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Howie: Hey, Howard Jacobson here, host of The Health Coaches Podcast and 

I'm joined by Dr. Glenn Livingston of Never Binge Again.  Hello, the 
very good Dr. Glenn. 

 
Dr. Glenn: Hello there, hello.  How are you?  Nice to see you. 
 
Howie: Yeah, good to see you too.  I wanted to learn from you today about 

your experiences with motivation when you help clients deploy and pay 
attention and focus on motivation, whether you want to focus on 
positive or negative motivations, because I have lots of theories and 
they're based on gut feelings and you have lots of experiences and 
you've measured things in a way that I haven't.  So I would love to pick 
your brain about how you use motivation to get your clients to succeed. 

 
Dr. Glenn: You got it.  I'm into it.  Let's do it. 
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Howie: Okay. 
 
Dr. Glenn: I'm motivated. 
 
Howie: I can hear it in your voice.  So would you be more motivated if I was 

going to reward you for doing it or punish you for not doing it? 
 
Dr. Glenn: Probably if you're going to punish me for not doing it. 
 
Howie: I don't like that.  I don't want that to be the world that I live in.  So tell 

me, when you do an intake, you focus a lot on motivation, on the gap, I 
guess, between where the person is and not just where they want to 
be, but the gap between where they want to be and where they're 
going to end up if they don't change.  Is that a fair -- 

 
Dr. Glenn: That's an accurate assessment, yeah. 
 
Howie: So why do you do that? 
 
Dr. Glenn: Well, first of all, I only focus on goal-specific motivation.  So I don't think 

it's my business to amp up someone's motivation to generally be 
healthy or to not get sick unless I know very specifically what they're 
wanting to accomplish.  And so my system is very rules-based.  We 
define a very clear bull's-eye for how people want to eat and take it to 
the point where you really know if you're on or you're off it.  Once I'm 
there, I'll usually ask them what would it mean to you if you could follow 
this bull's-eye, if you could eat exactly like this and follow these rules 
and stay in your diet for a year, what would happen, and I'll paint a 
really broad picture of that. 
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 I'll go into great detail and I'm trying to get an emotional identification.  I 
want to be a really vivid sense of will I be able to play with my kids 
more, would we be able go for a hike and I could get into that little red 
dress in my closet and I'd stop isolating myself and maybe I would take 
on those work projects or I can be working in the garden a little more.  
All of these things that the person isn't often aware are connected to 
just simply following a dietary rule. 

 
 You know, we kind of pare it down so that it really seems realistic and 

we try to get their naysayer out of the way, we call it the pig.  I know the 
pig says you can't do this but what if you could?  And I use to think that 
that's all that it would take to get people motivated.  I found it definitely 
does get them going.  Then I did this survey, we figured we've been 
working with people for a couple of years and we should find out what 
the longer term results were and we found that people who had a big 
why, they did better than people that didn't.  So there's no question that 
it made a difference.  But people who had a big why not did 
qualitatively better. 

 
 So people whose mother had been diagnosed with diabetes and they 

watch them go through blindness and diabetic retinopathy or have an 
amputation or all the other complications of diabetes, they were even 
more likely to have complied and accomplished their goal than the 
people who only had a big why.  So we started calling it the ghost of 
Christmas future and we realized that our pigs, that destructive part of 
ourselves that says to break our diet, then it tends to keep us thinking 
that things are going to stay the same if we don't change. 

 
 But the truth is when you get people to really think about it, things are 

going to get worse as they do for most people.  That's why as people 
get older and they keep up with the bad habits, that's why they have 
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progressively more cardiovascular and diabetes and all these other 
complications, it's because things really do tend to get progressively 
worse. 

 
 And we find that piercing the denial about that gets us a greater 

compliance with the rules in the long run.  We call that the ghost of 
Christmas future.  There since been an interesting set of studies that 
we became aware of.  The book is called Rethinking Positive Thinking.  
I forgot the name of the authors.  They're two psychologists in Europe.  
Now it makes sense to me why we're getting the results that we're 
getting. 

 
 They said a big why all by itself is actually demotivating.  What 

happens with the brain when you take a long time to visualize your 
positive future, like we're all busy making these vision boards and I'm 
busy painting this emotional image of the positive future, if you just do 
that, the brain tends to relax, I think that it's already happened.  There's 
less effort that ensues. 

 
Howie: So that's like people who went to McDonalds who got started offering 

salads ended up ordering more fries and shakes because in their 
minds they had ordered the salad while they were waiting on line. 

 
Dr. Glenn: That's interesting.  I didn't know about that but that makes sense.  

What the research subsequently found was that you could overcome 
that because it really was of value to the big why if you planned for all 
the obstacles that could occur and you made an implementation plan, 
you know, like an if-then plan for what to do if that happened.  I realized 
that that was essentially what we're doing with Never Binge Again 
because after the motivational section of our interview, we are 

http://www.neverbingeagain.com/


 

www.NeverBingeAgain.com 
 

evaluating all of the reasons the person's destructive self might give for 
breaking the rule and not accomplishing the goal. 

 
 So then we're making a plan for overcoming all of those obstacles.  So 

where I net out is I want to have a specific, an autonomous goal that 
people want to commit to.  I want to anchor them in a positive future 
that's going to evolve from having done that.  I also want to pierce their 
denial about what's going to happen if they let things go the way that 
they're going.  I like the status quo to no longer be an option.  And then 
with that motivation in place, we do obstacle planning in terms of what 
the pig might say or do to get you not to do it and make a plan for what 
to do to overcome that.  That's where I net out on motivation.  That's 
what I find is most effective. 

 
Howie: Okay.  So let me throw some arguments at you. 
 
Dr. Glenn: Okay. 
 
Howie: So essentially if we're helping people focus on avoiding the negative, 

that creates what I'll call a no-go circuit in the brain.  It's just like guilt 
and anxiety and shame and fear all lead to essentially a freeze, an 
instantaneous freeze, like, stop doing that.  And so your program is 
about stopping binging, never binge again, which is essentially what we 
call like a dead man's goal, like a dead person can do better than a 
living person at binging. 

 
Dr. Glenn: At not binging, yeah. 
 
Howie: At not binging.  So maybe it can work there but when you're talking 

about like positive actions like going for a run or sitting down to 
meditate or journaling could affect the fear that's in engendered by 
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thinking about I could lose a leg to diabetes or I could orphan my kids 
in my 50s because of heart disease.  Wouldn't that also create no-go 
circuits for positive things? 

 
Dr. Glenn: Well, even with Never Binge Again, we focus people on what they can 

and should do.  So we really want them thinking about the positive 
behavior.  We don't want them white knuckling, thinking, oh my god, I 
can't ever binge again.  We want them focused on active, proactive, 
life-enhancing behaviors.  So the goal is to just wake them up enough 
that they look at all their alternatives.  This is work as well for getting 
people to go running every day.  I don't know.  I don't have enough 
experience with that. 

 
Howie: I just feel like people focusing on the negative can create stress.  So 

I've actually in recent years down pedaled this idea of like really 
focusing upfront on the gap because what I want to create for them is a 
safe place and a place to practice positive habits.  We were talking 
before we started recording about Polyvagal Theory which is all about 
creating co-regulation among mammals and a feeling of safety in the 
organism so that it begins to move towards goodness and out of areas 
locked in traumatically induced states. 

 
 And so I've had this instinct that getting people to talk about, oh, this 

bad thing could happen and I could die, I could gain another 100 
pounds, pushes them farther into the fight or flight or even into a fold 
where they've dissociated and just fatigued and low energy and 
unresponsive to life, as opposed to focusing them towards the positive, 
towards the identity, towards the good things and yet you have found 
empirically that that's not the case. 
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Dr. Glenn: Well, what happens at the end of Scrooge if you think about the play, 
the movie?  After he sees the ghost of Christmas future, he comes 
back and he's changed his ways and he's much more social and 
positive and engaged with people around him and he's not a miser 
anymore.  It's more like he leaves the fear state and reengages with 
society and the connections that are important.  Isn't that what 
happened?  I haven't watched the movie in the longest time. 

 
Howie: Yeah, there's something about roast turkey and bells.  But it's also a 

19th century novel by Dickens. 
 
Dr. Glenn: I know. 
 
Howie: So I quibble with that as definitive proof.  But you said you did a survey 

of Never Binge Again clients, right?  Can you tell us the results of that? 
 
Dr. Glenn: When I surveyed the clients, we found that the people who had a big 

why did better than people who didn't and the people who had a big 
why not in addition to the big why did better than people who just had a 
big why.  We don't focus people on the big why not.  I mean, if you look 
at the actual techniques that we use, one of them is called a real time 
refutation, where when the pig jumps up -- let's say I have a rule that 
says I'll never eat chocolate again and the pig jumps up and says, well, 
you can get away with this once, you know, you could start again 
tomorrow. 

 
 What I would want to do is write that down and then I want to ask, well 

why is the pig wrong, how is it lying to me?  Maybe the idea is that it's 
not really going to be just as easy to start tomorrow because I'm going 
to reinforce the addiction by binging today, and so, therefore, the only 
time I can eat healthy is now.  I always use the present moment to be 
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healthy.  Then we'll ask them, well, how would caging the pig make you 
a better, happier person right now and it usually leads to something 
about their big why. 

 
 So on a practical basis, we're always linking the new behavior and the 

new thought patterns with the positive future so that the person starts 
to develop the character that they want to develop and they will be 
striving towards the positive future.  I don't think of the big why not as a 
constant source of negative motivation.  I do feel like the glimpse of it is 
what wakes people up and gets them moving in the first place.  That's 
my best understanding. 

 
Howie: Got you.  So most coaching programs will have some version of the big 

why and some will have a big why not and some will just start there 
and sort of ramp it up like you're pushing a toy car up a hill or a sled or 
something up the incline and then because of their big why, they've got 
all this motivation just kind of slide down.  Other programs and 
approaches constantly remind people of it and ask them to check in 
and write it down in lipstick on their mirror or post-it notes on their 
computer or tattoos on their wrist.  What's your take on revisiting 
motivation on a regular basis through the process, either they're doing 
it routinely or doing it as kind of a break glass when something goes 
wrong or doing it as a reward when something goes right? 

 
Dr. Glenn: I'd say it's kind of like a vitamin rather than an antibiotic.  I mean, you 

and I don't really believe in vitamins but the metaphor still works. 
 
Howie: Well, I believe they exist.  I just think we should get them from food. 
 
Dr. Glenn: It's kind of like gravity, man.  It's there.  You can deny it's there.  I met a 

girl who said she doesn't believe in gravity. 
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Howie: Was she high? 
 
Dr. Glenn: What was the question? 
 
Howie: You said you think of motivation more as a vitamin than an antibiotic. 
 
Dr. Glenn: I think it's an everyday thing.  And so I have a very well-honed big why 

statement for myself and I have a note on my to-do list to read it out 
loud every day and I read it out loud every day and I commit to it every 
day and it makes me happy every day and it reminds me why I do the 
things that I do.  I don't have that with a big why not.  I did that once 
when I thought like I was in trouble and then I left it alone. 

 
Howie: So the big why not is more of an antibiotic? 
 
Dr. Glenn: Yes.  The big why not is more like a shot of antibiotics when you're 

suffering from a severe infection.  That's a good way to look at it. 
 
Howie: Got it.  So like there's things that I do mostly unrelated to food.  Let's 

say I'm working on a book right now and I sit down to write the book 
and my big why is very clear, like there's strategic reasons to write this 
book, for my career, there's financial reasons, there's the feeling that 
I'm doing something, I'm contributing something really important to the 
world.  But if I don't write the book, like some bad things will happen.  A 
bunch of good things will not happen and I'll have sort of wasted a 
bunch of time, but I don't think about the negative at all.  So is there a 
point at which someone transcends the need to think about the 
negatives, like think about it like an athlete preparing for a big event or 
a performer thinking about going up onstage or creating an album 
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where the pull, the positive pull, the artistic pull, the altruistic meaning, 
the pull is so strong that the why not is simply irrelevant? 

 
Dr. Glenn: I think that that does happen.  That's why I don't read my why not all 

the time.  I think that definitely does happen.  I mean, I want to live in a 
world where we reward people and don't punish them also.  What I 
know about the behavioral psychology of rewards and punishments is 
that if you're going to use punishment, use it once, be as strong as you 
need to be and then don't use it again.  Like if you punish kids a little 
and then you punish them a little more and a little more, the overall 
amount of punishment you wind up giving those kids gets much higher 
because they get acclimated to it and you wind up being much crueler 
than you need to be.  I would like to live in a world where there are no 
punishments whatsoever. 

 
 You know, there are certain types of dog training that don't use any 

punishments whatsoever.  And you know you know how I am, Howie, 
you know how I am, I'm a compassionate guy with people and I 
gravitate towards being empathic and helping them move towards a 
future that they want to.  But I can't deny the evidence staring me in the 
face and I am finding that that's been consistent with me going back 
and focusing on waking them up with a big why not.  So I don't feel bad 
about that.  I feel like I'm a doctor giving them a shot.  I know that I'm 
not doing out of my own sadism.  I know that I'm preventing a negative 
outcome.  So that's why I do it. 

 
Howie: Cool.  That helps me a great deal and I suspect it will help my clients a 

great deal by the downstream effects.  Anything else you wanted to say 
about motivation that I haven't asked? 
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Dr. Glenn: I don't know if this is a separate talk, but I wanted to talk about habits 
versus compulsions and someone asked me what's the difference 
between discipline and willpower.  At the moment, the definition of a 
compulsion escapes me, like the formal psychological definition, but 
here's how I think about it.  I think that our brains are set up to 
myelinate pathways that serves as shortcuts so that we engage in a 
specific sequence of actions.  That's really a timesaver.  It's very 
efficient for us and the brain doesn't have to work that hard.  You see X 
stimulus and it just kind of executes itself. 

 
 When those grooves are dug very, very deep, it feels like there's no 

choice and the keyword is "feels like."  The experience of compulsion is 
like there's no you there, like you're just kind of observing your brain 
and body doing things that you don't have any choice about.  But it's 
rare that you don't have any choice about it.  Like if you try to hold your 
breath until you die, your body will force you to stop holding your 
breath.  Please don't try this at home.  But my understanding of 
breathing is that your body will not let you suffocate to death on 
purpose.  Your autonomic functions will overtake you and you actually 
don't have a choice of that. 

 
 And so there are physiological functions in the body that are 

compulsory, certain reflexes, but most habits are not compulsions even 
if they feel like it.  Most habits are not compulsory even though every 
bone in your body feels like there's no other option.  And I think it's 
really important for people to recognize that even though it might be 
really hard to break the well-worn habit and that well-worn groove in 
your brain and make a different choice, it is almost always possible to 
do that. 
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Howie: Yeah.  So I think in terms of a normal distribution.  There's a bell curve 
of your behavior in any given situation.  You go into Home Depot and 
there's a selection of Snickers bars and other candies by the checkout 
counter and most of the time you'll feel the compulsion.  So you're a 
contractor and you're working hard, you're always being physical, you 
walk into Home Depot to fix something up and you're like, oh, I deserve 
a break.  But it's over time that Snickers bar can become like a total 
compulsion, just a habit, it just happens and you manage to throw the 
wrapper out in the garbage can at the exit doors.  You've eaten it that 
fast.  It's a bell curve. 

 
 So there's also outlying situations in which you wouldn't.  You're in 

such a huge rush or you're just buying one thing, a nut, for a dollar and 
you don't want to deal with your credit and you don't have quite enough 
for the Snickers bar or you've just eaten a huge meal.  Even though the 
compulsion is there and you see the Snickers bar and you want to 
reach for it, you can override it.  The fact that it can happen ever at all 
means that it could happen anytime.  There is choice. 

 
Dr. Glenn: Yes.  It's a good thought experiment.  I often tell people if you imagine 

that a dictator assigned their entire armed forces, intelligence 
resources to follow the person you love and if you ever have one bite of 
chocolate or whatever your drug of choice is, again, they will take this 
person and put them in a dungeon and keep them there forever.  
Suddenly, this thing you think you can't stop having, you could stop 
having.  Right? 

 
Howie: Right.  I tried that with people.  Some people don't respond well to that 

so I have triggered people with that scenario. 
 
Dr. Glenn: Oh, you mean that thought experiment? 
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Howie: Yeah. 
 
Dr. Glenn: You have to be careful with that, I suppose. 
 
Howie: Yeah. 
 
Dr. Glenn: Sorry if I interrupted you. 
 
Howie: It's the same thought experiment.  It's possible to override compulsion 

on an individual basis.  It's just exhausting to override it on a continual 
basis.  And so it feels like it's always going to win. 

 
Dr. Glenn: But feelings aren't facts and it feels like that in the beginning.  But if you 

bear with it for a week or two, it gets much, much easier.  Your brain 
actually does adapt and it doesn't require the same effort to override 
what feels like a compulsion 10 days from now or if you do it for 10 
days straight.  Because the pig will tell you that it's going to wear you 
down forever.  It's always going to be exhausting and there's no way 
you can do it.  But the truth is that your brain adapts and it becomes 
much easier. 

 
Howie: Right.  And so I see the feeling like this is a compulsion that I can't beat 

as a gap in self-efficacy.  If I don't think I can do it, why on earth would I 
try?  If I make the rule and I fail six days out of seven, I can focus on 
the one day that I succeeded as proof that it's possible, that this is not 
destiny, it's not written in stone.  I don't have to think probabilistically.  
It's not like I'm rolling dice and I have no agency in the outcome. 

 
Dr. Glenn: I got you. 
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Howie: The other thing I was thinking there is just finished a very interesting 
book called "The Wedge" by Scott Carney and it looks at a lot of things 
that we think of as compulsory in our bodies and shows that they can 
actually be brought under conscious control.  He goes to extremes.  He 
looks at people who have practiced yoga or meditation or cold 
exposure or heat therapy or breath holding or extreme physical feats 
and shows the human potential is far greater than we think it is. 

 
 And some of these things you can accomplish pretty quickly, like if you 

start practicing certain types of breathing, certain types of breath hold 
activities or getting into a tub if ice water.  It takes much quicker for you 
to gain sort of conscious control with stress and a little bit of teaching 
and coaching.  Like in two days, you can change your body's 
physiological response to ice water.  That can also show you like, oh, 
so if I can do that, then I actually can have control over these things 
that have always been in my control and I just advocate it, I can get the 
wheel back. 

 
Dr. Glenn: That's great.  Have you gotten people to do that? 
 
Howie: I'm just starting to focus on that because it feels like a crazy thing for 

people, like it's easier to work with them on don't eat crap.  I only ask 
people to do things that I do myself.  So one of the things that I 
recommend for everyone is called exposure, and it doesn't take very 
long because I was the world's biggest cold wimp and water wimp and 
it didn't take very long for me at all from pouring ice buckets of water 
over my head to it being not only not a big deal, but it's just as hard and 
my mind has hardened to it.  It doesn't feel the same. 

 
Dr. Glenn: I remember when I lived in New Hampshire where the state motto was 

live free or die but it should really be live, freeze, and die.  It is freaking 
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cold in New Hampshire.  And I remember that over time, I just started 
going outside in a T-shirt and shorts when it was 20 degrees.  It wasn't 
something I was doing to be tough.  I didn't feel like it but I was going to 
be out for five or 10 minutes.  It didn't really feel like I needed to do 
anything else.  Your body adjusted really quickly.  If it was less than 
zero and it was windy out, that was another story.  And please, 
everybody, don't do that because you could get frostbite and blah, blah, 
blah.  But I know what you mean.  So have you had your first 
experiment where you got someone to pour an ice bucket over 
themselves yet? 

 
Howie: I've been pushing it for a long time but I don't think I've been pushing it 

in the right way.  So I've got to actually go back and check with people 
to see who's doing it because I give people various options.  So the 
answer is no, I don't have the research.  I haven't done a research.  For 
me from some of the Missing Chins have seen me.  I posted videos of 
me doing it and the Missing Chins Run Club is kind of a -- it's very 
noble and it's also a stupid boys club like Hold My Beer a little bit.  So 
there are a bunch of people who are doing it in there, like wow, I got to 
-- this looks horrible, let me try it. 

 
Dr. Glenn: That's funny.  Wasn't there a challenge at one point on YouTube? 
 
Howie: Yeah.  Yeah, it was the ice bucket challenge. 
 
Dr. Glenn: For charity, right? 
 
Howie: Yeah, it was for ALS research, and what I learned about that -- like I 

didn't start doing it until well after that had faded, was the trick was not 
to pour the bucket of ice over your head.  People were doing it like 
running away screaming and doing it really quickly and getting very 
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tense and gasping.  What I learned was the practice is lift if up, pour it 
slowly while breathing and moving your body in such a way that you 
are telling your body that it is not under stress. 

 
Dr. Glenn: Interesting. 
 
Howie: So if you are going to apply to the Snickers bar at Home Depot, okay, 

so you're feeling this thing that feels like a compulsion.  Like I actually 
rewired my nervous system to not interpret cold as terrible stress 
because what really hurt was my resistance to it, clinching, gripping, 
sucking air in really quickly, turtling, like that just enhanced all the 
negativity, but relaxing into it allowed me to feel like it wasn't that bad.  
And so if you walk into the Home Depot thinking, okay, I'm going to 
have a compulsion for a Snickers bar, let me feel it and let me relax 
into it and let me give it space, as opposed to, god, not again, not 
again, and that feeling of not again can lead to these feelings of 
inevitability. 

 
Dr. Glenn: Very interesting.  I might actually try that.  I didn't know that they sold 

Snickers bars in Home Depot.  That wouldn't be my problem anymore, 
but I might actually try that and see if it affects anything else. 

 
Howie: Cool. 
 
Dr. Glenn: Thanks for your time and attention.  If you like to find out more about 

how to fix your food problem fast using our new coaching format that 
includes daily email accountability, a 45-day mastery challenge and live 
support groups four times per week, all completely optional of course, 
you don't have to come four times a week, they're just there if you need 
it, please visit FixYourFoodProblem.com.  If you'd like to walk yourself 
through the coaching process and do it yourself, please visit 
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NeverBingeAgainWorkbook.com.  NeverBingeAgainWorkbook.com.  
For live coaching, daily email accountability, four times a week group 
support and a 45-day mastery challenge, please visit 
FixYourFoodProblem.com, or to do it yourself, please visit 
NeverBingeAgainWorkbook.com.  NeverBingeAgainWorkbook.com.  
Thanks. 
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