
According to the research that supports Gabriele Oettingen’s ‘Rethinking Positive Thinking’, it’s not enough 
to know where you want to go, envisioning how you’ll feel when you arrive and setting goals aligned 
with this idealized destination. You have to also consider the obstacles that stand between you and your 
goal.  

“The solution isn’t to do away with dreaming and positive thinking. Rather, it’s making the most of our fantasies by 
brushing them up against the very thing most of us are taught to ignore or diminish: the obstacles that stand in our 
way.”1 

Considering obstacles is an exercise in negative visualization, the flip side to the Best Possible Self 
exercise’s positive visualization. 

Oettingen promotes a four-step process for goal achievement that includes 1) establishing what it is that 
you’re wishing2 for, 2) visualizing how it will feel when you achieve the desired outcome3, 3) 
considering all of the obstacles4 that stand between you and your wish and 4) building a plan5 to 
achieve your goal (WOOP for short).   

Here’s an exercise that you can practice to healthily consider the obstacles that might stand in the way of 
your goal. 

1. Set aside 30 minutes in a quiet location where you can think and write in relative peace and quiet. 
2. Select one envisioned destination, wish, or goal that you plan to achieve.  
3. With a pad and pen nearby, spend 15 minutes thinking about all the ways in which your attainment of 

this goal might fail. Think about spectacular failure, minuscule failure and everything in between. Try 
to be as imaginative as possible. Write as many of these reasons down as you can during these 15 
minutes. 

4. Spend the next 15 minutes writing down as many potential reasons or catalysts for these failures as 
you can imagine. 

5. Keep this list of obstacles close at hand as you’re developing the process that supports your goal 
achievement.
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http://woopmylife.org/new-page-1/


1. “Wish: First, define your goal. “Think about a wish that is dear to you,” Oettingen said. “What is it you really want? This could be a big, New Year’s–resolution-type 
ambition, like running a marathon or losing a certain amount of weight, but it doesn’t have to be. “I do it every morning for the next day,” Oettingen said on the podcast. 
Your wish doesn’t have to be huge; it just has to be real, something you truly want.”   
“Positive Thinking Doesn’t Work; Here’s What Does” 2014 (New York Magazine) 

2. “Outcome: Here’s where a little bit of positive thinking sneaks back in. Keeping your goal in mind, ask yourself: If this wish of mine is fulfilled, what is the best possible 
outcome? “Very often, it is a feeling,” Oettingen said. “You define that outcome, and you imagine that outcome. And once you’ve imagined the outcome, really immerse 
yourself in these daydreams.”  
“Positive Thinking Doesn’t Work; Here’s What Does” 2014 (New York Magazine) 

3. “Obstacles: The previous step tends to be where people naturally stop — daydreaming feels pretty nice, after all — but Oettingen isn’t done yet. After you’ve let yourself 
fantasize for a little while about what it will feel like when your goal is accomplished, bring your mind back down to reality. “Then you say, What is it in me that holds me 
back from experiencing that wish, that outcome? ” Oettingen said. “Very often it’s an emotion, it’s those same old habits. … And you imagine that obstacle.” 
“Positive Thinking Doesn’t Work; Here’s What Does” 2014 (New York Magazine) 

4. “Plan: “Once you’ve imagined that obstacle,” Oettingen said, “you’ll understand what you need to do to overcome it.” Come up with an if/then plan — if this obstacle 
pops up, then you’ll do X to get around it and keep going after your goal.  
“Positive Thinking Doesn’t Work; Here’s What Does” 2014 (New York Magazine)
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