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3 Keys to Setting and Achieving  
Your Biggest Goals 

 
 

While uncertainty about change can be a cause of stress and anxiety for many, the good news is 
there’s a way to eliminate those negative feelings through effective goal setting.  

 
Goals, as with the rudder of a ship, let us control the direction of change in our lives. They enable us 
to steer our lives in a direction of improvement instead of deterioration. Goals help us create a life by 
design. 

 
Brian Tracy, in his book The Psychology of Achievement, writes about goal setting being the most 
vital and important skill of all peak performers, high-achievers and self-motivators. 
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“Every peak performer is an obsessive goal setter,” he 
said. “They have a clear picture of what they want, and 
they are focused single-mindedly on achieving it. When 
we have goals, we develop direction, focused energy 
and purpose.” 

 
Though most people claim to understand the importance of goal setting to attain a better life, about 
80 percent of people never set goals for themselves. Even more surprising, of the 20 percent that do, 
roughly 70 percent fail to achieve those goals. 
 
This occurs for three reasons. People don’t know how to properly set goals, which almost assuredly 
leads to failure. Second, most don’t understand the psychology behind goals and how it works for or 
against them. Finally, they don’t have a plan – instead they set their goals and hope they manifest on 
their own. 
 
To help set you on the path to becoming part of the 6 percent of people who set and achieve goals, I 
am going to walk you through how to properly set a goal, leverage the psychology associated with 
the goal, and give you a successful yet simple format for creating a plan that will move you swiftly 
and confidently toward the achievement of the goal.  
 
STEP 1: CREATE A GOAL INSTEAD OF A WISH 
 
What most people assume to be a goal is nothing more than a wish.  
 
A goal is the end toward which effort is directed whereas a wish is a hope for something to happen. 
A goal is active while a wish is passive. There are five characteristics that distinguish a goal from a 
wish, which are captured by the acronym SMART: 
 
Specific:  
 
Saying you want to increase revenue is too ambiguous. On which specific products and services? 
With new or existing customers? To what level? In what timeframe? A goal must be well-defined and 
specific enough to focus and direct energies. The more specific you are, the easier it’ll be for your 
internal goal-seeking mechanism to bring it into reality.  
 
Measurable: 
 
“To have a larger customer base” is a wish because it’s not measurable. A goal must be quantifiable. 
By how much do you want your base to grow? Without specifics, you won’t be able to track your 
progress, nor will you know when you’ve achieved it. 

“People don’t know how to 
properly set goals, which almost 
assuredly leads to failure.” 
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Aligned with your values:  
 
A goal must reflect who you are and what you stand 
for. You may be able to quickly achieve a goal by 
compromising your values and beliefs, but the result 
will be distress rather than the joy you envisioned. 
Over the long run the emotional strain, reputational 
damage and destruction of your self-image will far 
exceed the short-term gain.  
 
Realistic:  
 
You must be able to accept and believe that a goal can be accomplished. If you can’t, the mind will 
reject it. Goals must be realistic, but they shouldn’t be easy, instead they should be challenging 
enough to push you outside your comfort zone. That will, in turn, improve focus and lead to growth 
and innovation.  
 
Time-Bounded: 
 
You must set a deadline for when you will accomplish your goal. Without one the goal lacks urgency 
and importance. Deadlines help you push yourself forward. They also serve as milestones that help 
you know definitively if you’re still on the road to success or if you need to backtrack and find the 
path again. 
 
By ensuring your goals contain these five characteristics, you differentiate them from a wish by 
making them actionable and something you can direct your efforts toward. In doing so you take a 
significant step in moving yourself toward greater levels of achievement. 
 
STEP 2: LEVERAGE YOUR SUCCESS MECHANISM 
 
In his landmark book Psycho-Cybernetics, Dr. Maxwell Maltz talks about how the brain and 
nervous system act as a goal-striving mechanism that either works for you as a “success mechanism,” 
or against you as a “failure mechanism,” depending on the data it’s fed. 
 
“This mechanism within you is impersonal,” he said. “It will work automatically and impersonally to 
achieve goals of success and happiness, or unhappiness and failure, depending on the goals that you 
yourself set for it. Present it with `success goals’ and it functions as a success mechanism. Present it 
with negative goals, and it operates just as impersonally, and just as faithfully, as a failure 
mechanism.” 
 

“Goals must be realistic, but 
they shouldn’t be easy, instead 
they should be challenging 
enough to push you outside 
your comfort zone.” 
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Maltz’s point can be summed up with this one simple statement: you become what you think about 
most of the time.  
 
Our brain and nervous system are constantly leading us toward the images we think about, whether 
consciously or unconsciously. As a result, our outer world ultimately becomes a reflection of our 
inner world and mirrors what we think about.  
 
Successful people think about what they want and how to get it most of the time. In contrast, 
unsuccessful people think about what they don’t want, or what they fear most of the time. In either 
case, their outer world reflects their inner world depending on their focus. 
 
One of the easiest ways to trigger your success mechanism is by writing your goals down on a regular 
basis. Studies have shown that this simple act increases the likelihood of achieving those goals by 42 
percent. 
 
The reason for this is very simple: by repeatedly writing your goals down, it focuses more of your 
thinking on the things you really want, which in turn tells your goal-striving mechanism what you 
expect it to reflect in your outer world.  
 
Another way to feed your success mechanism is through the daily practice of visualization. Even five 
to ten minutes a day can lead to positive results. Simply close your eyes and in as vivid detail as 
possible imagine yourself having already achieved your goal. During your visualization you should 
not only see the accomplished goal but feel the emotions and fully experience everything that comes 
with the accomplishment. 
 
Since the human nervous system cannot distinguish 
between a real experience and an imagined one, it will 
react appropriately and lead you toward what you 
imagine to be true. In this case, the achievement of 
your goal.  
 
STEP 3: HAVE A PLAN 
 
One of the biggest mistakes people make in the pursuit of their goals is holding the belief it’s enough 
just to have the goal. Many believe that somehow their goals will accomplish themselves if they want 
them badly enough. 
 
Though our goal-striving mechanism will lead us toward our goals if fed appropriately, it does not 
abdicate us from the need to act -- we still need a plan. 
 

“Our outer world ultimately 
becomes a reflection of our 
inner world and mirrors what 
we think about.” 
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The good news is that developing a plan doesn’t have to be difficult. Any solid plan begins with 
having clarity around where you want to go. When you don’t have clarity on your strategic 
direction, all you have is the day or the moment. You have other people telling you what’s important 
instead of deciding for yourself. A properly established goal will provide this clarity. 

The next step is to take stock of where you are in relation 
to that goal. What is your current reality? How does it
compare to the desired outcome? What’s been getting in
your way or holding you back? What opportunities, if 

taken advantage of, would make achieving your goal easier? The answers to these and other questions 
like them provide necessary insight into the most important things that can and should be done to 
help you move forward. 

The final step is to take the goal and reverse engineer it back to where you are today. This can be 
done by asking yourself the following questions: 

• What are the two or three things I can do in the next 12 months that will have the greatest
impact on achieving my someday goal?

• What are the two or three projects I can accomplish in the next 90 days that will have the
greatest impact on me hitting my 12-month goals?

• What are the two or three actions I can take this week that will have the greatest impact on
me completing my 90-day projects?

In the absence of a plan, our natural human tendency is to try to work on, and worry about, too 
many things at one time. Not only can this inhibit our ability to achieve our goals, but it creates 
feelings of nervousness, stress and uncertainty. For most people these feelings are enough to cause 
them to throw in the towel. 

Your answers to the three questions above make it easier to develop a plan that focuses your time, 
energy and resources on the tasks and projects that will actually matter. Not only will this plan move 
you toward the achievement of your goals with more purpose and intention, but it will help remove 
the typical roadblocks that prevent so many from finding success. 

If you’re feeling inspired and would like to be one of the few who actually achieve their goals, begin 
by using the three steps laid out in this guide along with the Getting Clarity and One Page Game 
Plan worksheets provided. And remember, a goal without action is nothing more than a wish. 

“A goal without action is 
nothing more than a wish.” 
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Getting Clarity Worksheet
An effective plan is largely dependent on being very clear on what you want to achieve, where you are starting from, and what obstacles need to be overcome. Use this 
worksheet to clearly define the RESULTS you want to achieve, your current REALITY, and the ROADBLOACKS that will try to get in the way. 

REALITY | From this… ROADBLOCKS | Overcome this… RESULTS | To this… 
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One Page Game Plan™ 
Use this worksheet to map out your Vision, Goals, Projects and Actions. Review it on a set day each week (ex. Sunday evenings) and add a new set of Weekly Actions 
(suggested no more than 3) that move you toward your 90-Day Projects. 

VISION | 5 YEARS GOALS | 12 MONTHS 

PROJECTS | 90 DAYS ACTIONS | WEEKLY 
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WANT SOME HELP? 
Are you looking for an experienced, trusted and proven ally who will roll up his sleeves and help 
create the business and life you’ve always wanted? If so, we should talk. I’m passionate about helping 
business owners and professionals overcome their challenges and achieve their goals by improving 
their processes, organizational effectiveness and time-management practices through hands-on 
business coaching and consulting. 
 
LET’S TALK! 
Let’s start with a no-obligation discovery call on which I’ll ask you some key questions about your 
situation, get a better feel for you and your business and provide an honest assessment of how and if 
I can help you. I'm all about building relationships, not hard sells, so trust me when I say this is truly 
a free, no obligation call! 
 
You can reach me at: (402) 699-9244 
 
You can also email me at: michael@michaelvangerpen.com 
 
Excited to talk with you soon! 
 
WHAT OTHERS SAY 
“The principles Mike introduced to me as a business owner were extremely helpful and opened my 
eyes to many elements of my practice that I did not see before! Thanks to Mike, I am in a much 
better place today and shooting for goals far beyond what I thought I could achieve.” 
- Andy Sommer, Sommer Family Chiropractic 
 
“Mike has been very instrumental in helping me move my vision of the company from just thoughts 
in my head to a well-defined, hand-written roadmap to the future. Having a clear and defined vision 
has helped me focus on the important tasks that I need to work on that will ultimately help my 
company reach that vision.” 
- Russell W. Falconer, R.W. Engineering & Surveying, Inc. 
 
“I have been working with Michael for nearly a year. After more than a decade of running my own 
businesses, I have the clearest vision of why I do what I do and how to most effectively execute my 
next steps to grow. While the term ‘grow’ sounds generic, Michael has helped me better define what 
that growth should look like in order to achieve my underlying goals and to ensure they fit within 
my mission and vision. Working with Michael has been a game-changer for my brewery and 
distillery.” 
- Zac Triemert, Brickway Brewery and Distillery 
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MEET THE AUTHOR 

Michael Van Gerpen is a Certified FocalPoint Business Coach who works with business owners 
and professionals to help them overcome challenges and achieve their goals through the 
improvement of business processes, organizational effectiveness and time management.  

Michael guides his clients in their efforts to achieve higher levels of success, accomplish ambitious 
goals and build a more fulfilling business and life by being a trusted advisor, mentor and partner. 
He’s dedicated to bridging the gap between current circumstances and one’s personal definition of 
ultimate success.  

Michael aims to inspire others to explore and challenge their limits so that they can unlock and 
maximize their true potential. This driving force is grounded in four principles: 

1) Think differently – Following the herd will typically lead you in the wrong direction. Have
the courage to ask if there’s a better way. 

2) Be purposeful – Decide what’s truly most important, then act accordingly.
3) Take responsibility – Choose to live a life by design instead of by accident.
4) Embrace the struggle – Growth will always come with challenges and discomfort. Accept this

truth and lean into it. 

Throughout his career, Michael has been known for his innovative approach to business growth and 
his client-centered attitude. He’s held roles including Manager of Interviewing for Gallup, Financial 
Advisor with Northwestern Mutual, Regional Sales Director for Assurant Health, and Director of 
Business Development for ELAP Services. In each of his roles, he built a reputation for surpassing 
expectations, developing progressive strategies, and always offering a helping hand that pulled others 
up with him. 

Using his more than 20 years of business management, sales development and coaching and 
mentoring expertise, Michael partners with his clients to build healthy, profitable companies while 
making business growth and development fun. He understands that success requires more than just 
business acumen -- thriving companies are built on a solid foundation of clarity, purpose and vision. 

Michael lives in Omaha, Nebraska, with his 
wife, Kristin, and their five children. When he 
isn’t working with his clients, he enjoys 
spending time with his family, reading, long-
distance running, the sport of triathlon, the 
occasional movie marathon (Marvel, Star Wars, 
Harry Potter), travel and last but not least, his 
beloved Nebraska Cornhuskers! 
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