too many separate things at once, which is part of why the experience feels so awkward
and exhausting.

Nothing is automatic yet.

But after enough repetition, something begins to happen. The movements become slightly
less foreign. Your hands start finding positions with less effort. Mistakes are noticed a little



faster. Corrections come a little more naturally. You are still thinking, still concentrating,
still struggling—but not quite as much as before.

Something is beginning to change beneath the level of conscious thought.
This is the beginning of what | call a brain groove.

Theterm is simple on purpose. Repetition begins creating a pathway that the brain can
follow more easily the next time. Then more easily again. What initially required intense
conscious attention starts requiring less.

The movement has not become effortless because you suddenly understand the
instructions better. It has become easier because the experience itself is changing the way
your brain handles the task.

As that groove deepens, more of the task begins to move outside deliberate conscious
control. You no longer have to stop and think through every movement before making it.
Your hands begin responding faster than yourinnervoice can describe what they are doing.

The conscious mind is stillinvolved, butit is no longer carrying the entire load. Part of the
work has been handed over to the subconscious mind, where repeated patterns can be
recognized and acted on almost automatically.

Driving a car offers a more familiarexample.

Think about the firsttime you sat behind the wheel. You were intensely aware of everything.
Your hands were on the steering wheel, your eyes were checking the mirrors, your footwas
measuring the pressure on the accelerator and brake, and every turn seemed to require a
decision.

You were not simply driving. You were consciously managing the act of driving.
Then something changed.

After enough hours behind the wheel, you stopped thinking about most of those individual
actions. You began turning, braking, checking mirrors, staying in your lane, and adjusting
your speed without consciously talking yourself through each step.

Eventually, you could drive for miles while thinking about work, dinner, a conversation, or
something that happened earlier in the day. Then you arrive somewhere and realize that
you barely remember parts of the drive.



You did not stop driving. In many ways, you became much better atit. What changed was
how much of the task required your conscious attention.

Theviolinistis undergoing the same transformation.

At first, the conscious mind is heavily involved because the task is unfamiliar. Every
movement requires attention. Every mistake feels large. Every correction has to be
considered.

But repetition changes the relationship between the conscious and subconscious mind.
The conscious mind stops having to supervise every detail, and more of the task begins to
happen automatically.

This is why information and experience are notinterchangeable.

Information can tell you what to do. Experience begins building the pathways that allow
you to do it without having to consciously reconstruct the instructions each time.

You can know the correct answer intellectually and still be unable to produce the correct
action consistently. The missing piece is not always more knowledge. Sometimes the
missing piece is a brain groove that has not yet been built deeply enough.

The samething happens in less obvious ways.

An experienced teacher can look at a classroom and sense that a studentis lost before the
student says anything. Anew teacher may be too busy remembering the lesson plan to
notice.

The difference is not simply that one teacher knows more facts aboutteaching. The
experienced teacher has seen thousands of expressions, pauses, questions, mistakes,
moments of confusion, and moments of understanding.

Those repetitions begin to form patterns.

Eventually, the teacher does not have to consciously analyze every small signal.
Something feels off, and attention moves there. Amechanic develops the same kind of
recognition.

A beginner may hear an engine running. An experienced mechanic may hear that
something is wrong before opening the hood.



The sound is the same for both people. What is different is what their brains have learned
to recognize.

Experience does more than give you additionalinformation. It changes how you sort
through information, what you notice first, and what you are able to ignore.

A beginner may know ten possible explanations forwhatthey are seeing and give each one
equal weight. An experienced person mayrecognize almostimmediately that eight of them
do not matter.

That ability did not come from memorizing a better list. It came from seeing similar
situations again and again until certain patterns began to stand out.

Over time, judgment becomes faster because the brain is no longer treating every
possibility as equally important.

This is where experience begins to change more than performance. It begins to change
perception.

The beginner and the expert can look atthe same situation and not actually see the same
thing. The beginner sees whatis obvious. The expert sees patterns, warning signs,
opportunities, inconsistencies, and small details that have become meaningful through
repetition.

The information in front of them may be identical, but the brains receiving thatinformation
are not.

One brain is still trying to understand what matters. The other has spent years learning
what deserves attention.

That difference is not simply knowledge stored in memory. Itis a different way of
processing whatis happeningin front of you.

Brain grooves do not stop with movement or technical skill.

They begin influencing what catches your attention, what feels familiar, what seems
dangerous, what feels possible, and what you dismiss without much thought.

They influence the judgments that seem to arrive instantly, the assumptions you barely
notice making, and the reactions that appear before you have had time to explain them.



Over time, repeated experience does not simply teach you how to do something. It begins
shaping how you interpret what is happening around you.

This is where brain grooves begin to affect something much more personal than skill.

They influence the way we interpret people, situations, risk, opportunity, success, failure,
and even ourselves.

A repeated experience can teach the brain what to expect before we consciously decide
what we expect. A history of success can make a difficult situation feel manageable. A
history of failure can make the same situation feelimpossible.

Repeated criticism can make neutral feedback feel threatening. Repeated encouragement
can make uncertainty feel like a challenge worth attempting.

The event in front of us may be new, but the brain receiving itis carrying a history.

Brain grooves also influence how we interpret other people, often so quickly thatthe
judgment feels almostinstantaneous.

We see a face, hear a voice, notice clothing, posture, confidence, hesitation, age,
appearance, orthe way someone speaks, and our brain begins comparing those signals
with patterns that already exist.

We may feel comfortable, suspicious, impressed, intimidated, interested, dismissive, or
cautious before we have consciously decided why.

What we are seeing and hearing matters, but so does the brain interpreting it.

Two people can meet the same person, hearthe same words, and walk away with
completely different impressions because neither of them arrived with an empty mind.

Their brain grooves were already there.

The same process affects how we interpret situations, opportunities, risks, and even
ourselves.

One person can look atan unfamiliar challenge and feel curiosity. Another can look at the
same challenge and feel danger.

One person sees a problem and thinks, / can probably figure this out. Another sees the
same problem and immediately thinks, This is beyond me.



Those reactions may feel like simple conclusions about the situation, butthey are also
being shaped by what the brain has learned to expect.

Past success, failure, encouragement, embarrassment, loss, reward, and repetition all
leave something behind.

Over time, those experiences can influence what feels possible before we consciously ask
ourselves whatis possible.

What feels possible to us is not created in a vacuum. ltis influenced by what we have
experienced before, whatwe have seen others do, what we have repeatedly been told, and
what happened the lasttime we tried.

A person with a history of solving difficult problems may approach a new challenge with
confidence even when they do not yet know the answer. Another person may approach the
same challenge with hesitation because their own history has taught them to expect
failure, embarrassment, or disappointment.

Neither reaction arrives from nowhere. Both are being shaped by grooves that were built
long before the present moment.

The deeper a groove becomes, the less it feels like a groove.
It begins to feel like reality.

Confidence can feel like simple common sense. Fear can feel like proof that something is
dangerous. Suspicion can feel like insight. Alimitation can feel like a fact.

We rarely experience these reactions as the end result of thousands of previous moments.
We experience them in the present, often with a strong sense that our interpretation is
obvious.

You cannot become a surgeon by reading surgery textbooks. You cannot become a trial
lawyer by memorizing case law. You cannot become a chef by studying recipes, a
mechanic by reading repair manuals, or a teacher by learning every theory of education.

A firefighter can study fire behavior. Anurse can memorize procedures. A carpenter can
learn measurements and techniques. A software developer can understand syntax. A
photographer can study exposure, lighting, and composition. A boxer can learn footwork,
defense, and combinations. Amusician can learn theory. Asalesperson can study



persuasion. A negotiator can learn tactics. A public speaker can read about confidence
and delivery. A trader can study markets, risk, psychology, and strategy.

In every case, the information matters.
It may even be essential.
Butinformation is not the finished product.

The ability emerges when knowledge is repeatedly tested against reality—when mistakes
create feedback, when judgment sharpens, when timing improves, when patterns become
recognizable, and when actions that once required deliberate thought begin happening
with less conscious effort.

The profession is not built by information alone. Itis built by what the brain does with
information after enough experience.

The pointis notthat books, education, orinformation are unimportant. They are often
essential.

The pointis thatinformationalone does not build the brainthat knows what to notice, what
toignore, how to respond, or what a situation means.

Experience does that work slowly, repetition by repetition.

Theviolinist, the teacher, the mechanic, the surgeon, the trader, and the driver are all
being shaped by what they repeatedly do.

Butthe same s true of the environments we live in, the people we know, the failures we
endure, the successes we experience, and the situations we face again and again.

Those experiences do more than build skill. They begin shaping belief, expectation,
judgment, and perception.

The brainis constantly being changed by what it repeatedly does and repeatedly
experiences.

Thatis where brain grooves begin.



Chapter 2 — What Are Brain Grooves?

A brain groove is a learned neural pattern created and strengthened through repetition,
experience, attention, emotion, and feedback. As the groove deepens, the brain becomes
more likely to recognize, interpret, feel, think, oractin accordance with that established
pattern. The phrase is simple, buttheidea behind itis not. A brain groove is not a literal
trench carved into the brain. Itis a way of describing how repeated experience strengthens
neural circuits, making certain responses, interpretations, and behaviors easier for the
brain to produce again.

People were describing this kind of mental “groove” long before neuroscience could
explain what was happening inside the brain. Writers and teachers used the image of
paths, tracks, and grooves to describe habits of thought, feeling, and behavior that
become easier to follow with repetition. Philip Shapiro has used the phrase “brain
grooves” to describe recurring neural patterns, and Paramahansa Yogananda used
grooves as a metaphor for habitualthought and feeling. The language changed over time,
but the observation was the same: the more often a pattern is repeated, the more naturalit
begins to feel.

Modern neuroscience gives us a clearer picture of whatthose older writers were observing.
The brain is constantly changing in response to experience, a process known as
neuroplasticity. When certain neural circuits are activated repeatedly, the connections
within those circuits can become stronger and more efficient. The brain does not need to
rebuild the process from scratch each time. With repetition, the pathway becomes easier
to activate, and the response can become faster, more familiar, and eventually more
automatic.

Repetition matters because the brain is economical. Itis constantly looking forways to
handle familiar situations with less effort. When the same thought, movement, reaction, or
interpretation occurs again and again, the brain begins treating that pattern as something
worth preserving. The pathway becomes easierto access, the response requires less
conscious effort, and eventually the pattern can begin to feel automatic. What once had to
be deliberately chosen can start happening before we are fully aware that we chose it.

Not every brain groove is built at the same speed. Repetition matters, but emotion can
accelerate the process. An experience tied to fear, humiliation, success, pain, pride,
danger, orreward can leave a much strongerimpression than an ordinary event. The brain



tends to assign greater importance to experiences that carry emotionalweight, which
means a single intense event can sometimes influence future reactions far more than
dozens of neutral ones. Thatis one reason certain memories, fears, and beliefs can
become deeply established even when they were not repeated very many times.

Not every repeated experience strengthens a groove in the same direction. The outcome
thatfollows a behavior can strengthen the pattern. If a behavior leads to relief, reward,
success, safety, approval, or the avoidance of pain, the brain becomes more likely to use
thatresponse again. In the same way, repeated failure, embarrassment, rejection, or
punishment can strengthen a very different groove. Experience is not just repetition. It is
repetition plus consequence.

A brain groove is not automatically good or bad. It becomes stronger because itis
repeated, reinforced, emotionally charged, or repeatedly connected to a particular
outcome. The brain can build a groove for playing the violin, solving problems, exercising,
or staying calm under pressure. It can also build grooves for avoidance, anger, fear,
procrastination, or expecting failure. The mechanism itself is neutral. What matters is the
pattern that has been repeated often enough to become easier for the brain to follow.

As a brain groove becomes stronger, the pattern no longer requires the same level of
deliberate conscious attention. The subconscious mind can begin carrying more of the
process—recognizing the pattern, producing the response, and influencing what feels
familiar, threatening, possible, or automatic. It does not evaluate the groove as good or
bad. It works with what has been repeatedly reinforced.

You experience this every day. You can be walking down the street and suddenly become
absorbed in a thought. You do not stop walking. You do not have to consciously instruct
your legs to continue moving. The learned pattern keeps running while your conscious
attention moves somewhere else. Driving works the same way. The conscious mind can
become occupied with thought while the subconscious continues managing a deeply
practiced behavior.

Once a pattern can run with less conscious supervision, the brain is free to use conscious
attention somewhere else. Thatis part of what makes brain grooves so useful. They reduce
the amount of effort required for familiar actions and allow us to think, observe, plan, and
respond to new information at the same time. Without that ability, even ordinary life would
become exhausting. We would have to consciously relearn every familiar action every time
we performed it.



The deeper consequence is that the same system that makes practiced skills efficient can
also allow established emotional and behavioral patterns to run with very little conscious
supervision. Afamiliar situation appears, the brain recognizes something it has seen
before, and a response begins to unfold. Sometimes thatresponseis useful. Sometimes it
is fear, avoidance, anger, hesitation, or another pattern that has been reinforced over time.
The process itself is not the problem. The important question is what has been built deeply
enough to run automatically.

Certain cues can activate an established brain groove. These cues are often called
triggers. A trigger can be a person, place, word, memory, emotion, sound, situation, or
even a physical state such as exhaustion. Once the cue is recognized, the associated
pattern can begin running with very little conscious thought. A person may feel confidentin
one setting and uncertain in another, calm around one person and defensive around
someone else, without consciously deciding to change. The situation has activated a
different established pattern, and because the brain has traveled that route before, the
response can feel immediate and completely natural.

Different grooves can compete with one another. A person may consciously choose a new
response while an older pattern has been reinforced foryears. In a calm moment, the
newer groove may be easier to follow. Under stress, fatigue, fear, oremotional pressure,
the older and deeper pattern may become easier for the brain to access. Sometimes the
conscious mind only catches up afterward. A person looks back at what they just said or
did and thinks, What did Il just do? | knew better. Butin that moment, the older groove ran
first.

Imagine someone who hated speaking in front of people as a child. In school, they once
froze during a presentation. Other students laughed, the embarrassment was intense, and
afterward they avoided speaking whenever possible.

Years later, their career requires them to give presentations. The first few are difficult. Their
heart races before they walk into the room. They rehearse every sentence and worry about
making a mistake. But they keep doing it. Presentation after presentation, the experience
begins to change. They become more comfortable. Eventually they can stand in front of a
room and speak without consciously thinking about every word.

Then one day they are exhausted, the presentation is unusuallyimportant, and something
goes wrong just before they begin. Suddenly the old feeling returns. Their heartraces. Their
mind wants to escape. Fora moment, they feel exactly the way they did years earlier in that
classroom.



Theyears of successful presentations were real. So was the older groove. The new pattern
had become stronger, but the earlier one had not simply vanished. Under the right
combination of pressure, emotion, and familiar cues, the older route became easier to
access again.

Building a new groove does notimmediately erase an old one. The older pattern may still
be deeper, faster, and easier for the brain to access because it has been reinforced for
years. A newer groove has to be repeated enough times, under enough different
conditions, to become stronger and easierto access. Changeis often gradual. The old
response may still appear, but over time the new one can begin to show up faster, more
often, and with less conscious effort.

A brain groove is not permanently fixed simply because it has become strong. If a pattern is
used less often while another pattern is repeatedly strengthened, the balance can begin to
change. The old groove may still exist and can sometimes reappear, especially under
familiar triggers or pressure, butit does not have to remain the brain’s easiest route
forever. The same plasticity that helped build the original groove also makes it possible for
different grooves to become stronger over time.

A person may quit smoking, lose weight, begin exercising, or learn to respond more calmly
during conflict. An older groove can sometimes return under stress, exhaustion, grief, or
anotherfamiliar trigger. Butthe same principle works in the other direction. A person who
has spentyears exercising, solving problems, performing under pressure, or following
disciplined routines may return to those patterns almost automatically when
circumstances become difficult. Strong grooves can pull us toward behaviors that help us
just as easily as toward behaviors that hurt us.

Brain grooves are also influenced by the environments we repeatedly experience. The
people we spend time with, the places we return to, the routines we follow, the information
we consume, and the situations we repeatedly enter can all make particular grooves easier
to activate. An environment can reinforce confidence, discipline, curiosity, and
achievement just as easily as it can reinforce fear, doubt, avoidance, or failure. What
surrounds us repeatedly becomes part of what the brain repeatedly experiences.

People can become part of the groove-building process. Repeated messages from
parents, teachers, friends, coworkers, coaches, partners, and authority figures can
influence what a person begins to believe about themselves and the world around them. A
child who repeatedly hears, “You are smart,” “You are beautiful,” or “You can do this” is
receiving one kind of reinforcement. A child who repeatedly hears that they are difficult,



incapable, or never good enough is receiving another. The message does not have to be
objectively true to become familiar. Repetition, emotion, and the importance of the person
delivering the message can all help strengthen the groove.

The brainis not only shaped by what people tell us. Itis also shaped by how people
respond to us. Tone of voice, facial expressions, enthusiasm, hesitation, attention,
avoidance, praise, silence, and changes in behavior can all become part of whatwe
repeatedly experience. Someone may never directly say, “l believe in you,” yet their
excitement, attention, and confidence can communicate it repeatedly. Someone else may
never say, “l don’t believe inyou,” while their reactions communicate something very
different. People may not even realize the messages they are sending. But repeated social
feedback, especially from people who matterto us, can carry emotional weight and begin
strengthening grooves about who we are, how others see us, and whatwe believe is
possible.

Over time, repeated messages from the outside can become messages we begin repeating
to ourselves. A child who repeatedly hears that they are difficult, lazy, talented, smart,
weak, gifted, orincapable may eventually stop heeding someone else to sayit. The
message can become part of the way they interpret themselves. The same can happenin
adulthood. Repeated success, failure, encouragement, rejection, respect, or
disappointment can gradually influence the voice a person hears inside their own mind.
What began as feedback from the outside can eventually become part of the groove itself.

Once a message becomes part of a person’s internal dialogue, they can begin
strengthening it themselves. Thoughts like / can handle this, | am good at what I do, or |
usuallyfind a way can be repeated internally hundreds orthousands of times. So can
thoughts like I always mess things up, I’'m not good at this, or people don’t respect me.
Each repetition makes the thought more familiar, and familiarity can make it feel
increasingly true. Eventually the person may stop experiencing itas a thoughtatall. It
begins to feel like a factabout who they are.

An established internal message does more than repeat itself. It can begin influencing how
new experiences are interpreted. If someone carries a strong groove that says, / alwaysfail,
one setback can feel like proof while a success is dismissed as luck. If someone carries a
strong groove that says, / can figure things out, a setback may be interpreted as temporary
while a success reinforces what they already believe about themselves. The event may be
the same, but the meaning assigned to it can be very different depending on the groove
alreadyin place.



Grooves do not pick sides.



Chapter 3— Who Is Really Making Your
Decisions?

Most people believe they are making their decisions consciously. They think about what
they want, weigh the options, and then choose. Sometimes thatis exactly what happens.
The same s true of opinions. We can form an opinion about a situation ora person and
think itis simply a fact. But many decisions and opinions begin before the conscious mind
fully understands why. Afeeling appears. Areaction starts. Something feels right, wrong,
safe, dangerous, attractive, uncomfortable, or familiar before we have explained it to
ourselves. Then the conscious mind often arrives afterward, after the subconscious mind
and brain grooves have already made the decision or formed the opinion, and gives it a
reason.

This is where brain grooves begin to influence the process. The subconscious mind is
constantly comparing the present moment with patterns built through previous
experience. It recognizes similarities, activates familiar responses, and helps shape what
feels important, believable, threatening, attractive, or familiar. By the time the conscious
mind begins analyzing the situation, part of the process may already be underway. The
conscious mind may believe itis starting with an open mind, but previous experience has
already influenced what it notices and how itinterprets whatis happening.

You can see this when meeting someone for the first time. Within seconds, you may feel
comfortable, suspicious, impressed, intimidated, interested, or uneasy. You may believe
you are simply observing the person objectively, but your brain is already comparing their
appearance, voice, posture, expressions, mannerisms, and behavior with patterns built
from previous experience. Before you have consciously decided what you think of them, an
opinion may already be forming.

The same process happens when we enter a situation. Aroom, a conversation, an
opportunity, a conflict, or even a certain tone of voice can activate patterns built from
earlier experiences. One person may see possibility where another sees danger. One may
feel confident while another feels exposed. Neither person has necessarily stopped to
analyze why. Their brain grooves are helping shape the firstinterpretation before conscious
reasoning has had much time to begin.



Once aninitial reaction or opinion begins to form, the conscious mind often starts building
an explanation around it. We look for reasons that support what already feels true. If we
like someone, we may notice evidence that confirms the positive impression. If we distrust
them, we may focus on different details. The reasoning can feel completely logical, even
when the first direction was shaped by patterns that started operating before the
conscious explanation began.

Once the conscious mind creates an explanation, that explanation can become part of the
groove too. If a person decides, “l knew somethingwas wrong with him,” or “l always make
bad decisions,” or “l am good at reading people,” the conclusion can be stored alongside
the originalreaction. The next time a similar situation appears, the brain has even more
materialto work from. What began as an automaticimpression can gradually become a
stronger belief about the world, other people, or ourselves.

The same process does not stop with opinions. It also influences what we do. A person
may hesitate, speak, withdraw, take a risk, avoid an opportunity, trust someone, reject
someone, spend money, change direction, or act before they have fully explained the
choice to themselves. The action can feel deliberate because the conscious mind is
involved, but the options that feel comfortable, dangerous, attractive, or unacceptable
may already have been shaped by deeper patterns.

A person can face an opportunity and feel an immediate pull toward it or away from it. One
person may act quickly because the situation feels familiar and manageable. Another may
hesitate because something about it feels risky, uncertain, or out of place. Both may later
explain their choice with logical reasons, but the direction of the decision may have been
influenced long before the explanation was formed. Previous experiences, successes,
failures, warnings, rewards, and consequences can all shape which choice feels naturalin
the moment.

Imagine two people are offered essentially the same promotion. [t means more
responsibility, more money, and moving to another city.

Thefirst person feels excited almostimmediately. Years earlier, they had taken a similar
chance, moved somewhere unfamiliar, struggled for a while, and eventually built a better
life. Before they have calculated the salary difference or researched the new city,
something about the opportunity already feels promising.

The second person feels uneasy almostimmediately. Years earlier, they had made a major
move that ended badly. Money became tight, relationships suffered, and eventually they



returned home feeling like they had made a mistake. Before they have calculated the
salary difference or researched the new city, something about the opportunity already
feels dangerous.

Then both people begin reasoning. The first makes a list of the career opportunities, the
higher salary, and everything the new city has to offer. The second makes a list of the cost
of moving, the uncertainty, and everything that could go wrong. Both lists may contain
completely legitimate facts. But the reasoning did not necessarily begin on neutral ground.
Their previous experiences had already helped determine which facts felt most important.

Because the conscious mind can explain a choice in words, itis easyto assumethe
explanation caused the choice. But being able to explain something does not prove the
explanation camefirst. The brain can produce a reaction, preference, hesitation, or
decision from patterns built over time, and the conscious mind can then construct a story
that makes the choice feel reasonable. The explanation may be accurate, partly accurate,
or simply the best story the conscious mind can produce from what has already happened.

The influence of brain grooves becomes even more obvious when there is little time to
think. Under pressure, people often fall back on the patterns that are most familiarto
them. A trained firefighter may move toward danger while someone else freezes. An
experienced driver may react to a sudden hazard before consciously thinking through every
step. A person in an argument may raise their voice, withdraw, or become defensive
almostinstantly. In these moments, the brain is not starting from zero. Itis using patterns
that have already been built.

The same thing happens in ordinary life, just more quietly. People develop patterns around
how they spend money, how they respond to criticism, how quickly they trust, whether
they speak up, whether they avoid conflict, how they handle opportunity, and how much
risk feels acceptable. These choices can feel personal and deliberate, but many of them
are being influenced by patterns built long before the moment itself. The decision may be
happening now, butthe groove helping shape it may have been built years earlier.

Over time, repeated decisions can become connected to identity. A person may begin to
think of themselves as cautious, bold, disciplined, unlucky, capable, impulsive,
successful, or bad under pressure. Once thatidentity is established, future choices can
begin bending toward it. Someone who believes, | am good at handling difficult situations,
may step forward when others hesitate. Someone who believes, | always make the wrong
choice, may second-guess even a good decision. The belief about who we are can become
another groove shaping what we do next.



Once a groove begins shaping decisions, the outcomes of those decisions can strengthen
it further. A person who expects rejection may hold back, speak less, or avoid
opportunities to connect. When the interaction goes poorly, the result can feel like proof
thatthe original belief was correct. A person who expects to succeed may act with more
confidence, persist longer, or recover faster from setbacks, creating a very different result.
The groove influences the decision, the decision influences the outcome, and the outcome
can then reinforce the groove.

Past experience can also shape how long a person is willing to persist. Someone who has
repeatedly experienced success after long periods of effort may view slow progress very
differently from someone whose experience has taught them to move on quickly. One
person may see years of effort as evidence that something is failing. Another may see the
sameyears as part of the process. Neither interpretation appears from nowhere. Each has
been shaped by whatthat person has previously experienced, reinforced, and learned to
expect.

This helps explain why a person can genuinely want one thing and still choose something
else. The conscious mind may set a goal, make a plan, and fully intend to follow it. But
when the moment arrives, an older groove may pull the decision in another direction. The
person may procrastinate, hesitate, avoid, overreact, give up, orreturn to a familiar
behavior even though they consciously wanted something different. The intention was real.
So was the groove influencing the choice.

The subconscious mind is not working against the conscious mind. Itis working from the
patterns it has been given. It does not stop to ask whether a groove is helpful, harmful,
outdated, or appropriate for the current situation. If a pattern has been repeated,
reinforced, and connected to strong emotion or consequence, that pattern can become
easier to access when a similar situation appears. What feels like an internal conflict may
simply be the conscious mind wanting one thing while an older groove is still prepared to
do something else.

None of this means the conscious mind is powerless. Awareness can interrupt an
automatic pattern long enough for a different choice to become possible. The first
response may still come from an established groove, but once the person recognizes what
is happening, the conscious mind has a chance to question it, redirect it, orchoose notto
follow it. That moment of awareness may be small at first, butitis where intentional
change begins.



This is where awareness becomes powerful. When a person notices that what they
consciously want and what they feel pulled to do are not the same, they can begin asking a
different question: Is this a groove ? Instead of immediately following the reaction, they can
examine it. Where did it come from? How long has it been there? What has reinforced it?
The goalis notto distrust every instinct or automatic response. Itis to recognize that not
every strong pullis the samething as a conscious choice.

The question is not whether the subconscious mind influences our decisions. It does. The
more useful question is how much of whatwe call a decision began as a pattern before
conscious thought arrived. Once we begin noticing that possibility, our choices become
easier to examine. We may not control the first reaction, the first feeling, or the first pull,
butwe can begin to recognize where it came from. And that recognition is where conscious
choice starts to regain some influence.



Chapter 4 — You Have Been Building Them
Your Entire Life

You have been building brain grooves your entire life. Some began through deliberate
practice, but many formed without you ever deciding to build them. Repeated experiences,
relationships, environments, successes, failures, emotions, habits, and reactions have all
contributed over time. Some grooves became useful and helped you navigate the world
more effectively. Others may have developed simply because the same patterns kept
appearing often enough, strongly enough, or long enough to become familiar.

The earliest grooves often begin before we are old enough to recognize what is happening.
As children, we are constantly learning what feels normal, safe, dangerous, acceptable,
possible, and expected. We learn from what people say, but also from what they do, how
they react, what they reward, what they fear, and what happens repeatedly around us.
Long before we can examine those patterns consciously, they can already be becoming
familiar.

Children also learn by watching. They do not have to be directly taught every pattern that
becomes familiar. They observe how adults handle stress, money, conflict, failure,
success, authority, affection, risk, and fear. They notice what people around them avoid,
what they pursue, what they complain about, and what they celebrate. Over time, those
repeated observations can help shape what later feels normal, expected, or natural.

A child is sitting at the kitchen table when a glass of milk gets knocked over. The parent
does not give a lesson about mistakes. There is no speech about how the child should
respond to problems. The parent simply reaches for a towel and says, “It’'s okay. Clean it

up.

”»

A few days later, something else goes wrong. The response is similar. Fixit. Clean itup. Try
again. Over the years, the child sees hundreds of small problems handled this way.
Nobody ever sits the child down and says, When something goes wrong, stay calm and
solve the problem. Butthat lesson is being repeated anyway.

In another home, the same spilled glass may produce anger, blame, embarrassment, or
panic. Again, nobody is deliberately teaching a philosophy about mistakes. But something
is stillbeing learned. Years later, when something goes wrong at work, in a relationship, or



with money, those early reactions may feel completely natural. One person begins looking
for a solution. Anotherimmediately feels fear, defensiveness, orthe need to hide the
mistake. Neither person remembers the spilled milk. They just know how the situation
feels.

As children grow, other people begin adding to those grooves. Teachers, coaches,
classmates, relatives, friends, and authority figures all become part of the learning
environment. A child may repeatedly hearthatthey are smart, difficult, talented, shy,
athletic, careless, responsible, or incapable. Those messages can bereinforced by grades,
praise, criticism, attention, embarrassment, success, and failure. Over time, some of
those outside messages can begin to feel like descriptions of who the person is.

Experience itself continues building grooves. Repeated success can strengthen
confidence, persistence, decisiveness, and the expectation that effort will eventually
produce a result. Repeated failure can strengthen caution, hesitation, avoidance, or the
expectation that things will go wrong. Neither pattern appears from nowhere. The brain is
learning from what keeps happening and using those experiences to shape what feels
likely the next time.

The environment around us keeps adding to those grooves as well. Family culture,
neighborhoods, religion, schools, workplaces, social groups, media, and the internet all
repeat certain messages about whatis normal, valuable, dangerous, possible, or
expected. When the sameideas and behaviors are seen again and again, they can begin to
feel less like influences and more like reality. A person may eventually stop noticing where
a belief came from because it has been reinforced by so many parts of the environment
around them.

Not all grooves are built unintentionally. Some are created on purpose through practice,
repetition, discipline, and deliberate exposure. Learning an instrument, training for a sport,
developing a professional skill, changing self-talk, or practicing a different response all
involve intentionally strengthening a pattern. Butintentional grooves are often being built
alongside older, unintentional ones. Thatis one reason change can feel slower and more
difficult than people expect.

Building grooves does not stop when childhood ends. Adult life continues adding new
layers. Careers, relationships, money, success, loss, illness, travel, responsibility, failure,
achievement, and major life changes can all strengthen old patterns or create new ones. A
person may enter adulthood with one set of expectations and, after years of different



experiences, develop a very different way of seeing themselves and the world around
them.

Sometimes a hew groove strengthens an older one. Othertimes, new experiences begin
pushing againstwhatwas already there. A person who once avoided responsibility may
become more confident after years of handling difficult situations. Someone who once
expected success may become more cautious after repeated setbacks. Grooves can
deepen, weaken, or compete as life continues to add new experience. What feels
permanent at one stage of life may change as different patterns are repeated and
reinforced over time.

Because grooves accumulate over time, a person can carry patterns from very different
periods of life atthe same time. A groove built in childhood can exist alongside one built
through a career, a relationship, a major success, or a painful failure. Some of those
patterns may support one another. Others may conflict. Thatis why a person can feel
confidentin one part of life and uncertain in another, persistent in one situation and quick
to give up in another. Different grooves can become active in different contexts.

By adulthood, many of these grooves no longer feel like something that was learned. They
feel like personality, instinct, preference, common sense, or simply the way things are. A
person may say, “Thatis justwho |l am,” without realizing how much of that identity was
built through years of repetition, experience, reinforcement, and environment. The groove
has become so familiar thatits origin is no longer visible.

Recognizing that a groove was learned does not automatically erase it, but it changes the
way we can look atit. Instead of assuming every reaction, belief, habit, or expectation is
simply part of who we are, we can begin asking where it came from and what has been
reinforcing it. Some grooves may still serve us well. Others may belong to an earlier version
of our life. The important pointis that many of the patterns we carry were built over time,
and whatwas built can at least be examined.

You have been building grooves your entire life, whether you knew it or not. Some were
shaped by people around you. Some came from success, failure, repetition, emotion, and
environment. Some were built deliberately, while others developed without your
permission or awareness. They became part of how you think, react, decide, and interpret
the world. Once you begin to recognize that, the question is no longer simply, “Why am |
this way?” It becomes, “What built this groove?”



Chapter 5— Why Knowing Better Doesn’t
Mean Doing Better

A person decides in the morning that they are going to eat better. The decision is sincere.
They understand nutrition. They know exactly what they should eat and what they should
avoid. By late afternoon they are tired, stressed, and hungry. They walk past the same
place they have stopped at hundreds of times before, and ten minutes later they are eating
the food they had already decided notto eat.

Nothing new was learned between breakfast and dinner. They did not suddenly forget what
was healthy. The information was still there. What changed was which pattern became
easier to follow in the moment.

One of the most frustrating experiences in life is knowing exactly what you should do and
stillnotdoing it. You can understand the consequences. You can explain the better choice.
You can even give someone else excellent advice about the same situation. Yetwhen the
moment arrives, you hesitate, avoid, react, procrastinate, or return to the same behavior
you already decided you wanted to change. The knowledge is there. The intention may be
completely genuine. But knowing better and doing better are not the same process.

Knowing something consciously does not mean the rest of the brain has been trained to
acton thatknowledge. A person can understand an idea perfectly and stillhave a
completely different pattern available when the moment arrives. Knowledge can change
what we believe we should do, but repetition and experience help determine what comes
naturally when the situation becomes real.

The difficulty is that conscious understanding can arrive in a single moment, while a groove
may have taken years to build. Reading one sentence, hearing one piece of advice, or
having one realization can change what a person understands almostinstantly. Butthe
pattern that appears automatically may still be the one that has been repeated hundreds
orthousands of times. The new idea can be completely real without yet being strong
enough to compete with the older groove.

Thatis whyinsight can feel more powerful than it actually is. A person can suddenly
understand exactly why they keep repeating a pattern and think, Now / getit. That
realization matters. It may change the way they see the problem forever. But recognizing a



groove is notthe same as replacing it. Understanding can happen in a minute. Agroove
may have years behind it.

This gap becomes especially noticeable when conditions change. Itis easierto choose
differently when calm, rested, and removed from the situation. Itis much harder when the
originaltrigger is present, emotion is high, attention is divided, or pressure begins to rise.
The conscious mind may still know exactly what it wants to do, but the older groove has an
advantage: it has been there before.

A familiar groove can also act faster than conscious reasoning. The conscious mind may
need a few seconds to notice whatis happening, remember the new intention, and decide
how to respond. The older pattern does not need that pause. It has already been
rehearsed. By the time conscious thought catches up, the reaction may already be
underway.

That delay can create another problem. The conscious mind may mistake the speed of the
old response for truth. If a feeling or reaction appears instantly and strongly, it can seem
more authentic than a newer choice that requires conscious effort. A person may think,
This is how I really feel, when what they may actually be experiencing is the pattern that
has had the most practice.

That distinction matters. Effortis often interpreted as evidence that a new response is
unnatural, forced, or somehow false. But effort may simply mean the newer groove is
weaker. A person may be choosing deliberately against something that has been
reinforced foryears. The difficulty does not necessarily mean the new direction is wrong. It
may simply mean the brain has traveled the old route far more often.

This is where people often become frustrated with themselves. They think, / know better
than this. Why am I still doing it? The mistake is assuming that knowing better should
automatically overpower something that has been repeated, reinforced, and emotionally
charged for years.

A person can be highly intelligent, completely aware of the consequences, and deeply
motivated to change while still repeating the same pattern. Intelligence does not erase
repetition. Motivation does not automatically erase reinforcement. Understanding the
problem does notinstantly make the older groove disappear.

Advice can be completely correct and still fail to change behavior. A person may hear
exactly what they need to hear, agree with it completely, and even feel convinced in the



moment. But agreementis notthe same as installation. Understanding an idea does not
automatically make it the pattern the brain follows when the situation becomes real.

This can become even more confusing because awareness sometimes arrives before
control does. A person sees the pattern. They understand where it came from. They
recognize it whileit is happening. And then they still watch themselves follow it. That does
not make the awareness useless. It means understanding the groove and overpowering the
groove are two different things.

Knowing better can actually make the struggle feel worse for a while. Before a person
recognizes the pattern, they may simply repeat it. After they recognize it, they can watch
themselves doing something they already understand and still feel unable to stopitinthe
moment. Now there is a new question: Why am I doing this when | know better?

If that question is repeated with enough frustration, it can begin creating another problem.
A person may start using their new understanding againstthemselves. | know this is a
groove. Whyam I still doing it? The old behavior is now followed by frustration, shame, or
self-criticism. Instead of simply noticing the groove, the person begins treating its return as
evidence that something is wrong with them.

That can create another groove on top of the first one. The original behavior is still there,
but now it may be followed by another repeated pattern: I did it again. | neverchange.
Something is wrong with me. If those conclusions are repeated often enough, the person
may begin strengthening a belief about themselves atthe same time they are trying to
change the original behavior.

The cycle can become familiar: intention, pressure, old behavior, regret, self-criticism,
another promise to change. Eventually even the cycle itself can begin to feel predictable.
The person may start expecting themselves to fail before the moment even arrives.

At that point, the problem is no longer only the original behavior. There may now be a
groove saying, This is what | always do. That expectation can influence attention, effort,
and behavior before the next decision is even made.

This is where the gap between knowledge and behavior is easiest to misunderstand. From
the outside, it may look like stubbornness, laziness, weakness, or lack of discipline. From
the inside, the person may be just as frustrated. They may know exactly what they should
do. They may genuinely want to do it. But the older groove is still the one with more history
behind it.



Knowing better, then, is not meaningless. It gives the conscious mind something different
to recognize. It creates another possible direction. But knowledge by itself does not erase
the history behind an older groove.

The real conflict begins when what a person understands consciously and what has been
reinforced more deeply are pointing in different directions. Both can feel real. The
conscious mind may genuinely believe one thing while the older groove continues
producing anotherresponse. This is why people can sometimes feel divided against
themselves. They are not necessarily confused about what they want. They may simply
have one direction in conscious thought and another direction that has been reinforced far
more deeply.

Once that distinction is understood, the question can begin to change. Instead of asking,
Whatis wrong with me? a person can ask, Which groove is strongerright now? Thatis a
very different question. It moves attention away from judgment of the person and toward
the strength of the pattern.

Another useful question follows: What has been reinforced strongly enough to keep
winning here? Those questions do not solve the problem by themselves, butthey make the
conflict easierto understand.

The behavioris no longer mysterious. If a person knows what they want but repeatedly
does something else, there is a reason. The older groove may still be stronger, faster, more
familiar, more emotionally reinforced, or more connected to the situation in which the
behavior occurs.

The goalis notto force the old groove to disappear overnight. It is to keep strengthening the
newer response untilit becomes stronger than the old one and begins to dominate what
happens next.

That does not happen simply because someone understands the idea. Awareness can
expose a pattern. It can create a momentin which the person recognizes whatis
happening. But awareness cannot perform the work of repetition by itself.

At first, awareness may arrive afterward: / did it again. Later it may arrive while the pattern
is happening: lam doing it again. Eventually it may appear before the old response has fully
taken over: I know where this is going.

Those moments are different. The earlier the groove becomes visible, the more opportunity
there is for something different to happen.



A return to an old response does not automatically mean that nothing has changed. It may

simply show that the older groove is still available and was stronger in that particular
moment.

That changes how a setback can be interpreted. Instead of becoming a verdict — / failed
again—itcan become information. Where did the old groove become stronger? What
activated it? What happened just before | followed it?

Now the setback tells us something about the groove instead of automatically telling us
something about the person.

Knowing better becomes usefulwhen itis treated as the beginning of change ratherthan
proof that change should already be complete. Knowledge can point toward a different
direction. Awareness can help us recognize when the older groove appears. But a different
response has to become strong enough to compete with whatis already there.

Thatis why knowing better does not always mean doing better. The conscious mind can
learn the lesson long before the stronger pattern has changed. One part of the system may
understand the answer. Another partis still following what it has practiced.

And once we understand that distinction, the question is no longer simply, Why don’t|/
know better? We already do. The better question is: Which groove have | trained more?



Chapter 6 — Self-Sabotage

A person can want something badly and still behave in ways that move them away from it.
That contradiction is one of the strangest experiences we can have with our own mind. We
set a goal, make a plan, understand what s required, and genuinely want the outcome.
Then, somewhere between intention and action, something changes. We delay. We avoid.
We overreact. We take unnecessary risks. We abandon something that was working. We
create a problem where there did not need to be one. Afterward, we look back and ask a
question that can be difficult to answer: Why did | do that?

This is often called self-sabotage. The phrase makes it sound as if one part of the person
deliberately decided to destroy what another part wanted. Sometimes people even
describe it as though there is a hidden enemy inside them, waiting for an opportunity to
ruin their progress. But that explanation may be too simple. What looks like self-sabotage
from the outside may actually be the result of different grooves pulling in different
directions.

The conscious mind may be completely sincere about the goal. It may want the promotion,
the relationship, the business, the recovery, the opportunity, the change, or the success.
But wanting something consciously does not erase the patterns that were built before the
goal existed.

Those older patterns may carry very different expectations. A person may consciously want
success while carrying grooves built around failure. They may want closeness while
carrying grooves built around rejection. They may want stability while carrying patterns
formed in chaos. They may want to be seen while having years of experience telling them
that being noticed is dangerous. They may want to take control while carrying a deeply
practiced expectation that things eventually fall apart anyway. The contradiction is realon
both sides. Thatis what makes self-sabotage so confusing.

Imagine someone who has spent months preparing foran important opportunity. They
have been selected for a finalinterview for a position they genuinely want. The salaryis
better. The work interests them. They have told friends how much the opportunity means
to them. They have researched the company, prepared answers, and pictured themselves
getting the job.



The night before the interview, they stay awake fartoo late. They tell themselves they are
doing more preparation, but much of the time is spent scrolling, reorganizing notes,
checking things they already know, and worrying about questions they may never be asked.
They sleep badly. In the morning, they leave late. On the way there, they begin thinking
aboutreasonsthejob might notbe as good as they originally believed. By the time they
enter the interview, they are exhausted, tense, and less prepared emotionally than they
were the day before.

Afterward, they are furious with themselves. They wanted the job. Nobody forced them to
stay awake. Nobody made them leave late. Nobody told them to spend the morning
convincing themselves the opportunity might not matter. So why did they do it?

The easiest answer is to say they sabotaged themselves. But that label describes what
happened without necessarily explaining why. Adeeper question is: What became
strongeras the momentgot closer?

The opportunity may have carried excitement, butit may also have activated grooves
connected to judgment, failure, visibility, rejection, pressure, responsibility, or change. As
long as the interview was weeks away, the conscious goal could dominate. When the event
became immediate, the older patterns may have become louder. The person did not
suddenly stop wanting the job. Another groove became active.

This distinction matters because self-sabotage is often treated as proof that a person does
notreally wantwhat they say they want. Sometimes people are told, If you really wanted it,
you would have done what was necessary. That sounds logical. It is also often wrong.

People can genuinely want an outcome and still have stronger patterns operating against
the behaviorrequired to reach it. Desire and programming are not the same thing. Wanting
something does not automatically make every groove inside the person line up behind it.

The subconscious mind does not have to hate success for a person to behave in ways that
interfere with success. It does not have to secretly want failure. It can simply be operating
from patterns that have been repeated, emotionally reinforced, and practiced for far longer
than the newer goal.

Thatis an important difference. Self-sabotage is often explained as protection. Theidea is
thatthe subconscious mind is trying to protect the person from pain, disappointment,
rejection, ordanger. Sometimes avoidance may certainly function that way. If withdrawing
from a situation repeatedly produces relief, the brain can learn that withdrawal reduces
discomfort. But protection does not explain everything.



A groove does not need a noble purpose. It does not need to be secretly helping. A
repeated pattern can continue simply because it has become familiar, reinforced,
emotionally powerful, or easier to activate than anotherresponse. The brain does not have
to decide, This behavioris good for me. It may only have learned, This is what happens
next.

That difference becomes especially important when people repeatedly behave in waysthat
clearly hurtthem. They may know the consequences. They may have experienced those
consequences before. They may promise themselves that the next time will be different.
Yetwhen a familiar trigger appears, the same sequence starts again. The pattern may be
destructive, butitis still a pattern. The subconscious mind is not required to judge the
pattern before running it.

Thisis onereason repeated self-talk can become so important. A person can spend years
telling themselves, | always screw things up. | am terrible at relationships. | cannot handle
pressure. Nothing ever works forme. | always lose. | neverfinish anything. Atfirst, those
sentences may simply be reactions to individual events. Repeated often enough, they can
become grooves of their own.

The person begins carrying not only memories of what happened, but an expectation of
what will happen next. Then the expectation begins influencing behavior. Someone who
repeatedly tells themselves, lalways screw things up, may begin approaching important
situations with tension before anything has actually gone wrong. They may monitor
themselves excessively, second-guess good decisions, hesitate atthe wrong moment, or
interpret a small mistake as evidence that the familiar collapse has begun.

The groove does not need to command, Destroy this. It may only need to whisper, Here we
go again.

Once that expectation becomes active, attention can begin looking for evidence to support
it. A minorsetback becomes significant. An awkward moment feels like proof. One mistake
starts to feel like the beginning of the familiar ending. The person may then behave
differently because of what they expect.

The groove shapes perception. Perception shapes behavior. Behavior helps create an
outcome. The outcome reinforces the groove. Thatis how something that began as a belief
can gradually start creating evidence for itself.

Self-sabotage can therefore become a loop. The person expects failure, behaves
differently because of that expectation, produces a worse result, and then uses the result



as proof that the original belief was correct. See? ! knew/would mess it up. The conclusion
strengthens the groove. The next situation begins with even more weight behind it.

This is not because the person consciously chose failure. The person may hate the
outcome. They may be devastated by it. But the pattern has still been reinforced.

Emotion can make this process even stronger. A quiet positive thought repeated
occasionally may have very little weight compared with a negative belief connected to
years of fear, embarrassment, rejection, anger, or pain. The number of repetitions matters,
but so does the emotional force behind them.

A person may tell themselves every morning,  am confident, then spend the rest of the day
reacting emotionally to every mistake as proof thatthey areincapable. The positive
statement exists, but it may not be the heavier groove.

This helps explain why deliberate positive thinking sometimes seems to have little effect.
The conscious mind may be trying to install one message while emotional experience
repeatedly reinforces another. The two patterns are not necessarily equal. One may have
years of history behind it. One may carry stronger emotion. One may be triggered
constantly by the person’s environment. One may be supported by thousands of memories
the person already interprets as evidence. Simply thinking the opposite thought a few
times does not automatically give it the same weight.

This is also why self-sabotage often becomes more visible under stress. When a person is
calm, rested, and thinking clearly, the conscious mind may have more influence over
which responseis chosen. The newer groove may be easier to follow because the person
has time to notice what is happening.

Under exhaustion, fear, emotional pressure, anger, urgency, or distraction, that balance
can change. The older pattern is already practiced. It does not need much deliberation. It
can move first.

A person may even become aware of whatis happening whileitis happening. Part of the
mind can be saying, Stop, and the behavior continues.

That experience can be frightening because it challenges the way we normally think about
control. We assume that if we know what we are doing, understand thatitis wrong, and
consciously want to stop, we should automatically be able to stop. But awareness and
dominance are notthe same thing. The conscious mind can recognize a groove without yet
being stronger than it.



Thatis where self-sabotage can become deeply personal. After enough repetitions, the
person may stop thinking, I have a pattern, and begin thinking, This is who | am. That shift
changes everything.

I failedbecomes | am a failure. Imade a bad decision becomes | make bad decisions. | lost
controlbecomes | have no control. Now the behavioris connected to identity.

Once a groove becomes part of identity, experiences can begin being filtered through it.
Success may be dismissed as luck. Failure may be treated as confirmation. Improvement
may be overlooked because it conflicts with the established story. The groove no longer
describes something the person does. It begins describing who the person believes they
are. That belief can then influence the next decision.

This does not mean every bad outcome is self-sabotage. People fail for real reasons.
Circumstances matter. Other people matter. Timing matters. Health matters. Economics
matter. Luck matters. A person can do everything well and still lose.

Calling every failure self-sabotage would create another distortion. The important clueis
the repeated contradiction between conscious intention and behavior: I wanted this. |
knew what | needed to do. Why did | repeatedly move in the opposite direction?

That question deserves more than a judgment. It deserves examination.

Sometimes the answer may be obvious. Sometimes it may take a long time to see the
groove underneath the behavior. The person may need to look atwhat happened
immediately before the shift, what emotion was present, what thought appeared, what
situation felt familiar, what relief followed the behavior, and what conclusion they made
afterward.

The pattern often becomes clearer when the person stops asking only, Why did | ruin this?
and starts asking, What happened inside me before my behavior changed?

That question moves the focus away from condemnation and toward sequence. What
happened first? What became emotionally charged? What thought appeared? What did
the person begin expecting? What response felt easiest? What happened immediately
afterward? And what did the person tell themselves about what had just happened?

Those details matter because self-sabotage is rarely one isolated action. Itis often a chain.
A trigger activates a groove. The groove changes perception. Perception changes emotion.



Emotion changes behavior. Behavior creates consequences. Consequences are
interpreted. The interpretation strengthens the groove. Then the next trigger arrives.

Over time, the entire chain can become familiar. The person may only notice the final
behavior, but the process began eatrlier.

Thatis why simply commanding yourself to stop can be ineffective. By the time the
behavioris obvious, the groove may already be running. The more useful place to look may
be earlier in the sequence. Not only What did | do? but When did the direction change?

There is another reason this matters. People often punish themselves after self-
sabotaging. They become angry, ashamed, disgusted, or hopeless. They promise never to
doitagain. The emotionalintensity can be enormous.

Butif all of that emotion is attached to the same identity—/am an idiot. | always ruin
everything. | cannot trust myself—then the reaction may strengthen exactly the groove that
helped create the behavior in the first place. The person believes they are fighting the
pattern. They may actually be feeding it.

That does not mean accountability should disappear. A destructive action stillhas
consequences. A person still has responsibility for what they do. Understanding the groove
does not excuse the behavior. It gives us a better chance of understanding why the
behavior keeps returning.

There is an enormous difference between explanation and excuse. An excuse says nothing
needs to change. An explanation helps reveal what has to change.

If the person believes the problem is simply that they are weak, stupid, lazy, or defective,
there is very little usefulinformation in that conclusion. If the person recognizes thata
specific groove repeatedly becomes dominant under specific conditions, the problem
becomes more concrete.

Something is being triggered. Something has been reinforced. Something is winning. And if
it was built, then it can be examined.

This may be the mostimportant shiftin understanding self-sabotage. Instead of imagining
a mysterious force inside us that wants to destroy our lives, we can begin looking at
competing patterns.



The conscious goal may be real. The destructive behavior may also be real. One does not
prove the other was fake. The person may simply be experiencing the result of grooves that
do notyet pointin the same direction.

From the outside, that can look irrational. From the inside, it can feel like being at war with
yourself. But the war becomes less mysterious once we stop assuming that every part of
the brain has been trained toward the same outcome.

Self-sabotage may not always be a person choosing againstthemselves. Sometimes itis a
person discovering, painfully, that what they consciously wantand what has been most
deeply reinforced are notyet the same thing.

Thatrealization changes the question. Instead of asking, Why do | keep destroying what |
want? we can begin asking, What groove keeps taking control before | get there? Self-
sabotage stops being a mysterious defect in the person and becomes something more
specific: a pattern with a history, a trigger, and a sequence. And once the pattern can be
seen clearly, it can finally be examined forwhatitis.



Chapter 7— Fear, Confidence and the
Stories We Believe

Fear and confidence can begin before anything has actually happened. We walk into a
room, answer a phone call, face a challenge, meet someone new, or consider an
opportunity, and almostimmediately something inside us begins predicting what comes
next. We may feel capable before we have succeeded, or afraid before anything has gone
wrong. In that moment, we are not responding only to what is in front of us. We are also
responding to everything our brain has learned to expect.

Sometimes fear is not evidence that something is dangerous. Sometimes itis evidence
thatyour brain has seen something similar before. The same is true of confidence. Feeling
certain does not mean the prediction is correct.

The intensity of the feeling may tell us more about the strength of the groove than the
accuracy of the prediction. A deeply reinforced fear can feel completely convincing even
when the dangeris small orno longer exists. A deeply reinforced confidence can feel
equally convincing even when the person has misunderstood the situation. Fear can be
wrong. Confidence can be wrong. What makes either one feel true may simply be how
deeply the underlying groove has been built.

Understanding brain grooves is hot about distrusting every thought or feeling. It is about
learning that strong thoughts and feelings deserve examination, especially when they
arrive automatically. What am I feeling? What am | predicting? What experience taught me
this? Is this reaction coming from whatis happening now, orfrom a groove built
somewhere else?

Imagine your phone lights up with a name you recognize. Before you answer, your body
reacts. Maybe your stomach tightens. Maybe you smile. Maybe you feel irritated. Maybe
you feel nervous. Nothing has happened yet. The person has not said a word. Butyour
brain is already pulling from everything that name means to you. The phone call has not
started, but the groove already has.

How many times have you believed you were reacting to the present when you were
actually reacting to the past?



Once the groove is active, the conscious mind often begins building a story around the
feeling. If your stomach tightens when you see the name on the phone, you may
immediately think, This is going to be bad. If you feel confident walking into a room, you
may think, I've got this. The feeling arrives first, then the story begins explaining it. Over
time, those explanations can become familiar enough that we stop recognizing them as
stories at all. They begin to sound like facts.

Once that prediction has been repeated enough times, it can become more than a passing
feeling. It can begin to shape what we expect from ourselves. A person who has repeatedly
felt fearin certain situations may eventually stop thinking, / feel afraid here, and start
thinking, lam not good at this. Someone who has repeatedly succeeded may stop thinking,
I have handled this before, and start thinking, /am good at this. The groove begins to move
from a reaction to a story aboutwho we are.

And once a story becomes part of identity, it can begin shaping behavior before the person
consciously examines it. Someone who believes, | am bad at this, may hesitate, avoid
practice, speak less, or leave early. Someone who believes, | am good at this, may step
forward faster, take more chances, or recover from mistakes more easily. In both cases,
the story begins creating experiences that can reinforce the groove that produced itin the
first place.

The interesting partis what happens when reality does not match the story. A person who
believes, | am bad at this, may succeed and stilldismiss it as luck. Aperson who believes, /
am good at this, may failand explain it away as an exception. The groove does not only
influence what we expect before an event. It can also influence how we interpret what
happened afterward. Thatis how a story about ourselves can survive even when the
evidence becomes more complicated.

Once a story about ourselves becomes familiar, we can begin noticing the evidence that
supports it more easily than the evidence that challenges it. The person who believes, /
always mess this up, may remember every mistake and barely register the times things
wentwell. The person who believes, I can handle anything, may focus on every success
and ignore warning signs. The groove can begin shaping not only how we react, but what
we pay attention to. And what we repeatedly notice becomes more material for the story
we already believe.

The same process can begin shaping how we read other people. If we expect rejection, a
neutral expression can look cold. If we expect approval, the same expression may not
bother us at all. If we expect conflict, a short message can feel hostile. If we expect



support, we may read it as simply brief. The other person may not have changed. What
changed is the lens through which the moment was interpreted.

Fear and confidence become most useful when we stop treating them as verdicts. Fear
canwarn us, butitcan also exaggerate. Confidence can help us act, butitcan also blind
us. Neither feeling needs to be obeyed automatically or rejected automatically. The better
question is what the feeling is based on, and whether the evidence in front of us still
supports it.

A healthyrelationship with fear and confidence may have less to do with eliminating one or
strengthening the other, and more to do with learning to calibrate them. There are
moments when fear is useful because it matches the risk in front of us. There are moments
when confidence is useful because it reflects real preparation and experience.

Self-examination does not mean questioning every thought until we trust nothing about
ourselves. It means becoming curious about the thoughts and feelings that arrive with
unusualforce. When fear says, Don’t do this, or confidence says, You cannot miss, it may
be worth asking a few simple questions: What is this feeling based on? What experience
builtit? What evidence supports it now? And what evidence might| be overlooking
because the groove already feels familiar?

The stories we believe about ourselves often feel permanent because they have been
repeated for so long. lam bad at this. | am good at this. People like me. People do not like
me. lalways fail. | can handle anything. But a familiar story is not necessarily a complete
one. It may be a summary built from certain experiences, strengthened by repetition, and
carried forward long after the conditions that created it have changed.

The goalis notto become fearless, anditis notto become endlessly confident. It is to
become more aware of what those feelings are telling us and where the message came
from. Fear and confidence can both carry usefulinformation, and both can carry old
assumptions forward. The more clearly we can see the groove beneath the feeling, the less
likely we are to mistake familiarity for truth.



Chapter 8 — The Patterns We Keep
Repeating

Some patterns are easy to see because they happen every day. Others can take years to
recognize because each event looks different while it is happening. Different person.
Different job. Different city. Different argument. Different opportunity. But somewhere
underneath, the sameresponse keeps appearing. We tell ourselves that this time was
different, that the circumstances changed, that the other person caused it, orthatwe
simply had bad luck. Sometimes thatis true. But sometimes the details change while the
groove stays the same.

Onereason repeated patterns are so difficult to recognize is that we usually experience
them one event at a time. We do not see five relationships, four jobs, three arguments, or
ten abandoned plans all at once. We see the one directly in front of us, with its own people,
pressures, explanations, and circumstances. Each event can therefore feel unique even
when our response to itis familiar. The pattern often becomes visible only when we stop
looking at the events separately and begin looking at what keeps repeating across them.

When the same kind of outcome keeps appearing, eventually it is worth asking a harder
question: What is the common denominator? That does not mean everything that
happens to you is your fault. Other people make choices. Circumstances matter. Bad luck
is real. Butif different situations repeatedly lead to similar outcomes, there may be
something in your own expectations, reactions, or decisions that keeps entering the
equation. The purpose of recognizing that is not to assign blame. Itis to find the part of the
pattern you may actually be able to change.

The interesting partis that the groove may enter the sequence much earlier than the
moment we usually blame. Arelationship does not begin with the final argument. A
financial problem does not begin when the accountreaches zero. A person who repeatedly
quits does not begin the pattern on the day they walk away. Somewhere eatrlier, there were
things they noticed or ignored, expectations they carried in, behaviors they tolerated, risks
they accepted, conversations they avoided, or decisions that felt completely reasonable at
the time. By the time the obvious problem appears, the groove may have been influencing
the sequence fora long time.



Imagine someone who repeatedly ends up in relationships with people who are
emotionally unavailable. Each relationship can have a completely different story. One
person was consumed by work. Another avoided difficult conversations. Another simply
never seemed willing to get close. Looking at each relationship separately, there is an
explanation for why it failed. But looking across all of them raises a different question. Why
does this person keep feeling drawn to people who create the same emotional
distance? The answer may not be that they consciously want an unavailable partner. It
may be that something about that dynamicis familiar enough thatit feels normallong
before they recognize where it leads.

This is part of what makes repeated patterns so powerful: familiarity can feel like
normality. If a particular response has been reinforced enough times, we may stop
experiencing it as a response at all. We do not think, am choosing to avoid this
conversation. We simply feel that now is not the right time to have it. We do notthink, /lam
repeating an old pattern. We think, This is what this situation requires. Agroove that has
become familiar does not announce itself as a groove. It often feels like the most natural
thing in the world.

That can lead us to recreate conditions we consciously say we do nhotwant. Not because
some hidden part of us is trying to make us miserable, but because familiar grooves
influence whatwe notice, what we move toward, what we tolerate, and how we respond
once we are there. Someone who expects rejection may become guarded before rejection
has occurred. Someone accustomed to instability may feel strangely uncomfortable when
life becomes calm. Someone who has repeatedly abandoned projects when progress
becomes difficult may experience the next obstacle as evidence that this project is wrong
too. The circumstances are new, but the response has been rehearsed.

And the same groove does not always look the same on the surface. A person who avoids
difficult conversations in relationships may also avoid confronting problems at work.
Someone who constantly seeks reassurance from a partner may seek the same
reassurance from a boss, a customer, or an audience. Someone who learned to respond to
uncertainty by taking control may do it with money, family, work, or almost anything else
that matters to them. The situations can be completely different while the underlying
response remains remarkably similar. The pattern changes costumes. The groove does
not.

Consider a couple who seem to argue about everything. One nightitis money. Another
timeitisthe dishes. Aweek later itis a text message that went unanswered. To them,
these are three different arguments, each with its own cause. But watch what happens



after the disagreement begins. One person becomes quiet. The other interprets the silence
as rejection and pushes harder. The first person feels attacked and withdraws further. The
second becomes louder, more frustrated, and more determined to get a response.
Eventually they are having the same fight they have had dozens of times before, even
though they started with a completely different subject.

The important moment may not be the shouting atthe end. It may be the silence near the
beginning. One person has learned to protect themselves by withdrawing. The other has
learned to respond to withdrawal by pursuing harder. Neither person has to consciously
decide to repeat the argument. In the moment, each response can feel completely justified
by what the other person just did. But together, their grooves create a sequence that
becomes increasingly predictable. Change the subject of the argument and the pattern
still knows where to go.

When we cannot see the pattern, repeated outcomes can begin to make life feel as though
itis simply happening to us. Another bad relationship. Another failed attempt. Another
person who treated us the same way. Another opportunity that somehow fell apart. From
inside each event, there may be perfectly reasonable explanations forwhat happened. But
when we see only the circumstances and never our recurring response to them, we lose
sight of something important: the part of the sequence in which we may still have
influence.

That does not mean we control everything that happens in our lives. We do not control
other people, unexpected events, illness, accidents, economies, or countless
circumstances we never chose. Butthere is an enormous difference between saying /
control everything and asking What part of this can | control? Sometimes the answer is very
little. Sometimes itis much more than we realized. Recognizing our own patterns does not
give us control over the world. It gives us a better chance of recognizing where our choices
still exist.

Instead of asking only, “Why does this keep happening to me?” we can begin asking a
different question: “Where does my part of the pattern begin?” It may begin with the
person we choose, the warning sign we dismiss, the conversation we avoid, the
assumption we make, orthe momentwe decide there is no point trying. The repeating
momentis not always where the damage becomes obvious. Often it happens much earlier,
quietly, at a pointwhere the outcome still could have gone in several different directions.

Seeing a pattern does not mean we have discovered our destiny. A repeated outcomeis
evidence that something has been happening consistently, not proof that it must continue.



In fact, the pattern itself can give us useful information. If the same response keeps
appearing under similar conditions, we can begin looking for what activates it, where it
enters the sequence, and what tends to happen next. Instead of treating repetition as proof
thatthis is justwho lam, we can begin treating it as evidence of a groove that has been
practiced.

And once the pattern becomes visible, something has already changed. The groove may
still be there. It may still feel natural, and we may still follow it sometimes, but we are no
longer experiencing itin exactly the same way. Aresponse that once seemed inevitable
can now berecognized while itis happening, or eventually before it happens. That small
difference matters. You cannot examine a pattern you cannot see.

So, when something in your life seems to keep happening again and again, it may be worth
looking beyond the changing details. The people may change, the places may change, the
circumstances and even the explanations may change, but underneath them there may be
a response, expectation, or decision point that has remained remarkably consistent.
Sometimes the mostrevealing question is not simply, “Why does this keep happening to

me?” ltis:

What keeps changing in my life—and what keeps staying exactly the same?



Chapter 9 — When Your Grooves Help You

Some of the most valuable grooves in your brain may be ones you barely notice. In fact,
some may have been forming since childhood. A child who is repeatedly told they are
smart may begin approaching difficult problems expecting that they can figure them out. A
child who receives positive attention for their appearance may grow accustomed to
entering social situations expecting acceptance. Achild who is encouraged to speak,
explore, compete, create, or ask questions may carry those patterns forward for decades.
Years later, they may not think of any of this as a brain groove. They may simply say,
“That’s who | am.” But confidence, curiosity, persistence, and even our expectations
about how the world will respond to us can have histories too. Not every old groove is
something we need to escape. Some have been quietly helping us for most of our lives.

Helpful grooves can also shape what we expect from ourselves. If you grow up succeeding
in school, solving problems, or being trusted with responsibility, repeated success can
create more than a collection of good memories. It can build an expectation: | can
probably figure this out. That expectation changes what happens when something
becomes difficult. Instead of immediately interpreting difficulty as evidence thatyou
cannotdo it, you may treat difficulty as part of the process. You try again. You look for
anotherapproach. You ask a better question. Eventually that persistence creates more
successful experiences, which reinforce the groove that helped produce them. Just as an
unhelpful groove can create a cycle that strengthens itself, a helpful groove can do exactly
the same thing.

Resilience can become a groove too. Someone who has repeatedly faced setbacks and
found a way forward may gradually develop an expectation that difficulty is something they
can survive. That does not mean failure stops hurting, disappointment becomes pleasant,
orfear disappears. [t means the first setback does not automatically become the end of
the story. Experience has taught them that circumstances can change, problems can be
solved, and another path can sometimes be found. Confidence can grow from
repeatedly succeeding. Resilience can grow from repeatedly recovering. Over time,
even the response to adversity can become familiar: This is difficult. | may not know what
happens next. But | have found my way forward before.

Other helpful grooves are built much later, through choices we repeat often enough that
they begin to require less effort. A person may learn to pause before reacting in anger,
prepare before an important decision, save part of every paycheck, exercise even when



motivation is low, or finish what they start. At first, each of these behaviors may require
conscious effort. There may even be an internal argument every time. But repetition can
gradually change that. What once required discipline can begin to feel normal, and what
feels normalrequires less negotiation. A helpful groove can make a good decision easier
to make the next time.

And sometimes a helpful groove works so well that we stop recognizing how much work
wentinto building it. We look at someone who is disciplined, patient, organized, socially
comfortable, or calm under pressure and describe it as personality. They may describe it
thatwaytoo. But what now looks effortless may be the result of thousands of earlier
repetitions. The person who automatically prepares may once have learned the cost of
being unprepared. The person who listens before responding may have spentyears
learning not to react immediately. When a groove is helping us, we rarely stop to ask
where it came from. We simply enjoy the benefit of having it.

Helpful grooves can also change what we notice. When certain ways of thinking or
behaving have served us repeatedly, the brain becomes quicker at recognizing the
situations in which they matter. A person who has learned to prepare for problems may
notice small signs of trouble before everyone else does. Someone who has learned to
listen carefully may hear uncertainty in a conversation that others miss. Someone who has
repeatedly made good decisions under pressure may recognize when something simply
does not fit, even before they can explain exactly why. The groove is not only influencing
what we do. It can influence what we see coming.

This can sometimes look like intuition. A person senses that something is right, wrong,
safe, risky, promising, or worth another look before they can consciously explain why. That
feeling does not have to be mysterious. The brain may be comparing the present moment
with patterns accumulated through years of experience and producing a response before
the conscious mind has assembled the explanation. Of course, intuition is not
automatically correct; old grooves can mislead us too. But when a groove has been built
through repeated experience and reliable feedback, sometimes the feeling that
“something is telling me this matters” is experience speaking before words catch up.

Helpful grooves become especially valuable when life does not give us much time to think.
Under pressure, we may not have the luxury of carefully examining every possibility before
deciding whatto do. We often fall back on responses that have been reinforced enough
times to become familiar. If those grooves are useful, they can steady us rather than work
against us. We may pause instead of panic, look for a solution instead of immediately
assuming there is none, orfocus on whatwe can controlinstead of becoming



overwhelmed by everything we cannot. The same automaticity that can make an
unhelpful groove difficult to interrupt can make a helpful groove remarkably
dependable.

Imagine a parent walking into the kitchen and finding a glass shattered across the floor.
Their child stands beside it, frightened. Years earlier, the parent’s firstresponse might have
been anger. But over time they practiced something different: pause, see what happened,
handle the problem first. Now the response comes almost automatically. “Don’t move.
There could be glass under your feet.”

The frustration may still be there, but the firstresponse has changed. What once required
conscious effort has become a groove. And the child experiences the benefit of ittoo. One
person’s helpful groove has become part of another person’s environment.

Good grooves also conserve something we rarely think about: mental energy. If every
useful action required a fresh decision, even ordinary life would become exhausting.
Imagine having to debate with yourself every morning about whether to brush your teeth,
keep an appointment, show up forwork, or fulfill a promise you made yesterday. Helpful
grooves remove many of those negotiations. The decision has, in a sense, already been
practiced. That leaves more of our conscious attention available for the situations that
actually require it. Sometimes a good groove helps us not by making us better at
thinking, but by giving us fewer things we need to think about.

Helpful grooves can also influence the people around us. Patience practiced often enough
can change the way we respond to someone who is struggling. Reliability can teach other
people that our word means something. Listening can become so naturalthat people feel
comfortable telling us things they might otherwise keep to themselves. Even kindness can
become a familiar response rather than a decision we have to consciously make each
time. These grooves may have started with individual choices, but their effects do not
remain inside us. The patterns we repeat can become part of the environment other
people experience when they are around us.

Some helpful grooves are so deeply established that we notice them mostwhen we
encounter someone who does not have them. What feels obvious to us—keeping a
promise, preparing ahead, staying calm during a disagreement, getting back up aftera
setback—may not feel obvious to someone whose experiences reinforced a different
response. That does not necessarily make one person stronger, smarter, or better than the
other. It may simply mean they have practiced different patterns for a very long time. What



we call character is sometimes, at least in part, the collection of grooves we have
reinforced until they became the way we naturally move through the world.

We are often much quicker to examine ourselves when something is going wrong than
when something is going right. A repeated failure demands an explanation. Arepeated
success can easily become something we simply expect. Butthe grooves that are helping
us deserve attention too. There may be ways you respond to pressure, treat other people,
approach problems, keep commitments, or recover from disappointment that have been
serving you foryears. Understanding those patterns does not mean congratulating yourself
forevery good decision. It means recognizing that some of what works in your life works
because it has been reinforced again and again. If we can learn from the grooves that
hurt us, we can also learn from the grooves that help us.

Recognizing a helpful groove can also change the way we think about our strengths.
Instead of assuming that we were simply born patient, confident, persistent, disciplined, or
good with people, we can begin to ask what experiences helped those qualities become so
familiar. Somewhere along the way, many of our strengths were practiced, rewarded,
tested, orreinforced. Some began so early that we may never remember their beginning.
Others were built slowly through choices repeated over years. What feels like a natural
strength today may have a history we have simply forgotten.

And perhaps thatis one of the most encouraging things about helpful grooves: they remind
us that positive change does not always have to remain difficult. Something that requires
enormous effort today may not require the same effort forever. A response that feels
unnatural can become familiar. A behavior that requires constantreminders can
eventually become something we do without thinking. The first repetitions may feel
awkward, deliberate, and exhausting, butthatis not necessarily evidence that the behavior
does not belong to us. It may simply mean the groove is still being built. What requires
conscious effort today can eventually become part of the way we naturally live.

Not every helpful groove has to produce an extraordinary result. Some of the mostvaluable
ones are almostinvisible because they are woven into ordinary life. Showing up when you
said you would. Keeping a promise when breaking it would be easier. Asking a question
when you do not understand. Trying again after something does not work. Treating people
with respect even when you are frustrated. None of these moments may seem particularly
important by themselves, but repeated over years, they can influence relationships,
opportunities, reputations, and the direction of a life. Sometimes the grooves that help
us most are not the dramatic ones. They are the small ones we keep following.



It is easy to become so focused on the grooves we want to change that we overlook the
ones we would never want to lose. There are patterns in each of us that have made difficult
moments easier, good decisions more natural, relationships stronger, and challenges
more manageable. Some were given an early start by the environments we grew up in.
Others were earned through experience, repetition, mistakes, recovery, and years of
practice. They may feel so much like part of us that we no longer recognize them as
grooves at all. But perhaps understanding ourselves means looking in both directions—not
only atthe patterns that sometimes work against us, but also atthe ones that have been
quietly working for us all along.

So, as you begin noticing the grooves in your own life, do not look only forthe ones causing
problems. Look for the ones that have carried you through difficult moments, helped you
make good decisions, strengthened your relationships, or made something thatwas once
difficult feel almost natural. Some of them may have been forming for so long that you have
never thoughtto give them a name. You may have simply assumed, “That’s just who |
am.” Butif our struggles can have histories, our strengths can have histories too. And
sometimes understanding ourselves means asking not only “What needs to change?” but
also:

“What is already working—and how did it become part of me?”



Chapter 10 — You Don’t Know What You
Don’t Know

There are things you know, and there are things you know you do not know. You may know
thatyou cannot speak Japanese, repair a transmission, perform heart surgery, or play the
piano. Thereis nothing particularly strange about that kind of ighorance because you can
see it. You know where the edge of your knowledge is. You can recognize the gap and, if
you choose, begin looking for someone or something that can help you fill it. Knowing that
you do not know something is actually a form of knowledge.

Butthere is another kind of not knowing thatis much harder to recognize. These are the
things you do not know you do not know. You cannot search foran answer because you do
not know there is a question. You cannot notice that something is missing because, from
where you are standing, nothing appears to be missing. There may be an idea, skill,
explanation, opportunity, or piece of information that would completely change the way
you understand something, yet until you encounter it, you have no reason to go looking
for it.

Imagine someone who has used the same computer program for years. They perform a
particular task every day by clicking through six different menus. It takes several minutes,
but thatis simply how they learned to do it. Then one day a coworker watches them and
says, “Why don’t you just press these two keys?” The same task happens instantly. The
person wasn't stupid, lazy, or unwilling to learn. They didn't spend years consciously
choosing the slower method. They simply didn't know the shortcut existed.

What makes this kind of ighorance so difficult to recognize is that the world rarely feels
incomplete from inside our own minds. We do not walk around constantly aware of all
the information, experiences, and possibilities we are missing. We build our understanding
from what we have encountered, and that understanding becomes the world as we know
it. From inside that world, our conclusions can seem perfectly reasonable.

This is where brain grooves begin to matter. Our experiences do more than give us
information. Over time, they help train us to notice certain things, ignore others, ask
certain questions, and recognize certain patterns. Something thatimmediately catches
one person's attention may pass completely unnoticed by someone else. We don't just
learn what to think about. We also learn what to look for.



Sometimes a single new experience can suddenly make something visible that had been
invisible foryears. You meet someone in a profession you never knew existed. Someone
shows you a different way to solve a problem. You travel somewhere and discover that
people live very differently from the way you assumed everyone lived. Nothing about the
outside world had to change. What changed was what had become possible for you to
see.

Where we grow up, who we spend time with, what we are taught, and what we are exposed
to allinfluence what becomes visible to us. A child raised around business owners may
grow up knowing that starting a companyis even an option. A child raised around
musicians may understand things about music that another child has never considered.
Someone surrounded by people who went to college may see college as an obvious next
step, while someone from a completely different environment may never have been shown
the same path. Our environment does not determine everything we will become, but it
helps determine what we learn is possible.

This is onereason we should be careful with the phrase “common sense.” We often use it
to describe something that seems so obvious that everyone should know it. But much of
what feels obvious to us was learned somewhere. We saw it, experienced it, were taught it,
orrepeated it enough times that we eventually forgot there was ever a time when we did
not know it. What feels like common sense from inside one person's experience may
be completely absent from another person's experience.

That becomes especially important when we judge other people. We may look at
someone's decision and think, “How could they possibly not know that?” But that
question assumes they are looking at the situation with the same information,
experiences, and patterns we are. They may not be. Something that jumps outatus
immediately may not even register for them—not because they are stupid, but because
nothing in their life has taught them to see it yet. Sometimes what looks like a failure to
think is actually a difference in what someone has learned to notice.

There is another reason this matters: not knowing something does not always feel like
not knowing. We can feel completely certain about a conclusion because every piece of
information available to us points in the same direction. What we cannot seeis the piece
thatis missing. Sometimes one new fact, one new experience, or one new perspective can
appear and suddenly change the meaning of everything we thought we understood.

Imagine hearing that a friend quit a good job without another one lined up. From the
outside, the decision may look reckless. You know the salary was good, the company was



successful, and your friend has bills to pay. Based on everything you know, quitting makes
no sense. Then you learn that the friend had been quietly dealing with a situation at work
thatyou knew nothing about. None of the facts you already knew became false. But one
new fact changed the meaning of all of them.

This happens more often than we realize. We build explanations from the information
available to us, and then we can mistake those explanations forthe complete story.
Sometimes we are right. Sometimes we are missing only a small detail. And sometimes the
missing piece would cause us to see the entire situation differently. The danger is not
simply that we don't know everything. The danger is that we can feel certain while
having no idea what we're missing.

You can't simply think your way out of everything. Intelligence doesn't magically provide
information or experience you've never encountered. Sometimes whatwe need isn't better
reasoning. It's exposure to something we haven't seen yet.

That does not mean we should walk through life questioning everything we know. We could
never make a decision if every thought ended with but what if I’'m missing something? The
pointis notto become uncertain about everything. It is to leave a little room for curiosity.
When something does not make sense, when another person sees something completely
differently, or when the facts do not seem to fit, we can ask a simple question:

“Is there something here | don’t know yet?”



Chapter 11 — The Beginner and the Expert
Are Looking at Different Worlds

Two people can stand in the same place, look atthe same thing, and see two very different
worlds. Their eyes may receive essentially the same information, but what thatinformation
means to them can be completely different. One person notices something immediately
while the other does not notice it at all. What we see is influenced by what we have
learned to recognize.

Seeing, then, is not only about eyesight. Experience teaches us what matters, what can be
ignored, what belongs together, and what deserves our attention. Abeginner may be
looking directly at an important detail without understanding its significance. The
information is physically in front of them. They simply have not developed the experience
that gives thatinformation meaning. Sometimes we cannot recognize something until
we have learned what we are looking at.

Imagine two people walking through a house that s still under construction. The walls are
open. Framing, electrical wiring, plumbing, and ductwork are exposed. One person has
never built a house. The other has been building them for thirty years. To the first person, it
looks like an unfinished house filled with lumber, pipes, wires, and equipment. The
experienced builder walks through exactly the same space and sees something entirely
different.

The builder might suddenly stop and say, “That’s going to be a problem later.” The
beginner looks atthe same spot and wonders how the builder could possibly know that.
But the builder's brain is drawing on years of pattern recognition. He has seen what
happens when something is framed that way, when a pipe runs through the wrong place, or
when a measurement is slightly off. He may recognize a problem before the problem even
exists. The beginner sees what is there. The expert can sometimes see what it is
becoming.

The builder was not born seeing houses this way. Years of experience taught him what to
notice. Successful builds, mistakes, inspections, corrections, unexpected problems, and
thousands of repetitions gradually changed what he sees when he walks through a
construction site. What now looks like instinct has a history. Experience has taught his
brain which details matter.



The beginner, meanwhile, may have to consciously think through each individual piece.
Whatis that for? Why is it there? What does it connect to? The expert no longer needs to
process every detail separately. Thousands of individual pieces have been grouped into
meaningful patterns that can now be recognized almost automatically. What looks
effortless from the outside may actually be the result of years of learning, repetition,
mistakes, and correction.

This happens everywhere. A mechanic hears something in an engine that sounds perfectly
normalto everyone else. Amusician notices timing, phrasing, or balance that another
listener never hears. Ateacher recognizes exactly where a student became confused even
when the student cannot explain it. A chef tastes something and immediately knows what
is missing. The information may be available to everyone, but experience changes
what we are capable of recognizing within it.

But something interesting happens as those grooves become deeper. The expert can
develop a blind spot of their own. Once something has become obvious to us, we can
forget thatitwas not always obvious. We begin to assume that anyone looking atthe same
situation should see what we see. We may even become frustrated and think, “How can
you possibly not notice that?” But what feels instant to us now may have been built
through years of exposure, mistakes, repetition, and correction. What now feels effortless
once required effort, even if we no longer remember what that felt like.

This is where the idea of “common sense” becomes complicated again. What feels
obvious to the expert may not be obvious at all. It may be knowledge that has been
reinforced so many times thatthe expert has forgotten learning it. A deeply established
groove can begin to feel less like something we learned and more like something everyone
should simply know.

Sometimes this becomes especially visible in teaching. A great teacher is not simply
someone who understands the subject. A great teacher can remember—or reconstruct—
what the subject looked like before that understanding existed. They know not to skip steps
that now seem insignificant. They can take a pattern that has become automatic in their
own mind and break it back into pieces that someone else can follow. Teaching someone
well sometimes requires remembering what it felt like not to know.

That also requires patience. Not knowing something yetis notthe same as being incapable
of learning it. The beginner who struggles with something today may eventually perform it
without conscious thought. The things that require enormous concentration now may one
day become so familiarthat the same person has difficulty remembering why they were



ever hard. The beginner and the expert may not be different kinds of people. They may
simply be standing at different points in the development of a groove.

And being an expert in one area does not make someone an expert in everything. The
master builder may walk through a house and notice things most people would never see,
then walk into a kitchen and have no idea what to do. A brilliant surgeon may know very
little about repairing an engine. Atalented musician may struggle with money. We all have
areas where our grooves run deep and areas where we are almost starting from scratch.
This is both humbling and useful because it reminds us that not seeing somethingis nota
moral failure. Often, it simply means we have not learned to see it yet.

Put several experienced people into the same situation and something else happens: each
may notice something different. An engineer may see structure. An accountant may see
cost. A designer may see space. A salesperson mayimmediately notice what a buyer will
notice. Each person's experience directs attention toward different information. Expertise
can reveal things to us, but no expertise allows one person to see everything.

That brings us back to the question from the previous chapter. Sometimes whatwe do not
know is not hidden somewhere waiting to be discovered. Sometimes itis sitting directly in
front of us. We can look straight atit and still fail to recognize its importance because we
have notyet developed the experience that gives it meaning. Seeing something and
understanding what you are seeing are not always the same thing.

And this extends far beyond professional skills. People accumulate experience with
relationships, money, conflict, parenting, loss, business, cultures, technology, and almost
every other part of life. We constantly encounter people who recognize things we do not
and failto recognize things that seem obvious to us. Their experiences have trained them
to notice a different collection of patterns. Instead of immediately asking, “How can you
not see that?” perhaps sometimes itis worth asking, “What are they seeing that |
don’t?” And perhaps an even more important question is, “What am | looking directly at
that | haven’t learned to see yet?”

Curiosity itself can become a kind of groove. The more often we ask what we might be
missing, the more naturalit becomes to pause before rushing to judgment. We begin to
notice moments when our own certainty feels a little too neat or arrives a little too quickly.
That habit does not guarantee that we will see everything, but it keeps the door open to
seeing more. It allows us to hold our conclusions a little less tightly and remain teachable a
little longer.



Over time, that can change the way we move through the world. Instead of needing to be
rightimmediately, we can become more interested in understanding. We ask another
question. We listen a little longer. We allow ourselves to be surprised. Not knowing
becomes less threatening and more informative because it tells us there may still be
something here to learn, no matter how much experience we think we already have.

Becoming more capable, then, is not only about accumulating answers. Sometimes it
means becoming comfortable enough to say, “l don’t know yet.” Thereis no shamein
being at the beginning of a groove. Every ability that now feels naturalto someone once
existed in a form that was unfamiliar, awkward, or difficult. That kind of honesty keeps our
minds flexible, keeps us learning, and helps us remain connected to people who may
simply be standing somewhere else along the same path.

So perhaps the most useful place to stand is somewhere between overconfidence and
self-doubt, with enough confidence to use what we already know and enough curiosity to
recognize that there will always be things we have not learned to see. Not knowing is not
always the end of the story. Sometimes it is where the story starts.



Chapter 12 — Sucks to Be You

Nobody has to actually say “Sucks to be you.” Most people never would. They may listen
to whatyou are going through, tell you they are sorry, offer advice, try to encourage you, or
genuinely wish things were different. They may care about you very much. But eventually
the conversation ends. They return to their life, and you return to yours. Whatever you were
carrying before the conversation is still there.

From your side, that can feel very different from what the other person intended. They
listened. They cared. Maybe they even tried to help. But they get to walk away from the
problem while you continue living inside it. It can almost feel as though they are walking
away wearing an invisible T-shirt that says SUCKS TO BE YOU. They may have absolutely
no idea they are wearing it.

But this isn't necessarily a story about people not caring. Itis a story about how difficult it
can be forone human being to completely understand the reality of another. We listen to
someone else's experience through everything we have experienced ourselves—our
beliefs, fears, expectations, memories, biases, and brain grooves. We may be trying very
hard to understand, but we are still trying to understand someone else's world with a brain
thatwas builtinside our own.

There is alsoan uncomfortable part of this idea thatis easy to miss. Sometimes you're the
one wearing the shirt. Someone tells you about their life, their fear, their loss, their
marriage, their job, their child, or their grief. You listen. Maybe you genuinely care. You
might think about it for a while or even try to help. Eventually, though, you return to your
life. From their side, you're the person walking away. You may not mean to be, butin that
moment, you're wearing the exact same shirt.

Part of the reason this happens is that we understand other people's lives by comparing
them, consciously or unconsciously, with our own experiences. Sometimes our experience
simply does not contain anything that feels like theirs. We fillin the missing pieces without
realizing thatwe are doing it. Thatis how we arrive at statements like “Why don't you
just...?” Just leave. Just stop. Just get anotherjob. Just tell them no. Just move on. The
word just can shrink a problem because we are solving the version of the problem that
exists inside our own head rather than the one another person is actually living.



From our perspective, the solution may seem obvious. What we cannot see are all the
pieces surrounding the problem—the history, consequences, obligations, fears,
relationships, previous attempts, or experiences that give it weight. We may not know what
we don't know. We may even be looking directly at something we have never learned to
recognize. Our advice can make perfect sense from inside our world and still make very
little sense from inside theirs. Sometimes “just” tells us more about the world of the
person giving the advice than it does about the person receiving it.

And sometimes it is not even that we lack compassion. We simply cannot feel the problem
with the same weight the other person does. We can imagine it. We can sympathize with it.
We can worry aboutit forthem. We may even spend considerable time trying to help. But
eventually we get a break from their problem. They may not. We can think about it foran
hour and then become occupied with something else. They may wake up with itagain
tomorrow morning. Understanding someone else's burden and carrying that burden are
two different things.

Sometimes that distanceis also a form of protection. Caring about another person's
problem does not mean we can absorb itinto our own life without limits. Helping can
require time, emotional energy, attention, and sometimes money. There may come a point
when taking on someone else's burden begins to threaten our own stability. Sometimes
putting on the shirt is not a failure to care. It is the mind recognizing, “l cannot make
every problem |l understand my problem to carry.”

Thatis why Sucks to Be You is not only about being misunderstood. Itis also about
misunderstanding. Itis about how easily we can assume we understand someone else's
reality and how invisible the gaps in our own understanding can be. Notbecausewe are
necessarily bad, selfish, oruncaring people, but because we cannot stand inside another
person's exact life with their exact history, experiences, emotions, circumstances, and
brain grooves.

This means the question cannot always be “Why don't they understand me?” Sometimes
we also have to ask, “Where might | be wearing the same shirt?” Where am | offering a
simple solution to a life | do not completely see? Where am | assuming something should
be easy because it would be easy for me? Where am |l interpreting another person's
choices through experiences that belong to me rather than to them?

None of this means we should stop trying to help one another. Other people can
sometimes see things that we cannot see ourselves. Someone outside a problem may
recognize a pattern thathas becomeinvisible to the person living inside it. Advice,



perspective, experience, and even disagreement can be enormously valuable. But perhaps
we can hold our own perspective a little more loosely. We can ask another question before
rushing toward the obvious answer. We can leave room for the possibility thatthere is
something important we do not yet understand.

Theinvisible shirt, then, does not always mean “l don't care.” Sometimes it means
something much more human: /care, butl cannotcompletelyunderstand yourworld, and |
cannotcarryitthe wayyou do. There are limits to how much of another person's
experience any of us can fully absorb. Eventually, our attention returns to our own
responsibilities, relationships, fears, problems, and lives. Thatis true of the people around
us, anditis true of us too.

We will probably spend our lives doing both—sometimes seeing the shirt and sometimes
wearing it. We can feel profoundly misunderstood in one part of our lives and then fail to
understand someone else in another. Understanding brain grooves does not erase that
distance between us, and it cannot give us experiences we have never lived. Butit might
make us a little more careful about assuming that the world looks the same from the other
side.

Because sometimes “Sucks to be you” isn't cruelty. Itis distance between two different
worlds, each shaped by experiences the other person can never completely possess. If we
can recognize that distance, perhaps we can approach it with a little more humility, a little
more patience, and a little more curiosity before deciding that we fully understand.

Sometimes we see the shirt. Sometimes we're wearing it.



Chapter 13 — Why Smart People Can Be
Spectacularly Wrong

We tend to assume thatintelligence protects us from being wrong. And often, it does help.
The ability to reason, analyze information, recognize patterns, and question assumptions
can lead to better decisions. Butintelligence has a limitationthatis easy to overlook: it can
only work with the information and assumptions available toit. Abrilliant mind can
analyze the wrong information, begin with the wrong assumption, or simply be missing
something important. Intelligence can improve the quality of our thinking, but it cannot
guarantee that the conclusion we reach is true.

A brilliant answer to the wrong problem is still the wrong answer. Someone can reason
carefully, connect the evidence logically, and build an explanation that makes perfect
sense based on everything they know. The problem may not be in the reasoning atall. It
may be in what came before it. If one important assumption is wrong, or one critical piece
of information is missing, excellent reasoning can carry us confidently toward the wrong
conclusion. Logic can connect the dots, but it cannot tell us whether all the dots are
there.

Intelligence and information are not the same thing. A person can be exceptionally good at
analyzingwhatthey know and still know only part of what matters. No amount of reasoning
canrecover a factthat never entered the equation. As we saw earlier, sometimes the most
importantinformation is something we do not even know we are missing. You cannot
reason with information you do not know exists.

And intelligence does not operate separately from everything we have already learned. A
highly intelligent person still has beliefs, expectations, memories, fears, biases, and years
of experience shaping what they notice and how they interpret it. Their brain has grooves
just like everyone else's. Those grooves can help them recognize important patterns
quickly, but they can also make one explanation appear more obvious than another. Being
good at thinking does not mean we begin every thought from neutral ground.

Imagine that a close friend suddenly stops returning your calls. You know they have been
using their phone because you can see them posting online. A few days earlier, the two of
you had a disagreement, and although it seemed resolved at the time, their messages
became shorter afterward. Then you learn that they went out with several mutual friends



and never mentioned it to you. None of these facts are invented. Every one of them is true.
And already, your mind is probably beginning to tell you a story about what they mean.

The explanation begins to feel obvious. Your friend is stillcommunicating with other
people, the disagreement gives you a possible reason, and being left out of the gathering
seems to provide even more evidence. You may start replaying the disagreement, looking
forthe momentwhen things changed. Perhaps you remember something you said that
could have offended them. The more pieces that fit the explanation, the less it begins to
feel like an explanation at all. It begins to feel like knowledge.

Then you learn one more fact. Your friend has been dealing privately with a serious family
problem. The people they went out with already knew about it and had taken them outfora
few hours to get their mind off whatwas happening. They had not told you because they
were notready to talk aboutit. Suddenly, the same unanswered calls, short messages,
and night out with friends can mean something very different. None of the original facts
changed. What changed was the story those facts seemed to tell.

This is one of the easiest traps for an intelligent mind to fallinto. We can collect real
evidence, reason logically from it, and still reach the wrong conclusion because we are
unknowingly supplying the missing pieces ourselves. The problem is not necessarily that
our facts are wrong. Sometimes we have the facts right and the story wrong.

Once that explanation exists, our mind can start treating it like a fact. That's where
intelligence can occasionally make the problem worse. A smart brain is very good at
building a convincing structure around an idea. It can find patterns, explanations, and
supporting details. Once that structure feels solid, it no longer feels like a guess or even an
interpretation. It feels like something we know.

Even very intelligent people engage in motivated reasoning. Once we lean toward a
conclusion, often without realizing it, our mind naturally starts noticing and favoring
information that supports that conclusion. Contradictory details may be questioned more
harshly, explained away, or forgotten more quickly. This isn't stupidity. It's human. But
intelligence can provide us with more tools for defending the conclusion we have already
started to favor.

And the ability to defend an idea is not the same as proving it true. Someone can offer ten
strong arguments for a conclusion that began with a missing fact. The arguments may
sound impressive, but they do not repair what was missing atthe beginning. A strong
defense of anidea does not automatically make the idea correct.



Two very intelligent people can look at the same situation and reach opposite conclusions,
both supported by reasoning and evidence. The difference is often not intelligence alone. It
may be which facts each person starts with, what experiences they bring with them, what
assumptions they make, and which brain grooves those facts fall into. Two intelligent
minds can reason well and still arrive in very different places.

Experience can add another layer to this. When we've been correct many times before,
especially in complex situations, it becomes natural to trust our judgment. Most of the
time, that's reasonable. Butthat same success can also make it harder to notice when a
familiar pattern no longer fits. What worked before can become part of the evidence we
use to convince ourselves that ourinterpretation must be right.

This idea matters not because it explains why other smart people are wrong, but because
itexplains how we can be wrong. It's easy to read examples like this and think of someone
else—the coworker who's always certain, the pundit on television, or the person who never
admits a mistake. Butthe uncomfortable partis that this chapteris notreally about them.
It's about us. We all build explanations from incomplete information and then forget
how much of the explanation we filled in ourselves.



Chapter 14 — When “Common Sense”
Isn’t Common

We talk about common sense as if everyone should simply have it. When someone makes
a decision that feels obviously wrong, we might say, “That’s just common sense,” or
“How could they not know that?” But much of whatwe call common sense wasn’t born
into us. We learned it. We learned it from our families, our culture, our jobs, our mistakes,
the people around us, and thousands of experiences we may no longer even remember.
What feels obvious today may only feel obvious because the lesson that taught it to us
happened so long ago.

Imagine a child who grows up in a house where everyone removes their shoes at the door.
Nobody needs to explain the rule every time someone comes inside. It simply becomes
what people do. Years later, walking through someone's house with shoes on may feel
obviously rude orinconsiderate. Another person may have grown up in a home where
nobody removed their shoes and never thought twice about it. To them, walking inside with
shoes on feels completely normal. Both people can experience their own behavior as
common sense because each learned a different version of normal.

The interesting partis that neither person may remember learning it. There may have been
no formallesson at all. They watched, repeated, were occasionally corrected, and
eventually stopped thinking about it. The behavior became automatic, and the learning
process disappeared from memory. This happens with far more than shoes. Once a
lesson has been repeated enough, what was learned can begin to feel self-evident.

Families create enormous amounts of what eventually feels like common sense. How we
handle money, disagreements, food, punctuality, privacy, work, guests, affection, and
responsibility can all be shaped by the household in which we grew up. In one family,
arriving fifteen minutes early may be considered responsible. In another, arriving fifteen
minutes late barely registers. We can carry these rules into adulthood without realizing
that we are carrying rules at all.

Culture expands the sameidea far beyond the family. Eye contact can communicate
confidence in one setting and disrespect in another. Personal space, greetings, tipping,
clothing, table manners, speaking to elders, and countless other behaviors can change
meaning depending on where we are. A person can behave in a way that seems perfectly



sensible within the grooves of one culture and completely inappropriate within another.
Sometimes common sense changes when you cross a border.

Professions develop their own versions of common sense too. Someone who has spent
twenty years in a particular field may recognize a mistake immediately and wonder how a
beginner could possibly miss it. But the experienced person is drawing on thousands of
repetitions, corrections, successes, and failures that the beginner has never had. The
answer feels obvious because experience has made it obvious. What experts sometimes
call common sense is actually expertise they have forgotten they learned.

Some of our strongest versions of common sense come from consequences. We touched
something hot once, and we do not need a lecture about it. Someone who has been
burned financially, professionally, socially, or physically may see a dangerimmediately
thatanother person doesn't see atall. The lesson feels obvious in the present, but what
actually taught us was the past.

This is often where judgment enters. When we say, “How could they possibly do that?”
we may really mean, “Given everything | know and have experienced, | wouldn't do
that.” Those are not the same statement. One describes our own grooves. The other
assumes that our grooves are universal.

And common sense can also be wrong. Something being widely accepted or feeling
obvious doesn't make it true. Entire groups can reinforce the same mistaken assumption
until questioning it feels foolish. That sense of obvioushess can make anidea feel safe
even when it's not.

Common sense also changes over time. Ideas and behaviors that seemed completely
obvious to one generation can look strange to the next. The world changes, technology
changes, knowledge changes, and our experiences change with them. Some things we
consider obvious today may seem equally strange to people fifty years from now. What
feels obvious in one moment of history may not feel obvious in another.

The phrase “common sense” can also become a way of ending a conversation instead of
explaining something. Saying, “It’s just common sense,” can make it seem as though no
explanation is necessary—and that anyone who disagrees simply lacks something they
should have. Butif an idea really makes sense, we should usually be able to explain why.
Calling something common sense is not the same as explaining the reasoning behind
it.



None of this means common senseis useless. Much of whatwe call common sense s
extremely valuable. It can represent years of accumulated experience compressed into
judgments that help us move through life without analyzing every decision from the
beginning. The mistake is not having common sense. The mistake is assuming that our
version of common sense arrived from nowhere and should therefore exist in
everyone else.

So the next time someone fails to see something that seems completely obvious, it may be
worth asking a different question. Instead of immediately thinking, “How could they not
know that?” ask, “What happened in my life that taught me this?” Maybe someone
explained it to us. Maybe we watched someone else. Maybe we learned it through years of
experience, or maybe we learned it painfully by getting something wrong. Whatever the
answer, the question reminds us that what feels obvious now may once have been
something we did not know either.

Recognizing that history does not mean abandoning our judgment or pretending every
decision is equally sensible. Experience matters. Knowledge matters. Some choices really
do produce predictable consequences. But we can trust what we have learned without
assuming everyone else had the same family, culture, teachers, mistakes, opportunities,
consequences, or experiences that taughtitto us. We can use our grooves without
assuming everyone else has the same ones.

Whatwe call common sense is often a collection of deeply established grooves—lessons
repeated so manytimes that we've forgotten they were lessons. They become so familiar
thatthey no longer feel learned at all. They simply feel obvious. Sometimes something
seems obvious not because everyone should know it, but because we can no longer
remember what it was like not to know it.



Chapter 15— When Confidence Feels Like
Knowledge

We usually think we can tell when we know something. The answer arrives quickly. Thereis
little hesitation. We do not feel as though we are guessing or working through possibilities.
We simply know. That feeling can be so convincing that we rarely stop to separate two very
different things: how certain we feel and how certain the evidence allows us to be.

Sometimes that confidence is earned. An experienced surgeon may recognize a
complication that a medical student would miss. Amechanic may hearan engine and
immediately know something is wrong. An experienced pilot may recognize a developing
situation before someone with far fewer hours even knows what to look for. Years of
experience have built grooves that allow patterns to be recognized quickly, sometimes
before the person can fully explain what they noticed. In those situations, confidence may
be the result of genuine knowledge and deeply trained pattern recognition.

Butthe feeling itself cannot tell us where it came from. Abelief that has been repeated for
years can also arrive quickly. An assumption reinforced by the people around us can feel
obvious. A conclusion built from incomplete experience can become so familiarthatwe
stop remembering itwas ever a conclusion at all. Being right can feel like certainty.
Being wrong can feel exactly the same way.

This creates a problem for the conscious mind. If accurate knowledge and deeply
reinforced error can both produce the same feeling of certainty, then confidence itself
cannot be the test of whether we are right. We need something outside the feeling.
Evidence. Feedback. Results. Other perspectives. Some way of testing what the groove is
telling us against something that does not depend entirely on the groove itself.

Think about something you know so well thatyou no longer remember learning it. If | ask
you the capital of France, Paris may appear almostinstantly. You probably do not search
through a list of French cities, compare the possibilities, and then select the most likely
answer. The answer simply arrives. Now imagine | ask you a question in a subject you know
almost nothing about. The experience is completely different. You search, hesitate, guess,
or simply admit that you do not know. We often experience the speed and ease of the
first answer as part of what knowing feels like.



But speed and familiarity can be trained by things other than truth. Hear the same claim
enough times and it becomes easier to recognize. Grow up around an idea and it can begin
to feel like common sense. Reach the same conclusion repeatedly and eventually the path
to that conclusion becomes effortless. None of this proves the belief is wrong. But none of
it proves the belief is right either. A groove becomes easier to travel because it has been
traveled before, not because it necessarily leads somewhere true.

This is onereason expertise can be both powerful and dangerous. Experts need mental
shortcuts because nobody can consciously analyze every piece of information every time a
decision is required. Most of the time, those shortcuts work extremely well. Butonce a
shortcut has worked hundreds of times, it becomes easy to trust the feeling it produces,
even when the situation has changed. The question is no longer simply, “Have | seen this
before?” It becomes, “Is what | learned before still reliable here?”

Consider a physician trying to diagnose a patient whose symptoms could point to several
different conditions. The physician has seen hundreds of patients and recognizes a familiar
pattern almostimmediately. Based on years of experience, one diagnosis seems to fitand
treatment begins, but the symptoms continue. A second physician looks atthe same
patient and sees something different. Further examination shows the first diagnosis was
wrong. The first physician was not simply guessing, and all that experience was not
meaningless. In fact, experience was part of what made the diagnosis feel so convincing.
The problem was that a familiar pattern pointed toward an answer before the other
possibilities were fully considered. The very experience that usually helps can
sometimes make the wrong answer feel almost self-evident.

This is where confidence becomes especially deceptive. We tend to imagine that being
wrong should feel uncertain. That somewhere inside us there will be hesitation, a flicker of
doubt, someinternal alarm. But there is no requirement that error feel like error. A well-
reinforced groove can produce an answer with the same speed and certainty as a correct
one. Certainty is a description of a feeling, not a guarantee of accuracy.

We rarely notice how much that feeling depends on what we have repeatedly experienced.
If an answer comes quickly and smoothly, we tend to experience thatas / know. If it comes
slowly, with hesitation or mental effort, we experience that as uncertainty. But neither
feeling is proof. The brain is reporting the smoothness of the path, not the truth of the
conclusion.

This is onereason intelligent and experienced people can still be wrong. Intelligence can
strengthen a groove just as practice can. We can become very good at explaining,



defending, orrefining a conclusion we have already accepted. That skill can feel like
deeper knowing. But the groove being well-practiced is notthe same as it being correct.

So when certainty shows up in your own mind, it may help to pause and ask a different kind
of question. Not only, “How sure do | feel?” but “What is that feeling based on?” Is it
based on tested knowledge? On recent evidence? Or simply on how familiar the answer
feels?

That question does not weaken real knowledge. It strengthens it. Knowledge that can be
questioned and still stand is far stronger than certainty that simply sits unquestioned.

And that matters because most of the time, the world will not argue with us in advance.
Reality does nottap us on the shoulder and warn us that our confidence is misplaced. The
feedback comes later—sometimes quietly, sometimes painfully. The feeling of  know
happens first. Reality's answer arrives afterward.

That is why confidence is something to notice, not something to obey.



Chapter 16 — When Experience Makes You
Wrong

Experience is one of the most valuable teachers we have. Much of this book has been
about exactly that. Experience builds grooves. It allows us to recognize patterns faster,
make decisions with less conscious effort, and see things a beginner may not even know
are there. In many situations, the person with more experience really does have an
enormous advantage. But experience teaches us from what happened before. It cannot
guarantee that what happens next will be the same.

That distinction matters because experience rarely introduces itself as the past. It often
feels like knowledge about the present. We look at a person, a situation, a market, a
relationship, or a problem and something feels familiar. We have seen this before. We
know where this is going. And sometimes we are absolutely right. Our brain recognizes a
pattern because the pattern really is repeating.

But sometimes only part of the pattern is repeating. Something important has changed.
The environment is different. The rules are different. A new variable has entered the
picture. Yet the old groove can still produce the same familiar answer: | know what this is.
At that moment, experience can do something strange. The very thing that once taught us
how to see can begin preventing us from seeing what has changed.

Imagine a trader who has made money for years using a particular strategy. In certain
conditions, that strategy may have worked extremely well. The patterns were real. The
experience was real. The success was real. But markets change. The same pattern that
once led to profit can start leading to losses if the underlying conditions shift. Yet it is often
the trader's past success that makes it hardest to see that change. The old groove is
strong, and it feels like expertise.

The same thing happens in everyday life. A parent may rely on what worked with one child,
only to discover that a different child responds in a completely different way. Aleader may
rely on what worked in one company, only to find it fails in another. Even in our personal
lives, we can assume that a situation willunfold a certain way simply because it once did.
But people change. Context changes. And the grooves in our mind do not automatically
update.



Part of the danger is that experience often earns our trust. We have evidence that it
worked. That history does not just build skill. It builds belief in the skill. It becomes harder
to question, not because we are arrogant, but because questioning it feels unnecessary.
After all, it worked—until it doesn't.

And when it doesn't, the first instinct may be to double down. To do more of what once
worked rather than step back and ask whether the situation itself has changed. The more
successful the old approach has been, the more evidence we seem to have for continuing
to trust it. Past success can therefore become part of the reason we are slow to recognize
when something new is happening.

None of this means that experience is bad. Of course not. Experience is often the only
reason we can function in complex situations. The pointis simply that experienceis a
teacher with a blind spot. It teaches faithfully from the past, butit cannot by itself tell us
when the present is no longer the pastrepeated. That awareness—the willingness to
notice when experience might be misleading us—becomes its own kind of skill.

Sometimes the hardest thing to say is, “This time might be different.” Saying it can feel
like a betrayal of everything we have learned. But being willing to ask that question does
not erase experience. It lets experience stay useful by keeping it flexible.

So perhaps the question is not simply, “Do | have experience?” but also, “Am | still
noticing what no longer fits?” That small shift in attention can turn experience froma rigid
script into a flexible guide. It allows us to honor what we have learned without being
trapped by it. To say, This is what | know, and | am willing to learn something new.

In practice, that might mean slowing down atthe moment when everything feels obvious—
when the pattern feels familiar and the answer arrives quickly and confidently. Instead of
immediately trusting the groove, we can pause long enough to check whether the
conditions stillmatch what we learned. That pause can be uncomfortable. It interrupts the
flow of certainty, but it can also create just enough space to notice small signals we might
otherwise miss.

It may also mean treating surprise as information rather than as an error. When something
does not fit our expectations, the instinct is often to explain it away so we can preserve the
familiar pattern. But that moment of mismatch can be exactly where learning begins.
Curiosity in that moment can tell us something the groove alone cannot.



Over time, that kind of pause—that small habit of checking—can become its own groove. A
groove of flexibility rather than certainty. One that does not reject experience, but keeps it
from hardening into assumption.

Experience is valuable because it gives us a place to begin. It becomes risky only when we
start mistaking that starting point for the finalanswer. The goalis not to distrust what
experience has taught us. Itis to remain capable of noticing when the world in front of us
no longer matches the world that taught us what we know.

Experience builds the groove. Wisdom knows when to look outside it.



Chapter 17 — Practice Doesn’t Make
Perfect

Most of us have heard some version of the phrase “practice makes perfect.” Theidea is
simple: if you do something enough times, eventually you become good atit. There is truth
buried inside thatidea, butthere is also a problem. Repetition does not know the
difference between what helps us and what hurts us. If we repeatedly practice something
the wrong way, our brain does not necessarily stop us and say, You probably shouldn't get
better at this. Practice doesn't make perfect. Practice makes patterns.

Think about someone learning to play a musical instrument. If they repeatedly practice the
same passage with the same mistake, something interesting can happen. The mistake
itself begins to become familiar. Their fingers learn the wrong movement. Eventually,
correcting the mistake can feel harderthan learning the passage from the beginning
because now they are not simply learning something new. They are trying to replace
something they have already trained themselves to do.

The same thing happens far beyond physical skills. We can practice becoming angry when
we feel criticized. We can practice avoiding conversations that make us uncomfortable.
We can practice giving up when something becomes difficult, reaching for our phone
whenever we become bored, orassuming the worst when we don't have all the
information. Nobody wakes up in the morning and decides, I'm goingto practice this today.
But repetition doesn't require that intention. You don't necessarily build the groove you
want. You build the groove you repeatedly practice.

Then the question becomes not only “Am | practicing?” but also “What exactly am/|
practicing?” Am | practicing patience or am | practicing frustration? Am | practicing
listening oram | practicing defending? Am | practicing calm or am | practicing panic?
Practice is always teaching something. Sometimes it's teaching the thing we think we're
practicing. And sometimes it's teaching something else entirely.

Theword practice usually makes us think about something intentional. We practice the
piano. We practice a golf swing. We practice speaking another language. We set aside time
specifically to improve. But our brains do not require a scheduled practice session in order
to learn from repetition. Anything we repeatedly do can become a form of practice,
whether we intended to practice it or not.



Someone who responds defensively every time they feel criticized may never think of
themselves as practicing defensiveness. They are simply reacting. But if the same reaction
happens again and again, the pathway becomes familiar. The next time criticism appears,
defensiveness may arrive even faster. In the same way, someone who repeatedly pauses
before responding is practicing something too. Both people are reinforcing a response.
The difference is the response they are reinforcing.

This is what makes repetition so powerful and sometimes so dangerous. We don't have to
consciously choose a lesson for our brain to learn from it. Some of our deepest practice
may happen during ordinary moments when we don't think we're practicing anything at all.
Every repetition is not necessarily making us better. It may simply be making us more
practiced.

That's why change can feel frustrating. It's not only that we're trying to do something new.
We're trying to do something new while an older groove is still sitting there, ready,
reinforced by repetition. That doesn't mean change is impossible. It means change usually
feels awkward at first, not because we're failing, but because we're asking our brain to do
something it hasn't yet made easy. That awkward feeling isn't proof that something's
wrong. It's often proof that something new is beginning.

Think about something as ordinary as speaking in front of a large group. The first few times
can feel overwhelming. Your heart may race. You may become unusually aware of your
voice, your hands, or every word coming out of your mouth. You are trying to think about
whatyou want to say while simultaneously thinking about the fact that everyone is looking
atyou. Very little about the experience feels automatic.

But after doing it repeatedly, something can begin to change. The situation itself becomes
more familiar. Your brain has been here before. You have evidence thatyou can get
through it. You may still feel nervous, but the nervousness no longer has to consume all of
your attention. What once felt almostimpossible can become survivable, then
manageable, and eventually perhaps even normal. The situation may not have changed
very much. What changed was the groove you brought into it.

If repetition is always teaching something, then awareness starts to matter more than
motivation. We may not be able to instantly erase an old groove, but we can begin to notice
what we're reinforcing. Sometimes noticing is the first real interruption of a pattern. Even
that moment of Wait, there itis again can create a tiny bit of space. And inside that small
space, a different response can begin, even if it's clumsy, even if it's brief.



A lot of people get discouraged during that stage because the old response still feels
strong and the new response feels weak and unnatural. It can feel like proof that change
isn't working. But often what feels most unnaturalis simply what we've practiced the least.
Feeling smooth doesn't necessarily mean right. It often just means familiar.

Over time, even small repetitions in a new direction can begin to accumulate. Not
dramatically, but gradually, the same way the old groove was built. The new response may
still require thought. It may still feel awkward. But each repetition gives the brain another
experience with that response. Different doesn't become familiar because we want it
to. It becomes familiar through repetition.

“Practice doesn't make perfect” isn't a warning against practice. It's a reminder to pay
attention to what practice is doing. Once we see that repetition is shaping us, whetherwe
notice it or not, we get a little more say in the direction. Not perfect control, butinfluence.
And awareness is often where that influence begins.

In that sense, progress isn't always loud. It's often quiet, almost boring—just choosing the

same smallrepetition again and again. The kind of repetition that doesn't feel heroic in the

moment but quietly makes a differentresponse a little more available the nexttime. That's
how new grooves get started: unevenly, imperfectly, but genuinely.

So maybe the pointisn't to wait until something feels natural before we believe in it. Maybe
the pointis to notice what we're rehearsing in the small moments. Because whetherwe
mean to or not, we are always practicing something. And in time, what we practice
becomes what feels natural.



Chapter 18 — The Stories Your Conscious
Mind Tells You

We like to believe we know why we do the things we do. Somebody asks why we made a
decision, lost our temper, avoided something, or changed our mind, and usually we have
an answer. Often it comes quickly. We did something, and our conscious mind is ready
with a reason.

Sometimes thatreasonis accurate. But sometimes itis incomplete. A reaction might have
been influenced by fear, habit, oran old groove before we ever consciously thought about
it. Then, after the fact, the conscious mind steps in and explains it. That explanation can
feel so naturalthatit seems like the cause, when it may actually be the brain trying to make
sense of the effect.

That doesn't mean the conscious mind is deliberately lying. Itis doing something very
human: trying to create a coherent story. We don't like our behavior to feel random. We
wantitto make sense. So the brain links together feelings, memories, and motives into a
narrative we can live with. But a story can feel clear, reasonable, even convincing, and still
leave pieces out.

Sometimes we explain a choice as logical because the reasoning sounds solid. But
underneath, we may have been pulled by something quieter: a need to feel safe, a desire to
avoid discomfort, a wish to belong, ora wish not to stand out. The conscious story might
focus on the reasons that sound good while the emotional pull stays in the background.
And because the story is sincere, we may not think to question it.

Think about what happens after a decision surprises even you. Maybe you planned to do
one thing and suddenly did another. Maybe you walked away from something you thought
you wanted. Maybe you became angry much faster than the situation seemed to deserve.
Something happened. You reacted. And then, almostimmediately, the explanation began.

The explanation may be perfectly reasonable. It may even be partly true. But that does not
necessarily mean itwas what drove the decision in the first place. The story and the cause
are not always the same thing.

This is where things get interesting. The conscious mind has access to the result. It knows
whatwe did. It knows what we felt. It knows what was happening around us. So it takes the



information it has and starts connecting the pieces. One thing leads to another, and before
long there is a story that explains everything.

The problem is that a good story can be incredibly convincing. Ithas a beginning. Ithas a
cause. It has an effect. The pieces fittogether. And once they fit, we can look backward
and think, Of course that's why I did it.

But our brains have been building grooves for years. Reactions can begin before we have
consciously worked through any explanation at all. Something feels familiar. Something
feels dangerous. Something pulls us toward one response and away from another. The
groove can startrunning before the conscious mind has even entered the conversation,
and then the conscious mind arrives and explains what happened.

This can happen in very ordinary situations. Someone criticizes us and we immediately
become defensive. Later we say it was because the criticism was unfair. Maybe it was. But
perhaps defensiveness has also been practiced for years. Perhaps criticism has become
connected with embarrassment, rejection, or an older experience that has almost nothing
to do with the person standing in front of us now.

Orwe turn down an opportunity and explain thatit simply wasn't a good fit. Again, that may
be true. But there may also have been fear sitting underneath it. Maybe the opportunity
required stepping outside something familiar. Maybe an old groove was already telling us
to stay where we were. The pointis notthat every explanation is wrong. The pointis that
having an explanation does not prove that we have found the cause.

That distinction matters because the story itself can become part of the groove. If |
repeatedly tell myself, I don't do that because I'm just not that kind of person, eventually
the explanation becomes more than a description. It becomes part of how | see myself.
The next time the situation appears, | already have a story waiting for me. | don't need to
examine the reaction because | believe | already understand it. That can make the groove
much harder to see.

We do this with other people too. Someone behaves a certain way and we immediately
explain why. He's selfish. She'sinsecure. He doesn'tcare. She always needs attention. We
take behavior, attach a story to it, and very quickly the story begins to feel like a fact. But
we are still working with limited information. We see the behavior and some of the
circumstances around it. We do not necessarily see everything that produced it.

Thatis why certainty can be misleading. A story does not become more accurate simply
because itfeels complete. In fact, sometimes the smoother the explanation becomes, the



easier itis to stop looking. Once the story makes sense, the mind has little reason to keep
searching for another answer.

This connects directly to brain grooves because the subconscious does not need to
explain itself before it acts. Afamiliar pattern can fire because it has fired hundreds or
thousands of times before. The conscious mind may only become aware of the process
once something has already happened. Then it does whatitis very good at doing: it tells us
why.

That doesn't make the conscious mind useless. Far from it. Our ability to reason, explain,
compare, and look backward is enormously valuable. But it helps to understand what that
system is actually working with. Sometimes itis reporting the reason. Sometimes itis
interpreting the evidence. And sometimes itis building the best explanation it can from
pieces of a process that began somewhere else.

The difference can be difficult to recognize from inside our own minds because both
experiences feel the same. We don't hear a warning that says, This explanation was
assembled afterthe fact. We simply hear the explanation, and because it came from our
own mind, it sounds like us.

That may be one of the strangest parts of understanding the subconscious. We can feel
completely certain about why we did something while stillknowing only part of the story.
Not because we are dishonest. Not because we are trying to fool ourselves. The part of the
brain giving the explanation may simply not have had access to everything that caused the
behavior.

Once we understand that, some of our own contradictions begin to make more sense. Why
did | do thatwhen | knew better? Why did | react that strongly? Why do | keep making the
same choice and then finding a perfectly reasonable explanation forit? Sometimes the
answer may be sitting in the story. Sometimes it may be sitting in a groove that existed long
before the story began.

Our conscious mind will keep telling stories. That's part of being human. We need those
stories to understand ourselves, communicate with other people, and move through the
world. But we do not have to confuse the story with the entire process.

Sometimes the more useful question is not simply, Why did | do that?ltis, Did thatreason
come before the decision, or afterit? Because sometimes we know exactly why we did
something. And sometimes our conscious mind is still trying to figure it out.






Chapter 19 — Catch Yourself in the Act

By now, we’ve spent a lot of time looking at what happens under the surface. Grooves form
through repetition. They shape what we notice, how we react, and even the explanations
that arrive afterward. Most of that runs without us choosing it. Which raises an obvious
question: if so much of this happens automatically, how do we ever change it?

One of the first things is probably the simplest one: catch yourself doing it. Not later that
night. Not three days later. In the middle of it. The irritation starts. The defensive answer is
already forming. Your hand reaches for the phone again. And for just a moment, you notice
it. That moment matters.

If | become defensive every time someone criticizes me but never even notice the
defensiveness, then there is nothing for me to work with. The groove just runs. But the
moment | hear myself getting defensive and think, Oh, there itis, something has changed.
The groove is still there. The reaction may already be happening. But now | can seeit.

Imagine someone says something that hits you the wrong way. Before they have even
finished the sentence, you can feel yourself tightening up. Your answer is already loading.
Maybe your tone changes. Maybe you interrupt. Maybe you start building the argumentin
your head before they are done talking. Normally, the groove just runs from beginning to
end.

But this time, somewhere in the middle of it, you hear yourself. Maybe itis the edge in your
own voice. Maybei itis the sentence you are about to say. And for just a second you think,
There itis. I’'m doing it again.

Nothing magical happens. You are still irritated. You may still say something you wish you
had not said. Butthe reaction is no longer completely invisible. You caughtitwhile itwas

happening. And that matters, because the next time the same groove starts, there is now
atleasta chance you may notice it a little earlier.

Thefirst time, you catch itten minutes later. Then maybe five minutes later. Eventually,
maybe you catch itin the middle of the sentence. One day, you might catch it before the
sentence comes out at all. The groove did not disappear. You simply started seeing it
sooner.



Catching yourself like that can feel small, almostpointless. You mighteven think, So what?
I’m stillirritated. But noticing is not nothing. You’re no longer completely inside the groove.
You’re noticing the groove. You’re seeing it. That little bit of distance is the beginning of
choice.

It usually doesn’t feel powerful atfirst. Itis more like a quiet oh than some dramatic
moment. Butthat oh is new. And new reactions don’t usually feel strong in the beginning.

With practice, noticing starts to happen sooner. You catch it earlier in the conversation,
earlier in the reaction, sometimes before the words are even out. That’s not controlin the
way people usually imagine it, butitis a kind of control. It’s the difference between being
carried and realizing you’re being carried.

Noticing is a skill, and skills build through repetition. At first, you’ll miss it most of the time.
That’s normal. Then maybe once in a while, you catch it after the fact. Later, you catch it
while it’s happening. Thatis growth. It may not feel dramatic, but it counts. It’s a new
groove starting to form.

And it helps to be honest about how it feels. Often it feels late, awkward, or a little
embarrassing. We tend to imagine change feeling powerful, but early change usually just
feels clumsy. That’s fine. Clumsy noticing is still noticing, and it beats running blind.

Over time, those small flashes of awareness start to add up. At first, that’s allitis. Just
seeing the pattern while it’s happening, even if nothing changes yet. That moment of
noticing is the foundation. It’s the first small step. Without it, nothing else has anywhere
to begin.

After a while, you’ll probably notice something else too. The same handful of reactions
keep showing up in different places. Not hundreds of grooves, just a few that show up
repeatedly. Thatcan be surprising. We feel complex, but the patterns we actually run all
the time are often pretty limited.

One person might notice that defensiveness shows up again and again. Another notices
avoidance, people-pleasing, or needing to beright. The details differ, but the discovery is
similar. A small number of grooves can account for a large part of how we move
through the day.

That’s actually good news. You’re not trying to notice everything all atonce. You’re learning
the few patterns that steer you most often. That makes the whole thing less overwhelming.



Catching yourself is where change actually starts, not because it fixes everything, but
because it gives you something to work with. You can’t adjust a reaction you never see. But
once you can spotit, even late, something becomes possible.

That doesn’t mean forcing yourself to be different on the spot. Usually, thatjust leads to
frustration. It’s more like slowing down half a beat, feeling the groove asit starts, and giving
yourself a second to notice before you go on autopilot. That brief pause is where new
grooves eventually get a chance to form.

It also helps to expect resistance. Old grooves have momentum. They’ve been practiced
fora long time. So the fact that they keep showing up doesn’t mean the method isn’t
working. It means the old pattern has had a lot more practice than the new one. Seeing the
groove once does not erase all the times it ran before.

Over time, those small moments of noticing can turn into small moments of choice. Not
huge life-changing decisions. Small things. Taking one breath before answering. Letting a
pause exist. Choosing not to say the first defensive sentence that popsinto your head. It
may feel subtle and easy to underestimate, but subtle does not mean unimportant. Thatis
often how patterns begin to shift.

Eventually, catching yourself can become a groove of its own. The old reaction may still
start, but now something else has been practiced alongside it: noticing. You begin
recognizing the feeling, the thought, the tone, orthe impulse that usually comes just before
the pattern takes over. What once happened completely automatically now has a small
interruption builtinto it.

That interruption does not guarantee you will make a different choice. Sometimes you will
notice the groove and follow it anyway. But now you saw the turn before you took it. And
the more often you see that turn, the more opportunities you have to take another
direction. Awareness does not erase the old groove. It gives you a chance to stop
following it blindly.

You do not have to catch every groove. You do not have to catch it perfectly. And you
certainly do not have to change everything at once. Start with the patterns that keep
showing up. Notice them when you can. Notice them a little sooner next time. Because
before you can build a different groove, you first have to recognize the one you are already
following.

Catchyourself in the act. That is where choice begins.






Chapter 20 — Where Did This Groove
Come From?

Once you start catching your grooves in the act, another question usually follows: Where

did this come from? Why do | react this way? Why do | keep avoiding this? Why do | make
the same kind of decision even when | know where it leads? Sometimes the answer seems
obvious. Other times, you may have no idea.

Grooves do not appear out of nowhere. They are built from something. Repetition,
experience, emotion, observation, success, failure, fear, reward, consequences—all of
these can contribute. Some grooves may have been practiced deliberately. Others may
have formed without you ever realizing you were practicing them. By the time you notice
the pattern, you may have been reinforcing it for years.

That does not mean every groove has one dramatic beginning. We sometimes look
backward expecting to find a single event that explains everything. Sometimes there is one.
But often there isn’t. A groove may have been built slowly through hundreds of ordinary
experiences that alltaught roughly the same lesson. The pattern can be real even when
you cannot point to the day it began.

Imagine someone who constantly checks the door before leaving home. Onceis not
enough. They lock it, walk toward the car, then turn around and check it again. Maybe
nothing terrible ever happened. Maybe there was no burglary, no dramatic event, no
moment they can identify as the beginning. Perhaps years ago they simply went back once
to make sure. Checking reduced the uncertainty. The next time they felt uncertain, they
checked again. The action worked—not because the door was unlocked, but because
checking made the uncomfortable feeling go away.

That distinction matters. A behavior does not have to solve the problem we thinkitis
solving in order to become reinforced. It only has to accomplish something the brain finds
useful enough to repeat. Avoiding a difficult task can reduce discomfort for a while.
Reaching for the phone can remove boredom. Spending money can produce a moment of
excitement. Getting defensive can end the uncomfortable feeling of being wrong. The
immediate result may reinforce the groove even when the long-term result works
against us.



Sometimes the source is easier to see. You may have watched someone else do the same
thing for years. A child watches how adults respond to money, conflict, mistakes,
strangers, authority, risk, affection, work, and fear long before the child has words for what
is being learned. Nobody has to sit down and announce, This is how we handle problems.
The lesson can arrive simply by watching problems get handled the same way again and
again.

Other grooves grow from direct experience. Touch something hot and you learn quickly.
Get embarrassed after speaking up and the lesson may last much longer than the
embarrassmentitself. Take a risk and get rewarded, and taking the next risk may become
easier. Take several risks and get punished, and hesitation may begin appearing before you
have consciously decided anything. Experience teaches, even when we are not
deliberately studying the lesson.

And sometimes what was learned made perfect sense atthe time. A person who grew up
where mistakes were punished harshly may have learned to hide mistakes. Someone who
repeatedly had promises broken may have learned not to trust promises. Someone who
was rewarded for always being agreeable may have learned to avoid saying no. Those
responses may later create problems in completely different circumstances, butthat does
not mean they originally appeared for no reason. A groove can outlive the environment
that helped build it.

Thatis one reason asking where a groove came from can be useful. It changes the question
from What is wrong with me? to something more specific: What have | been practicing,
experiencing, observing, or learning that could have made this response familiar?

The answer may be surprisingly ordinary. Maybe you procrastinate because postponing
something has repeatedly given you immediate relief. Maybe you constantly check
messages because occasionally there is something interesting waiting foryou, and that
occasional reward keeps you checking. Maybe you rush decisions because there were
times when acting quickly worked. Maybe you hesitate because hesitation protected you
before. The groove does not need a dramatic origin story. It needs a history of
reinforcement.

Itis also possible to learn the wrong lesson from a real experience. Suppose you speakin
front of a group, stumble over your words, and feel embarrassed. The experience is real.
The embarrassmentis real. But what gets learned from it can vary. One person may learn, /
need more practice. Another may learn, I’m terrible at speaking in front of people. The
event happened once. The meaning attached to the event can be practiced for years.



That meaning can begin affecting what happens next. If you expect embarrassment, you
may avoid speaking. Because you avoid speaking, you get less experience doing it.
Becauseyou get less experience, speaking continues to feel unfamiliar. Then that
unfamiliarity seems to confirm the original belief. A groove can begin producing some of
the evidence that keeps the groove alive.

This is where looking backward becomes useful—but also where we need to be careful.
Once we start searching for origins, the conscious mind loves a good story. It can connect
events, assign causes, and produce an explanation that feels completely convincing. But
as we have already seen, a convincing explanation is not necessarily the same thing as
the actual cause.

You may think a groove came from your parents. Maybe it did. You may think it came from
one relationship, one failure, one teacher, one humiliating moment, or one period of your
life. Maybe that contributed too. But unless the connection is unusually clear, you may
never know exactly how much each experience mattered. Human behavior rarely comes
with a receipt showing precisely where itwas purchased.

So the purpose of looking backward is not to create a perfect autobiography for every
behavior. Itis to look for useful patterns. When do | remember doing this before? What
usually happens just before it? What happens immediately afterward? What does this
response give me in the moment? What experiences may have taught me that this
response works?

Those questions can reveal something that simply asking Why am I like this? often cannot.
They move the investigation away from identity and toward repetition. Instead of searching
for a defect in yourself, you begin looking at the history of the pattern itself.

And sometimes you will not find the answer. You can search your memory, think about
your experiences, and still have no idea where a particular groove began. That is okay,
because knowing the origin and changing the groove are not the same thing.

You can know exactly where a pattern came from and continue repeating it. You can also
have no idea where it came from and still begin doing something differently. Understanding
can be useful. It can show you why something feels so natural, why certain situations
trigger it, orwhy the same response keeps returning. But understanding alone does not
automatically create a different response.

That distinction becomes important because the conscious mind loves understanding.
Once we have an explanation, it can feel as though we have accomplished something. And



sometimes we have. We may finally see a pattern that was invisible before. But seeing the
history of a groove is not the same thing as building another one.

Knowing where the path came from does not mean you have stopped walking it.



Chapter 21 — You Cannot Think Your Way
Out of Everything

By this point, it’s tempting to believe thatif you just understand yourself well enough, the
problem will dissolve. Like the right explanation will somehow make the old groove
disappear. Thatis an understandable hope. It’s also usually not how it works.

Understanding can be clarifying. It can take confusion away. It can even bring relief. Oh, so
that’s where this started. That clarity is real, but clarity does not automatically retrain a
response. You can see exactly why you do something and still do it.

That can feel discouraging, as if something is wrong. But nothing is wrong. Itis simply how
grooves work.

A grooveis notanidea. It’s a pattern that has been practiced. That means it does not get
weaker just because you’ve explained it. It weakens when something else starts getting
practiced instead. Thatis a different kind of work.

There is also a subtle trap here. Thinking can start to feel like action. You analyze, reflect,
connect dots, and it feels productive. Sometimes itis, but it can also become a way of
postponing practice. Staying in your head about the groove rather than stepping into the
moment where the groove actually runs.

None of this means insight is useless. Far from it. Insight can point you in the right
direction. It can help you notice sooner. It can help you understand what to practice. But it
does not replace the practice itself.

So this chapter is not saying don’t think. It’s saying don’t stop there. Thought can open the
door, but something else has to walk through it.

That can feel frustrating at first.  understand this, so why is it still happening? That
frustration makes sense, because itbumps into a limit: the limit of understanding alone.

And once you see that limit, the question naturally changes from Why am I like this? to
What do | practice next? Thatis where we turn next.



Think aboutitin a simplerway. Knowing how to ride a bike and riding a bike are not the
samething. You can read about balance all day. The only way to actually balanceis to get
on the bike and wobble until your body learns something your mind couldn’t force.
Grooves work the same way.

This is not meant to dismiss reflection. Sometimes understanding where a fear began or
what reinforces a habit takes away some of its mystery, even some of its power. But once
that clarity arrives, sooner or later, you still run into the same threshold: repetition.

That threshold is ordinary, often boring, rarely dramatic. Itis the part people often wish
they could skip, because thinking feels faster. But the mind cannot outrun that particular
step. So if you find yourself saying, | understandit, but nothing is changing, thatis not proof
thatchangeis impossible. It’s just a clue about what kind of work comes next.

A student pilot can understand every part of a landing before being able to perform one
well. The approach can be explained. Airspeed, power, where to look, when to begin the
flare—all of it can make sense sitting on the ground. Then the student gets into the
airplane, reaches the runway, and discovers that knowing whatto do and actually doing it
are two very different things.

At first, everything requires conscious attention. The student may know exactly what
should happen and still react too early, too late, too much, or not enough. Another
explanation may help, but explanation alone cannot give the student the judgment that
comes from actually seeing the runway approach again and again. Some things have to
be experienced before the brain can learn what the words were trying to describe.

Eventually, something changes. The studentis no longer consciously calculating every
small movement. The eyes, hands, judgment, and timing begin working together. What
once required enormous concentration starts becoming more natural. The knowledge was
important—it pointed the student in the right direction—but the groove was built in the
airplane, not in the explanation.

The same principle applies far beyond physical skills. You can understand exactly why you
procrastinate and still procrastinate. You can recognize that checking your phone every
few minutes is destroying your concentration and still reach forit without thinking. You can
understand why you spend money impulsively, lose your temper, avoid difficult
conversations, or repeat the same kind of mistake—and still find yourself doing it again.

Thatis because the conscious mind is not always standing at the controls. Much of what
we do has become familiar enough to begin before we deliberately decide to do it.



Sometimes we notice halfway through. Sometimes we notice afterward and wonder, Why
did | do that? | knew better. And that sentence tells us something important: knowing
better and doing better are not always the same process.

This is where people can become frustrated with themselves. They think, l already know
this. Why am I still doing it? But knowledge and training are different things. You may have
changed whatyou consciously believe without yet changing the response you have
practiced. The mind can learn a lesson long before the groove learns a different way to
move.

And sometimes the old groove becomes strongest at exactly the moment when conscious
thinking becomes weakest. When we are tired, distracted, rushed, emotional, or under
pressure, there may be less attention available for deliberate choice. The response with
the most practice behind it can become the easiest one to follow. Under pressure, we
often discover what we have actually trained.

That helps explain why someone can make a good decision calmly and a completely
different decision when the situation becomes intense. The information did not disappear.
They did not suddenly forget everything they knew. But knowing the right response and
having thatresponse deeply practiced are different things. Pressure does not always
reveal what we know. Sometimes it reveals what has become automatic.

This is why thinking your way through a problem can take you only so far. Thinking can
identify the pattern, challenge the belief, and help choose a better response. Butif you
want that better response available when you are tired, distracted, emotional, orunder
pressure, it eventually has to become more than something you understand. It has to
become something you have practiced.

And thatis where the gap between intention and behavior becomes impossible to ignore.
We may sincerely intend to respond differently. We may make rules for ourselves, write
them down, and fully agree with them. Then the situation arrives, the pressure changes,
andthe old response appears before the rule ever gets a chance to speak. Arule you
believe in is not necessarily a response you have trained.

This is also why making a mistake does not always mean we lacked the rightinformation.
Sometimes we knew exactly what we wanted to do. The failure happened somewhere
between knowing and executing. Looking only for more information in that situation can
miss the real problem. You cannot solve every failure of execution by adding another
layer of understanding.



At some point, the question has to change. Instead of asking only, What do  know? or Why
do /I do this? we also have to ask, What response have | practiced enough that it will still
be there when | need it? Because when the moment comes, we do not always rise to the
level of what we understand. Very often, we fall back on what we have trained.

Thatdoes not mean the old response is permanent. It means that recognizing itis only part
of the process. Once you know which response tends to appear under pressure, you have
something much more useful than another explanation: you know what needs practice.

And that practice cannot exist only in perfect conditions. If patience disappears whenever
you are frustrated, patience has to be practiced while frustration is present. If discipline
disappears when there is pressure to act, discipline has to be practiced in moments when
acting feels urgent. If a rule disappears when emotion rises, the new groove has to be
strengthened close to the conditions where the old one normally takes over.

Thatis a very different approach from simply telling yourself to try harder next time. Trying
harder is an intention. Training creates a pattern. The goal is not to become better at
reminding yourself what you should do. The goal is to practice the response until you
need less reminding.

There is another reason this matters. When a groove has been repeated enough times, the
old response can feel more like you than something you learned. The new response can
feel forced, unnatural, even fake. That feeling can make people quittoo early. They
mistake unfamiliarity for evidence that the new response does not fit them.

Butthe old response once had to be learned too. It became natural because it
accumulated experience. The new response has not had that advantage yet. At first, you
may have to pause deliberately, remember the rule, or choose the action consciously. That
effort is not evidence that the new groove is failing. It is evidence that the new groove is
still new.

Eventually, the goalis for the balance to shift. What once required conscious effort begins
requiring less of it. The pause comes sooner. The better decision becomes easier. The
response that once felt unnatural starts becoming familiar. You have not thought your
way out of the old groove. You have begun practicing your way into a different one.

Thinking has another limitation: it usually happens in a calmer environment than the one
where the groove causes trouble. It is easy to understand patience when nothing is testing
it. It is easy to understand discipline when there is no temptation in front of you. The real



test comes when the conditions that normally activate the old groove are present
again.

Thatis why change can look much better in our heads than it does in real life. Sitting
quietly, we can imagine exactly how we will respond next time. We can rehearse the words,
make the rule, and feel completely certain that we have learned the lesson. Then the real
moment arrives with pressure, emotion, uncertainty, orurgency attachedtoit, and
suddenly the choice does not feel nearly as simple.

The difference is not necessarily hypocrisy or lack of intelligence. Knowing what you
would like to do in a situation is different from having practiced doing it in that
situation. Thereal world supplies the conditions thatthought alone cannot reproduce.
And sometimes those conditions are exactly what the brain needs before a different
response can truly be learned.

This also explains why mistakes can become useful teachers without being good things. A
mistake exposes the place where our understanding and our trained response separated.
It shows us where the old groove was still stronger than we thought. What happened can
reveal what explanation alone could not.

Theimportant partis what happens afterward. We can replay the mistake endlessly,
criticize ourselves, and promise never to do it again. Orwe can examine the moment more
carefully: Where didthe response begin? What did | miss? At whatpoint did | stop following
what ! already knew? Those questions turn the mistake into information.

Then the lesson has somewhere to go. Instead of simply thinking, / need to do better, we
can identify the response that actually needs more practice. A mistake cannot be
undone, but it can show us exactly where the next groove needs to be stronger.

Thinking matters. Understanding matters. Reflection matters. They help us see patterns
that once operated completely outside our awareness. They can show us where a groove
may have come from, what keeps reinforcing it, and what we would rather do instead. But
knowing the road and traveling the road are different things.

There will always be a pointwhere thought has done what thought can do. The explanation
is clear. The lesson makes sense. You know whatyou wantto change. From there, another
kind of learning has to begin—the kind that happens through action, experience, mistakes,
correction, and repetition. Some lessons have to move from something you understand
to something you can actually do.



That may be one of the hardest parts of change to accept. We want the realization itself to
be the transformation. Sometimes the realization is powerful enough that it feels like one.
Buttomorrow arrives, the familiar situation returns, and the old groove is still there. That
does not make the realization meaningless. It simply means awareness opened the
door. It did not finish the work.

You cannot think your way out of everything. Sometimes you have to practice your way
forward. And if the old groove was built through experience and repetition, it makes sense
that something different will need experience and repetition too.

Understanding can show you the path. But eventually, you have to walk it.



Chapter 22 — How New Grooves Are Built

Once you begin catching yourself in the act, something important changes. The old groove
may still be there. It may still be strong. It may even begin running before you notice it. But
now there are moments when you can see it happening.

That moment matters because it creates something that did not exist when the groove was
completely automatic: a chance to respond differently. Not a guarantee. Not complete
control. A chance. Thatis where a new groove begins.

New grooves are rarely built through one dramatic decision. They are built when a different
response is practiced enough times that it begins becoming familiar. At first, the new
response may require conscious effort. You have to remember it. You have to chooseit.
Sometimes you have to interrupt yourself halfway through the old response and
deliberately change direction.

That can feel awkward because the old groove has an enormous advantage: it already
knows the way.

Imagine driving home from work on the same route every day. You make the same turns so
often that eventually you barely think about them. Then construction closes part of the
route and you have to take another way home.

For the first few days, the new route requires attention. You have to remember where to
turn. You might even find yourself heading toward the old road before realizing what you
are doing. Nothing is wrong with your ability to drive. The old route simply has more
repetitions behind it.

Soyou turn around. The next day, you remember a little sooner. A week later, you make the
new turn without thinking much aboutit. Eventually, something interesting happens. The
route that once required conscious attention becomes the route you naturally take.

Thatis a simple picture of how a new groove can develop.

The same process appears in less obvious places. Maybe you normally avoid a difficult
task the momentitbecomes uncomfortable. Maybe you spend money whenever a certain
feeling appears. Maybe you interrupt people before they finish speaking. Maybe you react



defensively when someone disagrees with you. Maybe you reach foryour phone every time
there is a moment of boredom.

Once you catch the pattern, you can begin practicing an alternative.

The alternative does not have to be enormous. In fact, enormous changes can sometimes
make practice harder because they create a response thatis difficult to repeat
consistently.

If you normally avoid a task, the new groove might begin with working on it for ten minutes
before allowing yourself to walk away. If you normally react immediately when something
upsets you, the new groove might begin with one pause. If you automatically reach foryour
phone, the new groove might begin with noticing the urge and waiting a few moments
before acting on it. If you tend to make decisions quickly under pressure, the new groove
might begin with one question: Do | need to decide this right now?

The specific response will depend on the groove. What matters is that there is something
different to practice.

This is important because simply trying not to follow an old groove can leave an empty
space. The brain still needs a response. If the only instruction is Don’t do that, the familiar
path mayremain the easiest available option. A different groove needs a different path.

That path may feel weak at first. Of course itdoes. The old response may have hundreds or
thousands of repetitions behind it. The new response may have five. We sometimes
compare those two responses as though they entered the contest atthe same time. They
did not.

The new groove starts with one disadvantage: the old groove already knows the way.

Thatis why the return of an old response does not necessarily tell you very much about
whether the new one is developing. You can practice something differently several times
and still fall back into the old pattern when you are tired, distracted, emotional, rushed, or
under pressure. The old groove has seniority.

But every time you notice and redirect, something important happens: the alternative gets
another repetition.

One repetition may not feel significant. Neither may ten. But grooves were never built
because onerepetition was magical. They were built because repetitions accumulated.



Thatis also why consistency can matter more than intensity. One enormous effort
followed by nothing may produce less change than a smallresponse practiced again and
again. The brain does not need a dramatic performance. It needs experience with the
alternative.

Think about the new route home. You do not learn it by driving it perfectly once. You learn it
because you keep taking it.

The same thing can happen with patience, discipline, attention, confidence,
communication, decision-making, and countless other responses. What begins as a
deliberate choice can gradually require less deliberation.

At first, you catch yourself afterward. Then you catch yourself while it is happening. Then
you begin noticing just before it happens. And sometimes, after enough practice, the
different response comes first.

That progression will not always be smooth. There may be days when the old groove seems
to return atfull strength. There may be situations where the new response works easily and
others where it seems to disappear. Context matters. Pressure matters. Emotion matters.
The strength of the old groove matters.

The goalis not perfection. The goalis to give the brain enough experience with another
response thatthe old groove is no longer the only familiar path available.

This is also why environment can matter so much. If everything around you continually
pushes you toward the old response, building something different may require more effort.
Sometimes changing the environment can give the new groove room to develop.

If your phone constantly interrupts you while you are trying to build concentration, moving
itaway changes the conditions in which you practice. If certain situations repeatedly
trigger an impulsive response, creating a pause before entering those situations may give
the new response a better chance to appear. If you are learning a skill, arranging regular
opportunities to practice it gives the groove repetitions it would never receive from merely
thinking about it.

Environment does not build the groove for you. But it can make one path easier to
practice than another.

There is another piece thatis easy to overlook: what happens after the response.



Remember the door-checking example. If checking the doorimmediately removes
uncertainty, thatrelief can help reinforce the checking. The same principle can work in
other directions. Responses are more likely to become grooves when something
repeatedly reinforces them.

Sometimes that reinforcement is obvious. Success feels good. Approval feels good. Relief
feels good. Sometimes itis quieter. You pause instead of reacting and discover that the
conversation goes better. You resistan impulse and realize the discomfort passes. You
begin the task instead of avoiding it and experience the relief of having started. You follow
the rule you made for yourself and later recognize that the outcome was better.

The brain now has experience—not merely an argument—that another response can work.

That matters because a new groove eventually needs more than instructions. It needs
evidence. And that evidence comes from living the alternative.

This does not mean every attempt will produce a good outcome. You can make a better
decision and still dislike what happens. You can practice patience and still have a difficult
conversation. You can follow your rules and still lose. You can do everything differently and
receive no immediatereward atall.

The outcome of one repetition is not the groove. The repetition is the groove-building
part.

That distinction matters because otherwise we can abandon useful responses whenever
they failto reward us immediately. We practice something once, dislike the result, and run
back toward what is familiar. But if the response itself is worth developing, it needs enough
repetitions to become a real alternative before we decide whatitcan become.

Over time, the balance can begin to shift. The old groove may still exist. There is no need to
imagine that every old pathway must somehow be erased. Theimportant changeis thatit
is no longer alone. There is another path now, and every time that path is taken, it becomes
a little more familiar.

Eventually, you may find yourself doing something that once required enormous conscious
effort without having to fight yourself through every step. The pause comes naturally. The
task gets started. The reaction changes. The question appears before the impulse
becomes action.



At that point, something that began as a deliberate choice has started becoming part of the
way you respond.

Thatis the larger purpose of building a new groove. The goal is not to spend the rest of your
life consciously wrestling with every old pattern. Conscious thought is expensive. Attention
is limited. If every good decision required a full internal debate, we would exhaust
ourselves trying to function.

The goalis for some of the responses you once had to deliberately choose to eventually
become easier to follow. Awareness gives you the opportunity to notice the old pattern.
Choice gives you a different direction, and repetition gives that direction a history. With
enough history, what once felt unfamiliar can begin to feel natural.

Thatis how the old groove was built, and itis also how another one can begin. At first, the
different response may require attention and deliberate effort. But each time you follow it,
you give that path another repetition. Eventually, the path you once had to choose can
become the path you naturally take.



Chapter 23 — Choose What You Repeat

By now, oneidea should be difficult to ignore: repetition is never completely neutral.
What we repeatedly do, think about, pay attention to, and respond to gives certain patterns
more practice than others. We may not be deliberately trying to build a groove, but
repetition does notrequire our permission to begin doing its work.

That creates an uncomfortable question. If repetition helps build grooves, what are you
choosing to repeat? Not just the obvious things you practice intentionally, but the small
things that happen over and over throughout an ordinary day. The reaction you rehearse.
The story you keep telling yourself. The problem you keep returning to. The behavioryou
repeat whenever you are frustrated, afraid, bored, excited, or under pressure.

Some of those repetitions are chosen deliberately. Many are not. But once you begin
noticing them, you gain an opportunity you did not have before. You can start becoming
more selective about what receives another repetition, because every repetition is
another opportunity to strengthen something.

The things we repeat are not always dramatic enough to attract our attention. A person
may spend twenty minutes every morning thinking about everything that could go wrong
without ever considering it practice. Someone may complain about the same problem
every day, replay the same argument, or repeatedly imagine the same failure. None of it
feels like training. It simply feels like thinking.

But repetition does not become meaningless because it happens inside your head. If you
repeatedly direct your attention toward the same interpretation, expectation, orresponse,
you are practicing that pattern. This does not mean every passingthought creates a groove,
orthat thinking about something makes it happen. What you repeatedly practice
thinking can become a deeper groove.

The same principle works in the other direction. You can practice looking for possibilities
instead of only obstacles. You can practice asking a better question before reacting. You
can practice finishing what you start, waiting before making a decision, listening before
answering, or returning your attention when it wanders. These actions may seem
insignificantindividually. But thatis exactly the point. Grooves are not usually built by
one enormous moment. They are built by what keeps happening.



Once you begin looking at repetition this way, the question becomes larger than What
should | stop doing? It becomes What do | want to become more practiced at? Maybe it
is patience. Maybe it isfinishing what you start. Maybe itis asking questions before making
assumptions, looking for possibilities when the first answer is no, or staying with
something long enough to become better atit.

Theserepetitions can seem almosttoo smallto matter. One patientresponse does not
make someone patient. One difficult task completed does not create discipline. One
moment of courage does not eliminate fear. But that was never how grooves were built.
The power is not in the single repetition. The power is in what happens when the
repetition becomes a pattern.

And that means we can begin looking at ordinary moments differently. A difficult
conversation can become another opportunity to practice listening. A setbhack can become
another opportunity to practice returning instead of quitting. A problem can become
another opportunity to practice looking for another way forward. The question changes
from “What is happening to me?” to “What am | practicing while this is happening?”

Choosing whatyou repeat also means paying attention to what repeatedly receives your
attention. Attention is limited. Whatever continually captures it gets more opportunities to
become familiar. If you repeatedly look forwhatis wrong, you become practiced at finding
whatis wrong. If you repeatedly look for what can be learned, improved, tried, or
understood, you become practiced at finding those things too.

The questions we repeat can work the same way. Why does this always happen to me?
sends the mind looking in one direction. What am I missing? What can | learn from this?
Whatelse could I try? sends it looking somewhere else. A question does notguarantee a
useful answer, but the questions we repeatedly ask can influence what we repeatedly
search for.

Over time, that matters. Curiosity can become a groove. Persistence can become a
groove. Looking for another possibility can become a groove. So can listening, practicing,
creating, learning, and beginning again after something fails. None of these guarantee that
things willwork out the way we want. But we can choose to become more practiced at
the responses that give us more ways to move forward.

Choosing whatyou repeat also means looking at what you repeatedly putinto your mind.
The conversations you have, the people you listen to, the things you read, watch, and hear
all become part of your experience. One conversation may change very little. One video



may disappear from memory tomorrow. But repeated exposure gives certain ideas,
attitudes, expectations, and ways of seeing the world more opportunities to become
familiar.

This does not mean we should surround ourselves only with things we agree with or things
that make us feel good. Sometimes the most valuable exposure challenges what we
already believe. A different perspective can force us to notice something our existing
grooves have been filtering out. Choosing what you repeat can also mean choosing to
repeatedly encounter things that expand the way you see.

And sometimes that requires deliberately changing whatyou are exposed to. Read
something you normally would not read. Learn a skill you have never tried. Talk to someone
whose experience is different from yours. Go somewhere unfamiliar. Attempt something
you do notyet know how to do. New experiences give the brain new material, and new
material creates possibilities that repetition alone cannot create.

But exposure aloneis notenough. You can read about patience without practicing
patience. You can surround yourself with disciplined people without becoming disciplined.
You can study courage without ever doing something that frightens you. At some point,
what enters the mind has to meet experience. The things we repeatedly do give weight to
the things we repeatedly think.

This is where choosing what you repeat becomes practical. If you wantto become more
confident at something, give yourself opportunities to do it. If you want to become better at
solving problems, spend time solving them. If you want to become more comfortable with
uncertainty, practice making thoughtful decisions when the answer is not obvious. You
cannot choose every experience that comes into your life, but you can choose some
of the experiences you repeatedly create for yourself.

And those choices can begin changing what feels normal. Something that once seemed
intimidating can become familiar. Something that once required enormous effort can
become easier. Something you once assumed you could never do can become something
you have now done dozens of times. What you repeatedly experience can begin
changing what you believe is possible.

This is where choice becomes important. We cannot control every repetition life gives us.
Some experiences arrive without invitation. Some environments are difficult to change.
Some responsibilities cannot simply be removed. Choosing what you repeat does not



mean pretending we have complete control over what happens to us. It means
recognizing the places where we do have a choice and using them deliberately.

Those choices may look small compared with everything outside our control. Ten minutes
of practice. One different response. One new conversation. One more attempt after
failure. But small does not mean meaningless. A groove does not ask whether a repetition
was impressive. It only receives another repetition.

Over months and years, those repetitions can accumulate into something much larger
than the individual moments that created them. A skill develops. Confidence grows from
experience. A different response becomes familiar. New possibilities become visible
because you now have evidence that they exist. We become, in part, a reflection of what
we have repeatedly practiced.

And this is where the responsibility shifts. Once you understand how repetition works, you
can begin asking a different kind of question about your days. Notonly What did /
accomplish today? but What did | practice today? The answer may tell you something
aboutwhatyou are building even when the results are not visible yet.

You may have practiced staying with something when it became difficult. You may have
practiced learning from a mistake instead of abandoning the effort. You may have
practiced patience, attention, curiosity, discipline, or trying one more way when the first
way failed. None of those repetitions guarantees a particular outcome. But each one
contributes to the person who will face the next opportunity, problem, or decision.

Thatis why choosing what you repeat reaches beyond habits. You are choosing what gets
more experience behind it. You are choosing which responses get another chance to
become familiar. And sometimes, by repeatedly doing something you once could not do,
you begin changing not only what you can do, but what you believe you can do.

Choosing whatyou repeat does not mean designing every moment of your life. It means
becoming less accidental about the repetitions that are within your reach. You will still
have bad days. You will still repeat things you wish you had not. You will still catch yourself
following an old groove. The goal is not to control every repetition. It is to become more
deliberate about enough of them that, over time, they begin to add up.

And they do add up. The book you keep reading, the skill you keep practicing, the question
you keep asking, the response you keep choosing, the problem you keep trying to solve—
all of them can become part of the grooves you carry forward. What seems insignificant



today may look very different after hundreds of repetitions. We rarely see the full effect of
repetition while we are in the middle of it.

So perhaps the question is not simply What do I wantto change? Itis What do | want to
keep repeating long enough that it becomes part of me? Because the repetitions we
choose today do more than shape what becomes familiar. Over time, they can change

what we notice, what we attempt, what we become capable of—and ultimately, what we
believe is possible.



Chapter 24 — What You Believe Is Possible

Before we attempt something, we usually have some idea of whetherit can be done. We
may never say it out loud. We may not even realize we have made the judgment. But
somewhere between seeing an opportunity and deciding what to do with it, the mind asks
a quiet question: Is this possible?

The answer matters because it can change what happens next. When we believe
something is impossible, we are less likely to search very hard fora way to do it. We may
dismiss anidea before investigating it, avoid an opportunity before understanding it, or
never develop a skill because we have already decided we could notbecome good at it.
Sometimes the first thing that stops us is not the obstacle itself. It is our belief about
the obstacle.

Butwhere did that belief come from? Like so many of the grooves we have explored, our
sense of whatis possible has a history. It may have come from what we experienced, what
we watched other people experience, what we were taught, what repeatedly failed, or what
everyone around us seemed to accept as true. Long before we consciously ask Whatis
possible forme?, we may already have years of experience helping us answer the
question.

Thatanswer can become so familiar that it stops feeling like a belief. It begins to feel like
reality. People like me don't do that. I'm not good at things like that. That would never work.
It's too late. I'm too young. I'm too old. I don't have the right background. After enough
repetition, “l don't think it's possible” can quietly become “It's impossible.”

The opposite can happen too. Sometimes one experience changes the size of the world.
You do something you were certain you could not do. You watch someone with
circumstances similar to yours accomplish something you had dismissed. You discover a
path you did not know existed. The physical world may not have changed at all, butyour
understanding of it has. Something that was outside the boundaries of possibility has
moved inside them.

Thatis why the words “It's possible” can be so powerful. They do not tell us that
something willhappen. They do something more basic: they leave the door open. And
when the door remains open, we may keep looking, keep learning, keep practicing, or try



an approach we would otherwise have dismissed. Before we can pursue a possibility, we
first have to be able to see it as one.

Possibility changes the questions we ask. If something feels impossible, the mind asks,
Why bother? If it feels possible, even barely possible, the questions become different. How
could this work? What would I need to learn? Who has done something similar? Whatam |
missing? What could I try next? The possibility does not provide the answer. It changes
whether we search for one.

And searching matters because many paths are invisible untilwe begin looking for them.
The beginner does not see what the expert sees. The person who has never entered a
particular world may not know which doors existinside it. We explored this earlier in the
book: we don't know whatwe don't know. If we decide something is impossible too
early, we may stop searching before discovering what we didn't know existed.

This is onereason other people's experiences can affect us so deeply. Seeing someone
else accomplish something does not prove that we can accomplish the same thing. Butit
can destroy the certainty that something cannot be done. Suddenly there is evidence
where there was once only assumption. Sometimes seeing one person do something is
enough to make another person ask, “What if | could do it too?”

But possibility can also be borrowed before it becomes personal. Ateacher believes a
student can learn something the student has already decided is beyond them. A coach
sees ability before the person usingitcan see it. A friend says, Tryagain. | think you can do
this. For a while, someone else's belief may be enough to keep us moving until experience
begins giving us evidence of our own.

Then something interesting happens. The first success does not have to be enormous.
Maybe you solve one problem you thought was beyond you. You make it through one
situation you were afraid to face. You learn the first part of a skill that once looked
impossible. The experience becomes evidence, and the evidence begins competing
with the old groove.

Eventually, /t's possible can become more than something another person told you. It can
become something you have experienced. You begin carrying evidence from one challenge
into the next: I didn't know how to do that either. | learned. I didn't think | could handle that
either. | did. Each experience can expand the boundaries of what you are willing to
attempt next.



That does not mean possibility should become fantasy. Believing something can be done
does not remove difficulty, create skill, eliminate risk, or guarantee success. In fact,
believing something is possible may be what persuades us to finally confront how difficult
itactually is. Possibility is not the promise of an outcome. It is permission to begin.

Once we begin, reality gets a vote. We discover what works and what does not. We find
weaknesses in our originalidea. We encounter obstacles we never anticipated.
Sometimes we discover that the path we imagined really does not work. But that does not
always mean the destination was impossible. Sometimes the first path fails simply
because it was the first path.

That distinction can change everything. This didn't work is very different from this cannot
work. One describes an experience. The other makes a prediction about every path we
have not tried yet. When we confuse the two, one failure can close an entire world of
possibilities. When we separate them, failure can become information instead of a
final answer.

There is another side to this. Sometimes the limitation we carry was never discovered
through our own experience at all. We inherited it. Someone told us what people like us
could do, what kind of future was realistic, which dreams were foolish, or where our limits
were supposed to be. We may have heard those messages so many times that eventually
someone else's belief became one of our grooves.

But beliefs can travel in the other direction too. Possibility can spread. One person tries
something everyone around them dismissed. Someone builds what others said could not
be built. Someone enters a place nobody in their family had entered before. Someone
succeeds where repeated failure had made success seem unlikely. The moment
something is done, everyone watching receives a new piece of evidence about what
can be done.

That evidence can be extraordinarily powerful because it no longer asks us to imagine an
abstract possibility. We have seen it. The argument has changed from Can this be done? to
How was it done? And sometimes an entire barrier can begin to weaken when one person
crosses itfirst. Few stories demonstrate that better than what happened to one of the
most famous barriers in the history of running: the four-minute mile.

In the early 1950s, thatis exactly what the four-minute mile had become. The world
record stood at4:01.4, and year after year the barrierremained. Newspapers called it the
“Everest” of running, and the idea that a human being could run a mile in less than four



minutes had taken on enormous psychological weight. Yet several elite runners were
getting remarkably close. The distance between impossible and possible was becoming
only a few seconds.

On May 6, 1954, Roger Bannister stepped onto the track at Oxford. He was a twenty-five-
year-old medical student, and earlierthat day he had worked a shift ata London hospital.
With Chris Brasher and Chris Chataway helping set the pace, Bannister crossed the finish
line in 3 minutes, 59.4 seconds. For the firsttime in recorded history, someone had run a
mile in less than four minutes.

Then something remarkable happened. The record that had seemed unreachable did not
remain untouched for years. Forty-six days later, Australian runnerJohn Landy ran the
mile in 3:57.9, breaking Bannister's new world record. Human physiology had not suddenly
changed in forty-six days. What had changed was the evidence. Four minutes was no
longer something runners were trying to prove could be done. It had been done.

What Bannister changed was larger than the number beside his name. Every runner
chasing four minutes now approached the barrier with a different piece of knowledge: a
human being had already crossed it. The question was no longer whether the barrier
could be broken. The question was who would break it next.

Thatis what possibility can do. It can change the starting point of our thinking. When
something has never been done, part of the struggle may be believing that a path exists at
all. Once someone demonstrates that it does, everyone who follows begins with
something the first person did not have: evidence of possibility.

Most of us will never chase a four-minute mile, but we encounter different versions of
that barrier throughout our lives. We decide what kind of work we could do, what we could
learn, what we could build, where we could go, and what kind of person we could become.
Some of those boundaries are real. But some may simply be lines we have never tried to
cross because somewhere along the way, we learned to believe they were there.

And once we recognize that, a different question becomes available. Instead of asking only
Can Il do this? we can ask, What would | have to learn, experience, practice, or become
capable of doing for this to be possible? Thefirst question asks fora judgment. The
second begins looking for a path.

That shift matters because many things that seem impossible from where we stand today
would be impossible for us today. We do notyet have the knowledge, skill, experience,



relationships, resources, or confidence required. Buttoday is not the only version of us
that will ever exist. We can become capable of things we are not capable of yet.

That may be one of the mostimportant possibilities we overlook. We tend to judge the
future using the person we are right now. But learning changes us. Practice changes us.
Experience changes us. The person standing at the beginning of a pursuitis not necessarily
the same person who will be standing there after a thousand repetitions. Sometimes the
path becomes possible because, while pursuing it, we become someone capable of
walking it.

Belief also affects how long we are willing to stay with something. When we believe there
may be a way forward, difficulty does not automatically mean stop. Aclosed door may
send us looking for another door. Afailed attempt may send us back to learn something we
did not know. Possibility gives persistence somewhere to go.

This is why the people around us can matter so much. Spend enough time around people
who constantly explain why things cannot be done, and those explanations can begin to
sound like facts. Spend time around people who build, experiment, learn, and keep
searching, and you repeatedly encounter a different question: How could we make this
work? Neither environment guarantees an outcome, but each one gives the mind very
different grooves to practice.

Eventually, however, possibility has to become our own. Other people can encourage us,
teach us, challenge us, or show us something we did not know existed. But there comes a
moment when we have to decide whether we will take the next step ourselves. Someone
else can show us that a door exists. We are still the ones who have to walk through it.

There will always be reasons to believe something cannot be done. Some of them will be
good reasons. Others will be assumptions wearing the clothes of certainty. The difficult
partis knowing the difference. We cannotinvestigate every possibility in life, butwe can
become more careful about declaring something impossible before we have enough
evidence to know. “l don't know how” is not the same sentence as “It cannot be done.”

Sometimes It's possible is allwe need at the beginning. Not certainty. Not a guarantee. Not
a complete map showing every turn between here and where we wantto go. Just enough
possibility to take the first step, learn something we could not have learned from where we
were standing, and then decide what the next step should be. We do not always need to
see the entire path before we begin walking.



And with each step, experience begins replacing imagination. We learn what is difficult,
whatis easier than expected, what needs to change, and what we are capable of learning.
The boundaries of possibility become less dependent on whatwe once assumed and more
informed by what we have actually experienced. Sometimes we discover that the world
contains possibilities we could not see until we started moving toward them.

The belief that something is possible does not finish the work. It begins a different kind of
work. Once a possibility enters our world, we can test it. We can move toward it, learn from
it, practice forit, and discover what it actually requires. Possibility opens the door.
Experience tells us what is on the other side.

And sometimes the mostimportant thing we discoveris notthat we reached the
destination exactly as we imagined it. Itis that we became capable of things we once
believed were beyond us. We learned something we did not know. We developed a skillwe
did not have. We entered a world that once seemed inaccessible. The boundary moved,
and after it moved, we could no longer see ourselves or our possibilities exactly the
way we had before.

Thatis how a belief about possibility can begin becoming a groove of its own. Not because
we stand in front of a mirror repeating that anything is possible, but because we
accumulate experiences thatteach us notto close the doortoo quickly. We become more
willing to investigate, to learn, to attempt, and to keep looking when the first path does not
work. “It's possible” becomes less of a slogan and more of a way of approaching what
we do not yet know.

Roger Bannister did not prove that every person could run a four-minute mile. He proved
something much more specific: a barrier that had seemed unreachable could be crossed.
Once itwas crossed, the runners who followed no longer had to imagine whethera human
being could do it. They knew. And throughout our own lives, experience can do the same
thing on a deeply personal level. Something we once believed was impossible can
become something we have actually done.

So when you encounter one of those boundaries, it may be worth asking where it came
from. Is it something you have actually tested? Is it something reality has demonstrated?
Orisita conclusion built from old experiences, other people's expectations, repeated
failures, or a world that once looked much smaller than it does today? You may discover
thatthe boundaryis real. But you may also discover that you have been living inside a
line that was drawn a long time ago.



You do not need to believe that everything is possible. You only need to be careful about
whatyou declare impossible. Leave enough room for what you have not learned yet, for the
experience you have not had yet, for the person you have not become yet, and for the path

you cannot see from where you are standing today. Sometimes two words are enough to
keep thatdooropen: It’s possible.



Chapter 25 — The Power of Experience

There are things we can understand without ever experiencing them. We can read about
them, listen to someone explain them, watch someone else do them, and even become
very knowledgeable about how they work. But there is a point where explanation reaches
its limit. Knowing about an experience and having the experience are not the same
kind of knowledge.

The difference becomes obvious the moment we try to do something ourselves.
Instructions that seemed perfectly clear suddenly meet movement, timing, pressure,
uncertainty, and consequences. Things we never thought to ask become important.
Details we barely noticed before begin to matter. Experience gives us information we
could not fully receive while standing on the outside.

And once we have that experience, we do not look at the same thing quite the same way
again. We begin noticing what we could not see before. Words that once sounded abstract
acquire meaning. The next experience is interpreted through what the previous one taught
us. Experience does more than give us memories. It changes what we are capable of
recognizing the next time.

Experience also has a way of correcting what looked simple from a distance. Watch an
expert perform something well and the result may appear almost effortless. Then try it
yourself. Suddenly you discover the dozens of decisions, adjustments, mistakes, and
smalldetails hidden inside what looked easy. Experience reveals complexity that
observation can hide.

The reverse can happen too. Something that looked impossibly complicated from the
outside can become surprisingly understandable once you begin doing it. The unfamiliar
becomes familiar. You learn where to look, whatmatters, whatcan be ignored, andwhat to
do when something goes wrong. Experience can make the complicated simpler
because the brain begins learning its way through it.

Thisis onereason experienced people sometimes struggle to explain what they know.
Some of their knowledge is no longer carried as a list of conscious instructions. They
recognize something, sense that something is different, or respond before they have put
the reason into words. What looks like instinct may actually contain thousands of previous



encounters teaching the brain what to notice. Experience can turn knowledge into
recognition.

But experience does not automatically teach the right lesson. Two people can go through
nearly the same event and come away with completely different conclusions. One person
failsand thinks, /need more practice. Another fails and thinks, I'm not capable of this. The
experience may be real, but the meaning we attach to it becomes part of what the
experience teaches us.

That meaning can influence what happens next. If failure becomes evidence thatwe
should stop, we may never accumulate enough experience to improve. If every success
becomes evidence that we were merely lucky, we may never allow success to change what
we believe about ourselves. Experience gives us evidence, but our existing grooves can
influence how we interpret that evidence.

This is why experience and reflection can be so powerful together. Experience gives us
something real to examine, while reflection allows us to ask what actually happened. What
worked? What didn't? What did we misunderstand? What would we do differently next
time? Experience gives us the lesson, but sometimes we have to look carefully to
understand what the lesson actually is.

There is another kind of knowledge experience creates: knowing what something feels like
whileitis happening. Pressure is different when you are inside it. Uncertainty is different
when the decision is yours. Risk is different when there are real consequences. We can
imagine an experience from the outside, but imagination does not reproduce
everything the experience asks of us.

Thatis why performance can change when conditions change. Someone may know exactly
what to do while practicing and struggle to do the same thing when the pressure becomes
real. Another person may discover that they perform better than expected once the
moment arrives. Until the experience occurs, part of that knowledge simply does not exist.
Sometimes we do not know how we will respond until there is something real to
respond to.

And then that experience becomes part of the next one. We remember what surprised us.
We recognize the feeling earlier. We begin anticipating moments that once caught us
completely off guard. With enough repetition, something that once consumed all of our
attention may become manageable. Experience does not just teach us about the
situation. It teaches us how we behave inside the situation.



Experience can also change belief in a way that explanation rarely can. Someone can tell
you a hundred times that you are capable of doing something, and you may stilldoubt it.
Thenyou do it. The argument changes because you now possess something you did not
have before: evidence from your own experience.

That evidence becomes difficult to completely take away. You may still doubt yourself the
next time. You may still be afraid. You may stillwonder whether the first success was
unusual. Butyou can no longer truthfully say, | have never done this. Experience has
added something to your history that doubt now has to argue against.

And as those experiences accumulate, they can begin changing what feels possible
without requiring someone else to convince us. We attempt something because we
remember learning something difficult before. We enter an unfamiliar situation knowing
that unfamiliarity has become familiarity before. We recover from a setback knowing we
have recovered before. Experience can become evidence not only of what we have
done, but of what we may be capable of learning to do next.

Experience also compounds. The tenth time we encounter something is notthe same as
the first, because we arrive carrying what the previous nine encounters taught us. We
recognize more. We ask better questions. We make different mistakes. We may even
notice opportunities that would have been invisible to us earlier. Each experience can
change what we are capable of learning from the next one.

This is how expertise begins to develop. It is not simply a collection of facts stored over
time. It is thousands of encounters being compared, connected, tested, and refined.
Patterns begin to emerge from what once looked like unrelated events. The experienced
person is not merely remembering more. They have more history against which to
compare what is happening now.

That history can make learning accelerate. A beginner may need ten experiences before
noticing a pattern that an expert recognizes almostimmediately. But the expert was once
the beginnerwho could not see it either. The difference was built through allthe
experiences in between. Experience does not simply add to what we know. It can
change our ability to learn from what happens next.

There is another reason experience matters: it gives us a chance to discover that our
assumptions were wrong. We may enter a situation convinced we know what will happen,
what another person will be like, how difficult something will be, or how we ourselves will



respond. Then reality gives us a different answer. Experience can challenge a groove with
evidence the groove did not expect.

Sometimes that evidence changes us immediately. More often, it takes repetition. One
unexpected experience may be dismissed as an exception. Then another happens. And
another. Eventually the old explanation becomes harderto maintain because too much
experience is pointing somewhere else. A groove built through experience can also be
challenged through experience.

This is part of why new experiences can be so powerful. They give us information that our
existing world may never have provided. A new environment, skill, responsibility,
relationship, culture, or challenge can expose us to ways of thinking and responding that
were previously outside our experience. Sometimes we do not change because
someone gave us a better argument. We change because life gave us new evidence.

There is a limit to what we can learn without experiencing something for ourselves. At
some point, we have to participate. We have to attempt the skill, enter the unfamiliar
environment, make the decision, have the conversation, solve the problem, or begin the
thing we have only been thinking about. Some knowledge is available only to the person
who steps into the experience.

Participation gives reality a chance to answer questions imagination cannot. Whatis this
actually like? Whatam I good at? Where do | struggle? What did | misunderstand? What
happens when I try? We may discover that something is harder than we expected, orthat
we are more capable than we assumed. Either way, we leave the experience knowing
something we could not have known in quite the same way before.

And thatis part of therisk and the reward of experience. We cannot completely know what
an experience will teach us before we have it. We enter with the grooves we already carry,
and we leave with something added to them—new information, new questions, new
abilities, new mistakes, or a different understanding of ourselves and the world around us.
To experience something is to give ourselves the opportunity to learn what we could
not learn by remaining where we were.

Experience becomes even more powerful when we realize that no experience has to stand
alone. What we learn in one part of life can travel with us into another. Patience learned
while developing one skill may help us learn the next. Confidence earned by solving one
difficult problem may change how we approach another. An experience can continue
teaching us long after the moment itself has ended.



Over time, those experiences become part of what we bring with us. We carry lessons,
patterns, mistakes, successes, questions, and abilities from one situation into the next.
We are not beginning every new experience from zero. We arrive carrying the
accumulated experience of the person we have already become.

That may be the greatest power of experience. It does not simply teach us about the thing
we experienced. It becomes part of the person who encounters whatever comes next. And
when we repeatedly move toward something—learning, practicing, struggling, adjusting,
and trying again—the experiences begin accumulatingin a particular direction. Eventually,
what we pursue does more than give us experiences. It begins to change us.



Chapter 26 — What You Pursue Changes
You

We usually think about pursuit in terms of the destination. We want to learn the skill, build
the business, earn the degree, create something, solve the problem, reach the goal, or
become good at something we cannotyet do. Our attention naturally goes toward the thing
we are trying to reach. But while we are pursuing the destination, something is
happening to the person doing the pursuing.

Pursuit creates repetition. It gives us problems to solve, mistakes to correct, frustrations to
manage, skillsto practice, and decisions to make againand again. It puts us into situations
we might never have entered otherwise. Each of those experiences gives the brain
something to learn from. While we are working toward what we want, we are also
building grooves along the way.

This means a pursuit can produce something even before it produces the result we were
seeking. We may become more patient, resourceful, disciplined, observant, confident, or
capable simply because the pursuit repeatedly required those things from us. We may
learn things we never intended to learn and develop abilities we never knew we would
need. The destination may be what started the journey, but it is not the only thing the
journey can create.

But pursuit does not only build the qualities we intended to develop. It can also strengthen
impatience, obsession, avoidance, resentment, or the habit of measuring ourselves
entirely by results. If we repeatedly sacrifice everything else forthe destination, that
becomes part of the experience too. What we pursue matters, but so does the way we
practice pursuing it.

This is easy to miss because the destination gives us such a simple way to measure
progress. Did we get there or not? Did we succeed or fail? But that measurement leaves
out everything that happened to us along the way. A pursuitthat has notyet produced its
intended result may still have produced years of learning, experience, relationships,
judgment, resilience, and ability. The scoreboard can tell us whether we reached the
goal. It cannot tell us everything the pursuit produced.



And sometimes what the pursuit produces becomes valuable somewhere we never
expected. Askill learned for one purpose becomes useful for another. Afailure forces us to
develop an ability we later depend on. A problem we spent months trying to solve teaches
us something that changes how we approach completely different problems. We may
begin a pursuit knowing what we want from it without having any idea what it will
eventually give us.

A pursuit can alsochange whatwe notice. The longer we spend working toward something,
the more our attention begins to recognize things connected to it. We notice opportunities,
problems, patterns, people, information, and possibilities that might once have passed
directly in front of us without meaning anything. What we pursue can train us to see a
world that was always there but that we had never learned to notice.

That change in perception can continue even when we are not actively working on the
pursuit. A musician hears things differently. A builder notices how things are constructed.
A teacher notices how people learn. Someone who has spent years solving difficult
problems may begin approaching ordinary problems differently too. The pursuit does not
remain neatly contained inside the activity. Parts of it begin traveling with us.

And thatis where pursuit becomes more than a path toward an external result. The
repeated experiences begin becoming part of how we think, whatwe notice, whatwe
attempt, and how we respond when something becomes difficult. We started by trying to
change something outside ourselves. But somewhere along the way, the pursuit began
changing us too.

Once we understand that, the question changes. Instead of asking only, Am | getting closer
to what lwant?we can also ask, Who am I becoming while | pursue it? The answer may
matter long after the original goal has been reached, abandoned, orreplaced by something
else. Every pursuit has an outcome we are chasing, but it may also have an outcome
we are becoming.

That does not mean every difficult pursuit makes us stronger or every failure secretly
becomes a gift. We can practice the wrong things along the way. We can become better at
quitting, blaming, avoiding, rushing, or repeating the same mistake. Butwe can also learn
to adjust, persist, listen, create, recover, and begin again. The pursuit gives us
experiences. What we repeatedly do inside those experiences helps determine the
grooves they leave behind.



This also means that not reaching the original destination does not automatically make the
entire pursuit worthless. Sometimes the destination changes. Sometimes circumstances
change. Sometimes we discover that what we wanted is no longer what we want. And
sometimes we simply do not get there. But a destination can disappear without erasing
the person who was built while moving toward it.

Think about everything that can happen between deciding to pursue something and finally
reaching it—or deciding to stop. We meet people. We make mistakes. We discover
weaknesses. We develop abilities. We encounter ideas we would never have encountered
otherwise. One decision to pursue something can create a chain of experiences that could
not have been predicted when we began. The pursuit creates a path, and the path
creates experiences.

Those experiences become part of our history. They influence what we recognize, whatwe
believe is possible, what we know how to do, and how we respond when we encounter
something similaragain. This is where the ideas throughout this book begin to come
together. What we pursue influences what we repeatedly experience, what we
repeatedly experience can build grooves, and those grooves can become part of who
we are.

And because pursuits can last for years, their influence can be enormous. Thousands of
hours can accumulate around a single direction. Thousands of decisions can be made
because of it. We can spend years learning, failing, adapting, practicing, and trying again.
Long before we reach the destination, the pursuit may have given us thousands of
repetitions in becoming someone capable of reaching it.

Sometimes we only recognize that change when we look backward. The person standing
near the end of a long pursuit may barely remember what it felt like to be the person who
began it. Things that once seemed impossible have become ordinary. Problems thatonce
overwhelmed us have become familiar. Questions we once did not know enough to ask
have become part of how we think. The distance we traveled is not measured only by
how close we came to the destination. It can also be seen in the difference between
who started and who stands there now.

Thatis why choosing what we pursue deserves more thought than simply choosing what
we want to have. A pursuit can occupy years of our lives. It can determine what we
practice, whatwe study, who we meet, what problems we encounter, and what
experiences we accumulate. When we choose a pursuit, we may also be choosing
some of the experiences that will help shape us.



We cannot know exactly who those experiences will make us. Thatis part of what makes
pursuit uncertain. The path changes. We change. What begins as one goal can lead
somewhere completely unexpected. But uncertainty does not make the pursuit
meaningless. Sometimes we begin by pursuing one thing and discover possibilities we
could not have seen from where we started.

So perhaps there is another question worth asking whenever something matters enough to
pursue. Not only, What willl getiflreach it? Not only, How long will it take? Not only, What
ifl fail? Ask something thatreaches beyond the destination: Who might | become by
pursuing this?

Becausethe destination is only one part of the story. The pursuititself gives us
experiences. Those experiences give us repetitions. Those repetitions can become
grooves, and those grooves travel with us into whatever comes next. We pursue things
because we hope to change something in our lives. But along the way, what we pursue

changes us.



Conclusion — The Grooves You Leave
Behind

We began with a simple idea: you cannot learn to play the violin from a book. You can learn
about theviolin. You can understand the notes, the strings, the bow, and the theory behind
the music. But eventually, your hands have to touch the instrument. You have to make the
sound badly before you can make it well. You have to repeat movements until something
that once required enormous attention begins to happen almost naturally. Knowing can
point us in a direction. Experience and repetition begin building the groove.

The same process has been happening throughout your life. You have been learning what
to notice, what to expect, how to respond, what to fear, what to trust, what to avoid, and
what to attempt. Some of those patterns have helped you enormously. Others may have
limited you without ever announcing themselves. Many were built before you knew they
were being built. Long before you knew the words brain grooves, you were already
creating them.

That can be unsettling, but it also gives us somewhere to begin. Agroove is not a verdict. It
is a path with a history. The fact that a response feels natural does not mean it was
inevitable, and the fact that a thought arrives easily does not make ittrue. Sometimes what
feels like who  am may also contain years of what | have repeatedly experienced,
practiced, believed, and done.

We cannotinspect every process happening inside our minds. We will continue to miss
things. We will misunderstand ourselves. We will sometimes act before we understand
why, and our conscious minds will sometimes produce convincing stories after the fact.
Taking back some control does not require perfect awareness. It begins with
becoming a little better at catching ourselves inthe act.

Then we can become curious. Where did this come from? What have | been practicing?
What happens immediately before this response? What does the response accomplish?
What experiences might have taught me to see the situation this way? We may not always
find a clean answer. Human behavior rarely gives us one. But asking better questions can
interrupt the assumption that the first explanation our mind gives us must be the
whole story.



Understanding, however, is not the finish line. We can understand a groove perfectly and
continue walking it. Eventually, something different has to be practiced. At first, the
different response may feel awkward precisely because it is unfamiliar. The old path has
history. The new one does not. We should not confuse the ease of the old path with
proof that it is the only path available.

Each different repetition gives the alternative a little more history. We notice sooner. We

redirect sooner. We experience something different. We gather evidence we did not have
before. Eventually, something that once required deliberate effort may become easier to
follow. The path we once had to choose can become the path we naturally take.

And this is why what we repeatedly place into our lives matters. The thoughts we rehearse,
the questions we ask, the people we listen to, the environments we enter, the skills we
practice, and the experiences we pursue all give the brain material to work with. None
controls us completely. But repeated often enough, they can become part of the patterns
through which we meet the world.

We should be especially careful with the word impossible. Our current grooves are built
from the experiences we have already had. They cannot contain experiences we have not
had yet, skills we have not learned yet, people we have not met yet, or possibilities we have
never encountered. The boundaries of our experience can easily begin feeling like the
boundaries of reality. They are not always the same thing.

Experience expands those boundaries. It teaches things explanation cannot. It gives us
evidence. It reveals complexity, exposes mistaken assumptions, creates recognition, and
changes whatwe are capable of noticing the next time. And because one experience
changes what we bring into the next, experience can compound across a lifetime.

Then pursuit gives those experiences a direction. We move toward something, and in doing
so we repeatedly enter situations that ask something of us. We learn. We struggle. We
adjust. We fail. We improve. We sometimes change direction entirely. We begin the pursuit
wanting something at the end of the path and may discover that the path itself has been
working on us all along.

There will always be grooves we did not deliberately choose. There will always be
influences we cannot completely see and patterns we recognize only after they have
already affected us. The goal was never to gain perfect control over the mind. The goal is
to understand enough about how these patterns are built that we can participate more
deliberately in what we build next.



And our grooves do not stop with us. The way we respond to another person becomes part
of their experience. What we repeatedly teach, model, encourage, criticize, tolerate,
create, and share can become part of the environmentin which someone else's grooves
are forming. A patientresponse can travel. So can an impatient one. Confidence can
travel. Fear can travel. Curiosity can travel. The grooves we build within ourselves can
influence the grooves being built around us.

That gives the idea a reach far beyond self-improvement. Every life leaves repetitions
behind. A parent leaves them with a child. Ateacher leaves them with a student. Afriend
leaves them with a friend. The things we create can carry them to people we will never
meet. We may never know how far a sentence, an example, an act of patience, a question,
or an idea will travel after it leaves us.

So pay attention to what you repeat. Pay attention to what you practice. Pay attention to
whatyou allow experience to teach you. Pay attention to what you declare impossible. And
pay attention to whatyou pursue.

Not because every thought must be controlled or every habit perfected, but because
repetition has consequences. Experience leaves something behind. What we practice can
become easier to practice again. What we pursue can change what we experience, and
what we repeatedly experience can change us.

You have been building grooves your entire life. You will keep building them. The question
is not whether you will leave grooves behind.

The question is which ones you will choose to deepen.



