
Executive Function Coaching
Core Certificate

HANDOUT - COLLABORATE PHASE

Please do not share

We are a company committed to working to raise awareness of executive
function challenges.  All of the profits from the coach training programs go

towards funding our research and work with children facing multiple
disadvantages. This handout is the product of many hours of hard work so

we ask that you please keep it for your own personal use.
Thank you so much.
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Mental Contrasting – a technique to
help you commit to a goal

Mental contrasting is a visualisation technique developed by Gabriele Oettingen, a
motivational psychologist who wished to improve the effectiveness of traditional
self-control strategies like positive-future visualisation.

The technique has strong empirical support. For example, it has been shown to:

● Improve academic performance, leading to high exam grades and significantly more
time spent preparing for exams.

● Improve health, prompting more exercise, less unhealthy snack consumption, and more
fruit intake.

● Increase help seeking and help giving behaviour.

● Increase the likelihood of taking steps to reduce cigarette consumption.

Before going into the specifics of the technique, there is one important caveat – the
impact of the technique is dependent on expectations of success.

Mental contrasting when used by those with low expectations of success leads to
reduced goal commitment and demotivation. Mental contrasting when used by those
with high expectations of success leads to increased goal commitment.

3

http://www.psych.nyu.edu/oettingen/index.html


Why Was It Developed?

When a book, website, or coach recommends visualisation, usually, they are referring to
positive-future visualisation. They are suggesting that you visualise the completion of
your goal – of having attained the rewards lying at the end of the road. Consider things
from the perspective of your subconscious.

The reason positive-future imagery works is because in the past, there was no TV or
fantasy novels. What you could imagine was limited to reality – the brain used
visualisation not as a means of fantasy escape, but of planning and consideration. So,
what you were able to visualise, your brain assumed was real and attainable.

That’s why positive-future visualisation works – it convinces your brain that your
desired future is likely to come true, “if I can visualise it, it must not be that hard to
acquire.” If you possess low confidence, positive-future visualisation is for you. However,
if you’re reasonably confident but just lack motivation, positive-future visualisation has
been shown to hurt more than it helps.

The reason is simple – your brain assumes the goal is easier to acquire than it actually is.
That’s a problem – because your subconscious is hyper-efficient, it allocates only as
much energy as is needed to accomplish its goals – anything more would be a waste. If it
thinks that your goal will be extra easy to accomplish, it will allocate less energy.
This phenomenon, called de-energisation, has been experimentally observed and
induced, and leads to reduced goal commitment and attainment.

To combat this problem, mental contrasting was developed.

Why mental contrasting is hard

Carrying out a kind of reality check sounds like a straightforward technique, but from
other research we know that it’s easy to get wrong.

The positive fantasies about the future must come first, followed by the negative
aspects of reality. Then it’s also vital that we think carefully about the difference
between fantasy and reality. A study has found that if people don’t contrast fantasy with
reality then the technique doesn’t work (Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2001).

There’s a good reason why we need to rub our noses in the difference between fantasy
and reality. It’s because we hate to have inconsistencies pointed out to us and will
attempt all kinds of mental contortions to avoid them. Psychologists call this cognitive
dissonance: our mind’s discomfort with thoughts and actions that are incompatible with
each other.

Our natural reaction is to avoid bringing fantasy and reality together because it’s
uncomfortable. Suddenly it becomes obvious what needs to be done and these
realisations can be depressing—we might have a lot of work to do. Worse, we might
have to face the fact that our goal is unworkable.

Another reason the technique is difficult is that people dislike moving from happy to
depressing thoughts. We want to keep thinking about happy things. Or if we’re thinking
negative thoughts, it’s difficult to change to positive.
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Hearts and minds

When done right, the strength of this technique is it forces us to decide. People have a
natural tendency to avoid decisions, preferring to stay in a fantasy land where the
chance of failure is zero.

Mental contrasting makes us ask ourselves if this is really a goal we want to pursue. If
not we should forget about it and move on to something else. If we expect to succeed
then it forces us to commit our hearts and minds to it, making us act now with energy
and focus.

And if we imagine failing then we should anticipate regret. A vague goal you don’t care
about is a goal to which you’re not committed. Deciding to do one thing, rather than
another is always a kind of risk, both cognitive and emotional. The time we spent
pursuing one goal is time that can’t be spent pursuing others.

By contrast, if we never fully commit then it’s difficult to achieve anything. What the
mental contrasting technique forces you to do is choose. Making a choice—a committed
choice—is the first step along the journey to realising your goals.

Instructions

1a) Write down or think about several positive aspects associated with completing your
goal. For example, if you’re trying to lose weight, those positive aspects could be:
looking good, living longer, spending less on healthcare, feeling more lively, being able to
stay active, getting your spouse to stop nagging you, etc…

1b) Hone in the most positive aspects. This could be one especially large benefit, or a
few smaller ones. Then take a few moments to visualise those benefits. The longer and
the more detailed, the better.

2a) Write down or think about several obstacles in the way of you completing your goal.
For example, if you’re trying to lose weight, those obstacles could be: being tempted by
snacks, purchasing unhealthy food while shopping, eating too much at dinner, emotional
binging, lack of motivation to exercise, etc…

2b) Hone in the largest obstacles. This could be one especially large obstacle, or a few
smaller ones. Then take a few moments to visualise those obstacles. The longer and the
more detailed, the better.

OR

Use the app created by the researchers called ‘Woop My Life’.

CLEAR DIRECTIONS

In most of their interactions with coachees, coaches use all the communication skills we've

dis cussed to help coachees understand themselves—how they learn best, how they accomplish

tasks, how they motivate themselves—and make decisions and commitments. Sometimes,
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how ever, coaches do provide direct instruction. For example, coaches may teach coachees how

to study for exams, how to write essays, how to plan long-term projects, or how to make notes.

When supporting adults, executive function coaches might need to support and demonstrate

techniques such as diary and email management, planning how to stay on top of personal

administrative tasks together with work tasks.

There are some general guidelines coaches should keep in mind as they prepare an

instruc tional sequence for coachees. Some of these, listed next (from Hofmeister & Lubke,

1990), are just good teaching strategies recommended for use with all coachees. Others are

directed for use with coachees with executive skills weaknesses. Remember: These are

coachees who have weak working memory, poor organisational skills, difficulty creating a plan

or sequence of steps to follow, and short attention spans. They become easily overwhelmed or

quickly frustrated if they find directions to be complex, lengthy, or confusing. With this in mind,

good coaching involves:

1. Stating the goal of the lesson/strategy up front (e.g., "Today I'm going to walk you

through a process for planning a long-term project").

2. Focusing on one step or one thought at a time and avoiding digressions.

3. Avoiding ambiguous terms or phrases: These coachees often have trouble

understand ing figures of speech, so if you use them—and it's difficult not to—look at

their facial expressions for signs of confusion. If the signs are there, explain what the

expression means.

4. Presenting material in small steps and giving explicit, step-by-step directions.

5. Modeling the skill or process you are working on. One effective way to do this is to

"think aloud" as you progress through the skill to be mastered or the task to be

accomplished. For instance, if a coachee is truly lost in terms of understanding what an

assignment is asking her to do, you might say, "Here's how I would think about this

assignment if someone had given it to me to do . . . " Then describe the thought process

you would go through as you attempt to understand the assignment and create a game

plan for it.

6. Providing multiple examples to illustrate the point you are trying to make whenever

you can.

7. Stating instructions positively. Tell coachees what to do rather than what not to do. Also,

avoid opinions, preferences, and personal biases. Instructions are factual state ments

about actions to be performed.

8. Checking for understanding frequently. Ask questions to monitor coachees'

compre hension or have them repeat, paraphrase, or summarise what they have just

heard. Reteach immediately when it is clear that the coachees do not understand.
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9. Not trying to do too much at once and not spending too much time in didactic

pre sentations. When working with coachees individually, talk for no more than a couple

of minutes before involving them in some way.

10. Making check-lists: Assume that the coachees you coach will not remember anything

that they hear in sufficient detail to apply it on their own. Any skill that you think is

important for them to learn should be turned into a set of written directions or—even

better—a checklist of steps to be followed.

Exercise:

Imagine you are teaching your elderly and not computer literate family member to use zoom for

a family quiz night next Tuesday at 7pm.

You will not be able to be there nor can anyone else.

Create a step by step guide getting them on zoom.

N.B For context think of someone in your own family or an older person you know (who is not

computer literate) and make it relevant to them. You will need to make some assumptions as

part of the process (ie which type of device they are going to use to get online.)
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Planning Sheet– Blank

Background:

Why have you planned this session?

Resources & Skills:

What extra resources do you need access to? What are the main coaching skills you might
need to use

Explanation for the coachee:

How to explain why you are doing this to the coachee?

Time:

How long do you have – how many sessions to spend on it.

Time Activity Success Criteria

Starter: - An activity to get them focused and understand the
context of the session

Activity 1:

Activity 2:

Plenary: - How are you going to check what they have taken
away from the session?
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Exemplar Planning Sheet– Starting
Work

Resources: Miro.com board for brainstorm. Coach has some links to videos about strategies they might
try if the client gets stuck.

Explanation for the client: Difficulty starting tasks can make completing work really challenging. Working
on your executive function skill task initiation will help you feel more confident that you can start and
complete your work on time.

Session aim: The client will understand how task initiation can get in the way of them completing their
work and will co-create 1-2 strategies that can help them overcome those challenges.

Recommended reading: Some thoughts on Task initiation by Smart but Scattered

Time: 1 hour

Time Activity Success Criteria

0-5
minutes

Catch up and connect.

5-15
mins

Wish & Outcome: Tell me about getting started on work, how has it affected
your productivity this week?

-Can you tell me what it would feel like if you could get started on work in
good time.

- What would happen as a result of you getting started more promptly?

Client can
visualise the
wish and the
outcome.

15-25
mins

Self-reflection

- What is task initiation?
- How does task initiation get in the way of work completion?
- Tell me more about what happens in your mind when you struggle to

get started?  Is it fear of failure, do you get distracted, do you keep
saying I’ll do it later.

- What have you tried in the past?
- What got in the way of that strategy working?

The client is
able to self
reflect about
the obstacles.

25-40
mins

Selecting strategies for improving task initiation

Once you have the reason, brainstorm some strategies to try out.

The client is
able to
co-create
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- Choose one or two to try out that week.
- What will success look like?
- What is their current performance
- How long would it take to reach success.

strategies so
that they work
for them

40-55
mins

Creating a plan for implementing those strategies

- Do a deep dive into how to use the strategy/resource - remember to
cover all the steps and think through all the challenges - clear
directions are key here.

- Are there any obstacles to using those strategies?
- How could these obstacles be resolved/avoided?
- What is achievable to work on this week - what micro adjustment

could they make to get started?
- Is external support needed (i.e. from teachers, parents, friends)?

The client has
an achievable
step by step
plan to
implement their
strategies for
this week

55-60
mins

Plenary

- What has the client discovered today?
- Recap on their chosen strategies and actions for implementing those

strategies.

Summarise the
session -
keeping any
instructions
open and clear
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