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A psy cho lo gist explores the trend for mani fest a tion and its poten tial for bring ing you suc cess .

When the Aus tralian tele vi sion pro du cer Rhonda Byrne hit rock bot tom in 2004, she found sal va tion
after dis cov er ing what she calls ‘the secret’ – the title she gave to her multi-mil lion selling book and
�lm released a couple of years later. Appar ently known and guarded by highly suc cess ful people for
gen er a tions, the secret is that your thoughts shape your life.
“Remem ber that your thoughts are the primary cause of everything,” Byrne wrote, cit ing the ‘Law of
Attrac tion’ as the under ly ing mech an ism, which is the notion that your thoughts com mu nic ate with
the cos mos and, in return, it gives you what you want. Through a pro cess of ‘mani fest a tion’ or
‘mani fest ing’, if you devote time to ima gin ing that you already have what you want and even feel ing
grate ful, as if you already have it, then “you will attract everything that you require,” Bryne wrote.
Byrne cites an early 20th-cen tury book on get ting rich as among her in�u ences, while the roots of
mani fest a tion go back at least as far as the late 19th-cen tury New Thought move ment, which placed
an emphasis on the power of the human mind to in�u ence external events.
A POPULAR TREND
Today, Byrne is far from the only guru advoc at ing mani fest a tion. On Tik Tok you’ll �nd count less
mani fest ing-related videos clock ing up bil lions of views col lect ively, prom ising the viewer health,
wealth and hap pi ness simply based on visu al isa tion and pos it ive think ing.
A curs ory trawl of You Tube returns dozens of videos pur port ing to show how to mani fest cash, dream
jobs and even dream dates – for instance, by repeat ing man tras or a�rm a tions that you’re already
wealthy or dress ing as if you’re wealthy, as a way to send wealth vibes to the cos mos in the hope it’ll
give you wealth in return.
There are celebrity mani fest a tion endors ers too, from Oprah Win frey to Jim Car rey to Han nah Wad -
ding ham (she tells the story of thank ing the Uni verse and ask ing it to give her a dream role, and later
being rewar ded with her part in the hit TV series Ted Lasso).
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Mani fest ing might be pop u lar, but surely any sci ent ist will sco� at the notion that the Uni verse is
some how listen ing to your thoughts and wait ing to respond in kind. Yes, but at the same time,
rational psy cho lo gists with no interest in mani fest a tion will tell you there are genu ine bene �ts to
prac tices and mind sets that look and sound like com monly touted parts of the mani fest ing pro cess.
These include: Being optim istic Stud ies sug gest optim istic people tend to live longer and enjoy bet ter
health. Believ ing in your own cap ab il it ies The psy cho lo gical concept of ‘self-e�c acy’ is asso ci ated
with career suc cess and other pos it ive out comes. Prac tising a�rm a tions Remind ing your self of your
val ues and goals can boost self-esteem and reduce stress. Being grate ful for what you already have
Pos it ive psy cho logy recog nises grat it ude exer cises as being good for men tal health.
Per ceiv ing things in a pos it ive way For instance, see ing oppor tun it ies instead of threats. Set ting clear
goals for what you want
Indeed, cog nit ive beha vi oural ther apy – a main stay of con tem por ary psy cho ther apy – is partly
groun ded in the idea that the key to bet ter men tal health is apprais ing your cir cum stances and think -
ing about the future in a more pos it ively slanted and con struct ive way.
“If [belief in mani fest a tion] makes people more optim istic about the future, then that’s prob ably no
bad thing,” says Richard Wise man, Pro fessor of the Pub lic Under stand ing of Psy cho logy at the Uni -
versity of Hert ford shire and a researcher on the psy cho logy of luck.
Chris tian Busch, a busi ness pro fessor at The USC Mar shall School of Busi ness in Cali for nia and
author of The Serendip ity Mind set, agrees: “There are some truths hid den in [mani fest a tion],” he
says. “For example, by set ting goals and ima gin ing how to get there, we make it more likely that
other people know how they can help us and that we can con nect the dots more e�ect ively.”
THE DOWNSIDES
So, should we bury our scep ti cism and start fol low ing the wis dom of Byrne and her ilk? It prob ably
isn’t a good idea.
In a study pub lished online last year, a team of psy cho lo gists led by Dr Lucas Dixon at the Uni versity
of Queens land sur veyed over a thou sand people about their beliefs in mani fest a tion and their out -
comes in life. Although the team cau tioned that they can’t infer caus al ity from their res ults, they
found that people who believed more strongly in
“YOU CAN’T JUST SIT BACK AND WAIT FOR THE COSMOS TO SERVE UP WHAT YOU WANT ON A
PLATE, NO MATTER HOW STRONG YOUR POWERS OF VISUALISATION ARE"
mani fest a tion (for example, agree ing with state ments like: If I think about achiev ing suc cess, those
thoughts alone make suc cess more likely) were more inclined to con sider them selves suc cess ful. But
cru cially, they were also more likely to have exper i enced bank ruptcy, to be drawn to risky invest -
ments, and to think they could achieve unlikely career and �n an cial suc cess in a short space of time.
These �nd ings aren’t too sur pris ing. Although pos it ive think ing is gen er ally bene � cial, it’s not
enough on its own. When it becomes untethered from real ity, it’s a form of ‘magical think ing’,
accord ing to Dixon. “Real istic hope and optim ism… stem from con �d ence in being able to use your
know ledge, e�orts and abil it ies to make the best of whatever comes your way in life,” he says.
“Whereas magical think ing involves believ ing you can in�u ence events in the future without a
known phys ical explan a tion.”
A related prob lem with mani fest a tion is that it doesn’t emphas ise enough (or at all), that you need to
act on your goals. You can’t just sit back and wait for the cos mos to serve up what you want on a
plate, no mat ter how strong your powers of visu al isa tion are. What’s more, wildly unreal istic goals
can back �re because they’re the road to dis ap point ment and a sense of fail ure.
“Pos it ive thoughts are no more likely to make good things hap pen than neg at ive thoughts are to
make bad things hap pen,” says Kevin Dut ton, Pro fessor of the Pub lic Under stand ing of Psy cho logy at
the Uni versity of Adelaide. “Su� er ers of Gen er al ised Anxi ety Dis order are con stantly think ing the
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worst. Does it ever hap pen? 99.99 per cent of the time, no, it doesn’t. So, if that’s the case, why
should it be any di� er ent for think ing pos it ive thoughts?”
In fact, there are reas ons to worry that believ ing in mani fest ing could be harm ful in many con texts.
Dixon sees it as part of a lar ger prob lem with extreme and unreal istic pos it iv ity, espe cially as presen -
ted in mis lead ing ways on social media by manip u lat ive in�u en cers. “For example,” he says, “The
Secret claims that all events in life are caused by your thoughts and desires. This is poten tially dam -
aging. What if someone neg lects their debts for fear of mani fest ing more debt through neg at ive
thoughts? What if a par ent believes the cure to their child’s can cer is to pre scribe them pos it ive
a�rm a tions rather than med ical treat ment? It’s import ant to chal lenge such extremes.”
SEEING THE LINKS
If the so-called ‘Law of Attrac tion’ is bunkum and prac tising mani fest ing is more likely to lead to
�n an cial ruin than a future of untold wealth and prosper ity, what should we do instead? What would
it look like if we took the allur ing pos it iv ity of mani fest a tion and applied it in a way that had more
sci enti�c ground ing?
The �rst thing to bear in mind is that fos ter ing a gen er ally pos it ive, hope ful and optim istic mind set
is likely to be bene � cial if it’s groun ded in real ity. Feel ing more pos it ive about the future is less
stress ful than fear ing the worst, and if you’re optim istic, you’re more likely to notice and seek out
oppor tun it ies in life. Busch thinks of this in
terms of serendip ity or what he calls ‘act ive luck’ (as opposed to blind or ran dom luck, such as being
born to rich par ents). “It’s about the inter ac tion of ran dom ness and human action,” he says. For
example, exploit ing chance encoun ters or see ing the asso ci ations between di� er ent ideas or people.
To help get into this kind of gen er ally pos it ive mind set, Wise man recom mends spend ing a few
moments each night jot ting down the most pos it ive thing that has happened to you in the last 24
hours and one thing in your life for which you have a sense of grat it ude. “Over time, this journal
becomes a source of evid ence of the more pos it ive things in a per son’s life and can help to change
[your] atti tude,” he says.
But, as we’ve heard, think ing pos it ively isn’t enough on its own to help you achieve your aspir a tions.
“Nobody gets lucky just by sit ting on the couch mani fest ing something. It’ll take work,” says Busch.
“Shap ing your real ity is a mix between ima gin ing a future, think ing pos it ively and visu al ising how
it’s pos sible, and then execut ing.”
THE WOOP APPROACH
One of the lead ing research ers on e�ect ive goal set ting and ful �l ment is Gab ri ele Oet tin gen, Pro -
fessor of Psy cho logy at
“WOOP IS A FRIEND HELPING YOU TO MASTER THE BUMPY WAY TOWARD FULFILLING YOUR
WISHES”
New York Uni versity. Con trary to the mes sage of mani fest ing, her research has shown that simply
visu al ising what you want to achieve isn’t enough and can back �re by encour aging false con �d ence
and com pla cency. Instead, she’s shown the import ance of ‘men tal con trast ing’, which is about pay -
ing atten tion to all the poten tial prac tical obstacles stand ing between where you are now and where
you’d like to get to. She’s trans lated her research into an access ible pro gramme called WOOP, which
stands for Wish, Out come, Obstacle, Plan.
The basic idea is to spend some time decid ing on a spe ci�c Wish (a par tic u lar goal or out come you
want to achieve), then ima gin ing and visu al ising what your life will look like if you achieve that Out -
come (this will help boost your motiv a tion). Next you con sider any actual or poten tial Obstacle in
your path, and �nally craft a real istic ‘if/then’-based Plan for how you’ll deal with the obstacle (an
‘if/then’ plan takes the form of “if X hap pens, then I’ll do Y”).
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“Mani fest a tion won’t make your dreams come true and people might feel like fail ures when mani -
fest a tion doesn’t work for them,” says Oet tin gen. “We need to act ively go the cum ber some way to
wish ful �l ment. WOOP is a friend help ing you to mas ter the bumpy way toward ful �lling your wishes
and dreams.”
DIFFERENT MINDSETS
The appeal of mani fest ing is easy to see – you can get what you want without mov ing a muscle. In
con trast, if we fol low the psy cho lo gists’ advice, things are bound to get messy at some point. It’s
going to take e�ort and inev it ably there’ll be some pro ver bial moun tains to climb. How can we stay
determ ined and motiv ated rather than click ing on another mis lead ing mani fest a tion video?
The real psy cho logy of pos it ive mind sets can help here, thanks to a dis tinc tion – widely deployed in
sports – between see ing hurdles as a threat or chal lenge. Prof Marc Jones is a sports and exer cise
psy cho lo gist at Manchester Met ro pol itan Uni versity and he explains it like this: “Indi vidu als who
have a chal lenge mind set… have greater levels of per ceived con trol and are focused on what can be
achieved, while those with a threat mind set have lower levels of per ceived con trol and are focused on
what might go wrong.”
Some ways to foster a chal lenge mind set include focus ing on things you can con trol in a given situ -
ation and remind ing your self of times that you’ve done well in the past. You could even use writ ten or
spoken a�rm a tions to remind your self of past suc cesses, of the train ing and pre par a tion you put in,
and the deeper reas ons under ly ing why you’re doing what you’re doing. “A chal lenge mind set is
asso ci ated with a num ber of bene �ts,” says Jones, “includ ing a more help ful emo tional state for per -
form ance and greater task engage ment – for example, a soc cer player may call for the ball more
often and get involved in the game as much as pos sible.”
There are par al lels here with other mind sets recog nised by psy cho logy, such as a ‘growth mind set’,
which is when you see people’s abil it ies as mal le able, as opposed to innate and �xed; a ‘mas tery
mind set’, which is see ing a chal lenge as a chance to learn and prac tise; and a ‘per form ance mind set’,
which is when you’re �x ated on the out come rather than the pro cess. These vari ous forms of pos it ive
mind set will help you get through di�  cult times, learn through fail ure and, para dox ic ally, even
though you’re less out come-obsessed, make it more likely that you’ll achieve your goals.
It’s going to be harder than a few minutes of mani fest a tion based med it a tion, but far more likely to be
e�ect ive. Remem ber, e�ort and per sist ence will be key. “It’s not enough just to think pos it ively,”
says Dut ton, you also need to “act pos it ively, and act per sist ently pos it ively.”




