Make Three Columns
Someone was referred to me a while ago because he called our local psychology referral service looking for a “sports psychologist.” The person who took the call thought of me, due, I would guess, to my degree of physical activity – my knowledge of sports psychology is by no means comprehensive. When I asked the caller what he wanted specifically, thinking I’d probably refer him to someone more expert, he said, “I’m a trader. I buy and sell things. People give me money and I make more of it for them. I’m the second best person around at what I do, and I’m determined to be the best. What can you teach me about improving my performance?”

That rang a bell. He wanted “peak performance” skills, which is something I do know about. We worked together weekly for a year, and have maintained a subsequent friendship. Of the many things we discussed, what I’ll present here is one of the most important and generally applicable. 
The basic idea is very simple: we don’t see the reality of situations because we have a distorted view of them. The distorting lenses are desire and fear. Our desires and/or fears, usually not consciously realized, cause us to not assess things accurately, but instead to expect better or worse than is likely to happen. We look up or down rather than straight at what we’re considering. 

In my client’s case, this involved hoping, for instance, that a stock he was about to purchase would immediately rise sharply in price, and fearing that it would just as suddenly fall. In reality, the most likely eventuality would probably be that it would stay about where it was (although, if my client had some additional relevant information, that information would have to be factored into the prediction). While this seems obvious at a distance, when you are in the thick of things they appear much less clear, especially if you have a lot riding on making a successful move.
Before we discuss the technique I taught him (again, very simple), let’s talk a little about the distorting factors – desire and fear. Many people and groups have recognized how these universal human tendencies get in the way of optimal functioning. Buddhism, for example, talks about “craving” and “aversion” as two of the three root causes of suffering and lack of well-being (the third is “delusion” itself). In other words, our feeling about what is happening prevents us from actually viewing it clearly and best dealing with it. Abraham Maslow, in studying the healthiest people in our society, the “self-actualizers,” identified their primary characteristic as the ability to have a “more efficient perception of reality.” That is, their predictions about what was going to happen “seemed to be more often correct, because less based on wish, desire, anxiety, or fear.” 
Back to my client: to counteract the tendency to be hijacked by desire and fear and thereby misjudge things, I had him take a piece of paper, write the proposed action (for example, buy “X”) on the top, and make three columns. He labeled the first column “I hope, wish, desire…” The third column was labeled “I am afraid and would hate it if…” And the middle column was titled “What is most likely to happen is…”
Then he filled in column one with all his most positive thoughts. I told him not to hold back, but to write “unrealistically,” from his highest hopes. So he might write, “The stock will go up tenfold in a year.”  Or, “The company will be bought out within a month at double the current price per share.” 
Next he went to column three. Here he was to write the worst, again not holding back. So he might write, “The stock will self-destruct when their technology is eclipsed by something better.” Or, “The company will lose major litigation and go bankrupt.”

Finally, in the middle column he was to write how things were most likely to play out. He could now do this with some confidence because he had consciously separated out the biasing factors. Having written their possible scenarios, he could see how they clouded his view. So in the middle column went his undistorted estimates, taking into account all the objective information of which he was aware. If he had been studying a stock and following its progress, he might write, for example, “The stock will probably rise ten percent fairly soon due to news about product development, and then level off for a few months.”
Of course, my client traded more than stocks. But this three column procedure is useful in making any decision, business or otherwise. It doesn’t matter what you’re looking at in life. The distorting factors, desire and fear, are the same. Unless you make them conscious, they will, without your awareness, affect your understanding. The three column technique is something you can use whenever you need to be objective. Want to know if you should start a business, enter a dance contest, or ask someone out on a date? Want a good idea about what will happen if you try climbing a mountain, vacationing in Borneo, or going back to school? Want to have the clearest view, and therefore make the most precise prediction, about anything that isn’t completely certain? Take out a piece of paper and make three columns…
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