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Preface

It is over 20 years since the first edition of Managing Your Mind was 
published, and 10 years since the second edition. In this time, we 
hope we have learned from our experiences in life, from the people 
we have worked with, from our friends and families, and from an 
ever- growing literature on how best to ride life’s ups and downs. 
We have also been fortunate to receive much wise feedback from 
readers on the previous editions. This third edition of Managing 
Your Mind has been a great opportunity to use this learning to build 
on the earlier work, extending it into new arenas, and broadening 
its scope. The emphasis now is as much on how we can all thrive 
and flourish, as it is on overcoming the difficulties we all face. It 
draws on the increase in research in positive psychology while 
still being firmly grounded in evidence- based treatments for spe-
cific problems. In the introduction, we suggest that we need dual 
metaphors for the mind and life— both that of the mechanic and 
the gardener. This edition of Managing Your Mind has emphasized 
more than previously the role of gardening, and how we can nur-
ture ourselves.

There are nine completely new chapters and a significant restruc-
turing of the book. The new chapters include “The value and prac-
tice of kindness,” “Increasing the chance of happiness,” “Becoming 
more creative,” and “Chronic ill health.” All other chapters have 
been revised in light of new learning, and some have been combined 
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or expanded from previous editions. We found that we actually had 
too much material for the book— but with the benefit of modern 
technology these sections are available on the Internet.

We would like to acknowledge the people who have made the 
writing of this book possible. First and foremost are all those 
people we have seen with difficulties in their lives who have taught 
us what methods and ideas they found helpful.

We would also like to thank the many psychologists, therapists, 
and other healers whose writings (referred to in the “Further 
reading” sections at the end of each chapter) have provided many 
valuable ideas that we have passed on to readers of this book.

We have learned much from our colleagues and would like, in 
particular, to thank David Clark, Anke Ehlers, Melanie Fennell, 
Ann Hackmann, Helen Kennerley, Joan Kirk, Martina Mueller, 
and Paul Salkovskis.

The editors and staff of Oxford University Press have given us 
encouragement and support throughout the writing of this book. 
In particular, we would like to thank Martin Baum, Charlotte 
Holloway, Shereen Karmali, and April Peake in the UK, and Sarah 
Harrington in the United States.

We thank our families. Gillian thanks Christopher, Sophie, 
David, and Josie for endless patience and interest, and also her 
grandchildren, Alice, Eleanor, Jessica, Alex, and Thomas, for 
helping her keep up with the modern world and with the many uses 
of the World Wide Web. Nick thanks Mary, Jake, Alex, and Luke 
for keeping him grounded and reminding him of the most valuable 
parts of life. Tony thanks Sally, Beth, Katy, and John for keeping 
him going and for all the helpful discussions of the issues raised in 
the book.



Preface | x i 

Throughout the writing of this book the three of us met regu-
larly, usually at Le Pain Quotidien near Victoria station in London. 
We thank the staff for looking after us and supplying as much ex-
cellent food and drink (not alcoholic) as was necessary to keep us 
focused. Without these meetings, and the pleasant ambience in 
which they took place, this book would never have been written.

GB
NG
TH

Oxford and Brighton
August 2017





x i i i

Online- only material

The following material is available online at  
http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind.

Some common defense mechanisms that impede understanding

What kind of coach do you want to be?

The mental crusher

The Zeigarnik effect

Thought records and key questions to go with them

Alternatives diary and key questions to go with it

Aspects of personality to consider when developing new habits

Planning your goal

The David Allen approach

Blank pie chart

Relaxation
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Responding in a mature way to common voices of the Child

Responding in a mature way to common voices of the Parent

Keeping a worry- outcome diary

Developing confiding relationships to reduce your chance of 
depression

Diary of daily activities

The legacy of being bullied

Ground yourself in the here and now

Habit monitoring record

Stopping smoking

Averting problems with alcohol
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What to expect from this guide

This book is written for people with differing aims:  those who 
would like to develop themselves in some way, to make the most 
of their abilities, or to make changes in how they do things, or to 
overcome specific difficulties. We all need psychological resources 
and resilience to thrive in modern life and to survive changing 
fortunes. Developing resilience is not just about overcoming 
problems when they arise. It is also about laying a foundation that 
provides support. It is about increasing the store of resourceful-
ness and flexibility, confidence, and strength that helps you to live 
in the best and most satisfying way that you can, in line with your 
personal values. There is much about the world around us that we 
cannot control. How we think, how we respond, and how we act are, 
however, in the end, up to us. We are, to a great extent, our minds.

Every age has its fashions, as much in uncovering the mys-
teries of the mind as in covering up the secrets of the body. The 
computer has become the analogy of the moment: our minds are 
software, our brains the hardware. The analogy of mind and brain 
with computers has its value, of course, but it is only one of many 
possible comparisons. One problem with it is that it focuses us 
on thinking about the mechanical aspects of the brain. Another 
comparison might suggest that the mind is like a plant. In its own 
time the plant changes, grows, and, given the right conditions, 
flourishes. We can influence the process through providing it 
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with those right conditions: the soil, water, and a good environ-
ment. The comparison with a plant reminds us that the brain, 
which must to a large extent underlie the workings of the mind, 
is organic. It works in part through its cells developing new 
connections. It works in part through chemical reactions. And, 
unlike so much of the workings of our computer or smart phone, 
these processes take significant time. The comparison with a plant 
also reminds us that we cannot control every aspect of the mind. 
Sometimes the best we can do is to provide a nurturing environ-
ment and leave the rest to take care of itself. Different analogies 
suit different situations. In this book, we recognize both the me-
chanical and the organic aspects of our minds, making use of 
whatever approach is best adapted to the specific issue.

Between us, we have nearly a century’s experience of helping 
people through psychologically difficult times. We are skeptical 
of approaches to psychological change that advocate a single way 
for all people and all situations. What we have observed is that 
different people are helped by different approaches, and that most 
are helped in different ways at different times in their lives. Just 
as there is a danger in limiting our understanding of the mind to 
the perspective of a single analogy, so there is a danger of limiting 
the ways in which we help ourselves to change to a single method. 
We have, therefore, structured this book so as to make it possible 
to select those ideas and techniques that appeal the most to you: a 
buffet from which to choose rather than a set menu.

Part I. Making sense

We start with ideas that provide the context for the rest of the 
book. Part I explains how each of us individually can attempt to 
make sense of the complexities we experience. The assumption is 
that making changes, developing yourself personally, is best done 
with a certain gentleness and understanding. Accept yourself, just 
as you are. Understand yourself without fear. Value yourself despite 
all the reasons you might find not to do so. And, perhaps above all, 
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be kind to yourself. Learn how to build up your self- esteem and 
self- confidence too, and these attitudes will provide you with a se-
cure foundation. These are the messages of this first part.

Part II. Making your way

Each of us takes a different route through the world, and whatever 
the road you are on right now, it helps to be able to think about how 
you are making your way along it. This is something only you can 
do, but there is now a great deal more sound knowledge available 
than there used to be. Of course, we can all benefit from adopting 
positive and constructive attitudes, from making effective use 
of our time, from feeling happier, and from good relationships. 
Knowing how to increase the chances of these things happening is 
not so straightforward. The chapters in this part of the book pro-
vide information, ideas, strategies, and techniques to help you re-
spond to life’s ups and downs with resilience. Recent research has 
made clear that building up constructive and positive attitudes and 
habits helps in overcoming difficulties such as excessive anxiety 
and depression. So even if you are reading this book because you 
are wanting to deal with a specific difficulty, we recommend that 
you look through Parts I and II as well as the chapters in Part III 
that are relevant to your difficulty.

Section 1— Thinking well— is about understanding the world 
clearly and finding perspectives that help you, rather than 
hold you back.

Section 2— Creating a framework— will be particularly rele-
vant for those who like to have a number of projects and 
specific goals. How can we best achieve the goals we set 
ourselves and develop habits that enable us to live the way 
we want?

Section 3— Being happy— brings together much recent research 
that shows how we can increase our chances of happiness, 
have fun, and develop our creativity.
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Section 4— Making your way with others— is about the attitudes 
and skills that help us to build satisfying relationships.

Part III. Overcoming difficulties

This is where we describe how to start to tackle the psychological 
difficulties that many of us face at some times in our lives. For many 
people, the point of this book will be to find out how to overcome a 
specific difficulty. You may wish to start with the chapter that deals 
with that difficulty. We recommend, though, that at some stage you 
also look through the earlier parts of this book. The chapters in 
Part I that help to make sense of your world, and those in Part II 
that help you to make your way once you are on the road, will often 
prove of immense help in overcoming problems. One effective psy-
chotherapy for depression, for example, focuses not on the depres-
sion itself but on building up more satisfying relationships.

Section 5— Preparing to tackle difficulties— helps clarify the 
changes you may wish to make in overcoming the difficulty.

Sections 6– 9 address specific problems:  the various types of 
anxiety, depression, excessive anger, the results of bereave-
ment or trauma, addictions, and chronic ill health.

This third edition retains the guidance on overcoming difficulties 
that was the focus of the two previous editions, but the emphasis 
now is much broader as it provides information that is more gen-
erally useful at other times as well. It aims to help us think about 
how we can live the lives we want, and to identify what that would 
entail. This guide is intended to be practical, and it should be useful 
for helping you to make your way along an old or a new route as well 
as when you encounter difficulties. We hope that it achieves its aim 
of making available a wide variety of strategies and techniques for 
managing the mind.
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1

The scientific background

Knowing what works

Research shows that the methods and techniques for managing 
your mind that we describe in this book are effective. A  large and 
developing body of research tells us what works, and the research 
that we draw on here comes from many different branches of psy-
chology. It comes from basic research and from the application of 
this to helping people in numerous practical ways, for instance, in 
clinics, schools, the workplace, and in business. We also draw on 
findings from scientific studies in closely related fields including 
those of physiology, physical medicine, and cognitive neuroscience.

Over the last 20  years, a new field of psychological research 
has emerged, known as “positive psychology.” This developed as 
a reaction to the much greater attention that had been given by 
researchers to “negative” emotions and feelings such as depression 
and anxiety compared with “positive” emotions such as happiness. 
Over the same period, the most widely used and best researched 
psychological approach to managing upsetting emotions— 
cognitive behavior therapy (CBT)— has been making greater use of 
ideas and techniques taken from the East, and from Buddhist phi-
losophy in particular— such as the methods of mindfulness medi-
tation, and a focus on compassion for oneself and others.

In this book, we draw on these recent research findings and also 
on the clinical experiences of ourselves and most importantly of 
the people we have worked with. We combine these with the more 
traditional research on overcoming distressing emotions, to show 
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how you can build on strengths, develop more positive attitudes, 
overcome difficulties, and flourish in the ways that suit you. Our 
approach is rather like in fusion cooking, when a wide range of 
flavors and techniques, taken from all over the world, are combined 
in various ways. As with fusion cooking, the results are sometimes 
stunning and sometimes less dramatic. Research and increasing 
experience with the new therapeutic approaches is helping to 
clarify which combinations are most effective.

In this chapter, we will first give a brief history of the research 
behind “managing your mind” and then describe a general model— 
the five- part model— that has practical value in planning how to 
make changes in feeling, thinking, and behavior.

Experimental research in psychology

Fundamental research in psychology tells us an enormous amount 
about how the mind works. The painstaking, experimental work of 
psychologists, which started about 150 years ago, has mapped out 
some of the basic processes involved in learning, remembering, and 
thinking. It has revealed the part we ourselves play in constructing 
our perception and understanding of the world around us. It has 
helped to explain how we develop and to unravel the stages that 
we go through on the road from childhood to old age. It has thrown 
light on the relationships between our thoughts, feelings, actions, 
and sensations, and how these interact with the outside world— 
with the context within which we find ourselves. Its findings 
help us to understand more about the ways in which we relate to 
other people, adapt to new circumstances, respond when things go 
wrong, and change during the course of our lives. It has also helped 
to unravel the links between the mind and the body, between brain 
and behavior, and to understand what motivates us and how we 
acquire new skills.

Psychologists have, through their scientific work, contributed 
to our knowledge about which aspects of ourselves we can change 
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and which are fixed, and their work has revealed much about the 
processes of personal change. Applications of psychology, there-
fore, help us to control these processes, to use them to our ad-
vantage, and to recognize their limitations, in the same way as 
applications of physiology help us to keep our bodies in good shape 
without overstraining them. You do not have to be a physiologist to 
keep physically fit, nor do you have to be a psychologist to make use 
of the science of psychology.

Applications of psychological science  
to helping people clinically

Since the 1960s and 1970s, therapists have developed new and 
effective ways of helping people with problems in living, most 
of which are relatively brief forms of psychotherapy. Following 
the decades after Freud, psychoanalysis was the main form of 
psychological treatment, but it typically required a long and in-
tensive course of therapy, often extending over several years. 
Psychoanalytic ideas have provided therapists with a rich and 
fruitful source of ideas about emotional development and about 
relationships but they have not been amenable to scientific con-
firmation. In this book, we focus predominantly on more recent 
treatment methods, and we give most weight to those that have 
been scientifically evaluated and are demonstrably effective. 
These include behavioral therapies, cognitive therapies including 
the “new wave” of ideas and techniques from the East, therapies 
focusing on relationships, and the findings from “positive 
psychology.”

Behavioral therapies

The theoretical background to behavior therapy, which developed 
in striking contrast to psychoanalysis, comes from psycholog-
ical experiments on learning. It is based on what is called learning 

 

 

 



6  | Pa r t  I :   M a k I n g   s e n s e

theory, which now recognizes that there are many ways in which 
learning takes place. The first type of learning found to have major 
implications for therapy was classical conditioning, first explored 
by Pavlov.

Discovering the rules of the different types of learning has 
led to the development of behavior therapies, such as exposure 
treatment for phobias. Learning theory suggests that a person’s 
phobia, for example, can be overcome by breaking the associa-
tion between the feeling of anxiety and situations that are basi-
cally harmless, such as seeing a spider or going to a supermarket. 
Research showed that an efficient way to do this is in step- by- step 
stages, practicing frequently and regularly. A person who is afraid 
of heights, to give another example, might start by walking up 
a stairway and looking down from progressively higher points. 
The next stage might be to look down from a third- floor window, 
then a fourth- floor window, and so on. Depending on the severity 
of the phobia, it might take days or even weeks to progress from 
stage to stage. This step- by- step method is simple and effective, 
but it can take a long time.

Behavioral therapies originated in learning theory but have since 
developed beyond these beginnings and now use a large number of 
methods for dealing with a wide variety of conditions. What they 
have in common is a focus on changing behavior in very specific 
ways. Behavioral methods can be used, for example, to help change 
eating, smoking, or drinking habits, to build self- confidence, and to 
improve time management and personal organization. Changing 
behavior can lead to changes in thoughts, feelings, and sensations, 
and also to changes in relationships. People who have recovered 
from a phobia are likely to feel more confident, to think better of 
themselves, to suffer less from the sensations of anxiety, and to re-
late more easily to others.

One of the most important contributions of behavior therapies 
is their focused attention on effectiveness and practicality. This 
is because they are based on specific, clear- cut, and observable 
changes. A therapy with goals can be tested to see if it works, and 
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moreover, the therapy can be improved. Each of the improvements 
can then be tested to discover which precise methods are the most 
effective, in ways defined by the people who benefit from them, 
such as in enabling them to do things they previously avoided 
through fear. In this way, better and better therapies have been 
developed. This scientific evaluation of therapies has also revealed 
more about the processes involved in change, and has led to the 
recognition that changing behavior is only one way of initiating the 
process of change.

Cognitive therapy

Cognitive therapy developed partly as a reaction against the exclu-
sive focus which behavior therapy places on behavior, and partly 
as a reaction to the unscientific aspects of psychoanalysis. It is 
based on the recognition that thoughts, feelings, and behavior are 
closely related. If you think something is going to go wrong, you 
will feel anxious and your behavior will be designed to protect you, 
for example, by avoiding a situation that causes stress. If you think 
everything will go fine, you will feel more confident and you will 
behave in ways that express that confidence. By focusing on our 
patterns of thinking and on our beliefs, cognitive therapists have 
found many methods for helping us to change both our feelings 
and our behavior.

Cognitive therapy was first tried and tested as a treatment 
for depression. It has since proved to be effective in helping with 
many other problems, such as anxiety, panic, disturbed eating 
patterns, difficulties in relationships, recovery after trauma, and 
severe bouts of mental ill health. Cognitive therapy shares with 
behavior therapy the advantages of being a clearly articulated 
therapy, and this has meant that it has been, and is still being, 
extensively and rigorously studied and improved. It also means 
that it can be clearly described and its methods can be made gen-
erally available in many self- help formats, including books and 
on the Internet.
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the new wave of cognitive behavioral therapies

In the 21st century, cognitive behavioral therapies have been de-
veloped that incorporate new approaches focused less on the spe-
cific content of thoughts and more on our relationships to these 
thoughts: on accepting and choosing how to respond to thoughts 
rather than feeling dismayed or bombarded by their content. 
These therapies have variably been termed “third- wave” cogni-
tive behavioral therapies, or more recently “contextual behavioral 
therapies.” They emphasize the relationships and influence of the 
external real- world context and environment on how we get by 
in the world, and also on the internal context and environment 
within our own heads— the link between thoughts and feelings. 
These developments have made much greater use of ideas of mind-
fulness meditation and of compassion that have their origins in 
Eastern thought. The evidence base for these newer therapies is 
still emerging and is very encouraging in particular areas that we 
highlight at the relevant points in this book.

therapies focusing on relationships

Relationships play a key part in our lives and contribute much 
to the ways in which we understand and feel about ourselves. 
They provide one of the main contexts for the things that we 
think, feel, and do. Interpersonal therapy is a specific and well- 
characterized psychotherapy that focuses on relationships 
and has been evaluated and proved to be effective not only in 
improving relationships but also in overcoming depression and 
disturbed eating habits.

Applications of psychological science in 
management and the workplace

Many psychological findings are of particular value in the world of 
work, of action, and of management and have been put to practical 
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daily use in a large number of settings. Most of these findings 
concern ways of using the mind effectively. Applying manage-
ment techniques can help you to organize both your personal and 
business lives, make the best use of your time, communicate well, 
negotiate change, and make decisions. The new science of behav-
ioral economics, developed in response to the work of research 
psychologists on thinking and reasoning, has revealed the biases 
that standardly influence the judgments we make. Research into 
logical thinking and into memory systems has been especially pro-
ductive and applied most creatively in the field of management, but 
these skills are also of general use in managing ourselves and our 
lives outside work.

Research in positive psychology

Systematic research over the last two decades in “positive psy-
chology” has led to the development of practical ways to enhance 
the positive aspects of our lives. Such research has been directed at 
questions such as what conditions lead to increased happiness, or a 
sense of satisfaction in life, or of flourishing. Research has examined 
questions such as what are the characteristics of those times that 
people value most in their lives, and what are the differences be-
tween those who seem particularly resilient to problems in life 
and those who are less resilient. Findings from clinical psychology 
suggest that overcoming problems can sometimes be best accom-
plished not by directly tackling the problems but by building on 
one’s strengths, and in the work place building on strengths is 
often a better starting point than overcoming weaknesses.

Research in physiology and physical medicine

Mind and body interact. Perhaps, last night, you lay awake 
worrying. You think it is the worries which kept you awake; but it 
may have been the coffee you had after supper, or the stimulating 
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conversation that went with it. In order to sleep better, you need 
to know about some facts of physiology to be able to decide which 
are the best strategies to use. The same applies if you are trying to 
reduce the time you spend playing computer games, or cut down 
your consumption of cigarettes, alcohol, or other non- prescribed 
substances. Similarly, there are times when depression and anxiety 
are helped by physiological methods— and the number of effective 
psychoactive medications available is constantly being refined and 
increased. In this book, we draw on the results of medical, as well 
as psychological, research when relevant.

The five- part model

One of the problems that all psychologists face is that their work 
involves trying to understand how different systems interact, and 
it is difficult to disentangle the numerous ways in which they in-
fluence each other:  how aging processes affect our memory for 
instance, or how our feelings affect the way we think and influ-
ence what we do. Psychological research often reveals complex 
processes: for example, we become more forgetful as we get older, 
but remain relatively good at remembering childhood experiences. 
Or feeling stressed makes you think that something will go wrong, 
and then you waste time double- checking your work— and end up 
feeling more stressed. Mind and body, brain and behavior, thoughts 
and feelings work together to keep us functioning well. The five- 
part model, developed by Christine Padesky, provides us with a 
simplified way of understanding these interactions that has been 
of great value to psychotherapists, and especially to those using 
cognitive behavioral methods. It is illustrated in Figure 1.1.

In the diagram, feelings cover what might be termed moods, 
emotions, or feelings, including, for example, fear, sadness, anger, 
guilt, shame, and joy. Physical reactions include bodily symptoms 
and sensations, such as palpitations, pain, nausea, and sleepi-
ness. The term thoughts does not refer only to the explicit verbal 
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thoughts that go through our minds. It also includes images, and 
the meanings and beliefs we may take from situations that are not 
as clear cut initially as a “thought going through your mind.”

In this model, you will see that four of the five systems— 
thoughts, feelings, behavior, and physical reactions— are intercon-
nected. They are linked by double- headed arrows, showing that they 
influence each other, and also showing that a change in one can affect 
all the others. Of course these four systems have a context— they 
occur in someone who belongs to a particular environment which 
is made up of their history, culture, age and experiences, by their 
relationships with others, and by the actions of those around them. 
So their environment, the fifth part of the system, is also linked 
to everything else. This is hard to illustrate in a two- dimensional 
diagram but is indicated by placing all the elements that intercon-
nect within the same sphere (ellipse) of influence. Here are some 
examples of the interactions between the systems:

• You are sleepy (a physical state): you feel relaxed, you think 
about lying down, so you put your feet up on the sofa and 
take a nap.

Environment

Thoughts

Behavior

Feelings
Physical
reactions

FIGUR E 1.1

The five- part model.
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• You run upstairs (a behavior): your heart pounds, you think 
you are getting unfit (a thought), feel disappointed (a feeling), 
and think about exercising more.

• You wake feeling worried: a friend who is ill comes to mind (a 
thought), this slows you down (a physical reaction), and you 
send them an encouraging text message.

• You think life is all work and no play (a thought):  you are 
tired (physically), and decide it’s time to do something more 
enjoyable. You ask a friend to meet up for lunch (a behavior) 
and come home feeling better (a feeling)— and more relaxed.

There are in addition factors in the environment that affect the 
other four elements— for instance, the person who put her feet 
up for a nap wasn’t expecting a rowdy group of children to burst 
in at any moment. The environment provides the context within 
which the other four systems interact. It provides the setting 
conditions for the way the whole system changes, and of course the 
limitations too.

These are all examples of normal interactions, and noticing the 
different aspects of our reactions to daily experiences helps us to 
understand them. Taking account of aspects of the environment 
fills in more of the picture, so that the whole complex story can 
be summarized in the diagram— and simplified though it is, it has 
some very important implications. The main ones are shown in 
Box 1.1.

Options for change

This model is especially useful when deciding how to make changes 
in your life. The first question is, where should you start? Giving 
someone medication primarily changes their physical reactions 
and thereby may affect their mood. Other changes will follow, so 
the person may become less troubled by upsetting thoughts and 
feelings, and may sleep better too so that, as the chain reaction 
continues, they become more able to do the things they want to 
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do— and feel better. Research has shown that this works better 
when people are depressed than when they are anxious, when their 
problems tend to re- emerge once the medication is stopped. But 
the model also tells us that there are other ways of initiating the 
process of change.

Trying to change moods (feelings) directly has not resulted so 
far in demonstrably effective therapies. If I  feel miserable, then 
it doesn’t (usually) help to tell myself simply to “snap out of it” 
and “feel different.” Nor can I respond to the demand not to feel 

BOX 1.1 The main implications of the five- part model

1. This pattern of interconnection is universal. It is useful for 
understanding others as well as ourselves.

2. The interconnections operate whether you feel good or not. 
They can create a virtuous spiral that enables you gradually 
to feel better or they can create a vicious spiral downwards 
and make you feel worse. They form cycles of interaction 
that can feel self- perpetuating.

3. All five parts of the model are always interconnected. 
However, some of the influences are easier to notice than 
others, and some are easy to miss. For example, some 
people keep busy when they are worried, as if this keeps 
the worrying thoughts at bay. They are reluctant to think 
their worries through, or to pay attention to their feelings. 
Others worry away at it when in a difficulty, but may forget 
to give themselves a break by doing something absorbing— 
by turning their attention to something else (by changing 
their behavior).

4. Change in one part of the system will affect all of the other 
parts, sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly, as part 
of a chain reaction. Therefore, in theory at least, we should 
be able to choose between different ways of trying to change 
our reactions.
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the way I do. Maybe in the future researchers will be able to tell 
us more about how moods work, and this will help us discover 
how to change them directly. But, for the present, we must use 
the chain reactions shown in the five- part model and focus on 
finding ways to set a more positive, helpful, or accepting cycle in 
motion using ways of changing thoughts and behavior. So, if I feel 
miserable it might help to become more active and do something 
that I usually enjoy, or it might help to think differently— to pay 
attention to my successes, friends, and sources of pleasure— or to 
learn how to shift my prevailing attitude (that things should al-
ways go my way, for instance). I could also try out these methods 
to find out which suits me best, and which one works in my par-
ticular circumstances . . . and that is one of the suggestions made 
throughout this book. Search for a way that fits for you and works 
for you, and use this book, rather like a buffet meal, to select those 
parts that are most relevant.

Initiating changes in the chain reactions shown in this 
simplified model is usually something that can be done here and 
now. Making changes to environmental factors, to things like 
your work, your home, or your relationships, is a longer- term 
proposition— in every sense. And there will be some things 
that you cannot change— most obviously, the things that have 
happened to you in the past. However, you can reconsider the 
meanings you have taken from such events at any point, and 
there are times when factors in your environment, in your work 
or relationships for example, are likely to continue to weigh on 
you if they are not changed. There are also changes that are just 
part of life, like leaving home, going to college, creating a new 
family, retiring, and becoming more forgetful and less mobile 
as you get older. These all demand that we adjust, that we make 
changes, and throughout this book you will also find many points 
at which we say something about finding a balance:  between 
change and stability, between accepting and resisting, between 
building strength and accepting weakness, between rigidity and 
flexibility, and between being creative and acquiring widely used 
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and demonstrably effective skills for living. So, this model, which 
condenses much information, allows us to make good use both 
of research findings and of our own preferences and inclinations. 
Using this model helps us to find out what works well for us, in 
our present circumstances.

Summary

• The approaches and methods in this book are based on 
research in various branches of psychology.

• The findings from clinical psychology enable us to overcome 
difficulties such as anxiety and depression.

• Research in management psychology has identified 
effective strategies for increasing resilience, for better time 
management, for making and reaching goals, for developing 
useful habits, and in negotiating with others.

• Positive psychology helps us to build on our strengths, 
become more creative, to be happier, and to flourish in 
our lives.

• A five- part model provides a foundation for much of this help 
and supports us in choosing which approaches will be most 
helpful to us.
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2

Valuing and understanding yourself

The still point of the turning world

Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance . . .

T. S. ELIOT, “Burnt Norton”

In our fraught, bustling, always- active modern world, change 
implies activity, and fast. But wise change begins at a “still point.” 
For psychological change, for personal development, that still 
point is provided by valuing, accepting, and understanding our-
selves, and doing so with an attitude of kindness. It begins from 
a point of reflection. It involves giving oneself time and space to 
stop, to see more clearly where you are, which way you are going, 
and how you feel about that, and then considering whether (or not) 
to take action. This chapter is about using that still point— that 
process of reflection— to provide a sure foundation for change. 
It starts by recognizing the importance of valuing yourself and of 
identifying your values.

Valuing yourself just as you are

the chef’s tale

Marc was a chef. He ran a successful restaurant but had one am-
bition: that he and his restaurant should be recommended in the 
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Good Food Guide. He believed that he was not good enough for even 
a passing mention. Then, one day, the great honor came, and his 
excellence was recognized with a wonderful review. But he did not 
feel happy. He had wanted this honor all his working life and now 
when he attained it he felt wretched and miserable. Why? Because, 
instead of valuing himself more as a result of this achievement, he 
valued the opinion of the Good Food Guide less. His reasoning went 
something like this: there can’t be much to being in the Good Food 
Guide if they include the likes of me.

If you do not value yourself independently of your achievements, you 
will not value your achievements.

We are vulnerable to having little sense of our own worth partly 
because we tend to value ourselves by our achievements. It is by 
finding within ourselves a sense of value that does not depend 
on our achievements, or our talents, or any similar characteris-
tics, that we can establish for ourselves a sense of self- worth that 
provides a surer foundation.

In the film Bridget Jones’s Diary, Mark Darcy says to Bridget: “I 
like you very much. Just as you are.” And when Bridget tells her 
friends what Mark had said, Jude says:  “Just as you are? Not 
thinner, not cleverer  .  .  .?” The psychologist Carl Rogers spoke of 
this attitude, which he called an attitude of unconditional positive 
regard, as the ideal attitude of parents for their children. It does 
not mean that you approve of everything, or even of most things, 
the person does or says, nor that you think that the person should 
not make changes in how they behave. But your valuing the person 
is unconditional. You value and accept the person just as they are. 
You recognize their value. And this is the attitude that, we are 
suggesting, you adopt towards yourself.

The idea that each of us has an intrinsic value, independently of 
our achievements or our attributes, is one that forms a part of many 
religions. “Each of us is equal in the eyes of God” encompasses not 
only our intrinsic value but the idea, too, that at this fundamental 
level we all have the same value. The democratic principle— that 
each of us has one, and only one, vote— is the political embodiment 
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of this idea; and we can all experience the same feelings— of love, 
grief, fear, doubt, and so on.

no double standards

In order to value yourself you don’t have to like everything about 
yourself and certainly you do not need to approve of all your 
actions. If you tend to undervalue yourself you are almost certainly 
applying double standards: underrating yourself just because you 
are you and not someone else. If you value yourself less than you 
value other people, ask yourself if that is fair. Are you downgrading 
your view of yourself just because it’s you? What would you say 
to someone else in the same position as you? Is it the same as 
you are telling yourself? Applying double standards is always 
undermining: it is like trying to build a house on top of a swamp. 
The house won’t last, and its foundations will be constantly eroded.

three common reasons for undervaluing yourself

1. I think I’m not good enough.

Think of someone you admire because of how much that person has 
done to help others. Do you use that person’s goodness as a reason 
to berate yourself for not being as helpful as them? That wouldn’t 
be right because to admire such a person is to value people, in-
cluding you, just for being human, and because what this person 
has done is to help other people. Helping other people would not be 
admirable if those other people did not have intrinsic value.

2. I think it would be arrogant.

Valuing yourself, your own opinions, and character more than other 
people may be arrogant. It is being unfair to others. If you under-
value yourself, you are falling into the same trap as the arrogant 
person, except in reverse. You are not being fair to yourself. Being 
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fair to yourself is not arrogance, but will in fact help to protect you 
from behaving in an arrogant fashion, since such behavior is often 
due to a deep- seated lack of self- esteem.

3. I think I have been bad.

Sometimes we undervalue ourselves not because we are disap-
pointed in our achievements, but because we are disappointed in 
ourselves, in our moral character. We have not come up to our per-
sonal standards of behavior, and we whip ourselves for this mer-
cilessly. We set standards for our children, and tell them off when 
they fail to meet some of these standards. But it is in the nature of 
standards that they cannot be lived up to all the time: if they could, 
they would perhaps be too undemanding. Minding about failing 
to meet a standard is a reason for valuing yourself, for recognizing 
that it is worth trying to make changes, and starting to make them; 
it is not a reason for ceasing to value yourself.

Recognizing your values: understanding 
what matters to you

Knowing what your values are is just as important as knowing that 
you have intrinsic value. Our values are important and useful be-
cause they tell us what we are for and what we are against. They are 
like ideals that reflect our opinions about things that matter to us, 
such as working hard, or being broadminded and tolerant. When 
we meet others who share our values it is easier to feel connected 
to them. But values are often unspoken— as if everyone “should” 
accept the same set of values, and be guided by a similar set of in-
ternal rules. They may run underground in our lives, without being 
put into words, which makes it hard to know whether the choices 
and decisions we make fit with our (underlying) values.

The psychologist Steven Hayes has described values as chosen 
life directions. A direction can never be reached as you are not trying 
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to get to a specific place. Values are thus something you do rather 
than something you simply have. You may hold the value of being 
a loving person— this is not something that is ever finished, or 
arrived at— you simply continue to try to act in line with this di-
rection, with this value, of being loving. Values are also choices— 
choices about what we want our lives to be about (see Box 2.1).

There are many areas of life that can provide us with direction— 
with information about our values. Look at Box 2.2 and consider 
those areas most important to your direction in life.

A useful exercise to help in understanding your values is the 
“funeral exercise” (see Box 2.3). It helps clarify what kind of person 
you wish to be and also what you might want to do in life— itself 
a reflection of values. You may find it helpful to write down a 
statement of your values as revealed by the funeral exercise. You 
may wish to keep this statement private, or share it with those to 
whom you are close. You may change your values in response to 
reasons and experience. Carrying out the funeral exercise again in, 
for example, a year’s time will help you to see what changes you 
have made.

BOX 2.1 What values are and are not

• Values are not goals
• Values are not feelings
• Values are not outcomes
• Values are not judgments
• Values are in the here and now
• Values do not mean the path is straight
• Values entail responsibility— you always have the ability  

to respond
• Values can’t always be lived up to
• Values are chosen
• Values provide a direction for us.



BOX 2.2 Possible areas that you value

• Couple/ personal relationships
• Parenting
• Family relations (other than intimate and parenting)
• Friendships
• Work
• Learning and growth
• Play
• Spirituality
• Citizenship
• Physical health and well- being.

BOX 2.3 The funeral exercise: understanding your values

Imagine your own funeral 3 years from today.
What would you like people to say about you? What would 

you like a close friend, a member of your family, and a colleague 
or neighbor to say about you? It may be helpful to distinguish 
two issues: what kind of person you were, and what kind of life 
you led.

The point of this exercise is not to think about your death, 
but about the kind of person you want to be and the kinds of 
thing you wish to achieve. Three years from now is far enough 
away for you to do new things but near enough not to feel re-
mote. Feel free, however, to choose another time frame.

Do not try to guess what people would really say about you 
but think about what you would like them to say. The purpose 
of this exercise is to help you to understand what is important 
to you.

When you have done this exercise you are in a position to 
write a statement, for your own personal use, about your values.
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With the results of the funeral exercise in mind, to what extent, 
in broad terms, is your current life in line with your values? You 
will find some simple rating scales in Box 2.4.

Values are the source of the rules we live by. Another way to find 
out more about your own values is to think about the rules that 
matter to you: you should  .  .  . be kind, helpful, and generous. You 
should not . . . tell lies, steal, or hurt people. We express our values 
in general statements that often begin like this:

You should (almost) always . . .
Never (or hardly ever) let yourself . . .
Whenever  .  .  . such and such happens  .  .  . then you  
(generally) must (or must not) . . .

How would you finish these sentences? Give yourself a moment to 
find some of your own answers (see also Chapter 7, “Finding new 
perspectives”).

BOX 2.4 Is your current life broadly in line with your values?

Question 1: Are you doing what you want with your life?
1. Yes— almost all of the time
2. Most of the time
3. Some of the time
4. Only a little of the time
5. Almost none of the time.

Question 2: Are you the kind of person you would like to be?
1. Yes— almost all of the time
2. Most of the time
3. Some of the time
4. Only a little of the time
5. Almost none of the time.
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Values are also reflected in the judgments we make. Imagine 
you hear someone say: “I really don’t know why he stays with her.” 
What value judgments are being made here? Are they about con-
sideration for others? About sharing? Or selfishness? Or about 
being willing to give as well as to take? About happiness, and how 
every one has a right to seek it out? About making people unhappy? 
About respect for others, and how we should show it? People will 
think differently about this situation, and indeed about whether it 
is possible to make such a judgment about others in the first place. 
The point is that choices and decisions that fit with our underlying 
values are likely to be those that work best for us. We need to know 
them in order to understand ourselves better— and they are often 
revealed by the judgments we make about others.

If you are uncertain about your value and your values

If you find it difficult to value yourself and hard to discover the 
values that really matter to you, then set the idea of valuing to one 
side and start by simply accepting yourself just as you are whether 
or not you like yourself. Accepting yourself, with an attitude of 
kindness, will clarify your vision and help you to understand your-
self, but fighting yourself, or rushing in to change, tends to obscure 
this level of understanding. It is difficult to change if, at the same 
time, you are berating yourself or being self- critical. Psychological 
understanding and change work best when undertaken with ac-
ceptance and kindness and we say more about each of these in 
Chapters 3 and 4.

It can also help to adopt an attitude as if you accepted your-
self with kindness, even if you don’t yet feel, deep down, that 
you can. The attitude that we are suggesting might be described 
as follows:  “In learning to understand myself I  will look at my-
self clearly, acknowledging whatever feelings that brings, without 
judgment, whatever it is that I  find out about myself. For the 
moment, I am not judging myself, nor trying to change myself (that 
will come later) but just understanding myself.” The main purpose 
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of kindly acceptance is to see yourself clearly without judgment. 
Leave judgment and change for the future.

Understanding yourself better

There are many aspects to all of us, and we all have complex, and 
sometimes contradictory parts of our personalities. Most of the 
time we continue on our way without stopping to think much about 
who we are. Which is fine so long as things are going well— or well 
enough. But when we are not doing so well, or have the sense that 
we could be doing better, then the better we understand ourselves 
the quicker we will be able to put things right. However, it is diffi-
cult to know how to start.

starting from how you feel now

People have different needs, and they have more or less complex 
needs, but overall, they will not do well if they do not know what 
their needs are and how to set about meeting them. There are needs 
that are essential for basic survival such as those for food, drink, 
and shelter, and those that are less essential for keeping you alive, 
but important for creating the sense that you are doing well. These 
include the need for security, exercise, rest, and a good diet, and 
also “higher- level” needs such as those for meaningful occupation, 
companionship, recreation, and intimacy.

We have a built- in tool that helps us to find out what we need, 
and that is our feelings. We feel better when things go well for 
us, and worse when they don’t. So, the process of understanding 
starts by tuning in to feelings— by recognizing, naming, and 
thinking about them. Feelings provide the motivation (to make 
things better) and the measure (of how bad it is, or how well you 
are doing). You feel impatient. What you need is to get going. But 
your companions are dawdling about, and seem to be in no hurry 
at all. What can you do? Ask them to hurry up? Yell at them? Bite 
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your tongue and hang in there trying to keep calm? Your job is to 
choose a way that works— one that fits well for you, for others, 
and for the situation you are in. Then the impatience will sub-
side. Knowing what you need helps you to decide what to do. It 
organizes you for action. If tomorrow you feel impatient that could 
be for other reasons: you could be bored by your work and need 
to be doing something else, or your impatience could be a more 
enduring characteristic. Then the options for change may be less 
clear and take longer to work out, but at all these levels, tuning in 
to your feelings helps you to start working out what to do.

• We all have slightly different needs. Some people need 
company when feeling sad while others recover more quickly 
when left alone.

• We need different things in different situations, and at 
different stages of life. So, it helps to be flexible, and to 
develop different ways of meeting your needs: at work or at 
home; aged 17 or 70.

• What you need in the short term (another drink) may be 
different from what you need in the long term (to limit your 
alcohol use).

• Needs aren’t just wants. A child says “I need another cookie” 
when they have just been told that two is enough. I  might 
need a break, but I don’t really need a vacation in the sun.

• Needs can be confusing: thinking you need something to eat 
when someone has done something that upsets you, or when 
you feel lonely.

• Feelings are often mixed, and can be in turmoil, especially 
when important relationships are not going well. Thinking 
about what you need is then harder, but still just as 
important.

So, thinking about what you feel and what the feelings suggest 
you need does not always produce easy answers, and nor are avail-
able options easy to work out— or there would be no need for a 
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book like this. It does, however, begin the process of understanding 
yourself better, and the main points can be turned into a simple, 
but useful plan of action (see Box 2.5).

In this way, what you feel and what you do can fit together to 
meet your particular need at a certain time. Tuning in one Saturday 
morning, you notice you are feeling bored, lethargic, and tired. 
What do you need? The answer you give yourself on this occasion 
is not a rest, but something to liven you up. What could that be? Of 
course, that depends on your circumstances and the possibilities 
before you. These will be different if you have to go to the super-
market and take the kids swimming or if you are on your own, and 
different again if you feel you are too much on your own. Only you 
know, and only you can decide. So, it is important to be able to un-
derstand yourself.

Understanding your nature: your likes and dislikes, 
your relative strengths and weaknesses

Another way of understanding yourself is to look at what you enjoy. 
To think about what gives you pleasure or pain, about those people, 
events, and activities that you like or dislike. To recognize the 
things that come easily to you, and those that you struggle with so 
that you can acknowledge your relative strengths. On the whole, it 
is more effective to build on strengths than it is to try to overcome 
weaknesses (see “Using your strengths” in Chapter 6 for a longer 

BOX 2.5 A simple action plan

(Bare bones that provide a structure for change.)
• Tune in to your feelings.
• Ask yourself what the feelings suggest you need.
• Think about your options for meeting your needs, in this 

particular situation.
• Choose one option and act on it.
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discussion on how to identify and use your strengths). Although 
you may know these things quite well, prompting yourself to think 
about them systematically (see Box 2.6) can bring surprises, for 
instance, in recognizing how the balance of your time is spent. 
Too much time doing those things you do not like, and struggling 
with too many things that are hard for you, will be discouraging. 
A balance is much easier to live with although a hard struggle is 
sometimes worth it: carrying on learning to drive despite endlessly 
failing your driving test, or getting used to living on your own for 
instance, may bring rewards later on.

the dynamic process of understanding yourself

Understanding yourself well, recognizing your values, and believing 
in yourself (having a good sense of your worth and your value) are 
important but often difficult to achieve. One obvious difficulty is 
that none of these things is set in stone. Self- understanding is a 
useful starting point but self- development can involve changes of 
all kinds: in preferences, values, attitudes, skills, and even talents. 
The process of reflection, which provides the still point in a turning 
world, and which provides us with the space to think about who 
we are and how we are doing, continues to be valuable because 

BOX 2.6 What are your likes and dislikes?

1. What do you enjoy? What activities, what settings, do you 
look forward to with pleasure? Whose company do you seek 
out? Who do you like to spend time with?

2. What do you not enjoy? What activities, events, or circum-
stance fill you with dread? Or bore you stiff?

3. Which of the things that you are now quite good at were in-
teresting or fun to learn?

4. And which of them were and remain a struggle for you, both 
to learn and to remember?
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we never stop changing and developing. It is necessary whenever 
we think about making changes, and especially so when we are 
prompted to change by feeling dissatisfied, unhappy, or uncom-
fortable in some way.

Blocks to understanding yourself

Before thinking about how to set the process of change in motion, 
it is important to be aware of some blocks to self- understanding.

1. social pressures

What other people think about us, and how others expect us to 
behave, are important to us. But when we start to behave in ways 
that other people want us to, when we try to please them, and are 
guided by what they think of us, then we may cease to see ourselves 
clearly and find it hard to be ourselves.

Sometimes we may wish to please or follow others but if we be-
have very differently in different company or feel we are ‘not our-
selves’ in some situations, then social pressures may be getting in 
the way of self- understanding. The questions in Box 2.7 may help 
identify social pressures of this kind.

Ultimately it is not satisfying for us to be following the script 
of others. We may, of course, endorse what others say or think or 
want from us and in endorsing it we are making it our own. But 
when we follow others without reflecting on whether we agree with 
them then, at some stage, we are likely to become uncomfortable 
and dissatisfied. See also Chapter 24 (“Overcoming fears and avoid-
ance: social anxiety and phobias”).

2. Voices from the past

Most of us carry with us echoes of the past, or what might be 
called inner voices that affect our behavior and self- understanding. 
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These inner voices, particularly those that echo messages received 
from parents and other authority figures, can affect our feelings, 
thoughts, and behavior, and they are discussed in much greater 
detail in Chapter 19 (“Understanding voices from your past”). In 
that chapter we show how you can recognize and understand these 
voices, and also free yourself from being constrained by them.

3. self- protection and self- defense

It is only natural to want to hide away, or to seek out safety, if you 
are feeling threatened or at risk. Then ways of protecting yourself 
from pain, from the danger you fear, and ways of defending your-
self from harm or outright attack come into play almost automat-
ically. Protecting oneself has the obvious advantage that it makes 
you (at least temporarily) feel better. Sometimes we are aware of 

BOX 2.7 When might social pressures prevent   
you from being yourself?

1. In what, if any, situations do you not feel free to make your 
own choices?

2. In what, if any, situations do you not feel free to express 
your views and opinions honestly?

3. Do you feel you can be yourself on a daily basis?
4. With whom do you feel that being yourself is restricted? 

Or that you are “playing a part”? Think about colleagues 
and others at work; friends and former friends; partner 
and former partners; family including children; and 
acquaintances.

5. Who do you try to please in your life?
6. Who scares or frightens you, so that you make efforts not to 

displease them?
Do some of your answers suggest habits that you would like to 
change?
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what we are doing when we seek protection, and, for example, avoid 
expressing an opinion for fear it will meet with censure or outrage. 
But sometimes we are completely unaware of using such “defense 
mechanisms” as they were originally called by psychoanalysts. 
These psychotherapists also suggested that there were advantages 
to protecting ourselves in such ways, as they enable us to hide 
aspects of ourselves from ourselves— aspects that if we saw clearly 
would upset us and cause psychological pain; aspects that we would 
find hard to accept. For short periods, such defense mechanisms 
may be useful— to ease the pain of a loss or trauma, for example. 
But if they persist they usually fail to cover over the cracks and 
gradually problems arise due to the fact that we have not dealt 
constructively with the underlying issues. Or it may be that the 
need for protection is just a perception— there is no threat— 
and this is never learned while the protections are still in place. 
There is more on such “safety- seeking behaviors” and their unin-
tended consequences in Section 6 and especially Chapter  24 (see 
“Overcoming the fear:  testing predictions”). This is why “defense 
mechanisms” and “safety- seeking behaviors” can at times impede 
understanding— at least until one can recognize them in action 
and understand that they result from a need for self- protection. 
Some of the ways in which self- protection can help us to hide from 
aspects of ourselves that we find hard to accept are also described 
in Chapter 20, “Recognizing that you can change: facing problems.” 
The more common defense mechanisms, as they were originally 
understood are listed in “Some common defense mechanisms that 
impede self- understanding” which is available online at http://
www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind.

4. Unhelpful judgments

Do you recognize these pressurizing statements?

• I must do everything perfectly.
• I must never upset anyone.
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• I must be a rock for other people.
• I must be more clever.
• I must be more beautiful.

The assumption behind them seems to be that unless you are 
more like this, then something will go wrong for you: you will be 
excluded, rejected, unsuccessful, unloved. The pressure behind the 
statements comes from the belief that goes with them, that you 
are not OK as you are. So you should try to be different— which 
bypasses the important processes involved in truly valuing and un-
derstanding yourself.

5. attitudes

Most of the time we continue on our way without stopping to 
think much about who we are, which is fine so long as things 
are going well— or well enough. But sometimes we are not doing 
well, and sometimes, although nothing is particularly wrong, we 
have the sense that we could be doing better. Then, in order to 
understand ourselves better it helps to use the simple action plan 
described in Box 2.5 (“A simple action plan”), and pay attention to 
our feelings, tune in to what we need, and think about what to do 
about it. But unhelpful attitudes can get in the way. Five of them 
are listed next.

Trying to  be good. You might, for example, have a habit of  
always putting others first which, even though it sounds unsel-
fish, runs the risk of ignoring your needs to the extent that if 
you have only yourself to please, you end up not knowing what 
to do. Or you ignore the weight of the load you are carrying 
until exhaustion and stress force their way into your attention. 
Perfectionism is another way of trying to be good— by doing well. 
However, it tends to leave you feeling you have never done well 
enough. Perfection is elusive, and a constant sense of not coming 
up to the mark lowers your self- esteem and makes it harder, not 
easier, to do your best.
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Patterns that backfire. These are patterns that made sense in 
the past, and were once useful to you, like learning not to let your 
feelings show when you were teased, or learning to hit before you 
got hit when violence erupted around you. When your situation 
changes but the old habits remain, they can be more of a hindrance 
than a help. Their legacy leads you to misread signals, so that you 
distance yourself from people who are not about to tease or hit 
you, and potential friendships wither away. Outdated patterns pre-
vent you feeling better and stop you discovering a different side to 
yourself.

Being stuck in a rut. If the rut is more like the groove that keeps 
you moving then all is fine. However, if you have been doing too 
much of the same thing, in the same ways, for too long you will 
begin to feel bored, detached, and unsatisfied, as if life is full of 
restrictions rather than possibilities, and no longer has much 
meaning for you.

Fear of change. Better the devil you know— provided only that 
the next devil would be worse. Fear makes you want to keep safe, 
and seeking safety reduces self- confidence and stops you making 
new discoveries.

Feeling worthless. For many people this attitude to themselves 
is stultifying. It both makes them feel bad and stops them doing 
something about it.

Beginning the process of change  
and development

Imagine that after watching a TV show about refugees you made a 
donation to the relevant charity. What would that say about you? 
Would it suggest you were a charitable person? Often we do not live 
up to our values, and some of our choices and decisions also make this 
clear. Earlier that same day you might have walked past a homeless 
person without giving them money. What would that say about you? 
The fact is that one charitable act alone, or one uncharitable one, 
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tells us almost nothing. Values are discovered, rather, by observing 
your direction of travel. Do you generally go this way? Or that way? 
You might usually be heading in a westerly direction when you travel. 
But there is no single point of arrival. West is not a place but a direc-
tion, just as being charitable is not a single thing but a more general 
set of beliefs and dispositions that (some of the time) link up with 
what you do. The process of change is similar.

One of our patients said, “If I matter it matters what decisions 
and choices I make, and these help to determine my sense of who 
I am.” What she meant was that if it is true that she is intrinsically 
valuable as a person, then her choices and decisions are also impor-
tant, and if they fit with her values, they will help her to live the life 
that she wishes to live.

Curiosity: an attitude that helps

Just as some attitudes interfere with doing well, so there are 
attitudes that help, and of these, curiosity is perhaps the most 
helpful. If you are curious you are more likely to be interested than 
to be bored; more likely to want to find out what your options are, 
and to act on them, than to remain stuck; less likely to be fearful 
and more able to think ahead. Curiosity invites you to wonder about 
the possible options and opens doors rather than closing them.

That curiosity can also be used to understand yourself as you 
are right now. Try answering these questions:

1. How does your daily activity fit with your inclinations? Or 
talents? Or skills?

2. Do you have opportunities to do some of the things you 
like to do?

3. Are you happy with the way you relate to those people who 
are important to you?

These questions focus on three of the things that make you the way 
you now are: what you do (how you fill your time), what gives you 
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pleasure and enjoyment, and your main relationships. If you want 
to look after yourself better, turn the simple action plan we outlined 
earlier into an experiment. Use your curiosity to think about any of 
the ways in which you might want to look after yourself better and 
then start an exploration. Open your mind to the possibilities so 
as to discover the options. Then try something new. Do something 
differently. Make a small change. Keep the curiosity going so as 
to find out what happens next, after you have made a change. See 
what you can discover about yourself, and about how you can help 
yourself to do well (see also “Start to explore” in Chapter 20).

taking responsibility for yourself

To be agents of our own destiny we need to take responsibility for 
ourselves: to own, as it were, ourselves as we are now— hence the 
need to acknowledge our intrinsic value, to identify our personal 
values, and to understand ourselves better. Taking responsibility 
includes acceptance and acknowledging past mistakes, not making 
excuses. It is saying: I am who I am; and if I want to change then it 
is up to me to take responsibility for those changes (see Chapter 3, 
“The value and practice of acceptance”).

the mechanic and the gardener

When you decide to face a psychological problem, or to become more 
resilient in the workplace, or develop more satisfying relationships, 
or become happier you are starting a process of change, of psycholog-
ical change, or developing yourself in some way. Change can come 
about in many ways. Consider, on the one hand, the mechanic, and, 
on the other hand, the gardener.

The mechanic understands the machine which, even if compli-
cated, is predictable. The mechanic understands how the function of 
the machine is a result of its structure. The mechanic builds the ma-
chine and if the machine does not function as it should, the mechanic 
needs to fix it because the machine cannot fix itself. It is inorganic.
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The gardener, in contrast, does not so much build the garden as 
try to create the right conditions for the plants in it to grow well. 
Gardens are organic. They are also subject to unpredictable conditions 
such as the weather or pests, that make the plants wither or fail to 
develop as the gardener had wished or expected. The gardener has 
to respond flexibly to such events, perhaps adapting the original 
plan, or even changing it altogether. Or the gardener may not wish 
to exert much control over the garden at all and may enjoy both its 
organic nature and its unpredictability. Such a gardener may nudge 
the garden in particular directions, by enriching the soil here, 
planting some bulbs there, and making more space for survivors, 
but leaving the rest to nature.

In his book, How Change Happens, Duncan Green, senior stra-
tegic advisor to Oxfam, discusses two approaches to international 
aid programs. The first he calls the “linear approach”— the approach 
of the mechanic. In this model a clear intervention is imposed in the 
expectation that it will have the desired specific positive results. In 
some settings this approach is appropriate and effective, but, Green 
says, often it is not. Societies, and the causes of social and political 
change, are too complex and, more crucially, too unpredictable.

This mechanical approach also ignores the organic aspect of in-
ternational aid. The people “on the ground”— the aid workers and 
even more importantly those who are members of the society that 
is supposed to benefit from the aid— will respond and act in their 
own ways. The changes that will take place are not fully, or even 
mainly, controlled by the aid program. Engaging with a system that 
is both unpredictable and organic is, Green argues, somewhat like 
raising a child. Designing a “project plan” for a child that sets out 
the goals, and how to reach them, until the child is adult is un-
likely to be the best approach. Instead parents generally “make it 
up” as they go along. Being a parent requires constant adaptation. 
It requires flexibility, collaboration with other people (teachers, 
grandparents, friends, and colleagues), coping with uncertainty, 
perseverance, and the ability to try out different things and re-
spond to the effects, results, and feedback.
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In making psychological changes, in developing ourselves, it is 
sometimes most effective to be our own mechanic— to make clear 
specified changes with a clear goal in mind. This approach will work 
best in situations that are broadly predictable, when the interven-
tion is clear cut and one over which we have control, and when we 
know what goal we wish to reach.

If the situation is not highly predictable, either because our 
own responses to possible interventions are uncertain or because 
the people around us, and the world more generally, is unpredict-
able, then we will need to be more flexible in our approach to self- 
development. In unpredictable situations it can be most effective 
to try out various approaches, to make changes rather as scientists 
carry out pilot experiments. That is, to make a change, see what 
happens, and to be prepared to try out several approaches, and to 
see which work best.

Whether the situation seems predictable or not we may wish to 
take a more or less organic approach— either, like the mechanic, 
consciously making specific changes through the force of our will, 
or, like the gardener, focusing more on preparing the ground and 
then letting ourselves change and develop without the imposi-
tion of detailed, moment- by- moment control. “[W]  hen we can let 
go of the idea that there are clear guidelines and a stable world . . . 
and . . . lay the groundwork for growth, and . . . work with what we 
have  .  .  . You will find parts of yourself you didn’t know existed” 
(The Path by Michael Puett and Christine Gross- Loh). If we live our 
lives exclusively in terms of reaching pre- determined goals, we risk 
limiting ourselves to what we are able to imagine at the time of 
choosing those goals.

a questioning approach

Constructive change is best undertaken from a “still center” of self- 
acceptance, self- understanding, and self- valuing. There are many 
ways of going about the business of self- development or changing 
oneself. We can be “gardeners” for some areas, “mechanics” for 
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others, we can focus on overcoming problems or building on 
strengths, we can aim to take control of ourselves or go with the 
flow. Whatever routes we take, they are likely to be most fruitful 
if taken with understanding. And understanding comes from 
curiosity— from a questioning, engaged, and interested approach.

Summary

• Value yourself as you are. Try to be as fair to yourself as you 
would be to others, rather than apply double standards.

• Values are chosen life directions.
• Values provide the compass for our lives, not a set destination.
• Considering what you would like to hear people say at your 

funeral can help identify your values.
• Understanding ourselves is helpful but can be hindered 

by social pressures, voices from the past, the way we try to 
“protect” ourselves, and our own judgments and attitudes.

• In undergoing a process of change and development we can be 
mechanics or gardeners of ourselves— being flexible with the 
approach as necessary.

Further reading
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The value and practice of acceptance

Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the 
courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the 
difference.

SERENITY PRAYER

The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then 
I can change.

CARL ROGERS

• You are stuck in a traffic jam. You are going to be late for work. 
There is an important meeting you have to attend. At this 
point you can sit in your car fuming, feeling angry, irritable, 
and frustrated. An alternative is to accept that you are stuck 
for the time being and examine the options open to you. There 
may well be no way of avoiding the jam right now. You decide 
to stay in your lane and call ahead to send your apologies for 
the meeting. You turn on the radio.

• Your eldest daughter is 12 years old and wants to go to the 
mall to meet her friends. You are concerned about what she 
might do and whom she intends to meet. You know she is 
sensible but perhaps a little immature. You suggest that you 
could go with her. She thinks this is an awful idea. You have 
a number of choices: you could let her go in by herself; you 
could go with her; you could stop her going at all. Whatever 
you decide, you realize that she is growing up and becoming 
more independent. Accepting this key point helps you realize 
that a main task for you as a parent is to try to instill good 
sense in your children, but that you can’t live their lives for 
them. Being overprotective is likely to hurt both you and 
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them in the long run. You realize that this is a tricky balance 
for any parent.

• You are lying in bed at night finding it difficult to get to 
sleep. Your mind is racing with worries about your health, 
your finances, and your family relationships. You know that 
lying there and tossing and turning doesn’t help but it’s hard 
to stop. You keep trying to push these thoughts out of your 
mind and distract yourself with the radio. This works briefly 
but the worries return. You remain in a tug of war with these 
thoughts for much of the night.

In these situations, we might want to control circumstances 
or change things from how they currently are. It is one of the 
challenges of life to work out what we would like to change, what 
we are able to change, how best to bring about change, and what we 
are not able to change. One key skill in learning how best to cope 
with these difficult situations is the practice of acceptance.

Change through the practice of acceptance

Much of this book is a guide to the process of making changes in 
your life, towards living the life you want, in line with your values. 
This thread runs right through Part II, “Making your way,” and Part 
III, “Overcoming difficulties.” This chapter is about acceptance, and 
about using mindfulness as one of the main routes to the practice 
of acceptance. Acceptance and pursuing change might appear to be 
polar opposites. Paradoxically, however, one of the most powerful 
ways of helping yourself to change is through fostering accept-
ance. The word “acceptance” alone is too passive. Better to think of 
the practice of acceptance, which is a practice developed in Eastern 
meditative techniques and which is now being incorporated into 
Western practical psychology— and for good reasons.

The practice of acceptance itself brings about change. First, 
it helps us to understand ourselves (see Chapter  2, “Valuing and 
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understanding yourself”). Understanding oneself is no easy matter. 
One major problem is that we tend to try to avoid some of our 
emotions and thoughts— and particularly those that are causing 
us problems, difficulties, and pain. This avoidance impairs our self- 
understanding and therefore impairs our ability to see how we want 
to change— or might want to change if we saw ourselves clearly.

Second, the practice of acceptance removes barriers to change. 
By avoiding accepting aspects of ourselves— our thoughts and our 
emotions, particularly those that perhaps we don’t like— we make 
it harder to understand ourselves, and we also block our ability to 
change, an ability that requires us to face ourselves, unflinchingly, 
but with acceptance.

Third, the practice of acceptance alters attitudes. In partic-
ular, it moves us towards kindness. Through accepting ourselves as 
we are, instead of berating, fighting, avoiding, and criticizing our-
selves, we become kinder towards ourselves. And such an attitude 
of kindness provides a firmer base for effective change than does 
a critical and negative attitude. It also provides the foundation for 
realizing the value of kindness (see Chapter 4, “The value and prac-
tice of kindness”).

The practice of acceptance goes beyond acceptance of ourselves, 
of our thoughts, and our feelings. Also of value is the complemen-
tary practice of acceptance of others and of the world around us. For 
many of us, difficulties in accepting aspects of other people cause 
us problems. Our anger, despair, envy, and so on concerning others 
tarnish relationships that are important to us, or prevent us from 
responding in ways that are more helpful to us. By practicing accept-
ance of others we will not only be in a better position to help and 
be kind to others, but we will also help ourselves to make changes 
in how we respond to them. These new responses will bring about 
developments in our relationships that are in line with the changes 
we wish to make. The practice of acceptance of ourselves will help us 
in our practice of acceptance of others, and vice versa. Both practices 
help us develop an accepting attitude, and this can be directed 
towards ourselves, towards others and towards the world about us.
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The practice of acceptance helps us to develop in ways that 
we wish to change, including when we have difficulties to over-
come (see Part III, “Overcoming difficulties”). One foundation for 
overcoming difficulties is “facing the problem” and the practice of 
acceptance provides a valuable approach in helping to do this. It 
will enable you to:

1. Understand the present through accepting where you are now.
2. Accept, and step lightly from, the past.
3. Accept the uncertainty of the future.

(See Chapter  20, “Recognizing that you can change:  facing 
problems.”)

What acceptance is

In everyday use, acceptance has a number of possible meanings: the 
action of receiving or taking something that is offered (“he ac-
cepted the compliment”); the process or fact of being received as 
adequate (“she was accepted by the group”); the agreement with 
an idea (“acceptance of the teaching of the church”); and the will-
ingness to tolerate or endure a difficult situation (“he accepted his 
pain”).

The concept of acceptance is found in many spiritual and reli-
gious traditions. The Hebrew word “Kabbalah” can be translated 
as “receiving” or “acceptance,” The first “noble truth” in Buddhism, 
often described in English as “all life is suffering,” suggests that 
there is a need to accept that suffering is a natural part of life.

From a psychological perspective, acceptance is focused on 
knowing truly “where you are right now.” Within the tradition 
of mindfulness, Vidyamala Burch and Danny Penman describe 
mindful acceptance as the ability to acknowledge that “this is the 
way things are, for now.” Building on the analogy of life’s path as a 
garden (see “The mechanic and the gardener” in Chapter 2), accept-
ance includes knowing what type of soil you are rooted in, when the 
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light and the sun reach you, how much rainfall there might be, and 
perhaps whether there are gardeners around to help. Once we truly 
know where we are then we are better able to take effective action 
to change what we are able to become. Self- acceptance means being 
OK with who you are, recognizing that you are not perfect, but 
refusing to buy into the judgments your mind sometimes makes 
about you. Impatience, with yourself and others, as when you are 
stuck in a traffic jam, is the face of non- acceptance.

Recently developed psychotherapies within the wider family of 
cognitive behavioral therapies have emphasized the role of accept-
ance, often within the tradition of mindfulness. These therapies in-
clude acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT— pronounced as the 
single word “act”), compassion- focused therapy (CFT— see Chapter 4, 
“The value and practice of kindness”), and mindfulness- based cogni-
tive therapy (MBCT). There is emerging evidence for the effective-
ness of these therapies, particularly in conditions which tend to 
have a chronic or relapsing course, such as depression, pain, and 
dealing with other long- term health conditions. Within ACT, the 
word “willing” is often used in the same way as “accepting.” Steven 
Hayes, a clinical psychologist and the founder of ACT, says that 
“ ‘acceptance’ and ‘willingness’ can be understood as responses to 
the question: ‘Will you take me in as I am?’ ” Thus willingness and 
acceptance in this context mean responding to your feelings by 
feeling them, responding to your memories by remembering them, 
and responding to sensations in your body by sensing them. This is 
the opposite of avoidance— suppressing feelings, pushing memories 
away, and trying to rid yourself of certain bodily sensations. Hayes 
highlights that the goal of acceptance and willingness is learning 
how to feel better rather than simply trying to feel better.

a list of some of the things we might accept

• That we have thoughts and feelings.
• That we can become better at recognizing and identifying 

these.
• That we can’t control what other people think, feel, and do.
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• That others can hold different opinions from you.
• That we are human— and not perfect.
• That others are human and not perfect.
• That not everything can be controlled— including having 

thoughts and images.
• That some circumstances can’t be changed— life involves 

some suffering and pain.

What acceptance is not

Acceptance does not come with a sense of defeat, or surrender, or 
giving in. It does not involve trying to keep a stiff upper lip, or 
being determined to “grin and bear” those things you do not like, 
as if you have no other choice. Nor is it the opposite: acceptance 
that everything is right now— either in your body or head, or in the 
world. Acceptance is acknowledging that this is how things are. 
It is not, however, necessarily accepting that this is how things 
should be. In order to try to change yourself or the world, there 
needs to be an acceptance of what the current circumstances 
truly are:  for internal acceptance, what symptoms or difficulties 
you have; for external acceptance, the state of the world and how 
others are. This is the acceptance that is needed in order to change 
yourself or the world.

Acceptance is not thinking that the world’s climate is changing 
and that therefore there is nothing we can do about it. It is to think 
yes the world’s climate is changing and then to ask: what can I do in 
these circumstances? Similarly, acceptance is neither fighting nor 
ignoring your physical or emotional pain. It is acknowledging the 
pain for what it really is and then engaging in the life you want to 
lead in the best way you can. Such acceptance is, of course, diffi-
cult. It is likely to require more than an act of will. It is likely to re-
quire a practice that includes exercises for developing your capacity 
for acceptance. Some of these exercises are described later in this 
chapter: “Ways to develop the practice of acceptance.”
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Neither is acceptance allowing unethical and immoral behavior 
to go unnoticed. What we choose to accept in others and in the 
world is guided by the values we hold (see Chapter 2, “Valuing and 
understanding yourself”). The self- understanding that comes from 
the practice of acceptance helps us clarify our values, and the ac-
ceptance of others helps us to avoid a judgmental attitude that can 
often obscure an effective response. Acceptance, therefore, does 
not mean that we respond passively to unethical behavior. Quite 
the contrary. The practice of acceptance enables us to see more 
clearly how we can best confront and change such behavior.

some examples of unethical behavior, beliefs, and 
situations— not to be accepted

• Prejudice
• Abuse
• Oppression
• Violence
• Poverty
• Hunger
• War
• Violation of human rights
• The belief that nothing can change for the better in our lives 

or world.

Social, political, and personal changes come from commitment and 
action. The best way to make such action effective is to accept and 
understand the world as it currently is and to plan how to bring 
about change from that starting point.

Acceptance and painful experiences

There may be times, particularly following physical or psycho-
logical trauma, when avoidance of dwelling on the trauma seems 

 

 



4 6  | Pa r t  I :   M a k I n g   s e n s e

preferable to acceptance. Perhaps we are better off in a state of 
“blissful” ignorance about ourselves and the world. There is indeed 
some evidence that for people in New York traumatized after “9/ 
11,” the use of denial as a coping strategy in the first few months 
following the event was associated with higher post- traumatic 
growth (greater well- being following a traumatic event). This was 
surprising to some psychologists who had argued that such denial 
is likely to be harmful. However, it emerged that when denial was 
still being used some months later it was not helpful— rather the 
attitudes associated with highest growth were positive reframing 
and acceptance. This was acceptance of the events having in fact 
happened and of being able to think, talk about, and experience 
emotions related to them. Hence acceptance in the long run was 
of most benefit. Mindfully moving on and engaging with life, 
putting the events out of one’s mind, is not denial, but acceptance. 
Immediately after traumatic experiences, however, including be-
reavement (see Chapter  29, “Loss and bereavement”), a period 
when thoughts of the trauma are “repressed” can be helpful. 
Denial in the longer term is problematic because the thoughts 
and emotions associated with what is being denied remain easily 
triggered. Indeed we remain highly sensitive to the thoughts and 
emotions that we try to suppress, so that they are all the more 
likely to persist and become salient. This can be illustrated by 
doing the experiment in Box 3.1.

If you tried the experiment in Box 3.1 you almost certainly 
found that white bears came to mind once or twice, if not a lot 
more. This is a famous psychology experiment first carried out by 
an American social psychologist, Daniel Wegner. Through a series 
of experiments, he found that if we try not to think about some-
thing, one part of our mind does avoid that thought, but another 
part keeps checking in to make sure the thought isn’t coming 
up— which, ironically, brings it to mind. Indeed, thoughts that you 
try not to have, including the memories, thoughts, and feelings 
following painful and traumatic events, tend to “rebound” into 
your mind more than thoughts that you accept.
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The practice of the acceptance of others enables us to help 
those about us through times of painful experiences. For many 
survivors of abuse, one of the things that helps is the genuine ac-
ceptance of them by another person— either a kindly and caring 
adult during childhood or a similar significant relationship in 
adulthood. Our acceptance of others provides important benefits 
to them. Indeed, we may even view this acceptance as a basic 
human need. If we aren’t accepted by others, and instead are ne-
glected or abused, we are more likely to experience ongoing dis-
tress later in our lives.

Ways to develop the practice of acceptance

Cultivating acceptance involves developing two key abilities: 
first, becoming better aware of our experiences, including the 

BOX 3.1 An experiment you might like to try

For the next 2 minutes you may think about anything you like 
except one thing: you must not think about a white bear at all. 
If the thought of a white bear comes into your mind then push 
it out as quickly as you can. You simply must not think about 
any white bears.

OK?! Then start the 2- minute timer now . . .
. . .
. . .
Don’t think about those things. . . .
. . .
. . .
Great. Well done.
Think for a moment about what happened and whether you 

thought about white bears and if so how much and how often.
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thoughts, feelings, emotions, and bodily sensations we have; and 
second, identifying blocks to acceptance. In becoming aware, we 
recognize that our thoughts are just that: thoughts. We are able 
to reflect as well as react. We are able to see and clarify for our-
selves our experiences—  “This is . . . a pain I have to live with, or 
a loss that cannot be replaced, a limitation that interferes with 
my plans. . . .”

Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) has for many years helped 
people to recognize, and reflect on, the feelings and thoughts 
that they experience (see Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”). 
Practices that have encouraged and aided people in paying 
attention to their internal and external experiences, however, 
have existed for much longer than formal therapies such as CBT. 
Some of the best developed of these practices are in Eastern med-
itative traditions, and a particularly important one is mindful-
ness. Mindfulness has therefore been integrated into a number 
of the newer therapies mentioned earlier, such as ACT, CFT, and 
MBCT. In order to practice acceptance, this chapter will high-
light how you can start to be mindful, and develop the skill of 
mindfulness.

Using mindfulness to develop the practice 
of acceptance

There are many books, websites, downloads, and courses available 
for learning about mindfulness. Its increasing popularity may have 
made you curious but also cynical. You may have wondered what it 
is, or have read about it and practiced it already.

Jon Kabat- Zinn, perhaps the person who first started to pop-
ularize the role of mindfulness in Western health practices, has 
described it as “paying attention, in a particular way, on purpose, in 
the present moment and non- judgmentally.” Mindfulness is some-
thing we do deliberately— a conscious process. It is a process of 
awareness: paying attention to the present moment. You don’t have 
to meditate to be mindful. The first step is to be aware of your own 
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thoughts, feelings, urges, and behaviors. One common urge is to 
try to get rid of “bad feelings.” Mindfulness is becoming aware that 
you have the urge to get rid of the feelings and consciously noting 
that this is the case rather than fighting the feelings. The practice 
of acceptance is to be mindful— to pay attention non- judgmentally. 
The practice of acceptance is usually most difficult when we are dis-
tressed, when we are in emotional or physical pain, and when we 
are in a rush. In order to be able to use mindfulness at these diffi-
cult times, it helps if we have already developed the skills, just as 
we usually learn to swim in a calm, warm pool rather than in the 
choppy ocean. Times of relative emotional and physical calm are 
therefore good times to develop the skills of mindfulness.

Mindfulness can be practiced with different degrees of for-
mality, from briefly paying attention to one’s breath to a formal 
daily meditation practice. The latter is probably the most effective 
way to obtain the greatest benefit from mindfulness, and to de-
velop the practice of acceptance. This may not, however, be some-
thing you wish to commit to at this time, or indeed ever. When 
getting physically fit, jogging regularly may help most but it will 
also be helpful to take opportunities to walk upstairs or get off a 
bus one stop early and walk the rest of the journey. Similarly, even 
if you don’t wish to meditate, you can still practice being mindful 
and find this to be helpful.

Next we describe some simple but powerful practices in mind-
fulness and acceptance. Further meditation practices can be found 
in Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness.”

Practical meditations

Meditation isn’t something that always has to be done in a seated 
position. There are meditations that can be built into our eve-
ryday routines and which are described next. These examples are 
adapted from the excellent books by Mark Williams and Danny 
Penman, and by Vidyamala Burch and Danny Penman. We suggest 
that you first read through all the exercises and decide where you 
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might like to start. Exercises 1 and 2 (see Boxes 3.2 and 3.3) help 
us bring our awareness to the everyday activities (if you are lucky) 
of eating chocolate and drinking tea or coffee. Exercise 3 (see Box 
3.4) is a classic meditation exercise in bringing one’s awareness to 
the experience of examining and eating a raisin. These first three 
exercises help you to “flex your attention muscle” by truly noticing 
as full an experience as possible, compared to being on the usual 
daily autopilot. You may prefer to start with Exercise  4 (see Box 
3.5) which takes only 3 minutes and can be carried out almost any-
where. This exercise is a good daily practice although as with any 
new activity, however brief, you have to make the time because you 
are not going to simply find the time. If you find these exercises 
helpful, engaging, or if they raise your curiosity, there are longer, 
fuller meditations and trainings available (see “Further reading”). 
However, being mindful and developing the practice of acceptance 

BOX 3.2 Exercise 1: chocolate awareness (meditation)

• Choose a chocolate bar (or other food) that you’ve not tried 
before or you’ve not had recently. Open the packet and inhale 
the aroma. Break off a piece and look at it. Really let your eyes 
see what it looks like, examining every nook and cranny.

• Put the piece into your mouth. Let it melt. Notice any urge 
you have to suck at it. Chocolate can have hundreds of 
different flavors. See if you can identify some of them.

• If you notice your mind wandering, just bring it back to the 
present moment.

• After the chocolate has completely melted, swallow it slowly 
and deliberately. Let it trickle down your throat.

• Repeat this with the next piece.
• How do you feel it is different from normal? Is the choco-

late taste different or better? How would it have been if you’d 
eaten it up quickly?
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is something that can start right now with the exercises provided 
here. For meditation practice, it is important to remember you do 
not need to enjoy it, though some people do. The idea is to follow 
the practice each day until it becomes a routine (also see Chapter 9, 
“Developing useful habits”). Only you can decide what mindfulness 
becomes for you.

Mindfulness might also be brought to everyday activities 
without carrying out formal meditation (see the following section 

BOX 3.3 Exercise 2: tea or coffee awareness (meditation)

• If you make the drink yourself, look closely at the coffee 
grounds or the tea leaves or bag for a few moments. Note 
every detail. Observe how light bounces off the surfaces. As 
you add the water what can you hear? What can you smell?

• If you buy your drink, focus on the sounds and smells as it 
is made. Can you hear the clink of cups? Can you hear water 
being added or steaming? Try to tune directly into your 
senses rather than mentally describing the experience in 
words. If you are adding milk or sugar, observe how it swirls 
or dissolves. Does the smell change?

• Take a sip. Coffee has over 30 different flavors and tea has 
many more. See if you can identify some of them. Can you 
spot any sweet flavors, or sour ones?

• Resist the temptation to gulp the drink down. After a few 
moments when you feel your taste buds have become sat-
urated, swallow the liquid. How does it feel? When you 
breathe, how do your mouth and throat feel? Hot? Cold? Hot 
followed by cold?

• Repeat the previous two steps with another sip of your drink. 
Carry on repeating this for a few minutes or until you’ve fin-
ished your drink.

• How do you feel? Did the drink taste different from usual? If 
you had drunk it at your usual pace, for instance?



BOX 3.4 Exercise 3: raisin awareness (meditation)

Give yourself 5 to 10 minutes when you can be alone and won’t 
be disturbed by the phone or family or friends. You need a few 
raisins (or similar). The following steps give you an idea of what 
you need to do. It’s the spirit of how you do it which is more im-
portant than covering every instruction in detail. Try to spend 
about 20 to 30 seconds on each of the following eight stages.

Holding: hold the raisin in your palm, or between your finger 
and thumb. Notice the weight and any shadows it casts.

Seeing: focus on it as if you have never seen one before. Notice 
patterns of light and shade on the folds and ridges.

Touching: turn it over exploring the texture. How does it feel on 
your thumb and forefinger?

Listening: hold it to your ear and notice any sounds as you roll it 
between your thumb and forefinger.

Smelling: hold it to your nose. Is there a scent? Focus on what 
this is like. If there is no scent, notice this as well.

Placing:  place it in your mouth noticing how your tongue 
“receives” it. Explore it with your tongue without chewing.

Chewing: bite into it and notice the effect on it and your mouth. 
Notice the texture and any taste.

Swallowing: try to notice the first intention to swallow. Follow 
the sensations of swallowing it, whether all in one go, or in 
two or more goes.

After effects:  notice the aftermath. Is there an aftertaste? Is 
there an automatic tendency to look for another raisin? How 
does this compare to normal eating? What surprised you and 
what did you learn?
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in this chapter, “Everyday mindfulness:  being mindful without 
meditation”).

everyday mindfulness: being mindful 
without meditation

How are you feeling right now reading this book, or scrolling 
through the computer, phone, or tablet? What sensations are you 

BOX 3.5 Exercise 4: 3- minute breathing space

Step 1: becoming aware

Adopt an erect and dignified posture, either sitting or standing. 
If possible close your eyes. Bring your attention to your inner 
experience. What feelings are here? Notice them without 
trying to change them, even if unpleasant. What thoughts are 
going through your mind? Notice them for what they are, just 
thoughts .  .  . What bodily sensations are here right now? Scan 
the body to pick up sensations without trying to change them.

Step 2: gathering and focusing attention

Focus your attention to a narrow “spotlight” of the physical 
sensations of the breath. Notice the sensations of the breath 
coming in and going out again, in the nose/ mouth and ab-
domen. If your mind wanders, just bring your attention back 
to the breath.

Step 3: expanding attention

Expand your awareness to the body as a whole, your posture, 
your facial expression. Notice any sensations of tension or 
discomfort. Gently explore these sensations by bringing your 
attention to them, imagining that your breath can move into 
and around the sensations, without trying to change them. 
Bring your awareness to your whole body, moment by moment.
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aware of in your body? What does the book or device feel like in your 
hand? What is your posture like? What expression is on your face? 
What thoughts or images are running through your mind? Bring 
your attention fully to the experience you are having right now. 
Be aware of your breath. Now bring your attention to your bodily 
feelings, your emotional state, any thoughts or images running 
through your mind, and the surroundings around you. Take a few 
moments to identify each of these aspects in turn. Just notice 
them and then continue to read— mindfully, paying attention to 
what you are reading and how you are, right here, right now.

Learning to pay attention to the present moment does not only 
have to be developed through using formal meditations. We can at 
any moment, in any situation, be more present and aware of our 
breath, our bodily sensations, our surroundings, our thoughts, 
and our feelings. We can start by trying this during routine, eve-
ryday activities that we usually do without thinking, on autopilot. 
Some examples are provided in Box 3.6. We all find that our minds 
wander as we try to be mindful. That is to be expected, it is how the 
mind works. We can note that our mind has wandered and gently 
bring our attention back to our breath and then to whatever is the 
matter in hand.

If we take a few moments to be mindful frequently during the 
day, it will gradually help our ability to be mindful in other, more 
emotionally charged, situations. By paying purposeful attention 
we can learn to see our current experiences in a clearer light. Being 
able to recognize our thoughts and feelings, as just that, thoughts 
and feelings, is an important step in understanding ourselves and 
developing the practice of acceptance— this is what I am feeling, 
this is what I am thinking, this is truly the situation I am facing . . . 
my current reality.

How will you remember to practice these everyday moments of 
being mindful? There are several practical ways of reminding your-
self, from regular or irregular alarms or notifications, to putting 
colored sticky notes in places where you will see them regularly, 
such as your watch- strap, steering wheel, and phone. How would 
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BOX 3.6 Everyday activities to which we can bring awareness

• Showering and bathing.
• Getting dressed.
• Having breakfast (see Boxes 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 for chocolate, 

coffee, tea, and raisin meditations).
• Brushing teeth.
• Travelling to work and making other familiar journeys.
• Walking around home, workplace, or other familiar place.
• Chores such as washing up, cleaning, or loading and 

unloading the dishwasher or washing machine.
• Paying attention from time to time to your sensations (what 

you can see, hear, feel physically, smell, or taste); to your 
emotions (noticing, for example, any urges, pulls, or drives 
to do things); and to your thoughts and what happens to 
your attention. When (not if!) your attention moves away, 
just gently pull it back to the matter in hand.

you try to remind yourself of other activities? Experiment with 
different ways of reminding yourself until you find what works for 
you personally so that you can develop the habit of mindful prac-
tice. (See also Chapter 9, “Developing useful habits.”)

Practicing acceptance

The actor Michael J. Fox was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease at 
the age of 30. He wrote in his memoir:

[T]  he one choice I don’t have is whether or not I have it. But 
beyond that my choices are infinite. How I approach it is up 
to me. It has a lot to do with— and this is hard for people 
to understand— accepting it. And that doesn’t mean being 
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resigned or not looking for a cure. But if you’re trying to get 
away from it or change it, you’re going to wear yourself out.

While most of us are fortunate in not facing a situation similar 
to that of Michael J. Fox, we all experience distress and suffering 
in various ways. It’s as though we are standing on a platform at a 
train station and our thoughts and feelings are the trains coming 
down the tracks. If we get down onto the tracks to try to push away 
these trains of distressing thoughts and feelings, we will fail: they 
will drive relentlessly on, leaving us all the more exhausted. Worse 
still, to adapt the metaphor, we may find ourselves carried away by 
the train of thoughts, dwelling on them and finding we are stuck 
ruminating on those thoughts and feelings. The practice of accept-
ance, on the other hand, means that we allow ourselves to notice 
and experience unpleasant feelings and sensations rather than 
trying to push them away. It enables us to stay, as it were, grounded 
on the platform, observing the trains and watching as they pass at 
their own pace. In practicing acceptance, we observe our thoughts 
and feelings as they pass through our minds, neither trying to push 
them away, nor dwelling on them. We see them as they are: thoughts 
and feelings that we are experiencing in that moment.

This practice helps us to see our thoughts in a new way— as just 
thoughts, rather than as a reflection of some “truth.” This accept-
ance doesn’t mean you like or approve of the upsetting thoughts or 
feelings but it does mean you stop losing energy in fighting them, 
or that you ignore them. The practice of acceptance helps us to face 
our problems and to know what they are. Then we can tackle them.

Acceptance, through being mindful, is an important first stage 
in knowing how best to take action. When facing adverse life 
circumstances, it helps in the long run to accept where we are and 
what we are experiencing. By understanding this better we will 
be better able to take the action needed to change what can be 
changed and to live life to the full, within the limits we may have. 
This recognizes that acceptance alone is not enough— it is neces-
sary but not sufficient. In order to live the life we want we also 



the value and practice of acceptance | 5 7 

have to commit to actions in line with our values (see Chapter 2, 
“Valuing and understanding yourself”).

Practicing acceptance of ourselves can also help us accept 
others, potentially enhancing our relationships with them. Anger 
with others is rarely helpful in bringing about constructive change. 
In accepting others we are not necessarily agreeing with them or 
approving their values and behavior. But it enables us to under-
stand them, and such understanding leads to greater flexibility in 
how we can engage with them, increasing the chance of construc-
tive change in both the other person and ourselves (see chapters in 
Section 4, “Making your way with others”).

The things in our life we call obstacles are mostly the 
experiences we find ourselves unable or unwilling to wel-
come [accept]. Mindfulness is being intimate with all things, 
including those we fear or hate the most.

CHRISTINA FELDMAN

Summary

• Acceptance provides the foundation for change.
• Acceptance is knowing “where you are right now.”
• Acceptance involves engagement rather than avoidance.
• Acceptance is a willingness to respond to your feelings.
• Acceptance is not giving in; it is not being passive or helpless.
• Acceptance makes taking action more effective, including 

overcoming problems.
• Being mindful helps us develop acceptance.
• Mindfulness is paying attention to the present moment.
• We can practice mindfulness in everyday situations as well as 

through formal meditation.
• Acceptance is an ongoing process rather than a one- time 

thing.
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The value and practice of kindness

Three things in human life are important: the first is to be kind; the 
second is to be kind; and the third is to be kind.

HENRY JAMES

Kindness is crucial

• You trip over in the street and the contents of your shopping 
fly everywhere. Two people stop to help you pick up your 
things and check you are OK.

• In January 2015, a young mother and her 3- year- old son were 
on a long train journey. She was doing everything she could to 
keep her son entertained, counting sheep out of the window, 
coloring, and playing games. A man unexpectedly handed her an 
unsigned note with some money as he got off the train. It read:

   “Have a drink on me. You are a credit to your generation— 
polite & teaching the little boy good manners. PS, I  have 
a daughter your age. Someone did the same for her once. 
I hope when she has children she is as good a mother as you!”

The mother was really touched by this but didn’t know who the 
man was. She took to social media to find out so she could thank 
him personally. This was picked up by TV stations who then invited 
her as a guest and spread the word further. Eventually the kind 
man was found and thanked. The kindness from the man touched 
the mother and she wanted to show gratitude and kindness back. 
The fact that this act of kindness led to such widespread media 
attention showed that it touched a positive nerve for the public.
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• Tom is a 9- year old boy. When he was 7, some of the other 
boys in his class teased him and called him names for not 
wanting to play football with them and for playing with 
the girls in his class. Tom became upset and it came to the 
attention of his class teacher. She intervened and later held 
a class discussion about how we treat one another. However, 
this only led to two of the boys picking on Tom, calling him 
names, telling the other children not to play with him, and 
threatening him with worse treatment if he complained or 
went to the teachers or his parents. The boys were clever 
and sneaky and did nothing in the presence of adults at the 
school. Two years later, Tom is quieter and scared on more 
occasions.

• Jay is a 45- year- old woman. She is married with three 
children between the ages of 7 and 14. Her elderly mother 
is finding it hard to care for herself now and Jay is spending 
increasing amounts of time helping her. Jay has always had 
good relationships with her children but now finds herself 
unable to spend as much time with them as before. On the 
one hand, she is self- critical— “I should do more, I should do 
better”— on the other hand, she reminds herself that she is 
doing the best she can in difficult circumstances, and that she 
is a good person with loving relationships.

As these examples show, receiving kindness from others, 
offering kindness to others, not receiving kindness at all, and 
whether or not we treat ourselves kindly can significantly affect 
our lives. Acts of kindness, or the lack of them, have an important 
impact on how we feel and what we do (see Box 4.1).

Kindness has been defined as the quality of being friendly, gen-
erous, and considerate, and as the act of being kind. Kind is vari-
ably defined as generous, helpful, and thinking about other people’s 
feelings; and of having a sympathetic and warm- hearted nature. 
For most of us these are qualities that we welcome in others and in 
ourselves.
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Kindness is a virtue valued by major world religions. In 
Buddhism, “Metta” refers to loving- kindness, a strong wish for 
the welfare and happiness of oneself and others. In Christianity, 
“Caritas” refers to a selfless kindness and love shown to others (and 
to God). From these spiritual perspectives, kindness is seen as in-
trinsically moral. In psychological research, kindness is also one 
of the most commonly endorsed character strengths around the 
world. Our interest here is practical, focusing on what is known 
about the benefits kindness brings, and how to make these more 
readily accessible.

We all have an innate capacity for kindness, and we have 
evolved to be receptive to care and kindness from others. 
Kindness also plays a part in the process of bonding and 
attachment between parents and their children. This parental 
bonding of course becomes stronger when there is love as well, 
but kindness is still crucial. Kindness can be felt and shown 
among all people and it has a key role in helping us make friends, 
develop other relationships, and generally in providing a guide 
for us throughout life. Kindness and warmth from others calms 
us, soothes us, and makes us feel safe. When people are unkind, 

BOX 4.1 Kindness in the present day

There are many organizations that aim to promote kindness 
by providing resources and making suggestions about what we 
might do. The Random Acts of Kindness Foundation is an inter-
nationally recognized non- profit organization founded upon a 
strong belief in kindness and dedicated to providing resources 
and tools that encourage acts of kindness. The Pay it Forward 
Foundation also inspires acts of kindness and encourages the 
beneficiary of a good deed to do a kind act for someone else. 
Through acts of kindness to strangers we can try to foster a 
more caring society.
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or even worse, bully us, we feel anxious, wary, and under threat. 
There is extensive evidence showing that cruelty, abuse, and ne-
glect are associated with long- term psychological difficulties such 
as low mood, anxiety, and difficulties in relationships. The Dalai 
Lama, the head of Tibetan Buddhism, has suggested that since 
kindness is widely seen as crucial at the beginning and end of our 
lives, as infants and when elderly, why should not the rest of our 
lives require kindness as well? Our brains are evolved to respond 
to kindness and to be kind so it is not a case of whether or not we 
deserve kindness. Like water and food, kindness is a basic need, 
and provides motivation for us to seek it. Feeding the need for 
kindness is an important part of keeping mentally fit. The psycho-
therapist Piero Ferrucci reflects that for us to flourish “kindness 
is not a luxury, it is a necessity.”

There are a number of ways kindness can be shown and felt. 
The two most obvious are showing kindness to others and receiving 
kindness from others (Box 4.2). A kindness sometimes less noticed, 
but which has profound effects on our feelings, is the kindness— or 
lack of it— that we show ourselves.

Over recent years, there has been increasing scientific and 
therapeutic work examining the role of kindness and especially 
the related concept of compassion. This has built on centuries 
of wisdom established from various traditions. In the following 
sections of this chapter, we distill some of this work into a usable 
guide that will help you to foster the quality of kindness and to 
overcome possible obstacles to showing it, both to others and to 
yourself.

BOX 4.2 Amelie

Watch the award- winning film Amelie to see how kindness can 
have benefits for the person being kind as well as for those re-
ceiving kindness, and to see how showing kindness can lead to 
further kindness.
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Understanding kindness

In order to be kind we need to be thoughtful and to understand how 
our behavior affects others. Kindness requires the ability to recog-
nize our own thoughts and feelings and also the capacity to recognize 
those of others. The five- part model described in Chapter 1 shows us 
that thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are linked, and in Chapter 7 
(“Finding new perspectives”) we provide examples of how thoughts— 
both your thoughts and those of others— can lead to false ideas of 
reality as well as accurate ones. If we understand another’s thoughts 
and feelings we can show empathy and imagine how we would think 
and feel in their place— important steps on the road to kindness.

Numerous studies have shown that kindness interventions, such 
as counting acts of kindness received, performing acts of kindness 
for others, volunteering, or doing “random acts of kindness,” are 
linked to better well- being. There are an increasing number of or-
ganizations and individuals promoting kindness (see Box 4.1). 
However, the link between being kind and greater happiness only 
holds if we are helping people because we ourselves choose to do so 
and not because we are motivated by guilt or fear.

the role of compassion

There is a close link between “kindness” and “compassion.” 
Compassion is a word more commonly used in the media and in poli-
tics in recent years, so we hear about the need for compassionate care 
in health organizations, for example. What is compassion? The Dalai 
Lama defines it as “a sensitivity to the suffering of self and others 
with a deep wish and commitment to relieve the suffering” and he 
adds “my religion is very simple. My religion is kindness.” Compassion 
encompasses warmth and kindness, so in being compassionate we are 
encouraging kindness and warmth in how we act, think, and feel.

Two people who have been influential in furthering our scien-
tific understanding of compassion and kindness and their prac-
tical application are Kristen Neff, a psychologist in the United 
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States, and Paul Gilbert, a psychologist in the United Kingdom. 
Kristen Neff has focused on the role of self- compassion. This has 
three components. First, self- kindness, which is being kind, un-
derstanding, and gentle to ourselves particularly at times of pain 
or difficulty, rather than being angry and self- critical. Second, 
common humanity, which refers to the recognition that our expe-
rience is part of a larger human experience: we are not unique or 
alone in facing the difficulties we face and having the feelings we 
experience. Third, practicing mindfulness, which involves adopting 
a non- judgmental receptive mind- state, allows us to observe our 
thoughts and feelings as they are without being caught up and 
swept away by them. Self- kindness and self- compassion are linked 
to physical and emotional well- being, better coping with stress, 
and greater ability to reach one’s goals. Curiosity, optimism, re-
silience, and self- worth are also associated with self- compassion.

To help explain the role kindness may play in our lives, Paul 
Gilbert has built on an evolutionary model of emotions and how they 
are controlled. Evolution has hardwired us with the ability to feel 
anxiety, anger, sadness, and happiness; with a need for attachments 
and relationships; and with tendencies towards behaviors such as 
fighting or running away. However, much as we may wish to, we 
can’t simply rid ourselves of these parts of being human. While 
we have this degree of biological hardwiring, life experiences then 
shape which emotion systems are most used— which emotions we 
may experience most often. Although we cannot control the fact 
that we have a range of emotions, we can learn to control to some 
degree how we respond to them, and to control how we may further 
develop these systems. The next section explains this more, and 
shows where kindness fits in.

three interacting systems for drive, threat, 
and soothing

Research in the neuroscience of emotion suggests there are at least 
three types of systems for controlling our emotional lives.
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1. The threat system
2. The drive system, and
3. The soothing system.

All three systems are essential to our survival, and through the 
close links between them they help to regulate our emotions. They 
are a shorthand way of making sense of more complex systems 
that we have in our brains, and they can be more or less well de-
veloped depending on the experiences we have in life. The threat 
system is associated with anxiety and anger. It leads to seeking 
safety and protecting oneself, including in an immediate physical 
sense. This is linked with avoiding things we think are a threat 
to us. The drive system is associated with excitement and vitality. 
It is activating and linked to pursuing goals and achievement. 
The soothing system is associated with warmth, connectedness, 
and contentment. Each of these three systems affects each of the 
others (see Figure 4.1).

When all three systems are operating in a healthy way, the 
links between them work well and help us to learn and to direct 
our efforts effectively. One of our tasks in life is to ensure all these 

Drive Soothing

Threat

FIGUR E 4 .1

 Three interacting systems for controlling our emotional lives.
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systems are active and can be used when they need to be. For many 
people this means trying to nurture and use the soothing system 
more, especially if it has been less well- nourished in the past. As 
we discuss in Chapter 6 (see “A built- in negative bias from evolu-
tion”), most of us have an overactive threat system— a result of 
our evolutionary past— that causes us excessive anxiety. Showing 
kindness to others, receiving kindness from others, and showing 
kindness to ourselves all help in building the “soothing” system 
and in reducing the excessive sensitivity of the threat system.

The soothing system is therefore our focus here in the discus-
sion of kindness. Paul Gilbert distinguishes between the physical 
sense of safety, associated with the threat system, and the emo-
tional experience of soothing. When you rock a baby to sleep, 
this action stimulates the “pathways” of the soothing system, 
and provides a sense of “safeness.” Hopefully at some point in 
your life you will have experienced warm feelings of being loved 
and feeling safe. These are also linked to the release of important 
chemicals such as endorphins and oxytocin: hormones released at 
childbirth, among other times, that enhance bonding. Perhaps the 
many cat pictures on the Internet are linked to the activation of 
this soothing system, which is why people return to them again 
and again!

For each of us these three systems will be developed to different 
degrees depending on our experiences in life, and during childhood 
in particular. If we grow up in a loving environment, we are more 
likely to have a better developed soothing system. If we grow up 
experiencing abuse or neglect, we are more likely to have a well- 
developed threat system and a less well- developed soothing 
system. If we grow up in an environment which is oriented strongly 
towards achievement, then we will have a well- developed drive 
system. The good news is that how these systems work for us isn’t 
fixed rigidly by our childhood. The systems can change, grow, and 
develop from our adulthood experiences. This means we can all 
find ways to further enhance our soothing systems— in particular 
by using kindness.
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everyday interactions between the drive, 
threat, and soothing systems

In order to flourish we need all three systems to be developed and 
usable. The threat system is crucial in situations that are potentially 
dangerous, and can also be useful in ensuring that we respond ro-
bustly to psychological threats such as undue criticism or bullying. 
But, as we have emphasized here and discuss at length in Chapter 6 
(see “A built- in negative bias from evolution”), the threat system 
for most of us is overly sensitive for the modern world, resulting 
in excessive, and unproductive, anxiety, anger, and sometimes de-
pression. One way of reducing the anxiety resulting from activa-
tion of the threat system is to use the drive system. An example 
might be someone who responds to criticism by trying even harder 
to achieve and do better than others. This may bring benefits, and 
an active drive system can enhance life’s experiences, but if the 
only way to feel safe is to work hard or keep busy, then when we 
experience difficulties or failure (as we all do) it will be all the more 
distressing. The drive system can, if too powerful, become like an 
“inner bully” that is self- critical, demanding, and perfectionistic. 
The alternative approach to reducing the excessive anxiety caused 
by over- sensitivity of the threat system is to activate the soothing 
system and discover how to soothe ourselves. In the same way that 
we want to soothe and calm a fearful child, we need to allow our-
selves to be kind to ourselves when distressed or fearful, rather 
than beating ourselves up. Building the soothing system helps us 
deal better with the problems that arise in life.

Building up the soothing system helps to ensure that the 
threat and drive systems do not become excessively active. It also 
enhances key human experiences, such as the connectedness with 
others that comes with soothing. People can be left feeling iso-
lated and alone, whether or not they are materially successful in 
life. By developing the soothing system we foster this experience 
of warmth providing ourselves with an inner “kind and compas-
sionate friend” rather than an inner bully.
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All three systems play an important part in relationships. If we 
are operating in the threat or drive system, this is likely to activate 
the similar system in others. If we are in the soothing system, then 
the soothing system in those with whom we relate is likely to be 
activated too. In the heat of an argument with your partner, it’s 
almost certain that the drive and threat systems are firing away 
and the soothing system is not. In the making up afterwards, the 
soothing system will hopefully be more present.

Choosing kindness

Remember what it feels like to feel warm, safe, and comforted. How 
does it feel in your body? How do you think? How do you behave? 
This is what we are trying to encourage: the activation and growth 
of the soothing system. Sometimes it can be difficult to remember 
such feelings. In October 2014, the Disney Channel launched an 
anti- bullying campaign for schools with the title “choose kindness.” 
This goes beyond the quote from Henry James at the start of this 
chapter which includes the instruction to “be kind,” as choosing 
kindness needs us to form a deliberate intention. In a similar way, 
how we speak to ourselves and the messages we give ourselves have 
important implications. Let’s see what impact choosing kindness 
for yourself and others has.

The suggested exercises in the next sections are based on sci-
entific studies of kindness and compassion. You can choose to do 
them to find out whether they work for you, and you can adapt them 
as you wish. Some are likely to sound more appealing than others. 
Think of these suggestions as experiments. Try them out to find out 
what will work for you personally. After experimenting with an ex-
ercise it may be helpful to ask yourself some questions such as these:

What did I find out?
Do I need to do this again in order to be clear about what I have 

found out?
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What would I like to remember about what happened?
What would it take to do this more often?
. . . or to make this a habit?

It is not necessary to do all the exercises, nor to do them in a par-
ticular order. You might also find it helpful to consider what kind of 
“coach” you might be for yourself (see “What kind of coach do you 
want to be?” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind).

The exercises are adapted from those suggested by Kristen 
Neff’s Self- Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself and 
Paul Gilbert’s The Compassionate Mind. Many are based on Buddhist 
meditation methods, which have been incorporated into Western 
psychology and have been shown to be effective methods for devel-
oping kindness, both to oneself and to others. All these exercises 
strengthen the soothing system, helping it grow larger and become 
more easily activated. There are further exercises, which may be 
helpful, given in Chapter 3, “The value and practice of acceptance,” 
which focus on how we can recognize and accept ourselves the way 
we are.

Calming the system

When we feel under threat it is hard to be kind to ourselves or to 
others. Slowing our breathing allows us more easily to activate 
the soothing system and reduce the threat system. These physical 
changes make us more receptive to kindness and encourage our 
kindness to grow.

Exercise 1, soothing rhythm breathing (see Box 4.3), is a form 
of mindfulness meditation and can help increase the likelihood of 
kindness. If the idea of meditating sounds too strange or difficult, 
think of the exercise as a straightforward breathing exercise. For 
Exercises 1– 3 don’t worry if your mind wanders. Simply acknowl-
edge without judging yourself that something else has come into 
your mind and gently— kindly— bring it back to the task. Don’t 
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worry, either, if you do not feel any great changes at this time. 
It usually takes time for the effects to be felt. The key is to give 
mindful attention to the process rather than to the result.

This first exercise is about learning to focus your attention. You 
are not trying to achieve anything more specific. It doesn’t matter 
if 100 or 1,000 thoughts come into your mind. All that matters is 
that when you notice one of them, then to the best of your ability, 

BOX 4.3 Exercise 1: soothing rhythm breathing

• Sit comfortably, place both feet flat on the floor about 
shoulder’s width apart and rest your hands on your legs. 
Close your eyes, or look down at the floor if you prefer. Allow 
yourself to have a gentle facial expression with (maybe) a 
slight smile.

• Gently focus on your breathing. As you breathe try to allow 
the air to come down into your diaphragm (that’s just at the 
bottom of your ribcage in the upside down “V”). Feel your 
diaphragm move as you breathe in and out. Just notice your 
breathing and experiment with it. Breathe a little faster 
or a little slower, playing with it until you find a breathing 
pattern that, for you, seems to be your own soothing, com-
forting rhythm.

• What you will usually find is that your breathing becomes 
slightly slower and deeper than normal. The in- breath is 
about 3 seconds . . . hold . . . and then take 3 seconds for the 
out- breath. Try to keep the breaths smooth and even.

• Now just sense the flow of air coming in and out of your 
nostrils . . . just gently observing . . . no need to change any-
thing . . . just allowing things to be as they are.

• When you feel ready, slowly open your eyes and bring your-
self back to the present moment. Sometimes it helps if you 
just have a gentle stretch and take a deep breath to prepare 
you to carry on with your day.
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you gently and kindly bring your attention back to your breathing. 
This exercise may become easier with practice, and on some days 
it will be easier than on others. You are not trying to relax:  you 
are noticing that your mind wanders, and then returning the focus 
of your attention to your breathing. Each time your mind wanders 
that’s fine, don’t get angry with it, just kindly bring it back to the 
focus on your breathing.

kindness to others

Showing kindness to others is often more straightforward than 
being kind to oneself which is why we describe Exercise 2, focusing 
kindness on others (see Box 4.4), before considering exercises to build 
kindness towards yourself. Being kind to others starts to build the 
experience and sense of kindness, which will make it easier to be kind 
to yourself too. Kind behavior tends to increase kind thoughts, which 
in turn increases kind behavior. In building up kindness towards 
others, we can start with an exercise that encourages kind thoughts 
(Exercise  2, see Box 4.4) and which complements Exercise  1 (Box 
4.3) in activating and developing the soothing system. Alternatively, 
we can start with a kind behavior. Here are some examples of small 
daily acts of kindness to illustrate how you might do this:

small daily acts of kindness

• Say good morning.
• Include a compliment in an email.
• Be polite when driving.
• Say thank you, or write someone a thank you note.
• Say something nice to someone.
• Let someone go in front of you in line.
• Open a door for someone.
• Call someone you have been meaning to call but haven’t for a 

long time.

Add more examples of your own if you wish.
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kindness to yourself

Many of the emotions and thoughts that can adversely affect our 
lives— anxiety, depression, and low self- esteem, for example— are 
related to the way we behave towards, and think about, ourselves. 
In particular, they can be a consequence of not being kind to our-
selves. We suggested that you might first focus on kindness to 
others because for many people, particularly those with low self- 
esteem, this is easier than showing kindness to oneself. But if you 
prefer to start with developing self- kindness then feel free to do so. 
Indeed many Buddhist texts advise this.

BOX 4.4 Exercise 2: focusing kindness on others

• Find a time and place when you can sit quietly without being 
disturbed. Now try to create a sense of being a compas-
sionate and kind person, as best you can. Some days this will 
be easier than others.

• Focus and bring to mind someone you care about (e.g., a 
partner, friend, parent or child, or an animal). When you 
have them in mind, focus on directing towards them three 
basic feelings and thoughts:
• “May you be well.”
• “May you be happy.”
• “May you be free of suffering.”

• Keep in mind that your behavior and intentions are 
important— and the feelings may follow on behind.

• Be gentle, take time and allow yourself to focus on desires 
and wishes you create in yourself for the other.

• Maybe picture them smiling at you and sharing these 
feelings.

• Spend time focusing on this genuine desire of yours for “the 
other.”

 



the value and practice of kindness | 73 

Exercises  3– 6 help you consider how you might enhance the 
kindness you show yourself. Exercise 3 (Box 4.5) uses your imagi-
nation to understand how you would show kindness to a friend in 
need and invites you to be as good a friend to yourself. Exercise 4 
(Box 4.6) helps you to imagine and think how a good friend would 
show kindness to you and to use these insights to become a good 
friend to yourself. Exercise 5 (Box 4.7) provides techniques to soften 
your self- critical— even self- bullying— inner voice. Exercise 6 (Box 
4.8) enables you to become more aware of your negative thoughts 
about yourself and develop self- compassion.

BOX 4.5 Exercise 3: how would you treat a friend?

First, think about times when a close friend feels really bad 
about him-  or herself or is struggling in some way:

• How would you respond to your friend in this situation (espe-
cially when you’re at your kindest)? Please write down what 
you typically do, what you say, and note the tone of voice in 
which you typically talk to your friends when being kind.

• Now think about times when you feel bad about yourself or 
are struggling. How do you typically respond to yourself in 
these situations? Please write down what you typically do, 
what you say, and note the tone of voice in which you talk to 
yourself.

• Did you notice a difference? If so, ask yourself why. What 
factors or fears come into play that lead you to treat yourself 
and others differently?

• Please write down how you think things might change if you 
responded to yourself in the same way you typically respond 
to someone close to you.

• Why not try treating yourself like a good friend and see what 
happens?



BOX 4.6 Exercise 4: how would a kind and loving friend 
treat you?

• Which imperfections make you feel insecure or “not good 
enough”?
• Everybody has something about themselves that they don’t 

like. This is part of being human. Try thinking or, better still, 
writing about an issue you have that tends to make you feel 
bad about yourself (physical appearance, work or relationship 
issues .  .  .). What emotions come up for you when you think 
about this aspect of yourself?

• Write a letter to yourself from the perspective of a kind and 
loving friend:
• Now think about a friend who is loving, accepting, kind, and 

compassionate (he or she can be imaginary). Imagine that this 
friend can see all your strengths and all your weaknesses, in-
cluding the aspect of yourself you have just been writing or 
thinking about. Reflect upon what this friend feels towards 
you, and how you are loved and accepted exactly as you are, 
with all your very human imperfections. Remind yourself 
that your particular concern is connected to so many things 
that were outside your control: for instance, your genes, your 
family history, and life circumstances.

• Write a letter to yourself from the perspective of this friend.
• What would this friend say to you about your “flaw” from 

the perspective of unlimited compassion and kindness? 
What would this friend write in order to remind you that 
you are only human, that all people have both strengths and 
weaknesses? As you write to yourself from the perspective of 
this friend, try to infuse your letter with a strong sense of his/ 
her acceptance, kindness, caring, and desire for your health 
and happiness.

• After writing the letter, put it down for a little while. Then come 
back and read it again, really letting the words sink in. Feel the 
compassion and kindness, soothing and comforting you.
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BOX 4.7 Exercise 5: changing your critical self- talk— turning 
the inner bully into a kind friend

• Notice when you are being self- critical. It may be that— like 
many of us — your self- critical voice is so common for you 
that you don’t even notice when it is present.
• Whenever you’re feeling bad about something, think about 

what you’ve just said to yourself.
• What words do you actually use when you’re self- critical?
• Are there key phrases that come up over and over again?
• What is the tone of your voice— harsh, cold, angry?
• Does the voice remind you of anyone in your past who was 

critical of you?
• Try to get a clear sense of how you talk to yourself.

• Make an active effort to soften the self- critical voice, but do 
so with kindness rather than self- judgment (i.e., don’t say 
“You’re such a bitch” to your inner critic/ bully!). Say some-
thing like “I know you’re worried about me and feel unsafe, 
but you are causing me unnecessary pain. Could you let my 
kinder self say a few words now?”

• Reframe the observations made by your inner critic in a 
friendly, positive way. If you’re having trouble thinking of 
what words to use, you might want to imagine what a very 
kind friend would say to you in this situation. This may be 
hard and not “feel right” at first. The important thing is that 
you start acting kindly, and feelings of true warmth and 
caring will eventually follow.

• Consider “What do I  need to hear right now to express 
kindness to myself?”

Some exercises may work better for you than others. Feel free 
to adapt them in ways that make sense for you if it helps you feel 
the warmth and kindness more. If any of these exercises just don’t 
seem to fit for you, don’t worry and try another. You will get the 
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best effects if you do give the exercises a try, rather than simply 
reading them through.

All these exercises help the soothing system grow by activating 
those brain pathways which will allow us a kinder approach in 
dealing with upset and difficulty. Don’t expect these exercises to 
have an immediate effect, though they may do. Consider them like 
going to the gym. Regular repeated exercise gives the best effect.

Finally, in Box 4.9 (“Ways of developing kindness”) we list ways 
of developing the soothing system that complement the exercises 
given in this chapter.

BOX 4.8 Exercise 6: focusing kindness on yourself

• Imagine that you are watching a video of yourself, like 
watching a film.

• So you see yourself get up in the morning, watch yourself 
moving around in your room and then slowly getting on with 
your day. Notice how the person that you’re watching (i.e., 
you) is troubled by self- critical feelings or thoughts about 
themselves, perhaps fears about their relationships with 
others or of being criticized, or scared of their feelings. Be 
in touch with the struggle of the person you’re watching— 
but just hold your position of inner calmness and wisdom, 
looking out through the eyes of your compassionate self with 
the intention of being kind and helpful.

• If that sense of the compassionate self wanders, or you lose 
it in any way, just let the imagery fade. Go back to your 
soothing breathing rhythm, your compassionate expression, 
sitting up straight in a confident posture, and begin again.

• Once we no longer fight with ourselves but become more 
accepting, and recognize the struggle that we can have in life 
(through no fault of our own), we might find it easier to grad-
ually learn how to change.
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Blocks to kindness

Tenderness and kindness are not signs of weakness and despair, but 
manifestations of strength and resolution.

KAHLIL GIBRAN

BOX 4.9 Ways of developing kindness

• Take a step towards a longer- term goal, or value in life (see 
Chapter 2: “Valuing and understanding yourself”)

• Do a kind act towards others: “What could I do that would be 
experienced as kind?” (see, for example, “Further reading” in 
this chapter).

• Do a kind act for yourself.
• Learn to say no— self- sacrifice leads to one’s own needs not 

being met. To be kind to yourself you may have to be “tough” 
(see also Chapter 17, “Assertiveness”).

• Think kindly about a specific difficult situation for others. 
Think kindly about a specific difficult situation for yourself. 
Accept what happened. Aim for understanding or acceptance 
of the “wrongness.” or perhaps for forgiveness.

• Ask yourself:  “What could I  do that would be experienced 
as kind?”

• Adopt a “kind” facial expression.
• Keep a warmth and/ or kindness record. Note down times 

you have felt the warmth of the soothing system activated. 
Try to write in it each day. If you find nothing to add, read 
previous entries to stimulate those feelings and build your-
self a strong soothing system. This record can be made 
in any way:  written in a special journal or diary, by voice 
messages, in pictures, or using various “journal” type apps 
on your phone.
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There are many concerns that people may have about kindness that 
make it more difficult to use the ideas in this chapter. This section 
highlights some of the ways in which kindness needs to be seen in 
context and addresses myths about kindness.

Too much kindness can be unhelpful— certainly if it is un-
thinking or misdirected. An example might be offering assistance 
to someone in a wheelchair even if they don’t need it or want it, 
and might in fact see it as patronizing. In such a situation, the 
kind thing to do might be to ask if the person would like help, and 
if they say no, to leave it at that. Random acts of kindness can be 
less than helpful or even have bad outcomes too. For example, 
in the aftermath of disasters carefully coordinated responses 
are needed to target needs, rather than individual people doing 
whatever they think might be kind. The kindness may be to con-
tribute in some way to the coordinated response or to donate to 
a disaster fund. Similarly, we can’t simply overcome problems 
through random acts of kindness to ourselves. We need to target 
our efforts— and we hope this book can become part of this pro-
cess for you.

Also, being kind isn’t being a “pushover” or giving way to some-
body because you are afraid. Saying “yes” when you mean “no” is a 
false kindness. True kindness is applied with the soothing system 
not the threat system. In some circumstances we may have to be 
“cruel to be kind.” For example, providing children with boundaries 
such as at bedtime, and restrictions around use of screens (TV, 
computers, etc.), is being kind, even if the children do not think so 
at the time.

Sometimes other feelings, such as feeling exasperated, frus-
trated, angry, annoyed, tired, or fed up— or just too overburdened 
and stressed— interfere with showing kindness, to oneself as well 
as to others.

Kindness is clearly linked to thoughtfulness. However, we may 
have beliefs about kindness that get in the way of encouraging the 
soothing system to grow. Table 4.1 lists some of these myths and 
some possible responses.



TA BLE 4 .1  Some myths about kindness

Myth Reality

I don’t deserve 
kindness

Kindness is a basic need, like food and drink. 
It’s not about deserving it or not

Kindness is just a 
sign of weakness

Kindness demonstrates strength. It isn’t, 
however, always saying yes to people and 
doing what they want

If I’m soft on myself 
I’ll get nothing 
done

Kindness is being honest and encouraging, and 
recognizing that this is more helpful than 
being hard on yourself

Kindness is 
self- pitying

Self- pity is being inwardly focused, and not 
seeing connections or similarities with 
others. It ignores our common humanity. 
Self- compassion and kindness help us to see 
how we all share experiences and distress 
and also share a (normal) need for kindness

Kindness is 
self- indulgence

True self- compassion and kindness take the 
long- term view, and may mean harder work 
in the short term (like an exercise routine). 
They help you recognize when you need a 
rest, or a change of focus. Self- indulgence 
is letting yourself get away with things— a 
short- term strategy that eventually works 
against you

Kindness creates 
“softies,” and 
makes people 
dependent on you

Kindness isn’t doing everything for someone. 
It is helping them develop their own abilities 
and strengths to tackle the problems in life. 
It’s giving them a ladder rather than getting 
things for them from a high shelf

Being kind to 
myself is selfish

Being kind to yourself isn’t at the expense of 
other people. Quite the contrary. Kindness 
to yourself helps you develop the soothing 
system, which helps you respond to other 
people with kindness. It also demonstrates 
that you are a person worthy of receiving 
kindness (see Chapter 2, “Valuing and 
understanding yourself”)
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There are obstacles to kindness that are truly difficult. For 
some people kindness can be emotionally painful. This is espe-
cially likely if you had childhood experiences in which parents or 
other caregivers could be kind at one time, and cruel or neglectful 
at the next. The feelings of kindness may have become associated 
with a sense of threat because in the past, threats often followed 
kindness. Hence any kindness now activates the threat system. The 
exercises may help with breaking some of the links that were set up 
in the past but are no longer so relevant now. In addition, kindness 
can trigger painful feelings and memories if it highlights the lone-
liness and loss that has been experienced earlier in life (through 
separation, bereavement, neglect, or other forms of unkindness, 
for instance). This may lead to strong feelings of grief— see also 
Chapter  30, “Stepping away from the past,” and Chapter  3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance.”

In learning to be kinder to yourself, feel free to go at your own 
pace and with what feels comfortable for you. Be gentle with your-
self. Learn to accept kindness from others, and not simply dismiss 
it or ignore it. Like any change these things may take time. Your 
intentions are key. Try to be kind to yourself and others in your 
thinking and behavior and then the feelings can catch up.

The novelist Aldous Huxley is quoted as saying:

It is a bit embarrassing to have been concerned with the 
human problem all one’s life and find at the end that one 
has no more to offer by way of advice than “try to be a little 
kinder.”

Summary

• We all have an innate ability to give and receive kindness.
• Kindness to others and to oneself is important in keeping 

mentally fit.
• Kindness activates the soothing system and helps us 

experience a sense of warmth.
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• Compassion- focused approaches teach us ways of fostering 
kindness to ourselves and others.

• “What would I say to a friend?”
• “What do I need to hear to express kindness to myself?”
• Kindness isn’t a soft or an easy option.
• Try to use the ideas in the rest of this book with a tone of 

warmth and kindness, and not as another stick with which to 
beat yourself.

• “Choose kindness.”
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Building self- esteem and 
self- confidence

Self- esteem and self- confidence

Self- esteem and self- confidence are closely related but there are 
some subtle differences. Self- esteem is about your values, and 
whether you live up to them; it is about your sense that other 
people value and accept you irrespective of your achievements; and 
it is about whether you value yourself. Self- confidence is concerned 
with how you feel about your abilities and how you think you come 
across to others. Yet even the most confident people can sometimes 
feel that they are not good enough, or that they don’t matter in par-
ticular situations. Being good at something, and believing that you 
can handle most of the problems that come your way, may still not 
make you feel worthwhile.

You may believe that at core you are not worthwhile or ac-
ceptable, and fear that others will see through the veneer to the 
“real” you, and then try to hide this in various ways. This pattern 
suggests low self- esteem. But if you believe that at core you are a 
good person, you may still fear that others will not see this, or that 
you will “let yourself down” in some way and that your anxiety 
will become visible. This pattern suggests low self- confidence, and 
it has similarities to social anxiety (see Chapter 24, “Overcoming 
fears and avoidance: social anxiety and phobias”).
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Neither self- esteem nor self- confidence is black and white for any 
of us. We all lie somewhere on the line between the low and the high 
extremes. This chapter can help you increase both your self- esteem 
and self- confidence. We will start with the perhaps more central and 
sometimes harder task of building self- esteem, and then think about 
how to increase self- confidence. First, we suggest that you look at 
Table 5.1 to see some of the factors that influence the early develop-
ment of both self- confidence and self- esteem— but these are not the 
only factors. There are always exceptions to the rule. You may have 
experienced many of the factors associated with the lower levels and 
still have become a confident person with high self- esteem.

Self- esteem

Self- esteem is about whether we value and accept ourselves, inde-
pendently of our abilities and achievements (see “The chef’s tale” 
in Chapter 2). The higher our self- esteem, the more likely we are 
to feel satisfied with our achievements, but high self- esteem is not 
the same as arrogance. Indeed, people with high self- esteem tend 
to value themselves and others more highly than those with low 

TA BLE 5.1  Factors associated with early development of  
self- esteem and self- confidence

Higher self- esteem and 
self- confidence

Lower self- esteem and self- confidence

Praise
Warmth
Affection
Love
Being valued— including for 

being different from others in 
various ways

Neglect; being ignored
Punishment, abuse
Criticism
Bullying
Being different from others in 

your family and at school— and 
being led to believe this is bad
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self- esteem. High self- esteem is not thinking that one’s own qual-
ities and achievements are superior to those of other people. It is 
about valuing oneself as one is. It is about feeling comfortable “in 
one’s own skin.”

Knowing oneself and valuing oneself provide a firm foundation 
for a flourishing life. Chapter 2, “Valuing and understanding your-
self,” deals with these issues in detail, focusing on how to develop 
self- knowledge and build up a sense of your own values. It may be 
helpful to read that chapter before this one.

Here we will describe strategies for dealing with some of the 
barriers to high self- esteem and in particular with the internal 
voices that can so often undermine it. These strategies make use 
of techniques used in cognitive behavior therapy and are discussed 
in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 and especially in Chapter 7, “Finding new 
perspectives.”

Our level of self- esteem is not set in stone

Although the origins of our level of self- esteem go back to our 
childhood, it is not only our childhood that is important. Experiences 
in adult life, especially those involving warm relationships with 
others, are also important sources of self- esteem. Those who 
reach adulthood with low self- esteem are not, therefore, stuck in 
a dead end, but can take many steps towards feeling better about 
themselves— as did Celie in Alice Walker’s book The Color Purple. 
That book starts with a vivid and moving image of low self- esteem. 
Celie knew what others thought of her: “She ugly.” “She ain’t smart.” 
Her feelings counted with nobody. Her children were taken away. 
She was abused and forced into a relationship of subservience and 
disregard, not even recognized as sufficiently real to count as a 
marriage. She is reduced to saying: “I don’t know how to fight. All 
I know how to do is stay alive.” “I don’t fight, I stay where I’m told.” 
The book tells the story of how Celie discovers (or rediscovers) her-
self and her ability to value herself.
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Six strategies for building self- esteem

You cannot change your childhood, but you can tackle the patterns 
of thoughts— the legacy of your childhood— which work to under-
mine your self- esteem. Here are six strategies for counteracting 
thoughts such as these.

1. attack the prejudice

“Most women have no characters at all,” according to Alexander 
Pope, putting into words a prejudice against which women have 
fought hard. Like all prejudices, it reflects the bias of the speaker 
far more than the qualities of the people spoken about. Once 
armed with this prejudice, the world seems to conform to it just 
as if the prejudice produced a biased way of seeing things. Women 
of character can be explained away as exceptions to the rule or 
by suggesting that they must have been provoked by exceptional 
circumstances. Or they might just be glossed over altogether— 
ignored to the point of invisibility. The information that fits with 
any other point of view has a hard time breaking through the 
barriers put up by a firmly held prejudice: instead, it is discounted, 
deflected, or distorted (see “The mental crusher” which is available 
online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind).

Low self- esteem is like a prejudice about oneself— seeing one-
self as unworthy, or unacceptable. The self- perception is biased, or 
flawed, but the person with the prejudice has a hard time seeing it 
any other way. Learning to fight the bias involves acknowledging 
your qualities and talents rather than discounting them:  “I like 
drawing. I was good at it even at school,” “I’ve always been a good 
listener”; accepting compliments and signs of acceptability rather 
than deflecting them: “Thanks, I’m glad you liked my work/ cooking/ 
friends”; recognizing that you matter rather than distorting the ev-
idence: “He really did seem interested in what I said.”

Prejudices can be changed, but they are apt to re- emerge at 
times of stress. Old habits die hard, but if you know them well 
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and recognize their corrosive effects on the way you think and feel 
about yourself, you will have a better chance of fighting back when 
your low self- esteem, or self- prejudice, starts to reassert itself.

2. stifle the critic

You were tired and shouted at the children— not just shouted, but 
yelled. They were storming about the house when you wanted peace 
and quiet. Then the internal critic started getting at you: “Nobody 
should treat a child like that. You’re a hopeless parent. They’ll never 
learn to behave. No wonder their grandparents don’t want to come 
here much . . . it’s all my fault.”

The critic within you is remarkably resourceful, so beat it at 
its own game. Think about what really happened, and clarify the 
facts. Accept what went wrong, but talk back to the critic to keep 
the “badness” in perspective. Explain that you were tired. Maybe 
you had good reason to be so! Ask how children learn to consider 
the needs of others. Can they do this without knowing what those 
needs are? Remind the critic of your good moments as a parent, of 
the times when you help your children in other ways to learn about 
consideration. Apologize if you need to, and put the critic, the ex-
aggerator, back in the box with the lid shut. Be kind to yourself in 
the same way as you would be to someone else (see Chapter 4, “The 
value and practice of kindness”).

3. Bury the judge

The judge is the person inside you who says “I’m not wanted,’ “I’m 
in the way,” “I don’t matter,” “Compared to everyone else I’m a mere 
crumb— a grain of sand, a worm,” or “I’m not important.” When you 
bury the judge, you learn how to replace the judgments with facts.

It may be true that you were always the last to be chosen when 
children were dividing each other up for a game or a contest of some 
sort. That fact has nothing to do with your chances of being chosen 
for the job you are going for now. In the new situation examine 
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the facts carefully. You may, or you may not, have a good chance of 
getting the job. Try to weigh the chances for yourself. That way you 
can learn how to make realistic judgments and how to trust your 
own judgment.

The judge is also that part of you which says to a friend “You 
did really well getting that job,” but when you get a job says to 
you:  “Getting that job was just lucky. You’ll have to watch it, or 
they’ll get rid of you as soon as they find out how useless you really 
are.” The judge is flagrantly unfair by applying different standards 
to different people. Your judge needs to learn to apply the standard 
used for others to yourself as well.

The judge is unfair in other ways. It makes negative predictions, 
it biases your expectations, and it makes snap judgments on the 
basis of superficial information. Your judge may lead you to expect 
to fail. It stops you trying and casts you down. It makes you im-
pervious to success, which is attributed to chance, and susceptible 
to failure, which is only to be expected. It is always finding “more 
successful” people with whom to compare you. Think of the child 
who rushes proudly home from school:  “I came second in class.” 
“Who came first?” asks the parent, and the child retires crushed. 
The “judge of low self- esteem” is like that parent. Such judges could 
live happily in the same box as the critic, provided the lid was kept 
tight shut on them both.

4. Do the best you can

Ray used to say that he “had to do his best in every possible way.” 
Then his therapist asked him what his aim was when he made that 
rule. He answered that it was to get the very best out of himself. 
Together they examined his rule to find out whether it did, in fact, 
help him to achieve his goal. The disadvantage was that it put him 
constantly under pressure. He set his goals so high that he almost 
always failed to reach them. It felt good when he did reach them, 
but those moments were rare. The bottom line was that, most of the 
time, he thought he was no good. He just could not live up to his rule.
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There is an important difference between having an ideal and 
making a rule to live by. The ideal may be perfect, unflawed, without 
blemish, a standard that one would be proud to attain. Such an ideal 
provides you with a guide, but it should not be a daily standard. 
Making the ideal into a rule is digging oneself an elephant trap. 
If you constantly fall into the trap, you feel so bad about yourself 
that it becomes increasingly hard to keep going. The rule needs to be 
clear, and to direct you towards the ideal if that is what you want, 
but it also needs to be realistic, if it is not to undermine your self- 
esteem. That is why it makes more sense to do as well as you reason-
ably can within the time available— rather than aim for perfection. 
Aiming for perfection in this life is a recipe for disaster. Aiming for 
better self- esteem helps you to do better, and also to feel better.

Some of the rules often adopted (half unaware) by people with 
low self- esteem are shown in Box 5.1. You can see how they might 
be counterproductive. Reject such rules, or revise them so that they 
work for you rather than against you.

5. Develop friendships that make you feel good

Other people play an important part in one’s feelings about oneself. 
If low self- esteem is a problem for you, think about your current 

BOX 5.1 Some rules that perpetuate low self- esteem

• I have to do things right.
• Do what others suggest. They know best.
• I should be better, or more skilled, or wiser . . . and so on.
• If I don’t do excellently well I should try even harder.
• Mistakes should not be forgotten nor forgiven.
• One should never burden others with one’s problems.
• You have to accept the way you are; there’s nothing you can 

do about it.
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relationships. Who helps you to feel good about yourself? Who 
undermines you, or makes you feel worthless? Make a list and es-
timate how much time you spend with people in each group. How 
could you increase the time you spend with those who make you 
feel good, and decrease the time with those who make you feel 
bad? Making changes in your relationships may be one of the most 
effective ways of increasing your self- esteem (see Chapter  16, 
“Good relationships: the principles”).

6. keeping track of progress

There is a final effect of being self- prejudiced and self- critical. In 
addition to discounting, deflecting, and distorting what we expe-
rience, we also find it easier to remember things that fit with our 
longstanding self- views. So, even if we are fairer to ourselves, or 
notice that someone smiled at us, or wanted to have lunch with us, 
or some other sign that we are acceptable, we are likely to forget 
this very quickly. So, it is crucial to keep track of all the new, and 
maybe surprising, information that you are noticing. This can be 
done in whatever way works for you. Some people prefer to use a 
notebook or journal especially for this; others keep notes on their 
mobile phone. The important thing is to try to make it as accessible 
as possible and to add to it as soon after the experience as possible 
(before you forget).

A logical fallacy, or a legacy from the past

Self- esteem is not a constant. It is not something that is imper-
vious to knocks and never varies. Even people with the toughest 
systems feel better about themselves some days than others. But 
there is one particular fallacy that is especially hard to uproot. For 
most people, when they were young they were sometimes punished 
in one way or another, at home or at school, and they learned the 
lesson well. If you do something wrong, you deserve to be punished. 
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If you do something wrong, it means you have been bad, or that you 
are bad.

For some people, especially for those with memories of painful 
experiences in the past, for people who suffer from depression, and 
for those whose concerns about their weight and shape have led 
to disordered patterns of eating, it can be hard to break the link 
between being treated badly and believing that you are bad (see 
also Chapter  30, “Stepping away from the past,” and Chapter  2, 
“Valuing and understanding yourself”). If life is bad to you, you may 
be tempted to think that you are a bad person— that you have de-
served “punishment.” This is not so. Life is not a courtroom. Our 
experiences are not the just desserts for our characters. If you have 
been badly treated by others, or have suffered from bad luck, do 
not compound your problems by taking the blame— by seeing your 
suffering as a proof of your unworthiness. Working to build your 
confidence as well as your self- esteem can then be especially helpful.

The impact of self- confidence

Self- confidence is concerned with how we feel about our abilities 
and how we think we come across to others. Ros believed she could 
never be confident. She was convinced that confident people had 
something that she just did not have, like blonde hair or long legs. 
She was not sure how the differences between her and them allowed 
their confidence to remain strong in the face of adversity while hers 
remained fragile and elusive, even in good times. She suspected 
that confidence was unchangeable and written in the stars, or de-
termined by chance. Confidence to her meant having a strong per-
sonality, which was either built in from the start or built up from 
encouragement at home and at school. Now that she was an adult 
of 32 it seemed to her that opportunities for becoming confident 
had gone for good. Lacking self- confidence was a cross she had to 
bear— whatever she did it was likely to remain with her and to let 
her down, in the same way as her short legs. She could wait for the 
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lucky break (a complete change in fashion, or a world in which every 
shape was equally acceptable), but in her heart of hearts she believed 
she had no other option but to remain forever unconfident.

Differing levels of self- confidence can affect all the four main 
aspects of ourselves: our thinking, feelings, behavior, and physical 
reactions (see Table 5.2 and “The five- part model” in Chapter  1). 
Confidence has surprisingly pervasive effects— it sneaks its way 
into hidden nooks and crannies and interferes or helps with the 
things you want to do even when you least expect it.

Becoming more confident:  
four basic insights

Ros sought help through therapy for her lack of confidence. The 
principles used in her therapy are ones that can be used by all of 
us, outside of any formal help. Since confidence comes from inside, 
there was little point in simply telling her that she could do things 
better than she thought that she could. She would be ready with 
her favorite objection: “It’s easy for you, but I’m just not like that.” 

TA BLE 5. 2  The effects of confidence

Lower confidence Higher confidence

Thinking
I can’t
That’s too difficult
I don’t know how
Maybe I won’t be able to handle 

this. What if something 
goes wrong?

It won’t be good enough; someone 
else would do better

I just can’t decide what to do

I can
That’s possible
I could find out
It’ll probably be OK
Even if it’s not perfect 

I’ll get by
Let’s give this a try
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Lower confidence Higher confidence

Feelings
Apprehension
Worry, especially about 

forthcoming difficulties
Frustration and anger with 

yourself
Resentment— it seems so easy 

for others
Discouragement and feeling 

demoralized

Apprehension (often still true 
with high confidence!)

Excitement
Feel OK about yourself
Warmth for yourself 

and others
Encourage yourself. Keep going

Behavior
More passive than active; keeping 

yourself in the background
Finding it hard to make 

suggestions, or put yourself 
forward

Avoiding taking on anything new 
or making changes in your life

Seeking help and advice even when 
you know the answer— seeking 
reassurance

Hesitating— and repeatedly 
needing encouragement

Taking a back seat

Put yourself forward for things
Have your say at meetings
Try new experiences. Don’t 

avoid starting things that 
may be difficult

Seek help and advice from 
others when you need to

Giving yourself encouragement
Giving feedback to others— 

praise when warranted and 
constructive advice

Physical reactions
Posture: tending to stoop, or 

retreating into yourself
Not looking people in the eye
Fumbling or fidgeting
Feelings of tension and nervousness
Sluggishness and lethargy

Upright and open posture, 
“head up”

Good eye contact
Relaxed, and able to keep still
Smiling
Feeling energized

TA BLE 5. 2  Continued
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Instead, she took on the following assignment: she started an ex-
ploration to find out more about confidence from the point of view 
of others. This assignment made sense to Ros because it could tell 
her more about the nature of this elusive concept, and the explora-
tion involved nothing more difficult than talking to people she al-
ready knew. She spoke to her brother; to someone who was starting 
her training as a nurse; to an aunt; to a colleague; and to various 
friends. She was surprised, once she developed ways of dropping 
the topic into the conversation, how many people had something 
to say about it, and how easy it was for her to sit there and listen. 
Some of the things she asked were:

• “What do you think confidence is?”
• “Where does confidence come from?”
• “Can you think of someone who is completely confident?”
• “How can you tell if someone is confident or not?”
• “How do you feel when you are talking to someone who is not 

at all confident?”
• “Does a confident person always feel confident?”

If you feel unconfident, start your own exploration by asking 
these questions too. Ros found the following four points the most 
helpful— and they fit with what we know about confidence.

1. Confidence is not just one thing

Confidence is not just one thing; it is many. Ros was not confident 
when discussing a DVD she had watched with some friends, but 
she had no problem finding her way across country to visit her 
aunt. She had stopped to ask the way when she needed to, and 
was not hard on herself for getting lost along the way. Most of 
the people she spoke to said similar things. One of them thought 
she would never be able to make sense of her tax form, and had 
found learning to spell so difficult that she treated it as a lost cause, 
but she still led her daily exercise classes with energy and enthu-
siasm. The person Ros had thought was most self- confident was her 
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cousin, a buyer for a clothes store— but even he admitted that he 
lacked self- confidence from time to time, especially when training 
his junior staff, despite his acknowledged success. He knew he was 
good at his job, but he had learned it the hard way, by being thrown 
in at the deep end and having to get on with it. New recruits to 
his department now arrived with college- polished theories, talking 
a language that he told himself was “jargon,” but that he feared, 
deep down, was too clever for him. He felt particularly at sea when 
the “common sense” he hardly needed to put into words was given 
textbook names that distanced him from the reality he knew. Ros 
concluded that whether or not you feel confident depends on what 
you are doing. Labeling yourself as completely unconfident is like 
failing to distinguish between all the different ways in which you 
can be confident or unconfident.

2. appearances can be misleading

Many people appear confident even when they are not. It is as if 
they know they might make a mistake, get things wrong, or put 
their foot in their mouth, but still behave as if everything will be 
all right in the end. When learning to give injections for the first 
time, Ros’s friend, the trainee nurse, said she thought about what 
she had been taught and about the more experienced people to 
whom she could turn in a crisis. She hid her uncertainties for the 
sake of her patients. When she concentrated fully on what she was 
doing, she found there was little room left for doubts to creep in. 
Everyone Ros spoke to could think of something that made them 
feel doubtful or shaky. Ros learned that most people felt less confi-
dent than they looked.

3. Confidence comes from doing things

Everyone Ros spoke to agreed that confidence comes from doing 
things. Before you can ride a bicycle or drive a car, you have to 
learn how— confidence comes with practice, which makes it 
easier to recognize and accept that you really can do those things. 
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Mistakes are inevitable when you are a novice. In fact, they are an 
important part of the learning process. Everyone makes mistakes, 
and they only get in the way if you let them undermine your con-
fidence. Learn to shrug them off, or laugh about them with others 
who have found themselves in the same tangle (the video recorder 
that always misses the start of the show, the pasta that turns 
into a glutinous blob). If you try to avoid all mistakes, you run 
the risk of ceasing to learn (see also the behavioral experiments 
in Chapter 7, “Step 3. Behavioral experiments to search for new 
perspectives”).

4. People take you at your own estimation

When Ros was using a friend’s lawnmower, something went wrong. 
She was mortified. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I can’t think what 
I could have done to it.” She assumed the breakdown was her fault, 
and her friend went along with the assumption, hardly noticing 
that he had done so. Later it turned out that the clutch cable had 
snapped, and might have done so at any time. Her apologies, and 
her instant estimate of her own incompetence, led both of them 
astray: she convicted herself before she had committed a crime. He 
assumed a crime had been committed without even thinking about 
the cause of the breakdown. Ros started to think again about her 
habit of apologizing— of assuming she was responsible for every 
mess she came across.

These four insights, coupled with the six guiding strategies, 
which follow, provide the basis on which to start to build greater 
self- confidence.

Six strategies for building confidence

1. Practice

The first time you toss the pancakes they may fall apart— or onto 
the floor. But in the end, you will flip them over easily. Make 
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building your confidence a habit— and that means practicing the 
other five strategies whenever you can. Do not think about building 
your confidence only when you are particularly vulnerable. Think 
about it when you are feeling buoyant, too. The more it becomes a 
habit, a practiced skill, the more secure your inner confidence will 
be when you really need it.

2. Behave “as if”

When Kath was 16  years old, she flew with her family to Kuala 
Lumpur. A few minutes before landing they became engulfed in a 
severe tropical storm. There was insufficient fuel to fly to another 
airport. The pilot was forced to land after the runway had been 
flooded and closed to other aircraft. Sheet lightening surrounded 
the plane and fire trucks lined the airstrip. The lights went out. 
Someone screamed as the plane suddenly lost height. Kath grabbed 
the arms of her seat. Her father, meanwhile, sat calmly reading his 
book. He turned the pages when he could see to do so; he kept his 
eyes on the print. The aura of confidence which exuded from him 
was almost palpable. It spread to those around and helped others 
besides his family to cope with the fear of the moment. It also 
helped him. He, too, was anxious, but by behaving as if he felt con-
fident, he helped himself, and others, to become confident.

Ask yourself, at an unconfident moment (preparing for an in-
terview or a presentation to your boss), “How would I  behave if 
I really felt confident?” “How would so- and- so handle this?” where 
so- and- so is a confident person that you know. Adopting the beha-
vior of confidence— the posture, the actions, and the thoughts— 
starts you on the upward spiral of increasing self- confidence.

3. take the zigzag path

Confident behavior, especially when it is a new- found acquisition, 
can sometimes go to your head. This happened with Maggie who 
had read about assertiveness and confidence building. She spent 
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3 weeks pushing herself to make new strides, making sure that 
others noticed her. In 3 weeks, however, she had started to lose her 
sensitivity to how others felt. Concentrating so hard on herself she 
had no attention left over for them. Her colleagues withdrew from 
her— when they saw her coming, they thought:  “Oh no, Maggie 
again!” And Maggie knew that this was how they felt. Not surpris-
ingly, she was upset and confused about what to do next. She felt at 
risk of doing herself more harm than good.

It is important, therefore, to pay attention to what works, and 
watch out for the clues that come from others. Flexibility and 
confidence go hand in hand. Rigidity, even if it feels safer, gets in 
the way as no two situations are exactly the same. Don’t worry if 
you need to take a zigzag path to your goal. People lacking in self- 
confidence often feel as if they have to steer a careful, well- planned 
travel route, to avoid alarming pitfalls. But the pitfalls are largely 
imaginary, and the fear of taking a wrong step is inhibiting and 
becomes counterproductive.

4. Make the most of your mistakes and 
then ignore them

The mistake made by unconfident people is to think that mistakes 
matter. If you tried every day for the next year to make a mistake 
that nobody had ever made before, you would most probably fail. 
What matters is not doing something “wrong,” nor doing some-
thing “badly,” but whether you can recognize the mistake and use 
it to try to set yourself on a better path next time. Samuel Beckett 
said it for us: “No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”

Errors are for learning. Only those who have ceased to develop 
never take a wrong step. Mistakes are a source of information to be 
acknowledged and provide an opportunity for learning.

5. Limit the self- blame

Apply the “water- under- the- bridge” rule, and operate a statute of 
limitations (see “Four rules for keeping things in perspective” in 
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Chapter 7). Kicking yourself for past inadequacies, confusions, or 
failures gives fuel to your internal wavering voice— so, cut off its 
supply of oxygen and use an encouraging voice instead. Imagine 
you had a champion whose job it was to bring out the best in 
you. What encouraging things would this person be whispering 
in your ear? Amplify those messages, so you can hear them loud 
and clear.

6. Be kind to yourself

Being kind to yourself is such an important strategy, and in our 
society such an underrated one, that we have devoted a whole 
chapter to it (see Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness”). 
It is a key strategy for building self- confidence. Problems with self- 
confidence are often rooted in a bad habit of punishing ourselves 
and of failing to seek out rewards and pleasures. If the habit of self- 
punishment is reversed, and you learn to treat yourself right, your 
confidence will be able to grow.

Ros knew her self- confidence had taken a turn for the better 
when she booked a water- sports vacation with her friends. She 
was not a good swimmer, and only learned to put her head under 
water when she was 14, shamed into it at the time by school 
friends. But she was prepared to give it a try. She was even pre-
pared to do only what she could manage. She no longer felt as if 
it mattered much how good or bad she turned out to be at the 
new venture. She had begun to believe in her ability to cope with 
success or failure as each came her way— and to enjoy herself 
trying out something new.

So she discovered that confidence spreads— from things you 
can do to the general feeling that you can learn to do things. This 
is why a good school provides such a variety of opportunities. The 
trip to explore an underground cave system provides important 
lessons in competence as well as in geography. Helping to look after 
new members of the school, to make the stage scenery, or play the 
trombone in the school orchestra gives children a chance to make 
mistakes with all the rest, and to learn how to correct them. Those 
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who fall flat on their faces learn two important lessons: first, how 
to pick themselves up again; and second, that falling flat is not a 
real disaster. Protecting children from making their own mistakes 
does not help them to build their confidence: providing a safe envi-
ronment within which they can make mistakes— and within which 
they can learn— is far more effective. It is sometimes harder for 
people who have sailed through early life with very little struggle 
and strife to cope with the difficulties and setbacks that eventually 
come their way, since they have had much less practice earlier on. 
They too can quickly learn once they understand more about the 
value of making mistakes and are less inhibited by the fear of them.

Summary

Self- esteem is about whether we value and accept ourselves, inde-
pendently of our abilities and achievements. Self- confidence is con-
cerned with how we feel about our abilities and how we think we 
come across to others.

This chapter provides six strategies to help you to build your self- 
esteem and six strategies to help build self- confidence. In addition, 
the following insights will help you build up your self- confidence:

1. Confidence is not just one thing. Each of us lacks confidence 
in some areas of our life, and has confidence in others.

2. Apparently confident people may not be as confident as 
you think.

3. We gain confidence from doing things.
4. If you tell people you’re no good, they might believe it!

Further reading
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Taking a positive approach

Positive attitudes make a difference— to how we think and feel, 
and to what we do. They can play a hugely constructive role in our 
lives, and they can help us when in difficulties too. By making use 
of the findings from recent research we can increase our chances of 
enjoying more positive attitudes, greater happiness, greater crea-
tivity, and better health.

Attitudes appear to be as important as wealth and health. 
Unexpected joys, and daily delights, can be found in sur-
prising situations. It would, of course, be callous to suggest that 
circumstances or social justice do not matter. Many people reading 
this will be experiencing, or have experienced, very difficult 
circumstances indeed. We are not advocating extreme optimism— 
a Pollyanna approach— which is not only difficult to realize but 
also risks being so out of touch with emotions, and so insensitive 
to troubles, our own and those of others, that it collapses into de-
spair or depression. But pessimism is also unhelpful and blocks us 
from finding solutions to problems and also from seeing where we 
can find enjoyment. Happiness can be as much about how we think 
about ourselves and the world, and the connections we have with 
others in it, as it is about the world itself.

The central message of this chapter is that a positive approach 
is not like a coat of paint that conceals the damp patch underneath. 
Recent psychological research shows that a positive approach is 
constructive. It doesn’t conceal, it changes how we think and act in 
ways that create a virtuous cycle.
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Taking a positive approach in the clinic

In clinical psychology, the focus has traditionally been on the 
problem for which the patient or client seeks help. If anxiety, 
or depression, or an eating disorder is the problem then anx-
iety, or depression, or the eating disorder is the issue on which 
therapy focuses. This approach is often effective, and in this text 
we provide specific help for specific psychological problems (see 
chapters in Part III, “Overcoming difficulties”). But this is not the 
only way of overcoming problems. Sometimes an effective way to 
overcome a problem is to focus on your strengths and build up 
the positive, rather than to focus on the problem directly.

One of the treatments for depression is known as interper-
sonal psychotherapy. As the name implies, this treatment is 
about helping people to improve their relationships with part-
ners, family, friends, work colleagues, and others, rather than 
focusing on the depression itself. And yet it is a highly effective 
treatment. It has also been shown to help people with an eating 
disorder even though eating habits are never explicitly addressed 
in therapy.

Similarly, focusing on the benefits of overcoming alcohol abuse 
has been found to be more effective in motivating problem drinkers 
to commit themselves to a treatment program than focusing on 
the harms of continuing to drink excessively.

The findings from the Depression Collaborative Research 
Program show that instead of trying to overcome one’s weaknesses, 
one of the best ways of treating depression is to build on one’s 
strengths. Those people who were good at interacting with others 
benefitted most from a therapy based on building relationships. 
Those who were good at recognizing and reflecting on their 
thoughts and attitudes benefitted most from cognitive therapy, 
which uses these skills to help people reduce their bad feelings and 
to do things that made them feel better.
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Taking a positive approach: findings 
from research

The aim of positive psychology, according to Martin Seligman, 
one of its pioneering researchers, is to bring about a change in 
the focus of the psychology of mental health from being almost 
exclusively on repairing the worst things in life to also building 
on the best qualities: “We must bring the building of strengths to 
the forefront in the treatment and prevention of mental illness.” 
Positive psychology deals not only with people’s strengths but also 
with positive emotional states such as well- being, satisfaction, 
and happiness.

So, why do we have positive emotions? What use are they to us? 
What is the evolutionary value of positive emotions? The best an-
swer that has so far been proposed is that positive emotions help 
us increase our personal resources and this helps us to survive. For 
example, when we are happy we tend to be more energetic, better 
company, more creative, more flexible, more open to information, 
and more efficient. Box 6.1 lists some of the effects of feeling good.

These benefits have helped humans to survive, and they also 
help each of us to overcome problems. That is why techniques that 
help us to feel better and happier can be effective in overcoming 
negative aspects of our lives. Positive attitudes and emotions loosen 
the grip that negative emotions can hold over us as well as helping 
us to solve practical problems that might be getting us down.

Given these benefits of positive thinking to our evolutionary 
survival we might reasonably wonder why we have negative 
emotions, and why they are so common and prominent. Perhaps 
surprisingly, positive and negative emotions do not balance each 
other out in a simple way. We can increase positive emotional states 
even if the number of negative emotions remains roughly the same. 
Equally, a reduction in negative emotions doesn’t mean that an in-
crease in positive emotions automatically follows.
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A built- in negative bias from evolution

Positive emotions helped our ancestors survive— but so did neg-
ative ones. We live even now with the evolutionary legacy of neg-
ative emotions— emotions that make us sensitive to threats and 
prompt us to avoid them.

Hundreds of thousands, rather than hundreds, of years ago, 
those people who were most sensitive to threats were more likely 
to survive. They were able to spot the dangerous animal moving 
quietly towards them in the twilight, or respond to the feelings 
of risk when moving over boggy ground, or quickly notice the 
threatening glances passed between supposedly friendly visitors. 
Having an especially sensitive alarm system would have helped our 
ancestors to become quickly alert, and to be on guard, whenever 
they felt even mildly uncertain, and it would have prepared them to 
take action— sometimes of a life- saving kind. Although the world 
we now live in is completely different, and generally safer, our 
minds still work in the same way, and still help us to pay attention 
to things that might possibly threaten us.

We still need an alarm system even though we no longer live 
with the dangers of this ancient world. However, the system that 

BOX 6.1 Some of the effects of feeling good

• Becoming more open to new things
• Increased curiosity
• Faster learning, better memory, and good decision- making
• Being able to fit things together; to integrate different 

aspects of knowledge; better problem- solving
• Better health
• Greater inventiveness, creativity, and playfulness
• Improved ability to plan ahead
• More generosity and helpfulness
• A wider sense of social responsibility.
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was shaped by evolutionary pressures may no longer serve us so 
well. We can become so aware of potential threat, risk, or danger 
that more positive feelings and attitudes are pushed into second 
place. Baker and Stauth (see “Further reading” for this chapter) 
suggest that this biological circuitry of fear is the greatest enemy of 
happiness. There are three consequences of the “biological circuitry” 
that may once have been useful but that can now cause us too much 
negative emotion: bad feelings demand our attention; we are sub-
ject to false alarms; and, bad feelings narrow our focus of attention.

Bad feelings demand our attention

Feeling alarmed or frightened, worried or terrified, or even just 
preoccupied and vaguely uncomfortable, is unpleasant. We want it 
to stop. So we focus on what might be going to happen and put some 
effort into protecting ourselves and finding ways of keeping safe. 
Unpleasant feelings are hard to ignore because we are hardwired to 
take them seriously and to respond to them. Because they take pri-
ority and dominate our consciousness we can come to feel that life 
is full of problems, difficulties, and obstacles rather than providing 
us with opportunities for pleasure, interests, and recreation.

we are subject to false alarms

An alarm for alerting us to all possible dangers should be set low 
enough to be easily triggered because the cost of missing a danger 
signal— long, long ago— might have been deadly. But that means 
it can fire off a signal too often, just like a smoke alarm that 
shatters the peace when you open the oven door or burn a piece 
of toast. Its sensitivity produces “false positives,” sending out sig-
nals even when there is no real danger because it works on the 
assumption that it is better to be safe than sorry, and is oversensitive 
to uncertainty. Uncertainty makes us jump to conclusions, and the 
conclusions we jump to are negative ones  .  .  . just in case. When 
we are scared, our minds react accordingly telling us, for example, 
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“something terrible is going to happen,” or “I’m not safe here” even 
if we don’t put those ideas into words, and even if they are wrong.

Bad feelings narrow our focus of attention

What’s that noise? Where did that come from? What’s happening? 
What should I  do? Sharpening our focus helped our ancestors 
to respond quickly to such questions. Reacting efficiently to 
the alarm system narrows the attention  .  .  . as if the mind it-
self is hunkered down and ready to spring into action. Research 
psychologists have found that all the systems they have measured 
become less flexible, and their range becomes narrower, when 
someone is uncertain about what might happen next, especially 
if they are worried or anxious. This applies to measures of heart 
rate, brain waves, thinking, and behavior. All of them range less 
widely, focus more precisely, and become less flexible in response 
to feeling alarmed. These reactions help us to respond appropri-
ately making efficient use of our energies. They leave us ready to 
jump into action and less likely to be distracted by irrelevancies. 
Such a narrow focus might have been appropriate when in con-
stant danger from attack or starvation. It is of less value in a safer 
and more complex world where a broader, flexible, and positive 
response is more effective.

Sometimes threats are not immediate but reflect unknown 
possibilities— things that might, or might not, happen. This 
same system has left us with another legacy, known as the 
Zeigarnik effect: “the mind returns to unfinished business” (see 
“Simplifying the moment” in Chapter  10, and “The Zeigarnik 
effect” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind). If one of our ancestors was left with a sense 
of unfinished business after quickly putting together a summer 
shelter this could prompt him to strengthen it, helping him and 
his family survive through the next stormy winter. The sense 
that there’s something I  didn’t do is still useful. For example, 
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it helps me to go back and turn off the iron instead of rushing 
out of the house leaving it on. The sense that my apology hasn’t 
been accepted prompts me to try again, so as to move on more 
comfortably. Unfinished business, like a more immediate threat, 
grabs our attention.

So there are good evolutionary reasons for the predominance of 
unpleasant feelings in many people’s experience, for our sensitivity 
to possible threats, and for paying close attention to danger sig-
nals. Problems not only grab our attention, they hang in there and 
worry away at us, demanding that we give them airtime— which 
distracts us from more positive things.

The elephant and the rider: learning to 
sidestep the negative bias

The psychologist Jonathan Haidt uses the metaphor of a rider on 
an elephant to summarize the situation that evolution has now 
brought us to. The rider is the part of us that can think consciously 
about what’s happening and what to do, and the elephant represents 
emotions and automatic responses that have been shaped by our 
past evolutionary history. The elephant, however, is not only pow-
erful but also clever, so it can still learn. The part of us represented 
by the rider has to understand the part of us represented by the 
elephant and help it to learn to respond to danger signals in ways 
that are more appropriate to the modern world, which generally 
means with less anxiety and more flexibility. If we, as riders, learn 
about our “animal natures” then we might be able to harness our 
energies better as we travel. Although long ago “feeling our way 
through worked best” according to the evolutionary psychologist 
Robert Ornstein we are now able to “override this usual mode of 
operation: actions can be reconsidered, we can learn and grow from 
experiences, conscious control can modify ineffective tendencies.” 
This means that it is valuable to learn how and when to override 
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instinctive reactions, to recognize the ineffective tendencies of 
many of our negative emotions and find out what we can do to 
modify them. It also means that having these ineffective tendencies 
is normal, and nothing unusual. We all have them, and don’t need 
to be ashamed of that or to blame ourselves. That would make as 
much sense as blaming ourselves for weather patterns. Far better 
to build up positive and constructive habits and attitudes so that 
the more negative and alarmist ones gradually become less promi-
nent. That is what those who are troubled less by our negative evo-
lutionary inheritance have learned to do. The “rider” has helped the 
“elephant” to learn to moderate the instinctive negative emotions 
to make them more appropriate to their, modern, world. In the 
next section “ ‘Taking a positive approach”) we show seven ways to 
build up the positive— seven ways in which you can help your “ele-
phant” to learn to be wise.

Taking a positive approach

Taking a positive approach is a powerful way to change our lives. But 
it is not living in a fantasy land. Our home is the real world and it 
is our world, a world that to a significant extent we create through 
our attitudes and behavior and for which we take responsibility. It 
is a world in which we build on our strengths rather than dwelling 
on our weaknesses; in which we make the effort to do things we find 
positive; in which we build resources around us to help through dif-
ficult times; in which we allow our minds to be open to possibilities 
and ideas; and in which we dream of a possible future while also 
thinking realistically about the difficulties that might arise along 
the way towards that future. Taking a positive approach provides 
the structure that supports the various elements that help us to 
manage our minds.

Taking a positive approach is a powerful and enjoyable way of 
bringing about desired changes in our lives. In this section, we de-
scribe seven ways of taking a positive approach (see Box 6.2).
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1. using your strengths

In trying to improve our lives, in trying to increase our happiness, it 
seems natural to work on overcoming our weaknesses and on solving 
our problems. Waging war on weaknesses, however, is wearing, 
often ineffective, and even counterproductive. Weaknesses can 
flourish with the attention given to them. Bringing about change 
is likely to be more effective, and is certainly a great deal more en-
joyable, when you make use of your strengths— your relative, or 
potential, strengths.

Strengths are traits— that is, they are long- lasting characteris-
tics that a person can show in many different situations. A single 
act of kindness does not make a person “kind”: a kind person feels 
kindly in many situations and when they act kindly, acknowledging 
and using their inclination, this trait is strengthened. Using your 
inclinations polishes them up. It makes you more aware of those 
things you are best at, and could become better at with practice. 
Strengths are widely valued both within a culture and across 
cultures, and the display of a strength by one person does not di-
minish or threaten other people. In this sense, strengths include 
talents— those generally innate abilities that a person might have 
that are unusually good, or have been especially well practiced or 
developed. A person might have a talent in music or sport or art or in 
some other area of endeavor. Such strengths are not absolute— it’s 

BOX 6.2 Ways of taking a positive approach

1. Using your strengths
2. Doing positive things
3. Building resources
4. Taking responsibility for our feelings and our lives
5. Keeping an open mind
6. Putting another mind in place
7. Optimizing optimism.
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not about being “international standard” at something— it’s more 
that these are relative strengths for that person.

The important point is to be able to recognize your strengths 
and talents so that you can build on these rather than focus on 
your weaknesses. Box 6.3 lists some questions that may help you to 
identify your strengths and talents.

Table  6.1 lists categories of strengths and talents based on 
Martin Seligman’s book Authentic Happiness. Read through the list 
slowly and carefully, and mark any of those that fit for you. Mark 
all those items that are strengths for you— those aspects that you 
think, relative to other items, apply to you. You might find it helpful 
to think for each item: is this like me at least to an extent? And it 
may also be helpful to identify any strengths that are “very much 
like me.” It is more helpful to be honest with yourself (rather than 
modest or over- critical), and to think about building a platform on 
which you can stand when you want to change and move forward. 
If you are finding it hard to identify strengths yourself, enlist the 
help of someone who knows you and whom you can trust, or simply 

BOX 6.3 Questions to help identify strengths and talents

• When were you happiest in life?
• What was your greatest strength at that point in your life?
• When in your life did you feel strongest?
• Why did you feel strong then?
• What strengths do your friends see in you?
• What makes you feel excited and enthusiastic?
• Which of your strengths is related to that excitement and 

enthusiasm?
• What strengths feel to be part of “the real me”?
• What are you good at?
• What did you do relatively well in at school (not necessarily 

academic subjects)?



TA BLE 6.1  Categories of strengths and talents

Wisdom and knowledge Transcendence

Curiosity and interest in  
the world

Love of learning

Thinking things through

Practical intelligence— good at 
solving practical problems

Emotional intelligence—  good  
at understanding the emotions 
and motives of others

Seeing the big picture

Helping others to see things in 
perspective

Appreciate beauty, 
excellence, and skill

Have enthusiasms

Throw yourself into 
what you do

Grateful for good things 
that happen to you

Optimistic

Strong sense of purpose

Able to forgive and forget 
those who have wronged 
you

Playful

Sense of humor

Humanity and love

Kind to others

Generous

Loving

Value intimate relationships

Ability to receive and accept the 
love of others

Justice

A good team member: 
loyal, doing your share

Treat people equally

Fair to others

Able to set aside personal 
prejudices

Good leader
(continued)



Temperance

Able to control emotions and 
behavior when appropriate

Able to fulfil commitments

Avoid unnecessary physical risks

Avoid poor choices in friendships

Modest

Courage

Standing up for your 
principles

Being resilient in the face 
of adversity

Persevering— finishing 
what you start

Integrity and honesty

Talents

Sports and physical activity

Crafts

Music

History

Math

Geography

Art

Politics

Photography

Science

Writing

Philosophy

Languages

TA BLE 6.1  Continued
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think what would a good friend or someone who wants the best for 
you say. The idea is that you focus on developing activities based on 
these strengths.

2. Doing positive things

Thoughts, feelings, and behavior fit closely together and influ-
ence each other (see “The five- part model” in Chapter 1). A posi-
tive action, even thinking a positive thought, can set up a positive 
chain of events and spread the benefits far and wide. It doesn’t 
matter what kind of positive thing you do. Whatever it is, it can 
have the same effect. So it helps to develop a set of habits for doing 
positive things. These good habits are like fuel in the tank. They 
provide the impetus and the energy for doing things that make 
you feel good, and the more you do them the more automatic 
they become. The choice of options depends on your inclinations, 
interests, strengths, talents, skills, and opportunities but above 
all perhaps is an openness of mind. This makes it easier when in 
a tight spot to find something new to do, or a new way of doing 
something you already do, that will activate a positive frame of 
mind. See Box 6.4 for some examples of positive actions. These are 
based on some of our judgments about what we value. Think what 
yours would include.

Whatever the positive actions you choose for yourself, there 
are two guiding rules to follow. First, don’t put all your eggs in 
one basket, so make sure there are a range of activities that you 
could do. Second, don’t let troubles get in the way of doing positive 
things. You need to allow the good habits to continue even at 
tricky times.

When feeling down it can be more difficult to push oneself to 
do something positive— even though positive actions are usually 
enjoyable. It helps if you have developed the habit of doing positive 
things on a regular basis so that it becomes automatic to do so even 
when down.
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3. Building resources

The fact that most of us have ups as well as downs shows that we do 
have the resources to overcome the downs. The processes of evolu-
tion have made us survivors, and this means that we have some in-
ternal, valuable, “self- righting” mechanisms. Our feelings provide 
us with a key. Discomfort of one kind or another (from hunger to 
boredom to misery) pushes us along to take action. If we use our 
minds well we can do this better and more often. Then the actions 
we take help us to feel better, and feeling better makes us more 
resilient. So it is useful to nurture the sources of resilience within 
us by building up “resources” during the times when we are up so 
that these are available to support us when we are down. There are 
four main categories of such resources: social resources, activity re-
sources, psychological resources, and good physical health.

Social resources. Other people are, for most of us, the best re-
source for helping us through difficult times. These may be one or 

BOX 6.4 Examples of positive actions that help  
build positive thoughts

• Doing something for someone else.
• Eating well. Cooking something new. Finding a new recipe.
• Seeing your friends, or keeping in touch with them.
• Working at something you find interesting and meaningful.
• Looking after your family.
• Smiling: doing anything that makes you smile.
• Giving yourself time to unwind and relax.
• Finding an interesting hobby or a new challenge.
• Reading.
• Going for a run, or a walk, or a bike ride. Doing your exercises.
• Making your room, or home or garden the way you would 

like it to be.
• Discovering your creativity. Making something . . .
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two intimate friends or family, but the people you meet at a yoga 
club or other activity may provide the needed support at difficult 
times even if they are only acquaintances. It is not always intimacy 
that is helpful when we are going through a difficult time. What 
can be helpful is simply doing things with people, being active and 
engaged, and having an interest shown in you by others. This can 
also be provided by social media and messaging in various modern 
forms. The point here is that connections with others, however 
those connections are made, can be enormously helpful, over and 
above the effects of becoming more active and engaged.

There is an interesting side effect of some research on the effects 
of talking to a therapist that provides us with useful information 
about the value of interacting with other people. Talking openly 
to someone one trusts, and who is able to listen with acceptance 
and understanding, has some surprising benefits. It demonstrably 
helps to build strength and resilience. Talking openly involves 
being honest about our emotions and possibly taking risks to say 
things that we may find embarrassing or that we may be more se-
cretive about. We should remember this both as talkers and as 
listeners. It gives us good reasons for thinking about how we can 
more frequently and more readily adopt a positive approach in our 
interactions with those around us, even without being therapists.

Activity resources. One of the dangers when we are down is 
that we become lethargic and withdraw into ourselves, cutting 
ourselves off not only from other people but also from the activi-
ties that we enjoy and that give meaning to our lives. Such cutting 
off can lead to the vicious cycle that keeps us trapped in the neg-
ative mood. Doing positive things helps develop positive mood. 
Developing a habit and a commitment to an activity you enjoy will 
enable you to continue with the activity even when you are low. 
If the activity involves other people then this will also help build 
social resources.

Psychological resources. Psychological resources that help 
through times of difficulty are those that build resilience. There are 
many ways of building psychological resources and this book we 

 

 



12 2  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

hope contains many of the most useful and well tested. These in-
clude the following (non- exhaustive) options: being kind to your-
self (and other methods described in Chapter  4, “The value and 
practice of kindness”); giving yourself treats (Chapter 14, “Treating 
yourself right”); developing acceptance (Chapter 3, “The value and 
practice of acceptance”); building self- esteem and self- confidence 
(Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem and self- confidence”); developing 
creativity (Chapter 15, “Becoming more creative”); understanding 
the “voices from the past” that keep you feeling down (Chapter 19, 
“Understanding voices from your past”); and valuing yourself 
(Chapter 2, “Valuing and understanding yourself”).

Good physical health. Keeping physically healthy and fit will 
help through difficult times. This includes developing good habits 
of sleep, eating, and exercise (see Chapter 12, “Keeping physically 
well”) and avoiding, or overcoming, addictions (see Chapter  33, 
“Breaking habits and overcoming addictions”).

4. taking responsibility for our feelings 
and our lives

Taking a positive approach is an active process. It is something that 
we have to do ourselves. Other people can help or can be a hin-
drance but ultimate responsibility for taking a positive approach 
lies with each of us. Many of the negative aspects of our lives, 
many of the experiences that have left us vulnerable to anxiety, 
depression, or low self- esteem may well have been thrust upon us 
by the behavior of others, or by circumstances outside our control. 
Nevertheless, we can take responsibility for our feelings, for the 
choices we make and for our actions and if we don’t we may become 
stuck in the patterns of thought and behavior that foster the nega-
tive aspects of our lives. Baker and Stauth wrote about four “deadly 
foe beliefs”— that is, beliefs that prevent us from being happy 
(see Box 6.5). Each of these beliefs is about first denying respon-
sibility and then passively accepting the negative consequences. 
One “deadly foe” belief is “I have been victimized.” It might be true 
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that you have been the victim of someone else’s bad behavior. The 
problem with dwelling on the idea that “I have been victimized” 
or recognizing that someone else is responsible for bad things in 
the past, is that it is most unlikely to help as the only person you 
can change directly is yourself. The dwelling will perpetuate the 
negative effects and undermine your ability to move forward. By 
taking responsibility for your feelings and life you give yourself the 
motivation and power to make changes and to build up the posi-
tive. This last point is key. The purpose in taking responsibility is to 
bring about positive change.

The kind of personal responsibility that enables change is 
responsibility without self- blame. Blaming yourself for your 
current difficulties or for something in the past that remains 
a negative influence on your life is not a sign of strength. It is 
disempowering in just the same way as is blaming others. To take 
responsibility for your current feelings and life is to accept your 
current situation and to move on from here. This has also been 
described as “willingness” (see Chapter 3, “The value and practice 
of acceptance”).

5. keeping an open mind

Positive emotions help broaden our minds so that we are more flex-
ible, more able to solve problems, and be more creative. The con-
verse is also true. If we keep an open mind— open ourselves and 
our thoughts to broader possibilities— if we enable ourselves to be 
more flexible, then we will feel more positive. This is an example of 

BOX 6.5 Disempowering beliefs that are rarely helpful

• I have been victimized.
• I am entitled to more.
• I will be rescued.
• Someone else is to blame.
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a virtuous cycle. For example, when feeling socially anxious, people 
shift their attention inwards. The technical term for this is “self- 
focused attention” and the better known one is “self- consciousness.” 
Self- consciousness fills up the mind. It goes with noticing all one’s 
(supposed) social failures and weaknesses. It can make it hard to 
look at people and to make eye contact. Being focused on oneself 
leaves little room for seeing what is really happening and how 
others are reacting. It is then easy to jump to conclusions that fit 
with feeling anxious and self- conscious, such as “I’m being boring,” 
or “They don’t like me.”

An open mind provides a wider perspective. Becoming more 
focused on what someone is saying helps the anxious person to 
relax and to have eye contact with the person with whom they 
are talking. Being in a more positive frame of mind brings curi-
osity and confidence. It makes it easier to become absorbed in a 
conversation, and to follow it up with more ideas, with friendly 
smiles, with plans to meet again and so on. When other people 
enjoy your company, this provides positive feedback setting up a 
virtuous cycle.

This example shows how broadening the focus of attention 
helps us to pick up useful information. We notice more, and we 
also learn more about what is going on, which helps us not to leap 
to unwarranted conclusions. Keeping better in touch with reality 
means that other good things follow. We build resources to draw 
on in the future, such as social skills and friendships, and more ro-
bust confidence and self- esteem. The whole journey becomes more 
comfortable— especially over bumpy ground.

The benefits of broadening one’s vision, of opening up the mind, 
operate whatever the context. Imagine you have some problems 
setting up a new computer. The more you enjoy the process, the 
more likely it is that you will be able to persist when you come 
across a difficulty. If you meet an entirely new kind of problem, 
being in a positive frame of mind makes it easier to find new 
solutions. It also makes it easier to break away from the narrow 
focus that keeps you worrying away at an insoluble problem, and 
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to turn your attention to other things instead of persisting as you 
travel down a dead end. Some ideas about how to open the mind 
are shown in Box 6.6.

6. Putting another mind in place

Have you ever thought . . .

“I’m of two minds about that”
“I’m both for and against, and can’t make up my mind”
“I’m not really myself at the moment”
“I don’t know what I think”?

BOX 6.6 Ways of making it easier to adopt a  
broader perspective

• Doing something that makes you feel good. This makes 
broader perspectives more readily available.

• Using your curiosity. Curiosity helps you to be interested in 
what you might find rather than fearful of it.

• Relaxing and keeping calm, so you don’t become tense and 
inflexible.

• Allowing your mind to wander over a range of attractive 
possibilities even if at first they seem unrealistic or unreach-
able. Allowing yourself to daydream.

• Reminding yourself that in order to adapt to new circum-
stances it helps to be flexible, in your thoughts, feelings, and 
behavior.

• Thinking about what other people might do. Using your 
knowledge of them to try out a different style.

Flexibility is key.
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We tend to assume that we are in charge and in control of 
ourselves— and we certainly try to encourage children as they grow 
up to take control, as if they would then be better able to organize 
themselves, and take charge of their lives. However, the above- 
listed statements would not be so familiar if we each had a single, 
coherent, knowable self, trying (and sometimes failing) to keep 
control. It is rather that we have many selves, or minds, any one of 
which may dominate at a particular time. I can answer the question 
“How are you doing?” with my work head on, or as a busy parent, 
or when looking at my bank statement and in each case the answer 
might be different. The answer depends on which mind is in place. 
A change in mood seems often to bring about a change in which of 
our minds is “in place.”

So, to change our moods, to take a more positive approach, we 
can put another more positive mind in place. Sometimes the “mind 
in place” changes automatically, from the “bottom up,” as when you 
get a phone call about work when at home. The switching of the 
mind in place is triggered by the phone call, and the home set of 
thoughts and emotions is replaced by the work set. At other times, 
the switching happens from “top down”: you decide to change, and 
make a conscious effort to do so. For example, you want to stop 
worrying about your finances or a sick relative, and decide to go out 
to talk to a friend, or imagine yourself into a peaceful and beautiful 
place, or use the skills of mindfulness described in Chapter 3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance.” In order to change the mind in 
place, a change of context, and not simply an act of will, is usually 
necessary.

Peter was feeling stressed and had his overburdened “mind 
in place”:  full of deadlines, action plans, lists and worries. 
He knew he needed a break but felt too pressured to stop. 
He decided to go for a run and came back feeling less, rather 
than more tired. “Time to find something absorbing to do,” 
he said to himself, and picked up a movie to watch.
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Jill was depressed and sad, with a hopeless, despairing mind 
in place. She turned to the list of activities she had made 
with her counselor, and looked at the mess and muddle 
surrounding her. She forced herself into action, cleaned up 
the mess, and sorted the muddle. It was a huge effort and 
eventually she collapsed onto the sofa, and found herself 
looking forward to something, for the first time in weeks— 
to a rest. “That’s made a big difference,” she said to herself. 
Her mind in place had shifted. It looked like home again— a 
place in which she belonged, where she could ask others to 
join her, where there might be things to look forward to  . . . . .

Holly had gained weight over the summer and dreaded 
going back to school. She tried to diet, failed, and began to 
swing between bouts of starving and bingeing. Her “mind in 
place” was dominated by thoughts of food: wanting and not 
wanting to eat, and by feeling ashamed and a failure. Then 
she got a text from a friend, went out with a group from 
school, and forgot about her worries, joking around in the 
usual way.

Peter still needs to do something about his stress, Jill about her de-
pression, and Holly about her eating habits (and self- esteem) and 
these issues may need to be specifically addressed. But it is helpful 
for Peter, Jill, and Holly to also take a positive approach to pro-
vide a different, wider perspective (see Chapter  7, “Finding new 
perspectives”). It is a reminder of how it feels to look at the whole 
landscape rather than the stony ground ahead, and of resources that 
have been useful in the past, and which can be useful again. Some 
ways to start to change your “mind in place” are suggested in Box 6.7.

7. optimizing optimism

Optimism can lead to flexible thinking and often to more effective 
behavior, which in turn leads to better outcomes that fuel a more 
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optimistic outlook. But optimism that is most helpful keeps a foot in 
reality. It is not the fatuous optimism that ignores the world as it is. 
Effective optimism does not shy away from problems and difficulties. 
It looks on obstacles that may stand in the way of the goals one wants 
to reach rather than ignoring them. Recent research shows that it is 
better to face difficulties and to mobilize resources for dealing ef-
fectively with them (see Chapter 10, “Goals and how to use them”; 
Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”; and Chapter 13, “Increasing 
the chance of happiness”). Positive fantasies can be enjoyable, and 
indeed inspiring, in the short run, but if they leave reality behind for 
too long they lead to indecisiveness, impulsivity, and feelings of frus-
tration and unhappiness. Unbridled optimism is more likely to end 
with a feeling of having lost the way— with a lack of direction— than 
with the sense of continuing to move in the right direction.

In order therefore to optimize optimism we need to travel 
hopefully, dreaming our dreams but also to keep our feet on the 
ground, foreseeing and solving the difficulties that might arise 
along the way.

Summary

Positive attitudes have wide- ranging and lasting effects, but for evo-
lutionary reasons, we start out on life’s journey with a negative bias 

BOX 6.7 Ways to help change the “mind in place”

• Change your environment
• Change your activity
• Change the people you are with
• Meditate
• Be kind to yourself and/ or do a kind act for someone
• Use one of the “tricks” for increasing your chance of happiness 

(see Chapter 13, “Increasing the chance of happiness”).

 



taking a positive approach | 12 9 

which makes us over- sensitive to threats and gives us a narrowed 
attention span.

Taking a positive approach broadens the attention span, and 
opens the mind. This allows us to notice a wider range of things and 
to make use of our minds in many constructive and creative ways.
We can make these benefits more readily available by:

1. Using our strengths
2. Doing positive things
3. Building resources
4. Taking responsibility for our feelings and our lives
5. Keeping an open mind
6. Putting another mind in place, and
7. Optimizing optimism.
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Finding new perspectives

Men are disturbed not by things but by the views which they take 
of them.

EPICTETUS, 55– 135 ad

There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.
HAMLET, Act 2 Scene II

The ideas behind the quotations above are clearly not new. For at 
least 2,000 years people have known that the way we see things, the 
way in which we understand and make sense of them, affects how 
we feel about them. However, the scientific findings that underpin 
these ideas, and cognitive behavior therapy (CBT), the therapy that 
is based on them, are both relatively young. Our understanding 
of the ways in which our thoughts, feelings, and behavior are nor-
mally linked, as in the five- point model (Chapter 1), has grown rap-
idly in the last half century. So now we can use this understanding 
of normal processes in our ordinary daily lives, for example, to 
iron out fluctuations in our moods, or to find helpful perspectives 
when we might otherwise be carried along by misperceptions or 
misunderstandings.

CBT therapists have also used these findings to devise specific 
tools to reduce suffering when distressing feelings interfere with 
normal life. This chapter first explains how shifting our perspec-
tive is generally helpful for everyone, and then it goes on to de-
scribe some of the tools that were devised specifically to help those 
whose suffering is intense or persistent.
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The importance of viewpoint

If you visit a new place, or take a journey through a new country, 
you quickly accumulate impressions of what you see, and develop 
your own point of view. You draw conclusions:  “The people here 
are really friendly.” And you form opinions: “Life here is much less 
stressful than it is at home.” Indeed, developing your own personal 
picture of the place and comparing it with the pictures others have 
developed contribute to the pleasures of travel. Each of us develops 
our own point of view, shaped by our particular experience, and 
this experience is filtered and interpreted in our own particular 
ways. We use our own point of view, our own perspective, as a basis 
for our conclusions and our opinions.

Once on home ground again, however, it is easy to lose sight 
of this point. Our own ways of seeing things become habitual and 
compelling so that we easily forget that they are only one point 
of view. Imagine that you return from visiting friends or vacation 
refreshed and throw yourself back into everyday life, maybe with 
one or two groans, but certainly with every intention of doing your 
best. Things go well for you. You get a lot more done and are given 
a pay rise and more responsibilities. You are pleased with your 
success, and the good mood that it brings pervades your life gener-
ally. You know you are a success.

Now imagine a different chain of events. You throw yourself 
back into the fray with energy and enthusiasm, but events beyond 
your control mean that things go wrong. Maybe someone gets ill, or 
jobs have to be cut and you are made redundant. There was nothing 
you could have done to prevent these things happening, but all the 
same you blame yourself, feel helpless, and think of yourself as a 
failure. A mixture of feelings— sadness, anger, frustration, and re-
sentment among others— pervades your life.

In one case you may think of yourself as a success, in the other 
as a failure. In both, the point of view seems to be the one and only 
truth. But this is not so. When you visit somewhere new, there is not 
just one possible point of view, there are many. Some perspectives 
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may fit the facts better than others, or be more or less helpful to 
you, and each person’s perspective has its own limitations and 
obscurities. In matters of such judgments things are rarely black 
and white— there are almost always shades of gray (and all the 
colors of the rainbow) as well. The person who succeeds at work 
may do so at the expense of relationships. Someone who loses a job 
may be a successful parent, friend, or musician. Neither of them 
is anything so one- dimensional as a “success” or a “failure,” and 
both of them might see things differently looking from a different 
perspective.

The links between feelings and thoughts

Feelings influence how we think and thoughts affect how we 
feel. These interrelations are quite dramatic. In one experiment, 
different kinds of music were played to different people. Some 
people listened to bright, happy music (an extract from Coppélia, 
by Delibes) to put them in a good mood. Other people listened to 
some miserable music (an extract from Russia Under the Mongolian 
Yoke by Prokofiev) played at half speed to make it even more lugu-
brious. It sounded like Eeyore on a bad day. The people who listened 
to the bright music felt happy. The people who listened to the sad 
music felt miserable. That is not surprising. What was interesting 
was that those who felt miserable after listening to the sad music 
had different thoughts from those who had listened to the happy 
music. They remembered more bad things that had happened in 
their lives and thought that they were less likely to do a relatively 
simple task successfully.

These links between feelings and thoughts are being made all 
the time in our daily lives. For example, you feel unhappy, and 
you think about things that have gone wrong, or you feel appre-
hensive and think you will make a mess of something. You think 
somebody is insulting you and you feel angry. You feel happy and 
you remember good times with friends. You feel optimistic and it 
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galvanizes you into action. Feelings and thoughts influence each 
other all the time.

Our very process of thinking— what we readily remember, what 
we think about, how we see things— is also altered by our mood. 
This leads to a cycle, benign or vicious depending on how we start. If 
we are in a positive mood, we will have more positive thoughts and 
memories and this will further improve our mood. If we start in a bad 
or depressed mood, we will tend to have bad thoughts and memories, 
so that the feelings get worse in a vicious cycle (see Figure 7.1).

thoughts reflected in images

We have used the word thoughts here and most of our examples show 
thoughts in words— or verbal statements. But beliefs, assumptions, 
attitudes, expectations, and other reflections of what things mean 
to us such as hopes and fears also link up with our feelings, even 
when they are not put into words. Most of us experience images too, 
which can convey meanings in an especially condensed way. For ex-
ample, an image of how you spoke to someone who has irritated you 
might come into your mind when you remember the conversation 
with them. If you think that you were cold and unfriendly, a single 
image might show you keeping your distance, looking away, and 
sounding unresponsive. Linked thoughts or meanings might be: “I 
shouldn’t have been so unfriendly. That wasn’t very kind. I don’t 

Thoughts

Thoughts

Feelings Feelings

FIGUR E 7.1

 The cycle of thoughts and feelings.
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think they meant to irritate me . . . .” And so of course these images 
affect your feelings too, making you feel somewhat regretful and 
embarrassed perhaps.

Five tools for finding new perspectives

There are five tools that can help you step back from your current 
viewpoint so as to give yourself a choice of perspectives. They are 
useful, for example, when you face a difficulty or when something 
gets in the way of more positive feelings and attitudes, or when 
an upsetting event (a problem within a relationship, for instance) 
throws you off balance and makes it hard to concentrate on any-
thing else. They can also be used to remove impediments to good 
mood (such as uncertainties about yourself), and to enhance a 
good mood which might otherwise remain merely a glimmer or be 
quickly extinguished (as when you rush straight on with a busy life 
without giving yourself time to reflect).

Shift your perspective and your mood will also shift. Looking 
for new, and wider, perspectives prevents you getting trapped in 
a one- sided view and gives you more control over the way you feel.

1. keeping an open mind

Our own current perspective is bound to feel most convincing es-
pecially in the heat of the moment, but we need to keep our minds 
open because there is always more than one way of seeing things. So:

Take time to stop and think. Make a habit of reflecting on your 
feelings and the thoughts that link up with them.

Remind yourself to keep your mind open.

These two simple instructions open the way to finding new 
perspectives that fit well with reality and that help to improve your 
mood. We are not recommending a kind of “cock- eyed optimism.” 
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We are not suggesting that whatever your circumstances you 
should look on the bright side. Our point is captured by Viktor 
Frankl, in his most moving book about life as a prisoner in a con-
centration camp when he describes what he calls the last of human 
freedoms as the ability to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances.

Dickens says of Scrooge, at the start of A Christmas Carol, that 
he: “carried his own low temperature always about with him,” but after 
his inner transformation he was of a much warmer temperament. 
And Marcel, the narrator in Proust’s great novel, argues that:  “The 
only real journey . . . would be to travel not towards new landscapes, 
but with new eyes, to see the universe through the eyes of another, 
of a hundred others, to see the hundred universes that each of them 
can see, or can be . . . .” (p. 237, The Prisoner, translated by Carol Clark, 
Allen Lane, Penguin 2002 first published as La Prisonnière 1923).

Our points of view and attitudes are shaped by our partic-
ular experiences and new experiences are themselves filtered 
and interpreted through the attitudes that we bring to them. It 
goes both ways. As we use our own perspectives as a basis for our 
opinions, so our experiences and perspectives tend to become self- 
perpetuating. One traveler meets the local people with a positive 
attitude and has positive experiences; another traveler carries his 
own low opinion of others about with him and experience confirms 
his assumptions.

The spectacles through which we are looking at the world are 
so familiar that we hardly notice that we are wearing them. It is 
often easier to be aware of how the perspectives of others affect 
their experiences. In Mrs. Gaskell’s novel North and South (written 
in 1855), Mr. Thornton decided not to talk to his mother about an 
interview she had with the woman he loved because “he felt pretty 
sure that . . . his mother’s account of what passed at it would only 
annoy him, though he would all the time be aware of the colouring 
which it received by passing through her mind.”
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2. Choosing attitudes

Choosing an attitude, however, is not as straightforward as it 
sounds. It is not like choosing which pair of socks to buy. An act 
of choice, even an act of will, is unlikely, by itself, to change a per-
spective or an attitude. Such changes, if they are to last, demand a 
fresh look at the facts, and sometimes require time and effort. For 
example, new perspectives can be found through talking to others 
about their points of view, through standing sufficiently far back to 
be able to reflect on your thoughts more dispassionately, through 
taking a more systematic examination of your thoughts and 
beliefs, through doing things differently, and from adopting a more 
positive approach in your life generally. These ideas are reflected in 
numerous places in this book, but especially when thinking about 
the attitudes of acceptance (Chapter 3), kindness (Chapter 4), and 
taking a positive approach (Chapter 6).

What is true of travel is true of life. The point is worth re-
peating: there is always more than one way of seeing things. Not just 
sometimes, but always. You may feel at times as if you have no 
choice, but this is an illusion. Adopting a habit of questioning your-
self, particularly at times when you are not feeling so good, serves 
both as a reminder that there really are other ways of seeing things 
and as a prompt to start to look out for them. Here are some good 
questions to start with:

How else could I think about this?
How would someone else see it?
What other points of view are there?

Asking and answering these questions is a mental exercise that 
develops our emotional muscles and challenges us to expand or 
change our perspectives. It helps us to think flexibly and to search 
for those new viewpoints that lead to better feelings.
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3. thinking straight: 13 kinds of crooked thinking

Some ways of thinking, rather like looking through a prism or a pair 
of distorting spectacles, add a particular bias to our views of the 
world and get in the way of feeling as good as we might otherwise. 
Everyone falls victim to these biased ways of thinking at times, 
and it helps to be able to recognize that the bias is there. Thirteen 
common examples are listed here. Most people have “favorites,” 
and readily fall into their own habitual pattern. If you identify and 
name the biases in your thinking you will find it easier to notice 
them, and become better able to guard against them and to reduce 
the effect they have on your mood (“There I go again, predicting the 
future rather than waiting to see what happens”). The question to 
ask yourself, if you feel a bad mood has got in your way, is:

Which of these might be contributing?

Give yourself time to read through the list carefully, noticing which 
of them seem familiar. Which one (or more than one) chimes with 
the ways that you tend to think? See if you can add your own 
examples of the different biases to those we have given here.

1. Overgeneralizing. Assuming that because something 
happened once, this means it will always happen. “You al-
ways forget to do the things I ask.” “I never seem to say the 
right thing.” “We always do things your way.” “I’m such a 
fool. I always blow it at the last minute.”

2. Exaggerating. Giving negative events more importance than 
they deserve, and positive events less importance. “I’ll never 
get over it.” “Any fool should be able to pass a driving test.” 
“I can’t bear it.” “The way I  look, nobody could take me seri-
ously.” “People never enjoy being with me because I’m too shy.” 
“Landing this contract doesn’t really mean anything at all.”

3. Discounting the positive. Rejecting good things as if they did 
not count (or using a negative filter). “She only said that to 
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make me feel better.” “I could never have done that on my 
own.” “It’s just that I was lucky.” “I happened to be in the 
right place at the right time.” “What, this old thing? I bought 
it at a garage sale.”

4. Mind reading. Believing that you know what others are 
thinking. “She knows I’ve made a mess of this.” “They all 
thought I was stupid.” “He doesn’t like me.” “You only say 
that because you want to get at me.” “They only asked me 
because they couldn’t find anyone else.”

5. Predicting the future, or fortune telling. “Everything is 
bound to go wrong.” “I won’t be able to cope on my own.” “I 
couldn’t face it if something dreadful happened.” “The in-
terview went so badly I know they won’t give me the job.” 
“It’s no use, I’ll never get it right.” “I’ll never be able to do 
that sort of thing.”

6. Black- and- white thinking. Switching from one extreme to an-
other. “If I can’t get this right, I might as well give up alto-
gether.” “If you can say that, then our relationship means 
nothing at all.” “One mistake ruined the whole thing.” “One 
false move, and the business will crumble.” “I’m a success” 
versus “I’m a failure.”

7. Taking things personally. “They didn’t ask me because they 
don’t like me.” “You’re criticizing me” (when someone asks 
you to do something differently). “That waiter just ignores 
me.” “If they don’t get here it’s because I gave them such bad 
directions.”

8. Taking the blame. Taking responsibility when it is not yours. 
“It’s all my fault.” “Sorry.” “They’d be happier if I’d been a 
better mother.” “If only I’d done more for  . . . .” “He failed 
the test because I was so nasty to him last night.”

9. Emotional reasoning. Mistaking feelings for facts. “I’m so 
worried, I  know something is going to go wrong.” “I’m 
sure they’ve had an accident.” “I love her so much she’s 
bound to respond.” “I don’t care what you say, I  just feel 
the way I do.”
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10. Name calling. “I’m an idiot.” “You’re completely heartless.” 
“Anybody who could do that must be brain dead.” “I’m 
stupid.” “I’m bad.” “She’s crazy.”

11. Scare mongering. “Maybe she’s really ill.” “What if the car 
breaks down?” “Suppose they can’t do anything about it?” 
“People do suddenly drop dead— you read about it in the 
papers.”

12. Wishful thinking. Supposing things would be better if they 
were different. “If only I were .  .  . younger .  .  . thinner .  .  . 
smarter . . . not the way I am.”

13. Catastrophizing. Predicting the worst outcome. If something 
goes wrong, it will be a disaster. Every twinge is a sign of 
serious illness, every frown a sign of rejection. “If I make a 
mistake, I will lose my job.” “I’ll lose control.” “My heart is 
beating so fast I could die.”

4. reducing pressures

Thoughts and their associated perspectives can be wrong or un-
helpful because they result from “crooked thinking.” They can also, 
perhaps quite subtly, impose an unhelpful perspective by creating 
unnecessary pressure. Compare “I could accept this invitation” with 
“I should accept this invitation.” The content of these thoughts is 
similar but the feelings and emotions can be very different. The 
word “should” puts pressure on us in a way that the word “could” 
does not. Such pressurizing words are often used when people want 
to motivate themselves (or others) to do better or try harder. They 
can backfire and lead to a feeling of too much pressure and resent-
ment so that motivation drains away, often followed by a strong 
sense of guilt.

• Should:  “I should have done better.’’ You should have let 
me know.”

• Must: “I must get this right.” “I mustn’t make a mistake.”
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• Have to:  “I have to get there on time.” “I have to keep this 
relationship going.” “I have to hold things together.”

• Ought: “I ought never to lose my temper.” “I ought to lighten up.”

Extremist words and statements also put undue pressure on 
us (or others). They are (by definition) only very rarely true, like 
meeting someone who is 7 feet tall: it might happen, but it would 
be worth writing home about if it did. These extremist words are 
closely related to overgeneralization— one of the 13 “crooked ways 
of thinking.” Here are some examples.

• Always: “You always leave me to sort things out.” “I always 
have to clear up after you.”

• Never: “I can never do what I really want to do.” “I’ll never get 
what I want.” “I’ll never change.” “You never listen to what I say.”

• Nobody: “Nobody notices how much I  do for them.” “Nobody 
laughs at my jokes.”

Noticing our thoughts, images, and linked meanings allows us to 
step back from them and to see them for what they are— thoughts 
rather than truths. This ties in with some aspects of being mindful 
in Chapter 3 (“The value and practice of acceptance”) and of being 
kind to yourself in Chapter 4 (“The value and practice of kindness”). 
The key statements or catchphrases in Box 7.1 can be useful when 
thinking about the effects your thoughts can have on you.

5. Exploring new perspectives by doing 
things differently

Sometimes the quickest way to discover a new way of thinking, and 
to build up a new attitude, is to behave differently. You think you 
can’t meet more people, or change your job, or persuade your family 
to be . . . tidier, less noisy, more considerate . . . and your assumption 
stops you exploring the possibilities. Change your behavior and you 
may discover that your assumptions were wrong. Here is an example:
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Mary was a junior hospital administrator working in the 
accounts department. She thought that she was being given too 
many of the rotten jobs at work. She felt she was being used as 
a doormat. She had recently been asked to take on three major 
projects: to update the package of introductory material for people 
joining the department; to sort out the communal filing system; 
and to coordinate with other departments over joint projects. She 
felt she was providing the framework for other people to do the 
work rather than doing it herself. She tried to put a brave face on 
the situation but nevertheless assumed that she was not considered 
very able. She dreamed about moving to somewhere where she 
would be better appreciated.

Mary’s beliefs were all assumptions about what others thought. 
She had not checked whether they were fact or fantasy. Her sister 
asked her, “How do you know you’re right? What tells you they don’t 
think much of you?” They talked through the possible reasons for 
Mary’s workload and Mary decided that she would also talk about 

BOX 7.1 Key statements for helping us step back  
from our thoughts

Thoughts aren’t facts. Thinking I’m stupid doesn’t mean that 
I am stupid.
Your first thought isn’t the final word.
Don’t always believe everything you think.
Thoughts are just opinions. You don’t have to agree with all 

of them.
Thoughts aren’t necessarily wise. They don’t know best.
Thoughts aren’t the truth. Just a first draft you can edit once 

you know more.
Thoughts aren’t orders. We don’t have to obey them.
You don’t have to take all your thoughts seriously, or give them 

your full attention.

Step back and you can become healthily skeptical of your thoughts.
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how she felt about it first to one of her colleagues and then to her 
immediate boss. She found this difficult to do, but having thought 
about it carefully, decided that it was important enough to try. She 
was surprised to hear that no one realized either how she felt or 
that she minded being landed with these tasks. From their perspec-
tive, they thought well of her skills and were exploiting her good 
nature. Everyone found these tasks boring and were glad that they 
were in the hands of someone as efficient as Mary. Contrary to what 
she had thought, the evidence suggested that Mary’s colleagues 
admired her abilities. After she talked about how she felt, her boss 
gave her more interesting work.

In Mary’s case, talking things through with her sister resulted 
in a plan of action which she then carried out. As a result she felt 
much better and received a wider range of work. She changed the 
situation she was in by first noticing her thoughts and assumptions, 
and then by doing something different in order to pick up more 
evidence.

Specific tools used in cognitive  
behavior therapy

Since careful, systematic examination is particularly effective 
in changing negative attitudes— attitudes that negatively affect 
mood— cognitive therapists have devised specific tools for 
examining thoughts and beliefs. These tools were developed to help 
people for whom anxiety, depression, or another bad feeling has 
become a significant problem, and they are generally useful too. 
The systematic use of these tools is particularly effective if we are 
finding it difficult to accept that our feelings are in part due to our 
attitudes and that there are alternative perspectives that would 
make us feel better.

When a bad mood, such as depression or anxiety, fills our mind, 
the very process of thinking is altered. What we readily remember 
and what we think about are colored by the bad mood and this 
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in turn brings about more bad thoughts, so that the feelings get 
worse in a vicious cycle. Figure 7.2 illustrates two common vicious 
cycles, a “depressed” and an “anxious” one. In both of them you can 
see how the thoughts influence the feelings, and how the feelings 
trigger more thoughts.

The systematic approach of CBT provides ways of working on 
the thoughts and beliefs that keep these cycles going. It is based on 
the idea that:

It is easier to adapt or change our thoughts than to work 
directly on our moods.

If instead of thinking you have failed, you recognize that eve-
ryone makes mistakes, the error you have just made will feel less 

Thoughts

A depressed cycle:

That meeting was a
complete waste of time

It was all
my fault

Fed up

Miserable

Utterly
miserable

Worried
Sad

I seem to be
losing my grip

I’m completely
useless

and so on …

Feelings Thoughts

An anxious cycle:

The big meeting
is today

I’ll never manage to
make my points clearly

Apprehensive

Worried

Panicky

Highly
anxious

They will think
I’m an idiot

It will be a
total disaster

and so on …

Feelings

FIGUR E 7. 2

 Two common cycles: a depressed one and an anxious one.
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like a sign of failure and more like a temporary blip. If you were 
readily able to think differently, or to adopt another point of view, 
you would no doubt do so, especially if you were convinced that 
this would make you feel differently. The skill lies in looking for 
ways of thinking differently. The systematic approach to doing 
this involves three steps. The first step is to identify the spe-
cific thoughts that trouble you in the situations that make you 
feel bad.

Step 1. Identifying problematic thoughts— the 
thought record

Ashley came to us for help because she was often miserable and 
worried. She had accepted the offer of a new job and moved to a 
new place, leaving her boyfriend, Earl, behind. She felt lonely and 
depressed. Over the last few weeks her feelings had been getting 
worse until she felt utterly at their mercy. The vicious cycle had 
spiraled down until all she could think about was how bad she 
felt. At our first meeting, we explained the relationship between 
thoughts and feelings, and asked her to keep a “thought record”: a 
special kind of diary to help her pinpoint her thoughts and her 
feelings. She already knew the feelings well but was giving far less 
attention to the thoughts that went with them. Each page of the 
diary was divided into three columns, one for the situation, one for 
her feelings when in that situation, and one for the thoughts (and 
images) going through her mind (see Table 7.1).

We asked her to fill in the thought record at least once a day. 
She had to focus on a specific situation, note down the feelings 
she experienced in that situation, and then ask herself, “What was 
going through my mind at the time?” Answers to this question re-
vealed the thoughts that linked with her specific feelings. Although 
Ashley was suffering greatly there were still times when she felt rel-
atively good, but we could see that she easily lost sight of these. So 
we asked her to write down not only the situations in which she felt 
miserable or worried, but also those when she felt relatively happy. 
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She decided to add entries in the thought record three times a day, 
taking 10 minutes to do so at lunchtime, in the late afternoon when 
she came home from work, and before going to bed.

In keeping your own thought record it is important to think of 
the specific situation you were in when you noticed feeling bad and 
not dwell just on the feelings themselves. This makes the task of 

TA BLE 7.1  An example of Ashley’s thought record

Situation Feelings Thoughts

• Be specific •  There may be 
more than one

•  Keep the different thoughts 
separate

Travelling to work Sad 1.  I’ve made the wrong 
decision about accepting 
this job.

2.  There’s nothing I can do to 
change it.

Sitting at home 
after work

Depressed
Lonely

1. I’m all on my own.
2. I don’t have any friends.

After getting 
flustered talking 
to my boss

Miserable
Anxious

1.  Image of how I (think I) 
looked; stumbling over 
my words.

2.  I should be able to cope 
better than this.

3. I’m useless and feeble.

Earl telephoned 
when I was out

Worried
Tense
Upset
Confused

1. I’m losing touch with him.
2.  I’m not sure I want to stay 

with him.

Shopping Cheerful 1.  Earl is coming for the 
weekend.

2.  No crowds in the 
supermarket.

3.  Things might be okay  
after all.
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identifying specific thoughts easier because it tells you where in 
your memory to start searching for them. Doing this exercise is 
like becoming an expert mechanic who can listen to the sound of 
the engine, watch how the car performs, and then tune in to pos-
sible sources of trouble. Some of the entries from Ashley’s thought 
record are shown in Table 7.1.

It is often difficult to tune in to what is in one’s mind. 
Sometimes the thoughts are not easily put into words. Or they 
can be so familiar that they “go without saying,” like assuming 
others think you are stupid or that they are too busy to be 
bothered with you. It is therefore important to remember that 
when we talk about “thoughts” we are using a kind of short-
hand to refer to all the contents of our minds: thoughts, beliefs, 
attitudes, ideas, expectations, hopes— and images too. So your 
thoughts may not have been put into words before and they may 
not easily be expressed in proper sentences. A brief phrase may 
be all you need to express the thought: “Oh no!” can be enough. 
Remember too that images pack a big punch. So if you can’t 
easily identify verbal thoughts, think about whether you had any 
images. Some key questions that can help you to identify your 
thoughts are given in Box 7.2.

Look for thoughts that fit with the way you feel. Sometimes 
it is easy to make this fit: if you think you have done something 
wrong, or you remember doing something foolish, those things 
obviously fit with the way you feel— ashamed or embarrassed. 

BOX 7.2 Key questions for identifying problematic thoughts

What went through my mind at the time?
Was it a verbal thought or an image?
What is it about this that matters to me?
What does this event or situation mean to me?
What does this event or situation mean about me?
How am I seeing things now?
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Sometimes it is much harder:  you feel discouraged even though 
nothing particular seems to have provoked that feeling today. 
Using thought records can help you to solve this problem. Keep 
asking yourself the key questions and try to stand far enough back 
from the problem to identify your personal perspective. Maybe 
feeling discouraged reflects a more pervasive attitude— lacking 
self- confidence or harboring dissatisfaction, for example. The 
links may seem obvious once you have identified them but they are 
hard to recognize at first because it is so easy to become blinded 
by your own personal viewpoint. The more often you use thought 
records, the easier this will become, and blank copies of them 
and of the key questions to ask yourself when completing them 
are available (see “Blank Thought Records and key questions to go 
with them” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind).

Recognizing biases and pressures.  Being led astray by the biases 
of the 13 kinds of crooked thinking and the pressures of extreme 
words definitely lowers or disturbs our mood, and the thought re-
cord is an excellent tool for helping you to recognize them, and for 
identifying the ones that you use most often.

Keeping in touch with reality.  Sometimes we have good reason 
to feel bad (anxious, depressed, angry, disappointed, or troubled 
in some way). A  friendship has ended and we feel sad, someone 
we love is in difficulties and we worry about them, the number of 
jobs not done mounts up and we feel stressed and under pressure. 
Thoughts about the loss or the worry or the burden we carry may 
be quite right. Then we may have to accept the situation and to rec-
ognize that the bad feelings will pass. Times will change. We may 
have to be patient, and we can also look out for thoughts that in-
tensify, or perpetuate the distressing mood— the ones that make 
things worse or keep the bad feelings going. Thoughts like “I’ll al-
ways be lonely now,” “Things are bound to get worse,” or “There’s 
nothing I can do about this.” This is the time to remind yourself 
that there always is another way of seeing things, and to start 
working through a thought record.

 

 



Finding new perspectives | 14 9 

Step 2. Searching for new perspectives: 
the alternatives diary

Step 1 involved identifying problematic thoughts and beliefs— those 
associated with negative moods and feelings. The purpose of Step 2 
is to search for new perspectives; for other ways of thinking that go 
with feeling better. The “alternatives diary” has been designed to 
help with this (see “Alternatives diary blank form and key questions 
to go with it” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind).

After a couple of weeks of hard work with the thought re-
cord, Ashley was much better at identifying her thoughts. We 
then introduced her to the “alternatives diary” which has only 
two columns:  one for the thoughts and the other for alternative 
points of view. We asked Ashley to take one thought at a time, to 
write it down in the first column, and then to pose the following 
question:  “Are there other ways of seeing things?” She wrote down, 
in the second column, any alternatives she could think of, regard-
less of whether they seemed credible. An example of Ashley’s diary 
entries are given in Table 7.2.

It is best to do this exercise on paper first although with prac-
tice you may prefer to do it in your head. If you only do it in your 
head, however, and never write it down you may forget how it went 
later. When the bad feelings sweep over you it is only too easy to 
lose sight of the whole landscape and get lost in the mist.

The questions given in Box 7.3 are helpful in looking for other 
perspectives.

Look for answers that fit the facts and that make you feel 
better. If the answers do not fit the facts they will not help because 
you will not believe them. There are usually many ways of thinking 
that fit the facts. So although there may be some wrong ways of 
seeing things there is never only one “right” way: there are many 
options or perspectives. The aim of this exercise— of working with 
the alternatives diary— is to look for ways of seeing things that 
make you feel better— to stop you getting stuck with a perspective 
that makes you feel bad.

 



TA BLE 7. 2  An example of Ashley’s alternatives diary

Reminder: look for alternatives that make you feel better

Thoughts Alternative points of view

• Take one at a time. • There may be more than one

1. I’ve made the wrong 
decision

It seemed the right one at the time
It’s too soon to tell
I probably think that because I feel so bad

2. There’s nothing I can 
do to change it

Extremist words creeping in!
Things I could do: stick with the job and 

think how to make a go of it. Chuck it! 
Talk it over with Sandra (friend) and 
Alvin (brother). Get out and about more

Find somewhere to play squash

3. I’m all on my own That’s true. I am sitting here alone right 
now. But I’m not all alone in the world. 
There’s Earl, even if I’m not sure about 
us. There are people at work even if 
I don’t know them yet. Friends as 
well. I’ve made friends before, so I can 
probably make new ones too— it’s 
ridiculous to think I always will be alone, 
and exaggerated to think it means no 
one cares

4. I should be able to 
cope better than this

The “should” really puts the pressure on
Maybe anyone would feel unsettled right 

now. Perhaps it’s just a settling down 
stage. Anyway I am coping in some ways

The facts: found somewhere to live; 
working things out with Earl; learning 
new things at work

5. I’m useless and feeble If someone else said that about me, I’d 
think it was a complete exaggeration— 
and a real putdown. I know it’s not true, 
and saying it only makes me feel worse
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Step 3. Behavioral experiments to search for  
new perspectives

One of the most effective ways of setting a change of perspective 
in motion is to change your behavior: to do something that helps 
you to make a discovery— to run a reality check on your thoughts 
and assumptions. This is exactly what Mary did when she decided 
to talk to her colleagues and her boss about the work she was doing.

For a behavioral experiment like this one to be useful, it has to 
be linked closely with your thoughts. Here is one way of making 
those links.

• Start by identifying a problematic thought, assumption, or 
belief.

• Ask: when I think like that what do I usually do?
• Then make a prediction about what would happen if you 

behaved differently.

BOX 7.3 Key questions for searching for new perspectives

Questions about thoughts. What other points of view are there? 
How would someone else think about this? How else could 
I think about it? How would I think about this if I were feeling 
better?

Questions about reality. What are the facts of the case? How can 
I find out which way of thinking fits the facts best? What is the 
evidence?

Questions about crooked thinking. Could I be making a mistake in 
the way I am thinking? Am I thinking straight? Am I using one 
of the 13 kinds of crooked thinking? Am I pressurizing myself? 
Or using the language of the extremist?

Questions about coping. What is the worst that could happen? 
How bad is this going to get? What can I do when that happens? 
How can I get help?
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• Plan an experiment to test the prediction.
• Carry out the experiment.
• Then think about what happened, and ask yourself how that 

fits with what you first thought.

In Box 7.4 you will find an example of an experiment carried out 
by Ashley.

So both Mary and Ashley benefited from experimenting with 
changing their behavior as well as their thinking, and this is partly 
because thoughts, feelings, and behavior are so closely linked. If 
you think that you are less talented than the people around you, 
then you may feel unconfident, and do whatever you can to avoid 
attracting attention. This pattern, however, keeps you feeling un-
confident, so it is important to act differently as well as finding 
different ways of thinking. The two together help you to feel better.

Examples of applying these tools in practice

The thoughts and beliefs that are associated with negative moods 
and feelings may feel like judgments about ourselves: “I’m useless” 
or “I’ll never get the hang of this.” But they are also often about 
other people, and involve assumptions about what someone else is 
thinking, meaning, and feeling. Developing the habit of looking for 
other points of view is a good way of guarding against this crooked 
way of thinking. Mindreading always involves guesswork.

After they had had a fight, Nancy walked out of the house 
leaving Jerry fuming inside. He thought; “Right. That’s it. She’s 
done with me for good. I  might as well leave now.” He was both 
angry and miserable. He did not want to lose the relationship.

What other views are there? Here are some of the possibilities 
from Nancy’s point of view. It’s her way of cooling down. She does 
not realize how Jerry will interpret her behavior. She had to go out 
anyway and did not explain this to Jerry because she was angry. She 
regrets the things she said and is blaming herself. She has difficulty 

 

 



BOX 7.4 Example of Ashley’s first behavioral experiment

• Ashley started from the thought “I’m all on my own,” and 
realized that this led on to the assumption that she was 
going to have a miserable evening sitting in a heap with 
nothing to do.

• Thinking about what she usually did when feeling like this 
she realized that she did nothing. It was as if the thoughts 
and the feelings together sapped her energy, so she sat on the 
sofa, turned on the TV, and let her mind wander.

• She predicted that she might feel better if she could be a bit 
more active. Making a meal or doing the washing would be 
an improvement, she thought, but having something to go 
out for would be even better. She wondered about finding a 
gym nearby, and where she could go to meet more people.

• Her first experiment was to start with something 
small: buying some fresh pasta on the way home and making 
herself a sauce to go with it instead of collapsing onto the 
sofa with a bag of crisps.

• Thinking about this afterwards she realized that she came 
home from work really hungry. Giving herself something to 
eat that she enjoyed gave her an energy boost, and it made 
her feel less miserable. So that evening she had also done a 
quick tidy- up, and turned on the TV only when there was 
something on that she wanted to watch.

Asking herself later what this showed she realized that it was 
the beginning of feeling that she could be OK on her own, but 
that it was also time that she made the effort to meet people. 
So she thought about signing up for a gym, or exercise class, or 
finding someone to go to a film with, or enrolling for an evening 
class that could be interesting. Then she planned some more 
experiments— taking one thing at a time.
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controlling her temper and learned as a child to walk away from 
situations when she was angry. She is ashamed. She thinks Jerry 
really means the unpleasant things he said about her during the 
fight. She wants to get back at him.

You can probably think of other possible viewpoints— and the 
situation is likely to be complex as well as explosive. The point is 
that, especially in the heat of the moment, one’s own perspective 
has a blindingly obvious quality, while that of others becomes al-
most invisible.

Sometimes carrying out an experiment as Mary did will not 
be so positive. It may result in learning things that are painful 
to hear and not as reassuring as they were for Mary. Even when 
this happens, getting the facts straight is valuable although it 
often takes courage to find them out. If the facts are painful then 
ask: what is the worst that can happen?

what if the worst thing happens?

What if Mary and Jerry were both right and their worst fears came 
true? So Mary finds out that no one thinks she is any good at the 
job, and Jerry discovers that he is going to lose Nancy.

If this happens, Mary and Jerry will, almost certainly, be 
upset. But it is important that they do not turn their difficulties 
into catastrophes. The danger in this situation is to overgeneralize 
(see “3. Thinking straight: 13 kinds of crooked thinking” earlier 
in this chapter) — for Mary to think that she will never be good 
at any job and for Jerry to predict that he will never find another 
relationship.

When problems seem insurmountable, or when they really are 
insoluble, it is tempting to give up— or to give in. Neither Mary nor 
Jerry may be able to find what they want in terms of the “right” job 
or a new relationship. Do they then have to go on feeling bad? Is 
this inevitable? What are their choices?

It would not be helpful to pretend that the difficulties did not 
matter. But Mary, and Jerry, may also have the resources to help 

 



Finding new perspectives | 15 5 

keep the distress within limits. They each have personal assets and 
skills that give them some resilience: a sense of humor, an ability to 
accept what cannot be changed, persistence, flexibility, and so on. 
They have each coped with difficulties in the past and could think 
about what they did then— such as looking to friends or relatives 
for help, advice, or support. They may need information, for ex-
ample, about openings for further training or where to meet people 
with similar interests. There may be more ways of looking for new 
jobs and different relationships than they have yet tried.

The point is that resources come in many shapes and sizes: per-
sonal qualities, skills and abilities, other people, general know-
ledge, and information. Using them helps to keep the problems 
you encounter in perspective. If you do not use them when you feel 
bad you will tend to feel helpless and be prone to self- blame. You 
might have thoughts such as “I’m no good,” “There’s nothing I can 
do,” “I should be able to cope better than this.” These only make 
you feel worse and make it harder to accept the reality for what it 
is: often not nearly as comfortable as one wishes it could be, but 
with smooth patches as well as rough ones along the way.

the meaning of the situation

In Nancy’s family, arguments were often violent: people got hurt 
physically as well as psychologically. She “knows” that it is better 
to get out while you can if you are involved in an emotional ar-
gument, and she ran away from Jerry in fear even though, deep 
down, she was confident that he would not resort to violence. She 
just thought, “I have to get out of here,” and acted on this thought 
quickly, as she would have done as a child. This is an example of 
how one can be misled by one’s thoughts. Nancy’s thoughts made 
sense in terms of her past but other ways of thinking fitted the 
facts far better in the present.

Many situations carry with them a load of meaning from the 
past: what is often called “emotional baggage.” For example, when 
someone is angry with us, or critical, or when we are unable to get 
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our own way, many of us feel— and behave— rather like we did as 
children. If as children we felt rejected by such things and wanted 
to run away and hide we may feel the same way now and want to 
do the same things. The old reaction is understandable but out of 
date. Present meanings may differ from old ones and what felt 
like rejection in the past may be no worse than bad temper or a 
temporary reaction to a mistake in the present. This is one reason 
why it is so important to keep in touch with present facts and not 
assume that the present is just like the past (see also Chapter 19, 
“Understanding voices from your past,” and Chapter 30, “Stepping 
away from the past”).

All sorts of activities carry with them meanings that trigger 
patterns of thinking that are associated with strong, and often dis-
proportionate, feelings. When small children refuse to eat a meal 
that has been specially prepared, parents often feel surprisingly 
upset and angry as if the well- being of the child depended on this 
particular meal, or as if the refusal to eat was a personal rejection. 
Losing a game of cards, or a competition for someone’s business, 
can feel like a humiliating defeat rather than a temporary setback. 
Perhaps “winning” has become a way of gaining something impor-
tant like approval from others or greater self- esteem. Or “losing” 
may have been associated with the kind of teasing from brothers 
and sisters that felt cruelly rejecting as a child. When relatively 
small events provoke stronger feelings than you think they should, 
then it is likely that these events have some critical meaning for 
you. Ask yourself: “What does this mean to me? Or what does it mean 
about me?” It is as if the meaning of these events has given them a 
disproportionate significance.

Four rules for keeping things in perspective

We often get things out of proportion. What seems important 
from your normal perspective can be seen as trivial from a wider 
perspective. The following four “rules” may be helpful in assessing 
problematic thoughts and in finding a more useful perspective.
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1. The 100- year rule. Will your problem matter in 100 years? Will 
anyone even remember what the problem was? Of course, this 
is something of an exaggeration since few of us will be here in 
100 years. This rule is meant as a reminder that those things 
that seem hugely important today may matter little when seen 
from a greater distance. When you stand beside an elephant 
it is extremely hard to see anything else. When you step back 
from it, the rest of the animal kingdom, the other visitors to 
the zoo, and their surroundings, all come back into view. Just 
how important is the problem in the broader scheme of things?

2. The measuring rod rule. Is the thing that is bothering you re-
ally the most important thing in your life at the moment? 
How much attention, how much of your time, does it deserve? 
Is it having more negative impact on you than is justified by 
its overall importance to you and given the other things in 
your life?

3. The middle of the night rule. In the early hours of the morning, 
when you are lying awake, problems and worries assume in-
surmountable proportions. In the cool light of day, they can 
be seen for what they are— molehills (or manageable hills) 
rather than (unsurmountable) mountains. The rule is: think 
about the problem in the morning or during the day. It is always 
hard to keep things in perspective when lying awake worrying 
at night. Tell yourself “This is not the time” (see Chapter  12, 
“Keeping physically well,” for information about sleep, and 
also chapters in Section 6, “Anxiety”).

4. The water- under- the- bridge rule, or the statute of limitations. 
You feel bad about things that you did or things you did not 
do. They continue to trouble you long past the time when they 
should. Let them flow by you instead. Look back on them as if 
they were someone else’s mistakes or troubles or say to your-
self that you have now suffered enough and it is time to move 
on. You may be carrying an unnecessary load, weighing your-
self down with bothers that are well past their sell- by date. 
There comes a time when you have punished yourself enough.
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Summary

Our perspectives and attitudes influence our thoughts, our moods, 
and our behavior. But there is always more than one way of seeing 
things, and so learning how to shift our perspective can help us to 
change our moods.

Five tools to improve our moods are:

1. Keeping an open mind
2. Choosing our attitudes
3. Thinking straight
4. Avoiding pressures
5. Keeping in touch with reality.

These tools can be applied systematically using a three- step process:

1. Identifying the problematic thoughts
2. Searching for new perspectives, and
3. Running behavioral experiments to collect new evidence and 

test out new thoughts.
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8

Using your head

Thinking and deciding

Our decisions affect our lives, often in important ways. The part-
ners we choose, the training we undertake, the jobs we apply for, 
the investments we make, all these can have profound effects on 
how we live. Smaller decisions— which car to buy, which coat, what 
vacation to go on, which film or play to see— each, perhaps, un-
important in itself, mount up to create the way we live from day 
to day. To a significant extent we create our lives through our 
decisions— or sometimes through deciding not to decide. If, on the 
whole, we make good decisions, our lives will go better than if we 
make poor decisions. In our home life, in our relationships, and at 
work we make decisions, and in order to make good ones it helps 
if we think clearly. This chapter is about how we can help ourselves 
make good decisions. It draws on recent research on the psychology 
of decision- making.

Three thinking systems: fast, slow,  
and incubation

Thinking well is not just about concentrating and making the 
effort. All sorts of things may be going on in our minds that we 
know nothing about.

Thinking is an activity that works under limitations because it 
uses energy. The way we use this energy has evolved until it is now 
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super- efficient. Our brains run on a quarter of the power of a 100- 
watt bulb, and control everything we do: our senses, movements, 
internal states, and our thinking. Daniel Kahneman, who re-
ceived a Nobel Prize for his work, has distinguished two systems 
of thinking, which differ in the amount of effort they demand 
from us:

System 1 is fast, intuitive, and automatic. The benefit is that 
it takes minimal effort; the cost is that it means we take short 
cuts, which sometimes lead to mistakes. Complete this sen-
tence “bread and . . .”; add these numbers 2 + 2 = . . . ; decide 
when to cross a busy road; recognize at a glance that someone 
is angry. We can do these things (apparently) without 
thinking when using system 1. Sometimes, not (consciously) 
thinking is the best and the most efficient thing to do.

System 2 is slow, deliberate, and effortful. We use it to make 
decisions like which car to buy, to explain how to work a 
new smart phone, and to reason things out like which is 
the quickest way home. It uses up a lot of energy, and it has 
limited capacity because it demands attention. Using it is 
tiring, so we save energy and effort by not switching it on, 
relying on the automatic system 1 instead.

The division of labor between the two systems is also efficient. For 
example, system 1 runs automatically and generates intuitions or 
impressions: you are immediately aware that your partner is feeling 
stressed the moment you hear the door close. You consciously hold 
back the tale of your own difficulties (switching on system 2), and 
turn your attention to your partner instead. To make efficient use 
of a short supply of energy we tend to rely on system 1 whenever 
possible and this accounts for some common mistakes. Here is one 
of Kahneman’s examples.

Read the following simple puzzle and allow your intuition to 
come up quickly with an answer:
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A bat and a ball cost $1.10.
The bat costs one dollar more than the ball.
How much does the ball cost?

What number did you come up with? The quick and easy (system 
1) answer is 10 cents. But this is wrong:  it leaves the bat costing 
$1.00, which is only 90 cents more than the ball. Most people will 
need to use system 2 to get the correct answer. As you can quickly 
tell, this takes— at least some— concentrated effort. You might also 
think that the rough and ready system 1 answer is good enough for 
most purposes.

Being able to do things automatically, without thinking, leaves 
our minds free for other things, so we can drive a car while having a 
conversation. If you automatically put your keys on the hook as you 
come in you can pick them up without thinking as you leave. But 
then you might also find yourself locked out holding someone else’s 
keys— or even the dog lead— instead, especially if you were dis-
tracted, or tired or stressed at the time. Mistakes like these happen 
to all of us, and we tend to berate ourselves for not thinking be-
cause we were not paying attention.

One might suppose that the effortful system 2 type of thinking 
is more reliable than the automatic system 1, and often it is. It 
enables us to work things out:  to follow rules and instructions, 
to make deliberate comparisons, choices, and decisions. But even 
when trying to be rational we make mistakes, so in using system 
2 (the slow, conscious system) we need to guard against the biases 
and irrational errors that it is easy to make (see Box 8.1, and “Biases 
and errors in slow, conscious thinking” later in this chapter).

In addition to these two systems there is a third that has been 
less studied. This system is slow but largely subconscious. In psy-
chological writings it is often referred to as incubation. You will 
probably have experienced it: you have been thinking hard about 
a problem or a decision. Then you stop consciously thinking about 
it, and do other things. Sometime later— minutes, hours, or days— 
the solution comes easily as soon as you return to thinking about 



BOX 8.1 Common thinking errors that can interfere 
with good decision- making

1. Rigidity:  seeking out and remembering information that 
fits with our theories and generalizations, and ignoring 
discrepant information. Decisions may be based on false 
generalizations (i.e., “prejudice”).

2. Availability: basing judgments, decisions, and behavior on in-
formation and examples that readily spring to mind rather 
than on a balanced appraisal of what is relevant: bad news in 
the media makes us think some things are more likely than 
they really are— like shark attacks.

3. Authority: giving undue weight to a particular view because 
of the source of that view, such as celebrity endorsements in 
advertising.

4. Association: noticing one good or bad characteristic leads to 
the unjustified assumption that the rest are also good (or 
bad) . . . whether we are judging a computer or a person, such 
as if someone is smartly dressed we are more likely to think 
they are reputable.

5. Irrelevance:  being easily influenced by irrelevant informa-
tion (e.g., cheap gifts that are given “free!” with expensive 
purchases).

6. Framing: the same information may be presented positively 
(the glass half full) or negatively (the glass half empty). 
Which way information is presented can evoke different 
emotions and different decisions.

7. Relative versus absolute risks:  in comparing the risks asso-
ciated with different choices it is the absolute risks, rather 
than the relative risks, that are important.

8. The quality of evidence:  what looks like relevant evidence 
may be a chance association. After five heads in repeated 
coin tosses, what is the chance that the next one is a tail? 
Still 50/ 50!



using your head: thinking and deciding | 16 3 

the problem, or it even pops into your head when you are not 
thinking about the problem or decision at all.

The mechanism for this effect is not known. Some believe 
that the mind continues subconsciously to analyze the informa-
tion that has been consciously absorbed and to make new links. 
Others suggest that during the period when the problem is not 
being thought about, links to misleading cues weaken and die 
away. Whatever the mechanism, the effectiveness of an incuba-
tion period is generally enhanced by a period of sleep (hence the 
sleep on it rule— see “Saying ‘no’ with assurance” in Chapter 17), 
and by giving the mind a rest from thinking about the problem, 
and by giving yourself time. The process of incubation can con-
tinue for months.

Since making good decisions often depends on processing com-
plex information, this third “incubation” system can be valuable 
not only in creative pursuits (see Chapter 15, “Becoming more cre-
ative”) but also in decision- making.

Biases and errors in slow, conscious thinking

In order to make good decisions, most of the time it is useful to use 
a judicious mix of all three of these thinking systems: the automatic 
fast one, the effortful slow one, and incubation. In making most 
non- urgent decisions the slow, conscious thinking system plays an 
important role. It is this system that is used in thinking through 
options— their pros and cons— and in evaluating evidence. It is 
this system that can guard against impulsive, and ultimately bad, 
decisions. But even when using this system it can be all too easy to 
make errors. Fortunately, because this thinking system is slow and 
conscious, if we know about these errors we can, consciously, guard 
against them. The most common errors are summarized in Box 8.1.

We will now go through each of these common errors in turn 
showing how the errors can be avoided.
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Error 1: being misled by theories and 
generalizations (rigidity)

We need theories and generalizations of all kinds. They enable us to 
operate efficiently in a constantly changing world, and tell us what 
things we can take for granted: for example, that aspirin will relieve 
headaches, that friends will listen when we talk to them, and that 
toothpaste is harmless. But once formed, these generalizations are 
remarkably resistant to change, even in the face of contradictory 
evidence. As Francis Bacon wrote: “The human understanding when 
it has once adopted an opinion draws all things else to support and 
agree with it.”

Generalizations can easily slip into prejudices. Prejudices, such 
as beliefs about ethnic characteristics or about the differences 
between the sexes, are good examples of theories that may bias 
our judgments and be hard to change, and by looking at them 
in more detail we can unravel some of the ways in which beliefs 
are maintained even when they no longer fit the facts. Imagine 
believing that children who take a long time to learn to read 
are less intelligent than others. The processes that make it hard 
to change this belief can be demonstrated by illustrating what 
happens when you come across information that does not fit, such 
as hearing that your exceptionally clever friend, Max, was slow to 
learn to read.

1. Information that does not fit is discounted. You decide that 
Max is the “exception that proves the rule.” One clever person 
who learned to read slowly just does not count. It is not even 
worth noticing.

2. Information that does not fit is distorted. You might argue 
that Max misremembers how long he took to learn to read. 
It felt hard because everything else came easily to him, or be-
cause his class was full of exceptionally able children and he 
was one of the slower ones. It is as if you argue like this: slow 
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readers are not very intelligent; Max is intelligent; therefore 
he cannot have been a slow reader.

3. Information that does not fit is deflected. You recognize the 
challenge to the belief, but ignore it, and later can’t even re-
member it, as if the mind had no “pigeon hole” to put it in so 
that nothing got stored. You remember falsely that Max was 
quick to learn to read.

What we see, notice, attend to, and remember is often influenced 
by the generalizations and theories that we already believe, rather 
than the other way round. Our daily observations hardly ever 
change our preconceptions.

So how can we guard against making poor decisions based on 
our false theories and generalizations— based on our prejudices?

The artist, Grayson Perry, chose to have written on the bag 
that was for sale after one of his shows: “Hold your opinions lightly.” 
Although it can feel unsettling to have to change your mind, 
hanging on to familiar but unsupported beliefs makes it harder to 
adapt as things around you change. Keeping an open mind helps, 
so that you challenge your beliefs by looking for and noticing ev-
idence that could disconfirm them rather than for evidence that 
confirms them. The belief that all swans are white can only change, 
and fit with reality, by searching for swans that are not white. 
Looking for non- white swans (or for clever people who learned to 
read slowly) can tell you when an old belief needs changing.

So, when making a significant decision, consider whether you 
are basing it on a theory or generalization. If you are, ask yourself 
whether that theory or generalization is correct in this context. If 
you can recognize what you “want to think,” for instance, that Italian 
shoes are the most elegant ones, or that houses were not built well in 
the 1930s, then it is easier to check out whether the facts really fit the 
case, or whether you are just shaping them up that way. This is when 
making the effort to think is worth making . . . energy well spent.
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Error 2: the availability bias

The information that most readily comes to mind has a dispropor-
tionate effect on opinions, reasoning, and decision- making. The 
psychologist Solomon Asch demonstrated this by asking people to 
form an opinion about someone who was described as “intelligent– 
industrious– impulsive– critical– stubborn– envious.” If the 
adjectives were presented in that order the opinions were more pos-
itive than if they were presented in the reverse order (starting with 
“envious– stubborn– critical . . .”). The adjectives that were presented 
first created the first impression, whether favorable or unfavorable, 
and this first impression remained unchanged despite the subse-
quent contradictory evidence. We all tend to give undue weight to 
things that spring to mind. The trouble is that what springs to mind 
at a particular time is often determined by extraneous factors such 
as the order in which things were said during a work appraisal, or by 
whether you were in a good mood at the time. Our decisions and be-
havior are similarly affected. Reading about shark attacks makes us 
reluctant to swim in the sea. More people buy lottery tickets if they 
have recently seen a lottery winner on TV.

There are many sources of this particular bias. The more re-
cent an event, the more likely it is to influence your judgment. 
This applies to hearing about the wonders of a friend’s new music 
system, their last vacation, or watching an amusing commercial. 
And behavior follows the judgment making you more likely to act 
on recent impressions than on older ones. In summary, if some-
thing is important to you, arouses strong feelings, happened re-
cently, or attracts your attention in an unusual way (for instance, 
because it is a novelty or rarity), then you are more likely to re-
member it and doing so is more likely to influence, and to bias, your 
judgment, your decisions, and your behavior.

To guard against this bias you can use one or more of the following 
strategies:

1.  Take your time when thinking something through. Snap 
judgments are more likely to be unduly influenced by 
irrelevancies than considered ones.
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2. Try to stand back from the heat. If your feelings are strongly 
engaged, your thinking may change when the feelings change.

3. Check out your thoughts on others. See how they react. Using 
two minds rather than one is a good way of reducing this 
form of bias because everyone’s experiences and interests are 
different.

4.  Ask yourself whether someone, a salesman or advertiser or 
teenager, is trying to persuade you to take their point of view.

Error 3: being misled by the influence 
of others (authority)

We are influenced by others much of the time. Many of these 
influences are helpful and benign but not always so. Persuasion 
can become pressure, especially when disagreeing involves having 
the courage to stand out against the group. Taken further, it may 
shade into manipulation. The advertising industry makes use of 
our propensity for making this error. Celebrities of all kinds are 
asked to endorse anything from new fashions to mobile phones, 
or to give their opinions on poverty or global warming regardless 
of their expertise. Their fame carries a weight that influences our 
judgment. Authority figures are used to increase the level of per-
suasion. Reading that “Dr. Stein, a leading researcher and univer-
sity professor, recommends a new method of weight control” adds 
persuasive power. Appealing to the scientific evidence, regardless 
of whether this is justified, is another unduly persuasive form of 
argument. Most of us are not experts, and can easily be led astray.

The printed word— a newspaper article, for example— can 
appear to lend credibility to an idea or to information that is not 
justified. The way that a person presents information or speaks 
also affects our beliefs and behavior. If a salesclerk holds your in-
terest by speaking well, by making you laugh, and by using apt 
illustrations, you will be more likely to believe what he or she says.

It is not just the ways in which information is presented that 
can unduly affect our decisions but also the ways of presenting 
the options. When exploring ways of increasing organ donations, 
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researchers asked people either to “check the box if you want to join 
in,” or to “check the box if you don’t want to join in.” More people 
opted to donate in the second group, when doing nothing meant 
they agreed to donate.

To guard against undue influence ask the following questions:

1.  Am I being influenced by the fact that a particular person, or 
an authority, is trying to persuade me? If I am:
a. What motive might that person have for wanting to 

persuade me?
b. Is that person being paid to endorse a particular product 

or idea and to try to persuade me to make a particular 
decision?

c. Does that person have particular knowledge or expertise 
relevant to the issue?

2. Give yourself time to think. Make space to reflect.
3. Try to keep an open mind and learn more about how to eval-

uate the information you have. Look out for false prophets.
4. Ask people to explain the relevant issues in language you can 

understand. If they are unable to do this then you may be jus-
tified in suspending judgment for the time being.

5.  Practice expressing yourself clearly, whether face- to- face, 
by letter, text, or email. If you express yourself assertively 
(see Chapter  17, “Assertiveness”), you are more likely to be 
listened to.

Error 4: being misled by associations

You see a politician being interviewed on television. He has been 
caught off guard, wearing a crumpled shirt with his hair uncrushed. 
His appearance is more like that of the stock figure of the absent- 
minded professor than of a reputable politician, and your judgment 
about him follows suit. You will be likely to judge him as forgetful, 
a theoretician, with his head in the air rather than his feet on the 
ground.

 



using your head: thinking and deciding | 16 9 

A smart middle- aged man in a suit, carrying a briefcase, comes 
to your door and offers you his business card. He says he is opening 
an antique shop nearby, is interested in buying antiques from local 
people, and is offering free valuations to those who are interested. 
He is very polite, apologizes for interrupting if you are busy, and 
offers to come back at a more convenient time if you wish. You in-
vite him in, make a cup of coffee, fetch your grandmother’s picture 
to ask him about, and when he leaves, you find your purse has gone 
with him. His behavior was similar to someone more respectable, 
and he has capitalized on the general tendency to think that su-
perficial similarities tell you about underlying ones.

In making decisions we can be misled by such associations. If 
the outer casing of a computer is smart we may think the computer 
is therefore reliable. We expect a pen presented in a fancy box to 
write well. Advertisements often aim to associate a product— a 
drink, for example— with an attractive lifestyle.

To guard against being misled by associations consider the following 
points:

1. When you notice that two things are similar, ask yourself also 
how they differ. See if you can find out whether the effects 
you notice have different causes.

2. Check out your expectations. Ask what you are basing them 
on, and whether that makes good sense. Are appearances 
a good indicator of the facts? They usually are, and this is 
why people can exploit them to their advantage, but they 
can also mislead. Taking them at face value, especially if the 
circumstances are unusual, may be misleading.

3. Try to look beneath the surface. Might appearances be 
masking reality?

Error 5: being influenced by what is irrelevant

A friend bought a new car. He test- drove several different makes. 
The car he chose came with a gift in the glove compartment— a free 
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bottle of champagne. Such gifts can be persuasive even when the 
person making the choice is unaware of their influence. Tell people 
that Helen of Troy was 2 meters tall and they guess that the age at 
which she died was greater than if you tell them that she was tiny.

When making decisions we often have more information, or 
more influences, about the options than are relevant to the deci-
sion. This might not be a problem if we ignored these irrelevant 
issues but the danger is that they will influence our decision, 
perhaps subconsciously. To guard against this source of bias it is 
helpful to write down those factors that are relevant to the deci-
sion. For example, when deciding which type of car to buy, list the 
issues important to you— reliability, safety, price, power, comfort, 
or whatever. The character of the salesman or the look of the show-
room, if not on your list, are best ignored, and if you like cham-
pagne, the “free” bottle is relevant only if it adds significant value 
to what you are getting when you buy the car.

Error 6: framing

The way in which information is presented can affect how the in-
formation is used in coming to a decision. For example, patients 
are generally more inclined to choose a treatment if told that it is 
effective in 90% of cases than if told that it is not effective in 10% 
of cases. The former way of presenting the information is known as 
the “positive” frame and the latter as the “negative frame.”

Our emotions, and decisions, can be different depending on 
whether we are presented with a positive or negative frame for the 
same information. It is not entirely possible to avoid the bias in-
herent in the framing effect, as the information must be presented 
at any one time within one frame. And there are times when we 
might want to make use of the effect, for example, when we have 
made a choice and find the positive frame more encouraging or 
more optimistic. Optimistic people tend to frame information 
about their situation more positively than pessimistic people as 
in the example of the glass half full. When it comes to making a 
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decision, as opposed to living with a decision that has been made, 
it may be best to try to minimize the bias inherent in the framing 
effect. To do this, consider the same information through both 
positive and negative frames. If you are given the positive frame—  
“this car is 85% reliable over 3  years” reframe the information 
negatively— ”this car has a 15% chance of breaking down within 
3 years.” As this example shows, it is not only the percentages that 
help frame the information positively or negatively. The vocabulary 
also affects our responses: reliable, breaking down.

Error 7: using information about relative 
risk rather than absolute risk

Contraceptive pill A, you are told, has a ten times greater risk of 
causing death (from a blood clot) than contraceptive pill B. But it 
is a more effective contraceptive. How significant is this ten times 
greater risk of death? How do we make comparison between this 
extra risk and the lower chance of unwanted pregnancy in coming 
to a decision as to which pill to choose? “Ten times greater risk” is 
a relative risk. That is, it gives the risk in taking pill A relative to the 
risk in taking pill B. It does not tell us the actual risk of death from 
taking pill A. The actual risk is termed the absolute risk.

Suppose that the actual risk of death from taking pill A regu-
larly for 1  year is one in one million (and for pill B therefore is 
one in ten million). Although the relative risk is ten times greater, 
the actual increase in risk— the difference in absolute risk in taking 
pill A compared with pill B— is (a little under) one in one million: a 
very small increased risk of death. It may well be worth taking that 
risk in order to decrease the risk of unwanted pregnancy. To decide 
whether or not it is you will need also to know what the absolute risk 
difference is in unwanted pregnancy rate between the two pills.

The point is that even if the relative risk is large, the absolute 
risk difference between the two choices might be small and vice 
versa. It is the absolute risk difference that tells you the actual risk 
difference between the two choices. Suppose, for example, that pill 
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B has four times the contraceptive failure rate over 1 year compared 
with pill A. In relative terms, that is considerably less than the ten 
times difference in death rate. But if the actual risk of unwanted 
pregnancy for pill B is 12% (and for pill A is 3%) then for every 100 
people who take pill B over a year there will be (on average) nine 
more people who experience an unwanted pregnancy than for 100 
people who take pill A— and it is very unlikely that anyone in either 
group will die from the pill.

The lesson from these considerations is that it is the absolute risk 
differences between the relevant choices that are relevant in making 
a decision. Information is often presented in relative risk terms: a 
salesman says that his product is many times better with regard to 
a particular risk than the rival product. What you want to know, 
however, is what are the actual (absolute) risks. Then you will be 
in a position to make a judgment as to how significant those risks 
are when balanced with the other factors relevant to the decision.

Error 8: statistics, chance, and the quality of evidence

Our minds assume causal connections whenever we see a pattern. 
Throw a die a hundred times and there will be runs of the same 
number that tempt us to believe the die is loaded. When we need 
a six to win the game of chance it seems never to come. “And the 
cares that hung around me through the week /  Seem to vanish like 
a gambler’s lucky streak.” The gambler’s lucky streak evaporates in a 
moment because it was never the result of causes or structures— it 
was simply the chance association of unconnected events.

In making decisions we can be overly impressed by chance 
associations believing them to be the result of causes. We see a 
particular and popular make of car broken down by the side of 
the road and conclude that that make is not reliable. But it is this 
anecdotal evidence that is unreliable. We need much larger num-
bers of associations between the makes of cars and the number 
of breakdowns before we can conclude anything useful about the 
reliability of specific cars. The science of statistics has developed 
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to help analyze evidence— telling us whether a particular finding 
might be simply the result of chance associations. We normally 
need a very large number of observations— much larger than we 
might intuitively think we need— in order to obtain good evidence 
on which to base a decision. Ask of evidence you are given in favor 
of one decision or another: how good is that evidence? Is it based on 
a sufficiently large number of observations?

Making decisions— putting it all together

We started this chapter by describing three thinking systems that 
we can use in making decisions: a fast, subconscious system; a slow, 
conscious system; and a slow, subconscious system (incubation). 
Each system has its value and to some extent the skill in making 
good decisions involves the judicious use of the right system or 
systems for the specific decision. A tennis player, during a match, 
has to make many decisions so quickly that only the first system is 
useful. But before serving, the tennis player may think consciously 
about where to place the ball, using the second system. Each system 
has its weaknesses and dangers. The fast system uses little energy 
and wastes little time. But it does not weigh evidence that can only 
be understood through conscious thinking. If decisions such as 
which car to buy, or whether to get married, or which course to 
take at college, are made using only the fast system then much rel-
evant information will not have been taken into account. The result 
is likely to be bad decisions.

For most important decisions in life, the slow, conscious system 
is likely to be key as it allows you to muster the relevant informa-
tion and evidence and to make decisions based on your values and 
interests. This system, however, is prone to several biases, or errors, 
which are far easier to minimize when they are understood.

For important and non- urgent decisions, system 3— 
incubation— can be a valuable asset. It works best when a lot of 
thinking using system 2 has taken place. Having carried out the 
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difficult work of using system 2, it can be helpful to put aside any 
thoughts about the issue for a period of time and then return to the 
question of what decision to make. Your thoughts and the decision 
are likely to be clearer after such a period. It might even be helpful 
to ask yourself what your “intuition” tells you about which decision 
to make. Intuition can be a dangerous faculty on which to rely in 
making decisions because it will often be based on too little infor-
mation, but if you have already used system 2 to understand and 
contemplate the information that is relevant to the decision then 
intuition can be helpful because it is based on a consideration, albeit 
a subconscious consideration, of the relevant information.

Feelings as well as thoughts  
influence decisions

Even when thinking well, and when avoiding most of the usual 
errors, the process of decision- making may stall if it is purely in-
tellectual and feelings have been left out of the equation. Without 
access to feelings as well as thoughts, which can happen after some 
types of brain injury, people find it difficult to make decisions. 
They dither and become indecisive. This is because our feelings 
more readily than our thoughts tell us what we are for and what we 
are against— which are the pros and which are the cons. They con-
tribute to the process of weighing things up.

So, to make good decisions it helps to rely on feelings as well as 
thoughts. It helps to tune in to your feelings when you are unde-
cided, and one way of doing this is to imagine you have chosen one 
of the possibilities that you have been thinking about in as much 
detail as you can manage. Take your time to make the images clear. 
Elaborate the imagery, for example, by thinking it is some years 
ahead and you are looking back on the choice you are making now, 
and on its consequences. The clearer your images, the more likely 
that they will bring feelings with them, and these feelings con-
tribute to guiding the decision- making process.

 



using your head: thinking and deciding | 175 

This is true even though intense feelings can be misleading. 
People often say things like “I can’t think straight” when feeling 
upset or distressed, or when overexcited by something, and they 
are right. Very strong feelings, good or bad, demand every ounce 
of attention so there is none left over for the processes of thinking. 
Fall in love or worry about losing someone you love, and it is hard 
to think of anything else. There is good reason for not making big 
decisions too quickly, or for finding a reliable advisor to talk things 
through with if you have to make big decisions at times of intense 
emotional disturbance (whether it is positive or negative).

What are your strengths and weaknesses  
in decision- making?

First, we must recognize and accept that there are different styles 
of decision- making. People are sometimes labeled as risk takers, as 
impulsive, or as over- cautious ditherers who always play safe, and 
in each case the label sounds like a criticism. But every style has 
advantages, and all of us tend to make decisions more slowly, and 
to find the thought of adjustment more unsettling, as we get older.

If you want to improve your decision- making, if you are con-
cerned that you often make bad decisions that adversely affect 
your life, ask yourself whether you have taken your feelings as 
well as the evidence into account, and also consider the following 
questions:

1. Which are the sorts of decision that you think are problem-
atic? Are they decisions within one main domain of your 
life— close relationships for example, or job applications— or 
are they across domains?

2. Which thinking system(s) do you mainly rely on with regard 
to the problematic domain of decision- making? Do you, for 
example, tend to make impulsive decisions, relying mainly 
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on system 1? On reflection might you use the three systems 
to greater advantage?

3. Do you use an appropriate system but not in an entirely appro-
priate way? For example, do you use system 2 but tend to make 
one or more of the errors to which this system is prone (see 
“Biases and errors in slow, conscious thinking” earlier in this 
chapter)? Or do you become so caught up in system 2, weighing 
all the pros and cons that you procrastinate unduly— unable 
to decide one way or another until it is too late? Or do you use 
system 3, and turn away from the problem for a while, allowing 
the issues to incubate? When you return to them you may then 
find you are ready to make a decision about what to do, but 
only if you have also carried out the system 2 thinking that 
helps to make using such intuition reliable.

4. Do you avoid making decisions and allow others to make the 
decisions or leave decisions to chance? Leaving decisions to 
others is often sensible but it can result in failing to live your 
own life.

A guide to good decision- making is outlined in Box 8.2.

BOX 8.2 A guide to good decision- making

1. How important is the decision you are making? How much 
time and effort is it worth? If the decision is trivial, don’t 
waste too much time and effort in making it. If, on the 
other hand, the decision is important to you, then it will be 
worth taking trouble to get it right.

2. If the decision is (reasonably) important, what are the 
factors that you consider relevant in making the decision? 
If you are deciding what car to buy, what are the features 
of cars that matter most to you? Then try to find the facts, 
information, and evidence that relate to these factors.
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3. Consider this evidence (system 2 thinking). Give the effort 
and time that is merited by the significance or importance 
of this decision.

4. Check that you are avoiding the various errors discussed in 
the section “Biases and errors in slow, conscious thinking” 
in this chapter. It may be useful to write a pros and cons list 
for each possible decision. You may find it helpful to discuss 
the issues with a trusted friend.

5. If the decision seems obvious, check that you are not 
jumping to the decision prematurely.

6. If you have time before you need to make the decision, then 
make use of system 3.  “Sleep on it” before you make the 
decision, or stop thinking about the issues for some time 
(hours, days, or weeks) before coming back to them.

7. If the decision still seems difficult to make, clarify how 
long you have before you need to make the decision. This 
is to avoid causing problems by not making the decision 
in time.

8. If after all this care and time, including, if possible, discus-
sion with one or more trusted friends, you still don’t know 
what decision to make then it is unlikely that there is much 
to choose between the options. You can relax. That does not 
necessarily mean that which decision you make will not 
make much difference to your life. But it does mean that, 
all things considered, there is no good reason to prefer one 
to another. In which case, whichever decision you make 
it is a perfectly reasonable decision. You could toss a coin 
but might prefer to just go with one decision confident 
that that is a perfectly reasonable thing to do. The thing 
to avoid is not making a decision at all in a situation where 
that would be worse than making a decision— whichever 
one you made.

9. If after the decision has been made there become clear 
grounds for preferring an alternative decision then ask 



178  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

Summary

We have three thinking systems.
System 1 is automatic, quick, and uses little energy. It is ex-

tremely useful but not always accurate.
System 2 is slow and uses a lot of energy and concentration. It 

is especially good for thinking things through but is prone to eight 
errors and biases.

The third process, “incubation,” results from both conscious 
and unconscious processes. After thinking things through and 
then taking a rest, or turning one’s mind to something else, ideas 
or solutions to problems may pop into one’s mind.

Good decision- making will often use a judicious mix of all three 
systems together with appropriate understanding of associated 
feelings.

Good decisions make our lives go better.
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whether it is possible and desirable to change the decision. 
This is likely to be important when the decision is about 
a process that continues over a period of time— such as 
paying in to a savings or insurance scheme. Although there 
may be some cost to changing the decision, it may be better 
to do so than to continue. In other words, “don’t send good 
money after bad.” It may be better to accept some losses, 
and a possible loss of face, than to continue with the wrong 
decision.

10. If you have made a decision and it can’t be changed then 
accept it and don’t waste time and energy regretting it.
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Developing useful habits

A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat the labours of a 
spasmodic Hercules.

ANTHONY TROLLOPE (1883, Autobiography,  chapter 6)

Much of our behavior is habitual. When under stress, or tired, or 
not thinking much about what we are doing, we tend to operate by 
habit— to follow a set routine. If actions speak louder than words 
then our characters are, to a significant extent, made from the 
cloth of our habits— our habits reveal who we are. Habits are also 
efficient mechanisms for getting things done. They are labor- saving 
devices. Every home should have one! This chapter explains how to 
develop new habits. Since developing new habits can be a useful 
strategy for achieving specific goals, this chapter complements 
Chapter  10 (“Goals and how to use them”). Getting rid of un-
helpful habits is the subject of Chapter 33 (“Breaking habits and 
overcoming addictions”).

What are habits?

A common habit is to brush your teeth before going to bed. Most of 
us were taught to do this by our parents and encouraged to make it 
regular, morning and night. Before going to bed, a typical routine 
might be to go to the bathroom, use the toilet, and then brush your 
teeth. We keep the toothbrush and toothpaste by the sink or in a 
cabinet, close at hand. We don’t usually have to think too much 
about it, unless something changes: an empty toothpaste tube or 
lost toothbrush, or something awkwardly stuck in your teeth that 
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is hard to brush out. If we are never shown how to brush our teeth 
the “right” way we will continue doing it “wrong”— or not as well as 
we might. Those of us who have tried to add flossing to this routine 
may have found this is more difficult than it seems it ought to be, 
though we may have found ways of making it possible.

Habits are contrasted with actions done deliberately in pursuit 
of a goal. That is not to say that habits cannot be developed in order 
to pursue a goal. Quite the contrary: our habitual ways of looking 
after ourselves are efficient tools for improving our chances of 
keeping in good health. Once a habit is formed, however, it is done 
automatically in response to a situational cue.

Characteristics of habits

Habits are routines of behavior (like brushing teeth) that have 
been learned (taught to us as children); are carried out automatically 
(we can brush teeth on “autopilot”); are activated by situational cues 
that recur (in the bathroom at the end of the day); and are relatively 
insensitive to rewards (it’s not only the nice minty feeling that makes 
us do it). In addition they are somewhat stereotyped (we brush in 
very similar ways each time). The overall routine may include sev-
eral “sub- routines” (brushing teeth may form part of a longer ha-
bitual bedtime routine).

Habits are learned. They are not innate. They are learned by re-
peatedly doing the same thing, at the same time or in the same 
place, such as putting your keys on the shelf when you come home. 
We develop some of our habits deliberately:  getting up at a par-
ticular time to go to work, for example. Other habits creep up on 
us through repetition but without our ever having had the inten-
tion to form the habit:  like snacking mid- morning, for example. 
Because habits are learned we can develop the habits we want to 
have and unlearn— or break— those habits that we wish to stop 
(see Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and overcoming addictions”).

Habits are automatic. They are carried out with little con-
scious thought using what is called procedural memory. Procedural 
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memories underlie most of our skills as well as our habits— reading, 
riding a bicycle, driving a car— and are generally accessed without 
conscious control or attention. The memory links a particular con-
text (the situational cue) with a particular response (the behavioral 
routine).

Habits are activated by situational cues that recur. The situa-
tional cue might be a time of day (11 a.m.— time for a cup of coffee), 
or a place (in the car— reach for the seat belt), or a combination 
of various cues (bedtime, had a shower, in our pajamas— therefore 
brush teeth). The situational cue automatically activates the pro-
cedural memory. Although we can consciously override the urge, 
carrying out the habit will be the automatic “default” behavior.

Habits, once formed, are insensitive to rewards and punishments 
at least in the short term. The situational cue sets off the habit 
without any expectation of reward. Rewards and punishments can 
be important while the habit is being formed. When toothpaste 
was first produced on a commercial scale in the United States in 
the early 20th century, it was sold on the reward of the fresh, clean 
feeling it gave people, rather than the health benefits which are less 
immediate. But once the habit is engrained the behavior will con-
tinue even without any reward— people will brush their teeth in 
their habitual way even if they have run out of toothpaste and don’t 
get the “fresh” feeling. Experiments have shown that people who 
habitually eat popcorn at the cinema will continue to do so even 
when the popcorn is stale and they don’t like it.

Habits are routines of behavior that are usually somewhat 
stereotyped: you do much the same thing each time. This can be a 
problem if the exact routine is no longer appropriate. One can get 
stuck in a routine so that, after moving, you drive to the wrong 
house after work or shopping. It can also be a problem if the routine 
was not right in the first place. If, when learning a song, or learning 
to type, you repeatedly sing a wrong note or type a wrong letter, a 
habit starts to form. Then the mistake is difficult to break and even 
when the error has been corrected it may pop up again when you 
are tired.
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We can develop complex habits by developing sub- routines. 
Writing this book, of course, requires a lot of conscious thought 
and effort, but getting down to it can become (almost) automatic if 
we develop working habits such as going to the relevant room at a 
particular time— the situational cue. Then sitting at the desk cues 
(prompts) us to check the tools needed— books, computer, pen, 
and paper. These can then cue the next “routine”: getting down to 
work— deliberate reading, thinking, and writing. Working is tiring. 
Another sub- routine to keep the work going is to break for coffee or 
tea when cued by the time of day.

The value of habits

Habits are useful for three principal reasons:  they make us effi-
cient:  they form a significant part of our identity; and they help 
us to achieve our goals. As we have the power to alter them— to 
develop new habits and break old ones— habits help us to become 
the kind of people we want to be, and to achieve the things we want 
to achieve. It is helpful to think about each of these three uses of 
habits in turn.

Habits and efficiency

Habits save brain space for more important matters. We no longer 
have to pay close attention when tying our shoe laces or reaching for 
the coffee jar if we can do these things automatically, and quickly. 
Acquiring habits saves us time and energy, and once we have ac-
quired them we can even make the pasta sauce, talk to a friend, 
and keep an eye on the children all at once. Once you can play the 
tune automatically you can think about how to interpret the music. 
When you can drive the car effortlessly you can converse safely 
with your passenger. If you have to think carefully about your ex-
ercise regimen then you can’t think about a problem at work (or 
anything else) at the same time.
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Habits and identity

Our habits are a significant part of who we are, and some of them 
reflect the values by which we live. However, there may be a gap, 
or a mismatch, between the values revealed by our habits and the 
values that, on reflection, we truly hold. We may, for instance, 
keep interrupting people instead of listening right to the end, or 
we might develop habits of eating, drinking, or smoking too much. 
Habits have a way of creeping up on us without ever having been 
chosen— they can become fixed through (mindless) repetition. 
They may also reflect values we once held but no longer hold, or they 
may have developed without any connection to, or even against our 
values— such as drinking excess alcohol.

One reason for developing a new habit is so that more of your be-
havior reflects your true values. Two key questions would then be:

1. What sort of person do you want to become? Kind? Generous? 
Liked by others? Successful? A writer? Physically fit? A better 
cook, parent, or partner?

2. What types of behavior— what habits— would fit with being 
that sort of person?

Of course our values alone do not create our identities, and we have 
to act on those values too. This will be easier if at least some of the 
ways we want to behave have become habitual, and can therefore 
be done automatically. This is because habits influence how we re-
spond when we are tired, or stressed, or taken by surprise.

Suppose, for example, your answer to question 1 is that you want 
to become more reliable. One answer to question 2 might be that 
you need to develop habits that help you to keep appointments: for 
example, always putting them into a calendar, and frequently 
checking that calendar. Another aspect of reliability is to fulfill 
commitments. This might require habits for tracking commitments 
so that they are not forgotten and of managing your time so that 
you can fulfill them. It might also require habits of assessing the 
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value of making a commitment in light of the time and skills needed 
to fulfill it. If instead, or as well, you wanted to be the sort of person 
who is creative in a particular field it would help to establish the 
habit of devoting sufficient time to that activity, and to develop 
habits of attitude that foster creativity (see Chapter 15, “Becoming 
more creative”). Habits, in short, reflect the kind of person you are, 
and may also reflect your values.

Habits and goals

“A small daily task” Trollope wrote in his autobiography, “will beat 
the labours of a spasmodic Hercules.” Trollope worked for the Post 
Office full- time and he still managed to be a prolific and successful 
novelist. He wrote daily from 5.30 a.m. to 8.30 a.m. and then 
dressed for breakfast. Day in, day out.

Most longish- term goals require many hours of “work” whether 
it be becoming proficient in music, painting, or sports, creating a 
new enterprise, writing a book, or making a beautiful garden. In 
order to get this work done it often helps to create a work habit 
though it may not require Trollope’s punishing schedule. Two key 
questions are:

1. What goals are you aiming at?
2. What habits, once developed, might help you in achieving 

those goals?

Many of us spend significant time and energy each day resisting, 
or trying to resist, the impulse or desire to do something different 
from what we are doing— something easier and more immediately 
pleasurable. We keep going at the harder task for a longer- term 
purpose: to do our jobs well; to help us towards a goal; for the sake 
of someone else. Some people seem particularly good at sticking to 
these longer- term aims and it might be thought that such people 
are just better than the rest of us at resisting temptations or have 
more willpower. The data, however, suggest that it is not that such 
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people resist temptation better, but that they experience tempta-
tion less. And the difference is due to habits. Once a habit is formed, 
there is less temptation to behave otherwise. If you decided, for 
example, always to cycle to work then this becomes “just what 
you do.” You just do it without having to go through the process of 
thinking about it and coming to a decision every day— whatever 
the weather.

How habits are formed

How might you help your children (or others) to develop new habits? 
For example, to take their shoes off when they enter your house? 
To drink more water at mealtimes? Or put their dishes in the dish-
washer at the end of a meal? You may have faced similar situations 
yourself and found natural ways to address them. You could ask 
people to remove their shoes when they come in, and if they visit 
often, many people will learn to do that. Once the habit has grown, 
they will be likely to remove their shoes when visiting someone else 
even if that is not important to those people. If you place a jug of 
water on the table at mealtimes more will probably be drunk, and 
the habit begins to develop. Praising your children when they take 
their plates to the sink after a meal will act as a reward for them, 
and with encouragement and reminders and many repetitions, 
they will come to do this habitually, and then the praise won’t be 
necessary. It also works much better than scolding them when they 
forget. The following simple model is valuable when wanting to 
create a new habit:

Cue → routine of behavior → (reward)

Once a habit is formed, the “cue” (entering a house; leaving the 
table), triggers the behavioral routine (removing your shoes; taking 
your plate to the sink). In order for a habit to develop, the link be-
tween the cue and the routine must be forged many times. The key 
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point is that a habit is formed by linking a cue with a routine of be-
havior again and again and again until the cue automatically leads to 
carrying out the behavior. Once a behavior has become a habit, the 
reward is no longer needed.

Forming a new habit is therefore theoretically simple:  decide 
what behavior you wish to become a habit (throwing away old 
newspapers, for instance), identify the cue (leaving the living room 
as you go to bed), and then make the link by repeatedly clearing the 
papers away each evening: that is, by carrying out the routine in 
the setting of the cue. Eventually, (after around 60 repetitions— 
although there is much variation) you will have established the 
habit, and the job will be done with only minimal energy and will-
power. It can even become difficult not to do something that has 
become habitual— so you find yourself throwing the newspapers 
out as you go to bed when staying with a friend.

Rewards play a role in the development of habits that we are not 
consciously trying to develop: they lead us to repeat the behavior 
in response to the cue many times. Do rewards have a role when we 
wish consciously to develop a new habit? The answer is that they 
may be counterproductive.

Make the habit its own reward

Rewards can play a crucial role in the unconscious development of 
a habit— a drink after work helps you to relax so you have a drink 
the next day, and the next, and soon it has become a habit. It may 
therefore be tempting to plan to give yourself rewards when you 
are trying to adopt a new habit. However, what you are then doing 
is “serial goal setting”— turning the reward into a goal to work 
towards, and this can interfere with developing the habit. So we 
suggest that you don’t give yourself rewards at this stage, but work 
towards doing the thing that you want (throwing away the old 
papers, or regularly practicing your musical instrument or mind-
fulness exercises) until doing these things becomes relatively au-
tomatic (and effortless). That will be reward enough to keep you 
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going, and similarly it is most effective to gradually fade out the 
immediate praise for your children when they brush their teeth or 
take off their shoes (and put them to one side) as they come in.

understand your personality

Although in the longer term habits save effort, it can take deter-
mination to get to the stage where the behavior is habitual. To 
minimize the difficulties in forming new habits it helps to choose 
an approach that fits with your personality. Are you someone who 
minds about untidiness? Or not? Are you someone who enjoys a 
regular routine or are you happier being more spontaneous? Many 
useful ideas have been collected by Gretchen Rubin in her book 
Better than Before (see “Further reading” in this chapter). These 
have been summarized by us to fit with the content of this chapter, 
and can be found in “Aspects of personality to consider when de-
veloping new habits” which is available online at http://www.oup.
com/us/managingyourmind.

keystone habits

Some habits are valuable not only for their direct effects but also 
because they have positive results on other habits. Charles Duhigg 
in his book The Power of Habit calls these keystone habits and gives 
an example of such a habit at the corporate, rather than at the 
personal, level. When Paul O’Neill became CEO of the Aluminum 
Company of America (Alcoa) at a time when the company was not 
doing well he chose to focus on one issue:  worker safety. Under 
O’Neill’s leadership the company flourished. Years later O’Neill 
told Duhigg (p.  100):  “I knew I  had to transform Alcoa. But you 
can’t order people to change . . . . So I decided I was going to start by 
focusing on one thing. If I could start disrupting the habits around 
one thing, it would spread throughout the entire company.” By fo-
cusing on worker safety the habits around internal communication 
and hierarchy changed throughout the company.
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Keystone habits prompt change in other habits, in a chain reac-
tion. The following questions may help you to identify a keystone 
habit relevant to your aims:

1. What new habit will improve your health and energy?
2. What new habit will increase your awareness of your life and 

values?
3. What new habit might act as a “hook” on which to build fur-

ther habits?

Habits that can act as “hooks” include those that increase self- 
awareness and give time for reflection because they lead to clarifi-
cation about other possible new habits and they provide continuing 
motivation. Three areas of prime importance for health and energy 
are sleep, food, and exercise. Box 9.1 gives examples of possible 
keystone habits related to these areas.

Developing a new habit: the planning stage

It is wise to make it as easy for yourself as possible to develop a new 
habit, as you will have to carry out that behavior again and again be-
fore it becomes automatic. There is very likely to be a part of you that 
will put up some resistance at this stage as it takes a big effort, even 
though it saves energy later on. Here are five principles that can help.

Five principles for establishing a new habit

1. Decide exactly what your new habit will be. Define the beha-
vior that you intend to repeat so often that it will become 
automatic:  for example, check the side- view mirror before 
you drive off; spend an hour a day revising, or exercising, or 
singing; keep up to date with the laundry, etc.

2. Make clear and simple rules to follow— and make them re-
alistic. Decide exactly when and how you will fit the new 
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behavior into your life. It takes no time at all to put your keys 
where you can find them as you come in, but a lot of time to 
revise, train for a sport, or learn a new language. Don’t plan 
to work at it 7 days a week if 4 or 5 would be more realistic. 
In Chapter 10 (“Goals and how to use them”), this principle is 
described in more detail.

BOX 9.1 Some examples of keystone habits

Habits that can increase energy and health

• Establishing a pre- sleep relaxing routine. Useful if you 
tend to have difficulty getting to sleep, leading to chronic 
tiredness.

• Settling down at night at a specific time. Settling down at 
variable times and generally rather late, can lead to chronic 
tiredness.

• A  large plate of salad once a day if your diet lacks high 
roughage.

• Monitoring your eating can lead to significant changes in 
what you eat.

• Following advice to eat “5 a day” (pieces of vegetable or fruit), 
or planning to try new healthy foods to encourage generally 
good eating habits.

• A simple exercise routine or short daily walk is good for your 
health and increases bodily awareness. It can lead to further 
healthy changes in lifestyle.

Habits that can increase awareness

• Five minutes of quiet reflection or meditation each day.
• A  daily short walk (for those who prefer something more 

active) can provide a time for reflection (e.g., on the day 
ahead, or on more general issues).
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3. Identify the cue. To make the habit “stick” you need to link it 
with a cue, so that repetition makes the new behavior auto-
matic. For instance, you might check the mirror after fast-
ening your seat belt; do your practice or revision at a set time 
of day; or check the size of the laundry pile as you leave your 
bedroom in the morning.

4. Establish a pre- habit ritual. This helps you to make the tran-
sition from what you are doing (finishing a meal) to the new 
habit, for instance, practicing your guitar. It can also help 
to clear your mind and get you into the right mood. A ritual 
in this sense is an additional habit but one chosen because 
it is easy to establish (perhaps because it is enjoyable) and 
makes it easier to then carry out the behavior you want to 
establish as a new habit. An example might be sitting for 10 
minutes with a cup of tea after the meal and then practicing 
the guitar. The ritual of the tea drinking helps you transition 
from meal to guitar.

5. Create an encouraging environment if your new habit will oc-
cupy you for some time. Make it as pleasant and inviting as 
you can, without distractions and with any equipment or 
tools that you need close at hand (see also “Nudge:  getting 
the environment on your side” in Chapter 10).

In addition to making use of these five principles, you can increase 
the chances of success further by making it difficult to fail. For ex-
ample, you might proclaim your intention to develop the habit to 
one or more other people.

Developing a new habit: taking action

The beginning in developing a habit is important so it is worth 
thinking through how you are going to start. Get clear why you 
want to establish the habit by answering these questions:
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How will it make you more efficient?
How will it help to make you the kind of person you wish to be?
How will it help you to meet one of your goals?

Then decide exactly when you are going to start, and do what you 
decided without procrastinating or prevaricating. It is usually best 
to start as you mean to go on, but habits can also be established by 
starting small or starting big.

Starting as you mean to go on

This is the default option. If your new habit takes little time to per-
form (such as cleaning your teeth, or clearing the old newspapers 
away), then all you need do is make sure that you carry out the 
new behavior on cue which may be helped by using a reminder of 
some kind. For establishing habits that occupy more of your time it 
may be useful to plan the habit with great precision. For example, 
you could decide to work on a new language for 45 minutes after 
your evening meal, 5 days a week, with the cue being “ending the 
meal.” Then, if there is no good reason to do otherwise, do exactly 
as planned. If you keep doing this, day in day out, 5 days a week, the 
behavior will, within a few months, become a habit.

The options of starting small or starting big are only rele-
vant when you wish to establish a habit that occupies substantial 
periods of time, such as an exercise routine, a study period, or a 
practice time.

Starting small

Imagine that you want to learn a foreign language. You think 
about spending 30 minutes after dinner each day studying the lan-
guage, but you don’t have a lot of spare time. Then you could con-
sider starting small— or even “very small.” For example, your rule 
might become: after dinner spend 5 minutes, and only 5 minutes, 
studying the foreign language. That might sound so small as to be 
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useless— it will take you an absurdly long time to get to any level 
of language proficiency. The main point, however, is that even 5 
minutes establishes the link between the cue and the behavior. 
After many repetitions of the cue (immediately after dinner) 
linked to the behavior (studying a foreign language), that behavior 
will become a habit. You will begin to feel a need, even perhaps a 
craving, to study the language on finishing dinner. The point is that 
when you start small there is no longer a barrier to that necessary 
first step of settling down to study. Taking the plunge, every day, 
has become a habit. Then, once the study habit is developed, you 
can think again about how much time you really have. You will no 
longer find it such an effort to start, so you may have more energy 
left for learning. So later you might consider gradually building up 
to 20, 30, or even 50 minutes of daily language study.

If you do decide to start small— 5 minutes, 5 days a week, for 
example— we recommend that you keep it small until the beha-
vior is well on the way to becoming a habit. Use a timer, set it for 5 
minutes and stop when the 5 minutes is up. You may find that on 
some days after 5 minutes you want to keep going for say a further 
20 minutes. The problem with allowing yourself this extended time 
is that on the next day you may think “this could take 20 minutes” 
and that seems too much so you don’t start at all. If extending the 
time leads to a significant drop in frequency consider going back to 
the shorter time.

Starting big

A different strategy is to start big. Some writers, for example, write 
a book at breakneck speed over a few weeks, or even days, and then 
take a longish break from writing. We caution against this approach 
unless you have already found that it works for you. What may suit 
more people is a “crash course” to get started. For example, you 
might want to exercise daily to get fit, and then settle into a routine 
that keeps this level of fitness going. Or you might want to cook 
every evening as you learn the basics and extend your repertoire, 
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but then share the work with your partner. The idea here is to de-
vote a lot of time over a relatively short period in order to get on 
the path you want to be on before developing a less intense, reg-
ular habit that fits well with your normal life. Applied to language 
learning, you might sign up to a 1- month, time- consuming course 
to get you started and later establish a routine that suits you better 
for the longer term.

Planning for stumbles, planning for failing

In pursuing any long- term goal you are likely to stumble, and may 
get distracted on the way, or even give up altogether. It is helpful 
to try to foresee such stumbles and plan for them using the if . . . 
then . . . technique (see “Reaching goals with WOOP” in Chapter 10). 
The most common stumble is to fail to do what you planned. But 
with habits that occupy significant periods of time (such as an ex-
ercise routine) it is also easy to get distracted prematurely by a de-
sire to do something else. Three “tricks” that might help when the 
desire to do something else threatens to shorten your scheduled 
behavioral routine are given in Box 9.2.

BOX 9.2 Three ways to avoid being distracted from your 
habitual routine

1. Adopt an attitude of no alternative. You decide to go for a 
brief run every weekday morning— whatever the weather. 
With a no alternative attitude in place, oddly enough, it gets 
easier to go out in the cold and the damp than it is with a 
less strict approach. You just get up and go— it’s as near to 
automatic as habits like cleaning your teeth. Similarly, many 
bartenders find it easier to refuse all alcoholic drinks when 
on duty than to decide when to accept a drink and when to 
refuse.
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2. The 15- minute rule (see Rubin, 2015, p. 184). When tempted 
to break your routine, say to yourself that you can break it 
in 15 minutes’ time. The point of this rule is twofold: first, 
since you have given yourself permission to be distracted 
(after 15 minutes) it reduces the chance that you will go on 
ruminating about giving up, and helps you to concentrate on 
what you are doing. Second, as Rubin writes, “urges— even 
strong urges –  usually subside within about fifteen minutes.”

3. Do nothing. For some people there could be a third option: if 
you are not going to do what you should be doing, then you 
can’t do anything else except just sit and do nothing, as 
Raymond Chandler did (see “Clear, simple rules help estab-
lish habits” in Chapter 10).

Keeping the habit going

Keeping going when discouraged or when you have no energy to 
make the effort is a problem that occurs in many situations. There 
are several ways of helping yourself when the going is tough (see 
also “Motivation, and how to maintain it” in Chapter 10):

keeping up the rhythm

There will be days, quite a few in all likelihood, when other 
commitments interfere with your habits. If those happen when you 
are establishing a new habit they can break the link between the 
cue and the behavior and undermine your good work. Minimize 
these breaks if you can.

Another strategy when you don’t have time for the behavior as 
scheduled is to preserve the link between the cue and the behavior, to 
preserve the rhythm of the behavior, by carrying out the behavior in 
response to the cue but for a very short time. Better to take the plunge 
even if you get out of the water straight away than not to plunge at all.
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Maintaining motivation

Motivation often wavers. This is normal. It is easier to keep going 
once the behavior is automatic, and harder of course when devel-
oping a new habit. One possibility is to try to make persistence one 
of your habits: one that is cued by the sense that you’ve had enough 
and want to stop trying or turn your attention to something else. 
Then when you meet with a problem or difficulty, or feel too tired, 
stressed, or worried to continue, it will be easier to persist:  just 
to plod on, albeit in a rather mechanical way perhaps (see also 
“Motivation, and how to maintain it” in Chapter 10, and “Losing 
motivation” in Chapter 15).

We are often wiser about other people than we are about our-
selves. We can be more objective about others. It may be useful 
to ask someone else to be involved in guiding you (see “Teachers, 
trainers, coaches, mentors, families, and friends” in Chapter 10).

Being your own manager

If no one is able to play this guiding role it may be helpful to 
appoint yourself as your own manager. You can ask this alter 
ego to encourage you to carry out the behavioral routine, and to 
decide whether and when to make an exception and allow your-
self a break from your schedule. Ask yourself:  “What does my 
manager say?”

Monitoring progress

It is easy to fool yourself that you have kept the behavior going on 
an almost daily basis when you have done it only twice in the last 
10 days. The best way to ensure that you keep to your schedule is 
to monitor— to keep a record of it. Monitoring will alert you early 
to lapses that are best dealt with straight away. Keep it simple so 
that the act of monitoring is not a burden. For example, record 
in a small notebook or on your mobile phone the behavior, the 
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time of starting and the time of finishing, or simply the total time 
during the day that you spend doing it. Or just record for each 
day whether or not you have done as you intended. At the end of 
each week or so look back through your record and think about 
how you have been doing. Monitoring has another value: it helps 
motivate you to keep going according to your schedule. It provides 
positive feedback and encouragement (see also “Reviewing prog-
ress” in Chapter 10).

Don’t break the chain

Here is a simple form of monitoring that provides motivation to 
persist with habits that have a high priority for you. This is partic-
ularly demanding, especially for an activity that you schedule daily 
(such as getting up extra early to do your mindfulness exercises 
before work). Each day, mark clearly so that you can see it— in red 
on a wall chart, for example— if you have done as you intended. 
The aim is not to have any break at all in that “chain” of marks. 
The rule can be helpful even if your schedule does not require the 
task to be done daily by, for instance, marking each week that you 
do what you had planned. To make it less demanding you could in-
clude days on which you have kept the “rhythm” going but have 
only done what you intended very briefly. Using this rule reveals 
(visibly) when you “backslide,” and, as the unbroken chain gets 
longer, you are likely to feel more and more strongly that you don’t 
want to break the chain.

If you keep failing to make the behavior a habit

In creating a new habit it is common to fail, often several times, 
before finally succeeding. Try not to become disheartened (see 
“Getting back on course” in Chapter  10). The key to developing 
habits successfully is not never failing but getting back on track 
after a lapse.
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Summary

Habits are learned, automatic, and cued.
Habits make us efficient, they help to define us, and they can 

reflect our values and personalities.
Habits are formed by repetition: linking a cue with a behavioral 

routine.
“Keystone habits” are those that have positive results on other 

habits too.
You can develop new habits by having clear simple rules, 

identifying the cue, specifying the (habitual) behavior or behav-
ioral routine, and creating an encouraging environment. The 
support of others can be especially helpful.

When trying to establish new habits, lapses are common. Be 
kind to yourself. Try not to be disheartened but instead get back on 
track. And again when the next lapse occurs.
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10

Goals and how to use them

Goals in everyday life

A goal without a plan is just a wish.
ANTOINE DE SAINT- EXUPERY

Legally Blonde: the Elle woods approach

Elle Woods, the principal character in Amanda Brown’s novel 
Legally Blonde, is determined to win back her boyfriend, Warner 
Huntington III, after he dumps her for being intellectually too 
lightweight. In order to win back his esteem (it can hardly be called 
love) she sets herself the goal of getting into law school. By dint 
of a clear goal, strong motivation, and hard work, and helped in 
the movie version by a highly professional and somewhat seduc-
tive “video essay,” she succeeds. Throughout the story Elle Woods 
sets herself goals, though not all of them remain constant. As she 
gets to know Warner’s character better, for example, she no longer 
wishes to marry him. Neither are all her goals focused on her own 
interests: many are altruistic. So she uses her growing skills as a 
lawyer to help her former fitness instructor, Brooke. Although Elle 
Woods’ successes appear to be achieved with exaggerated ease— 
this is fiction after all— the way in which so much of her life is 
shaped by goals, projects, and ambitions is thoroughly realistic.

We all have wishes, hopes, and wants. We talk about our aims or 
intentions, or set ourselves projects or make commitments or plans 
to achieve something. We may think more broadly in terms of 
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ambitions, or we make resolutions. All these may be ways of thinking 
about goals. By goal we are referring either to an outcome or to a 
clearly specified process to bring about change, such as improving 
a skill. But being clear about a destination may not be enough for 
a goal to be effective in helping to build your world as you want 
it to be. By the end of January, New Year resolutions often lie in 
tatters about us. This may be because the resolution or goal was not 
clearly specified or because it was not appropriate (e.g., it was not 
sufficiently important to us) or because we had not thought care-
fully enough about the route, including the difficulties we might 
meet along the way. Goals therefore are best thought of as having, 
potentially, two components:  the outcome or destination and the 
route that will take us there.

The insights from modern cognitive science provide the basis 
for a four- part approach to the effective use of goals: specify the 
goal; plan the route to that goal in the light of difficulties that might 
arise; maintain motivation; and manage your resources. But before 
rushing to set yourself a goal, pause to ask yourself: is setting your-
self a goal what, on reflection, you want to do?

Is setting yourself a goal what you really want to do?

A friend recently told us of a vacation he was planning. Every day 
had its goals. A visit to this monument or that museum. Even the 
dinners, under a velvet sky, had been planned and timetabled. 
“That sounds rather busy for a vacation” we suggested. Our friend 
bridled slightly:  “It’s not a vacation, it’s a trip.” We pondered the 
difference, wondering whether a trip is a vacation hemmed in by 
goals. Vacations for many people would be more laid back, taking 
each day as it comes, everyone doing what they felt like doing, or 
“going with the flow.”

One type of vacation planned around a thousand goals; an-
other barely planned at all and with hardly a goal in sight. These 
two extremes represent quite different approaches, and most of 
the time people choose an approach that lies in the large space 
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between them. What is true of vacations is true of many aspects of 
life. Setting yourself goals can be highly productive and satisfying, 
but it is not the only way to enjoy life or to be successful.

Goals are especially useful when there is something specific you 
want to do or achieve, for example when:

• You have a project in mind, such as building up a new sales 
team or re- organizing the kitchen.

• Learning a new skill, such as a sport, or musical instrument.
• Doing a lengthy and sometimes tedious task, like studying 

for a course, or for exams, or learning a language.
• Breaking a bad habit, like biting your nails, or creating a new, 

more helpful one, like following a healthy diet or exercise plan.
• Team work is involved, so that goals help each person to know 

what they should be doing and how that contributes to the 
end product.

Setting goals, however, is unlikely to be the best way of building 
all aspects of your world as you want it to be. Goals may be un-
helpful, for example, when:

• The change you want to make is in a general direction but with 
no specified destination and no disciplined process in mind. 
For example, on retiring, a person might decide to spend more 
time in the garden or with friends, but it may be unhelpful for 
that person to define a specific goal or process such as so much 
time in the garden, or so many friends to be seen, in every 
month. A change in attitude or behavior might be what they 
want rather than disciplined, goal- directed activity.

• You frequently want to be spontaneous or allow yourself to be 
diverted along the paths that take your fancy— a “vacation” 
rather than a “trip.”

• It might not be appropriate or even possible to turn some 
wishes into goals. You might “wish I  were in love again” or 



2 0 6  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

hope that your family will be happy. Trying to turn such 
wishes and hopes into goals may be unhelpful or even 
counterproductive.

types of goal

Goals can be short term or long term, specific or vague, simple 
or complex. Finding the right goal may take careful thought. In 
helping to build your world as you want it to be, it is useful to dis-
tinguish two main types of goal:

1. A goal that clarifies your destination or end point: for example, 
passing an exam, or contributing to a family musical evening, 
or simply enjoying the activity more.

2. A goal that focuses on ways of reaching your end point or that 
is not about an end point at all but only about a process: for 
example, practicing a musical instrument 30 minutes a day, 
5 days a week.

In each case it is helpful to keep track of your progress, and to work 
out how this would show. You can assess this regularly, asking, Have 
I reached my destination? Or gone as far as I want to go? Have I carried 
out the plan I made? Or gone through the necessary processes? Have 
I improved on my previous level of skill? Am I enjoying myself?

Different types of goal are not, of course, mutually exclusive. 
For example, if you had taken up singing as a hobby, and you were 
aiming to contribute to a family musical evening, you might decide 
to practice on a regular basis. So a goal focused on process might 
become a secondary goal— a sub- goal— chosen to ensure that 
you reached your primary goal or end point. However, distinctions 
between goals, sub- goals, and plans for achieving a goal can be 
muddling and unnecessary. It is more important to get clear about 
what you want to achieve, and then to plan the route you will take. 
Planning is the first part of the goal- setting approach as it defines 
the actions you can take to achieve your goals.
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Planning: how to attain your goals

reaching goals with wooP

In her book Rethinking Positive Thinking, Gabriele Oettingen 
summarizes numerous experiments examining what helps and 
hinders people in achieving their goals. Her conclusion can be 
simply summarized: in order to maximize the chance of achieving 
a goal, it is important not only to imagine the positive— achieving 
the goal and all that means to you— but also to think realistically 
about the problems, barriers, and obstacles that might get in the 
way. She calls this process “Mental Contrasting,” because it involves 
focusing both on your dreams and visualizing the obstacles that 
you might meet. Focusing just on the positive— using the “Power 
of Positive Thinking”  — is not enough. It might inspire you, but 
it does not prepare you for dealing with difficulties, and when 
these arise they can deflate your motivation, sometimes totally. 
Her evidence- based method has four main steps, Wish, Outcome, 
Obstacle, Plan: WOOP! For a more detailed account see “Planning 
your goal” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind.

The first step (Wish) is to have a dream:  to tune in to your 
wishes and imagine that one of them has been realized. Getting a 
clear picture in mind of what this would be like helps you to choose 
as a target something that matters to you, or that feels important. 
This might be something you enjoy, like singing or the company 
of friends, or something that fits with your values and that you 
find inherently worthwhile (e.g., contributing to your community, 
or using your creativity, or becoming less irritable with those you 
love), or something that links with your wishes and hopes (like 
keeping your mind and body in good working order). Box 10.1 lists 
some helpful questions to consider when choosing a goal.

If you have many wishes or goals, then start by choosing just 
one. Select one that matters to you, hold it in your mind’s eye, and 
imagine your wish achieved. Ask yourself: do you value the destina-
tion? Are you likely to enjoy the journey?
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BOX 10.1 Some questions to help you identify your  
wishes and goals.

1. What do you enjoy doing?

It is easy to set a goal but much more difficult to achieve it, 
particularly if the goal is long term. Keeping going is hard. It is 
especially difficult if you don’t enjoy much of the activity that 
is needed to achieve your goals.

• What are your main sources of enjoyment?
• What were they in the past?
• What might they be if you could choose to do new things?

2. What do you value? What is important to you?

Except over the short term it is difficult to sustain the attempt 
to attain goals unless the goals are in line with your significant 
values. If the goal is not in line with what is important to you, 
then it will be difficult to keep going when things feel tough.

• What kinds of things really matter to you?
• Is there something to which you would like to feel committed?
• What things are most important to you?
• Do you worry that too much of your life revolves around 

trivialities? What else would you like to add in?
• What are your main wishes? What might count as taking a 

step towards realizing one of these?
• How does the goal you have in mind relate to your values. 

What is important to you?
• Given your deepest values, what are the goals that relate 

most usefully to helping you to promote those values?

The second step (Outcome) helps you to give your goal a clear 
and specific destination. Then you can plan what action to take 
to achieve it. The goal of “becoming a singer,” for example, is too 
vague. What exactly does it mean to be a singer? How do I aim at it? 
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How will I know if I have achieved it? More specific goals could be 
to pass singing exams, or to practice for a specified amount of time 
each week, or to learn 10 new songs, or even to enjoy the music 
more (provided you work out how to measure your enjoyment). 
This second step is necessary before the route to achieving your 
wish can be fully imagined (third step). It helps ensure that your 
wish is more than a pipe dream— that it is a clear and strong desire. 
If it is not then it would be sensible to go back to step 1, and to se-
lect a different wish from which to start.

The third step (Obstacles) involves imagining the route you must 
take to go from where you are now to where you want to be— to 
your outcome. This third step involves thinking particularly about 
the difficulties and obstacles that you might encounter. Obstacles 
come from all angles: your thoughts, emotions, and behavior; old 
habits; other people; the outside world as well— anywhere and eve-
rywhere. Useful questions are:

• What will get in the way of reaching my goal?
• How difficult is it likely to be?
• What will discourage me? Or hold me back?
• Which is the single biggest obstacle I might face?

The fourth, and final, step (Plan) involves identifying the difficulties 
and planning how you would overcome each of them. To make this 
plan specific Oettingen suggests using the if . . . then . . . approach:

If such and such a difficulty arises then I will . . .

Decide what actual steps you will take when a problem arises. 
Doing this is of both practical and psychological value— it helps 
you decide exactly what to do, and also helps you to sustain motiva-
tion through times when otherwise you might just give up.

If you imagine and think through steps 1 to 4 in advance of 
starting out towards your goal you will be in a better position to 
work out whether you have chosen a goal that you really do want 
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to set yourself. Is the goal sufficiently important for you to face 
the difficulties and deal with them in the way you have thought 
through? Are the difficulties too great? Is the goal worth the 
struggle? Will the journey towards your goal be sufficiently en-
joyable? Is the goal, and the journey towards it, in line with what 
matters to you, with what is important in your life, with your 
values?

After giving these questions your consideration you may:

1. Confirm that your original goal is the one you want to set 
yourself.

2. Adapt, or tweak, the goal or the timing in the light of issues 
that came up in the planning stage.

3. Decide to drop that goal altogether, either replacing it by an-
other one or by none at all.

Is your goal SMart?

“Aim high,” “Think positively,” and “Go for your dreams” may be 
sound pieces of advice when a lack of self- confidence or a lack 
of vision is holding you back. But they may need to be tempered 
according to your stage in life, abilities, or time available. It would 
probably be foolish, at age 65, to set oneself the goal of becoming 
a professional singer, whereas aiming to enjoy singing and to par-
ticipate in musical evenings with friends and family may well be 
achievable, and inspiring. If a goal is not attainable and realistic we 
will fail to reach it. If you have worked your way through the stages 
of WOOP then your chosen goal should be achievable. There is one 
further useful question to ask yourself: is your goal SMART? What 
this means is summarized in Box 10.2, and more information is 
available online.

Ensuring that your goal is SMART increases the motivation to 
act and helps direct the effort involved. It is much more effective 
than relying on willpower or telling yourself to “do your best,” or 
to “try hard.”
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BOX 10.2 SMART goals are:

S  Specific: well- defined and clear.
M  Measurable: to assess progress, and indicate when the goal 

is reached.
A Attainable: agreed by everyone involved.
R  Realistic:  within available resources, of both knowledge 

and time.
T  Time- based:  allowing enough, but not too much time to 

get there.
http:// www.projectsmart.co.uk/ smart- goals

Motivation and how to maintain it

It can be particularly difficult to achieve goals that are long term 
and require continuing effort. We are enthusiastic at the start of the 
journey and when things are going well but when progress seems 
slow or non- existent, when there are setbacks, when other new and 
exciting prospects offer themselves, then motivation retreats into 
its shell, perhaps never to be enticed out again. In order to attain 
long- term goals, it is necessary to maintain motivation and to pro-
tect yourself from abandoning the goal when it feels difficult and 
perhaps pointless to continue. Relying on willpower alone is not 
enough for most of us.

Mind the gap

“Mind the gap between the train and the platform.” Londoners are 
so used to this announcement on the underground rail system, the 
first such system in the world with its many curved platforms, that 
they barely notice it. In order to achieve goals it helps to keep the 
gap between where you are now and where you wish to be neither 
too big nor too small.
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In the burst of enthusiasm that often accompanies the setting 
of a goal it can be easy to be ambitious. The initial enthusiasm al-
most inevitably wanes: the goal is too distant, the effort too much, 
the gap too big. Despair sets in. The goal is abandoned. You can 
avoid such large gaps by giving yourself intermediate goals that act 
like stepping stones to the distant shore. Losing a pound a week 
for a month can feel easier than losing 12 pounds in 3  months. 
Planting a bunch of snowdrops each year produces— slowly and by 
degrees— the wished- for white haze that signals spring. Reaching 
each stepping stone feels like progress— unless the gap between 
where you are now and your goal is too small. Then it may not be 
sufficiently taxing or interesting to motivate you. Your efforts may 
not make a big enough difference. Too large a gap:  the result is 
frustration— or anxiety or feeling dispirited, or hopeless so that 
you can’t be bothered. Too small a gap:  the result is boredom. In 
both cases, motivation shrinks and dies away.

Writing this book is an example of a daunting project, and we 
made ourselves stepping stones by breaking up the work into small 
sections so as to give ourselves more immediate goals. The “gap” 
can still feel hard to cross, and the number of stepping stones can 
make the destination of completing the whole book feel ever more 
distant, but the sense of moving over the stones, of getting safely 
over a gap, contributed to keeping up the motivation.

When the going gets tough there are, however, choices to be 
made. You could hang in there and grit your teeth and try to re- 
activate your motivation by recalling earlier images of achieving 
your original wish and how that would make you feel. Or you could 
focus instead on bringing more enjoyment into the journey.

Focusing on the journey rather than 
the destination

Sometimes an intermediate goal can be demotivating. In learning 
a musical instrument, for example, an intermediate goal might 
be to pass the next grade exam. This may be causing such anxiety 
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that it is interfering with the pleasure in practicing the instru-
ment, making it harder to progress. Focusing on the journey can 
counteract this discouraging effect of goals and can also encourage 
you to think how you can make the journey more fun. The journey 
towards a distant goal is often difficult and is sometimes un-
pleasant. Swimming practice at 6 a.m. on a school day for instance, 
or repeatedly practicing music scales, or dealing with endless pa-
perwork. Even if the work is enjoyable, the sheer amount of it can 
be a burden. This is why it helps when setting goals to tune in to 
what you enjoy, to what matters and is important to you, and also 
to find out whether you enjoy the process of working towards your 
goal. There is little point in deciding to make a garden if you aren’t 
prepared to get your hands dirty.

If the journey towards your goal is proving difficult, it will be 
helpful to ask what is it that makes the journey a problem? Is it 
actually painful or is it your attitude and thoughts that are the 
problem? Does it seem like swimming in a cold pool: it needs an act 
of willpower to get into the water and to persist as the cold engulfs 
you, but as you warm up it becomes deliciously pleasant? Can you 
find the pleasure in the journey?

If the journey is not sufficiently enjoyable, you might consider 
how to make it more fun or indeed whether there is another, more 
enjoyable, route to take. One way of adding pleasure is to give your-
self regular treats: little incentives to help you look forward to the 
activity (see also Chapter  14, “Treating yourself right”). The evi-
dence suggests that giving yourself many small treats and occa-
sional larger ones works best— and also that goading yourself on, 
or berating yourself when things don’t go well, is far less effective 
than making good use of treats. Pleasure works better than pain; 
reward better than punishment.

A change of perspective may bring the pleasure back, like 
turning round to look downhill when you have climbed a short way 
up a mountain. The surprise of discovering how far you have come 
already, and how much your view has already changed, brings with 
it a sense of achievement.
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trust the process

Progress often seems slow, and sometimes we even feel as though 
we are going backwards. With the best will in the world we can’t find 
the pleasure in the journey. But we do, in our heart of hearts, want to 
keep going. This is the time to make use of one of the most powerful 
of techniques for successfully pursuing goals, projects, and creative 
interests:  trust the process. First work out, if you have not already 
done so, what the process is that will enable you to be successful 
in completing the project. For example, for a university degree this 
might require attending lectures and completing assigned tasks; or 
for learning the piano it might require doing regular piano practice 
and attending lessons. Once you have a clear idea of the process then 
all you do is to keep to it. So when you go through those difficult 
stages, as you almost inevitably will— loss of motivation, seeming 
to get stuck, seeing the goal as too remote, or seemingly impos-
sible to achieve— say to yourself, trust the process. Set aside your 
doubts and worries as best you can and just keep going on with the 
process— the regular practice or whatever— even if at this difficult 
period it feels pointless. If you trust the process and continue with 
it then, perhaps in ways that are invisible to you at the moment, you 
will continue to make progress with your project.

Consider some if . . . then . . . scenarios

Using the if . . . then . . . technique (see “Reaching goals with WOOP” 
in this chapter) can be useful not only at the planning stage but 
also when you seem to be faltering on your journey towards your 
goal. This exercise provides an opportunity to allow flexibility into 
your plans. You might be concerned that the amount of time your 
job demands prevents you from pursuing a goal, or project, or a cre-
ative interest, in which case create an if . . . then . . . scenario. If my 
work is so busy that I don’t have time for the activity then I will wait 
until my next holiday to continue pursuing my goal. Or, then I will 
choose some very simple ways of being creative.
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reviewing progress

Reviewing progress on a regular basis helps in at least three ways:

1. It provides objective evidence of where you are now.
2. It helps keep you on course. You can tell whether you have 

gotten side- tracked, or missed out a step.
3. It clarifies what the next step should be, and helps you decide 

what to do next: learn a new song, or spend more time with 
friends, or learn to delegate jobs to others.

A certain amount of trial and error may help determine the fre-
quency of reviews that works best for you. Too frequent reviews 
waste time and take energy away from the task in hand. When 
reviews are too far apart, there is a risk of going off track, and 
wasting energy.

In order to review your progress you will need some way of 
assessing it— some way of identifying where you are on your 
journey towards your goal, or whether you have been doing what 
you set yourself. But good reviews include more than this, for 
instance:

1. A  review of motivation:  reminding yourself of your longer- 
term goals and why they are important to you.

2. A review of obstacles or difficulties that you are encountering 
or that may lie ahead, and time for planning how to deal 
with these.

You might want to carry out the review entirely by yourself or you 
might want to involve one or more other people (see “Teachers, 
trainers, coaches, mentors, families, and friends” in this chapter). 
You can also re- assess how SMART your goals have been (see Box 
10.2) and whether they can be revised to make them SMARTer.

In reviewing progress towards longer- term goals, you may 
wonder whether to focus on how far you have come already or on 
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how far you still have to go. In general we seem to be more motivated 
by small distances and by small numbers. So if you have travelled 
20% of your journey, and you still have 80% of the road to travel, 
it is more motivating to look back at the 20% than to look forward. 
But if you have already travelled 80% of the way, it may be more 
motivating to keep your eye on your eventual destination. Looking 
back may be demotivating. I’ve done 80%: time to ease off. Whereas 
seeing the top of the mountain just a short way ahead, brings a 
second wind and strengthens the desire to complete the journey.

write all this down

Write down your long- term goals, the process, any short- term 
goals, your if . . . then . . . scenarios, and the rewards of success. Read 
what you have written from time to time: it will act as a reminder 
and motivator.

teachers, trainers, coaches, mentors,  
families, and friends

Other people can help, and they can also hinder. Good support comes 
from people who can endorse your wishes, or hopes or ambitions, 
but they can’t do that unless they know what you’re aiming at. So 
tell them. Explain what you wish or hope for, what you are trying to 
do or want to achieve. Then you can find out whether they will back 
you up, and work out how they could help. There are various ways 
in which other people can help you:

1. They may have skills or knowledge to share.
2. They may be good at the processes involved:  planning; 

identifying obstacles, stepping stones, and resting places; 
scheduling reviews; assessing progress.

3. They may know how to encourage and support you, or pro-
vide understanding and advice when the going gets tough.
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4. Their interest can make it easier to persist, and can fortify you 
against being overcome by difficulties or delays. Their pleasure 
or enjoyment in your achievement is catching: it spurs you on. 
Making a commitment to someone else can provide motiva-
tion as well as feel like sharing the load.

Most of us have various goals at any one time, and many people 
find that they make most progress on those goals for which they 
have regular meetings with others, whether teachers or colleagues. 
Others prefer to work away at something on their own, and find 
that involving others is distracting, or adds unwelcome pressure. 
Different styles suit different people at different times and when 
travelling towards different destinations. What suits you best for 
your goal at this time?

nudge: getting the environment on your side

The central idea of nudge is that we are more likely to do some-
thing if the environment is arranged to make it easier or more 
inviting for us to do it. More children choose the healthier food 
in their school cafeteria if it is placed within easy reach (and the 
rest is harder to reach). The smell of fresh bread invites us into 
the bakery— not against our will, but possibly when we had not 
meant to go there. Supermarkets nudge us to buy certain things 
that they wish to sell and that otherwise we might not have 
chosen, for example by placing them near the check- out (see the 
book Nudge by Thaler and Sunstein, in “Further reading” in this 
chapter).

This idea can be useful in helping to achieve goals. Keep the mu-
sical instrument ready to pick up and play. Have a language tape or 
podcast ready to put on at a moment’s notice; keep your work room 
or study inviting. In short, encourage yourself to carry out the ac-
tivities relevant to your goal (see Box 10.3).

 



BOX 10.3 Be your own supermarket manager

Supermarkets are skilled at nudging shoppers to buy products. 
You can make it easier to achieve your goals by nudging your-
self in the right direction.

1. Pick one of your goals.
2. Think of various ways that you can nudge yourself to 

achieving the goal. Don’t be critical. Allow your imagination 
full rein. You might like to do this with a trusted friend. The 
following headings may be helpful:
a. Having the “tools” for the goal readily to hand.
b. Making it easy to work on the goal in spare moments.
c. Making the environment for working towards your goal 

attractive.
d. Reminders to work on the goal at the right time and in the 

right place.
e. Eliciting help from others in nudging you to work on 

your goal.
f. Ensuring a reward for time spent on your goal.

When you have a good list of possibilities then you can eval-
uate their likely effectiveness. Choose from one to three changes 
that you can realistically make in your environment and that 
will encourage you to work towards your goal.

If your goal is to do less (e.g., eating, drinking, playing com-
puter games) you might:

1. Place healthy stuff within reach, and the rest out of sight 
and out of reach.

2. Put a question, picture, or list of other absorbing options on 
your screensaver.

3. Invite yourself to do something enjoyable, and dis-
tracting: meet a friend, watch a film.

4. Think who might encourage and support you? What small 
reward might you give yourself?



goals and how to use them | 2 19 

Managing your resources

Energy

Three types of resource relevant to pursuing a goal may be lim-
ited:  money, time, and energy. The financial cost of achieving 
your goal will need to be factored in when choosing both the goal 
and the route to achieving it. There is only so much of your time 
available for your goals and you may need to prioritize your goals 
because of insufficient time to pursue them all (see Chapter  11, 
“Using time well”). The resource that is often forgotten is energy. 
The successful journey to your goal depends more on good planning 
and maintaining motivation than it does on a strong will. But en-
ergy is usually needed to keep going towards a long- term goal and 
there are likely to be particularly difficult times when you need 
to gird your loins, grit your teeth, and keep pushing ahead. It will 
need self- control to avoid the temptation to do something else, 
something easier than to continue with your plan towards your 
goal. Self- control takes energy. In order to maximize the chance of 
achieving your goal, your energy needs to be husbanded.

Energy is required in pursuing both positive goals that involve 
doing more of something (working, revising, training), and neg-
ative goals for doing less of something (eating, drinking, playing 
computer games). The self- denial that seems often to be a major as-
pect of negative goals may be lessened by making the negative goals 
more positive, for example, by focusing more on eating healthily, 
on enjoying company or solitude without alcohol, or taking “time- 
out” without becoming addicted to computer games.

The results from scientific studies of the energy needed for 
the self- control to pursue goals can be summarized in a number 
of points of practical value (see also the book Willpower:  Why 
Self- Control is the Secret to Success, by Baumeister and Tierney, in 
“Further reading” in this chapter):

1. The energy needed to exercise self- control, or to keep moving 
towards a goal through the difficult times, can fatigue 
through use.
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2. Certain mental tasks (see Box 10.4) use, and use up, this energy.
3. Each of us, at any one time, has a limited amount of energy so 

that carrying out these mental tasks will temporarily deplete 
our stock.

4. As the stock of energy is decreased, so our ability to keep going 
towards our goal, or to exercise the self- control needed, lessens.

5. Our energy will replenish itself over time as long as we stop 
expending it.

6. It is not easy to know when our stock of energy is low— there 
is no feeling that tells us in the way that hunger can tell us 
we are low on food energy. There are, however, non- specific 
tell- tale signs that can help us identify when we are low on 
energy and therefore when we are at risk of being unable to 
draw on our strength of will in order to pursue our goals. At 
these times it may be sensible to set the goal aside for a period 
or, alternatively, to reduce our use of energy in other areas of 
our life (see Box 10.5).

BOX 10.4 Tasks that use up energy

1. Trying to control our thoughts. As I write this I am having 
to concentrate to get clear exactly what I want to say: I am 
having to control my thoughts. Even if I enjoy this it uses 
energy.

2. Making decisions that affect us. Making decisions, even 
trivial ones (e.g., what color to paint the new bathroom), 
even enjoyable ones, uses energy.

3. Controlling emotions. Coping with a bereavement, or con-
trolling anger or depression, uses energy.

4. Persevering in the task at hand and not being distracted 
from it. As I write this I am using energy not only because 
I have to think but also because I am resisting the desire to 
stop working and take an early lunch.
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Simplifying the moment

There was once an old sailor my grandfather knew
Who had so many things which he wanted to do
That, whenever he thought it was time to begin,
He couldn’t because of the state he was in.

A. A. MILNE

The old sailor was caught in a vicious downward spiral. When he 
thought of doing one thing he was distracted by thoughts about 
something else on his list, and he ended up in a state that sounds 
like a mixture of exhaustion, anxiety, and frustration. Many of us, 
like A. A. Milne’s sailor, have many goals that we want to accom-
plish, but we know perfectly well that it would be most efficient 
to focus on one thing at a time. Distracting thoughts, however, 
creep in, sometimes because we have concerns or worries that are 
hard to set aside, but also because of a well- researched phenom-
enon: that the mind keeps returning to unfinished business. This is 
known as the Zeigarnik effect (see “The Zeigarnik effect” which is 
available online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind). 
Worries, troublesome memories, emotional upheavals, and also 
thoughts about unfinished tasks intrude upon us and interfere 
with the ability to concentrate on what we are doing, or indeed 
to sleep well. These processes can be useful when they keep us 
working away at difficulties, or trying to assimilate things that are 

BOX 10.5 Signs that the stock of energy is low

1. Becoming more than usually bothered and frustrated.
2. Being made more miserable by unpleasant thoughts than 

is usual.
3. Giving in to temptations that are normally resisted.
4. Feeling generally less able to cope than is normal.
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hard to handle or understand, and they can activate processes that 
help to lay worries to rest. However, they also have disadvantages. 
Intrusive thoughts distract us from what we are doing and may 
be upsetting. Trying to keep such thoughts at bay depletes energy 
and may disturb our sleep.

The good news is that many of these “Zeigarnik naggings” can 
be prevented by:

1. Completing the task you have set yourself, or
2. Making clear plans for the way forward.

Imagine that the kitchen in your home is being rebuilt. At the same 
time you have work deadlines to meet and the demands of ordi-
nary life continue. If you have a clear plan for ensuring that the 
kitchen rebuilding is carried out in the right order, that decisions 
are made at the right time, and that progress is regularly reviewed 
and plans updated, then thoughts about the rebuilding will in-
trude less when you are busy at work. The same is true about all the 
other potentially distracting thoughts that might intrude such as 
thoughts about the unanswered emails, about shopping for dinner, 
keeping the house clean, etc. If you make a clear, articulated plan 
for dealing with your tasks and goals, the distracting intrusions 
will diminish, allowing you to make better use of your time and 
energy, and giving you a better night’s sleep.

“Simplifying the moment” suggests we should pursue only 
one goal at any one moment: not multitasking, but switching our 
attention in an organized way (e.g., from kitchen stuff to work and 
back again at different times of day). This issue of simplifying the 
moment has been the subject of much management advice. David 
Allen is perhaps the best known advocate of a meticulous and 
thorough method for enabling us to focus on one thing at any one 
moment (see “The David Allen approach” which is available online 
at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind).

Micromanaging oneself can solve the problem of the moment— 
ensuring that you are not attempting to pursue too many, possibly 
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conflicting, goals at once. But we still need to think about how 
many goals we can usefully pursue at any one time in our life.

Simplifying life

To have only one overwhelming and single priority in life to which 
everything else is subservient is a good recipe for exceptional 
achievement particularly in creative enterprises. Great writers, 
artists, and entrepreneurs are often single- minded “workaholics.” 
But this kind of single- minded dedication comes at a cost to other 
areas of life such as close relationships and friendships, and activ-
ities that might be enjoyable and fulfilling. It could be useful for 
short periods, for instance, when preparing for exams, or planning 
a wedding, or moving house. But most of us do not wish to focus 
permanently and exclusively on only one goal. Indeed we often si-
multaneously have goals in all the main domains of our lives: family 
relationships, friendships, work, leisure, hobbies, and health. And 
“variety is the spice of life” . . . or so we are led to believe. Variety 
helps us realize our potential in many different areas, encourages 
us to explore and try out new things, builds confidence and resil-
ience, and protects us from boredom or from distress if the eggs 
that are all in one basket get broken.

Prioritizing is the main strategy that helps us to distribute 
our resources between various goals (see Chapter 11, “Using time 
well”). But even if you have a reasonably clear idea about your 
priorities, your energies can be spread too thin. Many of us err on 
the side of too many goals with the danger of not achieving even 
the most important ones. The progress review for each main goal 
will alert you to this problem.

good habits for efficiency and effectiveness

An airplane uses a great deal of energy in takeoff and in gaining 
its cruising height. Once cruising it uses, relative to takeoff, little 
energy. Habits are similar. It takes significant effort to establish a 
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habit— daily piano practice, for example— but once the habit has 
become established it takes relatively little effort to continue. The 
take- home message is:  make working towards your goal a habit. 
It is better to expend initial energy to get to the stage when you 
can cruise towards each goal than to keep, as it were, continually 
taking off (see Chapter 9, “Developing useful habits”).

In order to complete this book, we knew that we would have to 
put a lot of time into reading, thinking, and writing: there was no 
way round it. So we each made our own plans about how to do this. 
For one this meant working regularly at a particular time of day 
for two days a week. For another it meant working for several days 
after each author meeting, but then not working on the book for 
several weeks. Once each of our habits was established, it became a 
“fact,” and resisting the desire to do other easier things was not so 
difficult. The process was made easier by determining, at our author 
meetings, the next steps for each of us to take. Our group habit of 
determining next steps also saved time and energy as we all knew 
what to focus on whenever we got down to work.

Clear simple rules help establish habits

Clear simple rules that cannot be misinterpreted are useful in 
establishing habits. For example, if your goal requires you to put 
in a certain amount of time on a regular basis— writing, training, 
revising, practicing, or whatever— then a clear rule would be 
to work on your goal from time A  to time B on particular and 
specified days.

There are times when carrying out a habit is difficult so that 
the work feels impossible and you find yourself easily distracted 
and doing other things. Writers often feel like this:  trying to 
write at times when nothing comes. This happened to the great 
crime and Hollywood scriptwriter, Raymond Chandler. He found 
it difficult to force himself to write when he was not inspired, 
so he devised the following rather clever rule:  for a period of 4 
hours each day I do not have to write but I cannot do anything else. 
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If he was not writing he just had to sit there doing nothing. This 
might sound like a potential waste of time but it was the rule that 
enabled him to achieve his writing goals. Had he allowed him-
self, for those 4 hours, to do things other than write he would 
have done a lot less writing.

Getting back on course

When you lose motivation, or your goal slips out of reach, then 
going through the following steps can help you decide whether to 
persist or to change direction.

1. Find out where you are. This is sometimes hard to face and 
difficult to acknowledge. Your diet has been abandoned. You 
are no longer keeping to your revision plan. This feels like a 
failure, so no wonder it is hard to accept. Try not to hide from 
it, or pretend that it will come right by itself. It is a common 
experience to fall behind— often a long way behind— the 
schedule that we have set ourselves, even for those who are 
good at achieving the goals they set themselves. What those 
who are good at achieving goals do, when they realize that 
they are off course, is to regroup, re- plan, and to keep going. 
Remember the Japanese proverb “Fall seven times. Stand up 
eight”; and the song by Dorothy Fields and Jerome Kern “Pick 
yourself up, /  Take a deep breath, /  Dust yourself off. /  And 
start all over again”; and Chumbawumba’s Tubthumping “I get 
knocked down, but I get up again” (see also “Going off track 
and feelings of failure” in Chapter 15).

2. Decide whether you want to save the day or change your goal. 
Can you re- schedule your revision? Or revise your plan? Did 
you have a plan in the first place? Were the stepping stones too 
far apart? Do you just need a rest? Might you want to think 
again about your destination? For Elle Woods, the character 
in Legally Blonde, there came a time when she realized she no 
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longer wished to marry the boyfriend who had dumped her. 
Her goals had changed.

3. If you want to keep going, think through the problems and 
difficulties in the light of your experience. Plan how to deal 
with them. Plan how to use your resources, including the 
support systems that others might offer, websites, books, and 
your own ideas.

4. Step lightly from the past. It is not a web you are caught in. 
Looking to the future creates hope, and energy is then likely 
to follow.

5. Accept the uncertainty of the future. If you are not sure 
whether you can build your world as you want it to be, then 
try to ensure that your journey is an enjoyable one.

Summary

Goals can help us build our world as we want it to be. To reach a 
goal, it is rarely sufficient to rely on willpower particularly when 
the goal is long term. There are several steps to maximizing your 
chance of achieving the goals that are important to you:

1. Good planning. This involves getting clear what you want to 
achieve and identifying the likely difficulties you will meet on 
the way and how you will overcome them.

2. Maintaining motivation: through those difficult times when 
all your enthusiasm has waned.

3. Managing your limited resources: money, time, and energy.
4. Review your progress regularly. Flexibility and a constructive 

attitude may be needed to get you back on track.

Further reading
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11

Using time well

Time management is personal management

Donald’s full beard was as dark as his mood. He had been miserable 
since taking early retirement 9 months before. He hung around the 
house with little to do, feeling bored and useless. His wife was at 
the limits of her endurance. They both wanted the problem solved 
and hoped that there might be a medication that could cheer him 
up. He was taken aback when we started talking about the princi-
ples of time management. “Isn’t time management what all those 
successful young business executives learn? That’s for people who 
have too much to do. My problem is that I have too much time and 
not enough to do.”

Hilary was just the kind of young businesswoman for whom 
time management courses are designed. From the outside she 
appeared happy and successful, but from the inside she felt anx-
ious and out of control. Her work was an endless series of pressures, 
but she knew all about time management. Her organizer was so full 
of appointments and lists of projects that she only had to look at 
it to feel stressed. She had so many urgent projects, and so many 
appointments, she was never still. Although she knew a great deal 
about the techniques of time management, she did not really un-
derstand its main point: it is not time which needs to be managed; 
it is ourselves.
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The central principle of time management

Enormous books and long courses are devoted to time manage-
ment, but the central principle is simple and profound:

Spend your time doing those things you value or 
those things that help you achieve your goals.

This is not an invitation to selfishness, to do those things which are in 
your interests at the expense of others. Altruistic people value spending 
time helping others: this is one of their main goals. Nor is it a recipe 
for “all work and no play.” Most of us value our pleasures and also time 
spent just idling. If you value these then, according to the central prin-
ciple of time management, it is appropriate to devote time to them.

Most of us would admit to spending a great deal of our time 
involved in activities which we neither value nor which help us to 
achieve our goals. Why is this? Is it because of weakness of will, 
or laziness, or inefficiency? Although these can be contributing 
factors, they are rarely of major importance. The most important 
single reason is being unclear about our values and our goals. This 
was the case with Hilary. She was busy and she worked efficiently, 
but most of the time she was doing things that did not contribute 
to her main goals. She did not choose which projects to take on and 
which to reject according to what she valued and what she wanted 
to achieve, and this was because she had not clarified her ideas 
about what these values and goals were. The result was that she 
took on almost all the projects which were thrown her way and had 
too much to do. She had no clear understanding of her priorities, 
and ended up doing whichever tasks were the most urgent. The re-
sult: stress and dissatisfaction.

Clarifying your values and goals

In Chapter 2 (“Valuing and understanding yourself”) we introduced 
the “funeral exercise” (see Box 2.3), a “thought experiment” to help 
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clarify your values and long- term goals. Hilary used this exercise 
to articulate what she would like key people to say about her at her 
funeral (Box 11.1) and then to help her to produce her “personal 
statement” (Box 11.2).

Donald had never thought about what he valued and what 
he wanted to achieve after his retirement. His life had revolved 
around his work, and when that stopped he just existed, bored and 

BOX 11.1 Results of Hilary’s thought experiment

The family speaker. He said that I  was warm, fun, and stimu-
lating; that I spent time with the family and gave them the 
highest priority. He added that I was thoroughly dependable.

The friend. She confirmed that I was fun to be with and that 
I gave support when it was needed. She added that I was com-
pletely honest and sophisticated.

The colleague at work. She spoke of my integrity and pro-
ductivity:  I got valuable things done. She added that 
I brought out the best in my colleagues at work so that they 
flourished.

BOX 11.2 Hilary’s personal statement (reflecting her values)

Central value of integrity and honesty
Caring for my family
Not, however, rigid and rule bound
Forgiving
Creative and imaginative
High value on hobby of painting
Stimulating and fun
Enabling others (e.g., at work) to flourish
Main work objective over next 3 years: to expand my division 

of the company by 20%.
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rudderless. He could not see the point of the funeral exercise but he 
agreed to do it anyway. He did not begin by thinking about what he 
would like his wife to say; he thought instead about what she was 
probably thinking now. “I wish he would go back to work so that he 
wasn’t around me all the time getting in the way. He’s so miserable 
it would be better if he were dead.” He suddenly saw what he was like 
from her perspective, and he did not like what he saw. What would 
he like her to say in 3 years’ time?

“That’s simple. I would like her to think that my retirement years 
were good ones for both of us. That the time it gave us together was 
time we enjoyed and took advantage of. That I was helpful to her, but 
also that I was interesting to be with.” Donald thought about what he 
would like his son to say, and his 4- year- old granddaughter. By the 
end of the week he had written out a detailed statement of his values 
and goals, and he had also planned how he wanted to spend his time.

Be led by your values and goals

Making a personal statement of your values and goals helps you 
to center your life around what you believe in. But knowing your 
values and goals is not by itself enough. You need also to act in ac-
cordance with them. The problem is that we often act as though we 
were being directed by someone else rather than by ourselves.

But what if I have no control over my life?

You might be thinking that this is all very well for someone like 
Donald, who is retired and can do pretty much what he likes. But 
what about those who do not have much control over their lives? 
Perhaps you are clear about what you value, and you know exactly 
how you would like to spend your time; but you have to earn your 
living, and in order to do this, you must spend a lot of your time 
doing things you do not really value.
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It is a sad reflection on our society that there is much truth 
in this. Most of us have to spend time doing things we neither 
enjoy nor find valuable. The central principle of time management 
tells us, however, that the only reason for spending time in this 
way is if it is necessary for achieving one of our long- term goals 
or supports our values. If the only way of earning a living at the 
moment is by doing a job which we neither value nor enjoy, then it 
may be necessary to do this, at least for the time being. However, 
we need to look carefully at whether there are other ways of 
achieving our goals or living by our values, such as “supporting 
my family.”

Anne worked as a secretary. Her father had always wanted her 
to be a secretary, but she hated the job. When asked why she did it, 
she said that she needed the money. When asked what job she would 
prefer she was absolutely clear:  she would like to work in a travel 
company. She had found out, however, that to do this she would have 
to work for a year at much lower pay, and even after a year she might 
not be earning as much as she was now. Thinking about her values 
and goals she realized that one of the things she really wanted to do 
was to travel. If she worked for the travel company, she would be 
able to travel more cheaply, but she had not calculated the value of 
this to her. It turned out that if she travelled a lot— and this is what 
she wanted to do— the cheap fares available to her went a long way 
to making up the difference in income between the two jobs. It did 
not make up all the difference. So what did the extra income in her 
present job help her to do that she could not do if she worked in the 
travel company? For the first year, she would not be able to main-
tain a car. After that, the difference would have little effect on her 
day- to- day life.

Anne had thought that the ideas behind time management had 
little value for her because she had no control over how to spend her 
time. It turned out that clarifying for herself what her values were 
showed her that she did have some choices. What it boiled down to 
was that she could continue in her present job, which she neither 
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enjoyed nor valued, or she could do what she really wanted and sac-
rifice her car for a year. When put in these terms, she was certain 
that she would rather change jobs. It was through applying the cen-
tral principle of time management that she had become clear about 
what it was she wanted.

a piece of pie

Donald discovered a technique that he found useful and that may 
be of help to you. He drew a pie chart of how he wanted to spend 
his time. In writing his statement of values and goals, he identified 
a number of different aspects of his life that he wanted to develop, 
and decided roughly how much time he wanted to spend on each. 
His pie chart looked like the one in Figure 11.1.

Leisure with wife
40%

Leisure alone or
with friends

20%

Help son and family
10%

Hobbies
20%

Household
chores
10%

FIGUR E 11.1

 Donald’s time- management plan.

 



using time well | 2 3 5 

the designer week

Donald used his pie chart to design his week so that it had the 
elements that he wanted, in the proportion that he had chosen. 
He wanted to help his son and daughter- in- law. He looked at the 
pie chart and then he asked them:  “If you could have 4 hours of 
my time, how would it be most helpful to you?” Their answer was 
simple:  an evening of babysitting. So Donald wrote this evening 
into his weekly timetable.

He had wanted to learn French properly for years but had never 
found the time. He went to his local library and found out about 
adult study programs. There was a local French class one afternoon 
a week, so he put this in his calendar and also scheduled some time 
for homework. He talked with his wife. If he did the cleaning, she 
would do the cooking and washing. So she showed him how to clean 
the house and this gave her more leisure time. They both enjoyed 
looking at antiques so they decided to plan outings to antique fairs 
and house sales, with a light lunch out. Donald put this on his 
weekly timetable.

His timetable did not provide a rigid list of musts, but was flex-
ible and was a helpful guide to make sure that, by and large, he spent 
his time following the pursuits he wanted. Having felt aimless and 
miserable with nothing to do, he started to think of his retirement 
as a purposeful, rather than as an empty, time of life, and began to 
feel more fulfilled.

The pie chart and the designer week are as useful for the busy 
person whose work seems to take up the whole of life as they are 
for those whose life seems filled with empty space. Often the busy 
person has lost touch with what is really important. So if you  
are very busy, you may find it helpful to take time to produce  
your statement of values and goals and then draw a pie diagram 
showing how much time you would like to spend on each of the 
main areas in your life: your family, your work, your friends, and 
your hobbies and interests (there is a blank pie chart available 
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online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind. How does 
the distribution of time shown in your ideal pie compare with 
how you are actually spending your time? One of the problems 
the busy person faces is that work can take up an increasing and 
excessive amount of time at the expense of family and friends. 
Of course, economic factors often force people to work more than 
they would ideally like to. If your ideal pie and your actual pie show 
any marked discrepancies, how might you bring them more into 
line? Do you really have to do as much as you are doing at work?

Classifying your activities

Many books and courses on time management display a diagram 
much like the one in Figure 11.2. The idea is that each of the activ-
ities that occupy your week can be classified in two ways: in terms 
of how important they are and how urgent they are. Some authors 
devise elaborate rating systems, but for most purposes, it is enough 
to place each activity in one of the four quadrants.

The importance of an activity is determined by your values and 
goals. Urgent tasks, like completing a report or doing the house-
hold chores, pop up of their own accord until you find yourself 
snowed under by them. The non- urgent important activities, like 
developing new work opportunities or keeping up with friends, 

Not urgent
Not Important

Urgent
Not Important

Urgent
Important

Not urgent
Important

FIGUR E 11. 2

Weighing the importance of various tasks as a part of time management.
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never get done unless they become urgent. Because it is so tiring 
living constantly with urgent tasks, we sneak into the “comfort-
able” quadrant of activities that are neither urgent nor important, 
like playing a computer game with no great enjoyment, whenever 
we can, just, as it were, to get some rest.

The central principle of time management is:  spend your time 
doing those things you value (including having fun!) or that help you 
achieve your goals. In other words, spend your time doing those ac-
tivities that are important to you. The aim, therefore, is to spend 
less or even no time on activities described as not important— 
whether urgent or not. Furthermore, it is desirable to spend as 
much time as possible on non- urgent activities, both because it is 
more stressful to be working on urgent tasks, and because many of 
the most important activities never become urgent. If you spend 
most of your time doing the urgent things, the important but non- 
urgent activities get continually put off. Such activities include 
spending time with family and friends, developing your interests 
and hobbies, and planning any long- term aspects of work. As you 
increase the time spent on non- urgent activities, gradually you will 
reduce the amount of time you need for the urgent tasks, because 
you will be carrying them out before they become urgent.

what about my leisure?

You may be thinking that this sounds far too much like hard 
work— spending all your time doing important activities. What 
about time to stand and stare? What about time to be frivolous? 
What about time relaxing with friends? It is vital to understand 
what is meant by important. An important task might include 
lying on the beach in the sun, or having a drink with some friends, 
or watching a football game on TV. In other words, relaxing and 
pleasurable activities are indeed important. In spending your 
time doing those things which are important to you, we are not 
advocating constant work and lifelong grind. Quite the contrary. 
Paradoxically, good time management often means spending less 
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time on what is considered work. If the work is drudgery and not 
relevant to key goals— including needing to earn a living— then 
it should be abandoned. This will leave you more time for doing 
those things you enjoy and value.

The principle is to spend time doing what it is that you person-
ally value. It says nothing about what those values should be. So 
if you value being spontaneous and having no specific goals then 
following the principle would mean spending much of your time 
being open to such spontaneity.

Important but not urgent in two steps

Only two steps are needed to shift to spending as much time as 
possible on important, non- urgent activities.

Step 1. Refuse to commit to unimportant activities in the first 
place. In order to be able to do this it is necessary to have 
clearly in mind what your values and goals are. Time man-
agement comes back again and again to this fundamental 
notion. Do not expect to ditch overnight all the unimpor-
tant tasks to which you are committed. But, from now on, 
we suggest, do not agree to any unimportant activities.

Step 2. Use the time created by cutting out unimportant activ-
ities to engage in important, non- urgent activities. Do not 
fill this time with urgent tasks.

By applying this two- step process over a period of a few months 
you can try to ensure that most of your time is spent on important 
but not urgent activities.

Overcoming resistance

The central principle of time management sounds simple 
enough: spend your time doing those things you value or those things 
that help you achieve your goals. Why would we want to do otherwise? 
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And yet we often resist doing just that. One reason is that the ac-
tivities that help us achieve our goals are often activities that re-
quire some effort: maybe more energy and willpower than we can 
find. Even intrinsically pleasurable activities may require an initial 
internal “push.” There are also more subtle reasons why we might re-
sist doing what we value, and to overcome such resistance it helps to 
understand what is behind it. Then it may help to ask yourself what 
it is that you fear. Is there an inner voice telling you that you will 
fail? That you are not good enough? Or are you worrying about the 
effect that successfully achieving your goals might have on others? 
Are you ambivalent about your relevant values? Another obstacle 
may be that pursuing your values or goals feels self- indulgent, or 
like a guilty pleasure. If you identify a range of values then you won’t 
have all your eggs in one basket. If resistance is an issue it may also 
help to read other chapters in this book: Chapter 2, “Valuing and 
understanding yourself”; Chapter 10, “Goals and how to use them”; 
Chapter 16, “Becoming more creative”; and Chapter 9, “Developing 
useful habits.”

One clue that we may be resisting doing what we value is that 
we are easily distracted.

Destroying distractions

Sometimes, after you have set yourself to do an (important) ac-
tivity, other more tempting activities immediately beckon. For in-
stance, you set out to order a gift for someone online, and then find 
yourself searching the Internet for an interesting new film, or an-
swering emails. Before you know it you have spent time on some-
thing that was not what you set out to do. When this happens we 
may be resisting searching for a gift— which involves making dif-
ficult decisions— or it may be that the distraction is simply more 
enticing than getting on with what we have set ourselves.

Distractions come both from inside us (an idea about something 
else or feeling hungry), and from outside (noises and interruptions of 
all kinds). This distinction, however, is not clear- cut. Many external 

 



24 0  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

distractions (incoming messages, for example) could be under our 
control, so if they trouble us it is because we allow them to do so. 
The way most of us now work, and play, has greatly increased the 
number of potential distractions. Managing our time now involves 
actively managing distractions as well.

Dealing with emails and instant messages has become a de-
manding and distracting experience for many people, especially at 
work and for students (of all ages). For this reason there are now 
companies whose entire focus is on email management or email 
productivity training. Many activities, those related to hobbies and 
leisure interests included, require sustained periods of concentra-
tion, and this suffers when our attention is frequently interrupted. 
While we gain skills in rapid responding, we can lose those that de-
mand prolonged attention and deep thought. Some suggestions for 
dealing with emails at work are listed in Box 11.3 (see also Box 11.4).

BOX 11.3 Ideas for dealing with emails at work

• Make this into a proactive, rather than a reactive, activity by 
deciding when and how often each day you will access your 
emails.

• Don’t have emails “pushed” through to you automatically, 
but rather deliberately “fetch” them at your set email times.

• Limit the amount of time you spend processing emails. Have 
a plan for how to process them. This will vary on your needs 
and preferences.

• Realize you don’t have to reply to every email.
• Create a special channel (or filter) for genuinely urgent 

messages to which you need to respond rapidly
• Only reply if the message requires a response.
• Send emails to those who really need them without using 

“reply all.”
• Unsubscribe from sites you are not going to read or use.
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Another common distraction is when others interrupt you. If 
this is a problem it may be necessary to let people know when you 
wish not to be interrupted, and perhaps when you are available. 
Some institutions used to have study rooms with two doors one 
immediately before the other. If the outer door was open, but the 
inner closed, the person studying could be interrupted. If the outer 
door was closed it was understood that the person was not to be 
interrupted. This was called “sporting the oak” because the outer 
door was traditionally made of oak. Try to bring the key principle 
of this old tradition into the modern day when you want to focus 
on a task without interruptions.

Benign ruthlessness (or kind commitment!)

We have argued that being led by your values and goals does not 
mean that you are being selfish because your goals can include 
being altruistic— believing in the value of consideration for others. 
But we are recommending that you be led by what you value rather 
than simply following others. You may want to spend some of your 
time doing what other people want you to do, or promoting their 

BOX 11.4 Once past the desk: a rule for emails as well

Step 1: assess rapidly whether you want to respond and how to 
deal with the matter. Use your values as a yardstick: do not 
undertake tasks that are not important to you.

Step 2: decide when to tackle what you need to do. You might 
find the 2- minute rule (see “7. Once past the desk— or, never 
‘do’ your emails” in this chapter) useful here. One good 
reason for delaying is that you need time to mull it over. 
Again, this decision should be made rapidly.

Step 3: put the matter aside until the allotted time.
Step 4: at the allotted time carry out the action.
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interests rather than your own, but it is important to recognize 
that other people may try to get you to spend time doing things 
that are not related to your values and goals. And it is often easier 
to go with what others want rather than doing what you want.

This puts you in a dilemma. “Benign ruthlessness” (or kind 
commitment) means making the effort to ensure that what you 
commit to is in line with your values and goals and is not the result 
of saying yes because it is easier than saying no. Kind commitment 
is committed in that, at times, it involves being forceful in resisting 
those pressures from others that might distract you from man-
aging your time effectively. It is kind in that it is not saying others 
have to do things your way. It is ruthless in that it means holding 
onto your values and doing what you want despite the pressure.

There are several skills and tools on which you may need to 
draw in order to develop kind commitment or benign ruthlessness, 
including many of the ten tools and rules of the time- management 
trade (see “Ten tools and rules of the time- management trade” next 
in this chapter). Since there is often pressure from others, the skills 
of assertiveness and the sleep- on- it rule are also worth practicing 
(see Chapter 17, “Assertiveness”).

Ten tools and rules of the  
time- management trade

Once you are clear about your values and goals, you can use which-
ever tools you find helpful in order to get organized. (See Box 11.5.)

1. use your starter motor

An old car ran smoothly once it was going, but was a devil to get 
started, particularly in wet weather. Most of us are like that car. 
A  survey of students showed that the main difference between 
good students and average students was in the ability to get down 
to work quickly. The first tool of time management is to get to the 
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task at hand and not spending time in that limbo of neither getting 
down to the task nor enjoying your leisure. You can make it easier 
for yourself to get going by creating an environment that is inviting 
(see “Nudge: getting the environment on your side” in Chapter 10).

2. Make routine your servant

Routine can be your servant or your master. Mindless routine may 
become a prison and may curb your creativity. But routine, when 
used well, can release time and energy. Donald decided to learn 
French. He chose to devote half an hour each day, in addition to 
his weekly class, working on his French. He found that it was easy 
to skip a daily session, and if he skipped one, it was even easier to 
skip a second session. Two weeks went by, and he had only done 
his half hour of work on 2  days. We discussed ways to help him 
get down to work. He chose to make it a routine. After breakfast 
each day, he would work for half an hour. He established a routine. 
In fact, he had previously spent half an hour successfully delaying 
doing the work. Now he found that he had done his work before he 
had time to think about not doing it. He established the habit that, 

BOX 11.5 Ten tools and rules

1. Use your starter motor
2. Make routine your servant
3. Every yes is a no to something else
4. Distant elephants
5. Salami
6. The curse of perfectionism
7. Once past the desk
8. Minimize start- up costs
9. Appointments need to end as well as start

10. Make time to plan.
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after breakfast, he would take his coffee into the sitting room and 
work for half an hour (see also “Clear simple rules help establish 
habits” in Chapter 10).

3. Every yes is a no to something else

Many of the best things in life arise by chance, and saying yes to an 
opportunity can lead to unexpected treasures. But the mistake most 
of us make is to say yes to too many things, so that we live according 
to the priorities of others rather than according to our own. We fail 
to recognize that doing one thing means that we are not doing some-
thing else. Every time you agree to do something, another thing you 
might have done will not get done. When someone asks you to do 
something, it can be helpful to think: “If I say yes to this, from what 
other activity will I  take away the time?” The problem is that al-
most all of us find it difficult to say no to other people’s demands. 
The skills of assertiveness are necessary for the good management of 
time. These are described in Chapter 17, “Assertiveness.”

4. Distant elephants

From far away, even elephants look small; but when you come up 
close, they are as large as they always are. Peter received a letter 
asking him to give a lecture in Edinburgh. He knew it would take 
2 days of preparation and a couple of days to travel to Edinburgh 
and back. It was not a lecture he particularly wanted to give, and if 
he had been asked to give it within 2 months, he would have had 
no hesitation in saying no. But he was being asked to give the lec-
ture in a year’s time. It was so far away he almost said yes without 
thinking, but then he remembered about distant elephants. In a 
year’s time it would still be 4 days’ work, and he would still have 
other priorities. This lecture was never going to be a top priority, 
and he would always have more important things to do with 4 days. 
Do not commit yourself to unimportant activities no matter how far 
ahead they are.
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5. Salami— slicing large tasks into a series 
of smaller tasks

Large tasks can be so daunting that you either never start them, or 
having started them, you become dispirited and give up. No project 
is too large, or large projects would never get done. Large projects, 
however, do need to be tackled systematically and this usually 
means cutting big projects into a series of small “slices.” This is the 
“salami principle.” If you “eat” the slices one by one you will eventu-
ally consume the whole “salami.” In other words, set yourself small 
manageable tasks so that by progressing through them you will 
eventually accomplish the large task (see also “Motivation and how 
to maintain it” in Chapter 10).

6. the curse of perfectionism

Louise was a good scientist and was devastated when she failed 
to get the promotion she thought she deserved. The problem was 
that hardly anyone knew much about her work because she had 
published so little. Several of her colleagues had found it difficult to 
work with her because, when they came to write up their results for 
the professional journals, she was so slow. She thought so carefully 
about every word, and worried so much about every sentence, that 
her results remained lost to the world in half finished, unpublished 
manuscripts.

There is a place for perfectionism. The great Dutch painter 
Vermeer worked with painstaking care and has left us a number 
of masterpieces. But for most activities, there comes a stage when 
there is not much to be gained from putting in a great deal more 
effort. This is the time to call a halt and focus on something else.

7. once past the desk— or, never “do” your emails

Slightly unpleasant or tricky things, like letters or emails we do not 
want to answer, seem to turn up again and again. What typically 

 

 

 



24 6  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

happens is that the message arrives, we read it, and put it aside. 
Later we read it again, start to think about it, but put it aside again. 
We can even repeat the whole process and end up wasting yet more 
time. To prevent this waste of time, apply the rule of once past the 
desk: either deal with the task straight away, or decide when to deal 
with it and put it aside until that time.

Our very vocabulary tends to encourage this waste of time. We 
say: “I’ll just go and do my emails” or, perhaps worse: “I’ll just go 
and check my emails.” Instead, by applying the once past the desk 
rule it is more appropriate to say, and to think: “I’ll go and process 
my emails.” Apply the rule to emails just as you might to any other 
communication: decide for each email what you want to do about 
it:  ignore it, respond to it, or do further thinking or work (and 
then respond). Several authors recommend also using the 2- minute 
rule: if you can complete your response within 2 minutes then do so 
now; if not decide when you are going to put in the time and spend 
no more time on it now. The steps to go through are summarized in 
Box 11.4 (see also Box 11.3).

The four steps (Box 11.4) may be carried out in quick succession, 
particularly when you decide to deal with the matter right away. But 
do not keep revisiting the task without carrying it out. Deal with 
what is on your desk, whether literally or metaphorically, just once.

8. Minimize the start- up costs

For some activities, such as writing this book, it takes time to “get 
into the zone.” It would be very inefficient for us to work on this 
book for 1 hour a week because it would take the first half hour or 
so each week to get back to where we were a week ago. Some activ-
ities require equipment to be assembled and then put away again 
on each occasion so it would be inefficient for each session to last 
a short time only. For those activities that require such “start- up” 
time it is sensible to do one of two things (or both). Either do the ac-
tivities in significant “chunks”— applied to writing this book that 
could mean, for example, taking a week off from other activities 
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and concentrating on writing for that week; or, do the activity for a 
short time on most days— applied to writing this book that might 
mean writing, for 1 hour each day.

9. appointments need to end as well as start

Be as aware of when appointments are due to end as you are of when 
they begin. For example, suppose that you are making a date to dis-
cuss an issue with a colleague or to have coffee with a friend. When 
arranging the time to meet, arrange also the time to finish. You will 
need to make some estimate of how long you need together, but the 
ability to make such estimates improves with practice. There are two 
reasons for scheduling the ends of appointments. The first is so that 
you know when you will be free for other activities and appointments. 
The second is that, if everyone knows when the meeting will end, you 
will all make better use of the time you have together.

10. Make time to plan

The final tool of time management is to schedule a regular time to 
plan your activities. Some people find it helpful to plan the day first 
thing in the morning. For others, it may be better to plan in terms 
of a week. The minutes spent in planning will be saved many times 
over. It is also useful to review your priorities and values from time 
to time. Vacations are a good time for this because you are away 
from the demands of everyday life.

Summary

• The central principle of time management is: spend your time 
doing those things you value or that help you achieve your 
goals. You can value enjoyment and fun.

• Classify the activities which fill your week in terms of their 
importance and urgency.
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• Spend your time doing those things that are important but 
not urgent:

Step 1:  do not commit yourself to doing things which are 
not important.

Step 2:  use the extra time this gives you to do non- urgent 
things.

• Take active steps to reduce distractions such as emails and 
interruptions.

• Make good use of the “Ten tools and rules of the time 
management trade.”

Further reading

Allcott, G. (2016). How to be a Productivity Ninja. London: Icon Books.
Covey, S.R. (2004). The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People:  Powerful 

Lessons in Personal Change. New  York:  Simon & Schuster. 
[Available as a pdf at: https:// www.depts.ttu.edu/ upwardbound/ 
books/ the- 7- habits- ofhighly- effective- people.pdf]

Websites
Brevedy. The 7 Habits in 3 Minutes:  Video. http:// www.brevedy.com/ 

7- habits- 3- minutes- video/ 
Matt Perman and the What’s Best Next Blog (2016). How to Get Your 

Email Inbox to Zero Every Day. https:// www.whatsbestnext.com/ 
2016/ 06/ get- email- inbox- zero- every- day- updated/ 

Stephen R.  Covey:  https:// www.stephencovey.com/ 7habits/ 7habits.
php

 

https://www.depts.ttu.edu/upwardbound/books/the-7-habits-ofhighly-effective-people.pdf
https://www.depts.ttu.edu/upwardbound/books/the-7-habits-ofhighly-effective-people.pdf
http://www.brevedy.com/7-habits-3-minutes-video/
http://www.brevedy.com/7-habits-3-minutes-video/
https://www.whatsbestnext.com/2016/06/get-email-inbox-zero-every-day-updated/
https://www.whatsbestnext.com/2016/06/get-email-inbox-zero-every-day-updated/
https://www.stephencovey.com/7habits/7habits.php
https://www.stephencovey.com/7habits/7habits.php


249

12

Keeping physically well

“Healthy body, healthy mind”

Good physical health helps in managing the mind; and our minds, 
through their effect on behavior, impact on physical health. 
A  common phrase and motto of many educational and sporting 
institutions is the Latin “mens sana in corpore sano,” often 
translated as “a sound mind in a sound body.” It is taken to express 
the belief and philosophy that good physical health is an essen-
tial part of good psychological health. In Chapter 1 (“The scientific 
background:  knowing what works”), we introduced the five- part 
model (see “The five- part model”), which illustrates the links be-
tween thoughts, feelings, behavior, and physical reactions, in any 
given environment, with each of these systems able to influence all 
of the others. Although this book is mostly focused on thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior, this chapter is more explicitly focused on 
the physical side of things. The five- part model shows that physical 
reactions interact directly with thoughts, feelings, and behavior 
in any particular environment, and suggests that changes to our 
physical health can have a direct impact on mental health too.

The areas of our lives over which we have significant control 
and which are important for health are exercise, diet, sleep, and 
avoiding harmful substances. Not that we wish to exaggerate our 
ability to control our lives or our health. Things happen, events hit 
us and all we can do is respond, but our behavior can affect the 
probability of the events happening. “Healthy” behavior such as 
sensible exercise and dietary choices can significantly increase 
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our chances of being healthy and active in middle and old age and 
reduce the probability of suffering a heart attack or a stroke or 
some cancers; but they cannot eliminate these probabilities alto-
gether. Furthermore, there is evidence that exercise can be both a 
treatment for mild low mood and anxiety, and prevent relapse as 
well. In addition to these long- term effects, exercise can give an 
immediate mood boost— especially if we try to pay attention to our 
feelings. So, after exercise our mood can improve if we tune in to 
our mental state.

In order for “healthy” behavior to have an impact it has to be 
frequent and preferably routine which is why such behavior is often 
referred to in terms of lifestyle choices and adopting a healthy life-
style. To make a specific behavioral routine it is helpful to develop 
the behavior as a habit (see Chapter 9, “Developing useful habits”).

In this chapter we will overview the current understanding of 
how, through our choices and behavior, we can increase our chances 
of being in good physical health. For additional detail, we refer the 
reader to further resources (see “Further reading,” this chapter).

Exercise

As the science of health and exercise advances, so the recommen-
dations develop. The current evidence suggests that it is useful to 
think about the role of exercise in maintaining or developing good 
physical health under four headings.

1. Physical activity

The evidence shows that a certain amount of regular physical ac-
tivity is good for long- term health. Guidelines for adults suggest 
that the minimum amount should be around 150 minutes per week 
of moderate activity such as fast walking. An easy way of thinking 
about this is half an hour a day for 5  days a week. If you don’t 
enjoy playing sports or going to the gym or jogging, much of this 
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can be done within normal daily activities by taking and making 
opportunities to walk and climb stairs. For example, walk upstairs 
at work or in shops rather than take the elevator or escalator; park 
the car or get off the bus a little way from your destination and 
walk the rest of the way.

In addition to walking it is probably beneficial to carry out 
some activity that has a greater effect on increasing heart rate 
at least for a few minutes most days. The UK NHS website (see 
“Further reading” in this chapter) provides a range of suggested 
exercise regimens that can be done at home and without special 
equipment.

2. avoiding prolonged periods of sitting

The evidence, from groups as diverse as London bus drivers and 
astronauts, is that prolonged periods of sitting are bad for health— 
they increase the chance of stroke, heart attacks, diabetes, and 
some cancers— even for people who exercise sufficiently. Prolonged 
sitting appears to be a risk factor for disease independently of total 
exercise. This evidence has led to guidelines specifically to reduce 
prolonged sitting. The main advice is that if you have to sit for long 
periods take a brief break frequently and take opportunities to 
stand rather than to sit. For example, if you have to work, sitting, 
for a 3- hour period, get up, even if briefly, every half hour or so and 
walk around— perhaps making yourself a drink or walking up the 
stairs to the next floor.

3. Balance and strength

As we get older, falling over can become a significant cause of in-
jury. There is good evidence that regular exercises that increase 
strength also improve balance and decrease the chance of falls and 
injury. There is some evidence that t’ai chi exercises are good for 
preventing falls. T’ai chi combines deep breathing and relaxation 
with slow and gentle movements that are gentle on muscles and 
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joints. It is now taught worldwide and you can start whatever your 
level of fitness.

4. avoiding physical injury

It has become a cliché of modern public health promotion that ex-
ercise and sports are good for one’s health. What is often ignored 
are the injuries and long- term damage to joints that can result 
from such activities. A sports enthusiast can become almost crip-
pled by arthritis, or bone and joint injury in middle age. A middle- 
aged person, concerned by deteriorating levels of fitness, takes up 
a sport, or starts an exercise regimen with too much enthusiasm 
and promptly tears an Achilles tendon or a muscle or a ligament, 
or, worse still, has a heart attack.

The art of increasing levels of exercise while minimizing the 
chance of injury is to start small and build gradually: to “start low 
and go slow” as the US government guidelines express it. Sudden sig-
nificant increases in activity can be dangerous. The body needs time 
to adapt and muscles need time to become stronger. Furthermore, 
the psychological side of exercise has long been recognized as cru-
cial too. Amby Burfoot, an American marathon runner, journalist, 
and author, said: “the hard part isn’t getting your body in shape. 
The hard part is getting your mind in shape.” The best approach is 
trying to get both your mind and body in shape gradually alongside 
each other; to be committed but also kind to yourself.

Eating and diet

Eating can be a source of health and pleasure but for many it is a 
source of neither. A bad diet can cause heart disease, tooth decay, 
and fragile bones from osteoarthritis. Obesity is associated with 
diabetes, knee replacement, heart disease, and premature death. 
But modern fashions and the emphasis on the dangers of becoming 
overweight can lead to excessive concerns about shape and weight. 
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Modern society can turn eating from a pleasure into a burden. 
Dieting has become a way of life for a large number of people. In 
more extreme forms this can lead to eating disorders such as bu-
limia nervosa and anorexia nervosa, which can be experienced by 
men and women alike.

Perceived fashion, rather than health, is the reason many people 
diet and dieting, so often, seems to be a cultural malady rather than 
a rational response to an unhealthy weight. The degree of slimness 
that is widely seen as fashionable is not especially healthy. If you 
look at an active group of men or women in sports, such as tennis 
or soccer players, they will be of quite widely differing shapes and 
weights, many of which do not conform to the current fashions. 
Weight and shape are affected by a number of factors that differ 
between people such as our genetic makeup, our age, and the kind 
of exercise that we did when young (many sports build up muscle 
bulk and therefore increase weight appropriately). An over- focus 
on bodily appearance can be associated with dangerous drug or 
supplement use to build muscles. Men and women may also have a 
distorted view of how they appear to others and spend a lot of time 
worrying about their physical appearance. If this is significantly 
distressing or interferes with their lives they may suffer from body 
dysmorphic disorder (BDD; see for example, NHS information 
about BDD in “Further reading,” this chapter).

There are three key questions that will help in adopting a 
healthy approach to eating:

1. Is my diet well balanced?
2. Is my weight a cause for concern?
3. Am I avoiding harmful substances?

Is my diet well balanced?

A balanced diet includes a significant amount of fruit and 
vegetables. From the perspective of good long- term health, around 
a third of our food should be “starchy” food such as bread, rice, 
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pasta, potatoes, or muesli. Calcium is important for bone strength. 
Fractures, often too small to be picked up, and weak bones (from 
osteoporosis) are common causes of pain and lack of mobility in 
those of middle age and older, particularly women. There are many 
online sites and apps that enable you to choose a well- balanced 
diet and calculate your calcium intake (see “Further reading,” this 
chapter). Diets and dieting is a large industry and there are well- 
known diets that advocate completely (or nearly) excluding major 
food groups. There is evidence still to be gathered for many of these. 
Currently governmental guidelines suggest a balanced diet with all 
food groups is the healthiest option.

Is my weight a cause for concern?

The most useful measure of weight for the purposes of assessing 
healthy eating is the body mass index (BMI): a measure of weight 
taking into account one’s height. BMI is defined as weight in 
kilograms divided by height in meters squared. There are many on-
line BMI calculators (see “Further reading,” this chapter).

A person who is 6 feet (183 cm) tall and who weighs 165 pounds 
(75 kilograms) has a BMI of 22.4. A BMI between 18.5 and 25 is 
considered optimum for good long- term health. A  BMI between 
25 and 30 is regarded as “overweight” and above 30 as “obese.” 
Health risks rise rapidly above a BMI of 30. A BMI below 18.5 is 
regarded as “underweight” and raises the question of whether the 
person is suffering from an eating disorder. Psychological and 
physical health risks increase rapidly at BMIs below this level. 
Women who are underweight are likely to stop having periods and 
to be infertile. These effects can be reversed by gaining weight to 
a healthy level.

Safe dieting

If you are considering dieting it is worth asking yourself why you 
wish to diet. What beliefs lie behind the wish to lose weight? In 
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some circumstances, it may be self- critical assumptions such 
as “unless I  lose weight no one will find me attractive” or “I can 
only be acceptable as a person if I  am thinner.” If these sorts of 
thoughts ring true, then it may be helpful to use some of the tools 
described elsewhere in this book that may help to start to address 
them (see Chapter  5, “Building self- esteem and self- confidence,” 
and Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”). If your BMI is below 
25 there are no health grounds for dieting and even if your BMI is 
between 25 and 30 the health grounds are not very significant. The 
reason to question a desire to diet is that dieting can be dangerous. 
It can lead to cycles of starving and overeating (or binge- eating) 
that accomplish nothing other than a negative feeling of being out 
of control. It can upset the normal controls of appetite— feelings 
of hunger and satiety. It can lead to a preoccupation with food that 
can in turn lead on to an eating disorder such as bulimia nervosa 
and it can cause unpleasant mood swings.

The practice of safe and effective dieting can be summed up as 
eat a balanced diet with the right number of calories. If, after careful 
thought, you decide to diet, the following principles of safe dieting 
may be helpful.

the principles of safe dieting

1. It is overall diet, not individual foods, that is important. There 
are no “good” or “bad” foods (except poisons), only good or 
bad diets. If you enjoy chocolate, then even if you are dieting 
to lose weight you can have the occasional chocolate. It is 
the overall diet— the overall calorie intake, and the overall 
balance in what you eat— that is important.

2. It can be helpful to specify your weight target in advance. This 
gives you a clear goal which helps motivation (see Chapter 10, 
“Goals and how to use them”). It also helps avoid one of the 
dangers of dieting: that you go too far and get “hooked” on 
dieting and continue to lose weight until you reach danger-
ously low weights.
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3. There is no need to lose weight rapidly and indeed it is prob-
ably better not to do so. It is also less helpful in the long 
term. The aim is to maintain a lower (and healthy) weight. 
Rapid weight loss can only be achieved by eating in a way that 
cannot be sustained. So, once the target weight is reached it 
is likely that you will then revert to your previous pattern 
of eating and regain the weight slowly but surely. To prevent 
this, it is better to aim to lose weight slowly eating a healthy 
diet that, once you reach the target weight, you can maintain 
with only a slight adjustment. In other words, the diet which 
is likely to be effective in the long term is not one that leads 
to rapid weight loss but is one that you can maintain.

the practice of safe dieting

In order to diet safely and effectively first find out what your daily 
calorie intake should be in order to lose weight slowly but surely. 
Be guided by authoritative sources (see “Further reading,” this 
chapter). Second, ensure that your overall diet is balanced. Third, 
keep to the overall daily calorie intake advised. It is now easy to 
calculate how many calories you are eating using “calorie counters” 
which are available online and through apps.

when your weight is too low

A BMI below 18.5 or, in women, a failure to have periods, is cause 
for concern. Anorexia nervosa involves excessive dieting and 
weight loss that can be so extreme as to threaten life.

People with anorexia nervosa will go to great lengths to lose 
weight, often eating tiny, calorie- controlled meals in secret, and 
exercising excessively. Some take large quantities of laxatives after 
eating with the mistaken idea that this will prevent them from 
gaining weight. They may overestimate their body size, even when 
emaciated, and remain convinced that they are too fat. Being “fat” 
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is associated, in the minds of people with anorexia, with being bad; 
and putting on weight feels terrifying.

Bulimia nervosa is also associated with a fear of gaining weight, 
with fears of losing control, and with low self- esteem. People who 
suffer from bulimia nervosa, however, are usually of normal weight. 
They are subject to an extreme eating cycle and alternate between 
complete starvation and binges, which are usually carried out in 
secret. In an effort to control possible weight gain after bingeing 
they may also induce vomiting or take laxatives. Binge eating, like 
anorexia, may disturb menstruation.

Both anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa can cause serious 
harm. They can lead to biochemical abnormalities in blood, dan-
gerously low blood sugar, heart failure, dangerously low blood 
pressure, weak bones (osteoporosis) leading to fractures, and dehy-
dration. The use of laxatives, and vomiting, can lead to biochemical 
abnormalities that cause dangerous heart arrhythmias and fits.

These eating disorders may be associated with the earlier ex-
perience of traumatic events or with a perceived lack of control 
in areas of one’s life— this can lead to trying to regain a sense of 
safety by controlling what one can, such as eating. This is in the 
context of societal and sometimes familial concerns and influences 
about weight, fitness, and attractiveness. If you, or a friend or rel-
ative of yours, may be suffering from anorexia nervosa or bulimia 
nervosa, we recommend seeking professional help.

Information on these conditions and support is available online 
(see “Further reading,” this chapter).

Sleep

Macbeth calls sleep the “Chief nourisher in life’s feast.” It helps 
us to cope constructively with the ups and downs of daily life. It 
improves our moods and our thinking. It is our best tonic. And yet, 
in this modern busy world, it can be seen as a waste of time— as 
something we might want to reduce. So, some people think that 
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they sleep too much. About one in five people, on the other hand, 
think they sleep badly or too little. Too little sleep can make you feel 
miserable, irritable, and unable to cope. In addition, experiencing 
low mood or depression is associated with waking early in the 
morning and being unable to return to sleep, and worrying may 
make it hard to fall asleep.

For many people, however, the problem is not that they actually 
sleep too little, but that they think they do.

Two key questions can help you decide if you have a sleep 
problem:

1. Do you regularly feel tired throughout the day?
2. Does sleepiness interfere with your daily activities?

If the answer to one or both of these questions is yes, then you may 
have a sleep problem. Luckily, for most of us the problem is easily 
solved. In addition to the practical strategies discussed below, 
tackling underlying mood and anxiety problems will also improve 
sleep. Some people may have bad dreams following traumatic 
experiences. Chapter 31, “Recent traumatic events and their after-
math,” may help here.

Some facts about sleep

Why we need sleep remains a mystery, but too little sleep over a 
long time leads to both psychological and physical problems. On 
average, adults sleep 7½ hours each night, but it is a myth that all 
adults should sleep for this length of time. Two- thirds of the pop-
ulation sleep between 6½ and 8½ hours. A few people feel fine on 4 
hours a night and a few need as much as 10 hours.

The amount of sleep a person needs may well be inherited and 
determined in the same way as their height. So, you are not lazy if 
you need more than average, as Albert Einstein did, nor virtuous if 
you need less than average, as did Winston Churchill.
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The occasional night of poor sleep may make you feel tired the 
next day but has little effect on your performance. Two hours of sleep, 
as long as this occurs on occasional nights only, seems adequate to 
prevent noticeable effects on thinking tasks. So, there is no need to 
worry about sleeping badly the night before an exam. It is a myth 
that you can’t function at all after disrupted sleep— after all, parents 
of very young children still manage (although they may be tired). You 
cannot, however, make a significant cut in your sleep on a regular 
basis without suffering bad effects such as low or irritable mood, and 
negative effects on concentration, memory, and creative thinking.

Sleeping better: a four- step process

Step 1: tackle physical problems

Ensure that pain from physical problems such as arthritis is ade-
quately treated. Tell your doctor if pain interferes with your sleep— 
there will usually be a solution.

If you regularly wake short of breath and/ or coughing— needing 
to sit up or even get up— see your doctor. This could be caused by an 
accumulation of fluid in the lungs or by narrowing of the airways 
(asthma). In either case, you may benefit from medication.

The need to urinate often disturbs sleep particularly for older 
people and pregnant women. If this disturbs you, the suggestions 
about how to change your drinking habits in Box 12.1 might help. If 
you suffer from diabetes and wake frequently to pass urine, see your 
doctor. Since dehydration (lack of fluid) is a danger with diabetes it 
is important that, in your attempt to solve the sleep problem, you 
do not drink too little fluid.

Avoid too much alcohol. Alcoholic drinks are diuretics and 
sedatives. Although the sedative action may send you to sleep at 
first it is likely to wake you as the effect wears off. For those who 
regularly drink more alcohol than is healthy it would be wise to 
tackle this reliance on alcohol (see Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and 
overcoming addictions”).

 

 

 

 



2 6 0  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

Cut out  stimulants. Coffee, tea, and tobacco are the main 
culprits, although chocolate, cocoa, and cola drinks also contain 
caffeine. Different people are affected differently, so you may have 
to experiment to find out what affects you and try out alternatives 
to caffeine drinks such as a herbal tea or decaffeinated drinks. If 
you sleep badly then consider all caffeine drinks guilty until proved 
innocent. People vary as to how close to bedtime they can take 
caffeine. For some people, even a cup of coffee after lunch can in-
terfere with sleep.

Many stimulants are hard to stop taking because they are 
addictive. If you are addicted then, after stopping them, you may 
go through a phase of feeling worse before you feel better. Once 
you have got through this “withdrawal” phase, however, your sleep 
should improve (see Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and overcoming 
addictions”).

BOX 12.1 How to reduce the frequency of waking 
to pass urine

1. Redistribute your drinking. Keep your overall drinking to 
between 2 and 3 liters (3.5– 5.25 UK pints) or US quarts 
a day, and limit yourself to about a quarter of a liter after 
4  p.m. Drink the rest before then. It will help to calcu-
late how much you drink in an average day before making 
changes.

2. Drink nothing for 2 hours before going to bed.
3. Urinate just before retiring.
4. If you normally take diuretic medication (“water tablets”):

a. Check with your doctor that you still need them.
b.  Do not take them in the evening— discuss when to take 

them with your doctor.
5. Drink no alcohol or coffee within 3 hours of going to bed. 

These are both diuretics— that is, they make you urinate 
more than the amount of liquid they contain.
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Taking at least moderate exercise each day will help with sleep 
that night.

Is your bed comfortable? Is the temperature at night in the room, 
and in bed, right for you?

Step 2: establish regular routines

To improve your sleep, consider how much sleep you think you 
might need and then choose a regular bedtime and getting up time 
to stick to. Try to stick to this every day including weekends. In the 
morning, set an alarm for your getting- up time, even if you feel 
tired get up when your alarm goes off. The point is to train your 
body and mind to learn when to sleep and when to awake. When 
trying to improve your sleep it is best not to nap during the day.

A relaxing bedtime routine gives your mind time to settle for 
the night and helps you leave behind the worries and excitements 
of the day. We recommend that you start the evening routine 1½ 
hours before you aim to be asleep. You can shorten the routine later 
if you want to. The routine might include an enjoyable and relaxing 
activity, a warm bath or shower, and a warm, non- caffeinated drink 
(if getting up at night to pass urine is not a problem). It also helps if 
your evening meal is neither too large nor too late.

If you have chores to do in the evenings, like making packed 
lunches or sorting out clothes, then it is best to do them before 
you start the routine. You will only worry if they are not done. The 
routine should be a way of closing down the old day, not of getting 
ahead on the new one.

If you wake in the night and can’t get back to sleep, you can 
attend to any thoughts or worries (see Step 3). People vary as to 
what is the best approach to overcoming prolonged periods of 
wakefulness at times when they want to sleep. If you generally sleep 
quite well then it is probably best, when you are awake at night un-
able to get back to sleep, to continue to lie in bed without fretting 
that you are awake. But if you are experiencing a prolonged period 
of insomnia you may find it helpful to use the following approach 
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to establish the rule that you should not continue to lie in bed 
awake. Remember the bed is for sleeping in and that is what you 
are trying to train yourself to know. So, after about 15– 20 minutes 
awake, rather than continuing to lie in bed, get up and do some-
thing that is not too stimulating— this might be reading a mag-
azine or listening to the radio. It is best not to get out your phone 
or tablet, watch TV, smoke, drink alcohol, or try to work. Once you 
feel sleepy again you can return to bed to sleep. If you continue 
to remain awake, or wake again and continue to remain awake for 
more than 20 minutes, get out of bed again. Even if this happens 
many times in the night, still get up when your alarm goes off. It’s 
natural that this may be very tiring in the first few days or weeks 
of this new routine.

Step 3: attend to your thoughts

If you have dealt adequately with physical problems and estab-
lished a regular bedtime routine but still lie awake worrying, then 
consider those two great enemies of good mood: anxiety and depres-
sion (see chapters in Part III, “Overcoming difficulties”).

Are you kept awake by your worries? Or do they simply fill the 
time you are awake? Lying awake worrying may be a bad habit 
that can be broken by establishing a firm rule with yourself. When 
you catch yourself worrying, remind yourself: this is not the time. 
Once you have settled down it is time to sleep, not to think about 
problems. You have probably noticed that at 3 a.m. problems loom 
large and worry spreads rapidly from topic to topic. The problems 
seem overwhelming or insoluble and get  alarmingly out of pro-
portion. They are far better tackled during the day rather than 
when you should be sleeping. So tell yourself this is not the time 
and think the issues through properly during the day. You could 
use the techniques of problem- solving (Chapter  21, “Problem- 
solving: a strategy for change”) or learn one of the techniques for 
dealing with worry described in Chapter 23 (“Getting the better of 
worry: defeating the alarmist”).
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If you worry that by the morning you will have forgotten some-
thing important, two simple methods can help. First, spend 5 
minutes before you settle down making a note of the things that 
you think you might worry about. Get them out of your head and 
onto the paper ready to deal with later. Second, keep a notepad by 
the bed and jot down a reminder of any worries that intrude, and 
of anything that seems important to you, knowing that you will be 
able to think things through more clearly during the day. Then if 
you start worrying you can say this is not the time, feeling safe that 
these things will not be forgotten.

It is also common to have thoughts about your sleep difficulties 
themselves. These include “if I don’t get back to sleep soon I won’t 
be able to function tomorrow,” “I’ve been awake all night,” “I never 
sleep well,” and “not sleeping is dangerous”.” These thoughts can 
be tackled in two ways and it may be worth experimenting to see 
which way best suits you. One way is to use the tools discussed in 
other chapters, noticing where you may be jumping to conclusions 
or using other unhelpful habits of thinking (see Chapter 7, “Finding 
new perspectives”). Alternatively, these thoughts can be ignored 
(“this is not the time”).

Some couples make a habit of discussing important issues at bed-
time, such as work, the children, or troubles between themselves— 
no wonder they sleep badly. Such discussions are best undertaken 
before the bed- time routine. Again: this is not the time can be used 
by either partner to veto the discussion.

Step 4: use sophisticated sheep counting

Once you have settled down in bed, relax using the “relax only” 
method (rather than tensing muscles up before you let them 
go) (see “Relaxation” which is available online at http://www.
oup.com/us/managingyourmind). When relaxed, count steadily 
backwards from a high number such as 400. Count backwards 
slowly, lying comfortably with your eyes closed. Continue counting 
down, one number at a time for roughly each full breath. See how   

 



2 6 4  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

far you can get. Reset yourself calmly when you lose count, or go 
on from wherever you next choose. It is the monotony of counting 
and not the actual numbers that matters.

Some people find it helpful to imagine a place of “serene tran-
quility” such as sitting in a favorite armchair, lying in the sun, or 
sitting by a stream. In this exercise think of the place of serene 
tranquility and try to imagine it clearly. Once you are relaxed in 
bed visit this place in your imagination by descending to it down a 
soft staircase of ten steps. In your imagination, stand at the top of 
the staircase. On each count down you will take one step and sink 
slightly into the softness of the stair. Count down about one step a 
second, and as you say the last one, “zero,” imagine arriving in your 
calm and tranquil place. Feel all the sensations (sound, sight, taste, 
touch, smell) that go with it: the feel of the sun on your skin, the 
smell of the summer roses, the sound of the gentle breeze, the blue 
of the sky. Stay there and enjoy it. Don’t worry if it fades, and don’t 
try to will yourself to sleep. Just stay in your place. For a summary 
of the steps to getting better sleep, see Box 12.2.

If you still have difficulty sleeping

Sometimes a sleep problem continues even after you have applied 
the four steps. This is the stage to think about what you do in the 
mornings. No amount of will power will send you to sleep at the 
right time but you can force yourself to get up in the morning. If 
you force yourself to get up in the morning half an hour before your 
usual time and don’t allow yourself to nap during the day then after 
1 or 2 weeks you are likely to notice yourself becoming sleepy in 
the evenings, and finding it easier to fall asleep. If you are getting 
sleepy around 11 p.m. and getting up at 7 a.m. then you need about 
8 hours sleep. You may then want to shift back to your normal wake 
up time, but remember to shift bedtime correspondingly.

Here is an example of applying this method. If you normally 
start the day around 7:30 a.m. then for 1 week set your alarm earlier 
than this— for instance, at 7 a.m. Get up immediately. Do not even 

 



BOX 12.2 Getting better sleep

• Use cognitive behavior therapy tools in the daytime to 
address mood, anxiety, and trauma affecting sleep.

Tackle physical problems

• Get help from your GP when necessary.
• Use strategies to reduce your need to urinate at night.
• Drink less alcohol.
• Reduce stimulants like coffee, tea, and cigarettes.
• Exercise each day.
• Ensure your bed is comfortable.

Establish regular routines

• Choose a bedtime and a getting up time— stick to them.
• Use your bedroom for sleeping only.
• Develop a relaxing bedtime routine.
• If insomnia is persistent, consider establishing a rule not to 

lie in bed awake for more than about 20 minutes— get up and 
return when sleepy.

Attend to your thoughts

• Remember that “this isn’t the time” to attend to worries.
• Have a notepad by your bed.
• Don’t discuss important personal issues at bedtime.

Use sophisticated sheep counting

• Try relaxation exercises.
• Count backwards from a large number with slow breaths.
• Use imagery.
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wait until 7:05. Make yourself a getting up routine that you can go 
through without thinking— washing, making tea, dressing— and 
only think about the day ahead when the routine is done. Do not 
snooze during the day or in front of the TV at night, and for the 
moment do not allow yourself to sleep late at weekends.

Avoiding harmful substances

The two most commonly used noxious substances that cause serious 
health problems are cigarettes and alcohol. Other addictive drugs, 
mostly illegal, are generally dangerous even in small quantities. 
Caffeine in tea and coffee can be bad for health if taken in exces-
sive quantities. If you wish to stop smoking or reduce your alcohol 
intake or if you think you may be addicted to a harmful substance 
then see Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and overcoming addictions.”

Summary

Looking after physical health helps in managing the mind.
The four main areas over which we have control and which 

affect the probability of staying healthy are exercise, diet, sleep, 
and avoiding harmful substances.

Exercise: do regular physical activity; avoid prolonged periods of 
sitting; do exercises focused on balance and strength; and avoid injury.

Diet: keep it well balanced; if you are to diet, lose weight slowly.
Sleep: don’t buy in to sleep myths; improve sleep methodically 

using multiple strategies.

Further reading

Espie, C.A. (2010). Overcoming Insomnia and Sleep Problems: A Self- Help 
Guide Using Cognitive Behavioral Techniques. London: Constable & 
Robinson.
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Hibberd, J. and Usmar, J. (2014). This Book Will Make You Sleep. London: 
Quercus.

Otto, M.  and Smits J.  (2011). Exercise for Mood and Anxiety:  Proven 
Strategies for Overcoming Depression and Enhancing Well- being. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Exercise websites
Overall levels of exercise: http:// health.gov/ paguidelines/ guidelines/ 
Cardiovascular exercises:  http:// www.nhs.uk/ livewell/ fitness/ Pages/ 

Fitnesshome.aspx
http:// www.nhs.uk/ Livewell/ loseweight/ Pages/ Tenminuteworkouts.

aspx
Avoiding prolonged periods sitting:  http:// www.nhs.uk/ Livewell/ 

fitness/ Pages/ sitting- and- sedentary- behaviour- are- bad- for- 
your- health.aspx

Exercises to improve strength and balance:  http:// www.nhs.uk/ 
Livewell/ fitness/ Pages/ strength- exercises- for- older- people.aspx

http:// www.nhs.uk/ Livewell/ fitness/ Pages/ taichi.aspx
http:// www.zenchestnuts.com/ html/ tai_ chi_ dvd.html
https:// www.youtube.com/ watch?v=qeIYu1skSNY
Avoiding injury from exercising:  http:// health.gov/ paguidelines/ 

guidelines/ summary.aspx

Eating and diet websites
A balanced diet: http:// health.gov/ dietaryguidelines/ 2015/ guidelines/ 
http:// www.nhs.uk/ LiveWell/ Goodfood/ Pages/ goodfoodhome.aspx
Calculating your body mass index (BMI):  http:// www.nhs.uk/ Tools/ 

Pages/ Healthyweightcalculator.aspx
http:// www.nhlbi.nih.gov/ health/ educational/ lose_ wt/ BMI/ bmicalc.

htm
Calculating your calcium intake:  https:// www.iofbonehealth.org/ 

calcium- calculator
Safe dieting: http:// www.nhs.uk/ livewell/ loseweight/ Pages/ Losewei-

ghthome.aspx
Calculating calorie intake:  https:// www.supertracker.usda.gov/ de-

fault.aspx
http:// www.nhs.uk/ Livewell/ weight- loss- guide/ Pages/ calorie- 

counting.aspx
Information on eating disorders (anorexia nervosa; bulimia nervosa):
http:// www.nhs.uk/ conditions/ eating- disorders/ pages/ introduction.

aspx

http://health.gov/paguidelines/guidelines/
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/fitness/Pages/Fitnesshome.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/fitness/Pages/Fitnesshome.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/loseweight/Pages/Tenminuteworkouts.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/loseweight/Pages/Tenminuteworkouts.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/sitting-and-sedentary-behaviour-are-bad-for-your-health.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/sitting-and-sedentary-behaviour-are-bad-for-your-health.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/sitting-and-sedentary-behaviour-are-bad-for-your-health.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/strength-exercises-for-older-people.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/strength-exercises-for-older-people.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Pages/taichi.aspx
http://www.zenchestnuts.com/html/tai_chi_dvd.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qeIYu1skSNY
http://health.gov/paguidelines/guidelines/summary.aspx
http://health.gov/paguidelines/guidelines/summary.aspx
http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/
http://www.nhs.uk/LiveWell/Goodfood/Pages/goodfoodhome.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Tools/Pages/Healthyweightcalculator.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Tools/Pages/Healthyweightcalculator.aspx
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm
https://www.iofbonehealth.org/calcium-calculator
https://www.iofbonehealth.org/calcium-calculator
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/loseweight/Pages/Loseweighthome.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/loseweight/Pages/Loseweighthome.aspx
https://www.supertracker.usda.gov/default.aspx
https://www.supertracker.usda.gov/default.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/weight-loss-guide/Pages/calorie-counting.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/weight-loss-guide/Pages/calorie-counting.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/eating-disorders/pages/introduction.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/eating-disorders/pages/introduction.aspx
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http:// www.womenshealth.gov/ publications/ our- publications/ fact- 
sheet/ anorexia- nervosa.html

http:// www.nationaleatingdisorders.org
https:// www.b- eat.co.uk
Information on body dysmorphic disorder (BDD): http:// www.nhs.uk/ 

conditions/ body- dysmorphia/ Pages/ Introduction.aspx
http:// bddfoundation.org/ 
Sleep websites http:// healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/ healthy/ getting/ 

overcoming/ tips
http:// www.moodjuice.scot.nhs.uk/ sleepproblems.asp

http://www.womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/anorexia-nervosa.html
http://www.womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/anorexia-nervosa.html
http://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org
https://www.b-eat.co.uk
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/body-dysmorphia/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/body-dysmorphia/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://bddfoundation.org/
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/getting/overcoming/tips
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/getting/overcoming/tips
http://www.moodjuice.scot.nhs.uk/sleepproblems.asp
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Increasing the chance of happiness

Where does happiness come from?

Happiness. It comes on
Unexpectedly. And goes beyond, really,
any early morning talk about it.

FROM RAYMOND CARVER’S POEM “HAPPINESS”

Raymond Carver, in his poem “Happiness,” is writing about a 
sudden, unexpected moment of happiness watching two boys 
delivering newspapers and chatting as they walk up a hill in the 
morning light. Happiness for him, the observer, as he observes 
happiness in them. Happiness for us as we read the poem. None of 
it expected, and the end result reflects something important about 
happiness. It recognizes that to aim directly at happiness, to try 
to touch it or grasp it, seems not to be the best way of attaining it. 
Happiness is sometimes more like a by- product of something else. 
Like those faint stars seen at the edge of one’s vision that disappear 
when looked at directly, so happiness may be most likely to come 
to us when peripheral to the center of our gaze. So how do we look 
for it?

Daniel Gilbert named his book on happiness Stumbling on 
Happiness after a line by the novelist Willa Cather:  “One cannot 
divine nor forecast the conditions that will make happiness; one 
only stumbles upon them by chance.” Gilbert goes on to explain 
that happiness is something that we make for ourselves, and not 
something to be found by searching.
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Eastern ideas, from Tao, Buddhism, and other traditions, are 
also cautious of aiming for happiness. Christina Feldman (see 
“Further reading,” this chapter), from her Buddhist perspective, 
warns against striving for happiness, and more broadly against 
being driven by goals: “Ideals become goals, goals invite striving, 
and striving becomes a rejection of the present.” Happiness, she 
explains, escapes us if we are not able to live in the present— to give 
the present enough of our undivided attention— as when “really” 
watching two boys delivering newspapers.

To aim directly at happiness may be self- defeating but we now 
know much more than we used to about the conditions that are 
likely to bring happiness with them, and about which things to do 
to make ourselves happy. If all we can hope for is to stumble on 
happiness then we can at least stumble in the right direction: do 
those things that make such stumbling likely to bring happiness 
our way. This chapter describes ways of doing this. But first it is 
worth thinking about what we mean by happiness. In which direc-
tion should we try to stumble? What is it that we want when we say 
we want to be happy?

What is happiness?

Look at this list of things that people say have made them happy:

• Leaving work early on a Friday
• Waking up on a glorious day
• Spending an afternoon watching old movies
• Getting married
• An unexpectedly good job offer; passing exams
• Working for a food bank (or other charity)
• Being able to solve a problem for a neighbor
• The birth of a child
• Being a doctor/ artist/ teacher/ bus driver/ hairdresser
• Good sex
• Finishing a long and arduous project
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• Laughing with friends
• A really satisfying hug
• Making something.

You can add your own examples. The point here is that the list is 
full of different sorts of things, and this makes it hard to put your 
finger on exactly what happiness is. Indeed, this is still a matter 
for debate. What we can do, however, is to consider some of its 
different aspects.

aspects of happiness

1. The feeling of happiness.

Pleasure or being in a good mood. In this sense happiness is rooted 
in each person’s private experience:  it is likely to come and to go 
quickly, and to be a response to whatever is happening at the time 
(when watching a film, for instance). Feeling happy has both calm 
and active aspects: serenity, or contentment, and exhilaration; ful-
fillment and excitement or joy.

2. A sense of purpose.

The sense that what you are doing has a point. It matters to you, 
or fits with your values (e.g., helping someone else; doing some-
thing worthwhile). Pointless activities, although they might bring 
feelings of happiness with them in the short run (having another 
chocolate or drink, doodling instead of writing the report), may 
fail to give the more lasting happiness that comes with purpose.

3. Life satisfaction.

The sense that you are living, or have so far lived, a good life. This 
could mean raising a family, or working hard, or contributing to 
your community or culture, for instance. The commitment may be 
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ultimately satisfying to you even when the activities you are in-
volved in do not bring you much happiness at the time that you 
are doing them. A mother, doctor, politician, or charity- worker who 
devotes themselves to others may find the effort so exhausting 
that there is little time or energy left for thinking about feelings, 
and whether they include those of happiness.

4. A sense of well- being.

The sense that you are flourishing. This might mean that you are 
well, in mind and body; have enough to eat and somewhere to 
live; have opportunities to realize (at least some of) your poten-
tial, and the freedom to make decisions— to live your life. Many 
years ago the government in Bhutan started to measure gross na-
tional happiness, and to use the results to make social and political 
decisions. National well- being has been measured in the United 
Kingdom since 2012. The idea is that this enables governments 
to work out how best to invest their time, energy, and money. 
A happier population is likely to be a less disruptive one too.

So happiness has different aspects all of which seem to be im-
portant. Listing these tells us little about what we want when we 
search for it or about what we can do to bring more of it into our 
lives. Difficult choices may be involved. Would my children be 
happier if I left this unhappy relationship? Should I risk giving up 
a secure, but otherwise unrewarding and boring job? Would a day 
under the duvet help to re- charge my batteries, and would it count 
as necessary self- care or as unnecessary self- indulgence? Some of 
the facts produced by recent research into happiness may help us to 
get a bearing on how to answer such questions.

Facts about happiness

This is a relatively new area of research. Many new findings will add 
to, and may change, the current picture. Some of the facts as we un-
derstand them now are listed in Box 13.1.

 

 



BOX 13.1 Some of the facts about happiness

• Happier people live longer, are healthier, cope better with 
tough times, and recover faster from surgery.

• More money makes little difference, once people can keep 
warm, and are housed and fed.

• There are no big changes in happiness 6 months after major 
disruptive events such as losing a relationship, failing an 
exam, or losing a job.

• Increasing life expectancy does not appear to have made 
people happier.

• Happiness tends to return to a “set level” after critical 
change regardless of whether this is a change for better or 
for worse: 1 year after winning the lottery or 1 year after be-
coming paraplegic.

• Happy experiences and mindfulness exercises produce sim-
ilar activity in the brain (in the prefrontal cortex).

• People with more control over their lives are happier.
• People feel happier when they spend money on others 

rather than on themselves, and on experiences rather than 
on goods.

• Doing something for others (altruism) makes people happier.
• Happiness increases when the sources of it are given more 

attention. This is because we have a negativity bias. Bitter is 
worse than sweet is good, so it grabs more attention. Switch 
attention towards happy experiences and feel better.

• Repeatedly asking yourself “Am I happy?” makes people feel 
worse not better.

• Happiness is contagious. It spreads through social networks.
• More equal societies, in which there is a smaller gap between 

rich and poor, are overall happier than more unequal ones.
• People from the Amish, Masai, and Inuit communities are as 

satisfied with their lives as the richest Americans.
• Happier people are more likely to have had loving 

relationships with their parents.
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The experiences that make us feel happy may not always be 
worthwhile, and they may not help us to feel satisfied with our 
lives, or provide us with a better sense of well- being. And feeling 
happy is different from feeling happy with ourselves, which is more 
about the kinds of judgments we make— about our thoughts and 
our actions as well as about how we feel. A general theme running 
through what is known about the sources of all kinds of happiness 
is that it helps to remain open to the world, engaged with things 
that matter, and accepting of difficult circumstances. This provides 
the background for thinking about those things we can do to nudge 
ourselves towards happiness even if we cannot search for it directly.

Nudging ourselves towards happiness

Happiness (as well as other moods such as anxiety and depression), 
tends to spiral. So small changes, and simple steps, set an upward 
spiral, or “virtuous circle” in motion.

time is the currency

Box 13.2 provides a list of ways of spending time that have been 
shown to bring more happiness with them. Obligations— and 
habits (such as playing computer games)— may get in the way, but 
looking carefully at this list you will see that it is made up of a va-
riety of quite general things that can be relatively easy to do in 
small ways at first.

In nudging yourself towards happiness we suggest that you 
choose one or two activities (using the list in Box 13.2 as a guide) 
and think about how to use them to make some changes in how you 
spend your time. Not too many changes at once, and nothing too 
big (see also Chapter 20, “Recognizing that you can change: facing 
problems”). “Variety is the spice of life,” so too much time devoted 
to one kind of activity may reduce rather than increase happiness. 
A  balance between activities for most people leads to more 
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pleasurable experiences and a more satisfying and meaningful life 
in the long run. Assess the effects of any small changes that you 
make to see their effect.

Paying attention

When something new turns up, or when something changes, it 
grabs your attention— but then you begin to adapt to the change 
and no longer notice what once felt new. This is the process that 
explains why our happiness tends to return to its usual level not 
long after something unpleasant has happened. But if, rather than 
adapting, you dwell on the bad stuff then you are likely to remain 
unhappy. What you pay attention to affects how you feel. The more 
attention you pay to the difficulties and problems you have, with 
your finances, in your relationships, at work, with your wish to 
smoke, eat, or gamble, the more they will affect your happiness. 

BOX 13.2 Activities known to increase happiness

• Spending time with others: friends, those you love and also 
with those you know less well.

• Making sure you (usually) have something to look forward to.
• Making time and space for pleasures; for doing things 

you enjoy.
• Doing things that you feel are important, and that matter 

to you. They give meaning to your life, and a purpose to 
your plans.

• Involving yourself in something “bigger than you.”
• Doing things for others.
• Looking at, or listening to, those things that you find 

beautiful.
• Doing something that you find interesting.
• Taking good care of your health: body and mind.
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The less attention you give them, the happier you are likely to be— 
in the moment. This is not to say that you should ignore problems, 
or avoid thinking about how to resolve them, but that once you 
are on the road to taking appropriate action, and when you know 
there is nothing more you can usefully do in this moment, then it 
helps to give your attention to those things that make you happier 
rather than to those that make you miserable, and to give your full 
attention to the present moment.

How reallocating attention can increase happiness

Zara and Ben went away for the weekend— to get a break. They 
had both been working hard for a long time, and found it hard to 
stop thinking about the unfinished business back home. Thoughts 
about problems and muddles, commitments unfulfilled, and jobs 
incomplete kept intruding. They sat in a café in the sun, checking 
emails and sending text messages, mostly about work, not talking 
to each other, feeling increasingly tense and unhappy. Their beha-
vior is common— and understandable. Zara and Ben would have 
been happier if they had turned their attention to the present: to 
each other and to the sun; to their coffee and the view of the sea; 
to thinking about how to spend their weekend away from work. 
That takes an independent decision from each of them, and it 
means taking control too. Easier to do once you know that we are 
all happier when we give the activities we are involved in our full 
attention. Training how we pay attention is a key aspect of mind-
fulness (see Chapter 3, “The value and practice of acceptance”).

• James was in a bar with friends, but his mind was wandering. He 
was distracted by memories of an argument with his girlfriend 
last night. He lost track of the conversation going on around 
him, and felt disconnected from his friends, and unhappy.

• Yanis was playing a game on his computer. He was putting off 
starting work. The game went on. The work did not get done. 
Later he was cross with himself and felt miserable.
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• Mira was helping her daughter with homework. She looked 
at the time and realized she needed to cook tea. She put some 
rice on to cook, and went back to helping her daughter  .  .  . 
until the smell of burning told them both that the rice 
had boiled dry. Tempers, a saucepan— and a moment of 
helpfulness— all spoilt.

Losing oneself in the present does bring happiness but, as the case 
of Yanis shows, it is wise also to give consideration to the overall 
balance of activities; and as the case of Mira suggests, there are 
times when we need to keep more than one thing in mind, or, per-
haps better, use an external alarm system to make sure that we 
remember to return to another task.

Savor the moment

To savor an experience requires a certain focus on the pleasure 
it brings; a sense of not being rushed and not thinking of other 
things. Putting aside one’s worries for the time being in order to 
enjoy the pleasure. In a word, being reasonably absorbed in the ac-
tivity that brings the pleasure. The positive effect of such savoring 
will be greater if you let yourself enjoy it without thinking too 
much about it— just enjoy it for what it is.

Happiness is also enhanced by ensuring that pleasures are 
savored reasonably frequently. Many of us can feel bad about 
enjoying pleasures just because they are pleasures. But this is to 
deny ourselves a source of happiness (see Chapter  14, “Treating 
yourself right”).

go with the flow

People talk of being “in the zone.” This is described as a wonderful, 
even joyful, experience, and it comes from being totally absorbed 
in an activity. You will know what it is like if you have ever stopped 
whatever you were doing only to find that the time has whizzed by, 
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that you haven’t noticed anything that was going on around you, 
and that you have been totally focused on the activity in which you 
were involved— most probably using both your energy and your 
skill. You may even have forgotten to eat or drink.

The idea of these flow experiences originated from studying crea-
tivity, although they occur across a wide range of activities: sports, 
the arts, science, surgery, work, study, leisure pursuits, and 
other things too. People generally value the experience greatly: it 
provides a sense of intense concentration on what one is doing 
in the present; a loss of self- awareness; forgetting the passing of 
time; and a sense that one can in principle deal with the situation 
because one knows how to respond to whatever happens next. 
Flow experiences occur during those activities that people find ab-
sorbing and challenging and that use their skills. If the activities 
are too challenging, however, the experience can be frustrating; if 
they are not sufficiently challenging it becomes boring, and in both 
cases attention wanders away.

For most of us, flow experiences are most likely to occur when 
we are absorbed by doing something that we do sufficiently often 
to have gained a degree of skill, such as playing a sport, or a hobby, 
or some part of our work that we enjoy. To encourage the flow expe-
rience, it helps to allow yourself to get lost in an activity, enjoying 
it without worrying about it; not thinking too much about it, but 
allowing the subconscious to take over.

Developing attitudes that make happiness 
more accessible

acceptance

Recent research has divided people into two broad categories 
with regard to how they make personal decisions: maximizers and 
satisficers. Maximizers put a lot of store by making the very best 
decisions. For them it is important to assess all options and, most 
importantly, having made a decision they carry on being concerned 
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with whether it was the best decision. Satisficers are concerned 
only with making a decision that is good enough.

For example, if you need a new coat for the winter there are 
different ways of approaching this. Maximizers are likely to search 
all day for the perfect coat, going from shop to shop, and only de-
ciding (if at all) at the end of the day. Satisficers are more likely to 
simply get the coat that is good enough, ticks enough boxes, in even 
the first or second shop visited.

The interesting finding is that maximizers are less happy than 
satisficers. They are less satisfied with the decisions they make, are 
affected more negatively by social comparison, and are more prone 
to regret. In other words, by being overly concerned to make the 
best decision you will be more unhappy than simply making a deci-
sion that is reasonable.

Whether one is a maximizer or a satisficer is not set in stone. 
Rather it is an attitude. And attitudes can be changed, particu-
larly if you have good reason to change them. In order to create 
good conditions for happiness, make choices that are reasonable 
and satisfactory but don’t put a lot of effort into worrying about 
whether you have made the best decision (see also Chapter  8, 
“Using your head:  thinking and deciding”). Adopting an atti-
tude of acceptance will help maximizers to become less perfec-
tionist and feel less often that life is not matching their exacting 
standards and to be less self- critical (see also Chapter  3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance”). Paradoxically, in order to 
maximize your chance of happiness, it is better not to be a max-
imizer but to be a satisficer.

gratitude and appreciation

Approaching life with a sense of gratitude for what one has 
increases happiness. So does the capacity to appreciate some-
thing: access to a beautiful place or to music; something you need 
or value such as a meal or a quiet place to which to retreat. It also 
increases the quality of sleep, and there is some evidence that it 
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increases altruistic behavior. Studies have looked at whether there 
is any advantage in counting and keeping track of those things for 
which one is grateful every day compared with every week:  and 
there is. Daily practice has greater beneficial effect.

A simple way of increasing happiness is to take a few minutes 
every day to make a list of those things for which you are grateful, 
or which you appreciate. It may be helpful to write down your 
answers rather than simply to hold them in your mind. The 
following instructions for daily practice based on those used in the 
research may be helpful.

There are many things in our lives, both large and 
small, that we might be grateful about. Think back 
over the past few days and write down up to five 
things in your life for which you are grateful or 
thankful.

Think about specific things over the last few days and also about 
those “blessings” in your life more generally— special friends, for 
example.

Parts played by other people in our happiness

Making good connections

Connecting with others makes us happier— provided that the 
connections we make are friendly. This is true even if you are a less 
sociable sort of person. A really simple example is speaking to the 
person in the corner shop— particularly if you pop in regularly. 
Social media are a good example of maintaining connections with 
people even if we don’t see them in person. Again, this only helps 
well- being if the connections are friendly.

Perhaps the best evidence for the value of connections for 
happiness comes from the Harvard Study of Adult Development. 
Generations of researchers followed up 700 men, and their 
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children, over a period of 75 years (so far). Men who were more 
socially connected to family, to friends, and to community were 
happier, healthier, and lived longer. The study has also shown 
that it is the quality of these relationships that is crucial. Lots of 
arguments in relationships, without love and affection, is (as you 
might expect) bad for happiness and health.

altruism— good for others and also good for you

Altruism— doing good for others— tends to make people happier. 
The evidence for this covers all age groups from children to the eld-
erly. It seems also that on the whole happy people are kinder and 
more helpful.

Carrying out altruistic activities, for example volunteer work, 
increases well- being and may even increase lifespan. Altruistic 
activities tend to increase connections with others, extending 
relationships. They lead to positive feedback and a sense of being 
valued. All these aspects increase the sense of well- being. Altruism 
can also take us out of ourselves and give us a new perspective.

A series of studies at Harvard Business School provide evi-
dence for the beneficial role of spending money on others. In one 
study, participants were given either $5 or $20, and some were 
told to spend it on themselves and some to spend it on others. 
Those who gave the money away showed greater increase in levels 
of happiness after the task. In a further study, people were given 
a $10 gift card for a coffee shop. Some were asked to spend it on 
themselves, some to give the card away, and a third group were 
asked to take someone out for a coffee. This last group were the 
happiest. The combination of connection and altruism had the 
biggest effect on happiness.

Psychotherapies can sometimes make people more introspec-
tive, and encourage them to focus too much on themselves. Self- 
absorption can become a central problem, and that then leads 
to further problems. Focusing too much on oneself, one’s inner 
life, one’s past experiences, can be part of the problem or can be 
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exacerbating the problem. Being kind and generous is good in it-
self. It is also good for your own well- being.

Problems with comparisons with others

There are good evolutionary reasons why we compare ourselves 
with others: it makes us strive, and compete. But it doesn’t make 
us happy.

Striving has its uses. It may help us achieve and achievement 
may be good in itself as well as contributing to our well- being. But 
often comparisons with others are completely unnecessary. We 
may set ourselves goals, and plan a route for achieving those goals, 
without the added incentive of comparison with others. Indeed, 
when motivation is internal— based on goals one has set oneself 
without comparison with others— people are generally more crea-
tive than when the goals are external— based on comparison with, 
or pressure from, other people (see Chapter  15, “Becoming more 
creative”).

Happy people compare themselves less with others than un-
happy people and are less affected by comparisons in which they 
come out worse.

“If everyone stands on tiptoe no- one sees any further.” So it 
is with what economists call positional goods. Positional goods are 
those we value principally because they are markers of our success 
compared with others or of our status. They are the goods we want 
others to know about. They are not valued so much for themselves, 
but for what they mean to us in the comparison with others. Their 
value is relative: relative to how others are doing. The pursuit of po-
sitional goods does not contribute to our own happiness in the long 
run. Before long we are off again, seeking the next positional good 
just to “keep up with the Joneses.”

Non- positional goods, on the other hand, can be deeply re-
warding. They are valued for themselves— and often consumed 
privately. Non- positional goods include skills, experiences, and 
hobbies that we pursue because they interest us. They can also 
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include material goods and experiences (traveling, going to an art 
show or festival). It is our attitude to them that determines whether 
they are positional or non- positional goods. A jewel may be bought 
to show off to others in which case it is a positional good and is un-
likely to contribute to happiness for very long. But a jewel may be 
bought because it is considered a beautiful object and is enjoyed 
just for its own sake. In that case it is a non- positional good and is 
much more likely to give lasting pleasure. Similarly, someone may 
go to a soccer match (or the opera, or any event) because they are 
genuinely interested and enjoy it. Alternatively, they may go to the 
match or event just to be seen to be doing it by others. The former 
is the non- positional good and is more associated with happiness.

Summary

There are various aspects to happiness: the feeling of happiness; a 
sense of purpose; life satisfaction; and a sense of well- being.

Happiness may be elusive but we can nudge ourselves towards 
happiness by paying attention to the present moment; savoring our 
pleasures and becoming lost in the moment; making time for doing 
the things we enjoy or that are important to us; avoiding excessive 
perfectionism; appreciating, and noting, what is good in our lives; 
being kind to other people and spending time with people whose 
company we enjoy; doing activities we find intrinsically valuable; 
and avoiding comparing ourselves with others.
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Treating yourself right

Most children are able to throw themselves into the smallest 
delights, abandoning themselves to the joy of the moment in a 
way that is, alas, all too easily hidden away and kept securely out 
of sight and out of mind as we grow to adulthood. We behave as 
if pleasures are so precious that they have to be kept for special 
occasions, or as if they were in danger of being destroyed with use, 
or perhaps as though we no longer deserve them.

Two reasons for rewarding yourself

Should we put away childish things as we grow older? Some things, 
perhaps, but not the readiness to enjoy simple pleasures or the 
ability to immerse ourselves in them. The ability to give yourself 
treats and rewards is one of the basic strategies for improving 
mental fitness, and this is true for at least two reasons. In the first 
place, they provide enjoyment and pleasure which contribute to 
feeling good and confident (see Chapter 13, “Increasing the chance 
of happiness”). In the second place, treats and rewards create the 
very best environment for helping you to change in the directions 
you wish to change. A joyless time filled only with tasks done out 
of duty or guilt cramps your ability to develop and feels more like a 
preparation for life than living life itself. It runs the risk of turning 
effort into drudgery— purpose into pointlessness.

For most of us, there are relatively simple things which can give 
us a great deal of pleasure— things which need not be expensive. 
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A  senior nurse in a psychiatric hospital went to her hairdresser 
once a week. She found that having her hair washed and styled was 
immensely relaxing and provided a much needed sense of being 
cared for. She would forget all the stresses of work as she allowed 
her whole being to become immersed in the sensual pleasure of 
having her hair washed. She knew and liked her hairdresser, and 
having listened so often to the troubles of others, she thoroughly 
enjoyed being asked about herself. The time and money spent on 
her appearance gave her pleasure and confidence for the rest of 
the week.

Treats: an effective way of adding pleasure 
to your life

Permission to treat yourself

The wonderful thing about treats is that they can give pleasure well 
beyond what would seem possible. The secret is to choose the right 
ones for you. Once we are grown- up, life can become so busy and 
so full of chores, both at home and at work, that it is easy to get 
bogged down in routine and forget about pleasure. We can even 
come to feel that it would be frivolous to give ourselves treats when 
there is always so much to do. Or if the problems in life seem large 
then the small things in life, which could give us pleasure, may 
seem unimportant and so we fail to give ourselves any pleasure. 
It is when life’s problems are getting on top of you that it becomes 
particularly important to reward yourself.

Adding treats to your life can be very difficult if you are not 
used to it and you may have to start slowly. For example, you may 
need to start by ensuring that you give yourself a treat once a week 
and work up to having a treat every day.

Giving yourself treats is a skill that is well worth developing. 
The first step is to give yourself permission to have treats. Treats bring 
pleasure, and pleasure is worth having purely because it makes you 
feel good. But treating yourself will also enable you to accomplish 
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more and enable you to change in ways that are right for you. Giving 
yourself treats is the right way to treat yourself.

the wrong kinds of treats

Are there wrong kinds of treats? Yes, those which either damage 
important relationships or which fuel a problem. An example of 
the first kind might be if the treat is going out to clubs when this 
behavior is already causing problems in your relationship with your 
partner. An example of the second might be drinking alcohol when 
drinking too much is already a problem. In choosing treats for 
yourself do not exacerbate any problems you might have. Choose 
treats that give harmless pleasure, and weave them into your life 
so that they feel like rewards, for instance, after doing something 
demanding. Playing computer games can be fun and challenging, 
and it can reduce stress by taking your mind right off your worries 
or concerns. Playing such games instead of working, or when you 
are supposedly doing something else like talking to others can 
cause problems rather than reduce them. We can continue to enjoy 
these pleasures, and to benefit from them too, provided we choose 
sensibly when and where to do them— after rather than before 
tackling the job you dread, for example.

occasional big treats

Lucy and Jeff have two sons aged 7 and 3. Jeff works full- time, and 
Lucy part- time mainly from home. With two young children they 
find themselves weighed down with endless chores. The one thing 
they always enjoy is vacations but although they have the time for 
two short vacations a year they only take one. Why, given that va-
cation can provide them with so much pleasure? The reason they 
give is the cost.

Jeff’s father is a widower living 400 miles from Lucy and Jeff 
and they take him with them when they go on vacation. This 
arrangement works well since it gives them all a chance to be 
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together; Jeff’s father can spend time with his only grandchildren 
and Lucy and Jeff can go out together knowing that their children 
are well looked after. But it does make the vacation expensive be-
cause they pay for Jeff’s father.

In fact, Jeff’s father could afford to pay for himself but he is 
saving the money to pass it on to his grandchildren. Jeff and Lucy 
therefore pay for him in order to leave their children’s inheritance 
intact. Is this the best arrangement? Jeff and Lucy had never asked 
themselves this question because, at the back of their minds, they 
felt it would be self- indulgent to have two vacations. It was not 
until they realized what they were doing that they could begin to 
think about what was best.

There is a great danger in our culture that we unconsciously 
block out possibilities for fun because, at some level, we think that 
we ought not to be enjoying ourselves. We are apt to think that 
other things are more important or that planning for pleasure is 
too selfish; but the reverse is likely to be true. Having fun, giving 
ourselves treats, makes it more likely that we will do those other 
worthwhile and important tasks because we will have more energy, 
strength, and resilience.

Lucy and Jeff thought anew about the situation. They decided 
that vacations gave them the refreshment needed to tackle their de-
manding lives. They worked out that they could afford two vacations 
if Jeff’s father paid for himself. All three of them discussed the sit-
uation and agreed that it would be best all round if they had two 
vacations a year together, and that Jeff’s father paid his share. This 
second vacation was a big treat and it was expensive but it added 
an enormous amount of pleasure not only to Jeff and Lucy’s lives 
but also for Jeff’s father and to the lives of the grandchildren, for 
whose sake this second vacation had been denied.

using treats to soften unpleasant tasks

Few of us are lucky enough to avoid unpleasant tasks completely— 
either in our jobs or our personal lives. Unpleasant tasks, however, 
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can be softened. For Jonathan, a general practitioner, the part of 
the job which he found most unpleasant was the nights “on- call.” 
On such nights he might be woken at any time and have to deal ef-
fectively and compassionately with a medical emergency. When the 
phone rang, in the small hours of the morning, he would wake from 
deep sleep and immediately feel miserable having to drag his mind 
from the comfort of sleep to think about the medical problem, and 
more often than not to get up and drive to the patient’s home. The 
problem he set himself was this: how could he soften that miser-
able feeling when the phone rang on his on- call nights? One of his 
great pleasures in life is listening to music. He hit on the idea of 
“giving” himself a music token for every night visit. For every three 
tokens he would allow himself to buy a recording of his choice. This 
system did not, of course, make night visits a total pleasure, but 
now, when the phone rings, a voice inside him says “another music 
token— good,” and as he drives to the patient’s house he can think 
about what music he will buy.

Such a system, adapted to suit your own pleasures, can be used 
in many ways to soften the impact of unpleasant tasks. If there 
is something you have to do but are dreading, or if you find your-
self dragging your feet, plan a treat for yourself for having accom-
plished the dreaded deed. Link the two:  see the treat as being a 
result of having had the courage to face the unpleasant task.

using treats to overcome barriers

Planning a treat helps to knock down the barriers which make it 
difficult to get the job done. It is much easier to start a difficult task 
if we promise ourselves a tea or coffee break in a while. We are not 
saying that unless we spend a certain amount of time doing the 
dreaded task we cannot have the treat. The problem with making 
agreements with ourselves in that spirit is that they are so easily 
broken; we allow ourselves the treat even when we have not done 
what we agreed with ourselves to do. The treat is not therefore, 
strictly speaking, a reward; instead, the treat helps us to look over 
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the barrier to the pleasure that lies beyond. Treats planned in this 
way are all the more enjoyable because they come after the dreaded, 
dull, or difficult task has been done, just as the drink tastes better 
after a trip to the gym.

Creating the right conditions for change:  
the carrot not the stick

It is by no means as hard to change as it often seems; what gets in 
the way is the “Dotheboys Hall attitude.” This is the wrongheaded 
but deeply ingrained belief that the best way to bring about 
change is through punishment. Dotheboys Hall was the school 
owned by Squeers where the young Nicholas Nickleby took up 
his first teaching post. To quote from Dickens (Nicholas Nickleby, 
  chapter 8),

“Bolder,” said Squeers, tucking up his wristbands, and 
moistening the palm of his right hand to get a good grip of 
the cane, “you are an incorrigible young scoundrel, and as 
the last thrashing did you no good, we must see what an-
other will do towards beating it out of you.”

Although we would no longer dream of behaving like Squeers to 
our children, we can still behave like Squeers to ourselves. Listen 
to your internal voice when you are trying to change or trying 
to learn something new. Do you hear yourself saying things 
like: “That’s idiotic”; “Don’t be so stupid”; “You should know this by 
now”; “Are you never going to improve?” It is curious how good we 
are at punishing ourselves— maybe because we know exactly how 
to hit where it hurts. Self- criticism and self- blame are two pow-
erful and most discouraging forms of punishment which may be 
intended to goad us into action but which, more often than not, 
make it harder to change and to learn. The result of all these barbed 
and sarcastic comments is that you end up feeling disgusted with 
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yourself, miserable, dejected, and disillusioned having ignored the 
principle that being kind to yourself makes it easier to change (see also 
Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness”).

One of our patients said: “I wouldn’t treat a worm as badly as 
I  treat myself.” This insight was the beginning of an important 
change in attitude. But it was one thing for her to realize that 
she punished herself and another for her to do anything about 
it. Cultural attitudes, including religious ones, seem to make re-
warding oneself seem bad, as if doing something for oneself or 
acknowledging one’s good points is conceited, boastful, or danger-
ously self- indulgent. It seems that we are conditioned to put our-
selves down. We cannot put the years of conditioning behind us 
all at once. But by developing the habit of rewarding ourselves we can 
gradually replace the automatic reflex of self- abasement with one 
of valuing ourselves.

Constructing a personal reward system

An effective system of rewarding yourself has three components: 
pick the treats that work for you; make your system work to your 
advantage; and avoid the punishment trap.

Pick the treats that work for you

Think about the things that you enjoy, that give you pleasure, that 
make you laugh, or help you to relax. Think of small things like 
spending an extra few minutes over breakfast, and big things like 
taking a vacation. Think of things you could buy now, or things you 
could save up for and get later; things that you could do for your-
self and things you could say to yourself; things involving others 
and things for yourself alone. Try to make a list of 20 things. The 
longer the list the better. Box 14.1 makes some suggestions for 
the categories to think about and offers some examples of pos-
sible treats.

 

 

 



BOX 14.1 Some ideas for treats and rewards

Things to eat or drink, for example:

Having a chocolate biscuit, a can of beer, your favorite meal, a 
cup of tea or coffee.

Activities, for example:

Going clubbing, watching TV, planning an outing, enjoying a 
hobby, or crossword, or puzzle, playing cards with friends, gar-
dening, going to a restaurant.

Relaxations, for example:

Listening to music, taking a long bath, calling a friend, reading 
a novel or magazine.

Treats, for example:

Buying a bunch of flowers or a bar of scented soap, going out to 
a film, buying a new piece of clothing, getting up late.

Time, for example:

Ten minutes on your own, a mid- morning break, a proper lunch 
hour, time to think, a weekend break, a vacation.

Exercise, for example:

Going to a gym or an exercise class, going for a swim, walking 
the dog, gardening.

Self- talk, for example:

“I’m doing fine,” “That’s good— I’m really pleased with  .  .  .,” 
“Well done,” “You can make it,” “You deserve a break.”

Setting limits: for example:

Number of chores, bedtime, a time to stop work, demands 
made by others.

Other people, for example:

Chatting with a friend, going out with others for a drink or a 
meal, or to a show or sports event.
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Make your treat system work to your advantage

1. Get the timing right. Treats work best when they come quickly 
after the specific goal. Immediately after forcing yourself to 
sort out the unpaid bills, give yourself a treat. If you treat 
yourself first, the bills will be even harder to face, and if you 
delay the treat when you have paid the bills the connection 
between the two will be lost.

2. Treat yourself often. Everyone would benefit from a daily 
treat: small pleasures make life easier and more pleasurable. 
But make sure that you do not use treats which fail to sat-
isfy. If rewards such as shopping or having another cigarette, 
drink, or doughnut only perpetuate the search for pleasure, 
or make you feel better or less lonely only briefly, they may be 
the wrong kinds of treat for you.

3. Saving up and cashing in. You may want to save up for a big 
treat such as a new piece of sports equipment, or an item 
of clothing, or a day’s outing. If so, give yourself tokens 
towards what you want. Decide how many it is worth 
(e.g., you could go out for a meal when you have earned 
20 “tokens”) and keep a record every time you have earned 
a token. As you collect more tokens, you can see how well 
you are doing.

4. Give yourself variety. You might get bored with the same treat 
just as with anything else and then it loses its power to en-
courage. Like a diet of pure chocolate it could lose its appeal 
entirely. So update your treat system from time to time 
remembering that different things feel like treats at different 
times. Going for a long walk may be your idea of fun in the 
summer but in the winter you might prefer to watch TV. You 
may not value peace and quiet as much at 25 (when being 
on your own might feel more like a punishment than a re-
ward) as you do at 35, when the thought of a few moments 
to yourself can feel like pure luxury. Or the challenge that 
you might enjoy at 50 (traveling on your own) may feel 
overwhelming at 19.
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5. Give yourself a break. Not doing one of the chores when you 
are worn out can feel good even though you know you will 
have to do it later. Allow yourself such breaks and remember 
that a change can be as good as a rest if you need one badly. It 
might feel better to swap chores with someone else from time 
to time.

6. Turn routine pleasures into effective rewards. Leaving all the 
things you hate doing until the end is like creating a quag-
mire to struggle through later—  probably when your energy 
and enthusiasm are at a low ebb. For example, if you have a 
coffee break every morning this will feel more enjoyable and 
work better as a reward if you do one hateful task before it 
rather than after.

avoid the punishment trap

Do not make a virtue of being a martyr. Do not fall into the trap 
of serving other people’s needs so much at the expense of your 
own that you carry the sacrifice too far. Overburdening yourself 
“for the sake of others,” treating yourself unfairly, makes others 
feel guilty and can become an undeclared way of punishing them. 
Saying “don’t worry, I can manage” when you really mean quite the 
opposite punishes both you and others. In the long run, everyone 
is worse off and you may be building up resentment within yourself 
that will eventually burst out in anger or push in on you as depres-
sion. Beating your head against a brick wall is another version of 
the same thing. It feels good when you stop beating yourself but if 
this is your only reward for tackling the brick wall then persisting 
in punishing yourself is pointless.

Parting thoughts

In many societies, people have tended to choose self- punishment 
over self- satisfaction with the result that they often fail to provide 
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for themselves the kind of encouraging environment that makes 
for constructive change and development. Perhaps it is because 
of our inheritance that we can so easily think it wrong to indulge 
ourselves. Rewards and treats work better than self- criticism. 
They provide an important source of pleasure and help in solving 
problems and overcoming difficulties. They also make it easier to 
learn new skills.

Summary

Give yourself permission to enjoy treats: they add pleasure to life 
and help you make the changes you want to make.

Replace habits of self- criticism with habits of rewarding 
yourself.

An effective system of rewards has three components:

1. Pick those treats that work for you.
2. Make your system work for you.
3. Avoid the punishment trap.
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Becoming more creative

What is creativity?

Albert Einstein: “Creativity is contagious. Pass it on.”
Henri Matisse: “Creativity takes courage.”
Steve Jobs: “Creativity is just connecting things.”
Susan Greenfield: “The essence of creativity is simply seeing 
something in a new way.”

Our worlds are full of valuable and wonderful creations, ranging 
from the light bulb to the World Wide Web, from cave drawings 
to the Mona Lisa, from advertising slogans to novels, plays, and 
poems. Looking back, experts such as musicians or archaeologists, 
are able to tell us when and where a particular creation was made. 
They might even be able to name the person who made it. They can 
do this because our cultural heritage as well as the personality, or 
style, of the creator, put a stamp on whatever has been created. 
Creativity arises out of what we already know and understand. It 
reflects the knowledge available, and the culture surrounding that 
knowledge— the ways in which we as individuals and as members 
of groups, perceive and understand our worlds, and the new ways 
in which we use that knowledge. This means that creativity is open 
to everyone. It is not a special capacity reserved for rare and ex-
ceptionally talented artists, scientists, or entrepreneurs for in-
stance, but a way of using our minds that all of us do in our own 
way. When you put words together to express a thought of your 
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own or to tell someone about something that just happened to you, 
you are linking up the words to say something that has never been 
said before: using your imagination to express something personal 
to you so that you can communicate about it. A similar process is 
at work when you suddenly see how to solve a problem. The two 
main features of creativity are already there: novelty and value (or 
usefulness).

Real- life examples of ordinary creativity:

• Making a meal from whatever you find in the fridge.
• Re- arranging the furniture so that more people can see 

the TV.
• Using an envelope to put the sugar in for a picnic.
• Writing a story aged 6:  “The apple who didn’t want to be 

eaten.”
• Cleaning oil off your screwdriver with sand.
• Using an old Victorian tap as a handle for a cheese board.
• A 2- year- old, asking: “Whobody did it Mommy?”
• Inventing a way of creating passwords you will not forget.
• Designing a T- shirt for a friend’s birthday.
• Texting, posting, or tweeting a witty message.
• Coding a cheap circuit or mini- computer to act as a security 

webcam and intruder alarm.

novelty

When thinking about creativity we use such words as original, in-
novative, inventive, exploratory, experimental, ingenious  .  .  .and 
new. But we are not talking about the degree of novelty that gets 
you a Nobel Prize (or the degree of novelty that does not get you the 
Nobel Prize because you are too far ahead of your time). Neither do 
we mean that what you do is novel to the human race. The psychol-
ogist, Raymond Nickerson, suggested that “Originality should be 
understood to mean original or novel to the individual involved, 
so that a thought would be considered creative if it is novel to the 
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one who produces it irrespective of how many others may have 
entertained that thought.”

Indeed, even hugely creative products or ideas are rarely com-
plete breaks with the past but have instead developed from earlier 
products or ideas. As Newton wrote: “If I have seen further than 
others it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.”

Often the novelty comes through making a link between two 
different things: from connecting and combining things in a new 
way. What sorts of things? The answer is “anything at all,” for ex-
ample, concepts, as when using a metaphor (the wine- dark sea); 
prehistoric cave paintings and modern abstraction (Picasso’s 
lithographs of a bull); theories about the perception of light and 
the technique of painting (work of the impressionist painters); 
combining aspects of messaging services and bulletin boards into 
modern social media platforms; a tool and a noise (squeaky wind-
screen wipers described as “windscreamers”); or ideas (animal 
structure and animal behavior; Julian Huxley, Niko Tinbergen, 
and Konrad Lorenz to create the field of ethology).

Value, or usefulness

The second condition for an idea or product to be creative is that it 
has value, or is useful in some way. Again, the bar need not be set 
too high. If something novel is of interest to you, or to others, it 
has value. Creativity is often a gradual process, developing slowly, 
sometimes in fits and starts. We tend to associate the idea of cre-
ativity with a limited number of areas— the major arts such as 
literature, visual arts, and music, and with fundamental scien-
tific research. But creativity— novelty and value— may occur as 
part of almost any human activity:  cooking, gardening, writing 
a report, playing a sport or computer game, collecting, DIY, 
building a work team, or running a stall at a local fair. In all these 
fields a creative idea can pinpoint new possibilities, open up new 
channels of communication, and enable people to make good use 
of their knowledge. It can also help them to discover and use their 
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resources; to build resilience, and to believe in the existence of 
new possibilities.

Why is creativity important? The value 
of creativity

The easy answer is because it makes a contribution to our lives— 
artistic or practical. The invention of the washing machine saved 
hours of time doing domestic chores. Instead of waiting for— and 
paying for— a concert, we can carry the music we like with us on a 
portable player and create our own playlists. The music, the hard-
ware, and the software for making playlists are all products of cre-
ativity. David Hockney spent hours creating new pictures using 
an iPad. He also used photo- collages in an attempt to find a way 
of overcoming the limitations of using a purely two- dimensional 
perspective. His exhibitions of these works of art have attracted 
thousands of visitors.

Creativity keeps the mind flexible

A flexible mind is as useful as a flexible body. Keeping an open mind 
and being flexible when faced with something novel, like a new idea 
or opinion, makes it easier to adapt in a changing world. A closed 
mind can’t change. Inflexibility goes with boredom— being stuck in 
a rut— and also with fear, as if accepting the new will break some-
thing within you rather than help you to bend and to discover how 
to adapt and change. Without flexibility it is hard to respond to the 
demands of others, or to understand their point of view, whether 
or not you wish to accept it.

An interesting research finding shows that many people who 
have experienced serious disruptions and difficulties as they 
were growing up are, in the end, more creative than those whose 
childhoods were well supported, and relatively trouble- free. One 
possibility is that facing difficulties early in life helps people to 
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develop a degree of flexibility, and helps them to approach problems 
in new, creative— and therefore more valuable and useful— ways.

Creativity helps when facing problems or challenges

Your train is canceled. You have broken your arm and can’t use the 
shower. Two friends give you different advice. The manager of your 
sales team gets sick just when you need him most. The fridge stops 
working . . .and so on. We all face problems and challenges, some big 
and some small, on a regular basis. There is no such thing as “plain 
sailing,” and different problems demand different solutions for 
different people at different times. There is no handbook to guide 
us through all the possibilities, so we have to use our imagination. 
We have to think things through for ourselves. We need to be able 
to search for novel solutions that will be useful to us at the time 
that we need them. Then they will have value (and may sometimes 
be useful to others also). This means using our resourcefulness— 
our creativity— and it explains why creativity has been described 
as a fundamental survival skill.

Creativity and happiness fit together

Creative people are happier and happier people are more creative. 
This we know from the work of Barbara Frederickson. Her “broaden 
and build” theory suggests that when people are happier they are 
more flexible of mind, more creative, more open to information, 
and more efficient. In short, positive emotions broaden thinking 
and tend to increase creativity.

Creativity in turn increases positive emotions in several ways. 
First, people are happier when they are carrying out activities 
that fully engage their minds and stretch their capacities, and 
creative activities are likely to do both. Second, creativity tends 
to increase resilience to adverse experiences— the creative mind 
looks for new ways of thinking and acting that can solve, or ame-
liorate, problems. Third, creative activities build skills and lead 
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to outputs— a painting, a performance, a meal, a new marketing 
strategy, for example— and these can bring with them a sense of 
satisfaction and provide a basis for further creativity.

Creativity can be developed

An all too common, but unhelpful, view is that creativity is innate 
(or inborn) and cannot therefore be taught or developed. This view 
is wrong, and it tends to be self- fulfilling. It means that relatively 
few people realize anything like their creative potential, while the 
scientific evidence shows that creativity can be enhanced as long 
as you believe that it can. In other words, attitude is all- important. 
In brief, creativity can be developed; it can be enhanced. And you 
can do it.

Encouraging creativity

Providing good conditions

If it is true that we all have the potential to be creative, then what 
can we do to encourage more of us to realize this potential? Some 
of the important factors are shown in Box 15.1 and using this list 
can help you, and others with whom you might be involved, such 
as your work team, or a classroom of children, to become more 
creative.

Playfulness

Creativity is akin to play. Trying things, just for the fun of it. Doing 
new things. Entering the world of the imagination. Enjoying what 
if. As Lao- Tzu wrote:  “Learn to see things backwards, inside out, 
and upside down.” Playfulness is an attitude as well as an activity, 
and it is valuable in adults as well as in children. If so many people 
enjoy carrot cake, why not try one made out of parsnips? If the tall 
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hedge that protects your garden also cuts out the light, why not 
think of it as a wall and make a window in it? If tomatoes are a fruit 
why not serve them with sugar and cream, as a pudding?

Creative children tend to be more playful than children who 
are less creative. They find pleasure in playing with ideas and in 
being whimsical; in giving free play to their imagination as well 
as making use of the knowledge they already have. This allows 
them to make new connections and link things together in 
surprising ways.

Play— that time when you put on hold your critical self 
and allow yourself free unencumbered thinking— is crucial. 
Sometimes you must contemplate the stars, and sometimes you 
have to count them. The play of the imagination may require 
giving yourself a long leash. Too much concern for the output can 
stifle the imagination.

BOX 15.1 Factors that can help people become more creative

• Feeling safe, and able to explore.
• Feeling cheerful, or in a good mood.
• Feeling confident, and brave enough to step out of your 

comfort zone.
• Having the freedom and the time to speculate, or daydream.
• The opportunity to work alone— some of the time.
• Knowing that your opinions are respected (and valued).
• Having control over how to perform a task or solve a problem.
• The courage to question conventions, and make decisions.
• Not feeling judged, or pre- judged— so, any evaluation should 

be unobtrusive.
• Being motivated by internal factors such as interest, 

pleasure, or curiosity rather than by external ones such as 
money, success, or professional advancement.

• Contact with other cultures.
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Curiosity

Csikszentmihalyi, a psychologist who has done much research on cre-
ativity, wrote: “The first step toward a more creative life is the culti-
vation of curiosity and interest, that is, the allocation of attention to 
things for their own sake.” Curiosity is driven by three components:

1. A  persistent reluctance to take things for granted. Not 
accepting the status quo without further thought and per-
haps experiment.

2. A skepticism of obvious answers— and what others tell you. This 
is a desire to think and find out for yourself. Skepticism isn’t 
the same as disbelieving anything you don’t see with your own 
eyes, but it does involve entertaining the thought that what you 
are told or what you read (including what we say in this book) 
is wrong. It is about not automatically accepting the obvious 
answer, or the answer given to you by someone else. One of the 
characteristics of Sherlock Holmes, Konnikova suggests, in her 
book How to think like Sherlock Holmes is that: “Nothing is taken 
at face value— all is scrutinised and considered.” She goes on 
to write that: “Holmes’s trick is to treat every thought, every 
experience, and every perception the way he would a pink el-
ephant  .  .  .begin with a healthy dose of skepticism instead of 
with the credulity that is your mind’s natural state of being.”

3. The third component of curiosity is a deep desire for 
explanations. So curiosity is partly:  what happens if I  do 
this? But it goes further. It also involves asking why, because 
why questions— wanting to understand mechanisms and 
reasons— lead to further hypotheses and further ideas for 
how to change things.

Fine detail as well as the big picture

Thomas Edison famously said “genius is one percent inspiration 
and ninety- nine percent perspiration,” and many people suggest 
that this is also true of creativity. Although many creative products 
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start from an idea in which something new is imagined, or outlined, 
or sketched, like Zaha Hadid’s first ideas for the Aquatic Centre 
at the London Olympics in 2012, or Danny Boyle’s idea for its 
Opening Ceremony. In both cases, the realization of the original 
ideas— bringing them into fruition— takes huge amounts of de-
tailed, painstaking work. There is no way of avoiding this work, and 
much of it can feel far more like a routine grind than the product 
of inspiration. Even Newton’s sudden “discovery” of gravity, from 
the falling apple, needed much further work for it to be the signal 
achievement that it is.

The practical lesson from these examples comes from the re-
alization that creativity normally involves such routine work. 
Carrying out such work is not to be uncreative but is a necessary 
part of the creative process. Without it you are unlikely to bring 
your new idea or insight to fruition.

Ways of fostering your creativity

We have argued that creativity is valuable, that it helps develop re-
sourcefulness, is likely to make you happier, and helps you to sur-
vive in a changing and difficult world. We have also said that all of 
us can be creative. You don’t have to have a special talent or skill, 
but you do have to step away from your usual way of seeing things 
and use what you know to try out something new— that is, new to 
you. So the first step is to recognize your potential for creativity. 
Where might you find it?

the five- stage process

Some people suppose that being creative springs unbidden from a 
moment of inspiration. Not so. Five main stages (or phases or steps) 
were defined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, and are now recognized 
by those interested in creativity in the arts, in sciences, in business, 
and in the home. They are described in Box 15.2.

 

 

 



BOX 15.2 The five- stage process of creativity

1. Preparation

This is the stage at which knowledge is acquired. It helps to 
immerse oneself in the relevant domain(s), so as to be able to 
absorb information and ideas: methods of advertising; varieties 
of poetry; language learning; a new field such as cognitive neu-
roscience, or one that is new to you, such as being a chef.

2. Incubation

Allowing the information and ideas to churn over in the back 
of your mind while giving attention to other things. It appears 
that turning away from a particular topic or problem allows 
irrelevant ideas to drop out, and makes it more likely that new 
thoughts will pop in. This can take minutes or (rarely) years.

3. Insight

Suddenly a new idea comes to mind. This is likely to happen 
during “low- level activity” (in the shower, driving the car, 
walking home) when one’s mind is partially, but not fully occu-
pied, and new links can be made in your mind.

4. Evaluation

Some ideas are better than others. Reflection is needed for 
thinking them through so as to discard the scatterbrained 
ones, and select which one, or more than one, to pursue.

5. Elaboration

This is the stage at which the perspiration is added to the in-
spiration. Without putting in the work, which may be hard and 
last a long time, as when building a house, or may be minimal, 
as when “correcting” the seasoning in the stew, your valuable 
and novel creative idea will not see the light of day.
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going off track and feelings of failure

Coming up with useless ideas is a part of the creative process. But 
if you play safe you will not be reaching your creative potential. 
Poet and novelist Michael Baldwin wrote:  “We shall never write 
a good poem if we are scared to write a bad one.” The same idea is 
true of any creative process. You have to go both sides of a border 
to find the exciting things close to the edge. How do you know that 
something will be good or bad until you try it out? So, be prepared 
to throw away or discard the products of your creativity: waste is 
part of the creative process. You will have learned something im-
portant. Creativity of any kind leads in the short term to waste. 
In the longer term, creativity generally leads to a better use of 
resources.

It is common to feel like a failure when one of one’s creative 
ideas doesn’t work out, and that feeling can be a deeply unpleasant 
experience— whether the cake fell flat or the new play did (as it did 
for Henry James— the only play he ever wrote). But the creativity 
is still there, and experiencing a creative failure is not to be a failure 
(whatever that might mean). Quite the contrary. It is part and 
parcel of being creative, so it shouldn’t interrupt the development 
of your creativity. Indeed, the very idea of failing is unhelpful. Not 
failing but learning— and discovering what works and what doesn’t. 
Attitude is all. If you interpret the failure of an idea as showing just 
how poor you are then you will give up on creativity. If you take 
a more playful attitude, and keep your curiosity going, then more 
ideas will come your way, possibly including a “successful” one.

Experimenting and exploring

Experiment and exploration are at the heart of creativity. Choose 
a technique or a way of doing things related to your creative en-
deavor and with which you are familiar. This time do something 
differently. Make some change. Note the effects. Observe carefully. 
Or instead of keeping on track allow your curiosity to lead you 
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on. Watch where you go. Make sure you remember the route. This 
is what one might call rigorous playfulness. The playfulness is fun 
and allows the imagination free rein. The rigor allows you to build 
on the playfulness: you note the changes you have made, and the 
results of those changes. This enables you to repeat, and to build on 
what you discover, and the ideas that brings with it.

taking risks

Creativity requires us to take risks— the risk of making a bad 
product, or of doing badly. One barrier to taking such risks is 
worrying about what others might think. We don’t want to feel that 
we have made fools of ourselves. So you might need a private space 
in which to explore and experiment before you “go public.” Before a 
performance you need rehearsals. Science projects often start with 
pilot studies. Marketing a new product starts small (at a trade fair 
perhaps) before it goes big. It is only sensible to limit the potential 
damage when a level of risk is inevitable. But trying to eliminate all 
risk stifles creativity.

Seeking constructive criticism

You may be fortunate in knowing someone, or a group of people, 
whom you can trust to give constructive feedback on your crea-
tive experiments. Be like the contestants on the TV baking shows. 
With a mixture of pride and frustration the families tell of how the 
contestants train through seeking frequent feedback. What do you 
think of that? No, don’t just say nice things. How could it be improved? 
What do you think of the cinnamon: too much, too little? Do you think it 
enhanced the flavor? And so on. About each detail. Good critics are 
constructive but you can’t rely on all those from whom you seek 
feedback to be good critics, so you might get some unhelpful and 
upsetting remarks. Take these with a pinch of salt. In the end your 
own view, your own judgment is what counts. This is your activity, 
your interest.
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Borrowing and copying ideas from others

The saying is: you have to imitate in order to emulate. Borrowing and 
developing ideas from other people is part of the creative process. 
You need a firm basis in knowledge and skill, and you have to know 
a culture in order to know what will be new and of value to it.

One of the best ways of gaining knowledge and skills is 
through copying. Van Gogh was self- taught. He painted for only 
10 years: 10 years from when he first picked up his brush to when 
he died. In that time he contributed a huge amount to creative 
painting, and he spent a great deal of time copying the paintings 
of others. By gaining a detailed and practical understanding of 
the painters he admired most he gained an understanding of 
what they had done. He then used his deep and practical under-
standing to develop his own approaches, his own style, and his 
own vision.

It is a common experience when trying to copy that the result is 
not as good as you had hoped. When going through self- doubt re-
member these words attributed to van Gogh: I am always doing what 
I cannot yet do in order to learn how to do it. Feeling out of your depth 
probably means that you are on the right track. The right time to 
get to the next stage in your creative activity is likely to feel too 
early. From fear and modesty we put off taking the plunge that will 
in fact help us move forward.

In order to be creative, much of your activity may not be “crea-
tive” but will involve learning, and copying, from others. Stephen 
King, the writer, in his book for would- be novelists wrote: “If you 
don’t have time to read, you don’t have the time (or the tools) to 
write. Simple as that. Reading is the creative center of a writer’s life.”

Reading is not the same as copying but it is the way in which 
writers become familiar with, and can learn from, the writing of 
others. Becoming familiar with the relevant creative outputs of 
others (gardeners, teachers or company directors), and continuing 
to take this interest in others is an important part of equipping 
yourself for realizing your potential for creativity.
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working with others, or in teams

Much creativity is enhanced by interaction with others. Most of 
modern science research is carried out in teams. Many of the new 
developments made by entrepreneurs, and most of the ways in 
which they are delivered to the general public, result from team-
work. The French impressionists shared ideas (and sometimes 
more). Matisse and Derain painted side by side overlooking the sea 
at Collioure. Gilbert and George work together as a “single” artist. 
But it is in business schools especially that research has been done 
on how to increase the creativity of people working together, either 
in a loosely organized structure, or within teams. Creativity has re-
cently become a top priority for many companies, largely because 
those companies judged to be the most creative are significantly 
more likely than others to be market leaders.

The findings reported so far help to expand our under-
standing of the creative process. They show that creative ideas 
come from people at all levels of an organization, irrespective 
of status or experience. But in order to use this creativity it is 
essential to provide an open, accepting, and democratic forum 
for communication. Although, as might be expected, anxiety and 
fear can interfere, a degree of discomfort can be helpful. Feeling 
slightly unsettled seems to help people to think in new ways, 
and to make new links between different fields of knowledge and 
skill. Encouraging people to take risks is also helpful, provided 
that they also have a “vision” or idea or the general area to think 
about, or direction to go in. The creativity that flourishes when 
these conditions are present quickly dies away if people are faced 
with a delivery date for the output from their ideas. When cre-
ativity is used in order to solve problems then it is more pro-
ductive when people are asked to think about possible positive 
solutions than when they focus on identifying possible sources 
of the problem (this latter point is illustrated by a study done 
for British Airways on ways of reducing problems with baggage 
handling).
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Developing skills through practice

Writers write. Painters paint. Gardeners garden. Managers manage. 
It is not necessary, in order to be creative, to spend a great deal of 
time pursuing whatever the activity is that interests you— hobbies, 
for example, are inevitably pursued in the corners of our lives— but 
it is necessary to developing your skills.

Most creative activities involve practical skills that use imagi-
nation and intelligence, and with all practical skills we get better 
through practice— often without knowing what it is that we do dif-
ferently. As a skill becomes second nature so our creative minds 
work better— they are not held back by consciously worrying 
about technicalities. In addition, confidence grows, and confidence 
increases creativity.

Practice might seem to be the antithesis of creativity. But it is 
not. Through repetition you will learn about the materials and the 
environment in which you work, and about how these things react 
to slight differences. When you become confident with a technique 
or skill— when it is second nature— you can use it as one building 
block in creating something more.

Making a record

The palest ink is better than the strongest memory.
CHINESE PROVERB

Writers keep notebooks. Artists keep sketchbooks. Businesses keep 
records. Some way of recording is an enormous boost to creativity. 
Without recording, we forget. We are not computers, nor were 
meant to be: better in many ways, worse in others. We must note 
down our ideas— those possible flecks of gold— or they will pass 
through the sieve of our minds and be lost forever in the stream.

Whatever the area for your creativity, a record is likely to be 
useful. Note down ideas that could be relevant to your creative 
activity and that may come to you when thinking of quite other 
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things. They may be stimulated by seeing or hearing other people 
engaged in the same activity or by some apparently uncon-
nected experience. Write down the results of experiments and 
explorations, and the gradual development of an idea on which 
you are working.

A record may include the penciled remarks written next to the 
text in other books. It may include articles cut from magazines. 
It may include an electronic document or folder, or a small note-
book kept to hand for those thoughts and ideas that come when 
out and about. It may include a dedicated notebook for recording 
experiments, or techniques and skills to practice, or information 
relevant to the specific area. The point is, there is a risk that what is 
not recorded in a place where you will find it later, will be irretriev-
ably forgotten.

What gets in the way of creativity?

Conditions that reduce creativity

Since creativity is a survival skill it can surface at almost any time. 
There are, however, conditions that make it extremely difficult 
to be creative. A short list of some of the better known factors is 
shown in Box 15.3.

Fears that get in the way

When being creative you are doing something new:  too much ti-
midity and you will be held back from novelty. Many of us have 
a tendency to lack confidence. So how can we prevent this from 
inhibiting our creativity? Lack of confidence is related to fear of 
one kind or another. The best way to overcome it is to identify the 
fear or fears that lie behind it and to see them for what they are.

One fear that can inhibit creativity is the fear of being, or 
appearing to be, arrogant or boastful. More common fears, however, 
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BOX 15.3 Factors that reduce creativity

• Feeling bored.
• Feeling upset, distressed, or preoccupied with something 

important.
• Too much novelty or strangeness (this can be alarming).
• Anxiety, fear, and stress.
• A rigid way of seeing things: a fixed mental set.
• An environment that does not tolerate difference, or 

non- conformity.
• Criticism from others.
• Too much passivity (e.g., too much TV or screen- time).
• A tendency to be “risk averse.”
• Living in times of military conflict or anarchy.

are to do with consequences: a fear of failure, or of ridicule, or of 
exposing limitations, or just a fear of taking a risk. If fear is at the 
root of your lack of confidence, ask yourself how you might put this 
fear into words. What is the worst that can happen? Some common 
thoughts that inhibit creativity are given in Box 15.4.

Ways of rethinking such thoughts, so as to prevent them from 
interfering with your creative life are described in Chapter  7, 

BOX 15.4 Kinds of thoughts that inhibit creativity

• I’ll make a fool of myself/ look ridiculous.
• I won’t be able to do it; it’s beyond me.
• No one will understand/ like it/ want it.
• I’m being too bold.
• People won’t like what I make.
• I will be exposed to the judgment and criticism of others.
• It will reveal too much about me.
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“Finding new perspectives,” and also in chapters in Section 6, 
“Anxiety.”

Fear of failure often arises when our expectations of ourselves 
are too daunting. If this is a problem, aim only to make a small 
change at first. The important thing with creativity is to keep 
going— to keep being curious and experimental— and to try not to 
nip the new ideas in the bud.

For those who lack self- confidence it might be reassuring to 
know that too much confidence can harm creativity. Overconfidence 
stifles one’s ability to learn from the creative act. Overconfidence 
is the neighbor of complacency, and complacency is the enemy of 
creativity. Creativity as a habit requires curiosity, not complacency.

Losing motivation

Motivated people always outperform unmotivated people, even on 
the IQ test. Motivation helps you to do better at school, in sports, 
at home, and at work. Even our memory knows whether we’re 
motivated or not: we remember better if we were motivated at the 
time the memory was formed.

In order to maximize creativity, therefore, not only is it impor-
tant to believe that you can develop your creativity but also to be 
motivated to do so. The main difficulty is sustaining motivation. If 
you are experiencing longer- term problems of sustaining motiva-
tion and are finding it difficult to keep going with a creative project 
that, deep down, you want to persist with, one approach is to let go 
of the goal and simply keep going, tapping into the playful aspects 
of the creative project. If continuing to be creative just seems too 
difficult, and not worth the candle, and if you are feeling totally 
uninspired, take the pressure off yourself. Don’t struggle or try to 
push yourself. Don’t be ambitious but keep going with the activity, 
whatever it is, and without worrying about whether you are being 
creative. The best cure for “writers’ block”— that time when writers 
feel unable to write creatively— is to write through the block:  to 
just keep writing something. Don’t worry that the writing seems 

 



Becoming more creative | 317 

dull, boring, or even gibberish. Keep writing, and in due course, in 
its own time, the creativity will re- emerge.

Several further ways of maintaining motivation and of 
persisting when motivation is at a low ebb are described in 
Chapter 10, “Motivation, and how to maintain it.”

Conclusion

Creativity is not some mystical garment that cloaks only the 
chosen few. Each of us can be creative, and being creative makes 
us happier and more resourceful. To be creative can require time 
and work, but much of the work of creativity is playful, and fueled 
by curiosity. Creativity flourishes in the right conditions, and it 
withers in the wrong ones. In this age of ever- faster information 
technology we have come to use the analogy of the computer to 
understand our brains and our minds. We demand ever- faster 
decisions, ever- speedier responses. But our brains are made of 
flesh and blood. We think in part with our emotions. We need 
time. Creativity in particular needs time and we will only persist 
with a creative activity if we want to do so. In this chapter we show 
how you can find and foster your creativity. Above all, creativity 
is fostered by confidence. Believe that you can be creative and you 
will be.

Summary

Creativity involves producing something new that is valuable or 
useful.

The capacity to be creative is open to us all.
Creativity flourishes when people feel safe, in a good mood, 

and confident. It makes use of playfulness and curiosity. It often 
involves hard work. It diminishes when people feel anxious or trou-
bled, and if it is met with criticism.
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There are many ways of developing your own creativity in-
cluding the willingness to take risks, to experiment, and to explore.

Teams of people as well as individuals can be more or less 
creative.

New ideas are easily forgotten, so it is useful to keep a record.

You can’t use up creativity. The more you use the more you have.
MAYA ANGELOU
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16

Good relationships

The principles

Relationships are good for us

Most of us want to have relationships with others, and to a great 
extent we have to relate to others in our daily lives whether we 
want to or not. Furthermore, the evidence shows that on the whole 
relationships are good for us.

Satisfying relationships are a major source of happiness and they 
make a significant contribution to how we feel about ourselves: to 
our self- opinion, self- esteem, and self- confidence (see Chapter 5, 
“Building self- esteem and self- confidence”). Relationships are also 
good for us physically, helping us to recover more quickly from 
illness and to live longer.

Almost all aspects of our lives connect us to other people, and 
technological developments give us an ever- increasing variety 
of ways of keeping in touch with others even when we are physi-
cally apart. The personal relationships we develop can be a source 
of strength and continuous renewal especially when they are 
deeply rooted and when we have learned how to pay them proper 
attention. This is true for intimate relationships as well as for 
those relationships made during our everyday working and leisure 
pursuits.

There are six main principles that underpin those relationships 
that help us to grow and to flourish— see Box 16.1. The first three 
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focus on you; the second three focus on the idea that relationships 
are systems.

Three principles that focus on you

Principle 1: the only person you can directly change 
is yourself

The temptation, when you want some aspect of a relationship to 
change, is to insist that it is not you but the other person who 
needs to change; the other person who needs to make the effort. It 
may well be true that the other person should change, but it is not 
worth trying because you can’t directly change other people and 
insisting that others change without also making changes yourself 
rarely works well. Perhaps a better way of making the point is to 
say that the only way you can change another person is to change 
yourself—  to change the ways you relate to that person. This can 
be difficult particularly if the relationship has become established. 
It may require you to be flexible both in your behavior and in your 

BOX 16.1 The six principles of good relationships

Three principles that focus on you

Principle 1: the only person you can directly change is yourself.
Principle 2: be yourself, and not who other people want you to be.
Principle 3: understand your past— it is often present.

Three principles that focus on relationships 
as systems

Principle 4: all those within a relationship share responsibility.
Principle 5:  relationship systems tend to be homeostatic— they 

 resist change.
Principle 6: be fair to yourself and to others.
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attitudes. Relationships can be like a dance: changing your beha-
vior, your steps, may lead to change in the behavior of the other. 
Changing the way that you relate will invite new reactions and may 
precipitate helpful and mutual changes although it may also be met 
with resistance (see “Principle 5:  relationship systems tend to be 
homeostatic:  they resist change” later in this chapter). Trying to 
force the other person to change will rarely work, though being able 
to negotiate well may help to make the relationship feel better for 
both of you (see Chapter 18, “Negotiation skills”).

The practical implication of this principle is that in developing 
or changing relationships it is rarely helpful to focus on the faults 
of the other person or to become preoccupied with blaming them. 
Focus instead on yourself and on the effects of the changes that 
you make.

Principle 2: be yourself, and not who other people 
want you to be

Relationships work best if you are able to be yourself within them. 
Relationships in which you can be yourself are likely to feel comfort-
able and to make you happy. This is not to say that you should throw 
tantrums when you feel like it, and be as rude to people as you wish. 
Nor is it to suggest that all relationships should be comfortable. Some 
very good ones can be provocative and challenging. It is rather that 
at some level you will not find a relationship satisfactory if within it 
you are playing a part rather than being yourself— if you are trying 
too hard to be what the other person wants you to be. Your inner 
core will rebel and in so doing will undermine the relationship. There 
are several signs that can alert you to the fact that you are not being 
yourself in a relationship. One is that you feel uncomfortable in the 
relationship even if you can’t understand why. Another is that you 
find yourself being careful about what you say or how you behave. 
A third is that you feel you are a very different person within different 
relationships: for instance, some of your friends might have observed 
that you seem to behave very differently in different company.

 



3 24  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

It is better overall to be yourself even when this means letting 
people know you, warts and all. It is easier to be consistent, and 
it also makes it easier to discover how people genuinely react to 
you. In addition, being yourself builds confidence and self- esteem 
(see Chapter  5, “Building self- esteem and self- confidence”). The 
more confident you become, the more comfortable you will feel 
in company and the less you will want to withdraw, or stifle some 
of your reactions, or hide parts of yourself away. As you relax into 
being yourself you can forget yourself, and in doing this you will 
automatically give others more of your attention without self- 
consciousness getting in the way. In Chapter 2 (“Valuing and un-
derstanding yourself”), we address the question of how to become 
comfortable with yourself.

Principle 3: understand your past— it is often present

Our past is often with us. It provides the base from which we start 
and the attitudes with which we approach the world and the people 
we meet. It contributes to the way that we feel about ourselves: to 
our self- esteem, confidence, stability, and also our creativity. The 
voices from our past have played an important part in our develop-
ment and, taken together, the messages we took from them influ-
ence how we approach relationships today. For instance, they affect 
the ease with which we make friends, and our assumptions about 
whether others like and accept us, and about whether people, gen-
erally, are trustworthy. They underpin the attitudes with which we 
approach other people and the various ways in which we continue to 
keep in touch with them. For most of us these voices from the past 
influence our current relationships in various ways, some helpful, 
some unhelpful. Through identifying and understanding these 
“voices” we can help ourselves to develop the kinds of relationships 
that we most want.

Our past is laid down in layers. We are like the earth whose his-
tory can be revealed by looking at a cliff face. Looking back through 
time at the layers of rock, we can see the layer that was once the 
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floor of a lake, where small creatures drifted to the bottom; the 
layer where the forest grew, now crushed by the weight of rock to a 
thin black line; and in places, because of the crush of the land, older 
layers are pushed through to the surface.

The layers of our past influence what happens in the present. 
Images, memories, and feelings can rise gently to the surface or 
they can burst through unexpectedly, for example, in moments of 
creativity or at the start of a new relationship, and also when the 
present reminds us of painful past experiences. The things that 
happen in our relationships activate and reveal this movement be-
tween the present and the past.

One reason for this is that relationships, from early childhood 
on, are the main source of our attitudes towards ourselves:  “we 
will always love you”; “why are you always so stupid?.” Good 
relationships help us to build confidence as our achievements, from 
learning to use a spoon to getting a first job, are met with pleasure 
and support. Our self- esteem gets a boost when others show that 
they like us, accept us, or approve of something we have done. 
Voices we have heard in the past, for example, our parents’ voices, 
provide us with basic strategies, or “rules for living,” such as “be 
open and friendly with others,” “it takes all sorts to make a world,” 
or “do as you would be done by.” Such attitudes are strengthened 
when they work. Then they bring with them more validation or ap-
proval, a better sense of self- worth and greater confidence; more 
laughter or adventure; more pleasure, playfulness, or peace. Echoes 
from the voices you heard in the past can still be heard when your 
life moves on. However, we have a built- in prejudice towards paying 
attention to things that do not go well, and ignoring those that go 
fine (see also Chapter 6, “Taking a positive approach”). This may be 
useful when it turns our attention towards solving problems, but it 
makes it harder to access the echoes of the helpful voices we heard 
in the past.

The influences of the past are rarely straightforward, since 
many different voices, in a whole variety of moods, leave us with 
a varied mixture of messages. Our past layers are complex, but 
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simplified models can help us to make positive use of the construc-
tive voices from our past. Understanding our voices from the past 
is one of the skills that can help us in building good relationships 
(see Chapter  19, “Understanding voices from your past”; and 
Chapter 30, “Stepping away from the past,” which focuses on un-
derstanding and overcoming the effects of distressing events and 
experiences, and the messages with which they have left us).

Three principles that focus on relationships 
as systems

“A piece of the continent, a part of the main.”
The first three principles that underlie good relationships focus 

on you. The second three result from the fact that relationships are 
systems that include other people.

People cannot be properly understood in isolation, because 
they are also part of a system— or of many systems, made up of 
their numerous relationships. Each of us is affected by our relation-
ship systems and each of us has an effect on those systems and 
the other people within them. The family is for many people their 
most important relationship system but others include cultural, 
social, neighborhood, professional, political, sporting, and artistic 
systems. All systems evolve over time, and we play a part in that ev-
olution, just by being part of the process. We also need to adapt to 
each system’s changes: to be flexible and to be responsive and sen-
sitive to the people with whom we relate. Otherwise, if we remain 
inflexible, then as the system changes and evolves we will cease to 
find it satisfactory.

Principle 4: all those within a relationship 
share responsibility

The way that a system functions is not the sole responsibility 
of one person:  responsibility for relationships is shared. This 
is recognized in the language of our proverbs:  it takes two to 
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tango— or tangle— and the following brief sketches provide 
examples of this principle at work.

At the age of 16 years, Ned was noisy, messy, and gregarious. He 
played loud music late at night; stayed out with his friends until the 
early hours of the morning without his parents’ permission; and 
slept much of the day on weekends. His parents feared he would 
never get to school at all if they did not forcibly shake him awake. 
The rest of the family were fed up with being bombarded by what 
they thought of as uncivilized music, and with falling over the junk 
he left lying around. Ned’s parents found that trying to force Ned 
to change only made things worse. Only when they accepted that 
they too needed to make changes, both in their attitudes and beha-
vior, did things get better.

Ruth was devastated when Jake lost his job. There seemed little 
possibility of his finding another. His early optimism soon evapo-
rated and he wandered around at home with nothing to do, feeling 
depressed, unwanted, and miserable. The usual patterns of their 
relationship seemed to have changed totally. Ruth became the 
main wage earner and Jake ran the house, and at first they fought 
and argued as each thought that the other was making a bad job of 
something that could be done better.

Wayne, aged 12, was brought to the clinic by his parents be-
cause his behavior was out of control. He scribbled over wallpaper 
at home, damaged the furniture, and had started to wet his bed 
7 years after he first learned to be dry. He was brought to the clinic 
because he had a problem that his parents wanted solved. With 
careful work, other problems emerged:  difficulties caused by his 
father’s night shifts; disagreements between his parents over the 
money his father spent on old cars; and other children in the family 
demanding the lion’s share of attention. Wayne’s problems resolved 
as other members of the family worked on these problems, and the 
tension in the house decreased.

Alex lived in a house shared with three others. When one 
person left, she asked a friend to join them, but this friend failed 
to pay her share of the bills. The friend had a reasonably good job, 
but she spent her money on clothes and vacations with apparently 
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no thought to her responsibilities. Everyone else was angry and 
blamed Alex for the problem. Although Alex was embarrassed, she 
did not think it was her fault.

Relationships of all kinds can be seen as systems, because one 
person’s behavior impinges on that of others in reciprocal ways. 
All relationships within a system may be affected by changes that 
have started outside the system (e.g., losing a job), or by the beha-
vior of one person (e.g., Alex’s friend who failed to pay up). And one 
person’s behavior (e.g., that of Wayne) may be the result of many 
interacting features of the system.

One practical point that follows from the principle of shared 
responsibility is to avoid “scapegoating”— seeing either yourself or 
another as the sole cause of problems in relationships. Scapegoating 
is either ineffective or destructive, and usually unfair. Some useful 
questions to ask when you feel that there is a significant problem 
in a relationship are:

1. You are probably under pressure from some quarter to 
change— to be different. Where could this be coming from?

2. You will have to play your part in adapting to new solutions. 
How can you adapt?

3. What changes would you like to bring about in the system? 
Which changes can you initiate? How are others likely to react?

Key skills in enabling the changes that you and others make to 
have a positive effect are described in the next three chapters 
(Chapter 17, “Assertiveness”; Chapter 18, “Negotiation skills”; and 
Chapter 19, “Understanding voices from your past”).

Principle 5: relationship systems tend to be 
homeostatic— they resist change

Our bodies have a remarkably efficient way of keeping the inside 
temperature constant— within quite small limits. Whether we lie 
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in the sun or roll in the snow, whether we go to an exercise class or 
sit watching a movie, our internal body temperature stays pretty 
much the same. The system makes constant adjustments, sweating 
or shivering as necessary, to keep the temperature right.

A system of relationships works in a similar way. When one 
person within the system changes, the others will often react by 
resisting the change in order to keep the system functioning as be-
fore. They say things like “That’s not like you to do . . .” and “It’s nice 
to see you back to your old self.” Of course the system, just like the 
central heating, also has limits—  it is possible to freeze someone 
out, or for someone or something to be too hot to handle within 
a particular system. But, generally, unilateral changes provide the 
impetus for corresponding changes of the opposite kind— so that 
the system returns to its previous state.

This principle has important implications. It forewarns you 
that unilateral changes in your relationships may be resisted by 
others. It also emphasizes the value of making mutual and compat-
ible changes, so that the changes you make are complemented by 
changes others make and your changes “fit” with those of the others, 
and the system develops in a new way rather than returning to its 
previous, unsatisfactory, state. In order for others to react in a com-
plementary, and not in an antagonistic, way it is normally useful to 
discuss honestly with others what changes you want to make, and 
why. The key skills again are those of assertiveness and negotiation.

Molly had married at the age of 18, and by the age of 34, she had 
three children between the ages of 14 and 11. She had not worked 
since her first child was born because she was busy and because 
her husband neither expected nor wanted her to work. Molly kept 
the household running well and was the center around which her 
family revolved. She provided clean clothes, meals, a safe base to 
which everyone else returned each day, and most of the organiza-
tional energy needed for the family’s functioning.

Molly loved her husband and her children and they loved her, 
but now that the children were getting older, she felt in need of 
a change. Indeed, she felt she had put off making changes for far 
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too long, mainly because her husband said no. He was earning good 
money and told her she was needed at home. He thought she should 
put the family first until the children had left school. She said she 
wanted to look for work and the children said, in chorus:  “What 
about us?”; “Who will be here when I  get home?” She found she 
could not raise the question, nor even talk about what kind of work 
she might look for, as the topic was slapped down as soon as it was 
brought up. She felt helpless, frustrated, and depressed; stuck and 
feeling as if everyone was conspiring against her.

Molly was caught in a system: the system of relationships within 
her family. And it was a system that, clearly, did not want a change.

Principle 6: be fair to yourself and to others

Being yourself (principle 2)  includes being able to say what you 
think, express your opinions, and talk about your feelings and 
experiences— if you want to, and when it is appropriate to do so— 
and without being vague, coy, embarrassed, or beating about the 
bush. When it comes to having and expressing feelings and opinions 
you are just as important as other people. This is one of the central 
lessons of this book (see Chapter  2, “Valuing and understanding 
yourself”). If others have the right to speak up for themselves, to 
express themselves, and to expect their viewpoint to be respected, 
then so do you. Being fair to yourself requires recognizing this and 
standing up for yourself.

There are, however, two sides to this lesson. One side is that 
you are not less important than other people; the other side is that 
other people are not less important than you (see Chapter 17, “The 
balance between yourself and others”).

Two myths about relationships

In addition to the six principles, there are two common myths 
about good relationships that can prevent people from making 
useful changes or taking a constructive approach.

 

 

 



good relationships: the principles | 3 31 

1. “a relationship that needs working at is not  
worth having”

“I shouldn’t have to work at it” is a reservation that gets in the 
way of solving relationship problems. The reservation takes many 
forms: the belief that working at a relationship removes the spon-
taneity from it, and makes it false, artificial, or contrived; or that if 
you have to work at it, it cannot have been much of a relationship 
to begin with; or that working at it is treating it like a kind of pa-
thology, suggesting that the people in the relationship are suitable 
cases for treatment; or that a single sign of discontent is enough to 
show that the relationship is doomed anyway.

All these reservations are false. Relationships often need 
“work”; satisfying relationships are unlikely to develop unless those 
concerned are prepared to be committed to the relationship and to 
make an effort. The problem is perhaps in the terminology: in the 
use of the word “work.” If relationships are systems then instead 
of work we can just think of mutual adaptation. It is important to 
realize that such adaptation takes effort, and demands flexibility, 
but the effort is likely to be amply rewarded.

2. “you should know how I feel”

This reservation comes from supposing that being close means that 
one should understand, as if by telepathy, how each other feels. 
Indeed, relationships often take off precisely because two people do 
easily understand each other, and later on a sense of disappointment 
and sadness arises because the understanding seems to get lost. 
Nevertheless, we cannot see into each other’s minds, and however 
close you are to others, they will never be able to know exactly how 
you feel unless you let them know. It is easy to make mistakes, and 
also to take things personally: to confuse depression with irritability, 
preoccupation with indifference, frustration with the outside world 
with hostility, and so on. An important feature of close relationships 
is not telepathy but two- way communication, the ability to say to 
each other, honestly, how you feel and to see how the other responds.
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Friendship

The key component of most of our relationships is friendship. There 
are some relationships— some work relationships, for example— 
that may not involve friendship, but they are the exception. Being 
a good friend is generally a reliable way of developing a good 
relationship.

There are many aspects to being a good friend. These involve 
values, qualities, attitudes, and skills. Carole King’s 1971 song 
expresses the central aspect: “All you have to do is call and I’ll be 
there. You’ve got a friend.”

Friends matter to you

Perhaps first and foremost friends care about each other. This 
might be expressed by saying “you’re really important to me” or 
“you matter to me.” Mattering is a good indicator of worth— of 
the value that you put on a relationship, or that others do. Caring 
about someone else brings with it the potential to feel— to feel 
sad and upset if something negative happens to your friend, 
and to feel pleased for them when they experience something 
positive.

Being there for friends

After Natasha’s husband died she found that most of the people 
she knew avoided her. She saw people she had regarded as friends 
cross over the road to avoid meeting her. It is understandable that 
we avoid bereaved friends:  we may be uncertain what to say to 
them, or fear that we might say the wrong things, or that we will 
be overwhelmed by their grief. But the consequence for Natasha 
was that she felt lonely and unsupported. Abandoned. Abandoned, 
even by her friends, just when she needed them most. It is particu-
larly when our friends are going through a difficult time that they 
need us.
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trustworthiness

To be a friend requires that we are trustworthy. “You can rely on 
me.” Trustworthy people can be more readily believed, are more 
likely to be consistent, and respect our confidences. It is easier 
to make good relationships with people we trust than with those 
whom we do not trust, or cannot believe, or who lack consistency. 
If you are trustworthy then you will in the long run form more sat-
isfying relationships than if you are not trustworthy.

accepting, forgiving

Carl Rogers, the psychotherapist, used the term unconditional pos-
itive regard. If we are lucky enough to have experienced from our 
parents such positive regard, such love, that is not conditional on 
how we behave or what we think— that is not shaken by mistakes 
and the wrong things that we do, even if our parents disapproved 
of them— then we are likely to have an inner strength and self- 
esteem that helps us through difficult times.

Such unconditional positive regard may be possible and appro-
priate for parents towards their children. For most friendships 
there are some things that a friend might do that properly lead us 
to break with the friendship. But a friendship, as opposed simply 
to an acquaintance, implies that our feelings for a friend will not 
evaporate simply because they do something which we do not 
like. Significant positive regard, perhaps, expresses an appropriate 
attitude towards our friends. As we have already pointed out in 
Chapter 2, Bridget Jones (in the film) is astonished when Mark 
Darcy tells her that he likes her “just as you are.” Friends accept 
us. They may not like everything about us, they may wish that 
we would make some changes, but their friendship, their caring 
for us, does not require those changes. When we are accepted by 
our friends, and when we accept them, a virtuous cycle is estab-
lished in which we are each able to relax and be ourselves with 
each other.
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Listening

Friends help when we are upset and also when we need to think 
through a situation or a decision. Good listening skills are a valu-
able asset for friendship (see Box 17.2, “Guides to good listening,” 
in Chapter 17).

Honest and supportive feedback

It is often tempting to avoid saying things, to friends, that we think 
are in any way negative, or that might be hurtful. After Cathy broke 
up with her boyfriend, one of her closest friends, Alison, said that 
she was relieved at the break- up: “He was never right for you” she 
said. Cathy responded a little angrily: “Why didn’t you say that to 
me when I was still with him then?” “I didn’t want to upset you.” 
Cathy’s sister, however, had said to Cathy that her boyfriend was 
not right for her and later on this had given Cathy the confidence 
to see that her sister was right. Cathy felt that Alison had not been 
honest enough with her. The situation for Alison, however, had not 
been straightforward. Had she said what she was thinking this 
might have caused real problems in their friendship, or it may have 
made Cathy really angry. There is a right time and a right way to 
give uncomfortable feedback to our friends, and sometimes it is 
not our business to do so at all. Perhaps our best guide is to ask our-
selves how we can best be caring and supportive. What we should not 
do, as friends, is to avoid saying what we believe because it is easier 
for us to avoid the issue.

Positive feedback

Less problematic is the value of saying positive things to our 
friends. Many of us are rather miserly with our praise. Perhaps 
we did not experience much when we were growing up. Perhaps 
we think that giving praise is somewhat vacuous, or that it tends 
to make people big- headed and conceited. But most of us benefit 
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from being praised even for relatively small things. Honest praise 
usually helps build self- esteem and self- confidence (see Chapter 5, 
“Building self- esteem and self- confidence”), and is therefore a val-
uable gift we can make our friends.

Enjoying time together

One of the main reasons why we have the friends that we do is 
that we enjoy spending time with them. Friends can be a signifi-
cant source of fun and pleasure. Deep friendships, and friendships 
made when we are young adults, can often survive long periods of 
little or no contact. It is a common experience of older adults to 
meet a friend after a period of many years of little or no contact 
and within minutes to feel completely at ease with each other. But 
the business of life can lead us to neglect our friends and to lose out 
on the pleasure that seeing them, or communicating with them, 
would give us.

there is no “one right way”

There is no “one right way” of making, or keeping, a relationship. 
You don’t have to be able to tell jokes, or behave as an extrovert, 
or never be shy and awkward, or keep your troubles to yourself, 
in order to make good relationships. You can do it your way, and 
the more you can be yourself the better the relationships are likely 
to be. However, at times it can be helpful to “behave as if . . .,” for 
instance, as if you were more confident, or felt better about your-
self. This is because adopting a confident style can bring the con-
fident feeling with it— as when whistling a happy tune. It is not 
pretending to be something you are not, so much as giving yourself 
a helping hand (see also Chapter  2, “Valuing and understanding 
yourself”).

Jennifer’s partner of many years had found someone else and left. 
Her friends were kind and supportive, but she felt she had bent their 
ears more than enough, talking about her distress. One of her friends 
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asked her out to lunch at a time when she longed to talk about what 
was making her miserable. While one inner voice was saying to her 
“Help me. Take my pain away,” another was saying “You can manage. 
Nothing goes on forever,” “No- one can do this for you.” She chose not 
to talk about herself that day, but to pay close attention to her friend, 
and to turn the conversation away from her troubles and onto other 
things— which turned out to be distracting, interesting, and lively. 
The result was that she and her friend had a thoroughly enjoyable 
time and she came away realizing that, even when suffering a bout of 
the miseries, she could still laugh and enjoy a good friendship.

Good communication

Good communication depends upon people paying attention to 
each other. We talk about “giving” someone your attention precisely 
because attention is something that it feels good to receive— just 
like other kinds of gifts. Electronic devices, despite their numerous 
advantages, can interfere with that process of giving and receiving 
attention— the process through which we truly get to know each 
other. These devices enable us to stay connected, to feel that we are 
a part of the communities that we value, to keep up to date with 
our friends and their activities, and to “share” our experiences. But 
they can also deny the people around you your full attention. If 
used during dinner or a board meeting, in class or in a restaurant, 
they can interfere with the process of face- to- face communication. 
A YouTube film showed a crowded café where people went to find 
new dates . . . online. All of them had come there to find someone 
to go out with, they had all brought their smartphones with them, 
and they were looking at the screens trying to select between pos-
sible candidates. They were neither looking at, nor talking to, each 
other. Was that the best way to find a new date? Or was it allowing 
people who wanted to “meet” others to do so in a more controlled 
way, or in a way that allowed them to present themselves (edited 
and brushed up), partially hidden from each other?
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The answers to these questions are not obvious. Internet dating 
is popular and often successful, and many people are quickly 
adapting to situations in which they are attending to hand- held 
devices rather than (or as well as) to each other. This has led to 
learning skills that increase the ways in which we can get to know 
others but we still need conversation (not just “connection”) in 
order to get to know someone well, and the information picked up 
during a face- to- face conversation comes through more channels 
than are generally available with social media or websites, such as:

• Outward appearance and facial expression
• Eye contact: its directness, or hesitancy, or stability
• Tone of voice, speed of speech, inflexion, etc.
• Body position and degree of physical tension or relaxation
• Signs of emotions, noticeable in voice, face, or body
• Cultural conventions about what, or what not, to talk about
• Physical contact.

The opportunities for misunderstandings about meaning, asso-
ciated feelings, and intentions are greater when only text and 
emoticons are available, while those for using humor and irony 
shrink away. This may be one reason why people report that it is 
much easier to be cruel and insensitive to others using social media 
than it is if you are meeting face- to- face, and then to underesti-
mate the seriousness of the consequences.

But even in face- to- face communication there is plenty of op-
portunity for misunderstanding. Here are some examples:

A business meeting between two people from very different 
cultures progressed successfully to a conclusion, with many 
smiles, nods, and sounds of agreement. On one side these 
meant: Yes, that’s what we want and what we will do. On the 
other it meant: We understand what you want, and do not 
want to offend you, but we have no intention of acting on 
this agreement.
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A doctor gave his patient instructions about how to manage 
his symptoms. The patient came back saying that he had 
done as suggested even though he had not. The doctor was 
puzzled as the symptoms were unchanged. Discussion be-
tween them revealed that the patient did not want to be 
disrespectful, and therefore pretended he had done as 
suggested.

So good communication makes use of many channels. Becoming 
a good listener means becoming aware of what is said, what is 
meant by what is said, how that fits or makes sense for this par-
ticular person, and what its implications might be. Making good 
relationships means learning to communicate in a wide range of 
ways, as well as picking up a wide range of signals. It takes much 
practice, and without that practice, as when people predominantly 
communicate through social media, it is hard to develop self- 
confidence or to be sure that people like you, rather than “like” 
you. Giving people your full attention is one of the very best ways 
of attending to your relationships, and also for building your self- 
confidence and self- esteem.

When others ask for your opinion

Most people at times talk to others about their relationships, and 
they are especially likely to do so when the relationships are stormy 
or difficult. In Box 16.2 we offer some guidelines for the times when 
others want to talk about their relationships (see also Chapter 17, 
Box 17.2).

It may be appropriate to take the side of your friends when they 
are having problems in a relationship with another. But if you are 
friends with both people in the dispute then it may be better to 
avoid taking sides because this can end up with one person feeling 
more isolated, rejected, and hurt, which will only perpetuate high 
levels of distress. Instead, your role is to help the other person to 
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clarify and solve his or her problems. Trying to impose your solu-
tion on someone else’s personal problem rarely works, and can end 
in disaster. If you strongly support one person rather than another, 
it may help to say so, but it rarely helps to add your barbs of criti-
cism to theirs. There always are two sides to a story, and responsi-
bility is always shared.

Sometimes the problems of another person are too much for 
us. Remember that if you do not want to get involved, you have 
a perfect right to say “no” (see “Saying ‘no’ with assurance” in 
Chapter 17).

Summary

• This chapter focuses on six principles of good relationships. 
Three principles focus on you: the only person you can directly 
change is yourself; be yourself, and not who other people 

BOX 16.2 Talking to others about their relationships

• Listen.
• Ask questions.
• Clarify what is going on.
• Do not judge, but show that you understand.
• Remember you can only change yourself:  they can only 

change themselves.
• Ask how the person you are talking to feels.
• Ask how the other people involved feel.
• Think of yourself as offering support, but not necessarily 

taking sides.
• Help them to decide what they want.
• Help them to mobilize their resources for coping.
• Help them to start the process of problem- solving.
• Be cautious in giving specific advice.
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want you to be; and, understand your past: it is often present. 
Three principles focus on relationships as systems: all those 
within a relationship share joint responsibility; relationship 
systems tend to be homeostatic: they resist change; and, be 
fair to yourself and to others.

• There are two myths about relationships that can make for 
difficulties: first, that you shouldn’t have to work at them to 
make them work; and second, that others should know how 
you feel without you telling them.

• Friendship and good communication are an integral part of 
good relationships.



341

17

Assertiveness

In Chapter  16, we discussed the principles of good relationships 
(see Box 16.1) and some of the general factors that are important 
both in making and in keeping good relationships. In the next 
three chapters, we will focus on the practice rather than the princi-
ples. The first of these is about the skill of assertiveness: how to be 
fair both to yourself and to others; the second describes the skills 
of negotiation; and the third is about the legacy of the past on 
our relationships— recognizing and understanding echoes of the 
voices you heard as you grew up, and the messages that they bring 
with them in the present.

Laying claim to your rights

You are entitled to your own feelings and opinions. Other people 
may want you to feel and think differently, but this is their problem, 
not yours. If you value yourself and trust your own feelings you 
will express yourself to others effectively. The strange thing is that 
other people will then value and trust you more than if you bend 
over backward to try to please them. Passive people, and a sur-
prising number of aggressive people, want to be liked by everyone. 
This is rarely possible and it is usually counterproductive to try to 
be liked by all the people you meet.

Instead of focusing on being liked, focus on being fair.
Look at the “Assertive rights” given in Box 17.1. They express 

the freedom you have to be yourself (see also Chapter 2, “Valuing 
and understanding yourself”). See what you think of them.

 

 

 

 



3 4 2  | Pa r t  I I :   M a k I n g  yo u r   way

Assertiveness requires that you believe that you have the same 
rights as others to have your interests and views respected. So here 
are two exercises:

Exercise 1

Do you believe in the rights expressed in Box 17.1, or not? Remove 
any that you think should not be there, and add any that you 
think should be there. Relevant areas to think about might con-
cern your independence; your needs; asking for help; time to rest, 
relax, or be by yourself; your right to enjoy yourself; or your right 
to change. Think about these questions: What rights do you have 
in an argument? Or if you want to end a relationship? Or start a 
new one? In all fairness, your rights and those of others should 
be the same.

Exercise 2

Talk to others about whether they have the same rights as you; ask 
them what rights they think are important. If you think others have 
rights which you do not have, then you are probably not being fair 

BOX 17.1 Assertive rights

I have the right:

To say: “I don’t know.”
To say: “No.”
To have an opinion, and to express it.
To have feelings, and to express them.
To make my own decisions, and deal with the consequences.
To change my mind.
To choose how to spend my time.
To make mistakes.
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to yourself. If you would find it difficult to allow others the rights 
you claim for yourself, then you may not be being fair to them.

Assertiveness as a balancing act

Assertiveness skills can be seen as providing three important kinds 
of balance:

1. The balance between aggression and passivity.
2. The balance between yourself and others.
3. The balance between reflecting and reacting.

In all cases, keeping the balance, as with dancing, demands 
flexibility.

the balance between aggression and passivity

Aggression and passivity reflect two extremes that interfere with 
fair play. Assertiveness provides a better way because it helps 
people to make their own point of view known while recognizing 
and accepting the views of others. It is essential to understand the 
differences between assertiveness, based on fairness, and passivity 
and aggression. The following three stereotypes crystallize the 
main differences.

Carina was assertive. She said clearly what she wanted, and 
made the claims she wished to make while listening to others and 
recognizing their claims too. She could express her feelings strongly 
when she wanted to, and she could also handle disagreements 
calmly. Carina was easy to get  along with whether you liked her 
or not. People felt they could trust her, and communicate with her 
well even when feeling confused or angry. It was easy to laugh with 
Carina. In her conversation she used phrases like:  “I think  .  .  .  ,” 
“I believe  .  .  .  ,” “What do you think?” and “How could we work 
that out?”
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The assertive person uses the word “I” rather than focusing on 
“you.” The focus on “you” is damaging because it rarely changes 
anything— we do not have much control over others— and because 
it usually builds up resentment. The focus on “you” lays the blame at 
the other person’s door, and one way or another, the other person 
is likely to strike back. By focusing on “I” you are taking respon-
sibility for yourself, and leaving others to take responsibility for 
themselves.

Roger was a passive person. He tried to please others and avoid 
conflict; he found it difficult to make decisions, and constantly 
criticized and blamed himself. He never accepted compliments and 
tended to foster guilt and frustration in others, who saw him as 
a bit of a pushover. He was liked but not much respected because 
people knew he could be pushed around, and he seemed not to re-
spect himself. He did what those around him wanted and put his 
own interests last. When talking to others he cast his eyes down, 
and there was a note of pleading in his voice. His conversation was 
filled with such phrases as: “Would you mind if . . .” and “Maybe you 
could . . .” and “Sorry, sorry.”

Lenny was an aggressive and extremely competitive person. He 
readily confronted others, talking loudly and forcibly, and tended 
to belittle others by picking on their thoughts, actions, or personal 
qualities. He often offended people and they tended to avoid him. 
Few people liked him because he was too aggressive, always out to 
win and minimizing the contributions made by others as if he de-
served to take all the credit. His conversation was peppered with 
such phrases as: “You’d better . . . ,” “That’s stupid . . . ,” “Typical!” 
and veiled threats such as: “Do this, or else . . . .”

No one behaves in exactly the same way all the time. 
Aggression comes more naturally when one is angry or after 
being frightened— for example, by someone stepping carelessly 
into the road in front of your car. Feeling low and unconfident 
makes people more withdrawn and passive. No one behaves as-
sertively all the time, but we can increase the frequency of doing 
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so. Assertiveness is a skill, or a set of skills, and underlying these 
skills is an attitude about yourself.

Low self- esteem (see also Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem and 
self- confidence”), thinking badly about yourself, makes it extremely 
difficult to be fair. How can you be fair if you believe that you “don’t 
count” or “don’t matter.” or if you fear that your weaknesses will be-
come glaringly obvious unless you hide them or keep on trying to 
win? Or if you believe that failure is always just round the corner? 
The ability to stand up for yourself appropriately— and to make 
sure that your relationships, however unequal in social or other 
ways, reflect your assertive rights— depends on having a healthy, 
well- functioning basis for your self- esteem. It also works the other 
way round. Behaving assertively helps to increase your self- esteem.

the balance between yourself and others

When it comes to your right to have feelings and opinions, you are 
just as important as other people. This is one of the central lessons 
of this book (see Chapter 2, “Valuing and understanding yourself” 
and Chapter 16, “Principle 6: be fair to yourself and to others”). The 
interesting point is that there are two sides to this lesson. One side 
is that you are not less important than other people; the other side 
is that other people are not less important than you. Passive people 
usually value themselves less than others, and this often shows in 
what they say:  “I’m sure you’re right”; “I’ll leave that up to you”; 
and so on. With aggressive people it is often not so simple. Some 
are aggressive because they undervalue others. They ride rough-
shod over the opinions of others and treat them as if they did not 
matter. They say things like “That’s completely irrelevant”; “Stop 
complaining and get on with it”; or “You can take it or leave it.” 
But aggressive behavior can also come from feeling inferior one-
self, especially for people who have learned to “hit before they got 
hit.” Those who have been bullied, or repeatedly treated badly, may 
feel vulnerable and readily hit out, verbally or physically, in order 
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to protect themselves (see Chapter  30, “Stepping away from the 
past”). Assertiveness is about recognizing the symmetry between 
yourself and others, and valuing all people— even when you dis-
agree with them and have completely different feelings. It is not 
about liking everyone but about how to interact and negotiate with 
them fairly. Assertiveness makes it unnecessary to resort to sub-
terfuge or to adopt armor in order to protect yourself. It helps both 
you and others to recognize and respect your mutual rights. See 
“The legacy of being bullied” available online at http://www.oup.
com/us/managingyourmind.

the balance between reflecting and reacting

Assertiveness may sound like a thoughtful, laborious, and rather 
unnatural kind of activity. It is not so much about reflecting in-
stead of reacting, but about finding the balance between the two. If 
someone makes you angry— for example, by borrowing something 
precious to you and damaging it— you might react by exploding 
with a tirade of expletives, and end up saying many things that 
have little bearing on the present incident: “You are such a careless 
idiot. I don’t want anything more to do with you— ever.” The op-
posite extreme might involve thinking about how upset they must 
feel, avoiding making a scene, and hiding your feelings of anger 
under a veneer of friendly smiles. You might even accept part of the 
blame: “I should never have lent it to you.” The balanced, assertive 
response would involve expressing your anger clearly and ap-
propriately, focusing your anger on the behavior rather than the 
person: “That was a careless thing to do” rather than “You’re com-
pletely irresponsible.” Then you can follow up by finding out how 
the other person feels (embarrassed? remorseful? unconcerned?) 
in order to decide how to resolve the difficulty, taking into account 
how you wish the relationship to continue after this hiccup. In 
Chapter  28 (“Feeling angry and keeping calm”), we focus on the 
problems caused by anger in relationships and say more about the 
role of assertiveness.
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Assertiveness builds strength

The skills of assertiveness help build the stamina and strength to 
stand up for yourself, and strengthen your relationships by placing 
them on a robust footing. Linda was a high- school teacher, with 
her own teenage children at home, who found that as soon as she 
left work and set foot in her home, her family would begin to make 
demands on her. Because she was tired, she often snapped back and 
was irritable, and then the tensions would quickly escalate. She de-
cided to make use of assertiveness skills. She explained that she 
was tired when she came home and needed a few minutes peace 
and quiet. She said she would make herself a cup of tea and drink 
it slowly, somewhere quiet, by herself before joining the fray once 
more. At first her family continued to make the usual demands and 
interruptions, assuming that she would soon return to her old fa-
miliar, and irritable, self. But she persisted, chasing them away if 
necessary, until the new ways (the new steps in her dance) became 
second nature, both for her and for her family.

Risking even small changes and expressing honestly how you 
feel takes courage— for an aggressive person as much as for a passive 
one. But taking the risk helps people to build confidence and self- 
esteem, and to take pleasure in feeling stronger. Being fair to your-
self in this way also demonstrates your worth— to yourself and to 
others. It shows that you are worth considering and caring for in the 
same way as others. If you make your own needs clear, you are less 
likely to be irritable and more likely to have the strength to respond 
to the demands others make on you. If you fail to make your needs 
clear, but instead bottle them up or sit on them, or hide them under 
a self- deprecating smile, they will not go away but will gnaw at you 
inside, and make you feel resentful toward others. This resentment 
may eventually burst out as aggression. Indeed, many unassertive 
people fail to speak up for themselves precisely because they fear 
that, if they were to do so, the floodgates of their anger would open. 
Expressing yourself assertively defuses and bypasses the resentment 
and the anger, which quickly dissipate in the light of fair play.
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Assertiveness leads to flexibility

The rigidity of both passivity and aggression means that they en-
courage only one type of behavior in other people and only one 
kind of solution to problems. Both tyrants and doormats are 
dominated by control: they either prefer to be in control or they 
prefer to be told what to do. Assertiveness produces flexibility. It 
helps people to understand each other and to think about how 
they can both get what they want. It helps people adapt to each 
other— to bend without breaking— and prevents them from 
getting stuck in fixed positions. Initial conflict followed by as-
sertiveness leads to creative resolution. Aggression and passivity 
both invite the opposite response, and close down other options. 
Assertiveness opens more possible paths and leads to a more sat-
isfactory kind of adaptation. Assertiveness provides the secure 
foundation for effective negotiation (see Chapter 18, “Negotiating 
skills”).

Some specific assertiveness skills

Treating yourself and others fairly involves combining the attitude 
of fairness with the skills of assertiveness. The attitudes provide 
the framework for the skills which, as with all skills, need to be 
practiced. The analogy with sports is a useful one here. In order to 
perform well in a sport you need both to train on a regular basis 
and to prepare for a specific important event. So it is with assertive-
ness. Attitudes and skills go hand in hand. Sometimes working on 
skills helps to develop attitudes, but sometimes it works the other 
way round and building attitudes makes it easier to develop skills. 
Assertiveness is much like a language, or a tool that facilitates 
communication and understanding. Like a language, it has many 
different facets and uses, and involves, many different skills. Here 
are six skills that can build assertiveness.
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1. Listening to others

Aggressive people who make blustering demands without having 
any idea what others think, rather than dominating others often put 
themselves in a weaker, more vulnerable position. Listening care-
fully to what someone else is saying means giving them your undi-
vided attention. A good listener will understand the words said, but 
will also be able to pick up on how the person is feeling (see Box 17.2). 
You may need to verify whether your guess is right: “You seem really 
worried about that” or “That sounds extremely irritating to me.”

BOX 17.2 Guides to good listening

• Show that you are listening by looking at the person who is 
speaking, or nodding or saying “Uh- huh.”

• Repeat a few words, or reflect something back:  “You were 
tired.” “You didn’t?”

• Summarize what you have understood:  “They asked you to 
join them.”

• When you agree, say so. Especially when discussions get 
heated, it is very easy to concentrate on what you want to 
say in your turn and to assume other people know you agree 
with what they said. Then they think they have failed to get 
the point across and repeat themselves or get irritated.

• Listen for what people mean by what they say, or to what 
is not voiced, and verify whether you are right. “You’re late” 
could be an accusation or a sigh of relief; a monosyllabic an-
swer could be a sign of being distracted, depressed, uninter-
ested, bored, or in full agreement.

• Listen to the end. There might be a twist in the tail of the 
message.

• Keep your eyes open. Assumptions can tempt you to jump 
to the wrong conclusions and react without reflecting, like 
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supposing when someone says “please help” that they want 
you to solve the problem for them rather than provide 
support and encouragement. Or supposing, when someone 
says that they have had a dreadful day that they want to un-
load the agony on you, or that they are feeling overwhelmed 
or depressed. Maybe they just want to be heard and under-
stood and offered a drink.

2. Sticking to the important points

Anthony Flew, the philosopher, wrote about “the ten leaky buckets 
argument.” This is putting forward many weak arguments in the hope 
that together they will add up to one strong one— which of course 
they never will. What you want is one watertight bucket, not ten 
leaky ones. In reality, many leaky arguments weaken a case. Leaky 
arguments turn your whole case into excuses rather than arguments.

Imagine that someone invites you to a party this coming 
weekend. Suppose you are off on vacation for 2 weeks starting to-
morrow. You simply say that you cannot accept their invitation be-
cause you will be away. This is one, utterly convincing, reason for 
not being able to go to the party.

Now imagine that you are invited to a party but do not want to 
go because you have too much else on that weekend. You are actu-
ally free to go, but would rather not. You start to make excuses: you 
are not quite sure what you will be doing; you have to go out earlier 
in the day and are not certain whether you will be back in time; you 
have to get up early the next day and don’t want a late night; you 
feel you might be developing a cold and would not like to give it to 
anyone. None of these excuses is entirely convincing and all could 
be challenged. If you are not sure what you will be doing, why not 
make yourself sure by accepting the invitation? You could turn up 
late, or leave early.

The most convincing reply is the straightforward and simple 
one: “Thanks, but I’ve got too much else on.” There is no comeback 
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on that. You have stated your decision and have given a single clear 
reason. If your answer is not accepted, then repeat the message, ei-
ther using just the same words or slightly different ones to say the 
same thing: “I’m sorry, but I’m too busy.”

Learning to stick to your guns, to stay on track, and to use wa-
tertight arguments takes practice. The exercise in Box 17.3 describes 
three steps to take and provides examples of situations in which you 
could practice taking them. You could write your ideas down, or talk 
them through with a friend, or ask someone to help you with a dress 
rehearsal. This might be useful for particularly difficult events, such 
as telling someone their work is not good enough, or insisting that 
your request for a pay review be dealt with.

3. asking for what you want

Assertiveness is about stating clearly what you want, without ei-
ther retreating into your shell or bullying others. Passive people 
may know what they want but be unable to ask for it. Aggressive 

BOX 17.3 Exercise for sticking to important points

Step 1: decide what you want.
Step 2: express this clearly.
Step 3: think of as many other ways of expressing your decision 

as you can.

Practice situations

1. Refuse to look after someone’s cat while they are away.
2. Ask for your money back.
3. Change some tickets to a theater, or concert, or sporting event.
4. Turn down an invitation or date.
5. Get your children (or someone else) to pick up their clothes.
6. Withstand the pressure put on by a “cold caller” trying to sell 

you something.
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people often bluster aggressively because they do not really know 
what they want, like those customers who complain loudly about 
the poor service they think they are getting. They get angry with an 
inappropriate person, and are then so rude that everyone is upset 
and nobody feels satisfied. The problem arises from failing to think 
beyond the anger to what they really want: to cancel the transac-
tion? A price reduction? A replacement? An apology? Assertiveness 
involves tuning in to what you want (this comes more quickly with 
practice), and then making requests without bringing unnecessary 
emotional baggage. This is much more effective than unfocused 
anger. Ask yourself: what is it I really want?

4. Managing criticisms and complaints

Criticisms and complaints make feelings run high whether they 
burst out aggressively— ”That’s typical of people like you.” “You’re 
useless.” “You’ve never been any good at . . .”— or run more passively 
through underground channels of resentment, anger, and blame. 
Exploding with fireworks or seething with unexpressed emotion 
are two destructive extremes, the Scylla and Charybdis, that being 
fair to yourself and to others helps you to steer between.

First, it is essential to make a distinction between criticism 
and character assassination. Everyone does things wrong at times, 
makes mistakes, gives offence, behaves thoughtlessly or rudely, but 
these are all particular types of behavior, provoked by particular 
situations. It makes no more sense to draw general conclusions from 
them (and to label the person who does them as “bad”) than it does 
to draw equally general conclusions when someone does something 
helpful or considerate. Counteracting false accusations is easier 
if you can admit to weaknesses accurately, without exaggerating 
their importance and without dismissing them as irrelevant. Three 
different strategies that help in responding to criticism are:

• Refuse to be labeled. Your critic says “You’re always so illogical. 
You can’t keep an idea straight in your head for more than 
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10 seconds,” and you reply “Sometimes I say illogical things. 
Mostly I make perfectly good sense.”

• Agree with the critic and apologize appropriately. The critic says 
“You’re late again.” and you reply “Yes, I’m sorry— I’ve been 
running late all day.”

• Ask for clarification. The critic says “You’re muddled and 
disorganized.” and you reply “What makes you say that?” or 
“What would you like me to sort out?”

When the shoe is on the other foot and you want to make a com-
plaint, a three- step process is helpful:

Step 1: name the problem. “Your music kept me awake last night”; 
“I have not had a pay increase this year”; “This order is in-
complete”; “You have sent me the wrong tickets.”

General rules:  be brief, specific, and clear, and do not make 
guesses about the other person’s attitudes or motives. Stick 
to the facts.

Step 2:  state your feelings or opinions. “It was really irritating”; 
“I am very disappointed”; “I think there must be a mistake 
somewhere.”

General rules:  only state your own feelings and opinions, and 
take care not to exaggerate them. Keep it low key, without 
blaming or shaming others. Remember to focus on “I” 
not “you.”

Step 3:  specify what you want. “Please could you turn it down 
after midnight?”; “Can you tell me why that is?”; “I need 
replacements by Wednesday.”

General rules:  ask for clearly specified changes, one at a time, 
that others can reasonably be expected to manage.

On both the giving end and the receiving end of complaints and 
criticisms, it helps to remain calm. When feelings run high, they 
obscure our vision of other people, and distort our ideas of fairness. 
Shooting from the hip, saying things that you will later regret, 
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tends to escalate conflicts. If your requests have been ignored, or 
someone is gratuitously unpleasant or critical, and you feel frus-
trated or undermined or angry about someone else’s behavior, you 
may need to calm down before you can reflect as well as react.

5. using your body to back you up

There is a physical aspect to assertive behavior. How assertive you 
feel shows in your posture, eye contact, tone of voice, gestures and 
movements, facial expression, and the distance you place between 
you and others. The following exercises help to increase awareness 
of these factors. There is no one right way of being assertive. The 
exercises are intended to help you think about the signals you ob-
serve in others and those you send out. In general, assertive beha-
vior involves holding yourself straight, looking at people openly, 
and neither giving them a wide berth nor crowding them out.

Exercise  1. Think of someone you know who behaves asser-
tively (not aggressively!). Get up and walk across the room in the 
way that they would walk. When you have the chance, observe 
what assertive behavior looks like. What do you notice?

Exercise  2. Repeat  exercise  1, thinking instead of aggressive 
and of passive behavior. Exaggerate the differences between them. 
For instance, when feeling passive, people tend to avoid eye contact; 
when feeling aggressive, they tend to stare. Try out each type of be-
havior in a conversation with those you know well, and observe the 
reaction. Ask them whether they notice the differences. Then see 
if you can find an “assertive compromise”— the right balance for 
you. Can you recognize your own body language? Is there anything 
you would like to change in the way you use your body? If there is, 
specify clearly what, and practice the new behavior.

6. Saying “no” with assurance

When others ask us to do things, we usually feel under pressure 
to say yes— a pressure to which we often yield against our better 
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judgment. Why is this? There are probably three main reasons. The 
first is not being clear about our priorities. The second is fearing the 
other person will be displeased or think badly of us if we say no. And 
the third, if the other person is a friend, is to make them happy.

Clarifying priorities. Every time you say “yes” to one thing, you 
will have to say “no” to something else (see also “Ten tools and rules 
of the time- management trade” in Chapter 11). This is true even if 
you are not leading a busy life. Are you saying “yes” to something 
to which you want to say “no”? Are you saying “yes” for the wrong 
reasons: just to please the person who asked you; or to get them off 
your back; or because it appeals to your sense of self- importance? 
Are you saying “yes” to something which, given all your priorities, 
is not really something to which you want to agree? Is what you are 
agreeing to more important to you than what you have to give up 
(see Chapter 11, “Using time well”)? You might refuse to take on 
something extra because you are not prepared to drop other ac-
tivities that are more important to you— or that you would prefer 
to do. Being assertive is being fair to yourself, balancing your 
own needs and wishes with those of others. Saying “no” need not 
be callous and uncaring, but rather it is treating your needs and 
wishes as equally important as those of others.

Saying no nicely. If someone asks you to do something that you 
do not wish to do, then all you need to do is to say no. You are, nor-
mally, under no obligation to explain yourself. You have as much 
right to say no and leave it at that as the next person. However, 
many people find it easier to say no if they know how to do so 
without provoking pressure, persuasion, confrontation, or dismay. 
Some people make it hard for us by refusing to take no for an an-
swer. Strategies for saying no nicely can, therefore, contribute to 
your sense of fair play.

Here are a few ways of making a refusal easier on you and easier 
for someone else to accept.

• Make it clear that you appreciate being asked: “Thank you for 
asking me”; “That’s nice of you”; “I’m really pleased to be asked.”
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• Acknowledge the other person’s priorities and wishes: “I know 
that it is important”; “I understand the difficulty, but  . . . .”

• Give a clear reason for your refusal: “I am already committed 
to doing . . .”; “It would take more time than I’ve got”; “I don’t 
know how”; “I have other priorities.”

• Help the other person to resolve their difficulty if you can. 
One way of doing this is to make a suggestion— for example, 
suggesting someone else they can ask instead. The aim is to 
find the balance between saying (or thinking) “This is not my 
problem” and taking on other people’s problems as if they 
were your own.

The sleep on it rule. A useful rule that protects us from saying 
“yes” to something that is not, for us, a priority is the sleep on it 
rule: do not to commit yourself to anything important until the next day 
at the earliest. This gives time to think through whether, taking all 
your priorities into account, you really do want to say yes or no. 
This one rule saves many later regrets. A night’s sleep is a powerful 
way of getting things into perspective.

Summary

• Being assertive is being fair to yourself and fair to others. 
Assertiveness is built on knowing that that you can genuinely 
be yourself in your relationships, and take responsibility for 
the part that you play in them.

• Assertiveness is built on keeping a balance between 
aggression and passivity, between yourself and others, and 
between reflecting and reacting. Therefore it means being 
flexible.

Assertiveness skills:

1. Listening to others.
2. Sticking to the important points.
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3. Asking for what you want.
4. Managing criticisms and complaints.
5. Using body language to reinforce your message.
6. Saying “no” with assurance.

Do not commit yourself to something important or time- consuming 
without first “sleeping on it.”

Further reading

Alberti, R. E. and Emmons, M. L. (2008). Assertiveness and Equality in 
Your Life and Relationships (9th ed.). New York: Impact.

Goldhor- Lerner, H.  (1999). The Dance of Anger. New  York: 
HarperCollins.

Murphy, J. (2011). Assertiveness: How to Stand Up for Yourself and Still 
Win the Respect of Others. Createspace Independent Publisher.
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Negotiation skills

Being able to negotiate skillfully is sometimes thought to be useful 
only in the world of business or management, but it is relevant 
to all kinds of relationships, in all kinds of settings. We carry out 
negotiations all the time— whenever two of us disagree about 
which film to go to, or which TV show to watch, or who should clear 
up the mess in the kitchen. Children are born negotiators: “Only 5 
minutes more screen time tonight then you must turn it off”; “Can 
I just finish this game?” comes the immediate riposte.

Relationships are rarely static. Negotiating skills help 
relationships to change smoothly and they help to steer them 
round the hairpin bends. They provide us with an approach that is 
fair to all because they focus on helping everyone to get what he or 
she wants.

The cooperation game

Here is a game that is played with two sides. The main aim is to 
end up with positive points. A secondary aim is to get more points 
than the other side. Both sides make their moves at the same time 
by playing either a round or a square coin. For each turn, each side 
places one coin in its bag. After each round, the two bags are opened 
and points awarded as follows:

• If both coins are round, both sides score −2.
• If both coins are square, both sides score +2.
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• If the two coins are different, the values of the coins are 
reversed and doubled: the side that played a round coin scores 
+4 and the side that played a square coin scores −4. Both sides 
know this scoring system from the beginning.

• After the first few rounds, the two sides negotiate their 
next moves.

The interesting aspect of this game is that both sides can achieve 
the main aim if they both play square, but this requires coopera-
tion. Focusing on beating the other side results in both sides losing, 
since they both go for the highest possible score (a single round coin 
scoring +4), and both play round all the time, which means they 
both score −2 each round. The point is that lack of trust and the de-
sire to beat the other person lead to mutual destruction. Only people 
who are prepared to trust others, and are prepared from the outset 
not to do as well as the other side (to risk playing a square coin when 
the others play a round one), can end up with positive points.

This game illustrates in stark form one of the ways in which 
valuable relationships can get damaged. If we go into relationships 
to compete— to get more out of the relationship than we put in, or 
to win so that the other person loses—  then we will develop a set 
of relationships in which everybody loses. Successful relationships 
are built on the idea that everyone in them will gain, and they re-
quire the skills of cooperation (see Box 18.1, on how to cooperate).

Four relationship patterns

there is plenty for all (win: win)

Everyone in a relationship has something to gain, and this atti-
tude of abundance is, in the long run, the most satisfactory way of 
relating. It is based on the realization that working together with 
other people can make things happen that could not otherwise 
happen. Thinking about ways in which everyone gains engages 
two heads rather than one, and generates more options and more 
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solutions to problems. It ends up being more creative than the other 
patterns, and this provides more potential for satisfaction.

I win: you lose

This is intrinsically unfair to the other person, and it is also not to 
your long- term advantage. Either the people who lose when you win 
will draw away from you, or they will behave in ways that damage 
you (whether or not intended).

you win: I lose

This is intrinsically unfair to you. At some level you will become 
increasingly resentful and angry. The other person is also likely 
to lose respect for you. This pattern is therefore unsatisfactory to 

BOX 18.1 Enabling cooperation

• Try looking at the situation from the other person’s point of view. 
Use your imagination to step into the other person’s shoes.

• Build up trust. Risk saying how you feel and talking about 
what you want. Show you believe what other people say. 
Leave them the space they need to be their own person.

• Keep in contact. Do not allow yourself to slip into the habit of 
not being able to talk. Do not avoid thorny issues.

• Recognize that people vary in their needs. People need different 
amounts of closeness, silence, sharing, and independence. 
They enjoy different forms of physical and sexual contact. 
They may, or may not, need to let off steam.

• Acknowledge another point of view. Take what someone else 
says seriously; respond with warmth and encouragement.

• Cut out the blame. “You make me so angry/ nervous/ upset . . . .” 
Ask yourself instead, “What is it in me that makes me so 
angry?”
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both parties: “If you act like a doormat, don’t be surprised if people 
walk on you.”

Lose: lose

This is a totally destructive pattern, and not likely to result in 
lasting relationships.

There is always the possibility of no deal

The bottom line in all negotiations is that you are free to make no 
deal and walk away. The bottom line in almost all relationships (ex-
cept perhaps parent- child relationships) must be that if you cannot 
adapt so that the relationship gives both of you what you want, then 
the relationship is off. It takes courage to end relationships, but it 
must always be a possibility. The alternative is that you make unwise 
deals, or deals that maintain relationships which are destructive.

Preparation for skillful negotiation: 
mapping the territory

Step 1: find out what everyone wants

Relationships are systems, which means that if you think only 
about what you want, you see only part of the picture. For skillful 
negotiation you need to think both about your own perspective and 
that of others. If you are too inflexible about what you want, it may 
be harder to negotiate. For example, if you want help tidying up and 
others are not bothered about being messy, your negotiations may 
quickly get bogged down. What is it about the mess that bothers 
you? Would you feel satisfied if it was kept to certain places? Or 
removed only on special occasions? Or do you want most of all to 
feel that your burden of chores is shared? The three main ways to 
answer these questions are to think, to ask, and to listen.
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Step 2: look for common ground

Common ground is useful in establishing what you are not negotiating 
about— we both want to go out, but we cannot agree where to go; 
we both want to live here, but disagree about how to apportion the 
chores. When negotiation is in danger of failing, then return to the 
common ground. If you both want to go out tonight it would be silly 
to stay in because you couldn’t agree on where to go— or because 
you’re fed up with always doing what the other person wants.

Step 3: broaden the basis of the negotiation

A negotiation often founders because you are both making it hinge 
on one thing, such as who is responsible for servicing the car, or 
whether one person’s necessity is another person’s extravagance. 
But often there are many negotiable aspects of a situation. In the 
commercial world, for example, a negotiation may center entirely on 
fixing the price, but there are many other aspects to the deal, such 
as delivery time, payment time, after- sales service, further orders, 
and promotion of products. This is often true of relationships, too. 
A narrow negotiation about heating bills might focus on closing the 
door when you leave the room. A broader one, leaving more room 
for considering what everyone wants, might also focus on resetting 
the time clock or thermostat; sharing the bills a different way; 
fixing the drafts in the house; or buying a warm sweater.

Step 4: look for opportunities to trade

Identify the important issues for both of you. It is rare for two 
people to place exactly the same importance on particular issues, 
which means that you might be able to gain what is most impor-
tant to you by giving way on what is most important to someone 
else. “I’ll turn the music down after 11 p.m. if you agree not to fuss 
about the mess in my room.” The broader the basis for the negotia-
tion, the more opportunities for trade.
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Five strategies for putting the skills 
into practice

1. Clarify

Be sure to clarify what the other person means and what you mean. 
“Are you angry with me, or has something else upset you?” Make 
your points clearly: “I’m angry that you didn’t text me.” Not “I’m fed 
up with you. You never bother to let me know where you are.”

2. Build on what the other person says

Instead of reacting to what you do not like about what the other 
person suggests and instantly saying “no,” look for what you can 
accept and start with a “yes,” or an “OK, how could we manage 
that?” This takes you out of conflict and straight into negotiation.

3. Cut out the blame

Think of there being different points of view rather than one wrong 
one and one right one. Instead of thinking in terms of “fault,” 
think in terms of shared responsibility. This might sound overopti-
mistic: sometimes one person is wrong. But a flurry of accusations, 
derogatory name- calling, or insults only raises the temperature, 
and makes this harder to admit. Cut out the blame, and look for 
possibilities for mutual change. Remember that there is always the 
possibility of no deal, but no deal is taking your share of the respon-
sibility, not heaping all the blame on the other person. Box 18.2 
shows some of the rules for “fair fighting.”

4. watch out for escalation

Anger easily spirals upward, especially when people are hurt by 
the angry things others have just said to them. Anger generates 
the sort of vicious cycle that stops all reasoned discussion and 
prohibits agreement (see Chapter 28, “Feeling angry and keeping 
calm”). It usually leads to the “lose: lose” pattern.
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It can sometimes be useful to tell the other person that what 
they say makes you feel angry, and it is also helpful to look be-
hind the anger. Often people behave angrily when they are hurt 
(feel wounded by the angry things said to them) or frightened (by 
the implications for the relationship, or by threats of being hurt). 
It may be the hurt and the fear that need addressing rather than 
the anger.

5. Bottle up the insults

Offensive comments impede negotiation until feelings subside. 
Examples of such comments are “I can’t talk to anyone as illogical 
as you,” “You’re so arrogant/ pigheaded/ clumsy,” “You’re as bad as 
your mother/ father/ sister,” or putdowns such as “Everyone knows 
that . . .,” “I think you will find . . . ,” “Any sensible person would re-
alize . . . ,” and “I’ll be generous, and leave that out of consideration/ 

BOX 18.2 Some rules for fair fighting

Stick to the concern of the moment. Don’t throw in the kitchen 
sink and any old “unfinished business.”

Don’t overgeneralize. “You always complain . . . or never listen to 
what I say.”

No name- calling. “You’re stupid  .  .  . completely heartless  .  .  . 
domineering . . . childish.”

Use the cooler. Take a break from a fight. Count to 10 before you 
answer back. Go somewhere you can calm down. Explain 
what you’re doing— don’t just storm out.

Ask: what’s my part in this? Start your sentences with “I”: “I’m 
furious,” not “You make me wild.”

Avoid going for the jugular. Hitting where it hurts most just adds 
to the pain, hurt, and anger. It makes it harder to forgive and 
forget.

Do not use threats, verbal or physical. They lead to escalation not 
resolution.
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give you the benefit of the doubt.” It is best to avoid making these 
offensive or irritating comments, and to try to ignore them when 
they are thrown at you.

Summary

Negotiation skills are as useful in personal relationships as they 
are valuable in the corporate world. Negotiation acknowledges 
that relationships are systems and that for change in one part of 
the system to be successful there must be changes in other parts 
of the system. Good negotiation skills are based on an attitude of 
“win: win,” and consist of four steps, and five skills:

Step 1: find out what everyone wants.
Step 2: look for common ground.
Step 3: broaden the basis of the negotiation.
Step 4: look for opportunities to trade.

The five skills are:

• Clarify
• Build on what the other person says.
• Cut out the blame.
• Watch out for escalation.
• Bottle up the insults.

Further reading

Patterson, K., Grenny, J., McMillan, R., and Switzler, A. (2011). Crucial 
Conversations:  Tools for Talking When Stakes are High (2nd ed.). 
New York: McGraw- Hill.

See also: “Further reading” in Chapter 28.
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Understanding voices from your past

One aspect of self- understanding is to recognize the “voices” 
within our minds that originate from our past. Some are likely to 
be helpful and others problematic. When we recognize these for 
what they are we can use them constructively. These “voices” which 
originate from important relationships in our childhood and early 
adulthood can be particularly significant in affecting our current 
relationships.

A simplified model

A simplified model, proposed by Eric Berne, that is helpful in 
recognizing, understanding, and making constructive use of the 
voices from our past identifies three types of “voice”: those of Child, 
Parent, and Adult.

The Child voices the attitudes, beliefs, and emotions from our 
own childhood. The child within us is often the source of fun and 
of creativity, “Come to the festival— you would really enjoy it,” and 
of curiosity. It can also voice the immature and unhelpful attitudes, 
beliefs, and emotions from our childhood such as petulance or an 
excessive desire to please others.

The Parent is not you as a parent, but consists of the voices of 
your own parents and parent- like authoritative figures from the 
past. This voice expresses the attitudes and the actual phrases that 
your parents and parent- like figures used in order to try to influ-
ence you when you were growing up.
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The Adult voices the mature part of your personality— the part 
that has developed as a result of your explorations of the world and 
of your experiences. It is the part of you that can think and reason 
about your experience and can learn to make predictions about how 
things will be in the future. It can make decisions based on reality.

When we relate to others, all three voices from the past might 
come into the picture and play their part in the making of our 
current relationships. You may have noticed in people you know 
(and in yourself) how on occasions— perhaps when they are angry 
or frightened— their personality and voice changes almost as 
though they have become someone else. Their normal adult way of 
relating may disappear and their personality seems to have been 
taken over by that of an immature and petulant child— or perhaps 
by an over- cautious authoritative parent.

The central idea of Berne’s model is that the Parent and the Child 
will be more helpful to us, especially in our relationships, when the 
Adult is in charge. If the Child or the Parent takes over, problems 
arise, and these cause difficulties in relationships.

When the Adult is in charge, it can put the voices of the Parent 
and the Child to constructive use. There is no need to stifle the 
echoes of the Child and Parent within you, but you can prevent 
them from making themselves heard in destructive or unwanted 
ways by becoming more aware of what they are saying. When 
angry for instance, the Child in you might be saying something like 
“I won’t!” When unwilling, or unable to listen to complaints you 
might be hearing an echo of a Parent: “Pull yourself together and 
stop whining.” The voice of the mature Adult can help you to stand 
aside from these echoes, or to use them constructively rather than 
being swept along by them.

We recommend that you begin by focusing on those voices from 
the past that are helpful— however faint they may seem to be. 
Listen to yourself; listen for echoes from your past. Both the Child 
and the Parent voices can be very useful to us— the former a source 
of fun and creativity in our relationships, the latter providing us 
with useful support, discipline, and with goals and ideas.
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What the voices tell us now

Listening to the positive and helpful voices strengthens attitudes 
that serve you well later on. But first we need to be able to recognize 
these voices as they affect us in specific situations. The following 
series of questions may help you do this:

• What am I feeling in this situation?
• When have I felt like this before?
• When was the first time I felt like this?
• What was happening at that time?
• What is it I want in this situation?
• Who else in my childhood behaved like this?

Five constructive attitudes to listen for

The attitudes with which we approach relationships as adults, built 
on the voices we heard in the past, make all the difference to how 
we feel in our relationships. If you were clearly valued as a child, you 
will be ready to feel valued by others later on, feel more at ease with 
them, and be more willing to interact in an open and friendly way. 
Listening to the positive and helpful voices you heard strengthens 
attitudes that serve you well later on. Five attitudes to build on and 
examples of possible past voices are shown in Box 19.1. Tuning in 
to echoes of the voices that expressed them will strengthen them, 
and help to improve relationships.

If you heard few positive voices in the past you may find it hard 
to build these attitudes. In that case, Chapter 30, “Stepping away 
from the past,” may provide a helpful starting point.

In reading through the list in Box 19.1, listen for echoes of the 
helpful voices you took away from your past. You may wish to add to 
the list to include, for example, messages about being good at some-
thing, or your ability to persist when the going gets tough, about your 
competence, or consideration for others. Building on these attitudes 
as an adult helps you to relate well to others— and it feels good.

 

 

 



BOX 19.1 Attitudes to build on

1. Trustworthiness: “I can rely on you,” “I’m here if you need me.” 
Trustworthy people are easier to believe, and more likely 
to be consistent. It is easier to relate well to trustworthy 
people, and harder to make relationships with people we do 
not trust, or cannot believe, or who lack consistency.

2. Likability (and lovability): “You’re funny, lovely, clever . . .,” “Love 
you.” If you have come to see yourself as not very likable, or 
if you are unsure about being lovable, it is hard to let people 
know you, or to be relaxed and spontaneous with others.

3. Acceptability: “That doesn’t matter,” “I’ll help you sort that out.” 
If you generally assume that you are acceptable to others 
you are likely to feel relaxed and to be yourself in com-
pany, which in turn makes it easier for others to accept you. 
Fearing you are not acceptable undermines your confidence 
and self- esteem.

4. Having worth, or value: “You’re really important to me,” “I’ll miss 
you.” The extent to which a person matters to you is a good 
indicator of worth— of the value that you put on a relation-
ship, or that others do. It can be hard, however, to let others 
know how much they matter to you, and also difficult, some-
times, to feel that you matter to them. Perhaps many of us 
are shy of expressing how much others matter to us because 
it can make us feel vulnerable.

5. Being original, or creative: “That’s amazing! How did you do it?,” 
“You’re so good at . . .,” “I really like the way you do that.” Having 
a degree of uniqueness and individuality can give you the 
confidence to do things your way, and to strengthen your 
belief in your value.
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the Child’s voice

The Child voices those feelings and responses that were laid down 
mainly during the first years of our lives. The Child’s voice can ex-
press the whole range of feelings. It can also express many childish, 
positive aspects of our personality, such as our curiosity, the ability 
to throw ourselves wholeheartedly into things, and the capacity for 
sheer fun. People who no longer experience much of this kind of fun 
may have repressed the Child within themselves, and may benefit by 
listening for echoes of the voice of that Child.

Here are some examples of positive thoughts and feelings from 
the Child within you:

• That’s fantastic.
• Let’s try this.
• Why?
• How does that work?
• Let’s play.
• What fun!
• Suppose . . .

But childish voices, behavior, and emotions can also be a source of 
problems. Behavior such as sulking, temper tantrums, screaming, 
excessive dependency, jealousy, and rivalry, if they continue into 
adulthood, can damage relationships.

Being able to recognize these voices, behavior, and emotions, 
enables us to stand back from them and think again— as an adult. 
Becoming more aware of them helps us to make, and keep, our 
relationships in more mature ways using those voices in a construc-
tive rather than a destructive way.

A radio interviewer asked a local dignitary how she felt, now 
celebrating her 90th birthday. “Much the same as any other time,” 
she answered, “Still wondering when I’ll feel at home with the 
grown- ups.” We all develop unevenly, and it seems that maturity 
can continue to develop throughout life. The capacity for maturity 
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is no more static than are relationships. They can both go on 
changing right to the end.

If there is a voice from the Child in you that is causing you 
problems then it may help to practice responding in a different, 
more mature, way to that voice, allowing the Adult within you to 
learn to take charge. As an exercise to help develop the skills for 
doing this you could choose a problematic Child voice (e.g., one of 
those listed in Box 19.2), think about the emotion it expresses, 
and then find another, more mature, response to that emotion (see 
“Responding in a mature way to common voices of the Child” which 
is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind).

the Parent’s voice

The voices of the Parent reflect the voices we internalized as children 
on the basis of the messages we received from our own parents, 
from other adults who surrounded us as children, and even from 
authorities in the media. These are the voices of authority that we 
derive from internalizing some of the views we heard expressed. 
Most of what these adults said, if we were lucky, was sensible and 
helpful. But there will also be unhelpful, outmoded, or painful 
messages coming to us through the voice of the Parent within us 
(see Box 19.3). Internally we may hear the same applause, warnings, 
accusations, and punishments we heard when we were toddlers. We 

BOX 19.2 Five common voices of the Child that can lead 
to problems in relationships

1. “Mine’s better than yours.”
2. “I want what you’ve got.”
3. “It’s not fair.”
4. “What about me?”
5. Voices of complaints and temper tantrums.

 



BOX 19.3 Helpful and unhelpful parental voices

More helpful voices

• You’ll be okay.
• I’m sure you can manage.
• You can do it if you want to.
• Keep trying, I’ll help if you get stuck.
• Nobody can do more than their best.
• You’re wonderful, important, lovable, funny, etc.

Less helpful voices

• You can do better than that.
• Stop making a fuss.
• Temper, temper. Go straight to your room until you’ve calmed 

down.
• Stop moaning and groaning and get on with it.
• Hurry up, or you’ll get left behind.
• Be careful. Make sure you get back safely.
• Don’t interrupt.
• You can’t just have whatever you want.
• Don’t be selfish.
• Don’t answer back.
• You’re on your own now.
• Wait for your turn.
• Never an idle moment.
• If you’ve started it, then finish it.
• You’re in the way.
• You’re clumsy, silly, a crybaby, irresponsible, bad . . .
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can feel as bad today as we did then, when we hear the internal, un-
ceasing voices, for instance of regret or accusation.

To recognize the voices that speak to you:

1. Think of the adult people in your life who were important to you 
when you were a child: parents, relatives, friends, teachers, etc.

2. What are the main messages you picked up from them? If 
they could say one thing to you, what would it be?

Excessive dependence

Sometimes a clue to there being a problem in a relationship comes 
not from feeling bad in certain situations but from an excessive 
“positive” feeling. For example, some people feel quite ridiculously 
pleased with certain kinds of compliments— and often that is be-
cause of what the compliment means to them. “You did really well 
to manage that so quickly”— you glow with pleasure knowing that 
you are efficient and competent. “I am so grateful for your help”— 
the feeling of being needed stays with you all day. “You look won-
derful”— and you spend the rest of the day behaving as if everyone 
loved you. There is not necessarily anything problematic with any 
of these reactions but they may be linked to corresponding and 
problematic low self- esteem (see Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem 
and self- confidence”). It is possible to become too dependent on 
frequent reassurances about your value and abilities. This can lead 
to misery and depression if those reassurances seem insufficiently 
strong or frequent. It can also lead to strain on a relationship, par-
ticularly a close relationship, if the other person finds your need 
for reassurance draining. Asking yourself which voice from the 
past is such reassurance trying to combat may give you the insight 
that can help you to be less dependent. The voice is likely to be one 
of the unhelpful and critical parental voices.

If there is a voice from the Parent in you that is causing you 
problems then it may help to practice responding in a different, 
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more mature, way to that voice, allowing the Adult within you to be 
in control. As an exercise to help develop the skills to do this you can 
choose a problematic Parent voice (e.g., one of those listed earlier, 
in Box 19.3), think about the emotion it expresses, and then find 
another, more mature, response to that emotion (see “Responding 
in a mature way to common voices of the Parent” which is available 
online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind).

How voices from the past can interfere 
with current relationships

The following three examples illustrate how voices from the past 
can persist and bring troubles with them.

arguments with a parent

Arthur was 36 years old, married, with two sons. His parents lived 
far away, in the same village as Arthur’s older brother. Arthur 
was able to visit his parents only about twice a year, and although 
Arthur was very fond of his parents, at some stage during these 
visits he would have an argument with his mother. The topic of the 
argument would vary, but the quality was the same each time. It 
was as though he and his mother could not help having this argu-
ment, and it left them both unhappy.

On listening to the voices from his past Arthur gained the un-
derstanding he needed. He realized that the main voice to be heard 
during his arguments with his mother came from the Child within 
him. What underlay all these arguments, whatever started them 
off, was the powerful voice of sibling rivalry: his brother was getting 
more attention from his parents than he was. His brother saw 
his parents daily and they helped with babysitting, school runs, 
gardening, and much else. Arthur felt left out, just like the child 
crying: “What about me?” “It’s not fair.” He was quite upset to re-
alize that he still felt like a 5- year- old. The fact that he did not need 
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help from his parents now and that these arguments were spoiling 
some of the precious time he spent with them did not reduce them 
until he gained insight into where this voice came from. With this 
insight he saw the irrelevance, in his current life, of such sibling 
jealousy, and the arguments with his mother ceased.

a temper tantrum

Abi was normally a well- tempered and patient person. But just oc-
casionally she would lose her temper. It was usually when she was 
particularly tired. To her it felt as though she suddenly “snapped,” 
and when she lost her temper, she would shout, almost scream, at 
her partner. It seemed quite out of character, and it troubled her 
because it felt out of control. It was as though someone else took 
possession of her during these temper tantrums.

A friend gave her a clue about what was going on when he told 
her that when she “lost it” she sounded just like her elder sister. Abi 
asked herself how she felt at the times when she lost her temper. Did 
her feelings have echoes in her childhood? She considered this. When 
she lost her temper she felt utterly helpless inside, just as she used to 
feel when her sister lost her temper with her. As a child this made Abi 
feel both frightened and powerless. The feeling of helplessness was 
very similar to how she sometimes felt when her partner insisted on 
having his own way regardless of what she wanted. She felt so helpless 
that she wanted to scream, just as her sister had screamed at her.

Recognizing the similarity reassured her and helped her to 
manage her uncontrollable tempers. Understanding their origin 
had a profound effect because it enabled her to make use of her 
Adult voice to free herself from the old pattern. These are some 
of the things she said to herself: “I know where this comes from.” 
“There’s no need to stay the same way now.” “When I feel helpless 
or powerless I can think of how to pilot my own ship.” Her temper 
tantrums became less dramatic, and less frequent. Instead, when 
her partner was unreasonable she asserted herself in a calmer and 
more mature fashion.
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a marital difficulty

Andrea had a good relationship with her husband, Rick, but when-
ever they visited Rick’s parents, irritation with him seemed to 
expand out of nowhere until hardly a civil word passed between 
them. He retreated into himself while she worried about what her 
mother- in- law was thinking. She could not put her finger on what 
the problem was. They did not have open arguments, and she could 
not honestly say that he did anything to upset her. On the contrary, 
he seemed to treat her just as he usually did. The problem seemed 
to be her fault, but what was it? Why did she feel so uncomfortable 
and irritable whenever she visited her in- laws?

Then she noticed something interesting. When Rick visited his 
parents, his behavior seemed to change. He reverted to childhood 
patterns and his behavior became dominated by the Child within 
him. His adult part became submerged. That is what Andrea found 
so difficult. When at her parents- in- law, her husband sat in the 
sitting room and waited to be looked after. He allowed his mother to 
serve him hand and foot. She pampered him and he just let her do 
it. Indeed, she even repeated some of the parental messages that he 
must have heard in his childhood: “You’re in the way dear. Keep out 
of my kitchen. You wait there and I’ll bring you a cup of tea.” It was 
this childish behavior in him that Andrea found so irritating, and 
until she talked to him about it, Rick had been completely unaware of 
what was happening. He had just fallen back into old habits automat-
ically. Their problem was resolved after they talked about what was 
happening, acknowledged their feelings, and recognized the pattern.

Recognizing the patterns in relationships

When Steven and Denise started a relationship, they had a great 
deal to say to each other, and went out a lot with their friends. Then 
Steven moved into Denise’s flat, and their relationship came under 
a strain. Denise thought Steven no longer cared for her. He stayed 
home most evenings, they cooked together, and they shared the 
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bills, but he hardly ever started a conversation. He seemed to her to 
have run out of things to say about himself and to have lost interest 
in asking about her.

But Denise was wrong. In his way, Steven was showing that he 
cared about her. Doing things together and sharing responsibilities 
were, for Steven, signs of caring. Signs of caring, for Denise, were 
different. She wanted to know how Steven felt and to be able to talk 
to him about her own feelings. For her, communication— talking— 
was a sign of caring. These differences reflected the different 
messages they had received as children. Parents can show that 
they care in many different ways: for example, by talking, paying 
attention, hugging, doing things together, paying for camping 
trips and music lessons, allowing a child their freedom, and just by 
being there. Children also pick up patterns of relationships from 
their friends, and the differences between Steven and Denise are 
common reflections of the different ways men and women can be-
have in Western societies generally. The point is that, unless Denise 
and Steven learn to notice and understand their own patterns, their 
relationship will continue to produce emotional strain. Denise will 
continue to think that Steven does not care when really he does.

Recognizing the patterns within our relationships provides the 
understanding that can start to take away some of the strain. Once 
Denise understood how Steven showed that he cared, she felt less 
rejected by his silences and would ask him directly for what she needed. 
Some common patterns in relationships are shown in Box 19.4.

Helping the adult to take charge

Both the Child and the Parent within us are valuable resources. 
But, as we have seen, these voices within us can also be a source 
of problems, and especially of problems in relationships. The aim, 
according to Berne’s model, is not to try to suppress the voices of 
the Child and Parent but for them to be directed, as it were, by the 
mature Adult within us.
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Changing the patterns

You may be able to free yourself from the problematic aspects 
of Child and Parent simply by recognizing that they are there, 
and realizing that they are unnecessary pieces of baggage from 
your past that can be dumped. Their power may dissipate in the 
light of your new understanding. However, old habits sometimes 
die hard.

Patterns can be broken, but this sometimes requires the ma-
ture adult within you to take more obvious control. The following 
steps provide a guide although your Adult may find further ways 
of drawing on the positive aspects of Child and Parent and of 
overcoming their problematic aspects.

Step 1. Understanding. If you can understand how the problems 
and difficulties make sense, in terms of your past, in terms 
of the messages your past gives you and the voices that 

BOX 19.4 Some common patterns in relationships

Someone is angry with you → You feel rejected.
You are criticized → You think you are no good, or unacceptable.
Someone ignores you → You feel no one cares about you.
You receive a complaint → You feel incompetent, or blame 

yourself.
Someone asks you to change → You feel insecure or frightened.
Someone tells you they feel bad → You feel responsible for 

making them better.
Someone notices your mistake → You feel like a failure or give 

up trying.

Note:  these are only a few of the patterns that can disturb relationships.
To some degree they are present in all of us. It is only when they become 
dominant— when present in extreme forms— that they cause major 
difficulties.
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continue to speak to you, then the Adult part of your per-
sonality can start to adjust and to deal with the problem.

Step 2. Make changes in yourself. If you want something to 
change in your relationships, then think about what you 
can change, not about how you would like someone else to 
change. Being able to change, to be flexible for example in 
the way you show affection, places your relationships on a 
broader, and firmer, footing.

Step 3. Accept the other person. Accept that other people will 
have heard other messages in their past. There is no more 
point in blaming them for what they were told than there is 
for blaming yourself for what you were told.

Step 4. Learn about your “trigger points.” Small events often 
trigger strong feelings:  someone asks you to do some-
thing again differently and you feel deeply criticized; your 
friends go out for a drink without you and you feel com-
pletely rejected; someone fails to do what you ask and you 
feel wildly angry. These triggers are useful cues. They may 
make others accuse you of overreacting, but they may also 
help you figure out what is going on. The strong feelings 
you have in these situations arise because of what the 
situations mean to you (see also Chapter  7, “Finding new 
perspectives”). Some questions you might ask yourself are 
given in Box 19.5.

BOX 19.5 Questions to help unravel meaning

What does this mean about me?
What does this mean about how others see me?
What does this tell me about myself?
How might this link with the past?
Who has said this sort of thing to me before?
What is important to me about this?
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Summary

The past is always with us.

• The Parent within us “voices” the messages we internalized as 
children from our parents, and other authority figures. The 
Child voices those feelings and responses we had as young 
children. The Adult voices the mature part of our personality.

• These voices from the past can be a source of strength and 
creativity, and they can also be a source of problems in our 
current relationships.

• Recognizing these “voices” helps us to build on the helpful 
attitudes they reflect and to transform unhelpful messages 
into our own more mature responses.

Further reading

Berne, E.  (2016). Games People Play:  The Psychology of Human 
Relationships. London: Penguin Books.

Harris, T. A. (2012). I’m OK, You’re OK. London: Arrow Books.
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Recognizing that you can change

Facing problems

Change is inevitable

You have already embarked on an adventure. You are making 
a journey that has not yet ended, and peer as you will into the 
darkness you cannot discern what lies ahead. You did not choose to 
set out on this journey. You did not choose when to begin, or where, 
nor who some of your companions would be, nor the circumstances 
that surround your journey, nor the climate that alternately helps 
you to flourish or stunts your growth. It all happened without an-
yone consulting you— and indeed before you were able to make any 
sense or use of being consulted anyway.

The question is not whether to change or not; change is a 
part of all journeys. The question is whether the processes of 
change can be harnessed and mobilized to work for you rather 
than against you. Here we will think about how you can work 
with, rather than against, the inevitable process of change, and 
how you can select the ways you want to change. It draws on our 
knowledge of research, on our clinical experience, and on our un-
derstanding of our own culture and education. It is not that we 
can tell you how to change. That is something you will continue 
to decide, for yourself. We do not know all the answers, but we 
can provide useful guidelines that, in your hands, can be used 
to re- condition and strengthen the rudder by which you steer. 
We believe that up- to- date knowledge will give you the power 
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to change in the ways that are right for you. As clinicians, en-
gaged inevitably with others in their struggles and difficulties, 
we know this power is limited but is most effectively used when it 
is most clearly understood. Greater understanding, then, is what 
we are aiming for, so that greater confidence and control may re-
place any feelings of helplessness in the face of the adventure on 
which we are all embarked.

The climate and the terrain

A guidebook is designed to provide information so that the reader 
can make choices in a new place. It starts with a summary of ge-
ology and geography, history, sociology, and economics, and goes 
on to describe particular places to visit and how to visit them: how 
to travel, where to stay, whom you will meet, and what you might 
eat— if you know how to ask for it. It is designed to help you 
make your visit enjoyable, and it assumes your pleasure is deter-
mined both by external factors such as the scenery, the weather, 
people, and their doings, as well as by internal factors, such as 
your interests (for example, in history, good food, or sport), your 
need for rest or excitement, your language skills, your sense of 
humor, and your stamina and adaptability when plans are frus-
trated. However, this guidebook, unlike others, will help you to 
link up internal and external factors, both of which influence how 
much you enjoy the journey. A guidebook can only be an approx-
imate tool because both internal and external factors change as 
the journey continues. Your constant movement provides you 
with an ever- changing perspective, so it is wrong to assume that 
things are static— that you are stuck and cannot change. We are 
changing all the time as we encounter new challenges, new infor-
mation, and new people. This book will help you make positive use 
of these changes.
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Internal forces for change

The mind as well as the body grows older daily, sweeping us along 
in the path of an inevitable process of change that continues right 
through our lives. At times, you will feel on top of the world; at 
other times, out of your depth. You may alternate between being in 
the swim of things and being in a calm backwater. One day you may 
reach a peak, and the next plunge into a valley of despair. You may 
know that every cloud has a silver lining, and be able to look opti-
mistically ahead, or you may lose sight of the light at the end of the 
tunnel. You may confidently stand your ground in stormy weather 
or nervously keep a wary eye out for thunder clouds looming on 
the horizon. The language we use to describe life’s patterns and 
changes shows how naturally we think in terms of a journey 
through differing terrains, subject to varying climates.

external forces for change

The external world that provides the specific context for each of our 
lives is also constantly changing. We may play a part in influencing 
some of these changes, but many are beyond our control. We can 
all too easily come to think we are powerless: that, as there is little 
we can do about the external factors, there is also little we can 
do about our reactions to them. This is a mistake. Changing our 
reactions to external events is one of the most effective ways we 
can change our experience of life.

doing it your way

Different people respond differently to pressures for change and 
they develop their own particular styles of response. Some people 
like to know as much as possible before they begin, believing that 
this gives them more options. Often they are right, but they might 
end up wasting time and energy:  for instance, spending hours 
studying their new computer even though this means learning 
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about functions they will never use. Others like to keep travelling, 
recognizing that change is inevitable. But then they feel restless 
when static for too long and move on again, striving for . . . more 
success, or satisfaction, better relationships or more interesting 
opportunities. Or they might allow themselves to submit to the 
pressures for change more passively for a while, and “go with the 
flow,” drifting wherever the current takes them. Yet another re-
sponse is to try to keep control all the time— which is fine until 
something happens that is out of your control: a financial or polit-
ical crisis, for instance. The point is that no style suits all situations. 
It is helpful to be flexible. Then we can more easily adapt, and come 
to accept those things we cannot change; or find the determination 
to persist when it is hard to adjust; or discover when it is better to 
stop the striving and take a rest; or open oneself up to whatever is 
available wherever you happen to be.

Conditions for making change fruitful

Our aim is to help you to discover more about how to direct the 
processes of change. Circumstances constantly shift, demanding 
that we continue to adapt. On this journey, we can use all that we 
know to give ourselves more options and better chances. No one 
way of dealing with change will fit all circumstances or all people. 
The more you know about the various methods of helping yourself 
to change, the more tools you have in your toolbox. The better you 
understand yourself, the clearer you see what the problems may be, 
the more you will be able to change in the ways you wish.

understand the present

Choices about change can only be made in the present. That 
means that it is important above all to accept where you are 
now. The first condition, therefore, for fruitful change is that 
you see clearly where you are at the moment. Do not hide away 
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from present reality. If there are aspects of the present you do 
not like, you can start to plan how to change, but if you turn a 
blind eye to those things you will never change them. Sometimes 
you will want to be energetic and active, and will need to know 
how to exert your will to direct or control the forces around you. 
At other times, a quieter, more accepting response may provide 
what you need, and help you to steer away from turbulent waters 
into calmer ones. The potential for changing the future can lie 
only in the present.

step lightly from the past

“If only things had been different.” “I wish I hadn’t said that.” It is 
understandable to feel dismayed by the mistakes and concerns of 
yesterday, but it is a mistake to allow the past to become a prison. 
The past can no longer be changed, so the second condition for 
fruitful change is to step lightly from the past. The past is an in-
formation bank from which you can learn; it is not a web in which 
you are caught.

We can only take one path and can never really know what 
would have happened had we taken a different one. It is as if there 
is an endless branching of possibilities stretching out before us. 
The place we find ourselves in is determined by the past, but it tells 
us little about how things will turn out in the distant future. The 
path that appears to wind wearily uphill may provide unexpected 
rewards later on.

accept the uncertainty of the future

Thus, the third condition for fruitful change is to accept the un-
certainty of the future. We cannot foresee the future; much is out-
side our control and the unexpected is a continual possibility. In 
bringing about fruitful change, we need to leave room for uncer-
tainty. An attitude of openness and confidence is needed for the 
future as well as the past.
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The need for self- protection

A future full of uncertainties can feel daunting if we have no way 
of keeping ourselves safe— of protecting ourselves from pos-
sible threats, risks, or dangers. So, it is helpful to develop some 
stabilizing skills to keep us steady and also flexible. Such skills 
will help us adapt to changes in our circumstances: when, for in-
stance, we lose a friendship or a close relationship; or when the 
thing we want, the qualification, the job, the family, or the home, 
is threatened, or feels out of reach. These stabilizing skills are 
what give us resilience. They are built on self- confidence and self- 
esteem (see Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem and self- confidence”), 
on a realistic attitude of acceptance (see Chapter 3, “The value and 
practice of acceptance”), on the ways in which we relate to others 
(see chapters in Section 4, “Making your way with others”), and 
on knowing how to look after ourselves with kindness and under-
standing (see Chapter  4, “The value and practice of kindness”). 
A sense of humor helps as well, and so does knowing what matters 
to us— in the sense of understanding the underlying values that 
are important to us (see Chapter  2, “Valuing and understanding 
yourself”). Big upheavals and challenges in our lives may shake our 
faith in our resilience, and it is particularly at these times that our 
stabilizing skills are needed. For all of us it is true that “some you 
win and some you lose.” Plain sailing is not a realistic option (or not 
often)— but luckily our experiences of more or less stormy weather 
provide us with numerous opportunities to discover how to build 
up the skills and attitudes that help us to survive and to create for 
ourselves an underlying sense of confidence and “safeness.”

two protective devices: avoidance and 
safety behaviors

If this confidence is shaken, or our sense of safeness is threatened, 
then we do what we can to protect ourselves. If we see risks and 
dangers ahead then we try to keep ourselves safe from them, and 
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there are two ways of doing this. We can either avoid them or we 
can do something to keep ourselves safe as they approach. But too 
much self- protection is counterproductive. It can end up making 
us believe that without it something would go seriously wrong. It is 
tempting to close our eyes to our fears and problems, half hoping 
that they will go away of their own accord. But the problem with 
problems is that they rarely go away in silence. They usually need 
to be tackled and solved. If we pretend the problems do not exist, 
if we ignore their presence, then they will grow in the dark of our 
neglect. The longer the neglect, the larger, and more entrenched, 
those problems are likely to be. The earlier we recognize a problem, 
therefore, the better.

crumbs in the bed

Paul had a demanding job as a junior member of the Parks 
Department, responsible for supplying plants and equipment to the 
county landscapers. Paul was also learning a new computer system 
for the control of these supplies. He had been doing this work for 
only 2 years and his responsibilities were growing. He had saved 
nearly enough to own a car, and he knew that his prospects were 
good— but he was not happy. He dragged himself out of bed to go to 
work, kept forgetting details of the new computer program, and was 
never satisfied with himself. It was becoming harder and harder to 
concentrate on the job, and he had to make ever- increasing efforts 
to keep going. His girlfriend noticed that he seemed depressed and 
asked him how he was feeling, but he simply said that everyone was 
overloaded by the changes in the office, and suggested that they go 
for a walk, hoping it would make him feel better.

Mandy had always been ambitious. She worked as a personnel 
manager, was married to a teacher, and had come back to work soon 
after having her first child, Lizzie, who was now 2 years old. Mandy 
had made excellent day- care arrangements for Lizzie, and liked to 
think that she could cope with whatever was thrown at her, both 
at home and at work. But she still felt troubled. She had started to 
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worry about “silly” things, like whether Lizzie would make friends 
at school, and whether Lizzie was really as happy and contented as 
she seemed. Although she knew that Lizzie was fine, the worries 
continued, and she became increasingly bad tempered, both at 
home and at work. She resented it when people asked her what was 
the matter since it only made her feel worse. She was angry that 
they could not see how many demands were being made on her, and 
did not make allowances for her moods.

storing up trouble

Both Paul and Mandy knew that they felt bad, but neither of them 
found it easy to face their difficulties. Like most of us, they found 
that protecting themselves was tempting. In the short term, it felt 
like a solution because it made them feel better and because they 
could not face talking about the difficulties to someone else. But 
by not facing their problems, they were storing up trouble for the 
future for three reasons:

1. Avoidance and safety behaviors can make the problem worse. 
The more Paul and Mandy tried to protect themselves, the 
more insurmountable the problems seemed and the more de-
pressed and irritable they felt.

2. Avoidance and safety behaviors create new problems. Mandy’s 
resentment and irritability were making her working 
relationships difficult, and Paul’s self- confidence was being 
gradually eroded. He had convinced himself that he would be 
no good at anything else, that he would be given a bad refer-
ence despite his obviously good work record, and that no one 
would understand how he could dislike a job that he obvi-
ously did well.

3. Avoidance and safety behaviors interfere with your life. Neither 
Paul nor Mandy felt they could do what they wanted to do, 
nor enjoy the things that they were doing. The problems they 
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did not face did not go away, but stayed to contribute to the 
storehouse of trouble.

Part III of this book is about the methods and ideas that have been 
developed for tackling some of the problems of everyday life. These 
methods are most helpful if the problems are brought out into the 
light. If this sounds hard, it is important to take hold of the encour-
aging fact that many problems, when seen clearly, are a fraction of 
the size they seem when glanced at sideways in a fearful or gloomy 
mood. Most problems shrink still further when confronted.

Facing problems and difficulties

Facing difficulties and problems is the necessary prelude to tackling 
them. It is the first step, and is often the most difficult one.

recognize there is a difficulty

To overcome difficulties it is best to face them instead of avoiding 
them: to acknowledge the difficulty instead of denying it is there; 
to accept what is happening instead of trying to reject it; to recog-
nize the facts for what they are without protecting yourself from 
them, without twisting or distorting them. These different ways 
of expressing the idea have slightly different shades of meaning 
but are tied together with a common thread: facing difficulties is 
helpful even though it may be alarming. The first stage is to rec-
ognize that the difficulties are there, or to recognize that you are 
avoiding them.

When they went for a walk, Paul’s girlfriend helped Paul to 
face his difficulties. She encouraged him to talk more about his 
job, and eventually he explained to her how much he hated it. He 
was interested in gardens but hated having to spend the day con-
fined indoors, pushing pieces of paper across a desk and fighting 
with a computer. There were many reasons why he avoided facing 
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up to the difficulty:  he feared a change would disappoint his 
parents or lead to a drop in salary, and he was not confident that 
he would find another job that would be any better. Besides, he 
was terrified of interviews, so staying put saved him from facing 
another fear.

Mandy’s situation was a little different. She was confused by 
her feelings and embarrassed when she let her irritability show in 
the office. She welcomed each weekend with relief, absorbed herself 
in family life, enjoying the pleasures of her days off, until Sunday 
evening, when she would “suddenly” realize that she had a brief-
case full of work which she could not face opening. At first, she 
thought this was just a temporary phase, but one Sunday when her 
husband offered to put Lizzie to bed so that she could catch up with 
the work, she lost her temper. She was shocked and upset by the 
strength of her feelings. It took her a long time to calm down, and 
when she did, she said to herself, “I’ve got to do something about 
this.” That evening when everyone else was in bed, she started, for 
the first time, to think about what was going on.

clarify what the problem is really about

Sometimes it is obvious what we are not facing up to, but some-
times it is not. Paul wanted to avoid talking to his girlfriend about 
his predicament, and Mandy tried to enjoy her weekends without 
thinking about the problem at all. When Paul began to talk about 
how he felt, he realized that he had been protecting himself from 
thinking about other things: upsetting his parents, admitting his 
unhappiness, making a change, taking a risk, and possibly going 
for an interview.

Mandy found it easier to begin facing her fears by herself. 
Once she had admitted to herself that the bad feelings were not 
just going to go away of their own accord, she started to wonder 
what was making her so tense and irritable. As her thoughts be-
came clearer she realized that, since Lizzie’s birth, her ambitions 
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had dissipated, and now she was both confused and embarrassed to 
admit, even to herself, that she wanted to work less and look after 
Lizzie more. She had vaguely hoped that this was just a temporary 
phase and had tried to push it to one side. When people asked what 
was bothering her, she felt criticized and angry with them. Deep 
down she was dreading what her friends would think of her change 
of heart, and she had not dared even to contemplate how the family 
would manage without her salary.

unwritten messages

There are unwritten messages we give ourselves whenever we pro-
tect ourselves from something we fear. The messages are:  “This is 
alarming and scary”; “I need to protect myself— I wouldn’t feel safe 
if I didn’t.” Our attitude builds up an expectation that cannot easily 
be disconfirmed. Without facing our fears we can’t find out whether 
they are real or how significant they really are. Imagine, for example, 
that you are feeling stressed at work to the degree that makes you 
think you will have to do something about it. You do not know what 
to do, and avoid talking to anyone about how you feel for fear of their 
reactions. Indeed, you try to work harder and harder so no one will 
notice that anything is wrong (a safety behavior). This prevents you 
from finding solutions to the problem since you never have time 
to stop and think, nor does it allow you to draw on the wisdom of 
others or to turn to them for support. Trying to protect yourself by 
working ever harder just adds to the stress and makes you feel worse.

It is crucial therefore to pay attention to our bad feelings and 
use them as a prompt to look more closely at what is happening and 
to clarify exactly what those difficulties are. This might be done, 
as in the case of Paul, by talking to a trusted friend, or it might be 
done, as in the case of Mandy, by thinking carefully on one’s own. 
But unless the difficulties are clarified, they cannot be effectively 
tackled.
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Taking action

are you protecting yourself from seeing that there 
is a problem?

Sometimes it is hard to know whether or not you are protecting 
yourself unnecessarily. It is helpful, therefore, to watch out for 
danger- signs. These three guidelines may be helpful:

1. Consult your feelings. You may “protect” yourself in subtle ways. 
If the reason you do not do something is because it makes you 
anxious or worried, then it is possible that you would feel 
better if you faced it instead. If you have the sense that you 
need to arm yourself first, or take an easier option (at work or 
at school, for instance), then there may be some subtle aspects 
of the situation that bother you. Am I feeling shaky or uncon-
fident about this? Does the risk of failing feel too high?

2. Tune in to your thoughts. Are you expecting the worst? Or 
predicting a disaster? Do you think something will go wrong, 
or that you will not be able to cope in some way? Fearful 
thoughts are often exaggerations, and these can prevent you 
from even beginning to face the problem. These thoughts will 
link with and underlie your feelings.

3. Observe your behavior. If you find yourself stuck, or 
wavering, between two courses of action, or not behaving 
in a way that is moving things forward then think about 
what might be getting in your way. Imagine making a de-
cision and acting on that decision and think how that 
feels. Are you repeatedly shrinking away from something, 
or taking unnecessary precautions, or building protective 
walls round yourself? Your thoughts and predictions drive 
what you do, and don’t do.

catch the problems early

The sooner that a problem is identified, the sooner you can start 
to tackle it and the more effective this is likely to be. Many of the 
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problems that make you feel bad are not like clouds that appear out 
of the blue and blow away of their own accord; they are more like 
crumbs in the bed that irritate until they are removed.

start to explore

Fear is inhibiting. It makes us want to retreat into our shells and 
reach for safety. Although that is tempting, it stops us changing. It 
gets in the way of solving problems and resolving our difficulties. 
Instead, we need to explore our worlds:  to step outside and take 
a look, and use our curiosity to discover more about the dangers 
out there— to find out how far they are real and how far they are 
figments of a (fearful) imagination. By starting to explore, by 
looking them in the face, we can learn more about which dangers 
are real and which are not, and we can also build confidence in our 
ability to cope with them. The way to start exploring is to do mini- 
experiments as shown in Box 20.1. An example of how this works 
out in practice is shown in Box 20.2.

An attitude of curiosity helps enormously when starting to ex-
plore. It turns you into someone who is trying to find something 

BOX 20.1 How to do mini- experiments

With a particular difficulty or problem in mind:

1. Identify the ways in which you protect yourself (your safety 
behaviors; what you avoid).

2. What do you fear would happen if you did not protect 
yourself? Make a note of your thoughts, expectations, 
predictions, assumptions, etc.

3. Plan what to do instead of protecting yourself, and decide 
exactly when you will do it— how you will test out your 
predictions.

4. After the event, think about what happened and whether 
your predictions were right.

 



BOX 20.2 Example of a mini- experiment

One problem for Paul was that he feared his current job situa-
tion would never change:

1. He protected himself by appearing to be willing and trying 
to do what was expected of him at work (safety behaviors), 
and he avoided telling anyone how dispirited he felt.

2. He feared that if he let his feelings show, he would be seen 
as unsuitable for the new ways of working and might be ad-
vised to look for another job.

3. After talking to his girlfriend, he decided to raise the sub-
ject with his manager and to ask directly about his future 
possibilities. His aim was to decide whether to bite the bullet 
and look for another job right away. He planned to ask his 
manager for a time to meet when he saw him next.

4. Because his manager was busy, he planned to see him 
later that week. The delay was nerve wracking but it gave 
Paul time to think about what he wanted to say, and what 
he wanted to get out of the meeting. When the time came,   
he explained— nervously, and with some hesitation— that he   
no longer enjoyed the work, disliked being confined indoors, 
and found the computer work a struggle. He said he was 
wondering whether to look for another job, and asked about 
his longer- term prospects. His manager said outright that 
the computer work was essential— and would be so in other 
jobs also, but after a time it would become second nature. He 
also said that he didn’t want to lose Paul. Then they started 
to talk about possible options— in the short run, to help 
with the computer, and in the longer run, to do more active 
outside work. Nothing was decided, but Paul left feeling 
better and able to stay in the job for the time being. He was 
also surprised that although he stumbled at first, he could 
still get his point across, and it really helped to hear that his 
work was valued.
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out— for instance, what will happen if you do something in a 
different way from usual, and your interest and curiosity are excel-
lent tools for keeping fear, worry, and anxiety at bay.

Summary

The future is a journey, and change is part of all journeys. This 
guidebook can help you to direct the processes of change:

• Understand the present.
• Step lightly from the past.
• Accept the uncertainty of the future.

Facing problems is rarely as alarming in practice as it is in our 
imaginations, and avoiding things, or keeping yourself safe is not 
helpful because:

• It can make the problems worse.
• It creates new problems.
• It interferes with your life.

Facing problems and difficulties is easier if you catch them early 
and use your curiosity to find out more about the reality that you 
face. Doing mini- experiments is one of the most useful tools for 
doing this.
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Problem- solving

A strategy for change

At the end of The Red- Headed League, Sherlock Holmes tells John 
Watson that solving the mystery “saved me from ennui. Alas, I al-
ready feel it closing in upon me! My life is spent in one long effort to 
escape from the commonplaces of existence. These little problems 
help me to do so.” The “little problems” for Holmes were intellectual 
problems— the solving of crimes. But Holmes also faced what one 
might call a life problem— the problem of boredom, of finding ordi-
nary life dull. His solution to that life problem was to seek out and 
solve intellectual problems.

Many, or even most, of us, like Holmes, enjoy intellectual 
problems. We try solving puzzles— crossword puzzles or sudoku, 
for example— we play games and sports that involve solving 
problems, we read or watch detective fiction and try to guess the 
solution, and for some of us our work provides intellectual stim-
ulus that we find satisfying.

This chapter, however, is about life problems, those aspects of 
life that we would prefer not to have to face or that are causing 
us difficulties. It can be all too easy to ignore these problems or 
to assume that they cannot be solved. It can take courage to face 
life problems and ignoring them may lead to their becoming worse. 
The technique of problem- solving provides a simple and effective 
way of starting to tackle such life problems. It turns life problems 
into problems to solve rather than problems to ignore. Not only is 
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it beneficial for us to solve problems that are causing us difficulties 
but the process of solving them can in itself be satisfying.

We will illustrate the process of problem- solving by considering 
the case of Rachel in some detail. Rachel’s problem- solving method 
has general application whether or not her problems are similar to 
the ones you or others face.

The example of Rachel

Rachel felt unable to cope any longer. Looking from the outside 
she seemed to be a highly successful professional who combined 
work and home life with enviable skill; but this was not how she 
felt inside.

Rachel worked part- time as a lawyer. She was married, had 
two young children, and her husband worked full- time as an engi-
neer. When Rachel was at work, her children were looked after by 
a nanny. So, what was the problem? The problem was that she felt 
that she was not doing anything properly. “I don’t have time to read 
the law journals to keep myself up to date in my job; and the house 
is always a mess. I’ve had enough.” Rachel was feeling bad about 
her life and bad about herself. “The trouble is that I’ve never been a 
tidy person, but the house is getting me down. I feel quite hopeless 
about it.”

Rachel had got herself into a downward spiral and was focusing 
on her weaknesses. She felt bad about herself and so hopeless 
about the possibility of change that she was failing to tackle the 
problems. She told her doctor how she felt, and her doctor referred 
her to a local therapist.

most strengths are weaknesses and most 
weaknesses are strengths

We often see things in black and white and from one perspective 
only. Adventure stories throughout the ages pit the good guys 
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against the bad guys, although the identities of the two groups 
change. That is fine for adventure stories, but it is a poor model for 
ourselves. Whether a characteristic is good or bad depends on the situ-
ation, and on the way we view the situation. Take Rachel’s “weakness” 
of untidiness. If she had been a very tidy person she may not have 
been able to go out to work at all because she would have needed to 
spend so long keeping everything in order. Tolerating some degree 
of untidiness enabled her to devote her energies to other things. 
It is too simplistic to label her habits as good or bad, and doing so 
means seeing them from only one point of view. The categories of 
good and bad are too exclusive. Life (like Rachel) is messy.

Rachel talked to the therapist about how she hated the mess at 
home and wished she were a neater person. Perhaps tidiness seems 
like a trivial problem but it is often the comparatively trivial things 
which get us down and which lead to stress out of all proportion 
to the problem. She decided that she did not want to be the kind 
of person for whom tidiness was of great importance— she did 
not want to change her personality, but she did want to make some 
changes. The question was what changes to make, and how to make 
them. This is where the technique of problem- solving came in.

The technique of problem- solving, stage 1: 
identify the problem

Problem- solving is such a straightforward and effective technique 
that it is easy to dismiss it as just too simple. The key to success 
is to go through the various stages in a methodical manner, step 
by step.

The first stage is to clearly identify the problem, and it helps to 
give it a name. A vague feeling of unease, of anxiety, or of depres-
sion is hard to tackle. A particular problem is much easier. At first 
Rachel could not name her problems. She just felt that it was all too 
much: “Life’s getting on top of me, and I’m no good at anything” 
was how she put it.
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“You said that you didn’t have enough time to keep up with the 
law journals. Is that the most frustrating thing in your work 
right now?”

Rachel thought for a moment. “Yes.”
“If you did have time to do this and were able to keep up to date, 

would you feel better about your work, or are there other 
things that frustrate you?”

“In my work, you mean?”
“Yes. In your work.”
“It’s mainly not keeping up to date. Other things can be 

frustrating but mostly I can cope with those. I think I could 
be good at my job but I won’t be if I don’t keep on reading 
and learning.”

“Good. So you’ve identified the main problem at work. What 
shall we call it?”

“A name, you mean?”
“A name or a phrase to describe it.”
“Let’s call it simply: Inability to keep up to date.”
“Inability sounds as though the problem can’t be solved. What 

about calling it how to keep up to date? Now what about the 
problems at home. What is getting to you most?”

“Undoubtedly the mess.”
“What is this mess?”
“Lots of things. There are toys and half- sorted piles of clothes 

everywhere. The kitchen seems to be bursting at the seams 
and there’s no place to put anything down without moving a 
heap of other things, so things keep getting lost  . . . .”

“Do you have help with the cleaning and tidying up?”
“Yes. Someone comes in once a week to clean the house. But she 

can’t do the tidying up because she wouldn’t know where 
things go.”

“Could you show her?”
Rachel thought for a moment. Then she replied: “The problem 

is that we don’t have enough space. Take the kitchen, for ex-
ample. I buy things like paper towels and cereals in bulk and 
have to store these wherever I can find room, like on top of 
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the kitchen cupboards, and this makes everything seem a 
mess . . . .” She stopped and fell silent.

“What name would you give to this problem?”
“The problem about the mess?”
“Yes.”
“The main thing is that we don’t have room for everything. If 

we could put things away then we wouldn’t leave everything 
lying around in a mess.”

“Okay. So, what do you want to call that problem?”
“I suppose it is about lack of storage space.”

We have given the dialogue between Rachel and the therapist in 
some detail to show the thought process that led to identifying 
some of the problems. The aim is to clearly specify each major 
problem. We recommend that this is done before going on to the 
second step of problem- solving. You may find it helpful to talk the 
problems over with someone else if you can, and ask them to help 
you pinpoint exactly what the problem is. Then write out a list of 
the problems you want to tackle.

tips for when it is difficult to specify your problems

This first stage sounds simple and sometimes it is, but often it is 
hard to clarify exactly what the problems are. The following tips 
might help.

Tip 1. Talk to someone you trust and who knows you well.
Tip 2. Take a break— going for a walk or other activity can be 

enough, or going away for a short trip if that is possible. 
Think about the problems from time to time while you are 
away from them. Difficulties can often be more clearly seen 
from a distance and when you are not in the thick of them.

Tip 3. Trust your intuition. Think about what irritates you 
most— where the trouble spots are. This is particularly 
useful if you feel generally dissatisfied but cannot put your 
finger on where in your life the main problems are. Is it at 
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work or at home? Is it the weekends or the weekdays that are 
the problem? If you are having great difficulty pinpointing 
the problem, it may be because you are too frightened to admit 
it to yourself. Do not be frightened. Acknowledging the 
problem puts you two- thirds of the way along the road to 
solving it. Running away from it means it will stalk you in 
the years to come. (See also Chapter 20, “Recognizing that 
you can change: facing problems.”)

The technique of problem- solving, stage 2: 
think of as many solutions as possible

Choose one of the problems that you have already specified clearly 
in stage 1, and do a brainstorming exercise (see Box 21.1) to think 
of as many solutions as you can. Ask someone to help you if you can 
and write down each of the possible solutions. The important point 
is: do not reject a solution at this stage however preposterous it sounds; 
just write it down and go on thinking about other possible solutions.

This is how Rachel tackled her second problem:  the lack of 
storage space at home.

“Well, I suppose I could buy fewer things, but the problem with 
that. . . .”

“Stop there. At this stage the idea is to generate as many solutions 
as possible without evaluating them. Write down: Solution 
1: buy fewer things. Now think about other solutions.”

“Okay. We could increase the storage space in the house, but I’m 
not sure. . . .”

“Stop! Write down: Increase storage space in house. Go on.”
“We could, I suppose, move to a larger house, but . . .  Sorry. I’ll 

write down: Move to a larger house.”
“We could go on as we are and stop fussing about it.”
“We could build a hut in the garden and just throw everything 

in there! Or we could build a cellar. We could leave the car on 
the street outside the house and use the garage for storage.”
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By the end of our brainstorming session, Rachel’s list looked 
like this:

Problem: the lack of storage space at home

Possible solutions:

1. Buy fewer things.
2. Increase storage space in house.
3. Move to larger house.
4. Stack things all over.
5. Build storage hut in garden.

BOX 21.1 Brainstorming

Brainstorming is a useful method for generating possible 
solutions to a problem. It is best to brainstorm with at least 
one other person, but you can also do it alone.

1. Write down a brief description of the problem you want 
to solve.

2. Use this description to get clear in your mind what the 
problem is.

3. Suggest a solution to the problem— any solution, whatever 
comes to mind.

4. Do not “censor” the solution— no matter how silly it sounds.
5. Make a quick note of the solution.
6. Suggest another solution, and repeat steps 4 and 5.

Do not “censor” any solutions even if they are similar to pre-
vious solutions. If there are two or more of you, allow your ideas 
to be stimulated by the suggestions of the other(s).

In brainstorming you allow your mind to take off in any 
direction— but always with the problem in sight.
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6. Build storage cellar.
7. Use garage for storage and put car on street.

The technique of problem- solving, stage 3: 
taking STEPs

Select a solution. Try it out. Evaluate what happens. Persist until 
you feel better.

select a solution

Look through your list of solutions and decide which one seems the 
most promising. It may help to discuss this with someone you trust.

Rachel quickly rejected solution 3. She enjoyed her garden and 
did not want to reduce its size by building a storage hut. The price 
of a storage cellar was prohibitive, and she was not keen on parking 
her car on the street since there had been car thefts in her neigh-
borhood. Although she had lived in a messy house for several years 
she was sure that she could no longer ignore the problem. This left 
her with two solutions to try. She thought that she could buy fewer 
things, and indeed get rid of a number of things she already had. 
Although this would help, she did not think that by itself it would 
be enough. She would still need more storage space. The solution 
she chose to focus on was solution 2: increasing the storage space 
in her house. There was one obvious part of the house which could 
be used for more storage: the loft. Rachel decided that she would 
have the loft boarded over and a ladder put in the trap door for easy 
access. The cost was reasonable and the amount of extra accessible 
storage space would be considerable.

try it out

Having selected your preferred solution, try it out. Work out ex-
actly what it would involve and take the necessary steps.
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evaluate what happens

The solution you have selected may be exactly right or it may not be 
effective. If it works you need to know this so that you can do it again 
if you need to, or persist if it looks as if it has put you on the right 
track. If it does not work it is even more important that you know so 
that you can go back to your list of solutions and try something else. 
Many solutions are helpful but do not provide the complete answer. 
Again, you need to know so that you can work out whether to persist 
with the chosen solution or to look for further solutions to supple-
ment it. Whatever the outcome, it us useful to evaluate it.

Two months after Rachel had the loft space built she evaluated 
the effect. She had decided to put all the things for which there 
didn’t seem room in the loft. This had been easy and effective. She 
had managed to get rid of a lot of the piles which had previously 
cluttered up the house: her large suitcases, the children’s sleeping 
bags, and the Christmas decorations. The extra space available in 
the main parts of the house meant that she could start to make a 
place for other things. Her evaluation showed that there was still 
one part of the house which irritated her: the kitchen. This was still 
a mess. She needed to carry out the last step of problem- solving.

Persist until you feel better

The evaluation may show that you are on the right track but have 
not gone far enough. Problems are not often solved overnight. 
Some persistence is usually necessary. Rachel’s evaluation had 
made her feel good because she had made a great deal of progress. 
But the kitchen was still a problem and she needed to persist. She 
took another look at what the problem really was. Her kitchen was 
not large but there was enough room for the things she used every 
day. She and her husband stood in the kitchen, looked around, 
and discussed how much space was occupied by things they rarely 
used. Together they decided to put a large number of items up in 
the loft— gifts that had never been used, the barbecue grill, the 
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cake decorating set— to make room for the things that they used 
every day.

The process of evaluating and then persisting until the problem 
is solved is ongoing. After another 2 months Rachel felt she was 
coping somewhat better and the therapist asked her to think again 
about the problem of the “mess” and the lack of storage space in the 
kitchen. This problem she had successfully solved but how about 
the rest of the mess? Was the house now normally tidy? Did the 
mess still get her down? Her answer was that she had only partially 
solved the problem. She felt less overwhelmed and the kitchen was 
less cramped, but the house was still messy. There were toys lying 
around all over the place, and most surfaces— for example, the tops 
of drawers and window sills— were cluttered with odds and ends. 
There definitely were still problems.

Rachel was then encouraged to use the whole problem- solving 
method again, right from stage 1, and she identified two new 
problems:  the fact that many of the things lying around had no 
place where they belonged and the fact that no one in the family 
had the habit of putting things away. These two problems were re-
lated: the fact that so many things had no “home” meant that no 
one saw any point in tidying up.

Rachel started generating solutions to the new problems and 
2 months later, although the house was still not as tidy as she would 
have ideally like it, it was significantly better than it had been. 
Meanwhile, she was also tackling her other problem— her inability 
to keep up to date. Her list of possible solutions looked like this.

Problem: how to keep up to date

Possible solutions

1. Read journals every Saturday morning while her husband 
looks after the children.
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2. Negotiate with nanny to look after children for extra 2 hours 
a week and use the time for reading.

3. Arrange a child- sitting “swap” with a friend— so that she 
looks after the friend’s children one afternoon and the friend 
looks after her children on another afternoon (giving her 
extra time for reading).

4. Negotiate 3 hours less work with her partnership and use the 
extra time to keep up to date.

5. Plan one evening a week to meet with one of her partners 
at work for an “update session” in which they each spend an 
hour and a half reading different journals and half an hour 
summarizing their reading to each other.

She first chose solution 3 but on evaluation it had not proved 
successful. In practice, the extra time was filled with work re-
lated to her clients rather than keeping up to date. She went back 
to her problem list and selected solution 5. This proved far more 
successful. Sharing an “update session” with a colleague was more 
fun and she and her partner encouraged or perhaps shamed each 
other into doing the work.

The uses of problem- solving

We have explained the method of problem- solving using a rela-
tively straightforward case for the sake of clarity. The key is the 
technique, not Rachel’s particular problems, nor her solutions, 
neither of which may be appropriate for you. The technique can 
be helpful when the problems are more complicated: when they 
involve your relationships with other people; or when they are 
more emotional in nature. If, for example, you are feeling ir-
ritated by someone with whom you live, the problem- solving 
method may help to clarify the problem and initiate some useful 
solutions.
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four guidelines for problem- solving

Box 21.2 summarizes the four guidelines for problem- solving.

1. Do not beat your head against a brick wall. There is no point 
in trying to solve a problem for which there is no solution. 
Some difficulties have to be accepted (see Chapter  3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance”). One of our clients was 
finding it difficult to cope with looking after her mother who 
had Alzheimer’s disease. We suggested using the technique 
of problem- solving. There was no point wishing the disease 
away— that was not possible. Instead, we helped her to focus 
on the aspects of caring that she was finding most difficult, 
such as the fact that she never had time off in the evenings 
for her own social life.

2. Tackle one problem at a time and tackle that in earnest. If you 
try to tackle too much you end up not solving any problem 
effectively. If your problems seem so numerous and so over-
whelming that you need the rest of eternity to solve them all 
do not lose heart. Remember the 80:20 rule:

  80% of difficulties are due to 20% of problems.
   If you tackle, one by one, the few most important problems 

you will be overcoming a disproportionately large number of 
difficulties. It is always worth tackling a problem no matter how 
many more problems there seem to be.

BOX 21.2 Four guidelines for problem- solving: summary

1. Do not waste time on problems that cannot be solved: shift 
your focus.

2. Tackle one problem at a time.
3. Work on changing yourself, not on changing others.
4. Consider doing nothing, at least for the time being.
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3. Work on changing yourself. If the solutions you select force 
changes on other people they are likely to fail. The person 
you can change is yourself: take responsibility for your part 
of the problem. It may be important to work on changing 
attitudes (see Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”), or on 
learning how to be fair to yourself and others (Chapter  17, 
“Assertiveness”), or at improving your negotiating skills 
(Chapter 18, “Negotiating skills”).

4. You could consider doing nothing for the time being even 
if the problem might be solvable. It is sometimes enough to 
accept a problem and decide that you can cope (see Chapter 3, 
“The value and practice of acceptance”). For example, Rachel 
could have decided to live with the mess in her house until 
her children were older, though this is not how she would ide-
ally like it. The time and energy needed to solve a problem is 
sometimes not worth it.

use your personal problem- solving skills too

All of us have to solve problems at times: how to register with a 
new doctor, how to find somewhere to park, or make a meal out of 
the only things left in the fridge, or how to get to see a friend who 
lives somewhere you have never been before, or find a (reasonably) 
matching pair of socks. So all of us develop some personal problem- 
solving skills. But research has shown that when we are worried we 
tend to get carried away with the worries, and forget all about those 
skills (let alone think about learning new ones). The problem then 
is not that we don’t know how to solve problems but that we don’t 
even think of doing so. We worry away at the problem instead. So 
when worry gets a hold of you, challenge yourself to switch quickly 
into problem- solving mode. Sometimes worries can be turned into 
problems— and the problems turn out to have solutions. Use your 
own personal skills as well as the method explained in this chapter 
(especially at the brainstorming stage) and greatly increase your 
chance of resolving the worry as well as the problem.
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When to seek help

The problem- solving technique is powerful yet simple. But there are 
times when you may need more help from others— for example, 
if you are so depressed that you cannot solve problems effectively 
(see Chapter  26, “Depression:  the common cold of the mind”; and 
Chapter  27, Digging yourself out of depression”). Other difficulties 
for which you might need to seek help are discussed in the following 
sections and chapters: “Anxiety” (Section 6); “Trauma and loss” (Section 
8); and “Breaking habits and overcoming addictions” (Chapter 33).

Summary

Do not be put off by the simplicity of the technique of problem- 
solving. Be pleased that it so simple and yet so effective. Use the 
three stages of problem solving:

1. Identify the problem clearly.
2. Generate as many solutions as possible: do not reject a solu-

tion at this stage, however preposterous it sounds.
3. Take STEPs toward solving the problem:

Select a solution
Try it out
Evaluate what happens
Persist until you feel better.

Further reading

Atkinson, A.  (2014). The Creative Problem Solver:  12 Smart Problem- 
Solving Tools to Solve Any Business Challenge. Harlow:  Pearson 
Education Limited.

Brockman, J. (ed.). (2016). Thinking: The New Science of Decision- Making, 
Problem Solving and Prediction. New York: HarperCollins.
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22

Stress

Balancing life’s demands

Some facts about stress

In some ways we are all experts on stress. Every one of us has ex-
perienced it at some time, and few people manage to keep it under 
control all the time. The experience is so common that learning 
about stress and how to deal with it should be taught in schools! 
This chapter starts by looking at stress from several angles and 
then suggests ways of dealing with it.

the upside and the downside

One of the difficulties about stress is that it can work for you or 
against you, just like a car tire. When the pressure in the tire is 
right, you can drive smoothly along the road: if it is too low, you feel 
all the bumps, and the controls feel sluggish. If it is too high, you 
bounce over the potholes, and easily swing out of control.

The effects of stress are illustrated in Figure 22.1. This figure 
shows the results of different levels of stress on performance— for 
example, on the ability to understand instructions or to concen-
trate on what you are doing. For low levels of stress, for example 
at point A, increasing stress can improve performance— it helps us 
focus rather than simply not care about how we are doing. High 
levels of stress, however, impede performance. How stress affects 
us varies from person to person, and in a single person it also varies 
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from time to time. In general, as the stress increases beyond the 
level at B, performance gets worse. Once point C is reached, perfor-
mance rapidly deteriorates with increasing stress. The difficulty is 
that many people, when they notice the strain, react by redoubling 
their efforts. What this tends to do is to increase stress at just the 
time when such an increase leads to a worsening performance. 
Then problems come thick and fast; it gets harder to think ahead 
and tempting to adopt the first solution that comes to mind, some-
times old, bad habits:  such as reaching for the bottle, asking for 
sleeping tablets, or “hiding your head in the sand.”

the outside and the inside

Stress comes both from outside and from inside. Outside stresses re-
flect the pressure you are under or the burden you are carrying: your 
job, the demands your children or parents make on you, your 
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mortgage and a myriad of other things. Inside sources of stress re-
flect your reactions to these things. If the demands seem many and 
your resources seem few, you will feel stressed: “There’s far too much 
to do.” “There’s no way I can cope.” Internal sources of stress also in-
clude wants, feelings, and attitudes. Wanting to do your job well, to 
succeed, to be liked, or to make other people happy puts pressure 
on you. Feeling worried, angry, or jealous saps your energy. If you 
have the attitude that things should always be done quickly and ef-
ficiently, for example, you will feel more stressed than someone who 
is able to take a more “laid back” attitude. If you value the sense of 
being stimulated, interested, and useful, then you will find boredom 
stressful. None of these attitudes is, of itself, either better or worse 
than the others. But sometimes these internal sources combine with 
external sources to produce too much stress. When this is the case, 
stress can be reduced either by reducing the external stresses, or by 
reducing internal stresses (e.g., by changing attitudes), or both. The 
more rigid your attitudes or rules in an area, the more likely you are 
to experience high levels of unwanted stress.

Annie was able to cope with three children, a part- time job, 
most of the household chores, and worrying about her elderly 
mother. She fell apart one day when the washing machine broke 
down. Martin started his own business, was facing a shrinking 
economy, volunteered to help out at the local youth club, and was 
involved in a turbulent relationship. He exploded when his assis-
tant was late for work.

the physical effects of stress

The results of scientific research strongly suggest that stress can 
be bad for our health. Evidence comes from two types of study: the 
first is the investigation of physiological responses to stress in both 
people and animals; the second is the study of psychological factors 
associated with physical illness. The single most important effect of 
high levels of stress is that it, almost certainly, increases the chance 
of a heart attack. There is further evidence that psychological 
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techniques that reduce the effects of stress in those who have had 
one heart attack reduce the chance of a second heart attack.

Stress can also cause bowel problems, notably diarrhea and 
tummy pain, as well as headaches; and it probably makes asthma 
attacks more frequent and severe in those already prone to asthma. 
Many people with chronic problems, ranging from skin rashes to 
arthritis to epilepsy, report that their problems are much worsened 
at times of stress.

Physiological research shows that stress can affect hormone 
levels, and the immune system (the system that helps fight against 
infection and some cancers), but whether these effects lead to di-
sease is not known.

Are you becoming too stressed?

One of the keys to managing stress is to recognize early when you 
are becoming too stressed. The following four steps can help you 
decide whether this is happening to you.

step 1: learn to recognize your own signs

Everyone responds in their own way to increasing stress. Some 
people become progressively more frantic and impetuous, others 
drag their feet and avoid making decisions. In both cases, stress 
makes them less efficient. The important thing is to know how you 
react. The better you know your own signs, the better you will be 
able to cope with the problem. Learn about yourself by focusing on 
situations and times when you know you were stressed in the past. 
You can then learn to recognize your signs early, enabling you, in 
the future, to take action before the stresses get out of hand. The 
following questions will help you to recognize your reactions.

1. What does it feel like when you are stressed?
2. How does it show?
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3. What thoughts run through your mind?
4. What do you do?
5. How does it affect others?
6. How do their reactions affect you?

In order to help you to detect stress in your life, we have listed some 
common effects of stress in Box 22.1. It may be helpful to mark 
those which apply to you when you are stressed, and add others as 
appropriate. Look for your personal signs of stress.

The list is divided into four sections. Most people who suffer 
from stress find that it affects them in all four ways.

BOX 22.1 Changes that may be signs of stress

Feelings

• Irritability; you become short- tempered, or easily flare up
• Anxiety or feelings of panic
• Fear— e.g., of being out of control
• Feeling worried— e.g., about your health, or anything else
• Feeling miserable or tearful
• Apathy or agitation
• Lowered self- esteem.

Thoughts

• Forgetting things; making mistakes
• Finding it hard to concentrate
• Becoming indecisive
• Getting muddled or confused
• Procrastinating; putting things off
• Being unable to think far ahead
• Worrying or ruminating rather than solving problems
• Becoming rigid and inflexible, in an effort to keep control
• Predicting the worst.
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step 2: weigh the size of the load

Take an objective look at the stresses you face, and write them 
down if you can. Stress is cumulative, so the small things (the 
chores) count as well as the big ones (your job, your finances, 
and friendships). Beware of discounting the load in the way that 
many people do, thinking, for example, “everyone else copes with 

Behaviors

• Getting worse at managing your time
• Getting worse at organizing yourself, and others
• Rushing around
• Finding it hard to delegate or ask for help
• Working longer and longer hours
• Bringing work home; working on weekends
• Avoiding tackling problems, or doing things you dislike
• Cutting down on the things you do for pleasure
• Losing touch with your friends
• Blaming others for the problem
• Taking it out on others (“kicking the cat”)
• Finding there’s no time to enjoy yourself
• Needing a drink; using street drugs
• Needing tranquilizers or sleeping tablets.

Physical effects

• Aches and pains, especially headaches or stomach aches
• Tension— e.g., in your neck and shoulders
• Frequent minor ailments
• Disrupted sleep patterns
• Appetite for food increased or decreased
• Appetite for sex increased or decreased
• Ulcers
• Flare up of stress- related illness, such as asthma or psoriasis.
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at least as much,” or “I should be able to manage. I could last year.” 
A heavy load, carried for a long time, wears you down in the end, 
and different people find different things stressful. Discounting 
your load only adds internal stress to the external load and puts 
you under more pressure.

step 3: think about recent changes in your life

Changes demand that you adapt, so all of them, even if they are for 
the better, contribute to your level of stress. The demand is obvious 
if the stress is an illness like arthritis or losing your job, and less ob-
vious if it comes from being promoted or getting married. Changes 
that can lessen your load, like retirement or readjusting after your 
children leave home, can also be stressful. Changes of all kinds 
use up energy leaving you less to spare until you have adjusted to 
the changes. Moving house is the most underestimated of major 
changes, and can take months to adapt to completely. Add to your 
list any changes that have happened to you in the last year. In Box 
22.2 you will find some examples of the types of event which re-
search has shown commonly contribute to stress.

step 4: think about recent changes in yourself

Having thought about how you respond to stress, the pressures on 
you, and recent events in your life, do you think that you are be-
coming too stressed now? Look again at Box 22.1, “Changes that 
may be signs of stress.” Have you noticed any recent changes in 
yourself that might be due to excess stress?

Dealing with stress

Most people who experience high levels of stress manage the 
problem sensibly themselves, usually successfully. If you catch the 
problem early, your own ways of dealing with it are likely to work, 

 

 

 

 



BOX 22.2 Examples of stressful events

Major changes

• Changing jobs
• Getting married, separated, or divorced
• Business readjustments
• Pregnancy
• Moving house
• Leaving school, or changing schools
• Outstanding achievement
• Getting or losing a mortgage
• Retirement.

Losses

• A friend or relative dies
• People you are close to move away
• Children leaving home
• Stopping work
• Giving up work to have children.

Disruptions to routine

• Vacations, Christmas, bank holidays
• Someone new in the home (e.g., a friend or a new baby)
• Stopping smoking or drinking
• Dieting
• No opportunity for exercise.

Trouble and strife

• Arguments, especially with a partner
• Brushes with the law
• Illness
• Injury
• Financial problems.

Note: these are not in order of severity. That depends on you!
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because you have probably developed effective strategies over the 
years. There are, however, two cautionary notes to bear in mind:

1. Make sure that the solutions you use will be helpful in the 
long term as well as in the short term.

2. Watch what you put in your body!

As the demands upon him increased, Martin began to drink more 
alcohol. It helped him to relax, to find the energy for his extra 
commitments, and to deal more calmly with his difficult relation-
ship. However, the stress continued and he found himself reaching 
for the bottle at ever- increasing intervals. As he drank more, he 
became more argumentative and slept less well. The more stressed 
he became the more he wanted to drink. This apparent solution be-
came another of his problems.

In a similar vein, beware of caffeine: it can “wind you up,” and 
could undo the good work you are doing in other ways. Annie’s 
efforts to fulfil all her commitments left her little time for herself. 
She forced herself to stop by making a drink of tea or coffee, by 
joining in the tea breaks at work, and by chatting to a friend over 
coffee while the children were at swimming classes. She started 
to suffer from tension headaches, felt more frantic rather than 
less, and had difficulty falling asleep. After limiting the number of 
caffeine drinks she had in a day (including tea and cola as well as 
coffee) to about four, and cutting them out altogether after 6 p.m., 
she began to feel more in control.

When you are not able to get your stress under control, try these 
five steps:

step 1: take stock of the situation

The more you push yourself when you are stressed, the less you are 
likely to achieve, because trying harder increases the pressure— 
and also the inefficiency. Striving not to strive can also be counter-
productive and add to the tension.
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The first step is therefore the hardest of all:  find a moment 
to stop and think. When stress builds to high levels, you need a 
breathing space. However pressured you feel, give yourself time to 
take stock. It is time well spent because it helps you put things in 
perspective and plan the next move. Have a brief rest if you can, 
and assess your level of stress in the ways already described. Think 
about the four main aspects of your life:  work, play, health, and 
relationships (both family and friends). Are these equally impor-
tant to you? Are some more important than others?

Ask yourself: to which of these aspects do you devote most time 
and energy? Does the way you fill your time fit with what matters 
to you? Devoting all your time to one aspect of life— work or 
family, for instance— will create stress if you also value the others. 
Besides, if you put all your eggs in one basket, there is nothing to 
fall back on when things go badly awry.

step 2: start with the end in mind

Stress makes it hard to give priority to the most important things. 
Indeed, the choice of what to do next often becomes so haphazard 
that you find yourself thoughtlessly taking up the first thing that 
comes along, and worrying about not having enough time for eve-
rything else. If you have clarified your major priorities, you will 
find it easier to interrupt this process, and make decisions that lead 
to a more balanced, and less stressful, life. Martin learned how to 
stop work in time to play squash or eat with friends; Annie learned 
how to share the family chores more fairly and joined an evening 
class with the idea of finding a more interesting job.

Use your priorities to guide small decisions, like how to spend 
the evening, as well as big ones, like changing your job. If you know 
what is “vital” to you, it becomes easier to “cut your losses” when 
stress builds to high levels. You can then consider, for instance, 
whether someone else might like to take on a task that you could 
drop. Chapter 2 (“Valuing and understanding yourself”) will help 
with clarifying what is “vital” to you.
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Putting your priorities into practice. Once you have thought 
about the basics, and about your priorities, start by dealing with 
the effects of stress. Here are some examples of how to do this.

1. Stress affects your memory and concentration. Relieve yourself 
of this extra strain by writing things down— for example, on 
calendars, on your phone, on wallcharts, or on lists.

2. Stress makes planning and decisions difficult. Give yourself plan-
ning time every day (first thing in the morning may be best).

3. Stress makes you tired. Give yourself proper breaks— for 
meals, refreshments, exercise, and on weekends.

4. Stress slows down your speed of recovery, and lowers your resist-
ance to illness. Learn to stop before you are completely worn 
out. Take regular exercise, and eat a balanced diet.

5. Stress makes you feel pressured. Think about how to take the 
urgency out of your life (see Chapter 11, “Using time well”).

6. Stress tempts you to avoid difficulties or put off dealing with them, 
so that they do not get resolved. Try to face them instead. It is 
often best to do your least favorite, or hardest, task first (see 
also Chapter  20, “Recognizing that you can change:  facing 
problems”).

7. Stress reduces your efficiency. Find out how you use your time— 
for example, by thinking back or keeping a diary. Does the 
way you spend your time accord with your values and goals?

Keeping your values and priorities clearly in mind makes all of 
these easier.

step 3: reduce the “outside” load— the lesson 
of the camel’s back

Stress is cumulative. Deal, therefore, with small problems (the 
mess in your room, answering letters) particularly when there 
seems to be little you can do about the big ones (someone’s illness, 
or the amount of traffic on the roads). Identify all the stresses on 
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you; none is too small to consider. Which of these stresses can you 
reduce? (see Chapter 21, “Problem- solving: a strategy for change”).

step 4: reduce the “inside” load— changing attitudes

Stress comes from the inside as well as from the outside. For each 
of us, it is determined partly by the way we see the world, or by our 
attitudes. Many of our attitudes originate in our childhood. Some 
are absorbed from authority figures, in particular from parents or 
parent substitutes and from teachers; others are derived from our 
experience, for example, from having grown up with a competi-
tive brother or sister. Such early experiences probably determine 
to a great extent whether we are driven by a desire to please, or a 
wish to win, or whatever. And these different drives and desires 
affect what causes us stress (see also Chapter 19, “Understanding 
voices from your past”; and Chapter 30, “Stepping away from the 
past”). Those people who believe that success in life is measured by 
success at work are especially stressed by being unemployed. Those 
people brought up to believe that they should devote the major 
part of their energies to their children are especially stressed by 
the demands of combining a career and a family. Such attitudes are 
not in themselves right or wrong, but they can be more or less helpful. 
Unhelpful attitudes of any kind make difficulties and increase 
your burden, while more helpful ones take the pressure off, so it is 
worth examining your attitudes and looking for alternatives that 
create less pressure (see also Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”; 
and Chapter  30, “Stepping away from the past”). Some common 
examples of attitudes that can contribute to feeling stressed are 
listed in Table 22.1, together with some more helpful alternatives.

step 5: lay the right foundations

Feeling stressed is a danger signal: a sign that you are reaching the 
limits of your resources. Stress is bad for your physical health as well 
as a cause of increasing inefficiency and worsening relationships. 
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The danger is that when under stress you ignore your health, and 
put your relationships under increasing strain. This sets up a vicious 
cycle because poor health and poor relationships then add to the 
stress. It is important, therefore, to focus not only directly on the 
stresses but also to look after your health and your relationships.

Diet and exercise. Regularity is the key. You need regular meals 
and you need regular exercise— always, and not just when you are 
young and growing. If you feel stressed, now is the time to build up 
your stamina by keeping fit.

Martin regularly rushed out of the house without break-
fast, skipped lunch or grabbed a sandwich on the way from one 
appointment to the next, and filled himself up with cookies, choco-
late, and coffee when he noticed he was flagging. Annie tried to eat 
at regular times and to provide a varied and balanced diet for the 
family, but at mealtimes she constantly leapt up and down to fetch 
and carry for her children. Because she put her own needs last, 

TA BLE 22 .1  Stressful attitudes and less stressful alternatives

Putting the pressure on Taking the pressure off

I have to get this done I will do as much as I can in the time I’ve 
got

I shouldn’t ask for help Everyone asks for help sometimes. 
I would happily help someone else

This is really important In 5 years this won’t matter at all. When 
I’m on my deathbed, I won’t be saying “I 
wish I’d spent more time in the office”

I must do things well I can only do my best

Others cope far better 
than I

Everyone is susceptible to stress. I am not 
alone in this

There’s nothing I can do Try solving the small problems first

I’ll crack up completely I need a break, so I’ll take a break

I can’t let anyone see  
how I feel

There’s nothing to lose by talking to 
someone about my feelings
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her children learned to expect her to be constantly serving them. 
She hardly knew what it felt like to sit comfortably throughout a 
meal. Eating “properly” not only means eating the right things, 
but eating them in the right way. Eating properly would help both 
Annie and Martin cope better with their stressful lives, and en-
couraging Annie’s children to look after their own needs, or to help 
at mealtimes, would be especially helpful to Annie.

The same idea applies to regular exercise. Even 10 minutes of 
daily exercise makes a difference. So does walking more and using 
the car less (see “Exercise “ in Chapter 12). Surprisingly perhaps, 
exercising when you are stressed is more invigorating than ex-
hausting, and often leaves you with more energy than you started 
with. It not only improves your physical state, but it also marks an 
important shift in attitude, away from neglect and toward caring 
for yourself.

The 3 Rs: rest, recreation, and relationships. Being stressed adds 
its own pressures. To prevent being caught up in the vicious cycle 
of stress, which leads to even higher levels of stress, you need: rest, 
to renew your energy; recreation, to provide you with pleasure and 
fulfilment; and relationships, as a source of support, perspective, 
and fun.

1. Rest. Stress is associated with tension and poor sleeping 
patterns. It makes it hard to switch off and to take advantage 
of opportunities to rest, especially brief ones. Good quality rest 
restores your good mood as well as your capacity to function 
well. So, schedule regular rest periods, both brief ones and 
more substantial rest periods. Examples of brief periods of 
rest are soaking in the bath; having a tea or coffee break with 
a friend; spending 30 minutes doing relaxation exercises or 
meditating (see Chapter 3, “The value and practice of accept-
ance”; and Chapter  4, “The value and practice of kindness”). 
Examples of longer periods of rest are a week’s vacation; a day 
out with the family (unless the family is a source of stress); and 
a weekend break (see also Chapter 23, “Getting the better of 
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worry:  defeating the alarmist”). Rest means not working. It 
does not mean doing your work sitting on the sofa while lis-
tening to music. Nor does it necessarily mean doing nothing. 
Almost everyone finds it hard to do nothing, except for rather 
short or rare periods, like when lying in the bath. It is even 
harder to do nothing when you feel stressed, when worries 
queue up ready to grab your attention whenever it is free.

2. Recreation. Recreation makes you feel better about your-
self— more fulfilled, more satisfied, more interested, and 
more engaged in the world outside that of your own per-
sonal concerns. Recreations come in infinite varieties. They 
are often not restful in that they can be quite demanding 
and even exhausting (playing soccer or squash; cooking for 
friends), but they are a source of pleasure and satisfaction 
and a chance to extend your skills. If they are to be truly rec-
reational, they should be markedly different from your work 
routine or from the source of your stress. If the stresses come 
mostly from your office, then cooking at the weekend could 
be recreational, but not if constantly providing for the family 
is itself a source of stress.

Hobbies are usually recreational. They give you an added interest 
and often bring you into contact with like- minded people (dog- 
breeders, salsa dancers, gardeners, bridge players), and if they are 
to serve their purpose, they should be kept free from trouble and 
strife. Everybody needs recreations, which may be creative or con-
templative, social or solitary.

3. Relationships. Relationships are a common source of stress. You 
may have problems with family members, colleagues, friends, 
or lovers. People who are stressed may also be irritable and ar-
gumentative with those to whom they are closest and to whom 
they would like to be able to turn for support and comfort. 
Stress easily affects relationships: disappointment, sadness, or 
anger about a relationship may add to your burden, but if it 
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cuts you off from others, you will lose a major source of “resto-
ration.” Box 22.3 suggests ways you can gain support from your 
relationships.

There is far more to be gained than lost from talking to others 
about how to cope with your stress, because although everyone 
reacts differently, the process is normal. Everyone would eventu-
ally suffer from it if their burden was continually increasing. Both 
Annie and Martin discovered that two heads were better than one 
when it came to looking for solutions although Martin found it par-
ticularly difficult to talk about how he was feeling. Annie talked to 
her women friends and neighbors and heard about some volunteers 
able to visit and help with her mother. Martin’s bout of anger with 
his assistant when he was late led, after some strong words had 
been said on both sides, to a discussion that surprised Martin. He 
discovered his assistant was bored and frustrated at not having 
more responsibilities. With a mixture of trepidation and relief, 
Martin shed some of the load he was carrying. Ways of sharing a 
load include delegating more of your tasks, unburdening yourself 
to a close friend, or asking someone to help you out.

BOX 22.3 Others can help when you are stressed

• Do not cut yourself off from other people.
• Talk to someone about both your difficulties and your 

feelings.
• Seek out companionship of the kind that you usually enjoy.
• Keep in touch with friends.
• Explain what is happening if you are irritable— others may 

take it personally when that was not what you intended.
• If you need time for yourself, say so.
• Think about how to help others when they, too, are stressed.
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Relationships with others are also an important source of 
pleasure. They are a resource when you feel stressed, but often 
an underused resource:  because some of them contribute to the 
problem, because stress absorbs every ounce of energy, or because 
of a natural, but unhelpful, reticence and reluctance to talk about 
difficulties. Furthermore, when we are stressed we may inadvert-
ently put a strain on our relationships, too, by “taking it out on 
others” or “passing on the bad news.” In order to make constructive 
use of your close relationships, consider carefully who is likely to be 
able to give you support. This might be just one person, your special 
partner perhaps, or several people. Then think about whether you 
have explained clearly to this person, or persons, how you are feeling, 
and under how much stress you are. Have you been expecting them 
to make the first move? Finally, has your stress meant that you have 
been particularly irritable with those close to you? If you have, it 
may be helpful to apologize and explain that your irritability is not 
because of them, but because of the stresses you feel.

When tension runs high, most people need their relationships 
more, not less, and so it is in their own best interest to think about 
how to look after them. It may be important to let off steam in 
ways that do not run the risk of upsetting others and damaging 
relationships— for example, by going for a run, thumping a pillow, 
or expressing feelings of frustration and anger forcibly on paper. 
Ensuring that you continue to do things you enjoy with the people 
around you will help you feel less stressed and keep the relation-
ship in good working order (see also chapters in Section 4, “Making 
your way with others”).

Summary

Everyone gets stressed. A moderate amount of stress can help make 
us function more efficiently, but a lot of stress is unpleasant and 
counterproductive.
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Recognize the signs of stress, early:

• Tune in to the signs of stress.
• Take an objective look at the pressures on you.
• Identify recent changes in your load at work and at home.
• Identify recent changes in how you feel.

Deal with stress using a systematic approach:

• Make a little time to take stock.
• Review your values and goals: start with the end in mind.
• Throw away some of the load.
• Restructure your attitudes.
• Look after the basics:  diet, exercise, rest, recreation, and   

relationships.
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Getting the better of worry

Defeating the alarmist

The wind was against them now, and Piglet’s ears streamed behind 
him like banners as he fought his way along, and it seemed hours 
before he got them into the shelter of the Hundred Acre Wood and 
they stood up straight again, to listen, a little nervously, to the 
roaring of the gale among the tree- tops.

“Supposing a tree fell down, Pooh, when we were underneath it?”

“Supposing it didn’t,” said Pooh after careful thought.
A. A. MILNE, The House at Pooh Corner

Anxiety and worry

Many of us have more of Piglet in our makeup than of Pooh. 
Our minds, apparently spontaneously, come up with a string of 
alarming possibilities, one worry feeding upon another until, as 
for Piglet, it becomes impossible to think of anything other than 
the risks and threats that could lie ahead. The more we worry, the 
worse we feel; and the worse we feel, the more we think in an anx-
ious and worried way. No wonder Dale Carnegie called his classic 
book How to Stop Worrying and Start Living. Worry is one of the 
greatest enemies of a good mood, even though the vast majority 
of the time worrying turns out to be unnecessary. We cramp our 
existence worrying about things that never happen, or that turn 
out not to be as bad as we had imagined, or things that were never 
that important to begin with. Even on those few occasions when 
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our fears were justified, the worry seldom helped. As Montaigne, 
the French philosopher, put it:  “My life has been full of terrible 
misfortunes, most of which never happened.”

Worry is bad for you

Worry is not only bad for you, it also wastes time and energy. In 
Box 23.1, we list some of the ways in which worry can affect your 
thinking, your behavior, your feelings, and your physical reactions. 
Think about how worry affects you personally and make additions 
to the list if necessary. This will help you to identify the effects that 
worry may have— some of these effects you may not have even 
realized were linked to worrying. Not everyone will be affected in 
all of these ways.

What’s the use of worrying?

Worry is such a common part of being human that it is tempting 
to ask whether it serves a useful function. One reason why it may 
be so difficult to stop worrying is because one has a sneaking sus-
picion that some good may come of it, and this sneaking suspicion 
is hard to ignore. Even though we might say to ourselves and to 
others— ”Stop worrying. It’s pointless. It won’t do any good.” Or 
“Worrying will get you nowhere”— there is still something compel-
ling about the process that makes it hard to give up.

Worry: the danger signal. Worry could alert you to the possibility 
that something is wrong: “That cough of yours has gone on much 
too long.” “The steering on this car feels odd.” Ignoring these things 
could be unwise. Worry can be useful if it makes you sit up and take 
notice. It is not useful to be paralyzed with fear, as you might be if 
you got carried away by your imagination. It is useful to have a red 
light that flashes— but you also need the ability to do something to 
turn it off when needed.

Worry:  the action trigger. Worry can goad you into action. It 
makes you feel bad until you do something about it, like starting to 

 

 

  

 

 



BOX 23.1 Some of the ways that worry can affect you

How worry affects your thinking: what is on your mind

• Keeps you on the lookout for problems, difficulties, or disasters.
• Interferes with concentration and with your ability to give 

something your full attention.
• Focuses your attention onto yourself and your own concerns.
• Makes it hard to make decisions.
• Increases your tendency to see threats, risks, and dangers 

just where they would most matter to you.
• Makes you more pessimistic, so you tend to predict the worst.
• Makes you problem- focused, so your mind leaps from one 

worry to the next.

How worry affects your behavior: the things you do

• Makes you less efficient (either over- careful, or unwittingly 
careless).

• Makes you want to protect yourself, and interferes with your 
performance.

• Makes you rely more on others and less on yourself.
• Leads you to do things less confidently.

How worry affects your feelings: your emotions

• Makes you feel muddled or confused.
• Makes you feel apprehensive and fearful; scared and full 

of dread.
• Makes you feel out of control.
• Makes you feel overwhelmed, or that you can’t cope.

How worry affects your physical reactions

• Reduces your ability to relax and to sleep well.
• Makes you weary and tired.
• Makes you physically tense.
• Gives you headaches.
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study before an exam, or getting the cough or the steering checked. 
You feel better when these things are done. Once again, worry is 
useful, provided it is turned into a strategy for action.

Worry: the coping rehearsal. Worry can oil the coping machinery. 
It can provoke you into thinking about “What you could do if . . . ,” 
or “What would happen if . . . ,” and so it can prepare you for appro-
priate action or adjustment. Prompted by feeling worried, you may 
be more likely to develop better studying skills, stop smoking, or 
make arrangements to get your car regularly serviced.

Worry: the lesser of two evils. Worrying about something is often 
rather a vague and unfocused process compared with having vivid 
and alarming images. It is like asking yourself, “What if they have 
had an accident?” when someone is late rather than imagining the 
horrors of the accident you fear. The things one can see with one’s 
mind’s eye can literally make one shudder and quake. But worrying 
can prevent the images coming, so doing it may be the preferred 
option, even though it keeps the worst terrors at bay at the cost of 
continued anxiety. This is usually an automatic process rather than 
deliberately keeping images away by worrying.

Worry is therefore sometimes helpful; sometimes it makes you 
feel better or starts you thinking about how to cope. This may be 
what lies behind the superstitious aspects of worry:  the feeling 
that “unless I worry something bad will happen” or that “worrying 
will prevent things going wrong.” The grain of truth behind the 
superstitions lies in the potential value, or helpfulness, of a cer-
tain degree of worry in provoking strategies for action. Useful worry 
prompts action. All other worry is ultimately pointless.

Worry: the self- perpetuating process

Angela described herself as a “born worrier.” She had worried about 
exams when she was in school, about what other people thought 
of her, and about starting her career in a small department store. 
She was sure that others could see how anxious or nervous she was 
and that none of them had similar worries. Even when she realized 
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that everyone worries from time to time, this was of no help to her. 
Her own worries tended to dominate her life to such an extent that 
she was never free from worry. She worried about whether she was 
doing her job right, whether she would be promoted, whether others 
would recognize her abilities or ignore them, whether she would 
sleep well, and whether she would be too tired to work properly the 
next day. She worried about aches and pains, about her health, and 
whether she might be doing herself serious damage by her worrying. 
She worried about whether her partner Andrew was fed up with her, 
whether she might one day have to move to a new place, and whether 
someone in her family might get ill. No sooner was one worry laid 
to rest than another rose to fill its place, and just occasionally— for 
example, if she woke up in the middle of the night— all her worries 
crowded in on her at once. Angela was exhausted by her worries.

What was keeping the worry going? Was Angela just born that 
way? Research evidence suggests that there is a genetic component 
that affects our vulnerability to worry. There is also some evidence 
to suggest that experiences in childhood affect our tendency to 
worry. We know that many people to whom alarming or fright-
ening things happened in their childhoods cope extremely well as 
adults, but of course we hear less about these people than about 
those who remain troubled later on, and so we do not yet know 
exactly how many of them there are. So, Angela may to some ex-
tent be a “born worrier,” but there are processes now that keep the 
worry going in the present day, and it is these that she can start to 
change. Working out what is helping keep the problem going now is 
an important part of starting to overcome it. If you recognize your-
self in even some of her worries, then you too can benefit from the 
methods that she found helpful.

How to get rid of 90% of your worries

There are three things which are not worth worrying about but 
which account for the majority of all worries: the unimportant, the 
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unlikely, and the unresolved. Ban these from your life, and you will 
waste little time in worrying. First you need to recognize them.

the unimportant

It is easy to fill one’s life with worries about completely trivial 
things, and even when a worry is not trivial it is often essentially 
unimportant. When you catch yourself worrying, start to question 
yourself instead. Ask immediately: “How important is the thing that 
I am worrying about?” Here are three strategies to help you to an-
swer this question.

1. The 100- year rule. Ask yourself, as Samuel Johnson asked his 
biographer James Boswell, “Will this matter in 100 years from 
now?” This is a way of putting your worry into a long- term 
perspective. Perhaps 100 years seems too long a perspective— 
very little is worth worrying about when looked at from a 
distance of 100 years. But this is partly the point. We tend to 
adopt such short- term perspectives that molehills appear to 
us like mountains. One hundred years gives us a distance on 
life from which most of our worries become trivial. There is, 
of course, nothing special about 100 years. View your worries 
from various perspectives: a week, a year, a decade. Ask your-
self just how important is your worry— and how long from 
now will it cease to matter.

Angela found that asking herself “Will this matter at all in 5 years’ 
time?” was particularly helpful when she was at work worrying 
about how much she had to do in a short time. It helped her to work 
more calmly as well as to disentangle the important from the un-
important things on her list.

2. The measuring rod. Ask yourself:  “Where, on the spectrum 
of bad experiences, is the outcome I’m worried about?” In 
1926, Philip Wakeham was a fledgling seaman on board 
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the Snapdragon. Forty years later he gave a graphic account 
of one terrifying night. During naval exercises after World 
War I, the Snapdragon towed the practice target for the big 
battleships’ night firing exercise. Philip Wakeham had just 
finished preparing the target. Suddenly, he stopped dead 
in his tracks. The small boat which had brought him to the 
target had gone. It was pitch dark; he was stranded, alone, 
on the target, and four British battleships were set, ready for 
their nocturnal target practice.

Out there in the blackness four gray shapes were even then 
moving slowly towards me, the men in them preparing to 
come suddenly upon the target to blast it out of the water. . . . 
Any moment now . . . the order to fire would be given and a 
mass of metal would come screaming towards me. My arms 
were numb with cold, but I took off my black silk handker-
chief and my lanyard and tied them together. Then I passed 
them round my waist and one of the battens— at least 
I would not fall into the sea by failing to hang on. . . . I must 
not panic. . . . Thoughts of my mother came to me . . . I felt 
sick, empty, and very very cold . .  Fear had taken possession 
of my whole body. . . I have very little recollection of what 
followed. A  large orange flame that seemed so close that 
I imagined it to be warm; more star shells overhead; and the 
noise . .  four one- ton shells passed overhead with the shriek 
of a thousand furies and dropped into the sea beyond.

It was fortunate that the British Navy needed the practice. 
Not one shell hit the target that night, and in the morning, Philip 
Wakeham was discovered, alive and unhurt.

This terrifying experience provides a perspective on daily 
worries. Beside such an experience, their significance pales. 
Fortunately, it is not necessary to have an experience like Philip 
Wakeham’s in order to learn the important lesson. Using his expe-
rience, or a terrifying experience of your own, as a yardstick, ask, 
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of any worry that you have: how does it compare? How dreadful, 
really, is the thing that you are worrying about? When Angela had a 
disagreement with Andrew, she immediately jumped to the con-
clusion that they would split up, and predicted that she would 
soon have a major catastrophe to deal with. Of course, she might 
well have felt devastated to lose her relationship, but it would not 
have been catastrophic in the life- threatening sense. Looking at 
the problem more coolly she realized that the disagreement that 
made her worry about losing it was more like a molehill than a 
mountain.

3. The calculator. Ask yourself:  “Just how much worry is this 
worth?” Our resources are limited. We only have so much 
time, so much energy, so much life. But it is very easy to put 
too many of these limited resources into the wrong things. 
William had a car accident. In fact, he had been stationary and 
a car had backed into his front end. It was a minor accident 
and resulted in a relatively small amount of damage to his car. 
The driver of the other car was profusely apologetic, and said 
she would pay, but there were no witnesses, and her insurance 
refused to pay for the damage. William was furious. He sought 
legal advice. He was fuming and dwelt on it for weeks and 
decided to take the other driver to court. The whole process 
threatened to go on for months and months and become in-
creasingly expensive. There is no doubt that William had been 
wronged; the other driver ought to have paid. But the way he 
was behaving was going to cost more than the original damage 
to the car, the results were uncertain, and he was making him-
self ill with anger and worry.

Whenever you find yourself worrying, ask yourself; “Just how much 
worry is this worth?”— and make sure that you do not spend more 
worry on it than it is worth. You need your energy for more impor-
tant things.
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the unlikely

Piglet was suffering from the very essence of worry. His mind was 
filled with all manner of possible horrors and disasters. “Supposing 
that . . .  ,” “What if . . .’ and their variants are the hallmark of worry 
and anxiety. “Supposing a tree fell down, Pooh, when we were un-
derneath it?” Of course, it is possible. All kinds of dreadful things 
could happen today, or tomorrow. But most of them are very un-
likely. Once you allow yourself to worry about the unlikely, there is 
no end to worrying. Imagine looking back on a life of worry about 
the unlikely. It would be a life spoiled by anxiety about things, 
the vast majority of which never happened. Whenever you catch 
yourself worrying that something dreadful might happen, an-
swer the Piglet in yourself with Pooh’s reply: “Supposing it didn’t.” 
Tackling existing problems is quite enough; do not waste energy 
and happiness on problems which do not exist.

the unresolved

Madame de Sévigné, in one of her letters describing 17- century life 
around the French Court, relates the sad story of Vatel, chief cook 
to the Prince. One day the Prince and his large retinue entertained 
the King. Vatel laid on a splendid feast in the evening, and then had 
to turn his attention to the morning’s meal. He had ordered fish 
from many suppliers at several seaports. By four in the morning 
hardly any fish had arrived.

Vatel waited a short time, the other suppliers did not 
turn up, he lost his head and thought that there would be 
no more fish. He went and found Gourville (the Prince’s 
Chamberlain) and said, “Sir, I shall never survive this dis-
grace, my honor and my reputation are at stake.” Gourville 
laughed at him. Vatel went to his room, put his sword up 
against the door and ran it through his heart . .  Meanwhile 
the fish was coming in from all quarters. They looked for 
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Vatel to allocate it, went to his room, broke in the door and 
found him lying in his own blood . .  Gourville tried to make 
up for the loss of Vatel. He did so and there was a very good 
dinner, light refreshments later, and then supper, a walk, 
cards, hunting, everything scented with daffodils, every-
thing magical.

This tragic story emphasizes, in somewhat graphic form, the 
dangers of premature worrying. Even if the outcome that you are 
worried about is quite likely, like Angela’s worry that someone close 
to her might get ill— which would almost certainly happen at some 
point in her life— there is no point in worrying prematurely. There 
may be a problem to be treated, but worrying in advance about 
all the different things it may be is not going to help anyone, and 
simply stops her living her life most fully.

Dealing with persistent worries

If you were able to rid yourself of worries about the unimportant, 
the unlikely, and the unresolved, the vast majority of your worries 
would disappear. But, of course, this is easier said than done. Some 
worries will continue to weigh on your mind despite your efforts to 
keep them in their place. And a few worries really are significant 
and realistic. There are two kinds of strategies for dealing with per-
sistent and significant worries: strategies for letting them go and 
strategies for examining them.

1. strategies for letting worries go

Turn worries into actions. There are two types of things not worth 
worrying about:  those that you can do something about; and those 
that you can’t. This summarizes a simple but very powerful 
way of approaching persistent worries. Worry is useful when 
it pushes you to tackle and solve problems which need solving. 
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But you can tackle and solve problems without the unpleasant 
effect of worry. So, the first step is to turn your worries into 
problems and then develop strategies for solving them (see 
also Chapter  21, “Problem- solving:  a strategy for change”). If 
nothing can be done, then, in the words of Dale Carnegie, coop-
erate with the inevitable.

The worry decision tree. The worry decision tree is a structured 
way of helping to solve the worry problem. It is a way of asking 
yourself a branching series of questions and is summarized in 
Figure 23.1. There are three questions to ask yourself. The first 
one— ”What am I  worrying about?”— helps you to pinpoint your 
worry clearly. When you have clearly identified your worry, ask the 
second question— ”Is there anything I can do about this?” The honest 
answer may be “No.” If it is, you can be certain that you will gain 
nothing from continuing to worry. Cooperate with the inevitable— 
engage yourself in something absorbing instead, such as whatever 
is of immediate importance at work, at home, or at play. If there is 
something you can do about the worry, however, think about the 
possibilities. Make a list if necessary. Then ask yourself the third 
question— “Is there anything I  can do right now?” If there is some-
thing you can do straight away, then do it before occupying your-
self with an absorbing activity to prevent further worry. If there 
is nothing you can do now, then plan a time to take appropriate 
action, write yourself a reminder if that would help, and allow your-
self to stop worrying, give yourself permission not to worry— it 
cannot possibly serve any useful purpose. Finding out clearly that 
further worry is unproductive makes it easier to let it drop. After 
each step is complete, distract yourself by finding something ab-
sorbing to do instead.

Sometimes you can work down a decision tree in your head, 
without extra help. At other times, it is useful to write it down or to 
get help from friends— help in clarifying the worry, in brainstorming 
solutions, or in simple support. As the Buddhist monk, Santideva, 
put it: “If the problem can be solved why worry? If the problem can’t 
be solved, worrying will do you no good.”
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Crowd your worries out. The mind has a limited capacity:  you 
can only pay full attention to one thing at a time. Keeping yourself 
busy, keeping the mind fully occupied and engaged in life, will leave 
little room for worry. Your attention will drift from time to time, 
and you will need to redirect it when this happens, but the busier 
you are the easier this will be (see also Chapter 27, “Digging your-
self out of depression”).

There is a danger, however, of misusing distraction as a way of 
avoiding the task of thinking about problems. Angela came home 
from work worried about the number of things she had left undone 
that day. She distracted herself by cooking a meal and felt better 
for a while, until the worries returned to plague her and threatened 
to prevent her sleeping. So later the same evening, she asked her-
self: “What am I worrying about?” She was worrying that she might 
forget something important. So, she listed all the things she had 
to do. As the list grew, she started to feel overwhelmed, and she 
realized there was a “real” problem to be solved, and not just an 
“imagined” one that could be swept under the carpet. She decided 
to talk to her manager, and started the process of problem- solving 
that in the end had a much more far- reaching effect on her worry 
than distraction alone would have done.

Ban night- time worrying. Worries tend to attack when you are 
at your most defenseless, especially in the middle of the night. If 
there is one time not to worry it is at night when worries get out 
of all proportion, and it is not possible to tackle them effectively. 
As soon as a worry pops into your head at night, say “This is not the 
time” (see also Chapter 12, “Sleep”). Worries like to crawl into bed 
with you and pinch and squirm so that you cannot sleep. Don’t let 
them in. They can be trained to stay out if you are firm and con-
sistent. You may find it helpful to imagine a pleasant image— a 
place perhaps where you felt particularly calm or happy. (See also 
“Relaxation,” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind.)

Boxing your worries. Imagine putting all your worries, one by 
one, in a box and closing the lid; or hang them on a tree and allow 
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the wind to blow them away. Cast them in handfuls into a river and 
watch them float away, or put them on the bonfire and send them 
up in smoke. If you are worried you might forget something impor-
tant, write the worry down. Get it out of your head and onto paper, 
where it cannot get lost and can be properly dealt with later. It can 
be tempting to go on worrying because in the back of one’s mind 
it feels as if some good may come of it, and of course, from time 
to time, a good idea does come to mind when worrying. But this is 
not because the process of worrying is useful, except as a trigger 
towards more effective problem- solving. The occasional solution 
found by worrying is a side effect that is unlikely to happen often 
enough to be worth the bad feelings that go with it.

Build a wall around your worries. If you are beset by worries, set 
aside a regular half hour every day to worry. If you start to worry 
at other times, postpone the worry to the “worry time” and focus 
on what you are doing, or what is happening around you instead. 
When the “worry time” comes around, tackle each worry as a 
problem to solve. This strategy hits the worry in two ways: it builds 
a wall around the process, which stops it from spreading, and it 
turns the worry into something more constructive. Some people 
even find that they are unable to worry to order, so the worry time 
turns out to be trouble free. Then worry has found its own level, 
and you need not worry that it will sink too low: the alarm bells will 
ring automatically when you need them.

Building a wall around your worries is also helped by trying to 
ensure that you have “worry- free zones.” These are places where you 
simply are not allowed to worry, as you limit yourself to worrying 
only in your worry time, only in a specific place. If you allocate your 
worry time to the hallway or kitchen at home, then your bedroom 
and living room should be “worry- free zones.”

2. strategies for examining nebulous fears

When fears and worries remain nameless, it seems impossible to 
work out how to deal with them. At an almost unconscious level, 
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we may be too frightened to face the worry directly. In the end this 
will cause more problems than it solves. Our deep fear will keep 
returning as intractable worry. When faced directly, the under-
lying fear can be tackled; when hidden, it can grow to grotesque 
proportions and undermine the foundations of our happiness.

Unpacking the fear. A child who was frightened there was a bogey 
man under his bed took a running jump to the safety of the stuffed 
menagerie he kept by his pillow, and then settled down to listen to 
a story and fell asleep perfectly calmly. Helped by others, he was 
able to overcome the fear.

An elderly woman who lived alone kept an orange by her bed. 
Every night before she climbed in, she rolled the orange under-
neath the bed, and when it came out the other side, she was able to 
settle down feeling safe.

Sometimes fears are nameless, and we like to be reassured by 
others, or by doing quite irrational things. The trouble is that if you 
always take a running jump over the fear, or find something irrel-
evant to do that makes you feel better, the worries cannot be laid 
to rest, and the bad feelings become overwhelming when comfort 
is not available.

Angela had two worries that she found particularly hard 
to face:  worries about headaches, which she tried to ignore, 
declaring roundly that a headache was nothing to complain 
about; and worries about the times when Andrew seemed fed 
up with hearing about her problems, when she went into a par-
oxysm of apologies. Either of these things set off a bad bout of 
worry that spread from one thing to another and kept her awake 
for nights on end. The underlying fears, which she found hard to 
face, concerned the possibility that the headaches were a sign 
of serious illness, and that her worrying would interfere with 
her relationship with Andrew. She learned to face her fears by  
answering three sets of questions:

1. When did the worry start? What triggered it this time?
2. What’s so bad about that? What does it mean to me?
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3. What’s the worst that could possibly happen?

Angela had learned to take out the fears from under the bed and 
look them full in the face. When she did so, she discovered two 
things:  that the catastrophes she feared were unlikely to happen; 
but if they did, she had resources that would help her cope. Excessive 
worry did not help her develop such resources: on the contrary, it 
stopped her from even acknowledging what her fears were about.

What is the worst that can happen? Imagine a child, playing on 
the beach below a cliff. He finds a cave, and full of excitement, goes 
in. Suddenly fear seizes him. In the deep dark of the cave, he cannot 
see the way ahead. What is frightening him is the sense of the un-
known stretching into the black distance. Worries can be like this. 
Our anxiety is not about something specific, but more of a sense 
that unknown and uncertain possibilities may be out of sight far 
ahead. We can place a limit on these worries. A powerful torch or 
flashlight could have shown the child the limits of the cave. We 
can place limits on our worries by asking: “What is the worst that 
can happen?” More often than not, the worst that we fear is much 
less terrible than our vague, unarticulated fear. Once we know the 
worst, we can face it directly and work out more sensibly what to do.

Clarify your uncertainties about the future

Worry and anxiety are about the future— about things that have not 
yet happened, so there is bound to be something unknowable and 
uncertain about them. It is not possible to walk around the moun-
tain and discover it is only a molehill before you have reached it. 
Worries may seem to be about the past, but this is largely an illusion.

Although people say “I’m worried about what I might have said,” 
or “I’m bothered about having lost my passport”— their worry is 
about the future effects of past events. If I have said something of-
fensive, then I will be rejected or disliked. If I have lost my passport, 
then I will have to go through a lot of hassle to get another one. 
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Worry refers in this way to some “unfinished business”; otherwise, 
the matter would either be forgotten or be a cause for feelings as-
sociated with the past, such as regret or sadness, rather than the 
future, such as worry and anxiety.

It follows that worry conceals hidden predictions: for example, 
about the awful things that might happen, or about one’s own in-
ability to cope with them, or both. It is therefore useful to iden-
tify and think about the predictions being made, which are often 
exaggerated or which concern hidden guesses of the mind- reading 
variety about what others are thinking (see also Chapter  7, “3. 
Thinking straight: 13 kinds of crooked thinking”).

Ask yourself some questions:

• What am I predicting? Or expecting? Or supposing will happen?
• How can I find out whether my prediction is right?

Angela was anxious about preparing a report in time for a deadline 
at work. She predicted she would not be able to get it done in time, 
and also that she would not be able to handle the argument that 
would ensue. It turned out that her first prediction was right. Facing 
it helped her to think seriously about what to do. She drafted most 
of the report, indicating parts that would need to be filled in later. 
She took her notes about these along to the meeting. She explained 
why there was a delay. She estimated, as realistically as she could, 
when the final report would be available. She was surprised to find 
how many things she could do to alleviate the difficulty she was in, 
and her second prediction, that she would not be able to handle an 
argument, was shown to be completely irrelevant, as no such thing 
occurred. Having made the specific predictions beforehand, when 
in the throes of the anxiety and worry, Angela was finally able to 
reassess her worries with the facts at her fingertips. She had to con-
clude that she was more resourceful than she had feared.

If you write your predictions down, for example in a “worry- 
outcome diary” (see “Keeping a worry- outcome diary” which is 
available online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind) 
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then you will be able to check out later whether you were right, and 
to think more clearly about problems you may have to deal with. 
The next time you will be able to challenge your predictions more 
effectively. Worry and anxiety die away as your confidence builds.

Question your assumptions. Sometimes it seems impossible to 
put your finger on exactly what you are anxious or worried about. 
The worry seems to come in vague terms:  “What did they think 
of me?” “What if I  get in a muddle?” “Suppose something goes 
wrong?” “Something dreadful might happen.” The root of the 
problem in this case may be in underlying beliefs or meanings that 
are rather hard to put into words. Angela expressed her sense of 
vulnerability by saying that she was not sure she was “any good at 
managing by herself.” Deep down she believed that being bad at 
managing on her own meant that she would never be confident. 
Her sense of inadequacy made her feel especially at risk and vul-
nerable. In her case this was a longstanding attitude. She made the 
assumption, without even realizing it, that she would not be able 
to cope, accepting the anxiety and worry that ensued as familiar 
and inevitable. What she discovered, as she learned to deal with her 
anxiety and worry more effectively, was that her assumption had 
prevented her from building up self- reliance and from using the 
resources, which she certainly had, more effectively.

Living with uncertainty

Uncertainty about something important is a major cause of anxiety 
and worry. Many different situations create uncertainty: the threat 
of being fired, finding a lump in your groin, being told that someone 
close to you might have a serious illness, waiting for a mortgage to 
come through, selling your house, and so on. Uncertainty is espe-
cially difficult to handle when:

• The situation is uncontrollable
• You cannot predict what might happen
• You are faced with an insoluble problem.
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first, do what you can

Try not to let uncertainty paralyze you. If there is something you 
can usefully do, then do it. Once you have done what you can— for 
example, filling in the right forms, or talking to someone such as 
a friend or the doctor— then resist the temptation to continue 
searching for something else to do. Try to accept that you have done 
what you can, and start thinking about yourself and your reactions 
to uncertainty instead. Stop and think now: have you done what you 
usefully can?

then, deal with your reactions to uncertainty

Some common reactions include worry, anxiety, disturbed sleep, 
feeling agitated and preoccupied, difficulty concentrating, and 
seeking reassurance. Everyone reacts differently, so your reactions 
will depend both on you and on the sort of situation that you are 
uncertain about.

Recognize the uncertainty for what it is. Uncertainty can lead to 
an unpleasant and distressing feeling that can interfere with daily 
life. Try to separate the unpleasant feelings, which are not helpful, 
from the understanding of the situation that is uncertain and the 
difficulties that such uncertainty causes. The latter may well be 
worth thinking about.

Limit the problem. Find some certainties to hang on to. A rou-
tine of going to work, or eating meals in the usual way, can pro-
vide the building blocks of basic certainty. Or you may turn to your 
most reliable sources of support, such as music or your friends.

Normalize your life. So far as possible, keep doing the things 
that you usually do, in the way that you usually do them. This is 
especially important if you are preoccupied or distressed about 
somebody else. If you run out of clean clothes, for example, because 
you were too worried to notice the washing mounting up, you will 
feel worse.

Be kind to yourself. Treat yourself to something nice. Look after 
yourself well when you are going through a difficult time— just as 
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you would look after someone else (see also Chapter 14, “Treating 
yourself right”).

Do not withdraw from activities that you usually enjoy. Pleasures, 
relaxations, or recreations often feel like an effort when you are 
preoccupied with an uncertainty. You may feel too tired or too 
worried to bother. But withdrawing from activities you used to 
enjoy can leave you brooding, unproductively, on your worries. 
Enjoyable activities will provide useful distraction, even if you 
enjoy them less than you usually would.

Talk to someone else about the problem. Most people feel worse 
if they isolate themselves with a worry. Try to find the balance 
between retreating silently into yourself and repeatedly seeking 
reassurance or talking about nothing other than your problems. 
Allowing your feelings to show helps you, and others, to under-
stand them and to find ways of coping with them.

Do not cross too many bridges— keep the problem in perspective. It 
is only too easy to jump to the conclusion that the worst possible 
thing will happen. The more one thinks about the bad things that 
might happen, the more likely they seem, and the harder it is to see 
how to cope with them. So, recognize that the worst has not yet 
happened. You notice a lump in your breast, or your groin, and im-
mediately you imagine yourself dying from cancer. In your mind, 
you have crossed too many bridges. Most lumps are not cancer; 
many cancers are curable. Take problems one at a time and keep 
your mind focused on the present.

Turn your mind to  something else. Distraction is a very useful 
strategy, provided it is not the only one you use. If you always keep 
busy instead of facing your difficulties, you may find it hard to face 
them later. But if you have first considered carefully what construc-
tive steps you can take, it is then extremely helpful to give yourself 
something to do, especially if it prevents you turning the problem 
over and over in your mind.

Take the pressure off. Living with uncertainty is tiring. It can de-
plete your resources. So, this is not the time to take on an extra 
commitment, if you can help it. On the contrary, make sure that 
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you are eating well, getting as much sleep as you can, and exercising 
enough to keep up your strength and stamina (see also Chapter 12, 
“Keeping physically well”).

Ask:  “What good might come of  this in  the end?” Uncertainty is 
unsettling, but old patterns of living may have become stale or 
sterile. Being swept along with the current of life can help people 
to adapt in creative ways, to develop new skills, or to overcome old 
anxieties. It is not always a bad thing to have one’s foundations 
shaken up by uncertainties, even though the period of adjustment 
may be painful and difficult.

Turning to others for help

Other people can provide an enormously useful sounding board 
when you are feeling anxious or worried. They can ask the 
questions that help you work out what the worry is about, and 
they can keep you in touch with reality, so the fears do not get 
exaggerated. They can ask, just like Pooh, questions that challenge 
you to think about the situation from a different angle. Pooh’s 
questions, and his refusal to think about Piglet’s worry about a 
tree falling down, helped Piglet to think again for himself.

Asking for reassurance, however, can become a bad habit. It 
makes you feel better but the feeling does not last, and so the more 
you have the more you want. Reassurance becomes unhelpful when 
it subtracts from self- reliance. If you find yourself constantly or 
repeatedly asking for reassurance from others, use a “questioning 
strategy” instead:  Ask yourself the question you want to ask 
someone else, and then try to answer it yourself. Work out if there 
is a problem that you might be able to solve some other way. Angela 
wanted to ask Andrew (repeatedly): “Do you think I’m really ill?” 
“Am I  getting on your nerves?” You can imagine how he felt the 
third time she asked in one evening.

If someone is repeatedly asking you for reassurance, then take 
their fears and worries seriously: answer them once, and then ask 
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them to try to answer their own questions. Repeatedly reassuring 
someone is not helpful. Andrew repeatedly reassured Angela, 
both by his actions and his words, in an effort to help that proved 
to be counterproductive. He learned not to do this when Angela 
explained to him what else he could do instead.

Summary

There are two types of things not worth worrying about: those that 
you can do something about; and those that you can’t.

Worry makes you feel bad, but most of it is unnecessary. 
Worrying can be helpful if it prompts you to take action, so, first, 
work out what action you might take.

You can get rid of 90% of your worries by sifting out:

1. The unimportant
2. The unlikely
3. The unresolved.

More persistent worries can be dealt with by

1. Learning how to let them go.
2. Learning how to look them in the face.

Other people can give useful support but repeatedly asking for re-
assurance may keep the worries going.
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Overcoming fears and avoidance

Social anxiety and phobias

Fear, anxiety, and phobias

Anxiety is normal. Everybody feels anxious at times. We have 
evolved with systems to detect risk and threat so we can protect 
ourselves. This fight– flight– freeze mechanism is associated with 
the release of adrenaline into the body, causing physical sensations 
such as the heart racing, in order to prepare us to deal with all kinds 
of risks. However, sometimes this alarm system can go wrong or 
get stuck, causing an excessive degree of anxiety for the particular 
situation (see also Chapter 25, “Dealing with panic”). For example, 
public speaking or, say, spiders commonly cause some anxiety but 
in certain circumstances these fears can become so upsetting that 
they interfere with our lives. The most common types of fears are 
those related to social situations and specific “irrational” fears 
known technically as phobias.

Most of us at some time have concerns about how we are coming 
across to others, for example, when we meet new people or have to 
do some sort of performance, such as giving a talk. These social 
anxieties are often linked to experiences in childhood and adoles-
cence in particular, which is perhaps the peak time for us to be con-
cerned with how we appear to others. Occasionally a phobia may 
have its origin in some specific experience— a child bitten by a ter-
rier may grow up to be excessively wary of dogs— but often people 
who have a specific phobia cannot recall any event that accounts 
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for their degree of anxiety. Many people have a phobia of spiders 
even in countries such as Britain where no poisonous spiders exist. 
Perhaps this fear goes back to a time in our evolution when dan-
gerous spiders were common enough for those who feared them to 
survive better than those who did not.

None of this would matter if these fears did not interfere 
with the enjoyment of life. Ellie was frightened of being in small 
spaces, such as an elevator or a shower stall. She found it im-
possible to remain in a room without a window and felt panicky 
if unable to reach the door quickly, for example, if two or three 
people came into her kitchen and stood between her and the 
door. She was unable to go to the theater or the cinema, could 
not travel by bus or train, and had not been in an airplane since 
she was a child.

Suki was very anxious in many social situations, especially 
work meetings, being introduced to people she didn’t know, and 
talking to anyone she saw as a figure of authority. She became very 
self- conscious in these situations, feeling shaky and hot. She feared 
that others would see her blush and shake, think she was weak and 
stupid, and ignore her, thinking she was bad at her job. This was un-
derstandably affecting her work, and she was taking an increasing 
amount of time off sick.

Rob was terrified of dogs. He traveled everywhere by car, avoided 
walks in parks and in the country, and had given up playing soccer. 
He was convinced that dogs could sense his fear and would come 
for him even when they might leave others in peace.

Pauline hated supermarkets. Crowds of any kind made her 
break out in a sweat. Even going to her local corner store worried 
her, so she avoided doing any shopping at all. Gradually she became 
almost completely housebound.

Some of these fears are grounded in reality:  dogs can be dan-
gerous; people can be critical and judgmental, in the workplace and 
elsewhere. But all these people knew that their fear was excessive. 
They were embarrassed and felt stupid because their fear, and the 
way it interfered with their lives, was grossly in excess of any real 
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danger. The attitude of their families and friends did not always help 
either. Pauline’s husband was so considerate that he made it easy for 
her to place herself under house arrest by doing all the shopping. 
Ellie’s husband could not believe her fear was real, and either teased 
her about it or became irritated. Rob’s friends increasingly went 
their own way without him. Suki’s friends told her often that she 
never appeared that anxious, but she simply replied they hadn’t 
seen her at work.

Phobias and fears are the opposite of horror movies or suspense 
thrillers. The thriller frightens you, but deep down you know that 
you are safe. When the phobia frightens you, however irrational 
you know it is, deep down inside you feel unsafe.

the fear is real: the danger is not

The fear felt by Ellie, Suki, Rob, and Pauline was real. It was as dis-
tressing and frightening as true danger. It affected their feelings, 
thoughts, behavior, and physical reactions just as any other fear 
would. When Rob saw a dog, he would feel afraid and his heart would 
pound against his chest. His mind would be filled with worrying 
thoughts— for example, that the dog would suddenly break from 
its leash and go straight for his throat. He would walk rapidly away, 
down a side road if necessary, to get as far away from the dog as 
possible. When Suki went to work she was already dreading it and 
fearing that others would see how anxious she was. She avoided 
meetings when she could, and certainly never spoke up in them 
unless she absolutely had to.

Dogs are not that dangerous. What Rob needs to take seriously 
is the fear, not the dogs. It would be better, instead of berating him-
self and feeling ashamed, for Rob to accept that this is fear, and that 
overcoming it requires strategic planning. Similarly, for Suki, her 
workplace and work colleagues were generally kind and supportive, 
although in regular appraisals everyone was given feedback on 
their performance and some, including her, were also given ad-
vice for improvements. Suki needed to examine to what degree her 
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fears were well founded, and to think about how she might over-
come them and the avoidance that was driven by them.

Anyone trying to overcome fear is doing something coura-
geous. It is just as terrifying as it would be for most of us if we were 
asked to walk along a tightrope strung high up in a circus tent. The 
difference between facing phobias and social anxiety on the one 
hand, and walking the tightrope, lies not in the amount of fear, but 
in the amount of danger. See Box 24.1 for types of fears that people 
may have.

BOX 24.1 Examples of types of fears

Social fears

Meeting new people, socializing, being in groups of people.
Doing things in front of others like writing, speaking, eating 

or using a telephone.

Fears of insects or animals

Spiders, snakes, mice, birds, moths, dogs.

Fears of being away from a safe place

Driving, leaving the house or going out alone, going to crowded 
stores, or to open areas (supermarkets), traveling by bus, car, 
airplane, subway or train.

Fears of being trapped or confined

Meetings, cinemas, or theatres; escalators, elevators, showers.

Fears of natural phenomena

Thunder, lightning, or storms; water, heights, darkness.

Fears of illness or injury

Seeing blood, needles, vomiting, hospitals.
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What keeps anxiety going?

Anxiety and fear usually die away of their own accord, as if they 
had a natural life span. When they do not die away, it is because 
a number of vicious cycles keep them going. One of the most im-
portant of these vicious cycles develops out of our natural reaction 
to fear:  the wish to keep safe. We use precautions and do things 
in order to “save ourselves.” These are often referred to as “safety- 
seeking behaviors” as they are things we do in order to try to keep 
safe, or things that we perceive may help to protect us. They are log-
ically linked to the fears that we have. Below are some of the vicious 
cycles that kept the problems going for Rob and Suki:

rob’s vicious cycles

1. Rob thought constantly about how to keep himself safe. In an 
attempt to keep his fear of dogs at bay, whenever he went out 
he took a stick with him. He also avoided walking near parks 
and going to other people’s homes in case they had dogs. He 
constantly kept an eye out for signs of dogs, and would ask a 
friend to go with him whenever possible. He thought of each 
successful expedition as a near miss or a lucky escape from 
possible danger: as proof that his precautions had kept him 
safe. These safety behaviors made him feel better, so he came 
to rely on them and felt increasingly nervous without them. 
Eventually it became second nature to him to do something 
to keep himself safe, and harder and harder to venture out 
without some form of protection.

2. When Rob succeeded in avoiding a dog he experienced an im-
mediate sense of relief. Whenever he arrived home safely his 
fear vanished. He learned he could stop the fear by restricting 
his activities, but his avoidance spread from one thing to an-
other and his fear increased in step with his avoidance.

3. As his activities became increasingly restricted, Rob felt more 
and more embarrassed about his difficulties and ashamed 
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of being so fearful and “cowardly.” His confidence began to 
dwindle, and the less confident he felt, the more susceptible he 
was to his fears, and so on, around and around (Figure 24.1).

Rob’s first circle:

Rob’s second circle:

Fear

More fear

Avoidance

Successful avoidance

More avoidance

Increased fear

Activities restricted

Loss of confidence,
embarrassment

Thought: ‘I must keep
away from dogs.’

Sense of relief

Rob’s third circle:

FIGUR E 24 .1

Rob’s vicious cycles.

suki’s vicious cycles

1. In Suki’s feared social situations, she felt that she was 
blushing and shaking, and appeared weak and stupid to 
others. She tried to hide any blushes by wearing makeup and 
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high- necked tops. This made her neck feel hotter, where she 
feared her blush would show, and gave her the sense that 
she was getting even redder. So, her precaution was making 
things worse.

2. In social situations, Suki monitored how she was coming 
across, noticing whether she was hot and whether she was 
being stupid. Checking herself made her more self- conscious 
and then she had an image of herself looking red in the face 
and neck. This image made her feel that it was even more 
likely that people would notice her anxiety.

3. Suki started to avoid meetings at work, and even had time off 
sick due to her anxiety. By avoiding these situations she never 
learned that her fears did not come true, and she continued to 
be concerned that they would (Figure 24.2).

Rob and Suki’s reactions to their fear created vicious cycles that 
kept their anxiety going. Safety- seeking behaviors work in the 
short run because they make you feel safer. Then it can be tempting 
to think (even if you have never put it into words) that you have to 
do these things in order to stop your worst fears from happening. 
Because you do them you never discover that they may not be 
necessary— that even if you didn’t try to “save yourself” you would 
still be OK (see also Chapter 25, “Dealing with panic”). In the long 
run, the safety- seeking behaviors also undermine your confidence.

Overcoming the fear: investigating the facts

Fear fills the mind with horrors. Rob was convinced that if dogs 
“smelled his fear” they would set upon him, and the dire predictions 
he made increased his fear. In addition to the strategic plan for 
changing behaviors, he was helped by investigating the facts (see 
also Chapter  7, “Finding new perspectives”). Rob asked himself 
questions about reality (see Box 7.5) in order to find out more facts 
about dogs and the ways in which they behave.

 



Fear will blush

Wear make-
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necked shirt, 
drink water

More self
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Image of 
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face
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Suki's first circle:

Suki's second circle:

Suki's third circle:

FIGUR E 24 . 2

 Suki’s vicious cycles.
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Rob started doing some research, looking for evidence for and 
against his belief that dogs spontaneously attack people, and he 
made a big effort to keep closely in touch with reality. He read 
about pit bull terriers, and occasions when someone had been badly 
bitten. He knew that police dogs can be trained to attack and that 
postmen sometimes feel as if they are in extreme danger when they 
open the garden gate and walk up to the front door. But he also 
found out that these were rare or special situations. Most dogs kept 
as pets are either kept under reasonable control or are harmless. The 
probability that he would be bitten was far lower than his fears had 
led him to believe. To check this out he asked a number of friends 
whether they had ever been bitten, and he was also interested in 
whether any of these friends were fearful of dogs. He wanted to 
find out whether dogs really do bite people who are frightened of 
them. Only very few of his friends had ever been bitten, and no-
body he knew had been spontaneously set upon or mauled, not 
even those who were themselves nervous of dogs. Those few who 
had been bitten had received no more than nips when playing with 
a dog or tripping over one. Rob thought he was unlikely to be in-
volved in either of these situations against his will.

Rob had been doing what many people with phobias do: 
overestimating the likelihood that his fears would be realized, and 
overestimating how bad it would be if they were. At the same time, he 
underestimated his ability to cope, to take action to improve the sit-
uation, and get rid of the phobia. Re- examining his predictions and 
investigating the facts brought him back in touch with reality, and 
helped him feel more confident. Box 24.2 provides useful questions 
for doing this.

Overcoming the fear: testing predictions

Strategic planning is needed to break the vicious cycles that keep 
the problem going, and to help you to learn, in a way that you find 
convincing, that there is no real need to be fearful. Then the fear 
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will die away of its own accord. The four steps are summarized in 
Box 24.3 and discussed in detail below.

If possible, nip a phobia in the bud and take action as soon as you 
notice that a fear is creeping up on you. Acting early can prevent you 
developing the self- protective habits that keep the fear going. But 
using the experimental approach, and turning yourself into a “scien-
tific” observer of what really happens by using the four- step strategy 
(Box 24.3), can help you to overcome fears even when they are well 
entrenched and you feel stuck. Using the four separate steps helps 
you to make plans that you will find manageable. You may have to 
work hard to face your fears and you may have to do things that feel 
dangerous, but this does not mean that that they are dangerous nor 
that you will have to suffer intensely while you do them. The prepara-
tion (steps 1 and 2) lays the groundwork for venturing into the world 
of changing your behavior, and if you spend time on the preparation, 
and do it carefully, then starting to change can be more like exploring 
a new way of approaching the world than entering the lion’s den.

BOX 24.2 Investigating the facts about fears

• Am I overestimating how likely it is that something bad is 
going to happen?

• How often has this actually happened to me before?
• How often does it actually happen to others?
• Am I judging things on how I feel rather than the facts?
• Am I overestimating how bad it would be if something bad 

did happen?
• What’s the worst I think will happen?
• Am I underestimating how well I would cope with the situation?
• How have I coped before in similar situations?
• How have I coped in other difficult circumstances?
• Am I underestimating how much help others might give me?
• How have others reacted before?
• Has anyone helped me at all?
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step 1: work out what precautions you take to  
“save yourself”

Seeking to “save yourself” or protect yourself is a natural reaction 
to fear, and it is tempting because in the short run you think you 
have prevented something bad from happening and it makes you 
feel more confident and less fearful. However, if you always protect 
yourself you can never discover that these precautions were not 
necessary. There are two ways of trying to protect yourself: doing 
something to save yourself (i.e., using a safety- seeking behavior) and 
not doing something for fear of what might happen if you did (i.e., 
avoidance). Both of these ways of protecting yourself keep the fear 

BOX 24.3 A four- step strategy for overcoming fears

1. What precautions do you take to “save yourself”?

Make a list of your “safety- seeking behaviors.” Include both the 
things that you do to keep yourself safe, and the ways in which 
you try to avoid the things that frighten you.

2. Make a prediction

Ask yourself: what would happen if I did nothing to keep my-
self safe? What’s the worst that could happen? If I went ahead 
without my safety- behaviors? If I faced something that I fear 
instead of avoiding it?

3. Test the prediction— carry out an “experiment”

Decide what you will do to test your prediction, then go ahead 
and do it.

4. Think carefully about what happened

Was your prediction right? Or partly right? Or was it wrong? 
Think about what you have found out from your experiment 
and about what that means.
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going, so it is important to stop both of them to overcome your 
fears. This means finding out exactly what they are and noticing 
when you use them.

Some safety- seeking behaviors (often known simply as safety 
behaviors) are easy to identify: things like asking someone to come 
with you when you feel nervous. Others may be so habitual that you 
no longer notice them, like taking a set of emergency phone num-
bers with you when you go out, or not saying very much about your-
self in a social situation. When identifying your safety behaviors 
give yourself a prompt by thinking about a recent situation that 
you found difficult, and ask yourself the following questions:

1. What did you do to prevent bad things happening?
2. How did you try to protect yourself from the things that 

you fear?
3. What is the first thing that you do when you feel anxious, or 

before you do something that you find scary?

Write down all the safety behaviors you can think of, and keep 
adding to the list as you become more aware of what you do. Here 
are some examples to help you tune in to what we mean by safety 
behaviors.

Putting things off. Rob put off making plans for his summer va-
cation. Somehow he always seemed too busy to think about it. He 
did not want to admit how much his fear of dogs was interfering 
with his life.

Making sure that safety is close at hand. Ellie knew that she was 
perfectly safe in her own home, but nevertheless only took a shower 
when her husband was at home.

“Hiding.” Suki tried to stop herself from blushing by sipping 
water to keep cool, and to hide any redness by wearing makeup and 
high- necked tops. She didn’t want anyone to know that she was 
feeling anxious, or what was happening to her.

Keeping busy so you do not have to think about the problem. Pauline 
busied herself with housework, cooking, and knitting for all the 
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family. She invited friends and neighbors in so often that she had 
no time to go out.

Using others to hide behind, or using them as a prop. Pauline relied 
on other people to do things that made her feel nervous and Ellie 
arranged to have a “safe” person nearby if ever she did something 
“risky.”

Creating your own props. Pauline bought herself a shopping 
basket on wheels to give her something to lean on if she felt shaky, 
and Rob went everywhere in his car.

Some of these safety behaviors, such as Pauline’s dependence 
on a shopping cart, feel like good ways of coping with the anxiety, 
and indeed they might make it possible to do something that would 
otherwise be too difficult. Using a temporary prop or support 
system can help you to start making changes. But once they be-
come habits, they can also contribute to the vicious cycles that keep 
the fears going.

Avoidance. Simple avoidance is the obvious kind:  avoiding 
crowded places, or meeting new people, or cliff- top walks, or 
places where you think you could come into contact with moths, 
birds, or dogs. There is no doubt what you are avoiding, and it is 
relatively easy to ensure that you will not come across the situa-
tion unawares.

More subtle kinds of avoidance are easier to miss. Suki avoided 
saying anything in meetings, when she didn’t avoid them alto-
gether, and if she did speak she asked questions rather than giving 
her opinion. Pauline avoided thinking about her phobia. Instead she 
turned her mind to other things and kept herself busy. Rob avoided 
thinking ahead, and making plans for his future. Ellie avoided 
quiet and silent places, and this made her feel doubly protected as 
keeping talking was one of her safety behaviors.

Avoidance and safety behaviors are closely linked, and the links 
between them strengthen the sense that it would be risky to do 
things differently. For example, Pauline developed a weekly routine to 
make her feel safe, and she avoided changing it in case that triggered 
her fears again. These behaviors make it hard to discover that the 
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dangers and threats from which you are trying to protect yourself are 
exaggerated, and hardly ever happen in the way you predict— or fear. 
In order to learn that your worst fears are just horrible feelings that 
are not based on reality you will have to face your fears, and drop the 
safety behaviors. But first it is important to think about what you ex-
pect to happen when you start to do this— about your predictions.

step 2: make a prediction

There would be no need to think about how to protect yourself if 
you did not think you were at risk in some way. Making a prediction 
helps you to work out what you fear would happen if you stopped 
protecting or saving yourself. It is important to remember that each 
person is different and only you know what is in your mind, and it 
is highly likely that what is in your mind gives you “good reason” to 
feel afraid. If you think that dogs will go for the jugular, or that your 
anxiety will be visible and your colleagues will notice and be critical, 
or that you will collapse when out on your own, or that you could 
become so anxious that you would lose control of your bladder, then 
it is only sensible to try to protect yourself. The predictions logically 
lead to the specific safety- seeking behaviors. That does not make 
the predictions correct, which is why it is important to test them 
out. In order to test them out, first think about your own personal 
fears and expectations, and turn them into predictions.

It is best to start from a specific frightening situation. Think 
about a recent situation that made you feel bad, or think about 
something that might happen quite soon, and then ask yourself 
what you fear might happen to you. There are many questions you 
could ask yourself at this stage, for example: What am I predicting 
will happen? What might go wrong for me? What would happen if 
I went ahead without trying to keep safe? Or if I faced the fear instead of 
avoiding it? But the most important, key question is this one:

What is the worst thing that could happen to me in 
this situation?
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Let yourself “look into the abyss.” Put into words the catastrophe 
that you fear, even if while doing so you realize that it is unlikely 
to happen. Sometimes your worst fear is almost too frightening to 
think about, and putting it into words brings intense feelings of 
fear— or of embarrassment— with it. Sometimes it seems not too 
bad when it is brought out into the open, and sometimes it sounds 
quite absurd— so extreme that you can immediately see that it is 
not likely to be correct. Other predictions have more reality behind 
them: people may be criticized, or bitten by a dog, or have accidents 
of one kind or another, but these events are relatively rare.

There are two main sources of the fears that lie behind the 
predictions:  threats and rescue factors. First, there are threats and 
dangers linked to the phobia, such as Rob’s fear that he would be 
attacked and badly bitten, or Suki’s fear that others would notice her 
anxiety. Second there are fears about not being able to cope— or not 
being able to cope on your own, without help. Ellie feared that she would 
become uncontrollably frightened, and start crying or screaming if she 
felt trapped, and that she would not be able to make contact with an-
yone who would be able to support her. Her worst fear was even more 
extreme: that the anxiety would be so overwhelming and uncontrol-
lable that she would “crack” and go mad. To her this meant that she 
would never be able to cope again as an independent adult and would 
have to be looked after in a hospital for the rest of her life.

step 3: carry out an experiment

This step is usually the hardest. The idea is to change your behavior: to 
do something different, or to do something in a different way, so as 
to test your prediction. Plan your experiment carefully. The aim is to 
face a feared situation without saving or protecting yourself, to drop 
your armor and see if the disaster you fear comes to pass.

Suki decided to speak up at a meeting, without drinking water 
or wearing as much makeup as usual. Rather than monitoring her-
self and how she was coming across, she tried to focus on what she 
was saying and any questions or comments she received. Of course, 
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this made her anxious— but that was really the point— to see if her 
worst fears when anxious in fact turned out to come true.

Rob decided to walk past the park on his own, without rushing 
and without carrying a stick. He predicted that any dogs he saw 
would attempt to bite him. He predicted that the owners of dogs 
on leashes would have difficulty restraining them and that if a dog 
were not on a leash it would come for him as soon as it saw him.

By definition, a phobia is an exaggerated fear, and the predictions 
reflect this exaggeration. But it may not feel like an exaggeration 
before doing the experiment. In his heart of hearts Rob knew that 
other people walked by the park without being bitten or chased. 
He knew that he was suffering from a phobia. But until he started 
experimenting he still felt as if his predictions were true. Once he 
found the courage to carry out his experiment, and to pay careful 
attention to what happened, his phobia started to decrease. His 
worst moment, and this is often true for people working to over-
come their phobias, came shortly before he did his first experiment.

Ellie’s first experiment was a little different. When she was not 
afraid she knew perfectly well that her anxiety would not drive 
her “to breaking point.” She only believed this prediction when she 
felt trapped and the fear had begun to grow. So she knew that she 
would have to make herself feel the fear in order to test the predic-
tion. She decided to shut herself in the cupboard under the stairs 
and to stay there for 2 minutes when her husband was at home. He 
agreed to be the time- keeper.

step 4: think carefully about what happened

Having carried out the experiment, think about exactly what 
happened, and about what that tells you about your prediction. 
Make sure you stick to the facts rather than jumping to conclusions.

Suki noticed that even though she felt hot and shaky, no one 
stared at her with a horrified look on their face. They did talk to 
each other and look at her, but she realized that that is pretty usual 
in meetings. Certainly, how it had felt to her beforehand didn’t 
match reality as she observed it.
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When Rob walked past the park he saw quite a few dogs, one of 
which was bounding around everywhere. His heart leapt into his 
mouth, but he kept walking and he kept watching. The dog appeared 
not to notice him. At home again he thought carefully about what 
this meant. Clearly the dog had seen him, but had not rushed up to 
attack. He had not seen any dogs on leashes, so he would need to go 
out again to test the prediction that their owners would have diffi-
culty restraining them if they tried to attack him. He realized that 
he had missed testing one of his predictions: that dogs could sense 
his fear of them, and so they would recognize his weakness and take 
advantage of it. They would bite him even if they did not bite others. 
So Rob had more experiments to do.

Ellie stayed in the cupboard for 2 minutes and then her husband 
opened the door. She had felt terrified as soon as the cupboard door 
was shut. Her anxiety increased rapidly, she felt hot and sweaty, and 
her heart was pounding in her chest. She paid close attention to her 
symptoms, watching for signs that she was losing control. But she 
did not call out, or scream, or lose control in any way. Talking about 
the experiment immediately afterwards she realized that she had 
been able to notice her symptoms and to describe them well. She 
noticed that they rapidly declined when the door was opened. Her 
belief in the destructive powers of high anxiety was greatly reduced. 
She was able from then on to take a shower whenever she wished, 
but had to plan more experiments before she felt ready to use an 
elevator or go traveling.

Answers to some questions about  
doing experiments

What if all the experiments I can think of seem too 
hard to do?

If the experiments seem too hard, think about how to introduce 
something into the experiment that would make it easier, like asking 
someone to accompany you the first time you try. This is rather like 
using a safety behavior, but a safety behavior that provides a step on 
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the road to recovery. As long as you do not make a habit of it, and give 
the safety behavior up as soon as possible, it can help you to make 
progress. Rob found a friend to run with, and together they took more 
adventurous routes than he had been able to manage on his own. He 
carried a stout stick with him the first time he tested his prediction 
that dogs would sense his fear and attack him. Carrying the stick 
enabled him to stay out in the park for much longer than he would 
have been able to do without it, and it helped him to hold his ground 
when a dog ran towards him— and then past him. His experiments 
convinced him that dogs were no more interested in him than in other 
people, and the new conviction enabled him to leave the stick behind.

The first time Suki tried to test her fears about blushing, she 
still wore a high- necked shirt, even though she wore less makeup. 
She moved on to testing her predictions further by wearing a lower 
necked top and “next to no” makeup— at least not makeup specifi-
cally to hide any feared blushes.

Pauline’s anxiety in the supermarket never seemed to be far 
below the surface. She had struggled at first to find the courage to 
test any of her predictions, and found that if she did each new thing 
with a companion first this helped her to do the same thing on her 
own later on.

The first time Ellie went on a train, predicting that her anxiety 
would shoot up when the train started, she listened to music and 
took a newspaper with her. After an anxious start she began to 
settle down. Then she turned the music off, put the earphones away, 
and dared herself to look around to take in her surroundings. She 
was trying to make sure that she was avoiding nothing, and that 
she was not using any safety behaviors. She wanted to realize fully 
where she was and what she was doing. The more interested she be-
came, the better she felt.

should I start with easy things and work up   
to harder ones?

When you face your fears by doing experiments it is not usually nec-
essary to work slowly through numerous practice steps before you 
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start to feel better. The experiments help you to find out whether 
your ideas about the thing that you fear were right. You may have to 
do quite a few experiments to be sure of your conclusions, and for 
the real meaning of them to sink in so that you no longer feel as if 
you are in danger. It is also useful to think carefully about what you 
have done, as this often suggests other predictions to test.

supposing I do many experiments but still  
feel anxious?

One common reason for continuing to feel anxious is that you are 
holding back in some way, or still using safety behaviors, possibly in 
such a subtle way that you are hardly aware of doing so. Could you 
still be protecting yourself in some way? Examples of safety behaviors 
that are easily missed include not giving the “dangerous” situation 
your full attention, or seeking reassurance from others, or watching 
other people to see how they react, and taking your cue from them.

There is good evidence that the steps laid out above are effective 
in helping people to overcome their fears and avoidance. Recent 
work in this area has highlighted a variety of ways that can help 
to make this basic approach as effective as possible. In Box 24.4 we 
highlight some of these.

The course of progress

People make progress at different rates, so it is not possible to pro-
vide a general guide to how long it should take. Ellie improved fast, 
and quickly felt comfortable in situations that had previously been 
problematic such as taking a shower, when other people crowded into 
her kitchen, and when traveling locally. Suki made some immediate 
improvement when she noticed her worst fears didn’t match reality, 
and that paying attention to others helped. It took a few months be-
fore she was able to test things out across a wide range of situations, 
as some types of work meetings only occurred infrequently. It was a 
month before Rob noticed that he felt more confident and another 
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couple of months before he was able to take a friend’s dog for a walk. 
Pauline spent about 3 weeks testing out her ideas about shopping 
on her own, while her husband waited nearby, before she felt able to 
do some local shopping entirely alone. She then went on to make a 
new set of predictions to test in supermarkets.

It does not matter how slowly you go. As long as you keep working 
at it you will keep progressing. As with most things, the more time you 
can devote to working at it the faster you will improve, and leaving 

BOX 24.4 How to make the most of facing your fears

• Think carefully beforehand about the evidence for your fears. 
If it’s not your first test, remind yourself of what you have al-
ready learned from other tests.

• Be clear about what you expect— specify the prediction as 
much as you can.

• Remind yourself you are feeling anxious— this helps you re-
alize that your predictions are fears rather than reality.

• Do lots of tests in different situations— use lots of different 
dogs, or lots of different social situations; do them both with 
help from others, and without help from others.

• Vary how difficult the tests are— don’t simply go up a small 
step at a time. It can be useful to sometimes take more diffi-
cult steps and sometimes easier ones. For example, do some-
thing hard, then moderate, then very hard, and so on.

• Don’t use precautions or safety behaviors— as far as you 
possibly can.

• Do a number of tests in quick succession at first and then 
increase the time between them— for example, a few on the 
first day and then later leave a few days between tests.

• Do tests in different physical and emotional states— do them 
on good days, bad days, when feeling “up for it,” when feeling 
tired, and so on.
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long gaps between experiments can allow the fear to creep back again, 
which can feel discouraging and make it hard to keep trying.

setbacks are part of progress.

Everybody has good days and bad days. This means that sometimes 
it is hard to do today what you could easily do yesterday. Your confi-
dence is bound to fluctuate, so apparent setbacks are normal. They 
are disappointing and frustrating, but they are not a sign of failure. 
So try not to be discouraged by them, and think perhaps of making 
fewer demands on yourself when you are not feeling your best, and 
more when you feel better.

developing an “ever- ready” attitude

The unwritten message you give yourself when you seek out safety, 
whether you do this in an obvious or in a subtle way, is “this is dan-
gerous.” Your attitude builds up an expectation that cannot easily 
be disconfirmed because your safety behaviors and avoidance pre-
vent you from finding out that it is not really dangerous. Adopting 
an “ever- ready” attitude breaks this cycle by helping you to face 
your fears without bothering to protect yourself from imagined 
dangers. A key message is: “When you feel like avoiding something, 
try to work out how you can approach it instead.” Instead of saying 
to yourself: “I can’t,” ask yourself: “How could I  .  .  . ?” This is the 
attitude which helps you to nip fears in the bud, and to start the 
strategic planning that will make you feel better.

Adapting the strategies to different types 
of fears

fears that make it hard to practice

It is difficult to find practical ways of facing fears of flying, snakes, 
or thunderstorms on a regular daily basis. But you can practice in 
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your imagination instead of in reality, and this is known to be re-
markably effective. Make your strategic plan for action in exactly 
the same way as we have described earlier in this chapter: try to find 
a peaceful and relaxing place to practice, then imagine yourself in 
the situation that you fear, providing all the realistic detail you can 
muster to make yourself feel fearful. Use this exercise to identify 
the ways in which you protect yourself: your safety behaviors and 
avoidance. Make your prediction about what would happen if you 
did not protect yourself, and allow yourself to “look into the abyss.” 
Then imagine yourself back in the situation “wearing the hat” of 
an experimenter or explorer:  facing all the fears and difficulties 
without seeking to protect yourself in any way.

social fears

One of the most common phobias is social phobia, also called social 
anxiety disorder, like Suki in the earlier examples. Social phobia is 
a fear of situations involving contact with other people in which 
you fear that you will do something embarrassing, or even humili-
ating. People with social phobia tend to think that others are always 
judging, or criticizing them. They fear being rejected, and tend to 
think of themselves as less acceptable than others. The situations 
that trigger their fears include meeting new people, going to a 
meeting at work, or to a pub or social event, and speaking in front 
of a group of people. Since you cannot control what other people do, 
and can only guess at what they are thinking (most of the time), it 
can be difficult to plan strategies for action.

Social phobia makes people self- conscious, and self- consciousness 
interferes with social interactions as it fills your mind with the sense 
that you are not doing things right. It makes you painfully aware of 
all your personal signs and symptoms of anxiety (such as blushing, 
or stumbling over your words), and of the ways in which you assume 
others are judging you (“they think I’m stupid”; “they don’t like me”). 
So first it is important to become less self- aware, and to focus your 
attention outside yourself: onto other people or onto what they are 
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saying or doing, otherwise you remain at the mercy of your own 
imagination— which easily conjures up all the horrors you most fear. 
Attention always wanders, so just re- direct it outwards again if the 
self- awareness creeps back in (see Box 24.5).

BOX 24.5 Attention training

Our attention moves around regularly from thoughts in our 
head, to what is going on around us, to what we are feeling 
physically and emotionally. The aim of attention training is to 
become better at shifting your focus of attention so that you 
can reduce the self- focused attention that goes with feeling 
self- conscious. First you need to notice when you are self- 
focused (when you are becoming more self- aware and self- 
conscious) and then become better at turning your attention 
back out there, into the world and the matter in hand.

The exercises are best practiced for a few minutes at a time 
only, for a few times a day, and in different places. It is like 
building up your “attention muscles and skills”— the more you 
practice, the easier it will become. You don’t necessarily have to 
do all of the exercises, nor in the order they are listed. These are 
options for how to practice:
• Close your eyes at home and tune in to all the sounds around 

you:  those inside your home, and those outside. It may in-
clude the faint hum of electrical goods such as a computer, 
or fridge, and any traffic or birdsong outside. As you listen 
out you may find that gradually more sounds come into your 
awareness. Notice each one in turn, and move your attention 
from one to the other.

• Sitting at home, or elsewhere, look around and notice the 
different patterns of light and shade around the room. Notice 
reflections on various surfaces from the window or lights. 
Notice the shadows and gradations from light to dark. Notice 
them in turn and move your attention from one to the other.



4 8 4  | Pa r t  I I I :  Ov e r cO m I n g  d I f f I c u lt I e s

Second, social phobia goes with numerous ways of trying to 
protect yourself, such as keeping quiet, not letting people get to 
know you, avoiding eye contact and so on. As we know, safety 
behaviors will keep the problem going, and they can be changed 

• Look around for anything that is the color red, or reddish 
in color.

• Look at your surroundings and consider how things would 
feel physically if you were to touch them. Would they be soft 
or hard? What sensations would you expect?

• When you have practiced these exercises at home, you can 
then practice them outside the home, for example, when you 
are walking down the street or on public transport.

• Don’t worry if you find your attention coming back onto your-
self as you do these exercises. That’s normal. See it as just an-
other opportunity to practice switching your attention “back 
out there,” externally, into the world.

Once you have become familiar with these exercises in 
situations that aren’t social you can then try to use your de-
veloping attention skills in social situations too. When talking 
with someone, rather than focusing on the sounds around 
you or patterns of shade, focus on the conversation you are 
having. The aim is to increasingly be able to focus on the matter 
in hand— to be fully in the moment of what it is that you are 
meant to be doing, rather than focusing on yourself. This is 
likely to be difficult at first but becomes easier with practice. 
Don’t worry, though, if your attention comes back on to your-
self at times— this is normal for us all.

By focusing on what is going on “out there” you will be-
come less self- conscious. It will also allow you to better find out 
whether your feared predictions about how other people are 
reacting with you come true or not.
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using the four- step strategic plan for action (see “Overcoming the 
fear: testing predictions,” earlier in this chapter).

Third, the thoughts about being continually evaluated and 
judged by others can be examined and tested using the methods of 
cognitive therapy (see also Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”; 
and Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem and self- confidence”).

Since a key feature of social anxiety is “self- focused attention,” 
skills in switching attention can help. Modern cognitive behavior 
therapy for social anxiety, as developed by the psychologists David 
Clark and Adrian Wells, includes “attention training” as one part of 
treatment. Box 24.5 outlines the steps.

There is some similarity between this attention training and the 
mindfulness- based exercises in Chapter 3 (“The value and practice of 
acceptance”), and Chapter 4 (“The value and practice of kindness”).

fears that induce fainting

Some people faint at the sight of blood, or when faced with things 
associated with illness or injury. Fainting goes with a sudden drop in 
blood pressure, and this can be prevented by learning the method of 
“applied tension”: tensing up your muscles instead of trying to relax. 
We recommend that you practice doing this at home first. Applied 
tension involves tightening all the major muscles in your arms, legs, 
and torso at once, and holding this tension for about 5 seconds. 
Then, let it go briefly before tensing up again. Practice doing this for 
10 minutes twice a day, in a place where you feel comfortable (e.g., 
at home) before applying it in situations you find difficult. Learn 
to apply the tension sitting down first, and then try it standing up. 
When you can do this, use the method whenever you face a situa-
tion that is difficult for you, for example, if you have to have an in-
jection, or have a blood sample taken— or even looking at pictures 
of such things. Many people who have practiced this method are 
able to become regular blood donors, and this commitment seems 
to help them maintain their new- found confidence.
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Helping someone else to overcome 
their fears

It can be enormously helpful in overcoming a phobia to have the 
support of someone else: a partner, friend, or relative. If someone 
seeks your help in overcoming a phobia we suggest that both of you 
read the whole of this chapter. If you are helping your child over-
come fears then the principles laid out here still apply, and there 
are some suggestions for further reading at the end of the chapter.

the fear is real

Sometimes other people’s fears and phobias may seem ridiculous, 
and be difficult to sympathize with. Or they can seem to be trivial 
matters that should be easy to change. But they look and feel 
different from the inside. To help others it is important to realize 
that the fear is real, even though the danger is not.

One summer, many years ago, Josh was on vacation with two 
friends. They had lunch under the shade of a large umbrella in the 
garden of a pub on the English coast. It was not long before a wasp 
came to investigate their food. It flew away, but a few minutes later 
there were half a dozen wasps sipping their beer and munching 
from their plates. Josh had never worried much about wasps, but 
his two friends were in a great state of anxiety. They thrashed use-
lessly in the air in an attempt to chase the wasps away. Josh laughed 
at these vain attempts and at their fear, bathed in the smugness 
of his own indifference. After this lunch, the three friends con-
tinued their walk along the cliff. The path became narrower and 
narrower, and the cliff edge steeper and steeper. Although indif-
ferent to wasps, Josh had a definite fear of heights. He came to a 
part of the path where he simply froze: ahead the path came close 
to a steep drop straight down to the sea, and as his courage evap-
orated, he could not face returning along the vertiginous path he 
had been walking along with increasing difficulty. His companions 
did not laugh at him. They saw how fearful he really was, and they 
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helped him along until he came to a part of the path where he felt 
safe. For them the fear of the wasps around their food was like the 
fear of the steep cliff for Josh; he never laughed at their fear of 
wasps again.

give support, but avoid becoming overprotective

The first way in which you can help people suffering from fears or 
phobias is to give them your support; to show that you accept their 
fear and that you want to help them to overcome it. They are going 
to need courage, and you can help to give them this courage, but 
you should not protect them from facing their difficulties. Such 
protection is “overprotection” because it will prevent them from 
doing the things that they need to do in order to discover that 
there is no need to be afraid. This is what Pauline’s husband did. He 
overprotected Pauline by doing all the shopping so that, until he 
understood better how to help her, she never had to leave the house 
without him, and consequently never faced her fear.

clarify what role you are going to take

If you want to help, then talk this over with the person who has 
the fear, and ask them what they would like from you. Their efforts 
will be more successful if they feel in charge of the work they are 
doing. They will need encouragement and support, and they may 
need a good listener, but it would probably be sensible not to offer 
advice unless you are asked for it. If you allow yourself to be guided 
by them it is less likely that adopting the helping role will cause 
friction between you.

Help to plan tests of predictions

A further way in which you may be able to help is in planning tests of 
predictions. Some people are embarrassed to talk about the ways in 
which they protect themselves, and also about the predictions they 
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make about what would happen if they gave up doing so. You can 
help them by being accepting and understanding. Often it is hard to 
think of experiments, and two heads may well be better than one. 
When it comes to thinking carefully about what actually happened 
during an experiment then you can help by asking questions about 
what they noticed, and also by thinking about what this really 
means. Does it mean (as the person with the fear often supposes 
when things go well for them) that they have just had a lucky escape, 
or does it mean that the situation was not as dangerous as they 
thought? Again, two heads may be better than one, but remember 
that different people are convinced by different things. If someone 
remains fearful even when you are sure they need not be, then it 
is probably because they are still thinking that there is a risk from 
which they would only be sensible to protect themselves. You may 
be able to help here by encouraging them to investigate the facts 
further, or by helping with the investigation yourself. You can also 
be someone to whom to report. Then your job might be to receive 
the progress report while understanding just how much courage is 
involved in attempting to face things that provoke fear.

Helping someone else overcome their fear involves committing 
yourself without knowing how big that commitment might be. But 
some help can be better than none at all. Be careful not to commit 
yourself to more than you have time for.

Help to plan rewards

Finally you can help to plan rewards. People with fears and phobias 
often feel that they should not have them in the first place, and so 
they do not feel that they deserve to reward themselves for making 
progress. This is quite wrong. They need a great deal of courage to 
tackle their fear, and finding that courage can be exhausting. Each 
step on the way is an achievement and marking these achievements 
with a reward provides the kind of encouragement that helps people 
to keep working at it (see Chapter 14, “Treating yourself right”).
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Summary

Fears and phobias can interfere seriously with life. The fear is real; 
the danger is imaginary or exaggerated. When people have such 
fears they:

• Overestimate how likely bad things are to happen.
• Overestimate how bad the events would be if they did happen.
• Underestimate their ability to cope.
• Underestimate the help from others.

Overcome phobias using the four- step strategy:

1. Work out what you do to protect yourself.
2. Make a prediction.
3. Carry out an experiment.
4. Think carefully about what happened.

For social anxiety, attention training will also help.
Overcoming fears involves facing difficulties without (unneces-

sary) protection, so that in your heart of hearts you come to know 
that there is no real risk.

Further reading

Butler, G.  (2016). Overcoming Social Anxiety and Shyness (2nd ed.). 
London: Robinson.

Cartwright- Hatton, S. (2010). From Timid to Tiger: A Treatment Manual 
for Parenting the Anxious Child. Oxford: Wiley.

Cresswell, C. and Willetts, L. (2007). Overcoming Your Child’s Fears and 
Worries. London: Robinson.

Shafran, R., Brosnan, L., and Cooper, P.  (eds.). (2013). The Complete 
CBT Guide for Anxiety. London: Robinson
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YouTube. Michelle Craske: Exposure Strategies– State of the Art. https:// 

www.youtube.com/ watch?v=pKPgFVKVFLA

http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Phobias/Pages/Treatment.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Phobias/Pages/Treatment.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/social-anxiety/pages/social-anxiety.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/social-anxiety/pages/social-anxiety.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pKPgFVKVFLA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pKPgFVKVFLA


491

25

Dealing with panic

When the alarm bell rings

Liz was sitting at her desk, staring out of the window. By her side 
she had an empty coffee mug and a blank sheet of paper. The report 
was not due until next week and she was finding it hard to concen-
trate. She allowed her mind to wander among a familiar mixture 
of feelings, worries, and preoccupations, becoming increasingly ir-
ritated and frustrated with her inability to keep focused. The sun 
was shining directly onto the desk, and feeling hot she stood up to 
open the window. Suddenly she felt dizzy and light- headed. She felt 
apprehensive, just as if her internal alarm bell had started to ring. 
A confusing number of things then happened in quick succession. 
She grabbed the chair for fear of falling, started to tremble and 
sweat, noticed her heart was pounding, and wondered if something 
was seriously wrong. She felt a terrifying feeling of breathless-
ness and tried to gasp for more air. The papers on the desk seemed 
to recede to a great distance, and when she put out her hand to 
touch them, her fingers tingled even though they felt numb. By 
now she was seriously frightened, certain that something terrible 
was happening to her. She rushed to the bathroom and held onto 
the basin while she splashed some water onto her face. Then she 
sat down cradling her head in her hands. Slowly her body began 
to return to normal. The worst seemed to be over as the dizziness 
and heart pounding gradually subsided. Still feeling frightened and 
shaky, she sat in a comfortable chair for half an hour before trying 
to get back to work again. The first thing she did when she reached 
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her desk was telephone the doctor to make an appointment as 
soon as possible. She thought she might be ill, but was also puzzled 
about what sort of illness it could be, and she dreaded being labeled 
as a neurotic woman, unable to cope with both work and family 
life. Whatever the cause, the terrifying experience seemed to have 
come upon her with absolutely no warning: completely out of the 
blue. She no longer felt safe sitting at her desk.

Liz’s terrifying experience was a panic attack— or as she came 
to call it, a “Satanic attack.” Panic attacks are common. More than 
10% of people, men and women, experience at least one panic 
attack during their lifetime, and often the first one happens during 
early adulthood. They are more likely to occur at times of stress or 
strain, or after unpleasant or traumatic experiences, but they also 
occur at other times.

People often talk about “feeling panicky” in a variety of 
situations, such as a job interview, going on a date, and facing things 
that have scared them in the past, such as spiders perhaps. This is 
not necessarily the same as a full- blown panic attack, which is de-
fined as a sudden rush of physical symptoms that reaches a peak 
within a few minutes (certainly less than 10). As for Liz, the phys-
ical symptoms included breathlessness, palpitations, chest pain, 
dizziness, trembling, sweating, a feeling of choking, dry mouth, 
nausea, feeling unreal, numbness or tingling (especially in the lips 
and fingers), chills or hot flushes, and fears of losing control, dying, 
or going crazy. At least four of these symptoms need to be experi-
enced for an anxiety attack to be diagnosed as a panic attack.

A panic attack is a terrifying experience. The physical 
sensations of fear escalate with amazing speed until it feels as if 
something catastrophic might happen, like collapsing, losing con-
trol, having a heart attack, or dying. The panic usually peaks within 
the first few minutes, and the sensations then subside, but more 
slowly than they started. It is not surprising, given how terrifying 
panic attacks can be, that they tend to shake people’s confidence. 
Some people live in dread of further attacks, searching for ways of 
ensuring they will not happen again. A panic attack is a version of 
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the normal alarm reaction, except that it occurs in the absence of 
real danger. If you were threatened by a mugger, or slipped in front 
of a car as you crossed the road, you might react in a similar way, 
and the alarm reaction would die down soon after you were safe 
again. Panic attacks are harder to come to terms with, and their 
effects may persist, partly because it is hard to understand what 
precipitated them. Even people who can recognize the situations 
that make them susceptible to panic, such as lining up in busy stores 
or speaking to a large group of people, are often at a loss to explain 
exactly what triggered a particular attack— it seemed to come out 
of the blue— and it is hard to believe that such a dramatic event 
could happen without there being something seriously wrong.

Dealing with panic involves understanding what happens 
during panic attacks, learning how to control them, and how to deal 
with their consequences. Occasional panic attacks are common in 
life and especially for those who are prone to anxiety. For example, 
a person with spider phobia might experience a panic attack when 
confronted with a large spider. If you have recurrent unexpected 
panic attacks, and you fear further ones, you may have panic dis-
order. This can now be treated very successfully using cognitive 
behavioral methods. Very occasionally, panic attacks can have a 
physical cause, for example thyroid problems. If you haven’t had 
any physical checks in recent years then it would be sensible to 
speak to your family doctor in case there is medical treatment that 
may be helpful.

Understanding panic

Panic affects all systems:  sensations, actions, emotions, and 
thoughts. The main symptoms of panic are shown in Box 25.1. If 
you have had even one panic attack, you may already have experi-
enced a large number of these symptoms, and you may want to add 
some more of your own to the list. Not everyone reacts in exactly 
the same way.

 

 



BOX 25.1 Symptoms of panic

Sensations

• Palpitations: heart thumping
• Smothering or choking sensations
• Feeling faint, dizzy, or unsteady
• Sweating or hot flushes
• Numbness or tingling— in the hands or feet
• Breathlessness; shortness of breath; gulping for air
• Trembling or shaking
• Nausea
• Feelings of unreality, as if things that are close at hand are at 

a distance
• Tightness in the chest or chest pain.

Actions

• Shouting for help
• Hanging on to furniture, or to people nearby
• Running away; escaping from the situation
• Sitting or lying down
• Stopping ongoing activities
• Seeking safety.

Emotions

• Apprehension
• Dread
• Fear
• Terror
• Panic.

Thoughts

• Something dreadful is happening
• I shall collapse
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Some people may find that reading through this list itself 
makes them feel quite panicky. If this should happen to you, think 
of it as a demonstration of the power of the mind. Thinking about 
the symptoms can be enough to trigger them. If reading through 
the list is difficult for you then we suggest that you read the rest of 
the chapter first and then read through the list.

The bodily symptoms of panic are all part of the normal reaction 
to fear. They are useful, adaptive reactions for use in an emergency. 
They show that your body is preparing itself for action by, for ex-
ample, pumping the blood faster or increasing the supply of oxygen 
to the muscles in case you need to take quick evading action. These 
reactions are protective in times of danger. They are normal and 
not harmful. Even when they occur in the absence of real danger, as 
in a panic attack, the symptoms themselves cannot harm you. They 
will do no physical damage, and they will not make you lose control 
or go mad, and they will die down of their own accord. The heart 
beats faster during exercise (playing tennis, aerobics, climbing a 
mountain) than during a panic attack, so there is unlikely to be any 
danger of a heart attack.

Many people who have had panic attacks are particularly 
alarmed by the speed at which symptoms increase. They suppose 
that if the symptoms went on increasing at this rate “something 
dreadful would happen”— as if they might explode or burst. It is 
easy to assume that the symptoms would have gone on increasing 
if they had not taken action, such as sitting down, or running away. 
But they are wrong. The symptoms will reach a peak of their own 

• This is a heart attack
• I can’t breathe
• I’m going to die
• I might lose control
• I am going mad
• I’m trapped; I can’t get out.
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accord and then start to decline. The fear reaction is designed to 
keep the body ready for action, and to protect it in case of need, not 
to blow a fuse at exactly the wrong moment.

Quite small things can trigger panic in the first place. These 
might be a slight bodily sensation, an upsetting thought, or even 
going somewhere where a panic attack previously happened. Often 
it all starts with a mild physical sensation, which can lead to worry 
if the person believes that the sensation could be the first sign of 
disaster. For example, someone noticing their heart beating rap-
idly after drinking strong coffee might (mistakenly) think that this 
meant there was something wrong with their heart. Not surpris-
ingly, this thought would make them anxious.

Anxiety itself causes the heart to beat more quickly and 
strongly, as is usual when we are afraid. The anxiety can also make 
us feel light- headed and produce other symptoms as a normal 
effect of increases in adrenaline. These changes are there to help 
us to escape real danger. However, if you are already worried about 
physical disaster (such as a heart attack), the increase in sensations 
seems to confirm the first frightening thought; we think that the 
fast heartbeats and the feeling of lightheadedness mean that we 
are actually having a heart attack.

It’s the thought that counts!

These thoughts, and in particular catastrophic misinterpretations of 
normal bodily sensations, play the crucial part when experiencing 
recurrent panic attacks. The first thing that Liz noticed when she 
stood up to open the window was feeling dizzy and light- headed. 
The panic reaction followed quickly after these sensations, which, 
understandably, made her feel apprehensive. Talking about it later 
she said that the speed of her reactions (the efficiency of her alarm 
system) made it hard to sort out what happened first. However, 
with help, she was able to disentangle the thoughts and the feelings 
and to pick out the elements of a chain reaction. First, she felt dizzy 
and thought she might faint. Then, she felt apprehensive, more 
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unsteady (grabbed the chair), and thought something must be se-
riously wrong. This thought frightened her, and her heart started 
pounding. That suggested something was definitely going wrong. 
Even more alarmed, she gasped for breath, her fingers tingled, the 
papers before her receded, and she became convinced that some-
thing terrible was happening to her. At each stage, she interpreted 
the changes in her feelings as “danger signals.” Each time she made 
such an interpretation, she boosted the fear reaction into the next 
gear until she suffered a full- blown panic. Although at the time her 
thoughts were not put into words, later Liz said that these were the 
things that were in her mind: “I might faint”; “Something must be 
seriously wrong”; “Something is definitely going wrong”; and “I’m 
going to have a heart attack.”

This illustrates the standard pattern of panic. The trigger is 
usually a harmless or normal sensation, which sets off the alarm 
system because it is interpreted as dangerous. In Liz’s case the 
trigger was an internal one: feeling dizzy. She may have been par-
ticularly vulnerable to feeling dizzy because she was hot, had been 
drinking coffee, and suddenly stood up after she had been sitting 
at her desk for a while. Or it may have been an effect of the stage 
she had reached in her menstrual cycle. But she ignored these 
“harmless” explanations of the dizziness and thought instead that 
something must be wrong. The more alarming her thoughts, the 
worse she felt; and the worse she felt, the more she believed she 
really was in serious danger— of what kind she could not be sure.

Hence the frightening thoughts you may have in recurrent 
panic attacks aren’t random. They are closely (and logically) linked 
to the sensations you are experiencing. Examples of sensations and 
the related thoughts are shown in Table 25.1. You may experience 
other sensations and also other thoughts.

the cycle of panic

The catastrophic thoughts (see Table  25.1) are the key to under-
standing why you are suffering from panic disorder. As a result 
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of the thoughts, there is a dramatic increase in anxiety, and then 
there is a big rush of bodily sensations from the extra adrenaline 
produced as part of the body’s reaction to being in danger. You 
feel terrified, and your body reacts as it usually does when we are 
terrified: with more sensations, which seems to provide even more 
evidence that something is badly wrong. The vicious cycle of panic 
is complete. Figure 25.1 shows both the general cycle of panic and 
Liz’s specific and personal cycle.

triggering the fear reaction

The range of triggers.  There is a vast range of potential triggers for 
fear reactions. Whenever something is interpreted as a danger signal, 
the fear may escalate into panic. Catastrophic misinterpretations 
of harmless events are the main triggers of panic, and the fact 
that they cannot be explained makes them even more distressing. 

TA BLE 25.1  Sensations of panic and their related thoughts

Sensations Frightening thoughts

Heart racing, pounding, 
palpitations

I’m having a heart attack, my heart will 
stop, I’m dying

Breathlessness I’m going to stop breathing, suffocate

Feeling unreal I’m going to go crazy, lose my mind

Losing feeling in arms, 
numb and tingling

I’m having a stroke

Feeling dizzy and faint I’m going to faint, fall over and pass out

Feeling distant, tense, 
sweaty

I’m going to lose control of my behavior 
and shout out or do something 
uncontrolled

Feeling dizzy, heart 
pounding, chest tight, 
palpitations, flushed  
and tingling

I’m dying
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Imagine you were walking home alone in the dark late at night when 
you heard footsteps close behind you. If you thought someone was 
creeping up on you, your alarm system might well “blow.” The same 
thing might happen if you narrowly missed having a car crash. You 
might also feel highly anxious and “panicky” before an important, 
challenging, and demanding event such as an interview, examina-
tion, or golf match. The threshold of panic gets nearer in many such 
situations. However, the difference between these examples and 
Liz’s experience is that the trigger can be understood.

When we can understand our fear and the sensations that 
accompany it, it is easier to accept what is happening. But when 
a panic attack comes “out of the blue,” or in a situation which 
should not be stressful or dangerous, another dimension is 
added to the fear reaction: it feels unreasonable, inexcusable, or 
unacceptable. The feeling of panic is a profoundly disturbing and 
undermining experience when the fear is not associated with a 
“real” threat.

In searching for a cause, or trigger, people who have panic 
disorder often latch on to internal events. They may truly believe, 
at the time, that they are having a heart attack; or that they will 

Fear Fear
Terror

I’m going to
faint

I’m going to
have a heart

attack

Dizzy
Heart

Pounding

Bodily
sensations

Catastrophic
thoughts

FIGUR E 25.1

 Vicious cycles of panic.
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suffocate or choke, collapse or die; or that they are losing control 
and going mad. The evidence for these beliefs comes from their 
feelings: the sense of panic feels as if one of these things might 
happen. Common internal triggers of panic include missed 
heart beats, changes in heart rate or breathing, temperature 
changes (particularly feeling hot), hunger and low blood sugar, 
visual anomalies such as occasional blurring, tension or chest 
pain, and the effects of having a hangover or exercising stren-
uously. Indeed, any physiological change in body state can be 
misinterpreted. It is the misinterpretation, the conviction that 
a normal, harmless event is potentially dangerous, that turns 
these events into panic triggers.

Changes in one’s state of mind can also be misinterpreted and 
can therefore trigger panic attacks— for example, being unable 
to think clearly; having alarming images, thoughts, or memories; 
and the mind racing or suddenly going blank. Particular situations 
such as having an argument, being criticized, or being alone can 
trigger panic attacks because of the fear that these events might 
have personally or socially disastrous outcomes. Again, it is the 
interpretation— the meaning of the event— that can trigger 
the alarm.

Nocturnal panics.  Waking suddenly in a state of panic can be 
very frightening, but is quite a common experience. During sleep the 
mind does not switch off completely— it can still produce alarming 
dreams— and it can also respond to normal bodily changes, for ex-
ample, in breathing and heart rate, that can be misinterpreted as 
danger signals. So, it is possible to wake in fear from a nightmare 
or to be frightened by unusual but harmless physical sensations 
caused, for example, by an episode of very slow breathing or by a 
missed heartbeat, and to wake feeling terrified or gasping for air. 
The speed of the alarm reaction and its capacity to operate when 
you are asleep reflect its efficiency— not an impending disaster. Of 
course, panic triggers that occur during sleep can only be guessed 
at, so it is important to learn how to calm yourself down and not to 
add alarming thoughts to the fear.
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Resetting the alarm system

A panic attack is analogous to a burglar alarm which goes off when 
the wind rattles the window panes. The key to overcoming panic, 
therefore, is to reset your alarm system so that it does not go off 
when there is no real danger. In order to reset your alarm you need 
to focus on three things: the thoughts that trigger the panic; your 
responses to the attack; and your general level of anxiety. But even 
the best set burglar alarm can go off at the wrong moment, so you 
need also to learn some strategies for coping with the attack itself.

Work on the thoughts that feed the panic

If panic follows after the misinterpretation of harmless events, then 
the thoughts, the misinterpretations, will be your main targets for 
change. The best way to start this is to think in detail about a re-
cent panic attack. Try to cue yourself in by remembering what was 
happening and how you were feeling before the panic began. Then 
tell someone, or write down, all the things that happened to you, 
moment by moment. Pay particular attention to the meaning of 
the events, to the way you reacted to what happened to you, as well 
as to the sensations of panic. See if you can disentangle a chain re-
action of thoughts and feelings in the same way as we did with Liz. 
Separate the thoughts, including images, suppositions, beliefs, and 
assumptions, from all the rest. Try to put into words the thoughts 
or images that alarmed and frightened you. Ask yourself: “What is 
the worst thing that I thought might happen?”

Some people have panic attacks that come mostly with brief, 
vivid mental pictures or images of awful things that could happen in 
the middle of the panic. This might be of seeing yourself collapsed 
or even having images of things going wrong inside your body. 
These tend to just flash through our minds. These images them-
selves can represent our worst fears and lead to anxiety, keeping 
the panic cycle going.
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The most common difficulty people have when they try to dis-
entangle the panic reaction is missing the trigger or bodily sen-
sation. The panic grabs your attention in a way that the harmless 
trigger does not, and until you know, and believe, that ordinary, 
harmless events can trigger panic you will not know what to look 
out for. Remember that mild and completely ordinary sensations, 
such as those of hunger, or the after- effects of too much coffee, can 
be sufficient to start you off, and the process of panic, once started, 
gathers speed alarmingly quickly.

Re- examine your understanding of what happened to you. Try to 
pick out what it was that alarmed or frightened you, and think about 
it again. Take another look at it and ask yourself now whether your 
alarm and fear were justified. Maybe the disaster you feared (e.g., 
having a heart attack) would actually feel different from the sensa-
tion that set off your panic. The most useful question to ask yourself is 
this: “Is what happened more like a real catastrophe, or is it more like being 
frightened and worried about that real catastrophe?” You will find more 
strategies for answering these questions, and further useful questions 
in Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives.” The “Further reading” at the 
end of this chapter also provides further help with this.

dealing with your responses to the panic attack

A panic is an alarming experience, and because of this it leads to a 
variety of responses that can maintain the problem and make you 
more susceptible to further panics.

Anticipatory anxiety. If you are expecting to panic, the expec-
tation works like a self- fulfilling prophecy. Try to give yourself the 
benefit of the doubt. If you start to feel anxious, recognize con-
sciously that this is anxiety, caused by misinterpretation of some-
thing harmless. Remind yourself that the feelings of anxiety are 
not due to physical illness, and are not signs of imminent collapse, 
insanity, or any other disaster— personal, physical, or social.

Avoidance and “saving yourself.” People with panic disorder un-
derstandably begin to take precautions which they believe will save 
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TA BLE 25. 2  Examples of precautions taken in the belief that they 
prevent disaster

Fear Precautions/ ”saving yourself”

Fainting, collapsing Hold on to something or someone
Sit down

Heart attack or stroke Attempt to take the strain off your heart 
by, e.g., sitting down, taking deep breaths 
and trying to relax

Going crazy, losing 
control

Try to control thoughts, speech, and 
behavior

Suffocating Take deep breaths
Get out into fresh air

Choking, throat  
closing up

Keep swallowing to see if throat is OK
Eat sweets or sip water

them from disaster. For example, if we believe that our racing heart 
means we are going to have a heart attack we will do things to re-
duce our heart rate, such as sit down, and try to relax and take 
it easy. In addition, people usually try to leave or avoid situations 
where they fear the worst may happen. Some examples of the 
precautions that are commonly taken are given in Table 25.2.

People with panic attacks often feel as if the worst could 
happen— but that, so far, and because of the precautions that 
they have taken, they have been lucky and got away with it. They 
may think:  “I’ve had lots of attacks when I  have been very close 
to disaster but I just managed to avoid it each time.” The problem 
is that because they always take the precautions, they never find 
out what would happen if they had not taken the precautions. They 
assume that the precautions taken are what protect them from 
the disaster— from “the worst”— and so they never learn that 
the situations in which the panic occurred, and the sensations it 
provoked, are in fact harmless. Of course, heart attacks do happen, 
airplanes crash, and elevators get stuck between floors. But these 
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are relatively rare events which come to seem much more likely— 
even quite certain— when one is frightened. In order to overcome 
panic attacks, it is essential to face the situations or sensations as-
sociated with the panic without taking unnecessary precautions.

It is important to keep going to stores, traveling alone, running 
upstairs, or exercising even if this makes you apprehensive at first. 
Facing the difficulties gives you the opportunity to recognize your 
misinterpretations and to learn how to cope with them calmly.

Keeping on  the lookout:  the role of  attention. Because panic 
attacks are so unpleasant, people who suffer them tend to keep 
on the lookout for symptoms and sensations that could be “dan-
gerous.” Too much checking, however, is counterproductive. If 
you sit perfectly still and think of nothing else but your heart for 
5 minutes, you will become oversensitive to what it is doing. The 
normal beating will feel like thumping, and you will start to no-
tice the small irregularities, missed heart beats, and changes in 
strength or speed that are quite normal. The more you focus on 
your sensations, the more changes you will notice, and the more 
opportunities you will have to misinterpret them and trigger an-
other panic. A similar thing happens if you start to worry that the 
person sitting next to you has head lice; your scalp will start to 
tingle and itch and the desire to scratch becomes overwhelming.

People with panic attacks tend to be particularly alert to what 
happens in their bodies. This makes them extra skilled at noticing 
sensations that other people wouldn’t notice, such as changes in 
heart rate. This sensitivity is understandable, but it helps keep the 
problem going. Through learning that the panic attacks, while hor-
rible, aren’t actually dangerous, this alertness reduces.

lowering your general level of anxiety

Panic attacks are like mountain peaks that arise from the foothills. 
Most people who suffer from panic attacks tend to be generally anx-
ious. Reducing this general level of anxiety will reduce the chance 
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of a panic attack. The following chapters will help in reducing ge-
neral levels of anxiety:  Chapter  7 (“Finding new perspectives”); 
Chapter  22 (“Stress:  balancing life’s demands’); and Chapter  23 
(“Getting the better of worry: defeating the alarmist”).

Keeping physically fit by exercising regularly, eating sensibly, 
getting a good night’s sleep, and avoiding excess caffeine and al-
cohol will also help to reduce the chance of panic attacks.

Coping with the attack itself

1. Identify the things that trigger the panic. It helps greatly to 
catch the panic early, before the chain reaction has gathered 
speed and the sensations and fears have escalated.

2. Avoid engaging in precautionary behavior (see “Dealing with 
your responses to the panic attack,” earlier in this chapter). 
In other words, try to stay where you are when you have the 
panic attack— it will subside on its own without causing dis-
aster. If you run away, or sit or lie down, or take other evasive 
action, it makes it harder to learn that the panic will peak 
and then subside of its own accord. You do not need to do 
something to prevent a disaster occurring, as no disaster 
will occur.

3. Clarify the kinds of interpretations that frighten you— such 
as the thought that you are about to have a heart attack— and 
write down a reminder to yourself that shows how mistaken 
they were (see “Work on the thoughts that feed the panic,” 
earlier in this chapter). Try to pinpoint the mistakes you tend 
to make, and to remember that panic attacks, although they 
seem frightening, are in fact harmless. When your heart 
thuds, or the train slows down in the tunnel, the cause of the 
problem is almost certainly benign. Write these on a memo on 
your phone, or on a small card to carry with you, and read to 
remind you.
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the role of breathing

For some people overbreathing, or hyperventilation, contributes to 
their panic attacks. It is natural to breathe more quickly and more 
deeply when afraid because this prepares the body for appropriate 
action. However, hyperventilation is breathing in excess of what 
your body needs, and this produces mildly unpleasant sensations 
(associated with reduced levels of carbon dioxide). These new 
sensations are ripe for misinterpretation, and so they contribute 
to the chain reaction. One of the paradoxical sensations produced 
by hyperventilation is a sensation of breathlessness, as if one was 
short of air rather than overbreathing, making the person who is 
panicking want to gasp or gulp to get more air. This only makes 
the sensations stronger. Overbreathing and its effects can be 
controlled by learning how to breathe calmly: controlled breathing. 
Such breathing can help you feel calmer when under stress, say 
before a job interview. It can also be helpful in the early stages of 
trying to deal with panic attacks, but it should be used only as a 
temporary tool. In the longer term, if you continue to use it, it can 
become a precaution (for “saving yourself”). Ultimately it will be 
important to learn that your sensations are harmless even if you 
don’t control your breathing in any way. To fully overcome panic 
disorder, therefore, there is no need to keep on controlling your 
breathing. It is wise to use this method only for a limited time. The 
key point is that even without controlling your breathing nothing 
bad will happen.

Calm breathing. If you want to use controlled breathing, calm 
breathing, as a temporary measure in the early stages of overcoming 
panic we recommend the following method.

Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. Put 
a hand on your stomach while you do this, and see if it moves up 
and down when you breathe. You are aiming for diaphragmatic 
breathing, during which your stomach rather than your chest 
moves. Keep practicing even if you find it difficult to breathe natu-
rally when focusing on your breathing. Just be patient, and repeat 
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the exercise frequently until you can do it more easily. Once you 
are breathing in the right way, try to slow your breathing to a calm 
rate. It may help to count to yourself as you breathe (“one hundred, 
two hundred, three hundred”). Find out how much to count for 
each breath by doing it when you know you are breathing calmly 
and using this as your standard. Breathing out usually takes a little 
longer than breathing in.

Breathing into a paper bag. If you are troubled by hyperventila-
tion during panic attacks, and you have not been able to overcome 
this through control of your breathing, you may be helped by using 
a paper bag. The idea is that you need to increase the level of carbon 
dioxide that has fallen because of the overbreathing, and that you 
can do this by rebreathing the air you have just breathed out. The 
technique, which can be useful during the panic attack, involves 
holding an empty paper bag (do not use a plastic bag) tightly over 
your nose and mouth with both hands. Be sure there are no holes 
in the bag, and breathe in and out into it for a maximum of ten 
breaths: the unpleasant sensations caused by overbreathing should 
rapidly disappear.

Reminders to help when experiencing  
a panic attack

You may find it useful to copy out the following list and keep it in 
your purse or wallet, or on your phone, to carry with you in case 
of need.

When you feel panicky, remind yourself:

1. The bodily sensations are normal, not harmful or dangerous.
2. There is no real danger. This is a panic attack.
3. There is no need to run away or “save yourself.” The fear will 

start to subside quite soon.
4. Just engage in whatever it is you are meant to be doing— get 

back in to your life.
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Add to this list any ideas that you have found helpful— in par-
ticular anything that reminds you that your personal fears won’t 
happen. In the heat of the moment it is easy to forget the things 
that seem obvious later.

Summary

A panic attack is a terrifying experience during which it feels as if 
something dreadful, and probably catastrophic, is about to happen 
to you.

Although panic attacks are horrible, they are not dangerous. 
Your worst fears won’t happen.

To overcome panic attacks:

1. Deal with the thoughts that underlie the panic.
2. Keep your reactions to the panic under control, so that they 

do not keep the problem going— there’s no need to try to take 
special precautions to “save yourself.”

3. Lower your general level of anxiety.

Further reading

Grey, N.  and Clark, D.M. (2013). Panic disorder. In:  Shafran, R., 
Brosnan, L., and Cooper, P.  (eds.), The Complete CBT Guide to 
Anxiety, pp. 129– 196. London: Robinson.

Silove, D.  and Manicavasagar, V.  (2009). Overcoming Panic and Agora-
phobia. London: Robinson.

Websites
Anxiety UK: www.anxietyuk.org.uk
NHS Choices. Panic Disorder. http:// www.nhs.uk/ Conditions/ Panic- 

disorder/ Pages/ Introduction.aspx

 

 

www.anxietyuk.org.uk
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Panic-disorder/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Panic-disorder/Pages/Introduction.aspx


SECT ION 7

Low mood and anger
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26

Depression

The common cold of the mind

If you are feeling too depressed to face reading this chapter 
then go straight to Chapter 27, “Digging yourself out of 
depression.”

Martin Seligman described depression as “the common cold” of 
psychiatry. About 12% of the population experience a depression 
severe enough to require treatment at some time in their lives al-
though the vast majority of episodes of depression end within 3 to 
6 months even without treatment. This does not mean that there 
is nothing worth doing when you feel depressed. There are ways to 
help yourself to reduce the impact of depression. The purpose of 
this chapter is to help you to understand depression so you can re-
duce the chance of experiencing low mood in the first place and so 
that you can recognize the signs early in order to nip them in the 
bud. The purpose of the following chapter (Chapter  27, “Digging 
yourself out of depression”) is to help you to overcome your low 
moods more quickly: to dig yourself out of depression.

The experience of depression

Nobody likes depression, either within themselves or in those 
around them. The result is that we may get little support, or at least 
not the support we need, when we are depressed. Friends and rela-
tions may tell us to pull ourselves together, if not directly then in 
subtle ways, or they may draw away from us to avoid the icy fingers 
of our low mood. This usually makes us feel even worse: we may 
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come to feel more guilty and weak, and even a burden to others. 
When depression has us in its thrall we can rarely throw it off with 
the ease that those around us would like. There are ways of grad-
ually freeing yourself from depression but these will not be like 
“pulling yourself together.” It requires more kindness and more 
understanding.

We all know what it is like to be sad and miserable. It is normal 
for moods to go up and down from day to day, but the downward 
sweep of these fluctuations is usually not severe enough to make 
you depressed. If you can recognize problems before they become 
severe then you can deal with them more easily and more effec-
tively. So it is valuable to understand what depression is and how 
to recognize in yourself and others when these bouts of low mood 
are slipping into depression.

Many people mark this difference by using the term “clin-
ical depression” to describe the low mood that goes deeper than 
usual, or feels as if it has got stuck and gives you no respite. This 
is a useful term because it helps people to take the problem seri-
ously, to think about how to get help, and to find out what they 
can do to help themselves feel better. Using the term also helps 
them to understand that it is not their fault that they feel de-
pressed. Blaming yourself for feeling depressed only makes the 
problem worse. However, the term has no absolute and clear def-
inition. There is no way of drawing a hard and fast line between 
low mood and “clinical depression” because the two shade into 
each other by degrees, just as shades of blue, as they darken, turn 
into black.

It is helpful to get to understand the effects on you of depression 
and to recognize its early signs. If you observe yourself, or ask those 
close to you what they first notice, then you will be able to learn 
what you can do early to stop yourself from slipping into deeper de-
pression. Make note of your early signs of low mood (a written note 
is better than a mental note) and read this and Chapter 27 again as 
soon as you feel you are getting depressed.
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effects of depression on the way you function

You may be surprised by the effects of depression on your general 
functioning. Depression can take away your energy and lead to a 
loss of pleasure and interest in things that you normally enjoy. It 
can feel like you are wading through mud: everything becomes an 
effort. Things which you used to do easily are now impossible to 
face. Sexual interest often disappears relatively early. Disturbances 
of all of the body’s daily rhythms can be expected: appetites, ac-
tivity levels, and sleep patterns may all change. Sleep is often 
disrupted and no longer refreshing.

The feeling of depression normally varies to some extent over 
the course of the day. If the depression is closely related to daily 
problems then it may get steadily worse during the day making 
it particularly difficult to fall asleep as you are racked with worry 
with all your problems crowding in on you. But often, if the depres-
sion pervades the whole of your being, the worst time is the early 
morning. Then you may wake much earlier than usual feeling in 
the depths of despair. Gradually as the day wears on these feelings 
may start to lift.

These changes in mood emphasize the episodic nature of de-
pression: the periods of depression tend to have their own cycles 
that vary immensely, and within an episode of depression mood 
can vary considerably. Only in the deepest stages will there be no 
glimpse of the possibility of a lifting of the darkness.

Some of the main signs and symptoms of depression are given 
in Box 26.1. These illustrate how depression affects thinking, 
feelings, behavior, and bodily reactions. Normal low mood shades 
gradually into depression so if you have some of these signs and 
symptoms you may not be “clinically” depressed.

Not everyone who is depressed has all of these symptoms and 
for some people their depression will show in other ways. The list 
is given here to show the range of ways depression can affect you. 
When you have other symptoms as well as the depressed mood it 
is important to recognize that this could be part and parcel of the 
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BOX 26.1 Some of the signs and symptoms of depression

Thinking

• Inability to concentrate
• Inability to make decisions
• Loss of interest in the things that you usually enjoy, and in 

other people
• Self- criticism: “I’ve made a mess of everything”
• Self- blame: “It’s all my fault”
• Self- loathing: “I’m utterly useless”
• Activities seem pointless
• Pessimism: “This will never change,” “There’s nothing I can do”
• Preoccupation with problems, failures, and bad feelings
• Believing you deserve to be punished
• Thinking about harming yourself including killing yourself.

Feelings

• Sadness, misery, unhappiness
• Feeling overwhelmed by everyday demands, feeling burdened
• Low confidence and poor self- esteem
• Loss of pleasure, satisfaction, and enjoyment
• Apathy, numbness
• Feeling disappointed, discouraged, or hopeless
• Feeling unattractive, or ugly
• Helplessness
• Irritability, tension, anxiety, and worry
• Guilt.

Behavior

• Reduced activity levels: doing less than usual
• Everything feels like an effort
• Difficulty getting out of bed in the morning
• Withdrawal— from people, work, relaxations, or pleasures
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same thing. Often it is not that there are many problems. There is 
one problem— and that is being depressed. There is no more point in 
blaming yourself, or others, if feelings such as tiredness, irritability, 
and tension go with the depression than there would be for blaming 
yourself for feeling weak and lethargic when you have a fever.

Understanding depression

There is no single theory that explains and accounts for all aspects 
of depression but some of the ideas that have been proposed might 
be helpful to you in understanding your depression.

depression as loss

Sigmund Freud saw depression as a reaction to loss. The idea that 
anxiety is a reaction to threat and depression a reaction to loss is 
one that has proved to be useful over the years. Freud was led to 
the idea of depression as loss through observing the similarities be-
tween mourning— the normal reaction to the loss of someone close 
to you— and depression. But in the case of many people, when they 
are depressed, there is no obvious loss in their lives. This led Freud 

• Feeling restless
• Sighing, groaning, crying.

Physical reactions

• Loss of appetite, or occasionally increased appetite
• Disturbed sleep, especially waking early in the morning
• Loss of interest in sex
• Fatigue, lack of energy, or exhaustion
• Inertia: inability to get going; the feeling of having to drag 

yourself around.
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to consider other less obvious losses that people with depression 
might be suffering.

The usefulness of this idea is that it helps you to think about 
what losses might be important in causing and sustaining the de-
pression. The losses are not necessarily bereavements:  they may 
be perceived losses of status, hope, or self- image. Ken became de-
pressed after he suffered a small heart attack at the age of 52 years. 
He had always prided himself on his fitness. His depression was 
“mourning” the loss of his self- image as 100% fit and healthy.

Simon was a 65- year- old man who retired from his job as man-
aging director of a chemical company. Eighteen months later he 
came to the clinic suffering from depression. He had never be-
fore been seriously depressed. The root of his depression stemmed 
from his perceived loss of status. His sense of self- worth had been 
closely connected with his high status within the organization and 
without his job he lost sight of his self- worth.

depression as angry feelings turned against yourself

Laura was a mild- mannered woman, 35  years old, who was reg-
ularly plagued by feelings of depression. She hated arguments. 
When her husband shouted at the children she would become quiet 
and leave the room. She described herself as the snail who would 
withdraw into the inner security of her shell. When she became de-
pressed she would say how useless and valueless she was and how 
wonderful everyone around her seemed. Her mind at these times 
was full of thoughts about how worthless and bad she felt and eve-
rything that happened only seemed to confirm that she was right. 
It appeared as though she never had a negative thought about an-
yone but herself. Her friends saw her as the kindest and gentlest of 
people but also as something of a doormat.

Her husband did not carry out his share of caring for the children 
and would go out for a drink with his friends when his wife could 
have done with some help at home. Surely she sometimes felt angry 
with her husband? The answer was that she did but it took months 
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of being seen regularly in the clinic before she admitted even a single 
negative thought about him. One day she came to the clinic feeling 
more than usually depressed. Her husband had been out with his 
friends three evenings in a row. Her therapist commented to her 
that this seemed unreasonable of him, and suddenly the dam burst. 
She launched into a tirade against her husband. Her anger surprised 
both herself and her therapist and it marked the beginning of her 
journey out of depression. Her depression had masked her anger 
with her husband, concentrating the bad feelings inward on herself.

depression as a dark filter

Being depressed is like seeing everything through a glass darkly. This 
is the theory behind cognitive therapy. Whether you are thinking 
about yourself, the world, or the future, everything appears in the 
same gloomy and depressing light. “Nothing ever goes right”; “I’ve 
been such a failure”; “I can’t change anything, so there’s no point 
in trying.” People call “only out of a sense of obligation.” When you 
make a mistake, or your mind wanders, it’s “because I have lost the 
ability to do things properly”— and it seems to have gone for good. 
Thinking back, your memory is filled with a trail of failures, miseries, 
and losses and those things you once recognized as achievements 
or successes, your affections and friendships, seem to count for 
nothing at all. The memories are tinged with the color of depression.

Once the dark filter is there you can no longer see things in 
any other light. Negative thinking and depression go together: the 
low mood leads to negative thoughts and memories; the negative 
thoughts and memories lead to lower mood; and so on in a cycle 
of sustained or worsening depression (see also Chapter 7, “Finding 
new perspectives”).

depression as a biochemical change in the brain

There is a danger that you will be hard on yourself about getting de-
pressed. To some extent it is helpful to take responsibility for your 
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recovery from depression as there are many changes you can make 
which can help you to begin to overcome it. However, people differ 
in the extent to which they are prone to becoming depressed and it 
seems likely that this is partly due to differences between us in the 
precise biochemical makeup within our brains. Not all of this can 
be under voluntary control. It is sometimes helpful to treat your 
depression as if it were outside your control and to treat yourself 
kindly just as you would do if you had a bout of flu. Treating your-
self kindly in this way can help you out of the depression and stop 
it from taking hold even when its cause may be partly biochemical.

There has been a great deal of scientific work that attempts 
to understand the biochemical basis of depression. The evidence 
suggests that some kinds of depression are associated with abnor-
mally low levels of two brain chemicals: noradrenaline (also known 
as norepinephrine) and serotonin. These chemicals play an impor-
tant part in the transmission of nerve impulses within the brain. 
The medications used to overcome depression (“antidepressants”) 
help to adjust the levels by increasing these chemicals. Just as in-
sulin is used to treat diabetes (which can be caused by a lack of 
insulin), so antidepressants can be used to treat severe depression.

Seasonal affective disorder (SAD)

Some people feel depressed regularly during the winter months. 
There is some evidence that this is caused by a combination of ge-
netic factors and the effect of sunlight on brain chemistry. It has 
been suggested that exposure to bright light, or to specific types of 
rays, can help to improve the mood of people affected by SAD but 
the evidence on this point is not yet conclusive.

The time course of depression

When you are feeling depressed it is important to remember that 
moods swing up as well as down, and this is for both psychological 
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and biological reasons. It is easy to lose sight of this fact when 
the walls of the prison press in or when there seems to be no 
light at the end of the tunnel. The speed with which the upswings 
start is so variable that no two people are quite the same and the 
same person may experience more than one kind of pattern at 
different times.

Before John found his feet in the building trade, he spent 
10 years constantly changing jobs, feeling disillusioned about the 
choices he had made. Each spring he suffered a renewed bout of 
hopelessness, feeling that things would never improve. It was as 
if lost opportunities were accumulating and new beginnings were 
leaving him behind and he began to dread the spring, in anticipa-
tion of the start of the downward spiral. This expectation became 
almost self- fulfilling but it completely changed when his career 
started to take off. Although he still had periods of low mood these 
were no longer so regular nor were they at their worst in the spring.

Helen’s pattern was completely different. She had hardly known 
what the word depression meant, at least from the inside, until 
she was 47 and the children had left home. Then suddenly her life 
seemed purposeless and empty. All the activities she used to be-
come involved in now seemed pointless. The color of life was unre-
mittingly gray and the occasional bursts of sunlight were so brief 
and unpredictable that sometimes she despaired of ever getting 
back to her old self. In her case the first episode of depression was 
the worst, like a dark and unfamiliar beast that she had no idea 
how to harness or tame. Gradually, helped by her family and by her 
doctor too, her mood lifted and the darker periods grew shorter 
while the lighter ones grew longer.

So do not assume when the roller coaster has taken you down 
once more that each cycle will be like the last.

A two- part strategy for change

Whatever your pattern, there are two types of steps you can take 
to help yourself out of your depression:  long- term strategies (this 
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chapter) and short- term strategies (see Chapter 27, “Digging your-
self out of depression”).

The long- term strategies involve thinking about how to make 
those changes, in a range of aspects of your life, which will make it less 
likely that you become depressed. These will put in place structures 
in your life that will help when you are depressed. The short- term 
strategies help you to dig yourself out of the slough of despond.

If, at the moment, you are in one of your deep depressions then 
you will not be able to work on the longer- term strategies. You 
will need to do some of the digging out before you can get to grips 
with the long term (see Chapter  27, “Digging yourself out of de-
pression”). But if, at the moment, your mood is not profoundly de-
pressed, then this is a good time to work on the long term.

Long- term strategies: how to become less 
vulnerable to depression

The frequency and the depth of depressive episodes can be reduced 
by tackling the problems that contribute to your low mood. These 
are best tackled when your mood is relatively good— when you 
have the energy and the insight to make changes.

Low mood has both physical and psychological causes and for 
most people there will be several contributory causes of each type. 
These can add up, so tackle any which can be affected, even those 
which you do not think are of major importance. As with stress 
it can be the straw that breaks the camel’s back and attention to 
detail pays off. Box 26.2 gives eight strategies that help to prevent 
future depression.

Summary

Most people experience mood swings. Many people also experience 
severe depression. Depression can be many things:  a reaction to 
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BOX 26.2 Eight strategies to help prevent future depression

1. Attend to sleep, diet, exercise, and avoiding   
harmful substances

See Chapter 12, “Keeping physically well.”

2. Clarify your values and goals

One of the major reasons for recurrent low mood is that there 
is a mismatch between what you really value and what you do. 
Instead of this mismatch making itself obvious, it becomes 
manifest as general depression. To help clarify your values and 
goals see Chapter 2, “Valuing and understanding yourself.”

3. Put pleasures into life

People prone to depression are often kind, thoughtful, and 
altruistic but yet do not value themselves highly, and they 
frequently downgrade themselves by denying themselves 
pleasures. Even when their mood is normal they often feel 
that they do not deserve to do enjoyable things. They feel they 
are not worth it and that other people’s needs should always 
come first. See Chapter  14, “Treating yourself right” and put 
pleasures into your life.

4. Do not put all your eggs into one basket

Nothing goes well all the time. If all our self- esteem is bound 
up in just one aspect of our lives there will be times when we 
become very vulnerable. If your depression tends to occur 
when there is a problem with just one part of your life, then it 
is likely that you have too many eggs in this one basket.

To protect yourself from such dependency, it is wise to both 
have and to value different areas of your life:  friends, family, 
work, hobbies, and interests, both inside and outside the home, 
both social and solitary. Allow each part to contribute to your 
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self- esteem. At those times when one part of your life does not 
seem to be going well, you can gain comfort and support from 
other parts.

5. Build supportive relationships

A close confiding relationship is the single most effective 
protection against depression. If you lack such confiding 
friendships then it may be helpful to take steps to develop them 
(see chapters in Section 4, “Making your way with others”; and 
“Developing confiding relationships to reduce your chance of 
depression” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/
us/managingyourmind).

A supportive relationship is not a smothering one. We need 
our own space, our own independence and autonomy, as well 
as support. Think about your key relationships. Are any “too 
supportive”, giving you too little of your own independent 
time? If so, it will help to negotiate a change (see Chapter 18, 
“Negotiation skills”).

6. Consider the practice of mindfulness

There is good evidence that for people who suffer repeated 
episodes of depression, the practice of mindfulness when their 
mood is better reduces the frequency and depth of future de-
pressive episodes. Methods for practicing mindfulness are 
given in Chapter 3, “The value and practice of acceptance”, and 
Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness.”

7. Recognize the danger signs of depression early

For most people who have recurrent bouts of depression there is 
a pattern. The depression starts with some negative experience, 
or negative thoughts, or the beginning of feeling low, and then 
spirals downwards. What are the early signs, for you, that you are 
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loss; aggression turned inward upon oneself; a dark filter through 
which one sees life; and a biochemical state.

Eight strategies help reduce your chances of future depression:

1. Attend to sleep, diet, exercise, and avoiding harmful 
substances.

2. Clarify your values and goals.
3. Put pleasures into life.
4. Do not put all your eggs in one basket.
5. Build supportive relationships.
6. Consider the practice of mindfulness.
7. Recognize the danger signs of depression early.
8. Change the world around you.

If you are currently depressed, turn to Chapter 27, “Digging your-
self out of depression.”

becoming depressed? When you observe these signs we recom-
mend that you use the methods described in Chapter 27, “Digging 
yourself out of depression” to prevent the downwards spiral.

8. Change the world around you

For many, if not most, people who experience depression, 
the impact of the world around them is crucial. While the 
strategies already listed are helpful and important, they are 
not to suggest that you should simply accept the world as it is. 
Engagement in changing your immediate world can help im-
mensely: such as changing jobs from a bullying workplace to 
one that is more supportive; getting help to leave an abusive 
relationship; and being engaged in political campaigning, or 
volunteering groups in line with your values.
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Digging yourself out of depression

It’s not easy facing up when your whole world is black.
THE ROLLING STONES, “Paint it Black”

Deep depression

If you are currently suffering a deep depression you may not feel 
able to read through the whole of this chapter. The purpose of this 
section is to help you focus on the essentials. When you are a little 
better, it may be helpful to read or reread this chapter and make use 
of the more complex techniques.

It is a part of depression to feel hopeless about the future. If 
this is how you feel at the moment, then hold onto the fact that your 
depression will eventually lift. If you are in one of the troughs, you 
will in time come out of it. The author Matt Haig writes in his ex-
cellent book, Reasons to Stay Alive, “Minds have their own weather 
systems. You are in a hurricane. Hurricanes run out of energy even-
tually. Hold on.”

We do not want to trivialize the depression and we do not un-
derestimate the utter despair that you may feel. Glib reassurance is 
banal; but time is a healer.

If you are currently imprisoned within a deep depression, there 
are several things you can do to help yourself.

• Seek professional help. Trying to defeat the depression on your 
own may be taking on too much. Medication and professional 
therapy are likely to be of great value.
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• Do simple things and give yourself credit. If you are severely 
depressed, nothing that you do at the moment will be 
pleasurable. You may be finding it a struggle to do almost 
anything. Even the simple chores of everyday life— 
preparing meals, getting washed and dressed, getting up 
in the morning—  can seem like hard work. This is all part 
of the depression. Do not blame yourself for these feelings. 
Instead, set yourself simple tasks and give yourself credit when 
you do them. If you feel up to it then start using a diary of 
daily activities (available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind).

• Reduce tasks to manageable proportions. If you set yourself the 
same standards as when you feel better, you run the risk of 
failing at your set task. You might then blame yourself for not 
being able to function in the way that you usually would. But 
this would be like blaming someone with bronchitis for not 
being able to sing. When very depressed, it can feel as if you 
are shouldering all the burdens of the world. Everything is 
an effort. Everything takes more time and more energy than 
seems available. No wonder you think: “I won’t be able to do 
this”— and are tempted to give up trying. Set yourself much 
smaller tasks instead. What matters is that you do something 
rather than nothing. Set your objectives to whatever level 
enables you to succeed.

• Do not try to do too much. To some extent you must let yourself, 
as it were, be carried along by the depression and float along 
with it until you reach shallower waters. Deep depression is 
like quicksand:  if you struggle too much you will only dig 
yourself in further. If you try too hard to defeat it you will 
become dismayed and will blame yourself for what you will 
then see as your failure. Be mindful and be kind to yourself 
as you would to others— see also Chapter  3 (“The value 
and practice of acceptance”) and Chapter 4 (“The value and 
practice of kindness”).
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Dealing with depressive episodes

When you feel depressed, it can seem as if you will be stuck in the 
dark tunnel forever. Pessimism is the order of the day, and it colors 
your attempts to overcome the problem, just as it colors everything 
else. But this is an illusion wrought by the lens through which you 
see the world when you are depressed. Moods swing up as well as 
down although we can lose sight of this when feeling at our worst. 
There are many things you can do to shorten your current bout of 
depression. Some of these are likely to be helpful to you but prob-
ably not all. Each person’s depression is individual, so pick and 
choose among the ideas in the following sections making use of 
those which help you most. When you are feeling better then you 
can take steps to reduce the frequency and depth of further depres-
sive episodes (see Chapter 26, “Depression: the common cold of the 
mind”). As Matt Haig writes: “The tunnel does have light at the end 
of it, even if we aren’t able to see it.”

There are three areas on which to work to help pull yourself 
out of the pit of depression:  your activities, your thoughts, and 
your support systems. Depression will try to undermine you as 
you help yourself to get better. When you plan to do something, 
the depressive thinking will try to obstruct you, filling your mind 
with bleak thoughts:  “There’s no point in trying”; “It won’t make 
any difference”; and “I’m feeling too bad even to try.” This kind of 
thinking blocks you from using your own resources and gets in the 
way of change.

The best way of helping yourself out of your depression is to 
focus on small changes that take you in the right direction. Do not 
look at the distant horizon; look towards the next bend in the road. 
Aim to put down your burden. Aim to feel better than you feel now, 
but don’t think you will feel well again all at once. If you concen-
trate on making small changes, the rest will take care of itself. To 
start with, adopt one strategy at a time. As the well- known phrase 
has it: “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” 
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Work on each for about a week before adding another and develop 
ways of using them that suit yourself.

Work on your activities

Depression makes us sluggish and takes away our energy. It can be 
just as potent as the flu in making us withdraw into inactivity and 
this inactivity can get in the way of the healing process. The first 
way of helping yourself out of the slough of despond is to involve 
yourself once more in daily activities.

set yourself simple tasks

Set yourself some simple tasks which, because of your depression, 
you are no longer doing. Do not worry if these tasks would nor-
mally seem simple, like writing a letter or making a telephone call, 
doing the shopping or ironing, fetching children from school, or 
meeting with your colleagues. The fact that you are finding them 
difficult means that they are difficult for you at the moment, in just 
the same way that someone who has the flu may find it difficult to 
do things which would normally be straightforward. Be kind and 
realistic to yourself; acknowledge that you are depressed and that 
this makes a difference.

Those who are not much troubled by depression can adopt a 
rather unhelpful attitude:  “Pull yourself together. Stop moaning 
and groaning, and get on with it.” There is an element of value in 
this although the underlying attitude is completely wrong. It is 
right to say that pushing yourself to do some of the things you 
dread or feel too tired to do will help to lift the depression. It is 
wrong to suggest that it is simple to do this or that failing to do so 
is due to weakness of will. The attitude that is most helpful is to 
accept that you are suffering from depression, in rather the same 
way that you might accept that you are suffering from flu, and then 

 

 

 



digging yourself out of depression | 5 2 9 

to try to push yourself to doing a little more than you are doing at 
the moment.

Do not expect to find the activities you attempt to be enjoyable 
even if you really like doing them when you are well. For example, 
because of your depression you may have stopped meeting with 
friends, which is an activity you normally enjoy. When you are de-
pressed it will probably feel somewhat pointless, you may not want 
people to see you feeling low, and you may tell yourself that you will 
be more of a liability than an asset. It is helpful to do it nonetheless 
because it will be a first step in helping you out of your depression. 
As you re- engage in the activities you have given up, the grip that 
the depression has over you will weaken. But this is a gradual pro-
cess and the depression will not lift overnight.

the diary of daily activities

Keeping a diary of daily activities is especially useful when you 
are feeling depressed because it helps you to focus on how you 
are spending your time. It can be used in a variety of ways to 
counteract the inactivity and loss of energy that accompany de-
pression. This method has been successfully used by thousands 
of people. There are four main steps in using the diary of daily 
activities.

step 1: use the diary to find out how you spend 
your time

Divide up your diary so that you have a slot for each hour of the 
waking day, and for a few days fill in everything that you do. This 
is one way of counteracting the sabotaging effect of depressive 
thinking, which, when you look back over the day, tends to make 
you think that you did nothing much of anything. An example of 
such a diary of daily activities is available online at http://www.
oup.com/us/managingyourmind.
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step 2: rate your activities every day for 
mastery and pleasure

Go back over the diary at the end of each day and focus on these 
two aspects. Take each entry in turn, such as dragging yourself 
out of bed to get ready for work. If this was difficult and yet you 
did it then you should give yourself credit even if you got to work 
later than usual. Give yourself a mastery (or “achievement”) credit 
rating, using a 0 to 10 scale, to acknowledge that you overcame the 
difficulty. The rating should be a measure of how much an achieve-
ment (how much “mastery”) it is for you to do at the moment, not 
how difficult it would be if you were not depressed. A rating of 8 to 
10 is a great achievement. A rating of 4 to 7 is a moderate achieve-
ment. Anything that was any level of achievement needs a rating 
even if you rate it at 1 to 3. Ordinary activities are much harder 
when you are depressed. This is not your fault. It is a fact about 
depression.

When you have done this, go through the diary once more, 
picking out those activities or times when you were engaged in 
something that you found relatively enjoyable or pleasurable 
and give these activities a rating for pleasure. Again, use a 0 to 10 
scale (the higher the number the greater the pleasure). Even small 
amounts of pleasure should be rated. Looking back from the de-
pressed perspective it is easy to forget that anything remotely 
pleasurable happened. Do not agonize over the precise rating 
for mastery and pleasure. Put down the number that seems most 
appropriate.

step 3: troubleshoot

Think about how to increase the amount of mastery and pleasure in 
your day. The things that you find difficult and the things that you 
enjoy will be particular to you. Use the questions in Box 27.1 to help 
you think about how to increase these things for yourself.
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step 4: plan

Use the diary of daily activities to help you plan ahead. Now you have 
the facts in front of you, use the facts to guide your future activities 
(and not the fantasies induced by feeling depressed). In planning fu-
ture activities you might like to consider the following suggestions:

1. Schedule more pleasant events: big ones such as an outing with 
a friend, and small ones such as taking a leisurely bath, reading 
a magazine, or mindfully watching a favorite TV show (see 
also Chapter 14, “Treating yourself right”). Depressed people 
sometimes think they do not deserve to enjoy themselves or 

BOX 27.1 Questions about mastery and pleasure

Questions to ask yourself about mastery

• How do I  feel if I make no effort to do the things that are 
difficult?

• How do I feel if I do them and give myself credit for doing them?
• Which are the major trouble spots in my day?
• What could I do to make it easier to master these difficult times?

Questions to ask yourself about pleasure

• What things are most enjoyable at the moment?
• How could I do more of these things?
• What could I do to increase the amount of pleasure I have 

each day?
• What sorts of things used to give me pleasure?
• Are there things I have stopped doing that I used to enjoy?

It may be helpful to copy these questions out and keep them 
where you can find them when you need them.
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feel guilty about doing things they enjoy, especially after a day 
when they have found it difficult to do as much as they used to 
do. Use your diary to help you sidestep the guilt trap.

2. Schedule those activities that increase your energy level, such 
as walking to the store, mowing the lawn, or taking the dog 
out. The sense of fatigue that goes with depression can in-
crease the less you do and the more you withdraw. Becoming 
involved in daily activities can help to energize you, and so 
can regular exercise.

3. Look for activities that you find relatively absorbing. Being 
absorbed in something can bring much relief from a de-
pressed mood. This is worth having, and building on, even 
if the relief is temporary at first. If concentration is hard for 
you, reading may not be absorbing, but looking at a magazine 
or watching a DVD might be.

4. Look at your diary and think about how you are using your 
time. Some people lose their sense of purpose when they be-
come depressed and their activities become progressively 
more disorganized. If this happens you might find it helpful 
to establish a daily routine for yourself. Some people become 
depressed when they feel completely stuck in a rut and they 
can benefit from shaking up the routine a bit even if this 
sounds somewhat alarming at first.

5. Think about the balance between duties and pleasures in your 
daily activities. Good moods are almost certain to ebb away if 
you live on a diet of pure duty without pleasure. This is coun-
terproductive because depression interferes with your ability 
to carry out duties. Increasing pleasures therefore paradoxi-
cally also increases the ability to carry out duties.

Work on your thoughts

Valerie was a 20- year- old university student. Like most students 
she did some of her work assignments better than she did others. 
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She came to the clinic because of depression. She had had several 
bouts of low mood over the previous 2  years and these episodes 
were getting longer and worse. When her mood was low she always 
had good reasons for being depressed. For example, she would say 
that her work was going badly and would cite as proof a low grade 
which she had received for one of her assignments. Even the va-
cation times were bad:  when she had arranged to meet a friend 
for a meal before going to a film, the friend had turned up so late 
that there was no time to eat; and the film had been dull anyway. 
The examples which she gave were accurate in themselves but they 
were highly selected. The fact was that she had also done some work 
assignments which had gone well and she had recently had a hiking 
vacation during which she had made a new friend.

The story of Valerie illustrates something that has been repeat-
edly found in research studies and that you may well have noticed 
about yourself:  that being depressed affects what we notice and 
what we remember. It affects our attention in that we become more 
likely to notice things that fit with our negative views, such as news 
reports of people being unkind, or someone not acknowledging you, 
things that when well are not so readily noticed. Given that we can 
only remember what we notice or pay attention to, depression will 
also affect memory in a way that maintains the depressed mood. 
When we are depressed we tend to remember the bad things that 
have happened to us and these memories confirm our depression.

It is not only memory that is affected in this way. Our judgments 
are colored by our mood too. We will blame ourselves out of all pro-
portion for things we have done:  one depressed patient felt that 
she was a deeply wicked person simply because she had forgotten 
to give her son his weekly allowance.

These psychological facts have led to what is known as the cogni-
tive model of depression. This suggests that there is a very close rela-
tionship between feelings and thoughts, and that the thoughts and 
beliefs we hold about things give rise to our feelings. When we are in 
a low mood our thoughts and memories will be selectively bad. This 
will have the effect of making our mood even darker. Our thoughts 
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get worse and our mood follows and so we enter a downward spiral 
of increasing depression (see Figure  7.2 in Chapter  7). The term 
thoughts here can include images and also the wider meanings we 
may draw from our experience— it’s just not the explicit thought 
that goes through your mind. For example, if you make a mistake 
you may have the specific thought “I should be able to do that easily 
enough.” The underlying meaning may be “I’m useless,” even though 
this exact thought didn’t enter your head at the time.

This cognitive model leads to a particular kind of treatment 
called cognitive therapy. This therapy focuses on helping people to 
recognize and to re- examine their thoughts, and the meanings 
drawn from them, in order to get rid of the negative, depressive 
bias. The downward spiral is reversed by working to change the 
negative patterns of thinking. As thinking becomes more fair, 
balanced, and perhaps “positive”, the depression starts to lift and 
produces more positive thoughts and feelings until the down-
ward spiral is converted into an upward spiral (see also Chapter 7, 
“Finding new perspectives”). However, this is not a process of “pos-
itive thinking”; it’s about trying to keep in balance the processes of 
attention, memory, and judgment in light of the actual evidence, 
and about being fair and kind to yourself.

Applying cognitive therapy to depression

Breaking up patterns of negative thinking

Ella’s depression had become pervasive. She felt on the verge of 
tears most of the time and worse at the end of each day when she 
sat at home, alone, thinking about the relationship that had gone 
wrong and all the failures and mistakes she had made at work that 
day. She had also been too tired to bother to shop so there was 
nothing much to eat in her home and everywhere she looked she 
saw the signs that she had lost her grip. The whole place seemed 
to her to be in a mess— just like her life. The unhappy thoughts 
churned round and round in her head leaving her no peace. Ella 
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was stuck in a stream of negative thinking. The longer it continued, 
the worse she felt. She thought that she “ought to be able to think 
it through,” even though it seemed to her that the same record was 
playing endlessly, and painfully, inside her head and getting abso-
lutely nowhere.

Distraction is the first line of defense. Ella needed a break from 
her ruminations. She needed to interrupt the internal dialogue and 
to clear a small bit of mental space, and the easiest, quickest way to 
do this is to use distraction. Distraction involves filling the mind 
with something else and giving yourself a rest from dwelling on 
unhappy thoughts. This will provide some respite from the rumi-
native pattern and lift your mood just enough to allow you to start 
problem- solving instead.

There are many ways of distracting yourself. Box 27.2 provides 
some that others have found useful.

What happened to Ella, when she first distracted herself by 
turning on the TV, reflects a common pattern. First, she tried 

BOX 27.2 Ways to distract yourself from ruminating

1. Sensory awareness exercises

What can you see or hear or feel at the moment? Attend to each 
of the senses in turn. This is an aspect of being mindful (see 
also Chapter 3, “The value and practice of acceptance”).

2. Describe an object

This is a way of forcing your attention onto the outside world. 
Pick any object you can see; a window or a table would do. 
Describe it precisely, in every possible detail, as if to someone 
else. Think about how it feels— soft or hard – and consider the 
patterns of light and shade that fall upon it. Test yourself in as 
many ways as you can think of (draw it, write down a descrip-
tion, memorize it, and so on).
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to listen to what was being said but could not concentrate very 
well. Nevertheless, the TV interrupted her thinking pattern just 
enough for other things to come to her attention: she noticed she 
was thirsty. This helped her into a more active mode:  she made 
a cup of tea. Then, as she sat down to drink the tea, still not re-
ally concentrating on much, she found herself wondering about 
how to clear up the mess of newspapers, cards, and so forth that 
were lying around. She was starting to solve problems rather than 
thinking her depressive thoughts. Becoming aware of the way in 
which this process works helped Ella to use it more often, and 
more effectively.

3. Involve yourself in an activity

Choose something undemanding but as absorbing as you can 
manage. Reading may be too hard to concentrate on if you feel 
very depressed, so a physical activity like tidying up, knitting, 
or gardening may be easier. What activities might be the right 
ones for you?

4. Recite a poem or sing a song to yourself

Think of nursery rhymes or poems you learned in school, or 
jingles from advertisements or Christmas carols. Remember 
songs you enjoyed with friends or songs from a show you have 
seen. Concentrate on trying to remember the words.

5. Play counting games

Count things you can see, or count backwards, or add serial 7s, 
or say multiplication tables, or remember telephone numbers.

6. Play a computer game

Sometimes simple games like Solitaire, or Tetris, bring relief 
by occupying your mind sufficiently to chase away depressing 
thoughts and images.
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swatting the “nats”

Negative automatic thoughts (or NATs) buzz around inside the head 
when you feel low: “It’s pointless”; “I’m no good”; “Why bother?” The 
bites from these NATs can depress your mood even more. It’s impor-
tant to swat these NATs, and strategies for dealing with them are 
described in more detail in Chapter 7 (“Finding new perspectives”). 
You will find examples of the thought records and key questions 
that help when completing them in Chapter 7, and blank copies of 
the forms are available online (see “Blank Thought Records and key 
questions to go with them” which is available online at http://www.
oup.com/us/managingyourmind). An illustration is given here to 
show how they can be used when you are feeling depressed.

step 1: identifying problematic thoughts.

Ella did not find this exercise easy. She was so immersed in her 
distress that she could not see things clearly. Besides, everything 
seemed so obviously bad to her that she could not see the point of 
trying to look for any other points of view. Nevertheless, she asked 
herself these key questions:

• What went through my mind at the time?
• How am I seeing things now?
• What is it about this that matters to me?
• What does this situation mean to me?
• Or what does it mean about me?

This is what she wrote on her Thought Record (see Chapter  7, 
“Finding new perspectives”):

Situation: Coming into the apartment after a day at work
Feelings: Hopeless and sad
Thoughts: It’s all my fault. There’s nothing I can do about it. My 

whole life is a mess.
Personal Meaning: I’m a failure.
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step 2: looking for other perspectives.

Ella decided she would try filling out an “alternatives diary” form 
as well (see Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”), and wrote each 
thought down separately. She then asked herself: “Is there another 
way of seeing things?” She worked on the last thought first, as this 
seemed to her to be the central one. This is what she wrote:

Automatic thought: my whole life is a mess.
Alternative points of view: I’ve still got a job. It’s only been like 

this since the relationship broke up, so I must have been 
able to hold things together before this. Maybe it’s not 
surprising to feel sad right now, but that doesn’t mean 
the feelings won’t ever change. There’s certainly a mess 
in the apartment, and I’m not working well, and I’ve lost 
the person I cared about (the facts of the case), but I’ve 
still got friends and my music. This certainly is a rough 
patch, but everyone has rough patches from time to 
time. If I really take a look at my whole life I can see that 
I am probably exaggerating how bad this is.

When doing this exercise, Ella had many doubts and queries. In 
particular, she found that for every new way of thinking she could 
also find some reasons for discounting it:  that giveaway phrase 
“Yes, but .  .  .” kept jumping into her mind. “Yes, but none of that 
really matters. What matters is how I  feel right now.” When this 
happens it is important not to get sidetracked. Write down the res-
ervation, or “Yes, but . . .” and come back to it later in exactly the 
same way. After all, it is only another NAT, or negative automatic 
thought, and can be re- examined using the same strategy.

Learning how to re- examine negative automatic thoughts— the 
NATs— when you are depressed is difficult. We recommend that 
you practice doing this using the two other thoughts that Ella 
identified:  “It’s all my fault” and “There’s nothing I  can do about 
it.” It is often easier to work out where other people are going 
wrong than to see one’s own mistakes and blind spots, so this is an 
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especially useful exercise if you are feeling low. Some key questions 
to help you look for other perspectives are given in Box 27.3.

step 3: be specific

When depressed, people tend to think in a rather vague and ge-
neral way, as if the shaded, depressed view of the world obscured 
their detailed vision. It is therefore particularly helpful to focus 
on specific facts of the case when looking for alternative points of 
view. For example, instead of saying “I’ve still got friends”, name 
the people with whom you are friendly and think of specific things 

BOX 27.3 Questions to help you look for other perspectives

Questions about thoughts

What other points of view are there? How would someone else 
think about this? How else could I think about it? How would 
I think about this if I were feeling better?

Questions about reality

What are the facts of the case? How can I find out which way of 
thinking fits the facts best? What is the evidence?

Questions about thinking styles

Could I  be making a mistake in the way I  am thinking? Am 
I thinking straight? Am I using one of the 13 kinds of crooked 
thinking (see “3. Thinking straight: thirteen types of crooked 
thinking” in Chapter 7)? Am I pressurizing myself? Or using 
the language of the extremist?

Questions about coping

What is the worst that could happen? How bad is this going 
to get? What can I do when that happens? How can I get help?

 

 

 

 

 



5 4 0  | Pa r t  I I I :  Ov e r cO m I n g  d I f f I c u lt I e s

that you have done together in better times or specific plans that 
you can make with them for the future.

If you write the key questions for identifying problematic 
thoughts and for re- examining NATs on opposite sides of a small 
card, or easily accessible on your phone, you can keep them at 
hand for whenever you need them. Answers to the key questions 
help you keep in touch with the facts and avoid some of the dis-
torted perspectives of depressed thinking. The most likely mis-
take that the depressed person is making is mistaking feelings for 
facts: believing that because it feels this bad everything really is 
this bad. Bit by bit, start to gather all the information together so 
that you can take a new look at it.

looking at beliefs and attitudes— the hall of mirrors

Our attitudes to ourselves are always personal and usually distorted 
in one way or another. When Brittany, age 6, went to the fair she 
visited the Hall of Mirrors and was fascinated by the different ways 
in which her body was distorted. In one mirror she looked tall and 
thin; in another short and fat. Other mirrors distorted some parts 
of her body in one way and others in another way. Her head was 
made tall and thin; her chest long and wide; and her legs shrunk 
until her feet seemed almost to spring directly from her hips.

The distorted beliefs we have of ourselves can be very similar. 
Most of us operate in (at least) two ways: we can be extraordinarily 
critical of ourselves, or we can give ourselves outrageous leniency. 
We may do first one and then the other, even though they seem con-
tradictory. We may put our own interests above those of others, and 
yet place our self- worth well beneath that of others. Indeed, per-
haps one distorted view springs from the other. Because of the deep 
fear that we are inferior to others, we might try to boost our self- 
image through bragging and attempting to get the better of others.

At the root of depression there is usually a distorted view of 
oneself. To see yourself more clearly it may be helpful to think 
about what you would say about yourself if you were on the outside 
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looking in: as if you could be another person and take a thoroughly 
objective look at yourself. When Ella did this she uncovered one of 
her unwritten assumptions: “I can’t be happy if I’m on my own— if 
I do not have a close relationship.”

Here are some other common beliefs: “I must do well at every-
thing I take on”; “Unless I am doing something useful my whole life 
is worthless”; “I’m no good unless people like me”; and “If someone 
rejects me, it’s because I’m not good enough.” Beliefs such as these 
can be questioned and re- examined using the same methods as 
those used for examining automatic thoughts.

Even though it is difficult, it is important that you try to look 
at yourself with compassion and objectivity (see Chapter  3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance”; and Chapter  4, “The value and 
practice of kindness”). When depressed we are inclined to be ex-
cessively hard on ourselves. We whip ourselves saying how useless 
and worthless we are. Take a compassionate view towards yourself, 
as you would towards someone else, and you will find it easier to 
develop a sense of ultimate trust in yourself.

the black dog: taming the beast by giving it a label

Winston Churchill suffered from recurrent, short- lived depressions. 
He gave them a name: the black dog, a name that had been used by 
Samuel Johnson before him, and has been used by many others since. 
Labeling the depression helped him to cope with it and to accept it, 
knowing that in due course it would go away. Such labeling helps to do-
mesticate the depression so that it becomes, if not a friend, at least an 
enemy you know and for which, perhaps, you even feel some affection.

If you are prone to recurrent depressions that do not last for 
more than a few weeks it may be best to wall them off— to limit or 
contain them. Then they will take the shortest course. Say to your-
self: “Ah, it’s my depression again. It will pass away soon as it al-
ways does; I’ve just got to keep going.” This is especially helpful for 
people who tend to get depressed about getting depressed, which is 
a common problem and adds insult to injury.
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A similar technique is used in mindful meditation in which the 
feelings of depression are quietly acknowledged (see Chapter 3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance”). It would be as if you nodded ac-
quaintance with your feelings, but you would not become absorbed 
by the depression or by regrets about the past or hopelessness 
about the future. Rather than being wholly dominated by depres-
sion the aim is to become aware of bodily and emotional feelings 
but from a stance which is at one remove and which helps to keep 
present feelings in perspective.

Use your support systems

A close confiding relationship is one of the most effective 
protections against depression (see also “Developing confiding 
relationships to reduce your chance of depression” which is avail-
able online at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind). 
If there is someone with whom you can talk about how you are 
feeling then do not shy away from letting them know. If you 
can’t think of anyone in whom you could confide then consider 
seeing your doctor, or finding a support group, either online or 
face- to- face. There are many things that make it difficult to tell 
someone else you feel depressed—  such as feeling embarrassed or 
worried about bothering them; feeling guilty, as if being depressed 
was your fault and a sign of weakness; and living in a world in 
which talking about yourself, and especially about your feelings, 
is treated as if it were taboo. Nevertheless, “a friend in need is a 
friend indeed”, and if you are depressed, you are in need. A friend 
(partner, family member, supporter) can help you in many ways to 
overcome the depression. It is, first of all, very helpful just to have 
the support: to know that there is someone who realizes how you 
are feeling and who cares. A friend can provide you with a different 
and, probably at the moment, a less distorted perspective on your 
problems and on your views of yourself. A friend can help to en-
courage you in carrying out the activities that you have chosen to 
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do. In addition, talking with a friend also gives you the chance to 
think about why you are depressed and about what problems in 
your life have got you down. The friend can help you to find ways 
of tackling these problems.

One of the many ways with which, as therapists, we help people 
who are depressed is not through any arcane skill but by being es-
sentially a friend— a professional rather than a personal friend— 
but nevertheless a friend. And the two things we do which are of 
particular value are to be a sounding board— to listen and reflect 
various perspectives— and to be someone to whom our client 
“reports back.” When a depressed person decides, for example, 
to start meeting friends over lunch once more, the chance of her 
carrying this through is greatly enhanced if she knows that she will 
be telling her therapist or friend.

Friends can fulfil these roles as long as they know that you want 
them to help in these ways. We recommend that you choose one or 
two friends whom you think are in the best position to help you. This 
may include your partner, if you have one, but sometimes a partner 
is too close to your problems, and perhaps too much a part of them, 
to be the ideal friend to help you out of your depression. When you 
have decided who can help you best let them know that you are de-
pressed and discuss how you feel, and how you see the problems, as 
freely as you feel able. It might be a good idea to ask them to read this 
chapter, including the section below (“Supporting a friend who is de-
pressed”). The person you would like to have support from may not 
be able to give you as much support as you would like. If your friends 
make it clear that this is the case then you need to respect the limits 
that they want to place on how much support they give you.

Thoughts of harming yourself

When depressed you may have thoughts of harming yourself. This 
is quite common. It does not mean that you are “going mad”; but 
you do need to take the thoughts seriously. Tell someone else about 
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your thoughts: a friend, or your doctor. Do not be afraid of talking 
these thoughts over with someone else. Many people are reluctant 
to mention them for fear that others will disapprove, or fail to un-
derstand, or for fear that talking about them may actually make 
it easier to put them into effect. In fact, talking about thoughts of 
harming yourself usually brings some relief.

If you feel like putting these into effect, or making plans, then seek 
help at once, and promise yourself that at any time when you re-
ally do feel at risk of harming yourself you will immediately talk 
to someone about how you feel. See Box 27.4 for some information 
about what to do in a crisis.

If the thoughts are vaguer— more a feeling that life and its 
problems are too much for you at present— try to clarify them. The 
following three questions might help you to do this:

• What would prevent me from putting any plans into effect?
• What would I  like to be able to do, supposing that the 

depression lifts?
• Which of my problems are so bad that I  feel as though no 

solution could ever be found?

You may find it helpful to discuss these questions with someone 
else. Throughout these low periods hang on to the fact that it is 

BOX 27.4 What to do if you feel desperate

• If in crisis, you can talk to a family member, friend, or 
neighbor that you can trust.

• Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1- 800- 273- 
TALK (8255). They are available 24/ 7.

• Contact your mental health team if you have one.
• Make an appointment to see your doctor if you are able 

to wait.
• Go to the Emergency Department of your local hospital.
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your depression that is talking and that your depression will even-
tually lift. There are helpful resources for developing a “safety plan” 
at http:// www.connectingwithpeople.org.

When to see your doctor

Do not be shy of sharing your feelings with others whom you trust, 
and sometimes you will find it helpful to discuss these feelings with 
your doctor. If you feel you are seriously depressed, or have regular 
bouts of depression, and you would like to talk about how you are 
with your doctor, then do not hesitate to do so: you have nothing to 
lose and may gain a lot. There are times when it is wise to see your 
doctor even if your first inclination is not to go. Professional help 
and medication can sometimes be of great benefit. We recommend 
that you see your doctor if any of the following is true:

1. If you are so profoundly depressed that it is seriously inter-
fering with your work or family life.

2. If those close to you think that you should see your doctor. 
It is a feature of depression that you cannot judge objectively 
how you are. If those around you are sufficiently worried to 
think that you might be helped by a professional, then they 
are more likely to be right than you are at the moment.

3. If you are consistently waking more than an hour earlier 
than usual and feeling particularly miserable at that time. 
Disturbances in physiological functioning (e.g., sleep and ap-
petite) are good indications that medication will help you.

4. If you are having experiences such as hearing voices 
when there is no one there or seeing things when there is 
nothing there.

5. If you are seriously considering harming yourself or doing 
away with yourself.

6. If your mood swings both up and down so that in addition to 
becoming very depressed you sometimes become very “high”, 

 



5 4 6  | Pa r t  I I I :  Ov e r cO m I n g  d I f f I c u lt I e s

doing things which others consider excessively extravagant 
and which when your mood is normal you realize were exces-
sive. This may be bipolar disorder, previously called “manic 
depression”, because it has two poles:  a depressed, under-
active pole and a manic, overactive pole. Medications can be 
particularly useful in helping to prevent both the deep de-
pression and the excessive highs.

Your doctor may prescribe antidepressant medication for you 
and this is very likely to be helpful. It is useful to think of your-
self as working at the problem from two angles:  the biochemical 
one, which is helped by taking medication, and the psychosocial 
one (psychological and social), which is helped by working on 
your activities, your thoughts, and your support systems. The two 
approaches go well hand in hand. It is not the case that because you 
have approached the problem in one way the other way will not also 
be helpful. Combined methods of treatment for depression can be 
very effective.

Supporting a friend who is depressed

If a close friend is suffering with depression then your support, if 
given in the right way, can be particularly helpful. If that friend is 
very close, your partner for example, you may be finding it espe-
cially difficult. Living close to a depressed person engenders am-
biguous and complex feelings. Part of you will feel sympathy and 
a desire to help; part of you might feel frustrated and irritated. 
You may make what seem perfectly sensible and straightforward 
suggestions which are resisted on what seem to be totally inade-
quate grounds, and you may get your head bitten off for trying to 
be helpful. Yet despite this, you can see that your friend is deeply 
unhappy and needs help and support.

When helping someone else you may yourself need some 
support: someone with whom you can talk. But make sure that you 
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do not break any confidences. Depressed people who open up to 
others will need to know that they can talk in confidence about 
things that they would not like anyone else to know.

One of the most difficult things in trying to help is that it is 
easy to become increasingly unsympathetic. Depressed friends and 
relatives may on occasion seem alternately pathetic and unreason-
ably irritable. They may be hard to be with, different from their 
normal selves and even unlikeable. It is because of this that it is im-
portant to understand the effects of depression and the differences 
in personality that seem to accompany it. Hang on to the fact that, 
underneath the mask of depression, people you have known and 
liked remain unchanged. You probably still see this much or most 
of the time, or perhaps you only see glimpses currently.

You may have been trying to help but finding that all your help 
appears to be rejected. What, you may be wondering, is the point 
of giving support? This is when it is important to know just how 
valuable is the fact that you are there, that despite the apparent 
rejection of all your attempts to help, you have not, emotionally or 
physically, run away. It may not be obvious now but in the long run 
the support you are giving by simply being with the person when 
depressed is providing the framework within which recovery can 
grow. Try not to overestimate the speed of recovery even when you 
can see that it has started. There will be intermittent breaks in the 
clouds and black patches to go through before the sky clears again.

Encourage your friend to read this and Chapter  26 
(“Depression:  the common cold of the mind”). This will help you 
both to clarify your role and will give your friend some ideas about 
what action to take. The main ways in which you can help, in 
addition to simply being there, are to act as a sounding board; to 
encourage your friend to keep active; and to be someone to whom 
your friend can “report back.”

You cannot expect to be an expert counsellor but you can use 
some of the well- known principles of counseling. We have used 
the words “sounding board” to emphasize one of the important 
points: your role is not to solve other people’s problems for them; 



5 4 8  | Pa r t  I I I :  Ov e r cO m I n g  d I f f I c u lt I e s

not, on the whole, to give advice. Your role is to listen and to reflect 
honestly on what you have understood. It is to help clarify what 
has been said, to help establish the various options. Try to help 
people when they are depressed to decide what specific activities 
they want to set themselves and then act as someone to whom they 
can bring a progress report. Give encouragement to carry out these 
activities. Often when trying to help someone who is depressed, 
one feels helpless because one cannot solve the problems faced. Do 
not think that you are failing because you are not solving problems. 
Try to help them where possible to find their own solutions. Indeed, 
if you imposed your solutions, it would be unlikely to work in the 
long term.

Do not try to force people to talk to you. Everyone has a right to 
privacy and a right not to tell, just as you too have the right not to 
be used as a support. If you are finding that trying to give support 
is too painful, or if you are not able to give it, for whatever reason, 
then you have the right to say so.

Summary

When depressed, hold onto the idea that moods swing up as well as 
down, and focus on the short- term strategies:

1. Work on your activities. Keeping active is helpful, even though 
difficult when depressed. Use a diary or record.

2. Work on your thoughts. Use the tools for looking for other 
perspectives (see “Swatting the ‘NATS’ ”)

3. Work on your support systems. Ask others for help and support.

If you have thoughts of harming yourself, think about how to keep 
yourself safe and who you can contact.

In supporting a depressed friend, it is valuable to just be there 
emotionally for them. Listen without feeling you must solve their 
problems, encourage activity, and be interested in how they get on.
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Further reading

Haig, M. (2015). Reasons to Stay Alive. London: Canongate.
See also suggested “Further reading” at the end of Chapter 26.

Websites
Samaritans: http:// www.samaritans.org
Connecting With People. Staying Safe if You’re Not Sure Life’s Worth 

Living. http:// www.connectingwithpeople.org/ StayingSafe

 

http://www.samaritans.org
http://www.connectingwithpeople.org/StayingSafe
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Feeling angry and keeping calm

Anger leads to problems in relationships when there is too much of 
it, when it happens too often, and when people are unable to con-
trol the way they express it, for example, by being over- argumen-
tative, aggressive, or violent. It also causes problems when people 
cannot, or dare not, express their anger and try to keep it hidden. 
Too much anger hurts everyone: both those who experience it and 
those on the receiving end. Anger may be expressed by sulking, or 
by talking about it, as well as by shouting or yelling.

It is normal, however, to feel angry at times, it is often justi-
fied, and it can also have useful effects. Anger can mobilize us to 
take action, for example, to set limits to the demands others make 
on us, to address issues that matter to us, or to defend ourselves 
if attacked. It can be constructively expressed, and prompt us to 
explain what it is that is distressing or alarming us or to ask for 
what we need, or to help others whom we believe are being disad-
vantaged in some way. Anger may be behind such actions as setting 
up a local neighborhood watch group, or a safe refuge for victims 
of domestic or political violence. It can also prompt people to face 
their differences and difficulties and seek resolutions. So anger 
does not always cause problems, even though for many of us, espe-
cially in the relationships that matter, it can be difficult to keep the 
more constructive aspects of anger in sight.

Intimate relationships are a potent source of anger because such 
relationships are important. They contribute to the way we feel 
about ourselves. It matters if the people who are close to you criti-
cize the way you do things, or ignore you, or dismiss your ideas as 
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worthless. Proximity brings with it strong feelings and (often un-
spoken) expectations. People who live or work together are bound 
to experience irritations, disappointments, and disagreements. 
They will at times misunderstand each other, or misperceive the 
facts. Those who readily become explosively or uncontrollably 
angry when this happens may be seen as unpleasant, difficult, or 
dangerous, and the people around them may become watchful and 
mistrustful or retaliate, becoming aggressive and hostile them-
selves. In the end, the main options in responding to a person who 
expresses intense anger are to fight back, to build up defenses, or 
to withdraw. Hence the damaging effect of anger on relationships.

So too much anger is bad for us:  it eats away at self- respect, 
damages relationships, and can contribute to ill health such as sto-
mach ulcers and cardiac problems. In this chapter, we will start by 
explaining four key facts about anger. We will then provide prac-
tical suggestions, both for those who think that their own anger is 
a problem, and for those who are on the receiving end of someone 
else’s anger.

Four key facts about anger

1. anger makes you “blind”

Anger blinds you to other ways of seeing things. It produces rigidity 
in mind and body— as if it gets a grip on you. It is then difficult to 
see things any other way: for example, someone forgot to give you 
an important message, and as far as you are concerned this means 
that they are utterly careless and irresponsible.

Anger blinds you to your share of the responsibility. When angry 
we shift the blame onto others. “It’s your fault. You didn’t do what 
I asked . . . you made me look ridiculous in front of my friends . . . 
you left me in the lurch.” The message to others is: “you made me 
angry.” and sometimes also “you knew that would upset me, so you 
must have done it on purpose.” And thinking, or assuming, “I didn’t 
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do anything wrong. It’s your fault, not mine” leads to the demand 
that others take responsibility for putting things right.

Anger blinds you to other (more peaceful) options. Anger makes 
you think: I know I am right, and the anger is justified. I should let 
others know how I feel: give them a piece of my mind; make it clear 
that I never want that to happen again. The more forceful you are 
the more likely (it can seem) that you will succeed in making others 
do what you want. But this way of thinking blinds you to more 
effective, and more peaceful, ways of dealing with the problems 
that made you angry.

2. anger escalates

Left unchecked, anger progresses through stages:  from the first 
perception of having been wronged, to becoming angry, to feeling 
impelled to attack, to an attack, and at its worst, to violence. Once 
anger is expressed, only too often the genie is out of the bottle. 
Attacks are met with counter- attacks which add fuel to the 
flames: if you hurt me then I want to punish you, and hurt you back. 
Seeing you suffer brings me a measure of relief. But you also want 
to find relief, so you want to make me suffer more. Combativeness 
escalates rapidly as each of the warring parties tries to strike the 
winning blow and avoid a humiliating defeat. The longer this goes 
on, the harder it is to stop and the stronger the desire to inflict pain 
before letting the matter rest. This common process, which may 
seem childish when its bare bones are revealed, partly explains why 
angry people in close relationships can do increasingly damaging 
things to each other, and sometimes become consumed with guilt 
and self- recrimination afterwards.

3. anger hurts

Anger is a reaction to pain that causes more pain; layers of 
pain. People become angry as a reaction to the pain of insults or 
put- downs, to being treated unfairly, disrespectfully, or with 
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condescension. All of these can hurt, whether or not they were in-
tended to cause pain.

Underneath this first layer of pain lies more pain, often in the 
form of fear. Someone who insults you might not care about you or 
value you. If you see the point of their accusations then you will feel 
hurt, and your self- esteem will be threatened.

Behaving angrily towards others causes them pain. It may 
be meant to hurt, or you may be completely unaware of their 
reactions: so caught up in letting off steam that you can think only 
of yourself. Your anger may also be intended to make others change 
their ways or behave as you think they should.

Your own anger may increase your own pain. We do not use the 
term “hot and bothered” for nothing. Feeling intensely angry is 
not pleasant, which is why it goads us into action, and mobilizes 
our forces to combat the cause of our anger. Moments of satisfac-
tion may occur when we think we are winning, or diverting fur-
ther attack, or if it feels better to be doing something than doing 
nothing. But the longer- term consequence of our anger is often 
more pain both for ourselves and others.

4. anger gives dangerous double messages: 
it’s not just the words that count

What we are thinking is conveyed to others by our words and also 
in subtle, non- verbal ways (the ways we look, sound, and move), and 
the two kinds of messages often convey different meanings. For ex-
ample, Alexa asks Shaun the verbally innocuous question: “Have you 
paid the phone bill?” Shaun responds to what he knows is a repri-
mand, and says: “What have you been doing all day?” The reprimand 
and resentment escalate into overt anger and Shaun and Alexa start 
shouting at each other. Alexa yells at Shaun:  “You’re useless, and 
take no responsibility.” He shouts back: “You have no idea how hard 
I work, and seem to care less.” Alexa retorts: “I only asked if you’d 
paid the phone bill.” When we give double messages, so that the 
verbal and the non- verbal messages differ, people usually respond to 
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the non- verbal part of the message— to the accusation, resentment, 
or irritation behind the words. The feelings behind the messages leak 
out; and people may jump to false conclusions: anger tends to dom-
inate the scene, even when the true feelings are not of anger but of 
sadness, misery and confusion, all of which can look like anger.

The main effects of anger

Anger affects your body, your feelings, your behavior, and your 
thinking. It also affects your relationships. In order to deal with it, 
it is best to start by focusing on yourself, rather than on the person 
who made you angry, and work out the ways that anger affects you. 
A useful exercise is to look, with a real example in mind, for at least 
one symptom in each of the categories in Box 28.1, adding to the list 
as necessary. We suggest that as you read the rest of this chapter, 
keep in mind those effects that you find especially upsetting or diffi-
cult to handle, so that you can start looking for solutions as you read.

Five myths about managing anger

There are some common myths about how to deal with anger, and 
these often lead people astray. In each of them, however, there is a 
grain of truth.

1. the ventilation myth

According to this myth, ventilation— for example, by punching a 
pillow, shouting, or kicking something— makes you feel less angry. 
It gets anger out of the system, lets off steam, and clears the air. 
The image behind this myth is false:  anger is not like pressure, 
building up inside until (if not ventilated) it explodes out of you. 
Ventilation does not provide a safety valve; it increases angry 
feelings. Ventilating anger often makes people less inhibited about 
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what they say, when they say it, and what they do when they feel 
angry. It can work like a training session in aggression, removing 
restraints that might otherwise have been there. In the home, the 
more that anger is expressed verbally, the more likely it is that it 
will lead to physical violence. Ventilation makes things worse, and 
infects the atmosphere. Rather than clearing the air, it can trigger a 

BOX 28.1 Five effects of anger

Effects on your body

Tension, shaking, heart racing, going red in the face, 
restlessness . . .

Probable increased risk of heart attack.

Effects on your feelings: these can erupt suddenly  
or build up slowly

Resentment, confusion, frustration, fury, fear, pain, feeling 
detached, uncaring or hostile . . .

Effects on your behavior

Glaring, shouting, demanding that others change, fighting, 
hitting, sulking, calling people names . . .

Effects on your thinking

It’s your fault. You shouldn’t have done that. People should do 
what they say they will. I have a perfect right to show how I feel. 
I know I’m right, and you’re wrong . . . . Also going over and over 
what happened and thoughts about how to get back at someone 
who has hurt you.

Effects on your relationships

People keep their distance, reject you, or complain about you. 
They retaliate and cause you pain. Wariness creeps in between 
you, and trust diminishes.
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host of negative feelings such as hostility, unhappiness, depression, 
anxiety, irritability, and resentment— in other words, a great deal of 
misery, turmoil, and confusion.

The grain of truth in the myth that ventilating your anger is 
useful is that it may help you to acknowledge and accept your angry 
feelings. But it is better to do this without the ventilation.

2. the sharing myth

The sharing myth is that it helps if people with the same problem— 
colleagues with a bullying boss, for example, or women who feel 
exploited by men— share their anger. Sharing anger, however, 
works like group ventilation. It reduces inhibitions, helps people to 
imagine what it would be like to express the anger, and acts more 
like a rehearsal than a safety valve. Shared expressions of anger 
make the anger seem increasingly justified, and result in people 
apportioning blame with greater certainty. Feelings escalate, the 
mind shuts down to other points of view, and seeking solutions falls 
off the agenda.

The grain of truth in the sharing myth is that it feels good to 
know that you are not alone, and it can help to join forces in solving 
problems and taking constructive action.

3. the instinctive impulse myth: “I can’t help it”

According to this myth, anger is like a basic instinct, and as auto-
matic and uncontrollable as a reflex. This myth is plausible because 
anger can erupt so suddenly. However, much about anger is not in-
stinctive. Different things make each of us angry because we per-
ceive, interpret, and understand them differently. What provokes 
anger and maintains it, how we express it, and respond to it, are 
all influenced by our individual experiences and cultures:  by our 
thoughts, assumptions, and beliefs. Whether we shout and scream, 
or glare, or cry or withdraw, are things we can reflect upon and ad-
just in a cool moment. They are not reflexes.
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The grain of truth is that you might feel powerless to prevent your-
self getting angry, but this truth should not blind you to the fact that 
you can control what you do when you are angry and you are respon-
sible for your actions. Controlling what you do— and say— may even 
help you to react less “instinctively” (or thoughtlessly) next time.

4. the myth that you can decide not to get 
angry again

This myth is a recipe for failure. Could you decide never to laugh 
at another joke? Feeling anger is normal and it is bound to happen 
again, to all of us. There is nothing to be gained from trying never 
to be angry again.

But the grain of truth is that you can decide how to control and 
express your anger, and it might be important to do so.

5. the revenge myth

Paying people back, getting even with them, and seeking revenge are 
dangerous games to play. They fuel the cycle of escalation, and they 
inflame situations rather than resolve them. Thinking about revenge 
poisons the atmosphere. It gets hard to think about anything else, 
and rumination leads to increasingly elaborate and vivid images of 
possible actions. So the myth that it is helpful to engage in a payback 
cycle or embark on a trajectory of revenge is both false and dangerous.

The grain of truth is that getting even, or winning, can bring 
temporary relief, but only at a terrible price. Revenge escalates and 
turns back to hurt the avenger. “Before you embark on a journey of 
revenge, remember to dig two graves.”

Dealing better with your own anger

Learning to manage anger involves recognizing it, accepting it, and 
practicing expressing it without doing damage. It is not a question 
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of starting another fight, this time with yourself; of battling with 
yourself not to feel angry; or of deciding not to let your anger show. 
It is more a question of learning how to notice it, pay attention to it, 
and express it so that it does not grow or escalate dangerously out 
of control.

There is value in anger and it may be right to feel angry. Your 
anger may point to a problem that needs to be faced and dealt with 
(see Chapter 21, “Problem- solving: a strategy for change”). The pur-
pose of this chapter is to enable you to manage your anger when it 
is not helpful and when it makes difficulties for you or for others. 
We will describe several methods so that you can choose those that 
suit you best. However, from the start it is helpful to keep one key 
aim in mind:

Express your anger in the right way, at the right time, 
and to the right person.

This means, for example, without violence, not when you are ex-
hausted or have been drinking, and to the person who made you 
angry rather than to others. This does not imply that there is only 
one right way but that there are wrong ways, ways which are less 
likely to be helpful.

accepting responsibility

The first step is to accept some responsibility for your anger. Otherwise 
you will remain at the mercy both of others and of your feelings.

Usually people think: “But it’s their fault, not mine”, and some-
times others are unreasonable, insulting, or completely outrageous. 
Other people may clearly be in the wrong, and being angry with 
them may also help to change their behavior. But without taking 
responsibility for your own anger you will not be able to control it. 
Being angry focuses attention on what others have done wrong and 
blinds you to your part in exacerbating the problems and to how to 
move forward constructively.
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First, it is helpful to separate responsibility from blame. Blame 
goes with accusation, resentment, or escalation, and often gets 
in the way of solving the key problems. Whether or not the other 
person is mainly to blame, you can take responsibility for:

1. Recognizing that you are angry. The earlier that you can do this 
the better. Aim to recognize your anger before it intensifies 
and does damage.

2. Deciding what to do when you are angry. In the heat of the 
moment this is hard so you will need to plan ahead (see 
“Red skills for use in the heat of the moment” later in this 
chapter).

3. Calming yourself down. Waiting for other people to put things 
right leaves you in their hands. Focusing on them can keep 
your anger simmering.

The value in accepting responsibility is that it puts you in charge of 
what happens next. If it was not your fault in the first place, then 
accepting responsibility provides you with choices of effective ways 
to move forward. If it was (partly) your fault, then accepting re-
sponsibility makes it easier to find out where you might have been 
mistaken, for example, by misunderstanding the other person, or 
misperceiving what happened. Did you jump to conclusions? Or 
take something personally when it was not intended that way?

In short, if you wish to decrease your anger, deal with yourself 
before you deal with others. Indeed, it is by changing yourself that 
you can have the most powerful effect on other people. Eight ways 
of dealing with anger are listed in Box 28.2.

Red, yellow, and green skills

Taking responsibility for your anger puts you in a good position 
to take constructive action. It is useful to develop three types of 
skills: red skills for use in the heat of the moment, yellow skills for 

 



BOX 28.2 Dealing with anger

1. Address the inner meaning

Instead of focusing on the wrongdoers and their actions, think 
about what it was that hurt you, in mind or body.

2. Recognize your own flashpoints

For example, feeling disrespected, unfairly judged, disregarded, 
exploited, put down, uncared for . . .

3. Identify the specific damage done by anger

For example, the pain and suffering for you and for others; the 
damage to your relationships, the interrupted communication.

4. Develop your conflict- management skills

Learn how to be assertive rather than passive or aggressive. 
Make use of negotiation skills, and obey the rules of fair 
fighting (see Chapter  17, “Assertiveness”; and Chapter  18, 
“Negotiation skills”).

5. Search for the other person’s perspective  
(even if you don’t agree with it)

Listen to the other person in the spirit of finding out what they 
think rather than in the spirit of judging and blaming.

6. Tackle the stresses that make you vulnerable

Anger is more easily triggered when we are exhausted, 
overburdened, rushed, worried, unwell, etc. (see Chapter  22, 
“Stress: balancing life’s demands”).

7. Learn how to calm yourself down

Think about what you can do to make yourself feel better, other 
than berating others or lashing out.

8. Limit your alcohol intake

See Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and overcoming addictions.”
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thinking things through, and green skills for the times when you 
want to take action.

Red skills for use in the heat of the moment

You need your red skills when you are overwhelmed by anger; when, 
for example, you feel under attack and immediately want to fight 
back, and to defend yourself. Red lights warn you to stop. When 
we “see red,” blindness, blame, and belligerence dominate, and it is 
easy to lose control. This is when dangerous and destructive actions 
do damage to relationships. So this is not the time to act. It is the 
time to make the space to cool down: to redirect the energy that is 
in your anger, and use it to generate a cool- down system, just as you 
would turn up the fridge on a hot day. At these moments it is best 
to bottle up your feelings and to shut your mouth so that you do 
not do or say anything that you will regret. Perhaps you can reduce 
the pressure by diverting your energy into something harmless. 
Cooling down is not being a pushover, or being passive, or a wimp. 
On the contrary, cooling down helps you to take responsibility and 
to act assertively (see Chapter 17, “Assertiveness”) so that you will 
be more likely to achieve a constructive outcome.

Some of the techniques for developing red skills are shown 
in Box 28.3. The aim is simple: to limit, and ideally to avoid, any 
damage that might be caused by an explosion. It is unlikely that 
losing your temper will lead to constructive change.

The earlier you can take action the better. Think back over a 
time when you lost your temper and see if you can recognize your 
personal early warning signals of entering the red zone. Much pain, 
misery, and damage can be averted if you learn to:

• Recognize that you are about to lose your temper before this 
has become obvious to others.

• Avoid showing your anger— or at least the extent of it— so 
that you can take care over what you say and do.

 



feeling angry and keeping calm | 5 6 3 

Yellow skills for thinking things through

When you are not in anger’s grip, you can think about it— not about 
what someone else did that made you angry, but the more diffi-
cult part that many people do not like, of facing up to the whole 
experience, including your own unpleasant thoughts, feelings, and 
actions. Yellow skills enable you to understand your anger, to think 
in new ways about the things that make you angry, and to develop 
new ways of behaving so as to turn your anger to constructive use.

Many yellow skills take some time to develop and some effort 
to carry out. If anger has become problematic you will need to 
set aside time for the rethinking and planning that will provide 
the basis for constructive change (see also Chapter 21, “Problem- 
solving: a strategy for change”).

There are four types of yellow skills:

1. Identifying personal triggers.
2. Understanding the underlying pain.

BOX 28.3 Techniques for improving red skills

• Zip your lip. Invent your own stop signal. Imagine a large 
stop sign, or flashing red light, or barrier in the road with 
STOP written on it, or someone shouting STOP or an alarm 
bell. Or imagine shutting your mouth.

• Get out of harm’s way:  take yourself out of the situation, 
even for a short time.

• Try to steady yourself down. Focus on your breathing, and 
take a deep breath in. Let it out slowly, and tell yourself to 
stay calm.

• Count before you speak or act: up to 10 or 200, depending on 
how long it takes to feel calmer and more in control.

• Try to relax, to undo the bad effects of the rigidity and the 
unpleasant physical sensations that go with anger.
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3. Seeing things differently.
4. Working on assumptions and rules.

1. Identifying personal triggers

Sometimes irritating behavior leads to explosions, and sometimes 
it is like water off a duck’s back. If you have had a bad day, then 
minor irritations (terrible traffic, a noisy family) will be more likely 
to make you angry. Stop and think about what makes you irritable. 
The more tired, hungry, stressed, or worried you are, the more 
likely it is that you will get angry. Alcohol is a particularly potent 
precipitant of anger and it quickly multiplies the effects of other 
worries or stresses. It reduces inhibitions about what you say and 
what you do, and makes it harder to bring things back under con-
trol and into perspective.

Anger is a response to a provocation, but what counts as a prov-
ocation (or trigger) depends on how you see it, which helps to ex-
plain why different things make different people angry. The main 
triggers are perceived insults, put- downs, and unfairness. So, it is 
not only the trigger that produces the anger, it is what goes through 
the person’s mind at the time (often so quickly and automatically 
that it just seems obvious). To identify your personal flashpoints 
and your personal rules, keep in mind a specific time when you 
were angry, and use Box 28.4 as a prompt. Doing this for more than 
one specific episode of anger will give you a broader picture.

Some people are quick to respond emotionally in all sorts of 
ways and others respond more slowly. In those who are quick to 
respond, the anger usually subsides quickly too, unless the feelings 
are kept going by thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs. Ruminating 
about the wrong- doing of others keeps anger going. So does the 
attitude of blaming others, and the habit of trying to punish them. 
Thinking about giving people what they deserve (or a piece of your 
mind), or paying them back provides the fuel that feeds the angry 
reaction. Such habits may have been learned from others during 
childhood (see Chapter 19, “Understanding voices from your past”), 
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BOX 28.4 Factors that contribute to triggering anger

The external setting, for example:

• Heat, noise, crowds, traffic, hustle, and bustle.

Your internal state, for example:

• Fatigue, stress, worry, disturbed sleep.
• Feeling frustrated, irritable, miserable, hurt, moody, 

depressed.
• Hunger, illness, heat, cold, excitement, high arousal.
• Effects of alcohol and other addictive substances.

Your personal flashpoints, for example:

• Being exploited or asked to do too much, or being unfairly 
treated.

• Someone taking advantage of you; someone telling you how 
you feel.

• Being shouted at, criticized, put down in public, interrupted.
• Being ignored, passed over, not taken account of, threatened.
• Seeing other people being treated badly or unjustly.

or they may have developed later. In either case, when such habits 
are strong it takes a smaller provocation, and a slightly vulnerable 
state of mind, to make you angry.

2. understanding the underlying pain

Anger can so dominate the mind that it is hard to think about an-
ything else, including the underlying pain, anxiety, fear, or misery. 
Robert was furious when his family kept pushing him to get out 
more, and to stop sitting in front of the TV doing nothing. He fo-
cused on trying to get them off his back. He argued with them, 
and called them bossy. He thought:  “they don’t have any right 
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to tell me how to live my life,” and “anyway, it’s not as if any of 
them are perfect.” He refused to turn the TV down one evening, 
and everyone’s anger flared up. Underneath his anger, Robert was 
feeling miserable. He could not find work, his friends had moved 
on, and he hated having to rely on his parents for somewhere to 
live. Underneath his parents’ anger was their worry about him, 
and the fear that he had given up looking for work. Acknowledging 
these feelings, and seeking to understand them, takes everyone in-
volved in different directions: away from the attack– defense cycle, 
towards something more difficult to think about and respond to, 
but also something that has the potential to be more constructive. 
Understanding provides an antidote to anger as it opens the way 
to respect, empathy, compassion, and humor— towards oneself 
and towards others— all of which help when looking for new ways 
of seeing things. Anger rapidly closes the door on cooler thinking 
processes, and on kinder ones, and people end up saying things 
that fit well with how they feel— ”You’re a complete idiot,” “That’s 
typical of you. You always disregard my feelings”— but which may 
not fit well with the facts.

If you think about, and try to understand, your personal 
triggers, your habits, and the pain behind the anger, you will be in 
a better position to search for new perspectives on the things that 
make you angry (see also Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”). 
You may also feel more interested in doing so.

3. seeing things differently

Stand back from your perspective so as to take another look. 
Shifting your ground, even by a small amount, can have a large 
effect on the way you see things. It can, as it were, put you in a 
boat on the stormy sea rather than leaving you wading in deep 
water with the risk of being engulfed by the waves. There are many 
types of crooked thinking that prevent us from seeing straight, 
and some of these are strongly linked with anger (see “3. Thinking 
straight: 13 kinds of crooked thinking” in Chapter 7), for example:
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• Black and white thinking: “If someone disagrees with me they 
must be against me.”

• Emotional reasoning:  you feel accused and so you think the 
other person is accusing you.

• Taking things personally:  your partner feels ill and does not 
want to make love. You feel rejected and get angry.

• Mind reading: someone puts you down in front of people you 
respect and you think he or she couldn’t care less about you.

When crooked thinking contributes to your problems, it can help 
to remember that patterns of thinking may make sense in terms 
of the past. For example, in some families children are encouraged 
to see everything in terms of winning and losing, or of relative 
strength, or to be especially sensitive to signs of unfairness, or dis-
respect. Such patterns can leave these children, when they have 
grown up, vulnerable to anger. Re- thinking them can make a big 
difference.

4. Working on assumptions and rules

It is especially easy to get angry when someone else has broken the 
rules, and done something that they should not have done, such as 
told a lie, or been unfaithful; or when they have not done something 
that, as the angry person sees it, they should have done, like cleared 
up the mess they made, or provided support at a difficult time.

Behind angry reactions lie sets of rules, most of which are un-
written. We all have ideas about the ways other people should be-
have, and we get angry when these rules are broken. Such rules 
indicate what each of us thinks people should or should not do. 
Some of these rules are built on the values of the culture we live 
in: what counts as being polite; how we show affection or consider-
ation for others; what you should be able to expect from a partner, 
or daughter, or colleague. Others are quite personal, and are never 
precisely put into words. But we get angry when someone crosses 
the boundaries set by these rules. Common examples of rules 
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relevant to personal relationships are:  “I should be able to relax 
and be myself at home”; “You should understand how I feel without 
my having to explain”; “I should be able to talk about what I want, 
when I want”; and “This should be a co- operative enterprise— and 
you’re not doing your part.” Given that we all have different un-
spoken rules, it is hardly surprising that conflicts arise.

People have reasons for their rules. The reasons reflect the 
boundaries with which they feel comfortable:  the boundaries 
that seem necessary to keep the peace. Boundaries protect you. 
If observed, they prevent people hurting each other; if crossed, 
people feel hurt and angry. So, it is helpful to reflect on the things 
that make you angry and to write some of them down, and then, 
with a specific example in mind, start working on your rules using 
the following strategy.

Identify your rules. What “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts,” “musts,” 
“oughts,” or “have tos” are involved? These words provide a good 
starting point for identifying your rules. Try to put your rules into 
words, for example:  people should be reasonable; children must 
show respect; people ought not to tell me what to do.

Identify the  transgression. How has your rule been broken or 
violated? What has the person you are angry with done “wrong”? 
The more important the rule and the greater the violation, the 
more it matters— and the angrier you will be likely to feel.

Think about the  meaning of  the behavior that made you 
angry. This helps to define how you were hurt, or threatened. What 
do you think the behavior means? For example, that you are not 
respected? Or cared for? Later, you can ask yourself how you know 
what was meant. Was it intended that way? For instance, is being 
ignored a sign of disrespect? Or could it be something else?

Find out whether you and the other person disagree about the rules 
or about the way they are applied. A disagreement about rules may 
be resolved by clarifying the rules, and negotiating differences (or 
by agreeing to differ). A disagreement about how rules are applied 
is more likely to be resolved by thinking about the meaning of the 
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provocative action, for example, when both of you believe respect 
is important, but you show it in different ways.

Not all rules are good rules. Some lead to inappropriate and un-
realistic expectations: “People shouldn’t get in my way— or criticize 
me— or be rude.” Anger is less likely to flare up if we adopt rules 
that work for others as well as for ourselves. Box 28.5 provides a 
guide to questioning your rules.

BOX 28.5 Questioning your rules

Write down one of your rules. With this rule in mind, answer 
the following questions:

1. Is this a rule you want to live by? Does it reflect your values? If 
others lived by this rule too, would that be alright for you?

2. Where does this rule come from? Where have you heard it before? 
For instance, did you decide to adopt this rule? If so, when? 
At what age? Is it an echo of a voice from the past, such as 
“You should always do what I say,” or “People shouldn’t make 
trouble for others”? Is it a childhood relic or legacy, such as 
“I should be able to do what I want,” or “People shouldn’t be 
rude”? Is it accepted wisdom such as “You should always re-
spect your parents,” or “Your first loyalty should be to your 
family”?

3. Am I  holding this rule too rigidly? Do others hold the same 
rules? If they do, do they hold them to the same degree? Is 
there room for flexibility, and to be less black and white?

4. Do you want to keep this rule, or could it usefully be updated? 
If you decide to change an old rule, then reword it so that 
it would work for others as well as for yourself. Write down 
your new working rule.

5. Try living according to the new version of your rule.
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Old rules die hard. To help you keep new rules in mind, write 
them down. When old habits re- emerge, as they will from time to 
time, think through what went wrong. Would your new rule have 
kept you out of difficulties? How would you have behaved if you had 
been able to keep it in mind at the time?

Green skills for going ahead: expressing 
your anger skillfully

I was angry with my friend:
I told my wrath, my wrath did end.
I was angry with my foe
I hid my wrath, my wrath did grow.

WILLIAM BLAKE, “A Poison Tree”

Showing someone you are angry with them can lead to resolutions, 
and hiding your anger can make it grow— but showing anger to 
enemies may be dangerous. Telling friends may be easier than 
telling enemies. So, having used your red skills for calming down, 
and your yellow skills for thinking things through, the green skills 
are for putting your thoughts into action when dealing directly 
with those with whom you are angry— friend or foe— without 
doing damage. They are for learning how to express anger without 
hostility, aggression, violence, or exaggeration. The surprising 
message is that it takes much less anger than you expect to resolve 
a difference, provided that you address the right target. Angry be-
havior does not help. Nor does standing on principle. It is no good 
saying: “That’s obvious” or “That’s just the way it is” and brooking 
no argument. Instead it helps to ask clearly for what you want; to 
listen to other points of view, to negotiate differences, and to ac-
knowledge diversity. Relationship skills are the most useful ones 
to practice here, especially those of assertiveness and negotiation. 
These are summarized in Box 28.6, and more fully discussed in 
Chapter 17 (“Assertiveness”) and Chapter 18 (“Negotiation skills”).
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If the person with whom you are angry is not available, or if it feels 
too dangerous to say what has upset you (you have previously been 
attacked; everyone has been drinking), or if it would be unwise at the 
moment (on New Year’s Eve or just before a family wedding), then it 
can be helpful to express your anger in another way. You could:

• Write about it; let it all out.
• Draw a picture to express how you feel.
• Play some music that fits with your feelings.
• Tell it to the bees.
• Confide in a friend.

Be careful not to use these techniques just for ventilation of your 
feelings. Green skills are for expressing the products of your 

BOX 28.6 Applying the skills of assertiveness to anger

State what has upset you

• Clearly.
• To the person concerned.
• Soon: for example, within 24 hours.
• Own the problem: say how you feel.
• Ask for what you want.
• Find out what the other person is feeling or thinking.
• Listen to them with 100% of your attention; put reservations 

on hold.
• Move into problem- solving mode— with assertiveness.

Refrain from

• Accusation and recrimination; shouting and yelling.
• Criticizing the person, rather than their behavior.
• Labelling people, or calling them names.
• Moaning and groaning to others.
• Bringing other things in.
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thoughtfulness, and reaching out for a source of resolution. When 
ventilating you are still in the red zone, and the hot air you pro-
duce keeps the flames dangerously high. Instead, acknowledge your 
anger and the reasons for it, but beware of taking it out on others 
or on yourself. Focus on building up the life you want— a life that 
reflects your values (see Chapter  2, “Valuing and understanding 
yourself”).

On the receiving end of anger

People on the receiving end of other people’s anger are likely to feel 
hurt and angry too, and sometimes frightened. If you are being se-
riously hurt or scared by someone else’s anger or by their violent 
behavior, you should seek help, support, and if necessary protec-
tion. Domestic violence is a crime, and it occurs in all sections of 
society, irrespective of age, social class, gender, culture, ethnicity, 
sexuality, or level of education. Fear of making the situation worse 
makes it hard to seek help, and so does blaming yourself for things 
that are not your fault. People you could approach include the po-
lice, doctors, members of the mental health or legal professions, 
and friends, family, or neighbors. Helplines may also be available 
in your community.

In less dangerous situations, the following principles can be 
added to the skills discussed already in this chapter:

• Try not to retaliate, which increases anger, and spins the 
cycle round.

• Try to tune in to the angry person’s pain, or fear, or distress. 
Understanding helps, while a cold shoulder, silence, and 
disapproval make it worse.

• Listen to what the other person has to say. Listen with 100% 
of your attention, keeping your own reactions and demands 
to yourself.
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• Take the person seriously. If they are very angry, it is because 
something matters a lot to them, whether or not they 
are right.

• Try to understand the other person’s point of view.
• Use assertiveness skills and your ability to reframe ideas and 

look for new perspectives.
• Face up to uncomfortable facts: sometimes people don’t care, 

and do want to hurt you. You may have to choose whether to 
continue with this relationship.

Making constructive use of anger

At the start of this chapter we said that anger can be constructive. 
The red, yellow, and green skills are intended to help you to steer away 
from escalation, from doing damage (especially to relationships), 
from rigidity, and from the distress that goes with anger. Here are 
seven characteristics that go with constructive uses of anger.

Constructive anger:

• Is proportional to what precipitates it.
• Is addressed to the appropriate person.
• Is focused on the specific problem, and does not range 

beyond this.
• Has a clear goal in mind.
• Does not spread into blame and accusation.
• Is “owned” by the person who expresses it.

It does not shift responsibility for the danger to others.

The power of apology

Apology can be a powerful constructive force, and it is often ap-
propriate to apologize for what you have said when angry, or to 
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apologize for the anger itself. Apologizing appropriately is another 
assertiveness skill, which has four key elements:

1. First, clarify exactly what you are apologizing for. To be comfort-
able with your apology you should genuinely believe that you 
have reason to apologize for what you did. Suppose that you 
believe you were right to be annoyed with the other person 
but on reflection you believe that you went over the top when 
you were angry. If that is your genuine view then apologize 
for the extent and vehemence of your anger but not for being 
annoyed and showing it.

2. Decide what you are going to say. It may be something like: “I am 
sorry that I got so angry yesterday. I did go over the top. I am 
sorry.” Do not say: “I am sorry I got angry yesterday, I should 
not have done so” unless you honestly believe that to be true. 
Otherwise you will find yourself either correcting or qualifying 
your apology, and this will just reignite the anger on both sides.

3. Make your apology sincerely. Half- hearted apologies, apologies 
made through (metaphorical) clenched teeth or tight lips, 
will aggravate the situation.

4. Expect nothing in return. Do not make an apology in order to 
seek a particular response from the other person. It is easy 
to fall into the trap of expecting— or hoping— that the other 
person will respond by saying something you would like to 
hear, like: “I’m the one who was wrong. You were completely 
justified to react as you did.” Such hopes suggest that you prob-
ably do not really think that you should be apologizing in the 
first place. When the other person fails to take the blame— 
and simply accepts your apology— you will be left feeling angry 
or resentful, and will probably want to push for the apology 
you think you deserve. In short, when apologizing, give your 
apology without hope or expectation of anything in return.

Making an apology with these four elements in mind is not 
showing weakness nor does it involve loss of face. It is a mature and 
assertive thing to do.
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Summary

• Feeling angry is normal, it can be useful, but too much 
damages relationships.

• Anger makes you “blind,” escalates, and is painful. Tone and 
body language can count more than the words.

• Ask:  what is the fear or other emotion that is fueling my 
anger?

• Anger can be constructive if you accept responsibility for 
your anger and use “red, yellow, and green” skills. Red skills 
in the heat of the moment; yellow skills to prepare for action; 
and green skills to proceed safely and calmly. These skills help 
you to express your anger in the right way, at the right time, 
and to the right person.

• If you are seriously at risk from someone else’s anger you 
should seek help.
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Loss and bereavement

This chapter is about loss, of someone or something. It is about 
losses that cause you pain. Losses can stop us in our tracks and 
may make us feel unable to go on, or they can force us to change 
direction so abruptly that we do not know what to do. The loss is 
difficult enough, and adjusting to the loss can be equally hard. Both 
the feelings and the need to change are important.

Much of this chapter is about the difficult and painful loss of 
bereavement through the death of someone important to you. 
However, loss strikes us in many forms, so some of the different 
types of loss are shown in Box 29.1. It may be surprising to read, 
for instance, that retirement is included in this list. Yet feelings at 
this time can be most bewildering. Instead of feeling relaxed, or at 
ease, some people feel gloomy and uncertain, or lose interest, en-
ergy, or self- esteem. This is because retirement brings losses as well 
as gains: for example, loss of productivity, status, or a way of life 
involving routine or respect; loss of contact with colleagues; and 
loss of income. Dealing with loss is thus a far more common expe-
rience than many people suppose, and the ways in which we have 
learned in the past to cope with smaller upheavals often provide 
the pattern for our reactions when subsequently facing larger ones.

The purpose of this chapter is to help you adjust to, and cope 
with, any loss that you are experiencing as painful. More serious 
losses, and those that happen at the wrong time (the death of a young 
person), and more unexpected losses (through accidents, assault, 
some types of disease, or unexpected job loss) are known to have 
a bigger impact. There is no magic solution that will immediately 
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BOX 29.1 Types and examples of loss

Losses create an absence or leave a void. They demand that you 
adjust.

Bereavements

• The death of someone important to you.
• Miscarriage.
• The death of a pet.

Loss through changes in a relationship

• Separation, divorce, relationship breakup, discovery of an 
affair.

• Consequences of illness such as Alzheimer’s disease.
• Effects of serious mental ill health.

Loss of access to people, or contact with them

• A parent moves out of the home, or lives with someone else.
• Children leave home, marry, or move abroad.
• Reduced contact with children following separation or 

divorce.
• Severed contact following retirement, unemployment or a 

job change.
• Leaving your home, or family, or country.

Loss of health or of the ability to use your senses, 
or skills

• Loss of hearing or eyesight.
• Loss of mobility, for instance through arthritis.
• Loss of a breast.

Loss of possessions

• The theft, or loss, of something you value.
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take away the pain and put you back on your feet. Time is needed. 
But there are ways in which you can help yourself through this time, 
ways that will enable you to suffer less, and to re- establish yourself 
in life once again, despite the loss.

Although there is no single path to follow, it may be useful to 
have a kind of “road map” to help you as you travel. The road map 
provided here has five parts:

1. Understanding the experience
2. Journeys through grief
3. Coping with and expressing feelings
4. Starting to adjust
5. Finding sources of support.

After the road map, we describe the main dilemmas you may 
encounter on your way, and the chapter ends with guidelines 
concerning when to seek professional help, and some ideas for 
those who are helping someone else in their struggle to deal 
with a loss.

1. Understanding the experience

The pain of grief gnaws at the core of our being. It has many 
manifestations. First the feelings you might expect, such as 
sadness and sorrow; despair and desolation. Then the feelings that 
may come more as a surprise: the numbness that follows a shock, 

• Loss or damage to something important, for instance 
through fire, flood, or accident.

• Loss of money, or of your home.

The bigger, the more untimely, and the more unexpected the loss, the 
longer it may take to recover.
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or anger, guilt, shame, helplessness, and fear. Loneliness and de-
pression may follow. The feelings can be so perplexing, so intense, 
and so horrible that you fear they will overwhelm you, and you 
may think you are going mad. A  common emotional experience 
following loss is that of yearning, the intense longing for the person 
or thing that has been lost.

The pain and grief also affect your thinking. Odd things 
may come into your mind. You may have flashes of unexpected 
images, or hallucinations in which you see or hear the person 
you have lost, and then find yourself interacting with them. 
Memories may stab you with a red- hot pain. You may find your-
self thinking:  “I can’t go on,” “This is unbearable,” or “Nothing 
will ever be the same again.” You may be haunted by thoughts 
of things you said, or did not say; by regrets; and by “unfinished 
business” of any kind.

Physically you may feel restless and agitated, unable to stop 
and rest. Or you may be, quite literally, stopped in your tracks, and 
find it difficult to move. Sleep is often hard to come by. Exhaustion 
follows quickly, but still you cannot rest. It is sometimes hard to 
keep organized. Often people describe starting, out of habit, to do 
something involving the person who is lost— laying an extra place 
at the table, turning to ask their opinion— only to be faced with the 
stark reality of their loss once more.

Thinking about the personal impact of a loss helps us to un-
derstand these experiences better, and also to find a way through 
them. By itself, the list of losses in Box 29.1 tells us only the first 
part of the story. The effect of a loss also depends on its personal 
consequences. Some examples are shown Box 29.2.

Defining the consequences of a loss helps to predict what will 
be most painful, and thus allows you to prepare yourself ahead of 
time. It also helps you to think, with compassion, about why a loss 
may be so difficult for you. Many people chastise themselves— ”I 
should be over this by now”— and add self- blame or shame to their 
grief. Understanding the personal consequences of the loss helps to 
make sense of your pain, and we know that it is, in the end, easier 
to adjust to losses that make sense.
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2. Journeys through grief

There is no way of avoiding the pain and the loneliness of grief but 
it can be helpful to know what others have found useful. Rebecca 
Abrams, whose father died when she was 18, and whose step- father 
died 2 years later, speaks from her experience:

Grieving is less like a smooth wide motorway than a 
potted, windy, bumpy, dirt track with no lights and 

BOX 29.2 What has been lost?

The impact of a loss depends on its personal consequences. 
These examples may prompt you to add some more of your own.

• Companionship, friendship, shared memories, and activities.
• Intimacy, physical closeness, sex.
• Appreciation and feedback; a counselor or advisor or friend.
• Security, safety, stability, peace of mind, the ability to rest 

and to relax.
• Trust: in others, in yourself, in the world.
• Confidence, and certainty; a sense of continuity.
• Freedom: to move about, interact, be yourself, be independent.
• Hopes: of peace, or success; for children or grandchildren.
• Expectations: of help or support; of sharing responsibilities, 

of having more time; of being able to look forward to things.
• Pleasure: in another person or thing; laughter, humor.
• Opportunities: for setting things right; for saying what you 

thought or felt.
• Roots:  a family, a home, a language, a culture; an ease of 

communication.
• Routine, structure, familiarity.
• Role, or status, or position.

Self- confidence and self- esteem are often shaken by a loss, and by the 
demand to adjust that it brings with it.
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signposts. Very often you end up wondering in despair if 
you are on the right road, having lost all sense of direction 
and distance.

People grieve in their own particular ways, and these are based on a 
mixture of personal, cultural, and sometimes religious preferences 
and customs. In some parts of Zimbabwe, for example, a ritual 
on the first anniversary of a person’s death welcomes them back 
into the family as an ancestor. Some Western textbooks give the 
impression that people should be over their grief in a matter of 
months. Such expectations can make people whose pain lasts 
longer feel inadequate, or afraid of their own reactions, as if they 
have failed to reach the right destination. But you have a right to 
grieve in your own way, even if you sometimes behave in ways that 
you wish you had not, or which seem strange to the people around 
you. This is a time when it is particularly important to be kind to 
yourself, and better to acknowledge and accept your reactions. It 
is hard enough to live with a major loss without adding to your 
burdens by worrying about whether your experiences are peculiar 
or wrong (see also Chapter  3, “The value and practice of accept-
ance”; and Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness”; and also 
Chapter 14, “Treating yourself right”).

It has been suggested that people progress through stages when 
they suffer a loss: stages of shock and denial, anger, relief and guilt, 
sadness and despair, anxiety, and finally acceptance and strength. 
All these experiences are common but the idea that they form a se-
quence of events like stations along a railway line is too simplistic. 
As Rebecca Abrams writes:

Grief, as I found out, has its own timing and is not averse to 
going back and doing certain things again. Grief does not 
have some checklist of stages which are gone through in se-
quence and neatly ticked off.

Not only may feelings come and go; there is no right amount of 
time to spend with them. Those around you, and some of what you 
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read, may give the impression that you should be able quickly to 
recover your former self. But when someone (or something) has 
helped to define who you are, you can never completely forget, and 
nor would anyone suggest that this is a good thing. You can come to 
terms with the loss, and pick up your life again. You can move on, 
and start to enjoy yourself, both in new ways that suit you now, and 
in old ways that were part of your former life. As you do this, the 
times of acute pain become less frequent, less insistent. The times 
when you realize that you are enjoying yourself become, it is to be 
hoped, more frequent. But the pain, or sadness, may be there after 
1 year, or after 2 years, and may never go away completely. A fa-
mous quote attributed to Wendy Feireisen is “you don’t get over it, 
you just get through it.”

remembering

The task that faces you is not to forget but to remember. It may be 
tempting to think that if you can block out what has happened and 
try to forget, then the pain will be less. But this is not usually true. 
The better aim is to remember, but to adapt and change so that the 
memories are part of your new life, and help you to be the person 
you were then, as well as the one that you are now. “Better to turn 
again to life and smile, than to remember and be sad” Christina 
Rossetti says at the end of her poem that starts: “Remember me, 
when I have gone away.”

Richard Collin writes 15  months after the death of his 
wife, Rima:

Where is Rima in all of this new life? Never absent for a 
moment. I do not miss her because she remains a part of me, 
not in sentimental memory, but as a presence that is a part 
of everything I do. She is my context. When I do things she 
would not have done, I think of her and what she would have 
missed were she alive. When I do something she would have 
liked, I know that we did those things many times and I can 
(momentarily) recall them with pleasure. Rima is with me 
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not in memory (although that too at times) but as a part of 
the unity of the twenty- eight years together, which nothing 
can erase.

A person who was important to you remains with you, as they 
helped to make you who you are. Their presence can be felt in your 
thoughts, attitudes, reactions, and preferences— good ones and 
bad ones. Abrams writes: “.  .  . you will begin to discover that the 
time you feel so cheated of is there after all.”

The journey of change is complex, and it often runs on twin 
tracks. The first of these involves expressing and attending to the 
feelings that come with the loss, and the second involves adjusting 
and adapting to the loss, for example, in practical ways required by 
your present life. These two tracks are described in the next two 
sections of the road map. Both processes are needed, and people 
oscillate naturally between them. You may wake feeling wretched, 
you may weep, then the feelings may dissipate as you engage in 
your work and daily activities. Later, the sense of loss may hit you 
when a piece of music brings on a wave of emotion. This oscilla-
tion may help the process of recovery from loss. If you focus only 
on the feelings then it is difficult to start anew. If you focus only 
on practical activities, then the feelings remain raw, or threaten to 
overwhelm you, or you end up stifling both the feelings associated 
with the loss and all other feelings as well. These patterns stop the 
journey of grief from moving forward.

3. Coping with and expressing feelings

Feelings of anguish, desolation, and sadness are common experiences 
after a loss, and they may keep coming with astonishing persistence 
and intensity. But there is no right amount of time to spend with 
them. Expressing your feelings helps you to make sense of them, and 
helps you to assimilate the change in your life, and the implications 
for how you must change. How you express your feelings is up to 
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you— and nobody can tell you that you are doing it wrong. You may 
wish to talk to others, or you may prefer to let go in private. There 
are many ways of expressing feelings, including drawing, writing, 
painting a picture, and making music as well as talking to others. If 
you can find a way of expressing your feelings that suits you, then 
you will also find that doing so improves both your physical and your 
psychological health, and helps you to move forward on your personal 
journey. But some feelings may be harder to acknowledge, to under-
stand, and to accept than others. Some of these are described below.

guilt

Guilt following a loss can be so strong and overpowering as to be 
frightening. People can become totally preoccupied with things 
that they did or did not do; things that they said and now regret, or 
things that they might have said but never did: “If only . . .” keeps 
coming to mind. Or they might feel guilty that they survived when 
someone else, (or in the case of a disaster, many other people) did 
not. Such feelings may be linked to the sense of having done some-
thing wrong that it is no longer possible to put right, as if the “bad” 
things for which you feel responsible have set a final seal on the 
nature of the relationship that is lost. Such guilt undermines self- 
esteem, chases away more positive, or balanced, memories, and 
prevents you keeping in touch with a constructive sense of your per-
sonal value and worth. Of course, all relationships have difficulties 
within them, and breaking a relationship, whether through separa-
tion, abandonment, or death can leave you focused on its negative 
aspects, so that the jagged edges remain exposed and are hard to 
smooth over. If you feel guilty it is likely that the relationship you 
have lost was important to you, and therefore it matters to you that 
it was not “better” in some way. Try not to let the guilt complicate 
your loss, as if you alone were responsible for its imperfections, and 
recognize it for what it was— an important relationship.

Guilt is commonly linked to hindsight— where we are judging 
ourselves and what we should or should not have done or said, on 
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information we only have now, after the event. If you had known 
that this was to be the last conversation with your loved one, then 
of course you would have said other things— but almost always we 
don’t know at the time. Guilt can be lessened by being clearer and 
fairer to ourselves about what we knew back then at the time, and 
what we know now, with the benefit of hindsight.

anger

Anger after a loss can be alarming because of its strength, and also 
because of the speed with which the feeling comes, making you feel 
wild and uncontrolled, and then goes, leaving you feeling drained 
and sometimes ashamed. Anger is linked to thoughts such as 
“Things should have been different,” “This should not have happened,” 
and may be turned in almost any direction: to the person (or thing) 
you have lost, to someone you blame, reasonably or not, to yourself, 
to God or fate or the powers that be, or to those around you, who 
may be trying to help. Being angry with them often adds guilt to 
the anger. You may also be angry about the consequences of your 
loss, for instance being left on your own, having to interrupt the 
trajectory of your life, or adjust to changes in your social or financial 
circumstances.

Although it may seem simplistic, one way to take the sting 
out of the anger is to replace the “should” with a “could” or a 
“might”:  “Things could have been different— but they weren’t”; 
“This might not have happened— but it did.” Anger makes less 
sense as the loss becomes accepted and as the reality of the loss is 
assimilated.

Helplessness

Helplessness is hard to bear because it means “There’s nothing 
I can do”: you cannot change the past, and you are caught up in a 
maelstrom of feelings and practical problems that were not of your 

 

 



loss and bereavement | 5 8 9 

choosing. Initial shock may take away your ability to act, or to con-
trol what happens to you, or to take responsibility. Decisions may 
be taken out of your hands. These are normal reactions, and for 
a while you may need to accept your helplessness and let it flow 
through you.

fear

When the ground has been taken from under your feet, when you 
have lost your way, when you no longer know how to go on, or which 
way to turn, or whether you have the resources to cope with your 
experiences, then fear creeps in. Uncertainties create fear, and fa-
miliarity chases it away. But losses can uproot you, and put you in a 
new place which is not at all familiar. You may doubt your capacity 
to cope. Before the journey can continue you will need to explore, 
learn something about your new position in life, and make it familiar 
again. If, and when, you can create a sense of safety and security for 
yourself, maybe with the help of others, the fears will diminish.

There is no magic way of immediately removing painful or prob-
lematic feelings, but there are ways of lessening or shortening their 
impact. It may be helpful to browse this book and look over the list 
of chapter titles and see what is relevant to how you are feeling. 
Different methods are useful at different times when you have 
suffered a loss, and so it makes sense to choose that which is best 
for you at the moment.

Sometimes people have beliefs about what it would mean if 
they no longer felt so emotional— so angry, so sad, so guilty— any 
longer. For some this may feel as though it means that they have 
“got over” the loss, or that they no longer love the deceased so 
much, or that they will forget about them. If you hold these sorts 
of beliefs then it will be even harder to move on and allow your 
emotions to change naturally, as they usually do. Being less sad, 
less angry, or less guilty, doesn’t mean that you have forgotten the 
person, or love them any less— it’s just a natural process, and you 
can try to accept it as that.
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4. Starting to adjust

It is a tribute to the resilience of the human spirit that the pro-
cess of adjustment, or readjustment, starts almost immediately 
after a loss. Our individual cultural conventions and the rituals we 
have devised for saying goodbye may help with this, as they mark 
the ending that is also a new beginning. Adjustment is therefore 
harder if it is not possible or appropriate to say goodbye; when, for 
example, your ex- partner still has contact with your children, or 
when someone has disappeared or is out of contact. However, ad-
justment is also demanded of us by practicalities: by basic needs for 
warmth, food, clean clothes, and company, and by domestic, finan-
cial or other decisions that may have to be made following a loss.

decision- making

There is a clear message from those who have experienced bereave-
ment:  if at all possible, do not make important decisions until at 
least a year after your bereavement. Be cautious of doing anything 
irreversible with things associated with or belonging to the person 
you have lost, and think twice if you are advised quickly to get rid 
of significant possessions. You may need to use the skills of as-
sertiveness (see Chapter  17, “Assertiveness”) to ensure that you 
are not steamrollered into decisions that you might later regret, 
even though others may genuinely be trying to help you. If you 
need urgently, for example for financial reasons, to make impor-
tant decisions, then seek the advice of someone you respect and 
trust. Professional advice is available from lawyers, accountants, 
and doctors if you need an independent view from someone who 
is neither overly involved, nor themselves suffering from the loss.

meeting your basic needs

Dealing with losses takes its toll on our bodies as well as on our 
minds. When mental suffering is great we tend to ignore our 
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bodies, and to forget the huge amounts of energy that readjustment 
requires. An increase in physical ailments and illnesses is common 
after bereavement, and possibly also after other types of loss. It is 
therefore important to eat sensibly and regularly, and to avoid the 
twin problems of comfort eating and not bothering to eat. The same 
applies to exercise. Losing physical fitness makes adjustment harder, 
and again people react differently: some lose energy and motivation 
while others find it hard to stop, possibly because activity tends to 
keep thoughts, memories, and images at bay (see also Chapter 12, 
“Keeping physically well”).

Discovering how to sleep is perhaps the hardest aspect of ad-
justment. Sleeping pills and other tranquilizers are only useful for 
emergency use, and are counterproductive in the long run. One 
approach is to remove as many barriers to good sleep as possible. 
Another is to devise methods of relaxing and calming yourself, 
and to remember that it is at night, when you are alone, that you 
are likely to be beset by memories, by unfinished conversations or 
arguments. Your mind may run on in surprising ways at night, and 
things may get out of perspective. You may need to work hard to 
hold your imagination in check (see also Chapter 7, “Finding new 
perspectives”).

Building self- confidence

A loss, together with the realization of what that means to you, 
or about you, can reduce self- confidence and introduce self- doubt, 
even in a normally confident person. If your confidence is fragile at 
the best of times, it can expose all your vulnerabilities. Confidence 
is built up by doing things, and it may be worth pushing your-
self even if this is hard, and even if pleasure does not come with 
success in the way that it used to. Spending time with friends who 
make you feel better about yourself and avoiding those who make 
you feel worse helps (see also Chapter 5, “Building self- esteem and 
self- confidence”).
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rebuilding your social life

The loss of someone close, particularly your partner, is likely to 
have a profound effect on your social life. A partner often provides 
the major component of one’s social life. In addition, many of your 
friends are likely to have been joint friends, and some of them may 
no longer relate easily to you— or you to them. Besides, you may no 
longer feel like socializing, and this may create a vicious cycle: be-
cause of your grief you no longer socialize, and the lack of social 
activities exacerbates your grief. Then, when you do socialize you 
may feel guilty for betraying the person you have lost, for example, 
by enjoying someone’s company, conversationally or sexually.

Rebuilding a social life takes effort, and you may need to push 
yourself; to put yourself in the way of meeting people and doing 
things with people. Think about which activities to involve yourself 
in, and ask yourself the following questions:

1. What things did I  enjoy or value before (e.g., going to the 
cinema, watching live sports)?

2. What things might I enjoy or value now— things that I have 
not done for a long time or perhaps never done?

In partnerships, we often spend our time doing things we both 
enjoy. This means that there may be new ways of spending your 
time that your partner did not enjoy, and for this reason you hardly 
ever did them.

It may seem wrong to enjoy some things without the person you 
have lost, or you may fear that pursuing those activities will only 
remind you, painfully, of your loss. But ask yourself:  would they 
have wanted you to remain miserable, without pleasures in your 
life? Enjoying pursuits that you used to share with someone else 
is no betrayal: it can provide a sense of continuity. Being reminded 
of the person you have lost is not a bad thing: it is a way of linking 
your past life with your new one, and of acknowledging more 
aspects of yourself. So there is no need to carry on along the same 
track as before; if there are things that you enjoy and that you have 
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not done for a long time, then why not enjoy them now? Finding 
out what you enjoy could be part of the exploration that helps to es-
tablish you in your new territory, and perhaps with capacities that 
you would not previously have thought you had.

making new relationships

Whether a relationship that is important to you has been broken 
by death, or divorce, or in some other way, it is likely to be impor-
tant for you to make new relationships. In chapters in Section 
4, “Making your way with others,” we consider many aspects of 
relationships and ways to improve them. Following the loss or 
breakdown of a relationship, it may be helpful to think about how 
you are going to develop new relationships. A number of steps may 
be helpful, for example:

1. Meeting people. For most of us, particularly following a loss, it 
is important to spend time with others— either new people, 
or with people whom you already know. This means that 
you need to put yourself in the way of meeting people. This 
may take some effort, particularly if you are not the kind of 
person who normally joins clubs or groups or agencies or uses 
online methods of meeting people. Think about your hobbies 
or interests: are there groups you can join in order to meet 
others who share these interests? Think about your work place 
and colleagues: are there ways you can extend your number 
of friends? Think about your friends: are there ways they can 
introduce you to some of their friends? Let your friends know 
that you would like to meet more people.

2. Pay attention to your thinking. Negative thoughts can stop 
you from meeting people or from building on a relation-
ship. Your grief may make you think that you are no fun to 
be with and this will undermine your confidence in forming 
new relationships. And you may, quite rightly, be concerned 
about what the other person, in the case of a new friendship, 
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thinks about the fact that you are bereaved, or divorced, or 
separated. You might even be feeling worthless and think you 
are no longer attractive as a friend and companion, or as a 
person, or as a sexual partner.

It can be hard to know what to say: that your partner has died, or 
left you, or that you are separated or divorced, for example. Do you 
tell a new acquaintance early on, or do you wait for a bit? There is no 
simple answer. It is probably best to approach this question with no 
preconceived view either that you need to be “honest,” and explain 
yourself straight away, or that it is best to keep your personal story 
hidden. It is not as if you have something to hide, but rather that it 
is fine to keep your story private if that is what you wish to do. The 
best guide is probably whether it seems natural and right to say.

Some people may find themselves forging relationships with 
people completely different from the person they have lost. Others 
may search for similar people, as if they were trying to replace the 
lost person, and find themselves attributing to a new person the 
values and qualities of the person they have lost— often for some 
rather spurious reason (a habit of speech, or hairstyle, or a belief 
or pleasure that they enjoy). This makes for difficulties if they at-
tribute to them a whole set of characteristics that remind them of 
the lost person, including even their feelings towards them. We ad-
vise caution in making longer- term commitments and in becoming 
too deeply attached too soon. That is not to say that you should 
hold back from relationships nor that you should not let a new re-
lationship develop, but that you should think about your readiness 
for making a new attachment so that you won’t be caught on the 
rebound. Two questions that it can be useful to ask yourself in the 
first few months after losing a relationship are these:

1. Am I attracted to this person because they are similar to the 
person I have lost?

2. What does this person really want and feel— am I assuming 
too much?
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5. Sources of support

In pain or suffering, when feeling desolate or alone or uncared for, 
most of us need a guide, counselor, or friend. Sometimes no such 
person is available. So learning to care for yourself, and to show 
yourself that you care, is the first resource. Harsh thoughts, or 
internal critical or blaming voices can at times insist on making 
themselves heard. Ask yourself, is this the way you would talk to 
someone else in pain? Would it help them? What would a kind, com-
passionate person, intent on helping you on your way, say to you 
instead? (see also, Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness”; 
and Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”).

Then there are sources of support, such as music, books, DVDs, 
your garden or work, a warm fire or meal, and the routines and 
structures that provide the background or framework of your life. 
Remind yourself to draw on them, and to put the necessary things 
in place in order to be able to make use of them. As we grow up, and 
deal with all manner of upheavals and losses, we may also learn 
how to comfort ourselves. Think about what has helped you before, 
and use these coping strategies too.

Other people are, normally, an important source of support. 
But there can be difficulties. Those close to you may be suffering 
from the same loss that hurt you. You may be able to share your 
memories and feelings, but it may also mean that neither of you has 
the strength to support the other (or none of you can support the 
rest). It can be especially difficult when two bereaved people prefer 
different tracks on their journeys. The one who readily expresses 
feelings may disturb the other, or be labeled as self- indulgent or 
uncontrolled. The one who gets involved in practicalities and ac-
tivity may seem detached, or even insensitive. Each person suffers, 
and gets over that suffering, in their own way. Suffering does not 
have to show to be deeply felt.

Friends who are not deeply affected by the loss may be able to 
be more helpful, though this too can be difficult. Most people do 
not know how best to help those who suffer. They are uncertain 
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whether to help you to talk or to encourage you not to dwell on the 
sadness, and to “get out of yourself.” They may expect you to be 
better long before you have recovered. They may be embarrassed by 
tears, or anger, or other strong feelings. Or they may think it would 
be best to help you “get in touch with” your feelings. Many of us 
find it difficult to help a bereaved friend. So try not to resent the 
mistakes and the clumsiness of others, and think about whether 
you can help others to support you by being open about what you 
would like them to do.

Sometimes people further away from you, acquaintances rather 
than friends or relatives for example, can provide good support. 
Someone who has experienced their own loss or bereavement may 
be able to understand what you are experiencing, and be able to rec-
ognize parts of your journey, so they can also provide you with the 
reassurance that you too will come through.

If you do not find the support you are offered helpful, this is not 
the time to be too concerned with the feelings of others. Make your 
own selection of supporters, and choose what you want even if this 
means rejecting some offers. It is sometimes helpful to accept, or 
ask for, practical help— a meal cooked for you, or a lift into town— 
instead of being landed with a heart- to- heart that makes you feel 
worse. More formal support groups can be of enormous help too, as 
can books, and it is worth looking for one by an author who has ex-
perienced the same type of loss as yourself (see “Further reading” 
at end of this chapter).

dilemmas encountered on the way

Four dilemmas are particularly common.

1. Keep memories fresh, or avoid thinking about them?

Constantly thinking about your loss can be driven by the fear of 
letting go; the fear of real, irretrievable loss; or by guilt about not 
keeping someone’s memory alive. Blocking out memories can be 

 

 

 



loss and bereavement | 59 7 

driven by the fear of sinking into permanent despair, or of being 
overwhelmed. In the long run, being driven by avoidance, fear, or guilt 
keeps problems going rather than resolving them. Experimenting 
with small changes that help you to face your fears is more useful.

2. Stay as you are, or move on?

How do you decide whether it is time to push yourself on, so as to 
rebuild your life, or whether it is best to stay as you are? In the short 
term, the decision is not crucial. The best guide is to think whether, 
over the last 6 months, you have changed at all. If there has been no 
change, or if you feel stuck, then you might try to push on, for ex-
ample, to tackle practical problems, or to try something new. If you 
have been becoming increasingly depressed, as well as feeling stuck, 
then consider seeking professional help (see “When to seek profes-
sional help” later in this chapter).

3. Talk about the loss and your problems, or keep quiet?

Ask yourself: does talking help? Does it give you some pleasure and 
support, or help you to make practical decisions? Or does talking 
make you feel miserable, angry, or helpless? You are the best judge of 
what is right for you, so if you benefit from talking but your listeners 
disagree, perhaps you can find others. Another option is to write 
down your feelings. Turning emotional experiences into writing has 
been shown to improve both psychological and physical health, and 
when you write about major upheavals you begin to organize and 
make sense of them, and to distil complex experiences into more 
understandable packages. This makes it easier to move on.

4. Carry on as normal, or take time out?

What suits one person may not suit another, or may not even be 
possible for them. Some people have no option but to struggle on. 
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For some their thoughts and memories intrude and make it hard, 
or impossible, to think about anything else, and they need time out, 
and may need the support of their doctor to get it. Others feel better 
if they keep to their usual routines and commitments, which may 
provide a helpful framework to counteract the sense of disruption. 
Once again, it is best to base your decisions on your needs. If you 
don’t know what you need, or feel confused, then trial and error 
will help:  experiment with different ways of behaving, and reflect 
afterwards on which ways are best for you. Avoid basing decisions 
on fear or guilt, and take care not to push yourself up to, or beyond, 
your limits. Use your physical health and ability to sleep and rest as 
indicators. If these deteriorate, then it could be sensible to retreat 
for a bit.

When to seek professional help

Needing more help than those around you can provide is not a 
sign of failure. Many organizations have been founded to help 
people cope with losses, particularly with bereavement, and 
professionals such as doctors, therapists, and counsellors expect 
to help when needed. The question for you is: would you benefit 
from such help? If you are uncertain, you can always try to see. 
Some guidelines for deciding when to seek professional help are 
listed below:

1. If a deep depression has continued over several months, 
without any sense that it is getting better.

2. If you are seriously considering harming yourself, or doing 
away with yourself, you should see your doctor, or someone 
you trust, immediately.

3. If those close to you think you need professional support, 
then take their views seriously. It can be difficult to judge 
your own needs.
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4. If you feel utterly lonely, and none of your sources of support 
are helpful or available, then contact a relevant helping 
organization.

5. If over a period of 6 months or more, you have been feeling 
completely stuck, making no progress either with your 
feelings or with adjusting to your new life.

Helping someone who has suffered a loss

If you think you might be in a position to help someone who has 
suffered a loss, and would like to do so, we hope that reading this 
chapter will be helpful in deciding whether you can help. We know 
that people who share a loss can provide some of the best kinds of 
support, but their ability to do so also depends on understanding 
that there are different, healthy, and effective ways of recovering 
from a loss.

The most useful thing you may be able to do is to listen, without 
judgment. The psychoanalyst and writer, Anthony Storr, titled an 
essay on counselling: “Don’t just do something, listen.” This is im-
portant advice. Listen, not with the expectation of coming up with 
clever solutions to problems, but with empathy, kindness, com-
passion and understanding. Your job as a friend is to be kind. Any 
embarrassment or discomfort you might feel at first will dissipate 
if you listen with kindness, and without running away (see also 
Chapter 27, “Digging yourself out of depression”).

guidelines for helping a friend

• Be there when they are feeling in need of support. Do not 
outstay your welcome. Ask, if you are not sure.

• Listen and be kind, especially when they are on the emotional 
rack.
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• Help them think through problems and possible solutions, 
especially when they are on the adjusting, practical track.

• Help your friend to persist and keep motivated if their 
activities give them little pleasure.

• Hang in there: many people offer help soon after a loss and 
forget that it may be needed for longer. Find out what your 
friend wants, and remember they may not ask.

• Remember anniversaries, or other important dates when 
friends may feel especially in need of support.

• Try not to take offence if your friend treats you unpleasantly, 
or angrily at times. This may be a reaction to the pain of loss, 
and nothing to do with you.

Summary

The pain and grief of loss can be frightening and confusing:

• People may think they are going mad: their experience is so 
unusual and bizarre.

• Others may think that they should be “over” their grief, but 
each of us has to grieve in our particular way.

• Some feelings following loss are guilt, anger, helplessness, 
and fear.

The process of re- adjustment starts almost immediately after a 
loss. Guidelines include:

• Do not (if you can help it) make important decisions for at 
least a year after a major loss.

• Look after your basic needs for sleep, food, and exercise.
• Start to rebuild your network of friends and, perhaps, to 

make new relationships.
• Consider your sources of support and make use of them.
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Stepping away from the past

The aftermath of bad experiences

This chapter is written for people to whom bad things happened 
early in life, and for whom the pain of these bad experiences has left 
its mark. Here are some examples of the distressing circumstances 
we are thinking of:

• Being hurt, neglected, or unvalued.
• Being criticized, put- down, disliked, or treated unfairly.
• Being rejected, blamed, or bullied.
• Being taken advantage of, or abused, physically, emotionally, 

or sexually.

This chapter may also be useful for people who have suffered from 
a serious loss, or from an illness or trauma. Chapter 29 (“Loss and 
bereavement”), and Chapter 31 (“Recent traumatic events and their 
aftermath”), deal with these issues in more detail.

It is not easy to come to terms with painful experiences, es-
pecially when they happened during childhood. This is true for 
reactions to experiences which later seem relatively trivial, as well 
as for those that were unquestionably damaging and harmful.

Almost everyone of course has been hurt, or rejected, or suffered 
some loss or illness— this is part of normal experience. Sometimes, 
however, the consequences of these damaging experiences persist-
ently affect the ways in which we relate to others, or approach the 
world, or express ourselves. Distressing experiences can color our 
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approach to things years later. If you had no one to talk to, or if no 
one was a comfort to you at the time, a bad or sad memory may 
linger in your mind. Painful experiences may cast their shadows 
over many aspects of later life, and memories or images may in-
trude unexpectedly, bringing the pain to life again as they come. 
Such experiences can lead to persistent problematic frameworks.

A “problematic framework” is a framework or set of perspectives 
which determine important aspects of how a person sees the world, 
in this case in ways that cause difficulties. Such frameworks usually 
develop because they help to lessen the pain of the bad experiences 
at the time. When they persist unchanged beyond their period of 
usefulness, they may cast shadows that make it hard to judge a sit-
uation or a person in a fresh or clear way. While they may have 
helped the person to get by back then, they are hindering life now.

The ways that we learned to live with our bad experiences when 
they were happening help to define how we see the world. But, 
although these perspectives or frameworks can be powerful and 
problematic they are not unchangeable: you can learn how to step out 
from under the shadows of the past.

How our frameworks for seeing the 
world develop

Our early experiences shape the ways we see the world and relate 
to others. If your main experience as a child was of being loved 
and protected then you are likely to expect good treatment later 
on. But if you suffered significant hurt or neglect you are likely to 
expect more pain and neglect later in life— even though you may 
hope for something else. Experiences provide us with a frame-
work for understanding our worlds and how they work, and the 
framework acts like a filter affecting how we process new infor-
mation. It is like wearing sunglasses and seeing the whole world 
shaded by their color: everything is filtered through the shadow of 
our past experiences, happy or unhappy, interesting or alarming, 
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comforting or frightening. Even when people are not aware of this 
background force it may shape their choices and reactions, their 
views of themselves, of other people, and of the world in general.

This framework links three things:  our patterns of thinking, 
our feelings, and our ways of behaving. If you were well cared for 
you might think that others are usually friendly, feel comfortable 
in their company, and generally behave in a friendly way yourself. 
If you were constantly yelled at, abused, and criticized you might 
think that other people are basically hostile, feel threatened by 
them, and behave so that you protect yourself and build up your 
defenses.

These frameworks provide us with basic strategies, or “rules 
for living,” such as “be open and friendly with others” or “don’t 
let people get close.” The frameworks usually developed because at 
some time in the past they worked: they kept us going when things 
were bad. They were reasonable responses to our particular expe-
rience. Keeping our distance, for example, is one way of reducing 
the amount of criticism or abuse that comes our way. But if these 
frameworks, or rules for living, persist when our lives have moved 
on, they may begin to cause problems. To some degree we are 
reacting to the present, not as it really is now, but with the shadow 
of “back then” cast over it. If our perspectives, our “rules for living,” 
do not change, then there is the risk that we keep experiencing sim-
ilar problems again and again. This is what happened to Duncan.

case example: duncan’s framework

Duncan was in his early 30s: a tall and rather awkward looking man 
whose imposing figure contrasted with his shy, diffident manner. 
Inside he was anxious, depressed, and lonely, and the root of his 
problems was a profound difficulty in making friends. Duncan had 
been bullied throughout his school years. He had learned never 
to let down his guard, and to remain constantly alert to the pos-
sibility of attack. As an adult, others found him touchy and dis-
tant and thought he didn’t want to make friends, or just didn’t 
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like people much. They left him to his own devices, which only 
convinced Duncan more strongly that he was basically unlikeable. 
His old “rule” (“Never let your guard down”) had protected him at 
school, but as an adult it stopped him from getting close to people 
and making friends. Behaving as if he would be rejected (which 
fits with his old rule) was so automatic that he only recognized it 
after he began to talk to a therapist. She helped him begin to see 
that one of the unintended consequences of “defending himself” 
was that others read these signals as “stay away,” which of course 
did not help him overcome his loneliness. She also helped him to 
clarify the difference between back then (“kids bullying me”) and 
now (“work colleagues picking up the signals I give off”). She then 
enabled him gradually to try out different, less guarded ways of 
behaving. It took practice, and it felt quite strange, but it led to 
his making better friends and in due course to closer, more satis-
fying relationships. He began by making a decision to sit with his 
workmates for coffee, instead of reading his newspaper at his desk, 
not every day but once or twice a week. During these times, he 
could remind himself of the difference between then and now, such 
as, “These are my work colleagues and not the kids at school. I’m not 
going to be badly treated, that’s just ghosts from the past.” After a 
while, colleagues got in the habit of saying, “You coming with us 
today, Duncan?” He didn’t always say yes but it lightened his mood.

Duncan had made the assumption that “this is how I am” and 
had thought that he was stuck that way forever. He started to 
change when he realized that his patterns of thinking, feeling, and 
behaving were based largely on a framework that he had developed 
as a result of his childhood experiences. This framework had made 
sense at the time but now it was holding him back and causing him 
problems.

If, like Duncan, you keep coming up against the same problems, 
either in your relationships or in your views of yourself; if you find 
yourself repeating the same unhelpful patterns of feeling, thinking, 
or behaving; if you feel stuck and powerless to change, unhappy 
and stressed, then your framework probably needs updating (see 



stepping away from the past | 6 0 7 

“The legacy of being bullied” which is available online at http://
www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind).

Reasons for change: the disadvantages of 
living with an outdated framework

Frameworks are like strong habits: they are hard to change, and at 
first it is easy to slip back into old ways of doing things again. So, it 
helps to keep in mind your own reasons for wanting to change, and 
also to work out the disadvantages of going on as you are. Five of 
the most common disadvantages of living with an outdated frame-
work are as follows:

feeling stuck

The same familiar feelings and difficulties keep coming. Without 
help, or ideas about what to do, there seems to be no hope for 
change, so no reason for trying to change.

feeling bad

Self- blame, and sometimes also a sense of shame, often lurk in the 
background, and with them come low self- confidence and low self- 
esteem. Taking action to explore and to change in the ways that 
you wish helps you to think better about yourself— to feel better, 
and to do more of what you want to do (see Chapter 5, “Building 
self- esteem and self- confidence”).

thinking that you deserve to be punished

If it seems to you that it was your fault that you were treated badly 
you may also think that you do not deserve anything better, or 
that there is something inherently wrong with you, or bad about 
you: that you failed in some way, or could not live up to your own 
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standards. This leaves out of account the wrongdoing of the people 
or person who hurt you, and the fact that you were younger when 
this happened— both smaller and less mature. To think in this way 
is also counterproductive because it blocks the will to change. You 
may feel that you do not want to blame others— that that would 
get you nowhere. If this is how you feel then getting help could be 
useful. Someone else can more easily help you to see that you are 
not bad— that bad things have happened to you, and the badness of 
it has become part of your internal framework.

repeated crises

Sometimes crises seem to come “out of the blue” and sometimes 
they feel inevitable and even predictable. Trying to change can put 
you back in charge.

unsatisfactory relationships

Many of the problematic experiences from childhood involve 
relationships: loss, or neglect, or abuse; or being criticized, teased, 
bullied, or left out. As a consequence of this, outdated frameworks 
often have their destructive and negative effects on later 
relationships, leading people to avoid getting too close, for instance, 
or treating everyone with mistrust, stifling their natural tendencies 
towards friendliness.

We will look at three case examples to illustrate how problem-
atic frameworks can be changed and updated. We describe three 
people who had very different problems but the general approach 
was the same: first lay the foundations for change, then make the 
changes that you would like to make (see Box 30.1).

Stage 1: laying the foundations for change

The way to overcome the difficulties caused by the past is to change 
the “problematic framework”:  to update it, and if necessary to 
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replace it with one that is better adapted to your life as it is now, 
rather than as it was back then. Updating, changing, dismantling or 
replacing a much- used framework is hard work, but it is a powerful 
way to resolve persistent problems that originate in past experi-
ence, and to help you move on. Replacing a problematic framework 
is best accomplished in two stages:  laying the foundations for 
change, and making the changes that you would like to make (see 
Box 30.1).

Is your life as bad now as it was then?

In encouraging you to work towards changing, we are assuming 
that you are no longer living in an abusive or damaging situation. 
We hope that your world has moved on, and that you now have a 
good friend or a partner, or a safe place to live or share. We also 
hope that the negative or damaging experiences that led to your 
framework are now in the past. But if this is not so, especially if you 

BOX 30.1 Outline of a two- stage strategy for change

Stage 1: laying the foundations for change

• Think about whether your life is as bad now as it was then.
• Understand your current frameworks.
• Name the painful experiences.
• Recognize the meaning of what happened to you.
• Create a context for change, or comfort zone.
• Identify your strengths and resources.
• Use humor and playfulness.

Stage 2: changing a problematic framework

1. Find a focus for change: feelings, beliefs, or behavior.
2. Start taking steps towards change:  and don’t worry if the 

steps are small.
3. Learn to recognize and deal with stumbling blocks as you go.
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are still with people who are causing you serious harm and distress, 
it will be difficult to change without changing your situation. You 
may need first to seek help or advice from others such as a doctor, 
social worker, neighbor, friend, or mental health practitioner. 
A  frequent effect of distressing early experiences is that you get 
into a relationship or place that looks different, but makes you feel 
some, if not all, of the sadness— or fear, or reticence— you are used 
to. To live more happily with less uncertainty and stress can also 
feel strange at first, as if it does not fit for you. If you wish to make 
changes in where you live or in your relationships, but for various 
reasons feel unable to do so, you need good support— a stable struc-
ture to your daily life, or help from someone who understands what 
it will take. There is an increasing quantity of information available 
on the Internet, as well as in places such as libraries and health 
centers. But if you have already moved on, even though in one way 
or another you are still carrying your past with you, then you may 
be ready to try, or at first just to consider, laying the foundations 
for change. This means beginning with an understanding of the 
framework you are using.

understand your frameworks

Change begins with understanding. In our clinics, we see many 
people who have suffered from harmful childhood experiences, 
and we know that there are many more who have also suffered 
but who do not come for help. Some may not need help, and some 
prefer not to seek it— maybe because they do not yet know how 
to talk about it. Others struggle on, doing the best they can, and 
a few suffer without knowing where to turn. If you are seeking to 
help yourself, focus first on the possibility that you can look at your 
past life in a new way, and that this can help to make sense of your 
experiences and your situation. The understanding that comes 
from making sense of your story, and of how you got to be where 
you now are, makes a difference. If you want to start the work of 
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resolving some long- standing problems, go at your own pace, and 
seek extra help if you need it. Sometimes it is not possible to do all 
this work by yourself.

name the painful experiences— finding the words

Start by giving a name or label to the bad things that happened 
to you. Think of something that still hurts you or makes you 
angry:  the worst time you were hit; the day your mother or fa-
ther left; the day you decided your brother or sister was the fa-
vorite. There is no need to rake up the past, exposing all the buried 
details; at this stage, you just need a name for the experiences 
that hurt you. You are the judge of what you found painful at 
the time, so think about anything that hurt you badly enough to 
leave its mark. Do not contradict your thoughts by saying to your-
self: “Well, that was nothing really— I can’t still be going on about 
that,” or “Worse things have happened to others.” Do not disre-
gard the unacceptable behavior of people in your past because it 
was normal in your experience, and happened all the time, or to 
everyone in your family. You are older now, and you know those 
things did not happen to everybody. What matters is what your 
particular experiences meant to you, how they affected you, and 
how they are still affecting you. The words you use for yourself can 
be factually descriptive, such as “the beatings from my father,” or 
can be more metaphorical in nature, such as “the shadow period,” 
as long as you know what the experiences are to which you are 
referring.

recognize the meaning of what happened to you

Having named these painful experiences, think about how they 
fit with the beliefs and attitudes that you hold now: about other 
people, about yourself, and about the world. In Box 30.2 we suggest 
some questions to help you to do this.
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create a context for change: a comfort zone

In order to lay down firm foundations for change it is necessary 
both to understand the framework you wish to change and to be 
kind to yourself. Changing old patterns puts you in unfamiliar 

BOX 30.2 Questions to help in recognizing your patterns

Given what happened to you earlier in life:

1. What do you believe? What did your experiences tell you? 
What conclusions did you draw from them about yourself? 
About other people? About the world?

2. What are your rules for living? What should you (always) do? What 
should you (never) do? Other pressurizing words linked with 
rules for living are: Must, ought, have to, need (see Chapter 7, 
“Finding new perspectives”). Try to put into words a rule that 
you live by, not one that you wish that you lived by.

3. What pattern of behavior fits with this rule? What did you learn 
to do to survive? What does this rule make you do, or want 
to do? Given your rule, what should you do? Here are some 
examples: never trust anyone; keep myself to myself; keep trying 
or I am a bad person; keep my head down.

4. What was the original payoff? How did this rule help in the 
past or how did you hope it would help, even if sometimes it 
didn’t? Does it still help sometimes? How did it help you look 
after yourself?

5. What problems do you have now, that stem from these beliefs, 
rules, and behaviors? What difficulties might living according 
to your rules make for you now? What unintended 
consequences are there from what you do? How might they 
interfere with your relationships? How do they get in the 
way of doing what you want? How do they stop you being 
the way you would like to be? How do they make you feel?
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territory, which can feel risky and frightening. If the ground 
is taken from under your feet, it is normal to feel scared. If you 
change, for example, then others may change in response, and you 
may no longer know what to expect. If you bring about big changes 
the consequences can make you feel unsafe so that you wish to re-
turn to your old framework despite the pain and unhappiness. So 
it is very helpful to look after yourself during a period of change: to 
create for yourself a comfort zone.

Looking after yourself can be surprisingly difficult, particularly 
if you are not used to doing it. It involves thinking, feeling, and doing. 
If you tend to think badly or critically about yourself, try to rec-
ognize your inner voice for what it is— a voice from the past that 
is no longer helpful— and let it fade into the background. Try to 
think of yourself with kindness. Ask how you would feel towards 
someone else who had been hurt, and then imagine giving those 
feelings of kindness and compassion to yourself. What would you 
then do? How would you look after yourself? Do you need to take 
the pressure off? Or to find more ways of enjoying yourself? To take 
more exercise, or to eat or sleep better?

There are many ways to encourage you to take care of yourself 
in small but important ways (see also Chapter  4, “The value and 
practice of kindness”).

1. Identify a safe place to go to if the disruption of trying to 
change unsettles you too much. Surround your safe place, 
for example, a comfortable chair in your sitting room, 
with things that you like to look at. Make this a warm and 
welcoming place, in reach of things you like such as books, 
music, a window, or a blanket.

2. Develop ways of calming down, soothing and comforting 
yourself if you feel upset. You may want to talk to someone, 
or get out in the fresh air; to play some sport or to take a 
warm bath; to make a warm drink, or play some music. You 
may want to sleep, or retreat, or find a way of relaxing that 
suits you.
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3. Learn to distract yourself (see Box 27.2, “Ways to distract 
yourself from ruminating” in Chapter 27), and to turn your 
mind to other things, especially if painful memories or 
images intrude too much and too often. It is helpful to find 
ways of anchoring yourself in the present, as a reminder that 
the events of the past are now over. Some people find medi-
tation and mindfulness useful (see Chapter 3, “The value and 
practice of acceptance”).

4. Make good use of your relationships:  those who care about 
you, or make few demands; those you find supportive, and 
those who are good at helping you to change your mood for 
the better. Those who let you be, or make it easier for you just 
to be yourself. It helps to feel connected to others, and this 
feeling grows from doing ordinary things with other people 
as well as from doing enjoyable and fun things. Confiding in 
others often brings comfort and gives you a feeling of being 
understood. It also helps others to give you good support. But 
if the person you confide in does not react in the way that you 
had hoped for or expected, it can be disappointing. If that 
happens, try not to give up on others. There are many reasons 
why people fail to pick up what is needed from them. Maybe 
you can find someone else more sympathetic.

5. Treat yourself well— as you would treat someone else who 
has had a bad time (see Chapter 14, “Treating yourself right”).

Identify your strengths and resources

None of us would choose to have painful experiences but they 
may bring with them benefits as well as harms. Even if you still 
suffer from the consequences of earlier bad experiences, or of a 
childhood trauma, you have almost certainly developed some 
strengths and resources that have helped you get to where you are 
now. Your abilities to persist and keep going when in difficulty, to 
solve problems, to learn, to make friends, and to use your sense 
of humor are all helpful. Your experiences may also enable you to 
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understand and help others who have had painful experiences— 
in ways that those who have not had such experiences find much 
harder to do. This ability to help others may also help you to recog-
nize your value.

use humor and playfulness

So many people whose childhoods were marked by suffering 
have missed out on an important source of learning as they grew 
up:  learning that comes from being able to play and to laugh. We 
have found that many people, as they start to recover, say that they 
benefit enormously from allowing themselves to play— from doing 
something as simple as going to a fair, or spending a day on the 
beach with a friend, or playing card games. Play stimulates creative 
and constructive capacities; it helps people try out different ways of 
doing things and to become more flexible. Play and laughter in safe 
situations help to break old links with fear. It may be a revelation 
to discover that you can laugh when something startles you, espe-
cially if this challenges the assumption that surprises can only be 
bad. Enjoying a game with others can strengthen the links between 
you, making you feel connected to people rather than disconnected 
and isolated, and it can also help you to feel that others value your 
company. Nothing brings relief from suffering so well as laughter, 
and nothing lightens the load so readily as play.

In the following case examples of Jim, Natalie, and Loretta you 
will see how they laid the foundations for change and in particular 
how each of them came to understand the relationship between 
their past experiences and their current beliefs.

case 1: Jim and his beliefs about other people

Jim’s childhood memories are of being yelled at and hit. Jim’s father, 
after losing his job, started drinking and became increasingly vio-
lent towards Jim’s mother, and also towards Jim. As a result, Jim’s 
mother often left home unannounced, sometimes for days on end. 
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As far as Jim remembers, his mother never stepped in to protect 
him from the violence of his father or from his three elder brothers, 
who took their cue from their father. Jim’s brothers taunted him 
and bullied him into doing everything for them when his mother 
was absent. All through his childhood Jim was exploited and hurt 
by the people closest to him.

Jim’s belief about others: they can’t be trusted— not one of 
them.

Jim’s rules for living: hit before you get hit. Don’t let anyone 
near.

Jim’s pattern of behavior: aggressive, distant, and secretive.
The original payoff: it kept others at arm’s length.
Jim’s problems now: getting into fights, being rejected by others, 

feeling constantly under attack; loneliness, and lack of 
confidence.

case 2: natalie and her beliefs about herself

Natalie felt she was born fighting for attention and failing to get 
it. She was an only child and knew nothing about her father. Her 
mother worked long hours and from the age of 9 Natalie had to look 
after herself and the apartment where she lived with her mother— 
and occasional boyfriends of her mother who never stayed for 
long— as if she were an adult. All she received for her efforts were 
complaints, criticism, and verbal abuse. She felt neglected and un-
valued and cannot remember ever having been given a hug, except 
by an uncle who used to keep her company when her mother was 
out. However, she realized later that his attentions had been inap-
propriately sexual from the start. He abused her sexually repeat-
edly when she was between the ages of 11 and 14, after which she 
refused to have anything more to do with him.

Natalie’s beliefs about herself: I’m worthless; I’m not a good 
person; I’m bad.
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Natalie’s rules for living: Natalie oscillated between two some-
what contradictory rules of living. The first was: try hard to 
do well and to please people. The second was: don’t bother 
since it’s not worth it because you will probably fail.

Natalie’s patterns of behavior: Natalie flipped between the two 
extremes of trying to do things perfectly, and giving up: feeling 
so unmotivated that she could not even try. She either kept 
the apartment spotlessly clean or she neglected it totally.

The original payoff: Natalie got attention from her mother both 
when she did something well and when she sat in a heap 
doing nothing. Even when the attention she received was 
being criticized, such as her mother accusing her of being 
lazy and careless, it felt better than being ignored.

Natalie’s problems now: Natalie says: “I’m a complete failure,” and 
that is how she feels. She also says: “However hard I work, 
nothing I do seems good enough,” and this applies at home 
with her partner and 6- year- old son, Jason, and at work 
helping with the accounts of a local charity. She is often ex-
hausted and when she can do no more she gives up trying 
and goes to bed at the same time as Jason, feeling depressed 
as well as a failure.

case 3: loretta and her beliefs about the world

In Loretta’s life, so many things had gone wrong that she had come 
to think of herself as doomed. She had lived in the same town all her 
life with her parents and younger sister. They were part of a strong 
local community and had few problems until everything started 
to go wrong. When she was 12, she was injured in a car accident 
and missed nearly a whole year of school. Two years later, when 
the family was on vacation, her mother and sister nearly drowned. 
Although they appeared to recover quickly, the accident had badly 
shaken her mother’s confidence. When Loretta was 17, her father, 
who worked for an airline company, was laid off and money was so 
short that Loretta gave up her plans to go to college.
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Loretta’s beliefs about the world: nothing ever goes right. Good 
things don’t last.

Loretta’s rules for living: grab whatever comes, and don’t think 
ahead too much.

Loretta’s patterns of behavior: Loretta is constantly moving on. 
She changes her job, her boyfriend, and her friends every 
few months. There is something in Loretta that makes her 
unsettled and easily dissatisfied. She gets restless and bored 
when life settles down. She drops a promising boyfriend 
after a few months. She is thrilled when she gets a new job 
(she is a buyer in a store) but changes jobs too often.

The original payoff: focusing on new and exciting things kept her 
pessimism at bay when times were hard.

Loretta’s problems now: Loretta says her life feels chaotic and 
out of control. She can’t keep a job or a relationship, never 
makes plans, and feels depressed and hopeless if she looks 
ahead more than a week or two.

The three patterns described here are common ones. We could call 
Jim’s a pattern of mistrust; Natalie’s a problem of extreme reactions, 
showing “all- or- nothing” patterns of thinking, feeling, and 
behaving; and Loretta’s a problem of control— or lack of control— 
leading to instability. You may recognize in yourself some of these 
patterns, or your experiences and beliefs may be quite different. In 
laying the foundations for change it is helpful to find a way to look 
at yourself so as to be able to see your own patterns. The examples 
of Jim, Natalie, and Loretta together with the questions posed in 
Box 30.2 are intended to enable you to understand your problematic 
frameworks. This stage of understanding yourself may be harder 
than you expect, and it may bring with it some painful feelings.

We suggest that you take your time, and that you make a place 
to write down your answers to the questions in Box 30.2 so that 
you can look at them later and think more about them if you need 
to. In practice, things are likely to be more complicated than we 
have made them sound in the three case examples. In thinking 
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through your situation it helps if you can show yourself kindness 
and consideration (see Box 30.3).

Stage 2: changing a problematic framework

Change is possible. We know this to be true because we have 
seen it happen but many people do not know, or believe, that it 
is possible to change. If you doubt it, try visualizing what change 
would be like for you. What would be different? How would other 
people know you had changed? What might you gain? Old familiar 
patterns often feel “comfortable,” like a worn out and threadbare 
coat. Losing it before you have found a new one leaves your feelings 
exposed. It may take time before you find a new one that fits, and 
that feels comfortable again. And so it is with patterns of thought, 
beliefs, feelings, and behavior.

BOX 30.3 Key points about frameworks

• From the perspective of the child (or young person) that you 
were at the time that you were hurt, it made sense that you 
developed your particular pattern.

• It was the best way you could find to cope with the situation 
you faced.

• It is not a sign of deficiency to think, feel, and behave as you 
do, or to be stuck without knowing how to change.

• You deserve understanding; you deserve to be treated kindly, 
with warmth and compassion, rather than with self- blame 
or self- criticism.

• Try to treat yourself with kindness, understanding, and ac-
ceptance as you try to change your frameworks (see Chapter 3, 
“The value and practice of acceptance”; and Chapter 4, “The 
value and practice of kindness”).
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So there is no way of changing without taking some risks and 
that is in part why we have devoted so much of this chapter to 
laying the foundations for change. If the foundations are in place, 
then the risks will be smaller and the benefits larger and you will 
feel more secure in making the changes. Box 30.4 outlines the ge-
neral approach but there is no single best way. One size does not fit 
all. The main idea is that your problematic framework affects your 
beliefs, your feelings, and your behavior, and makes close links 
between them. This idea is closely related to the five- part model 
described in Chapter 1.

BOX 30.4 Changing behavior

1. Identify the “old” behavior.
2. What is the belief driving this? What underlying rule 

is there?
3. What predictions does this rule make for you?
4. How can you test these predictions in the present day? How 

can you help yourself see what is different now and how can 
you remind yourself of this? Ask what kind of new behavior 
you want instead, so as to find out how you can start to up-
date the old framework. You might need new skills as well 
as new behaviors, such as those involved in meeting people, 
talking to them more openly, or sticking up for yourself as-
sertively without being aggressive.

5. Decide what to do differently. For some people it is best to 
start with small changes and then build up, others prefer to 
take the plunge. Be guided by your intuition, and if you are 
uncertain, experiment. Try to be clear about exactly what you 
will do differently, and try not to be put off if you feel appre-
hensive and anxious. The difficulty in doing this can be that 
new ways of behaving, such as telling people about yourself 
or letting them get closer to you, can feel completely wrong 
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and out of character at first. They can make you feel anxious 
and fearful, or as if you have lost your way and no longer have 
firm ground beneath your feet. If this is the case, it is better 
to take small steps first and build up your confidence gradu-
ally. You will also need to persist and to be prepared to resist 
a strong internal pressure to go back to old and sometimes 
damaging ways. For most of us it is pretty scary to try out 
something new and break away from old patterns of beha-
vior. Every part of your mind and body, it may seem, is telling 
you to go back to your old ways of behaving. Expect this. Use 
your reason to help you to see that this comes from a real, 
and understandable, fear of change, not from real danger.

6. The last step is to reflect on what happened when you 
changed your behavior. Did your predictions come true? Did 
things unfold exactly as you feared? How did it affect your 
feelings? How did it affect the behavior of those about you? 
If you go on like that, how might it affect your relationships? 
And your beliefs?

We will put some flesh on this model by explaining how the three 
people you have already met— Jim, Natalie, and Loretta— used this 
way of working. Their cases will help to clarify the principles of change 
and how to put them into practice. Each of them made a personal 
formulation by drawing out the links between their beliefs, feelings, 
and behaviors to show how their problematic frameworks were oper-
ating. Look carefully at Box 30.1, then read the next sections about 
how each of these people did this, and take from them any ideas and 
methods that fit your situation. Mix and match as you think best.

Your personal formulation

How do your beliefs, feelings, and behavior link up? The answers 
to the questions we posed to help you identify your problematic 
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framework (Box 30.2) will help you to fill in the model (Figure 30.1) 
for yourself. You may have one central belief and associated beha-
vior and feeling, or you may find that you have several.

decide what to change first

In order to start the process of change it is best to start with one 
clear and specific change. Use your personal information to guide 
your choice of which belief, behavior, or feeling to focus on. To help 
guide your choice: first start with something that is connected to 
an important problem for you. Second, try to work out a clear and 
specific way of making a change that would start you moving along 
the road to reducing the impact of the problem. This may involve 
a change in belief or behavior (changing feelings, as we will see, 
is not usually a good starting point although understanding and 
accepting feelings may be).

Do not worry, though, if you are uncertain where to start. In 
general, it may not matter where you begin because change in one 
area often leads to change in another. Your behavior, your beliefs, 
and your feelings will all link up, as they did for Jim, Natalie, and 
Loretta. Their examples may help you in making your own changes 
so we will describe the changes they made in some detail.

Jim found it easier to start by learning to alter his impulsive 
behavior and this resulted in changes in his experience that led, 

The model Example of the model
Belief I am inadequate

Behaviour Feelings Don’t try Hopeless

FIGUR E 30.1

 Changing your framework.

 



stepping away from the past | 6 2 3 

in turn, to changes in his beliefs and feelings. Natalie began by 
thinking through, and then changing, her beliefs. Loretta started to 
change by first understanding and accepting some of her feelings— 
feelings from which she had previously been running away.

Jim: starting by changing behavior

Jim’s old pattern of behavior was aggressive, distant, and secretive. 
This is a lot to change all at once, especially if you still believe, as 
Jim did, that people cannot be trusted. But his habit of getting into 
fights was getting worse, and his problems of loneliness and feeling 
rejected cannot be resolved by keeping people at arm’s length. 
What should he do instead? Jim wanted to overcome his loneliness 
but it was clear that he could do little about that until he was able to 
sustain longer relationships and stop pushing people away through 
his aggressive behavior (see Figure 30.2).

The starting point for Jim was to learn a new skill:  how to 
control his aggressive impulses. Then he thought about what 
kinds of people he would like to spend time with, and then he 
started to go to places where he was likely to meet such kinds 
of people. Eventually he found ways of joining in with activities 
that he enjoyed (mostly musical, and at the local bar). Only when 
he started to get to know people better did he begin to disclose 
personal things about himself. So the process of change for Jim 

Starting point for change

Belief

People can’t be trusted 

Behaviour Feelings

Aggression. Fighting Rejection, Loneliness

FIGUR E 30. 2

 Jim’s personal formulation.
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focused on changing behavior, first through learning a new skill 
(impulse control) and then through actively meeting new people. 
Gradually he moved into new territory as he changed his old be-
havior for something new.

Jim’s conclusion, after reducing his impulsive behavior over 
several months (with ups and downs along the way), was “maybe 
some people can be trusted after all, at least in some ways.” He began to 
learn whom he could trust to respect his confidences. Trust turned 
out to be far more complicated than he thought it would be. He 
accepted that most things are not “black and white,” that “not eve-
ryone now is like the bullies from back then.”

the process of changing behavior

If there is a specific behavioral pattern that contributes to your 
problems (as there was for Jim), then making this behavioral 
pattern the target for change is a good place to start (see Box 30.4). 
Experiment with doing something differently:  changes in beliefs 
and feelings are likely to follow.

natalie: starting by changing beliefs

Jim accepted that most things are not black and white. Natalie, on 
the other hand, was very much a black and white thinker. For her 
there were no shades of gray. It was on this way of thinking, rather 
than on her behavior, that she started to work. Natalie’s old beha-
vior involved flipping from one extreme to the other. She operated 
either at “110%,” and wore herself out, or she gave up and did 
nothing. In both cases she felt she had failed again, which only con-
firmed her beliefs about being worthless and bad. What changes 
did she need to make? Something that would help her to feel less 
of a failure, and also something that would allow her to update her 
self- opinion— the negative framework that for her slipped into 
place only too readily. The trouble was that Natalie thought that 
she had to try her best to please others, and that it would be selfish 
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Starting point for change

Beliefs

I am worthless, and bad 

Behaviour Feelings

Try to please others
Not bothering to do anything 

Feeling a failure, sad
and exhausted 

FIGUR E 30. 3

 Natalie’s personal formulation.

to put herself first. This way of thinking made her feel worse rather 
than better when she thought about doing something for herself 
(like taking a rest) — as if this would prove what a bad person she 
was. It was Natalie’s thinking, and her low self- esteem, which were 
getting in the way of change, and for her the best way of starting 
was to look carefully at these negative thoughts and then begin to 
change them. Her personal formulation showing her starting point 
for change is shown in Figure 30.3.

Natalie began by answering three key questions about her 
beliefs:

1. How long have I believed this?
2. How did I come to think this way?
3. Could my belief be wrong?

Here are her answers.

1. How long have I believed that I am worthless and bad?

She thought about this for some time, trying to remember when 
she started to think this way. Her answer was: “Too long ago to fix 
with a definite date.”
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2. How did I come to think this way?

She asked herself:  is it because I am so bad and worthless that it 
was obvious to everyone even when I was small? Or is it a result of 
what happened to me? This is what she realized when answering 
these questions: “I was treated as if I was of no importance; as if 
I  had so little worth that I  could be used, and abused, as others 
wished— and ignored too, when it suited them.”

No one is born with ready- made opinions about them-
selves. Opinions about yourself, and hence self- esteem and self- 
confidence, are built up through experience, and especially through 
relationships. Being cared for, loved, and appreciated tells you that 
you are worth caring for, loving, and appreciating. From the way 
that she had been treated, Natalie felt worthless and bad about her-
self. She had never questioned this feeling. Instead she struggled to 
do things well so as to earn some sort of recognition from people 
who otherwise neglected or abused her. So her beliefs made sense 
in terms of her experience, but that does not make them right. 
Natalie moved on to the next question.

3. Could my belief be wrong?

Could my belief that I am worthless be based on conclusions I drew 
when I was young on the basis of what happened to me at the time? 
Natalie could see the logic of her answer to this:  yes, it could be 
wrong—  “it’s not really about the person I am, but more about what 
happened to me.” Her new understanding lifted her cloud of nega-
tive beliefs enough for her to see how her patterns worked and their 
unintended consequences: how, for example, they kept her at work 
long after others had gone home in order to make further effort to 
compensate for her badness by doing something extra well.

Natalie understood intellectually— in her head— that her old 
beliefs were wrong, but in her heart she still felt that she was a 
bad person. However, this does not mean that her intellectual 
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understanding was useless:  quite the contrary. This “knowing in 
her head” provided her with motivation, and the insight, to begin 
to change. Working on her beliefs was the first step— and an im-
portant one. For her, the second step was to start to change her be-
havior. Thinking about her answers to the three questions opened 
the door to change, and enabled her to see the point of trying. Now 
she had to decide how, or whether, and when to walk through it.

So, the next stage— making some changes in her behavior— 
was bound to be difficult. It was bound to make her anxious and 
even terrified. Natalie followed the same principles as those 
described for Jim. She wrote down a few examples of her old, ex-
tremist pattern of behavior, to make sure that she kept them in 
mind. Her task was to find the middle ground between all and 
nothing. For example, instead of trying to please others she would 
stop working while she still had energy to spare. So she would have 
to focus on herself and pay close attention to how she felt— to her 
needs. She knew with her head that this was not being selfish and 
bad. She also knew that it would make her feel guilty and fearful 
as if she was doing something wrong.

At home, she decided to clean up less thoroughly. At work, she 
decided to work calmly and steadily during the day, matching what 
she did with what others did, and to leave when they left rather 
than staying late. She predicted that others would notice and that 
they would think that she was bad at her job and perhaps think 
she was bad more generally. At first, she felt miserable and guilty 
at the end of each day and fearful at the start of the next one as if 
she was about to be discovered doing something seriously wrong. It 
was quite a long while before she began to sense a glimmer of hope 
that she would be able to stop herself flipping from one extreme to 
the other— a glimmer that contrasted greatly with her former de-
pressed view of things.

Over time Natalie learned to recognize the signs of doing too 
much: the sense of gritting her teeth and not wanting to let go until 
she had finished. She took the risk of leaving things unfinished 
even though she still felt anxious about it. The payoff was that she 
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no longer became so exhausted. The swings from overwork on the 
one hand to giving up in despair on the other had slowed down. By 
degrees she began to feel less of a failure and less driven by an over-
powering need to please other people. The sense that she could take 
charge of her life and make choices that she wanted (underneath) 
to make started to take root and then to grow.

How did other people react to the changes she had made? She 
learned that her worst fears didn’t actually occur. People still 
valued her work, and her relationships weren’t affected for the 
worse in any way. Her colleagues had come to expect 110% from 
Natalie when she was well and so they too had to adjust. But mostly 
they took this in their stride and could understand why Natalie had 
changed and their attitude started to contribute to Natalie’s sense 
of being acceptable. Having recognized her negative thoughts 
about herself and her black and white thinking Natalie chose to 
adapt her behavior— behavior that had been driven by her beliefs 
about being worthless and bad. Her self- understanding— what she 
knew “in her head”— enabled her to weather the anxiety and guilt 
that she felt when she stopped going out of her way to please others 
and when she ceased to work extra hard. She reminded herself to 
expect these feelings and she also reminded herself of the conclu-
sion that she had no real reason to feel bad, worthless, or guilty. 
She reminded herself that it was because she had been neglected 
early in her life, back then, that led her to these beliefs but that in 
the present day, now, she can see things in another way. She did 
not need to compensate for her feeling of badness by making ex-
cessive efforts to please others. Her changes in behavior made her 
feel better about herself and helped her to believe in herself. They 
also put a check on the wild swings in behavior (excessive work 
followed by idleness, exhaustion, and despair) that had previously 
dominated her life.

Extremist ways of thinking, like those of Natalie, and all- or- 
nothing ways of behaving, are like bad habits that keep problems 
going. Seeing things as black or white also makes it hard to un-
derstand the behavior of others. For instance, if you have not 
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experienced close relationships that worked well in the past, then 
when something goes wrong between you and your partner you 
might, for example, alternate between demanding total devotion 
and wanting to push them away. It can seem that “Either you love 
me or you hate me,” or “Either you’re for me or against me,” with no 
room for anything in between. We all need to learn how to find out 
what someone else’s behavior really means rather than jumping to 
conclusions based on what we feel it means and then feeling (un-
necessarily) devastated and rejected when something small goes 
wrong. For Natalie, moving away from extremist positions made 
life much less clear— much less black and white— but it helped her 
to adapt better to others and to new situations. Changing behavior, 
even in small ways, helps to change patterns of black- and- white 
thinking, and to feel less stuck.

the process of changing beliefs

If you sense that it is negative thinking that is holding you back 
and keeping you under the shadows from the past, then changing 
your thinking might be a good place to start. Chapter 6 (“Taking a 
positive approach”), Chapter  7 (“Finding new perspectives”), and 
Chapter 8 (“Using your head: thinking and deciding”) focus on this 
approach.

loretta: starting by understanding and 
accepting feelings

Loretta’s pattern of behavior was of constantly moving on. After 
a series of unpredictable, traumatic, and distressing events, she 
believed that nothing would ever go right for her and that good 
things would never last. Her life was chaotic and unsatisfying and 
feelings of fear, guilt, and anger were calling the tune. Focusing 
on new and exciting things kept bad thoughts out of her mind. As 
long as she was engaged in something new— a new job, a new rela-
tionship, a new project— she could avoid thinking about the awful 
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things that had happened to her in the past. She feared that if she 
turned to look them in the face she would start crying and never 
stop, or that she would get angry, but without being able to express 
that anger in an acceptable way. Loretta felt that she was like a 
small boat in a storm: entirely at the mercy of the wind and the 
waves. She decided that the best place to begin was to change her 
feelings; but how can that be done? She started by thinking about 
how her feelings, beliefs, and behavior were connected. That is, she 
started by making her personal formulation as shown in Figure 30.4.

It is not helpful to pretend that you have no feelings nor to be 
told to snap out of it. In the long run, trying to blot out feelings or 
using alcohol or recreational drugs so as to forget about them for a 
while only makes things worse. The starting point for Loretta was 
not to try to change things but to try to understand.

understanding how feelings work

Feelings provide important information, for example, they tell you 
what you want, or what you want to do. Feeling scared, for example, 
makes you want to get away. Feeling angry makes you want to hit out, 
or to do something to put things right, and so on. Feelings motivate 

Beliefs

Good things don’t last Starting point for change

Things always go wrong 

Behaviour Feelings

Constantly changing her job
and relationships

Fear. Guilt. Anger

FIGUR E 30.4

 Loretta’s personal formulation.
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us, and prompt us to action, and without feelings we would be lost. 
But if you take no action when you have strong feelings, if you do 
not even acknowledge that the feelings are there, then you can get 
stuck in unhelpful patterns of behavior. When people become locked 
into responding to the same feelings in the same unhelpful ways, it is 
only by acting “out of character” that positive changes can be made.

responding to feelings with understanding

The first step for dealing with problematic feelings is to treat 
them with understanding. If a child is distressed, for example by a 
nightmare, it helps to be kind and understanding. Being calm and 
showing that you accept the feelings are more helpful than trying 
to reason away the tears. It is the same with yourself: first accept 
your feelings with a kindly understanding (see Chapter  3, “The 
value and practice of acceptance”). The thinking comes later.

Instead of running away from feelings, or denying they are 
there, or trying to bury the bad and painful ones under a heap of 
distractions, acknowledge and accept them— even when they are 
confusing and difficult to name. Feelings come in many curious 
mixtures. We may be fond of people who have hurt us. We may 
feel resentful, disappointed, and hopeless all at once. We may be 
cross with ourselves for minding about something that couldn’t be 
helped. Whatever your feelings are, meet them with understanding 
and acceptance. Acceptance helps you to acknowledge their power 
and the pain that they cause. It reduces the tendency to blame 
yourself for having them or to be ashamed of them.

expressing feelings

Many things may be gained from expressing feelings: greater un-
derstanding of why you feel as you do, and why the feelings make 
sense; relief; sympathy and understanding from a listener; and new 
discoveries, for example, about the meaning of the experiences 
that troubled you.
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In saying that it is valuable to express your feelings we do not 
mean that you need always to express them directly to other people 
or that you should completely let go in order to express them properly. 
Showing anger directly, for example, sometimes makes situations 
worse (see Chapter 28, “Feeling angry and keeping calm”). We are 
referring here to being explicit about your feelings either to your-
self or others. One way of doing this is to talk about your feelings 
to someone you trust although some people prefer not to talk to 
others, or have no opportunity to do so, unless they seek counseling 
or therapy. Other ways of expressing feelings include writing about 
them or drawing pictures that express them; and for some people 
feelings can be best expressed by playing music, by moving about as 
you might in a dance or when playing a sport, and even by making 
something that reflects the feelings. Expressing feelings without 
being controlled by them can help to overcome the problems that 
they are causing. It contributes to the process of getting unstuck.

Overcoming fear of feelings

Loretta was scared of her feelings. She believed that they might 
overwhelm her— that she would never stop crying, for example— 
and she feared what she might do if she acknowledged them. Some 
people believe that if they open up the box of demons, like Pandora 
in the myth, they will never be able to stuff them back in. Indeed, 
when bad things have happened to you, turning your attention 
towards your memories, rather than ignoring them or blocking 
them out, can at first bring with it strong and upsetting feelings— 
hence the need for creating a safe place and good support systems 
before you begin. But it can also be a step on the road towards fin-
ishing the unfinished business.

How did loretta use these ideas?

Thinking first about how feelings work, Loretta realized that much 
of the time she was running away from them: chasing an exciting 
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possibility or a chance of something new and keeping her un-
derlying feelings at bay. She knew that she had some unresolved 
problems from the past but she had never given time to them, nor 
spoken about them, nor thought about the impact of what had 
happened to her.

The idea that feelings are understandable made her wonder 
whether this was true of her own feelings. Loretta had picked up 
this idea from a magazine and had been turning it over in the 
back of her mind for some time when a friend asked her why she 
always seemed to have a new boyfriend. Trying to answer the 
question made her realize that underneath she was scared and con-
fused. Gradually it dawned on her that she still felt scared by her 
memories of the time when her mother and sister nearly drowned 
and that she also felt guilty, as if she had done something wrong. 
Again she was confused by her feelings and did not understand the 
reasons behind them but she tried to acknowledge them and to 
accept that they were still there. The ghosts of the past, back then, 
were strongly affecting how she was feeling now, even when, or es-
pecially when, she did not realize this.

She decided she would take up one of the suggestions in the mag-
azine and write about the things that her feelings brought to mind. 
Loretta wrote, without thinking too hard, about the story of the 
swimming accident on vacation. She had been for a walk along the 
cliffs and came back to find the beach in an uproar. A freak wave had 
pounded onto the rocks where some people, including her mother 
and sister, were sunbathing, and swept them into the sea. Rescuers 
were pulling frightened people out of the water and she was told that 
two people had drowned. In the few minutes that it took to find that 
her mother and sister were alive and well she became frantic with 
distress and in her memory quite incoherent. After the accident, her 
mother and sister were comforted and cared for and encouraged to 
talk about what had happened. Loretta was haunted by what she had 
seen and for months suffered from vivid, terrifying nightmares. But 
she felt she had no right to talk about it. The accident had happened 
to them not to her and the message she received at home was: “You’ve 
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got nothing to worry about. They’re the ones who need help. You 
ought to know that, after being injured in a car accident yourself.” 
So she tried to stifle her feelings and felt guilty for having them and 
even more guilty for bothering people with them.

Loretta had to overcome a good deal of fear to face up to the 
degree of guilt that she felt and to the sense that her feelings were 
wrong and she was bad to have them. She realized that she also 
felt angry about her father having been laid off and about giving 
up her plans to go to college. She felt guilty about her anger but 
had suppressed both feelings. It was identifying and accepting 
these feelings and the associated beliefs that started the process 
of unravelling the old framework for Loretta and set her on a more 
constructive path. It was not wrong to have the feelings that she 
had nor was it wrong for her to need help after the accident. Her 
angry feelings about having to change her plans were also quite 
natural. Realizing these things provided Loretta with a route into 
changing her thinking.

Loretta then turned her attention to doing things differently. 
Again her feelings interfered with her plans. Loretta wanted her life 
to be less chaotic and to give it some direction but thinking ahead 
frightened her. “What if . . .?” was the first thing that came to mind 
and her imagination filled in the blanks only too readily. If she built 
up her life more coherently then she would be vulnerable once more 
to accidents. It could all come tumbling down again. These fears had 
the potential to stop her making any changes. In order to change 
she had to keep in mind the realization that if she made no changes 
she would continue to lead an unhappy and chaotic life. Although 
bad things might happen to her in the future they would not be 
any less bad if she remained as she was, and they could possibly 
become worse.

Loretta turned back to her friend for help and she also started 
to talk quite casually to other people about what made them take 
up with a new boyfriend or give up on a job. She had been reluctant 
even to mention such topics before as she assumed other people 
were able to run their lives better than she was and that she would 
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only feel inferior and out of control compared with them. After lis-
tening to them she decided she would try to be less impulsive and 
to make more considered decisions. She realized that changing the 
old pattern would make her worry that she was tempting provi-
dence and inviting more disasters into her life but nevertheless she 
resolved to talk things through with others before making sudden 
changes. It was a less exciting and a more difficult way to live at first 
and many times she made mistakes or gave up the struggle, feeling 
tearful and frustrated. But she had started along the road that made 
her feel better about herself and she had no doubt that it made her 
feel more in control.

Common pitfalls on the road to change

Making changes rarely goes completely smoothly, particularly 
when the old ways of thinking— the old frameworks— are deeply 
engrained. So it helps to be alert to common pitfalls and not to let 
the bumpy road of life stop your resolve to carry on, step by step, 
making the changes that you hope will give you more contentment 
and more fulfilment.

setbacks

Setbacks occur on almost every path to overcoming problems. 
When childhood trauma is part of the problem, setbacks can feel 
dramatic: not just stubbing your toe but piercing an old wound.

Blaming others

It is important not to spend too much time and energy blaming 
others. They may be at fault. They may have caused pain and 
damage. You may be quite right to blame them. The difficulty is 
that you can only change your life, and the ways that you think, 
feel, and behave. When you make changes, others may also change 
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in response and you may then be able to adjust in ways that you 
find helpful. They (probably) have their own relatively rigid and 
fixed frameworks, for approaching the world so it may take more 
than a prompt from you to make them change. Some people who 
have got stuck blaming others, such as their parents, have found it 
useful to imagine, in as much detail as possible, the childhood of 
the person or people who hurt them. The purpose of this is to see 
and understand how those who hurt them became what they were, 
and to use this understanding as a basis for moving on and leaving 
the blame behind.

It can feel lonely

Harmful experiences during childhood can lead to difficulties in 
forming supportive and close relationships. If this is the case for 
you then you may be feeling lonely and unsupported on your road 
to change. Section 4 (“Making your way with others”) is about 
relationships, and in Chapter 29 (“Loss and bereavement”) we dis-
cuss the problem that most, or all, of your friends may shy away 
from talking to you about your difficulties, and we also discuss 
practical ways of finding new friends.

Intrusions, memories, and flashbacks

Intrusions, memories, and flashbacks are common following 
trauma and are not a sign that you are going mad. Ways of dealing 
with them are described in Chapter 31 (“Recent traumatic events 
and their aftermath”). It can also help to label them for what they 
are, to use distraction techniques (see Box 27.2, “Ways to distract 
yourself from ruminating” in Chapter  27), and to develop your 
skills for keeping yourself safe.
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dealing with urges to self- harm

If you experience urges to self- harm then we recommend that 
you read Chapter 27, “Thoughts of harming yourself.” The book by 
Schmidt and Davidson, Life After Self- Harm: A Guide to the Future 
(see “Further reading” at the end of this chapter) also contains 
many useful and practical ideas.

eating habits

Eating habits are sometimes disturbed as a result of distressing 
childhood experiences. See Chapter 32 (“Chronic ill health”), and 
Chapter  33 (“Breaking habits and overcoming addictions”) for 
ideas about how to start to change these.

Summary

Bad experiences early in life lead to frameworks which affect what 
we think, feel, and do. To update these frameworks:

1. Understand your current framework.
2. Create a comfort zone and look after yourself as you 

change.
3. Construct a personal formulation of your problems and what 

maintains them.
4. Understand that the framework you developed back then may 

not be appropriate now.
5. Start by focusing on making a single change.
6. Do not be discouraged if the first change you make seems small 

and if old habits re- emerge. One small success leads to another 
and gradually you move forward to a place that feels better.
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Recent traumatic events and  
their aftermath

Intensely frightening or traumatic experiences often produce ex-
treme reactions, which can be strange and alarming. Some people, 
for instance, repeatedly feel or behave as if the awful event is still 
happening and cry out or become rooted to the spot in terror. These 
reactions keep alive the horror of the trauma and can interfere with 
the process of recovery. This chapter is for people who have expe-
rienced a traumatic event or series of events, and also for those 
who wish to help them. It describes common reactions to traumatic 
experiences, and provides a framework for recovery.

What is trauma?

The word trauma is loosely used to describe the horrific things 
that happen in the world. The more technical definition is that a 
traumatic event involves the threat of death or of serious injury 
to oneself or to others, and the event may involve real serious in-
jury or the death of one or more people. Examples of traumatic 
events include automobile and other accidents, being physically 
or sexually attacked (including rape), fires, natural disasters such 
as earthquakes, man- made disasters such as industrial accidents, 
and many of the products of terrorism and war, including torture 
or threat of torture. It is also potentially traumatic to witness such 
events, for example, as an uninvolved observer, as a rescuer, or 
as a member of one of the emergency services. It is common for 
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such events to provoke intense fear, horror, or feelings of helpless-
ness, although the whole range of emotions may be experienced. 
Traumatic events of one kind or another are surprisingly common. 
Various studies have shown that most people will experience such 
an event at some stage in their life.

Common immediate reactions to trauma

Common experiences following a trauma include feelings of in-
tense distress, nightmares, memories, or images of the trauma 
repeatedly coming to mind accompanied by distressing thoughts, 
and feelings and sensations similar to those experienced at the 
time. Bouts of intense feelings other than fear or terror are also 
common, for example, guilt: guilt over failing either to prevent the 
traumatic event or to lessen its impact. Some people feel ashamed 
of something that they did, or did not do, at the time. Some feel mis-
erable or hopeless about the future, or believe that the traumatic 
experience has damaged them irretrievably, or that they will never 
be the same again. Some people feel so hopeless that they wonder 
whether they can carry on with life. These experiences do not al-
ways happen immediately after the trauma. Sometimes people feel 
numb and detached at first, the more intense feelings starting only 
after a delay. Overall, people commonly lose a sense of safety, both 
in the world and in their own ability to cope within it.

All of these experiences are common reactions to extreme 
events. Knowing they are normal does not lessen the pain, but it 
can be reassuring to know that you are not going mad and that 
there are measures you can take to help.

Common ongoing reactions to trauma

Traumatic events usually occur suddenly and unexpectedly, so they 
hit people unaware and it takes some time— weeks or months— to 
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adjust to the immediate effects. Most people feel better within 
about 3 months, but it is not possible to predict exactly how long 
the distress will last. Ongoing traumatic events such as those 
encountered by soldiers or civilians in a war zone, or by people living 
with domestic violence, produce more prolonged reactions because 
of continual reminders that the danger is not over. Usually, in spite 
of intense trauma reactions, most people are able to carry on rel-
atively well with their lives even during the first month following 
the event. In general, reactions will be worse the “higher the dose” 
of trauma and the more severe the symptoms immediately after 
the traumatic event. People suffer more if they are not able to draw 
on the support of others, if they have experienced previous trauma 
(including sexual abuse as a child or young person), and if they have 
previously suffered from serious psychological difficulties.

Feelings and signs of distress following a trauma often fluctuate. 
They tend to be worse around the time of the anniversary of the 
event, and to be better during periods of full engagement in present- 
day activities and relationships. They sometimes worsen at times of 
major life changes (e.g. during physical illness, or after retirement), 
and occasionally people who had previously had no symptoms de-
velop them much later when new information becomes available to 
them. This happened, for example, to a woman who was assaulted 
and later discovered that her assailant killed his next victim.

The three most common sets of ongoing symptoms after trau-
matic experiences are re- experiencing symptoms; avoidance and 
feelings of numbness; and symptoms of high arousal (see Box 31.1).

Post- traumatic stress disorder

The common reactions to a traumatic event described above are 
called post- traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) when they all come 
together, have continued in a severe form for more than a month, 
and when they cause sufficient distress to interfere with or impair 
the ability to function at home or at work. The idea behind this 
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BOX 31.1 Common reactions following a  
traumatic experience

Re- experiencing the trauma, or aspects of it

• Repetitive and intrusive thoughts, images, and memories.
• Flashbacks in which you feel (or act) as if the trauma were 

happening again right now and you were still in danger. This 
may include a sense of reliving the experience.

• Distress triggered by reminders of the trauma even if the 
connecting link may be hard to pinpoint.

• Nightmares.

Avoidance and numbness

Avoidance and numbing reactions involve withdrawing so as to 
protect yourself from danger, or shutting down so as to reduce 
the pain and suffering, with the result that the ability to feel 
positive emotions such as affection, pleasure, or interest is also 
reduced.
• It may be difficult or impossible to remember some parts of 

the traumatic experience. Your story of the event may have 
gaps in it even if you did not have a head injury. More ex-
treme reactions lead to feeling disconnected from your 
surroundings, from others, or even from your body, as if you 
were unreal.

• Trying to avoid activities, people, or places that bring the 
trauma to mind.

• Trying not to think or talk about the trauma, or to have sim-
ilar feelings.

• Trying to keep safe from similar threats, risks, or dangers.
• Feeling emotionally numb, distanced, detached, or estranged 

from others. Some people feel alienated from others after a 
trauma, and become preoccupied with mistrustful thoughts 
about them.
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definition is that these common reactions to extreme events start 
to resolve in most people within about a month. About half of the 
people whose symptoms are sufficiently severe to count as PTSD 
continue to improve, and a year later they too have recovered. 
The number of people who suffer from PTSD varies, depending 
significantly on the nature and severity of the trauma. Generally 
speaking, man- made trauma carries a higher risk than natural 
disasters, and physical and sexual assault are most likely to cause 
PTSD. In one study, 46% of women and 65% of men who were raped 
were found to have developed PTSD. However, over a lifetime, the 
chance of developing PTSD after a trauma is much lower: around 
5% for men and 10% for women.

Recognizing echoes of past events

For some people, a traumatic experience brings with it echoes 
of previous events in their lives:  for instance, an assault makes 

• Restrictions in the range of emotions experienced, and loss 
of interest.

• Reduced ability to think about the future or to plan ahead.

Increased arousal

• Difficulty falling or staying asleep.
• Difficulty concentrating.
• Irritability and anger are easily provoked and it is difficult to 

unwind or to concentrate.
• Hypervigilance: being constantly on the lookout for threats 

or dangers.
• Hearing a sudden noise or being unexpectedly touched (even 

by someone you are fond of and know to be harmless) can 
produce immediate panicky reactions.
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you feel hurt or victimized as you were during your childhood; 
being cared for after injury reminds you of previous neglect; 
being questioned by police or emergency service personnel makes 
you feel accused or criticized. Recovery from a traumatic event is 
less straightforward when such complicating factors are also pre-
sent. If the new traumatic event revives memories and intrusive 
thoughts about earlier traumatic experiences, consider seeking 
professional advice (see also Chapter 30, “Stepping away from the 
past”).

Other common reactions to  
traumatic experiences

anxiety, fear, and panic

The symptoms of increased arousal listed in Box 31.1 are often par-
ticularly severe for some time after the trauma and may also lead to 
panic attacks, frequent and intense bouts of worrying, and to more 
specific fears clearly linked to the trauma, such as fear of driving 
on motorways, or of going out alone at night. Section 6 (“Anxiety”) 
is about overcoming the various types of anxiety.

depression and loss

A profound sense of despair can follow a trauma, especially 
one in which the person felt helpless at the time. Chapter  26 
(“Depression:  the common cold of the mind”) and Chapter  27 
(“Digging yourself out of depression”) are focused on ways of 
dealing with depression. Traumas are also often linked with major 
losses such as bereavements, and with important but sometimes 
less obvious losses such as loss of physical health or integrity, of 
the ability to work, of self- confidence, or pleasure, or of a sense of 
security. Chapter 29 (“Loss and bereavement”) focuses on loss and 
bereavement.
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anger

Anger is a common reaction to traumatic experiences: anger with 
those who hurt or victimized you, for instance, or anger at the in-
terruption to your life, or with yourself for being unable to snap 
back into action. You may feel angry about the arbitrariness or un-
fairness of what happened. Distress and exhaustion may leave you 
with a short fuse, feeling constantly irritable, aggressive, or explo-
sive (see Chapter 28, “Feeling angry and keeping calm”).

guilt and shame

People may feel guilty or ashamed about things that they did during 
the traumatic experience— even when they had no other options at 
the time. Or they may feel that their distress is a sign of weakness or 
lack of moral fiber, or worry about the effects on others of their dis-
tress. They may feel bad about being persistently unable to function 
as they had in the past. Such feelings are often rooted in earlier 
beliefs about what one should or should not do, or should be able 
to do, and link with long- standing attitudes and expectations which 
may not have been put into words before. The methods of cognitive 
therapy (see Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”) have been de-
veloped to help people stand back from such thoughts, assumptions, 
and beliefs, and to search for new, realistic, more helpful and com-
passionate perspectives.

feeling physically unwell

Traumas provide a major shock to the whole person, and often upset 
the immune system, making people vulnerable to infection and di-
sease. Disrupted sleep patterns, worry, and distress are exhausting 
and can deplete your resources as they take their toll. Headaches, 
gastrointestinal problems, chest pain, dizziness, and many minor 
infectious illnesses often increase for a period following a trauma. 
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Be aware of your vulnerability, and take especially good care of 
yourself for several months. Allow yourself more rest than usual, 
and give yourself a healthy diet.

effects of injury

Some people have to endure a prolonged period of recovery after 
a traumatic incident, and others have to adapt to living with the 
kind of chronic pain or disability that interferes with their life-
style and relationships, or that demands permanent changes from 
them and those around them (see Chapter 32, “Chronic ill health”). 
Persistent pain and disability can serve as a constant reminder of 
the trauma, making it hard to move on. The time, energy, and flex-
ibility demanded by the need to make major adjustments should 
not be underestimated. Talking to others who are further down the 
road to recovery is often helpful.

use of alcohol or drugs

Many people use alcohol or street drugs when seeking relief from 
intrusive memories and other distressing symptoms. These may 
bring with them a temporary respite, but in the long run they will 
make the symptoms worse, for example, by further disrupting sleep 
patterns or lowering your mood. It is important to be very careful 
not to increase alcohol intake following trauma. If you are drinking 
more and finding it difficult to cut down, then seek professional 
help. The sooner you can nip any increase in alcohol or drug use in 
the bud, the easier it will be to prevent longer- term problems (see 
also Chapter 33, “Breaking habits and overcoming addictions”).

A framework for recovery

Most people who experience a trauma recover without professional 
help within a few months, although different people recover in 
different ways and at different rates. Each of us is different and 
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your most reliable guide is yourself:  following your instincts and 
doing what feels right for you. There is no single road to recovery, 
no one right way of going about it, but sometimes we get stuck, 
or overwhelmed. If this happens it is helpful to have a framework 
for recovery to help you along the way. The framework described 
in the following sections has two parts. The first part consists of 
some general principles to bear in mind (summarized in Box 31.2). 
The second part involves tackling the stuck points of PTSD. This 
includes understanding a little more about trauma memories and 
how that helps in making sense of the reactions to a trauma.

Seven general principles for recovery

1. establishing a routine for your daily life

Establishing a routine helps to make things feel predictable, under 
control, and more secure. Try to keep doing the things that are im-
portant or meaningful, such as working or taking children to school.

2. turning to others for help and support

Support from others is known to be helpful and may even protect 
you from the worst effects of trauma. Talking or meeting with 

BOX 31.2 Seven general principles for the  
recovery framework

1. Establish a routine for daily life.
2. Seek support from others. Talk as much as you wish. Resolve 

conflicts quickly.
3. Treat yourself with kindness and compassion.
4. Accept your feelings rather than fighting against them.
5. Make time to relax and play.
6. Face what you are ready to face.
7. Beware of relying on alcohol or drugs.
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people who have had similar experiences can be especially helpful, 
but if you are not one for talking you may just need company, or an 
opportunity to take part in joint activities, or to be around people 
at home or at work. It can feel good to let someone know how you 
are feeling even without any further discussion, and indirect con-
tact with others, for example, through email or Internet sites, can 
also provide valuable help and support.

If possible, ask someone who knows you well to read this chapter, 
so that they understand more about what is happening to you. If 
they know what to expect and what you are trying to do, they will 
be better able to understand your struggles and achievements, and 
to offer effective encouragement.

3. Being kind to yourself

Try not to add self- blame or self- criticism to your other difficulties. 
On the contrary, be especially kind to yourself while recovering 
from the effects of the trauma (see Chapter 14, “Treating yourself 
right,” and Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness”).

4. a degree of acceptance can make a big difference

We all face risks every day. We can take sensible precautions but 
we cannot control everything— and we have to accept a measure of 
risk in order to live healthy lives. Try to accept that you will have 
painful thoughts, images, and memories without making an effort 
to suppress them. Trying to suppress such things is counterproduc-
tive: the more you do it, the stronger they become. Instead, think 
of them as you would think of express trains thundering through 
a station: stand back so that you can watch them come, recognize 
their power, and watch them go. Also, don’t get on that train (of 
thought) and start dwelling on events.

Try to accept all of the thoughts and feelings that come to 
you, and find a way of expressing them if you can. If you do not 
wish to talk about your feelings you may prefer to express them 
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in some other way, for instance, by writing about what happened, 
through painting and drawing, through activity and exercise, or by 
making something. Expressing them, sometimes repeatedly, helps 
you to reflect on them, to understand them better, and to feel less 
overwhelmed by them. So do not struggle to keep them under con-
trol, or try to stop having them.

5. making time for relaxing and 
recreational activities

It may be hard to enjoy yourself at first, or you may feel bad about 
doing so at a time of pain and loss, but trying to return to this is 
good for your mental health. It breaks up the pattern of distress and 
helps to re- establish some normality and a full range of feelings. It 
also helps you to feel less tired.

6. trying to face the situations that remind you of 
the trauma

At some stage it is helpful, in your own way and in your own time, to 
face the situations, the people, and the places that remind you of 
the trauma. But do this only when you are ready. This may make you 
more anxious at first, so judge what you are ready for, and make use 
of any people or strategies that make this easier for you. Putting 
too much energy into protecting yourself from possible danger, or 
keeping yourself safe, can interfere with your ability to carry on 
with normal life again.

7. making use of prescribed medication but not of  
alcohol or drugs

A limited period of medication can be helpful as advised by a medical 
practitioner. It may be tempting to use alcohol or drugs to lessen 
your pain, or in an attempt to help you to sleep. In the long run, 
this will add to your difficulties rather than reducing them.
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It may help to write down your ideas about how to apply each 
of these seven principles to your own life or circumstances, and to 
keep what you have written to hand so that, when you are feeling 
especially low or stressed you can use it to plan what you could 
do and when you will do it. It may also help to tell someone about 
these ideas so that they can make suggestions or prompt you into 
action if you feel stuck.

Tackling post- traumatic stress disorder

The first step to tackling and overcoming PTSD is to recognize it 
for what it is: a common set of symptoms following extreme events. 
Experiencing the elements of PTSD does not mean you are going 
mad or that there is something inherently weak or bad about you. 
Such experiences happen in reaction to all kinds of life- threatening 
events as described earlier. The next steps include addressing the 
trauma memories, the meanings you have taken from events, and 
looking at what you are doing, your activities.

dealing with memories

A traumatic experience bombards the mind with a huge quantity 
of intensely distressing information— so much so, that the mind 
cannot make sense of it all at once. Some of the after- effects of 
a traumatic experience reflect this struggle to digest what has 
happened. Two kinds of memory are involved.

In normal circumstances, memories of past events enable us 
to tell a (more or less) coherent story about what happened. We 
know that we are talking about something that is in the past (e.g., a 
summer vacation a few years ago), and it is possible to think and to 
talk about it without great emotion. You might remember how irri-
tated you were when you lost your camera, or how much you enjoyed 
an adventurous or relaxing day, but such memories are unlikely to 
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make you particularly irritated, or relaxed, now. Such memories 
have been successfully processed and stored: you can bring them to 
mind if someone asks you, but otherwise they are unlikely to come 
back to you without the help of a specific reminder, such as finding 
the old photographs, or hearing a song from that time. The memory 
is experienced as being a memory, as though there is some distance 
between you now, and you then. There is not that vivid sense that 
accompanies current experience.

Trauma memories are different. Trauma memories are often 
muddled, patchy, and intrusive. Fragments of memory may unex-
pectedly grab your attention, bringing with them intense feelings 
and sensory details (the smell of gas; the sound of a voice). These 
fragments of memory are often vivid and detailed, and when they 
occur it is as if the event is happening all over again to some degree, 
right now in the present moment, rather than an event from the 
past, like normal everyday memories. David Morris, a journalist 
who has recounted his recovery from PTSD, has even suggested 
that “PTSD is a disease of time.”

Sometimes the fragments do not fit with the whole story, but 
seem distressingly disconnected:  for example, you may have the 
sense all over again of being unable to move or call for help, even 
though you now know that this moment only lasted a few seconds; 
or you may truly believe for a moment that someone close to you 
has been killed even though you know they are still alive. You may 
remember some things in excruciatingly fine detail even though 
your memory for the whole event is full of gaps, and these gaps can 
obscure important parts of what happened. Remembering in this 
way is triggered by reminders of the trauma, even if you cannot 
pinpoint exactly what these are.

The intense feelings associated with the trauma make it hard 
to process the memory as quickly as other everyday memories or 
to lay it to rest. It is as if the brain is overloaded with details and 
sensations, and not as yet able to make sense of what has happened. 
In order to make sense of what has happened and label the trauma 
as a past memory, rather than a current event, we need to allow the 
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memory to remain in mind to be “processed.” Normally this is what 
happens with time. In some circumstances this can get “stuck,” 
which is why the memories recur. We may try to prevent such 
memories from coming into our mind, and when they do, we try 
to shut them out. But, paradoxically, such attempts don’t allow the 
intrusive nature of the trauma memories, nor the sense that the 
trauma is happening now, to change. They prevent the processing 
that is needed for the memory to be stored, like the memory of the 
summer holiday, as a past event that no longer intrudes, and that 
can be brought to mind under your control without the “alive” sen-
sory and emotional detail that is so disturbing.

coping with flashbacks

A flashback is a memory that comes suddenly to mind, apparently 
unbidden, bringing with it the sense of reliving the trauma once 
more with all of the same distress. Flashbacks can involve sights, 
sounds, or any other sensations or feelings, and they can be mo-
mentary or can last for several seconds or even longer. Sometimes 
the same fragment of memory comes over and over again, each time 
bringing with it the sense that the horror is still going on right now, 
in the present. They can also come with the same bodily sensations, 
so you may feel the same pain again, or freeze, or feel panicky with 
a racing heart, as you did during the trauma.

Flashbacks are often profoundly upsetting, and it is nat-
ural to try to suppress them or to stop them from happening, 
or to find ways of detaching oneself from the pain and distress. 
Such detachment can lead to feelings of being disconnected 
from the surroundings. Extreme forms of detachment are called 
dissociation— a state in which people may be so cut off from the 
present day that they are apparently unable to hear or respond to 
the things that are going on around them. But trying to suppress 
memories from intruding does not work (see Box 3.1, “An experi-
ment you might like to try” in Chapter 3). Telling yourself not to 
think something works against you as it brings that thing straight 
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to mind. Instead of trying to suppress a flashback, it is important to 
try to anchor yourself in the present as it really is now: for instance, 
to look at and feel the chair you are sitting in; remind yourself of 
the date and time; say something out loud so that you can hear 
yourself talking; look out of the window; turn on the light. Such ac-
tivities help to mark the difference between the time of the trauma 
(“THEN”) and your current experience (“NOW”). They assist in 
the process of extracting yourself from the sense of reliving the 
trauma by forcing present reality into mind. Sensory experiences 
are especially useful for making you feel grounded in the present, 
especially if your flashbacks contain their own sensory elements. 
Finding different smells, sounds, tastes, or sensations helps to 
interrupt the flashback and brings you back to the here and now. 
Some examples of what you might do are to smell a lavender bag, 
savor a hot drink, say today’s date or your name and age, or “it’s 
over now” out loud; engage in a physical activity such as stretching 
your arms and standing up.

You can prepare for future flashbacks by making a list of some 
ways in which your current situation (NOW) differs from the 
events surrounding the trauma (THEN). For example, the time and 
date will be different; you may be in a different place or have moved 
to a new place, or be surrounded by different people. It may help to 
put photographs to hand as reminders: photographs of your life as 
it is now to contrast with the actual time of the trauma. By clearly 
marking THEN versus NOW you will help to put the memory in 
the past where it belongs (see also “Ground yourself in the ‘here- 
and- now’ ” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind).

dealing with nightmares

It is common to have occasional nightmares following a trauma, 
and some people repeatedly have the same one, or a series of them. 
Often the feelings that come with the nightmares linger during the 
day even when the details of the nightmare fade. Sometimes the 
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nightmares clearly reflect details of the traumatic incident, and 
sometimes they are not direct replays but are clearly linked with 
similar feelings and themes: feeling helpless, or bereft, or damaged 
or threatened, and so on. Nightmares do usually subside, but two 
sets of strategies can help to get rid of them.

1. Sleep- related strategies. When you wake from a nightmare, 
wake yourself fully and try to ground yourself in the pre-
sent, distinguishing THEN from NOW (see “Coping with 
flashbacks,” earlier in this chapter). It may help to use a night-
light so that you can quickly find your bearings when you 
wake; you may have your grounding photo, object, or smell 
by your bedside. You could read, listen to music, or get up and 
engage in some distracting but gentle activity, so as to clear 
your mind of the shadows (images) left by the nightmare. Try 
not to compensate for the loss of sleep at night by allowing 
yourself to doze during the day (even though you may feel 
exhausted), and avoid drinking caffeine or too much alcohol 
at any time (see also Chapter 12, “Keeping physically well”).

2. Strategies for dealing with the content of the nightmares. These are 
to help you adjust to the emotional impact of your nightmares 
by crystallizing their meaning for you, and re- examining that 
meaning just as one might re- examine the meaning of other 
thoughts. During the daytime, when you feel as comfortable 
as possible, ask yourself what the nightmares are about. What 
feelings do they bring with them? What is the personal signif-
icance to you of the things that happen in your nightmares, 
for example, that the world is dangerous, or I’m weak, etc.? What 
are their implications, for yourself and for your future, for in-
stance? The aim is to focus on the meanings reflected in the 
nightmares, not on the details of what happened (see also 
Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives”).

For nightmares that always end in the same way, it can be helpful, 
during the daytime when you feel comfortable and safe, to imagine 
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that the nightmare was like a video or film to which you could pro-
vide the ending, and deliberately play through to the end of the 
film. Imagine the ending you would like: an ending that resolves 
your feelings of distress. Try to picture that ending, and if you feel 
strong enough try to watch, in imagination, your whole new video 
again, this time with your ending attached. The purpose of the 
ending is to help you to feel better and you can make it quite un-
realistic if that is helpful, for example, by escaping the trauma to 
become safe, or by other people coming to help you, even if these 
things didn’t happen. Some people like to try out different endings 
until they find one that resolves as much of their distress as pos-
sible. If this feels comfortable at the time, then go through it many 
times, practicing it. You are likely to find that the nightmares will 
change and become less frequent and less upsetting.

facing your memories

To help the relived trauma memories become more like normal eve-
ryday memories, it helps to allow the normal processing to finish 
rather than pushing it away. Because facing the memories is hard 
to do, therapists have developed a method called “reliving” in 
which they guide people through this part of their recovery, and 
help them to describe the details of what happened to them, and to 
pinpoint which were the worst moments for them. An alternative 
that is more straightforward to complete on your own is to write an 
account of what happened. For this to be most effective, we suggest 
that you write about all the aspects of the traumatic event, in par-
ticular the emotions you experienced. This can be a difficult task, 
and you may need to take your time and ensure that you have your 
reminders of NOW— your grounding objects— with you.

Working with meanings

There is hardly a moment in our lives when our brains are not trying 
to make sense of what is happening to us— but it is often hard to 
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make sense of traumatic experiences and our reactions to them. 
The interpretations we make at the time are sometimes correct, but 
often they are not. They are often emotional, and quite unfair or 
inaccurate, partly because we leap to conclusions before we have 
all the information, and partly because they are influenced by our 
feelings at the time, and by our habitual ways of seeing things. The 
frameworks that reflect our thinking habits, and the way they de-
velop and later influence us, are described in Chapter 30, “Stepping 
away from the past.” Examples of unhelpful interpretations are 
thinking “This must be my fault” or “I should have been able to pre-
vent this happening,” when in fact there was either nothing you 
could have done, or it is only with hindsight that you can see that 
you could have acted differently. Interpretations of reactions to the 
trauma may also be mistaken:  “I must be weak— or mad”; “I will 
never be safe again,” “This shows that I can’t trust myself to do the 
right thing in a crisis,” “I will never be able to cope with difficulties 
again,” and so on.

A central message of this book is that the ways we think have 
a big influence on the ways we feel. So the conclusions we come to 
when trying to make sense of a traumatic experience will influence 
the way we feel. If these conclusions are wrong, or if they are col-
ored by a habit of self- blame for instance, then they will contribute 
to our distress. Taking another look at them can open up unex-
pected routes to change. The main ways of doing this are described 
in Chapter 7, “Finding new perspectives.”

The first reactions to a traumatic event are those of intense shock 
and distress. Once these reactions have subsided, many others 
emerge, including reactions that are influenced by the meaning 
given to the event— for good or for bad. People try to make sense 
of what has happened in different ways, and in doing so they tend 
to give the event the kind of meaning that makes sense to them 
and which reflects their ways of seeing things. For example, the 
same disaster may be seen by different people as resulting from 
different causes: as a product of political, or of economic, or of nat-
ural, forces; or as a punishment for misbehavior and immorality; or 
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as an opportunity to re- evaluate what matters in life and to clarify 
values. There are bound to be many different opinions after trau-
matic and unsettling events which threaten our sense of security, 
and which often leave us feeling confused.

You may feel unstable, or overwhelmed, or out of control. You 
may feel that you acted badly at the time, or failed to do some-
thing that you should or could have done. Such thoughts are un-
derstandable, but often they fail to take account of the realities of 
the situation or the precise circumstances surrounding the trauma. 
Often people later think of things they could have done differently 
without realizing how fast things happened at the time, and how 
little time there was for making decisions or for the consideration 
that comes later.

Doing things differently

A further way in which to help yourself shift from PTSD to recovery 
is to start to engage in activities in various new ways.

reclaiming your life

A well- established cognitive therapy treatment for PTSD encourages 
people to try to “reclaim their life.” This involves starting to get back 
to doing things you used to do: activities that you used to enjoy or 
were meaningful to you. This can include activities in all areas of 
your life, such as exercise, family life, work life, friendships, and 
leisure activities.

Building the confidence to take risks

Following a traumatic experience, many people are driven by the 
need to re- establish a sense of security. A  traumatic experience 
forces us to recognize that there are serious threats and dangers in 
our worlds, and we need a safe base from which to face them, and 
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to deal with them when we have to. Our homes, our relationships, 
our jobs, our routines, and all manner of familiar activities and 
surroundings contribute to making us feel safe. So, it can be helpful 
to re- establish familiar activities in familiar places following a 
trauma. However, the need to feel safe can also be carried too far, 
and then our extra precautions may prevent us from becoming con-
fident again. For instance, driving very slowly, or never going out 
after dark, or sleeping with the light on, are safety behaviors which 
keep the idea of possible danger in mind and interfere with ordinary 
activities. Such safety behaviors may feel sensible at first, but in the 
long run they stop us learning that these awful fears aren’t likely 
to happen. Safety behaviors can add to the problems that follow a 
trauma when they lead you to take unnecessary precautions, inter-
fere with ordinary activities, and keep you alert to possible signs of 
danger. You can build the confidence to give up the safety behaviors 
by starting to take small risks, and moving on to bigger ones as 
your confidence grows. You can find that your feelings aren’t good 
grounds for how the world works. You can do this gradually and 
systematically using such behavioral experiments (see “Two pro-
tective devices: avoidance and safety behaviors” in Chapter 20).

returning to the site of the trauma

If it is practically possible to return to the site of the trauma, and if 
it is physically safe, it can be useful to do so because it helps to an-
chor the trauma firmly in the past, and sometimes helps people to 
update their original memories with information they know now. 
For example, someone who kept blaming herself for not avoiding 
an attack visited the site of the attack and discovered that there 
was no way she could have seen her assailant coming. However, we 
do not advise you to force yourself to revisit the site. It is generally 
best to do this when your recovery is somewhat advanced. Going 
with someone who can support you will be helpful. If you have spe-
cific fears about what will happen, these can be checked out as a 
behavioral experiment (see “Start to explore” in Chapter 20).
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Growing through trauma

Recent research has found that those who are able to find a posi-
tive meaning in their traumatic experience, or in some aspects of 
it, are more likely to recover quickly. This has been referred to as 
post- traumatic growth. In some circumstances, there is an element 
of truth in the philosopher Nietzsche’s suggestion that “That which 
does not kill us, makes us stronger.”

The positive meanings provided below are personal meanings, 
and cannot be put on, and others taken off, like a winter coat. But all 
of us can attempt, when we are ready, to stand back from our trau-
matic experiences and make contact with the values that matter to 
us. From these we may be able to find more hopeful meanings that 
may help to guide our recovery.

Some of the more positive meanings others have found come from 
discovering how much they cared about others, or how much others 
cared about them. They could also come from realizing what matters 
to you and what is unimportant, so that you can decide how not to 
waste your life on trivialities; from the feeling that you have been 
lucky, or rescued for a purpose which then directs your energies into 
a particular direction, such as helping others, or working to prevent 
such things happening again. Some people survive with renewed 
faith, or discover a spiritual belief for the first time. Some are able to 
let go of former fears and worries, including the fear of death.

Summary

Traumas are horrific, threatening events which cause a large 
amount of distress. Most people recover well from them, and usu-
ally without professional help.

Common reactions include re- experiencing the trauma, avoid-
ance of thoughts and feelings associated with the event, and 
increased arousal. When these persist they may indicate post- 
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
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Seven principles for recovery are:

1. Establish a routine for daily life.
2. Seek support from others.
3. Be kind to yourself.
4. Accept your feelings rather than fighting against them.
5. Make time to relax and play.
6. Face what you are ready to face.
7. Beware of relying on alcohol or drugs.

Tackling PTSD follows three main paths:

1. Dealing with, and facing, the memories.
2. Working with meanings.
3. Doing things differently.

Further reading

Herbert, C.  and Wetmore, A.  (2008). Overcoming Traumatic Stress. 
London: Constable.

Joseph, S.  J. (2011). What Doesn’t Kill Us:  A Guide to Overcoming 
Adversity and Moving Forward. London: Piatkus.

Morris, D. J. (2015). The Evil Hours: A Biography of Post- Traumatic Stress 
Disorder. New York: Mariner Books.

Websites
International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies: http:// www.istss.org
NHS Choices. Post- Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). http:// www.

nhs.uk/ conditions/ Post- traumatic- stress- disorder/ Pages/ 
Introduction.aspx

UK Psychological Trauma Society: http:// www.ukpts.co.uk
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Enduring physical difficulties
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32

Chronic ill health

When we are no longer able to change a situation– we are 
challenged to change ourselves.

VICTOR FRANKL

Chronic ill health and the mind

This book is about the mind and how we use it. So why should we 
turn our attention to chronic ill health that has physical causes? 
The reason is that discoveries about how the mind works have had 
a major impact on our understanding of reactions to enduring 
physical conditions. Using the mind can reduce chronic suffering 
in ways that have been demonstrated in research studies, observed 
in the brain, and, most important of all, can be learned and used by 
people with many kinds of chronic conditions. Learning to reduce 
chronic suffering involves both changing the situation and changing 
ourselves.

The impact of chronic ill health

Chronic ill health includes painful conditions such as headaches 
and migraines, back pain, chronic fatigue syndrome and fibromy-
algia, and many varieties of arthritis and cancer. It includes con-
tinuing problems following injury, for example, to the spinal cord. 
It includes conditions that bring with them restrictions and limi-
tations but which may not be associated with chronic pain, such as 
diabetes, heart disease, neurological disorders, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, and loss of eyesight and hearing.
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The methods that are the focus of this chapter are relevant to 
reducing suffering caused by physical ill health of any duration but 
are particularly useful when that illness persists. The World Health 
Organization defines long- term physical health conditions as those 
that require “on- going management of years or decades,” but more 
informally, if an illness, or pain following accident or injury, has 
lasted more than 12 weeks it usually counts as chronic.

About one- third of people in Western countries will experi-
ence chronic ill health. Two- thirds of people with chronic physical 
ill health also suffer significant psychological difficulties such as 
depression and anxiety disorders at some time. Episodes of depres-
sion are two to three times more common in people who have one 
long- term medical condition and seven times more common in 
those with two or more.

The experience of chronic ill health

The experience of living with chronic ill health is made up of many 
factors and not only the biological aspects directly related to the 
illness. The range of factors is summarized in Box 32.1. The im-
plication of this is that in order to minimize the negative impact 
of chronic ill health it is best not simply to limit ourselves to the 
biological aspects but also to consider the psychological and social 
factors. People can have the same illness but different experiences 
of it and live with it in different ways.

The importance of emotions and beliefs

Because of the links between mind and body, emotions and beliefs are 
crucial in determining reactions to chronic ill health. Here are some 
examples of common types of psychological reaction— reactions 
that influence the impact that the illness has on each person’s life.

Clinton, 24, has chronic pain following a motorbike accident 
4 years ago. He has been unable to get back to work, and he is 
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thinking: “They can’t find any reason why I still have so much 
pain. They think it’s in my head and that I am making it up. 
No one can say that this is ever going to stop. I can’t tolerate 
it. I can’t do any of the things I used to be able to do. Anyway, 
I shouldn’t be getting so upset. It’s a real sign of weakness, es-
pecially as I’m lucky to have survived.”

BOX 32.1 Factors affecting the lived experience of chronic 
ill health

Biological factors

• The illness, and its severity
• The symptoms of the illness, and its physical manifestations
• The length of time since it started, and the prognosis.

Social factors

• Lifestyle, for example, exercise and diet, sleep habits, access 
to recreations and activities involving others

• The amount of available support from family, friends, 
professionals, and others

• Occupational, housing, and financial circumstances
• The impact of a culture: how you and others understand and 

think about it.

Psychological factors

• The emotional experience of living with the illness
• Beliefs about the problem, such as:

• The meaning of illness— ”I’m a failure or weak for being ill”
• Individual assumptions and rules— ”I should be in control”
• What others think— ”Family, friends, carers will think 

less of me”
• Treatment— ”I should cope with this without complaint”

• Limitations or restrictions that result from the illness.
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May, 66, was diagnosed with diabetes last year. She has been 
blaming herself because of a lifelong habit of unhealthy 
eating, and also because she never enjoyed exercise, so had 
not bothered to keep fit earlier in life. She has thoughts, such 
as these, running through her head: “It’s all my fault. This is 
only what I deserve. I can’t trust myself even to look after 
myself sensibly. There’s no point in trying to change now. 
Nobody cares or understands what this is really like for me.”

Malcolm, 48, has coronary heart disease and high blood 
pressure. Until recently he managed a small building firm, 
took the children abroad for vacations, and enjoyed a sociable 
life with numerous relatives and friends. He has been signed 
off work and told to take things slow, and his attitudes and 
assumptions about leading the way and being the one to look 
after others have taken a big knock. He hates the thought 
of becoming dependent and gets furious when people ask if 
they can help. He is bored much of the time and misses work. 
His anger and irritability is upsetting the family.

Evidence shows that addressing the emotional consequences of 
chronic ill health helps reduce the physical health problems. If a 
person is helped to deal with the (understandable) depression or 
anger, stress, or anxiety, associated with their chronic condition 
then physical health also improves, and less future healthcare is 
needed.

Primary and secondary suffering

A useful distinction is that between “primary suffering” and “sec-
ondary suffering.” Primary suffering refers to the “raw data” sent 
to the brain from the body— the sensations, such as pain, that 
we feel in the body. Secondary suffering consists of the negative 
thoughts, feelings, and memories about the primary suffering 
and our knowledge about what can— or cannot— be done about it. 
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Clinton thought his illness meant he was weak. May thought that 
it was all her fault, and Malcolm felt he was no longer of any value 
to his family. Such thoughts, feelings, and the memories they bring 
to mind have emotional effects (e.g., linked to depression, worry, 
or anger), but they have physical effects as well— because the sys-
tems constantly interact. In their book on Mindfulness for Health 
(see “Further reading”), Vidyamala Burch and Danny Penman 
say: “These emotions act like amplifiers in the mind’s pain circuits” 
(p. 20). Secondary suffering, in their words, “turns up the volume” 
of the primary suffering. The aim when addressing the emotional 
consequences of long- term conditions is to reduce secondary 
suffering and thereby also to reduce the primary suffering that has 
been amplified.

understanding pain

Chronic pain is a feature of some types of chronic ill health (rheu-
matoid arthritis for instance, and irritable bowel syndrome) and 
it is one of the most difficult to cope with. Common responses are 
to try to ignore the pain, or pretend that it’s not there, or fight 
against it and try to beat it by carrying on as if it wasn’t happening. 
But the struggle to ignore continued pain can interfere with the 
links between mind and body and lead to us developing misleading 
opinions about our pain: for instance, that it never varies, but just 
goes on and on, as if we were carrying an exhausting burden that 
we can never put down.

In the 1960s, our understanding of pain was changed by 
discoveries made by Ronald Melzack and Patrick Wall. Their 
observations showed that there was far more variation in the pain 
experienced by people with the same conditions, and by people 
with similar serious injuries, than one might expect, and much of 
this was linked to emotions and earlier experiences. They proposed 
the gate control theory of pain:  in order to reach the brain, a pain 
signal has first to pass through “neurological gates” at the level of 
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the spinal cord and in the brain. Pain is experienced when the gates 
are open but is less intense, or not experienced at all, when the gates 
are closed. The gates can be closed by sensations other than pain— 
for example, by sensations produced by rubbing or massaging the 
skin close to the site of a painful injury. The perception of pain is 
also influenced by emotions and thoughts, for example, people 
with chronic pain are less disturbed by their pain when they are 
concentrating on activities that absorb their attention. Conversely, 
people who are anxious or depressed feel pain intensely but as their 
thoughts and feelings change, so does their perception of pain. So, 
changing attitudes and thoughts, paying close attention to some-
thing else, and finding ways of relieving emotional distress can 
reduce pain.

Changing the situation

A starting point for decreasing the suffering caused by chronic 
ill health is to “change the situation” by making sure you have all 
the help that is possible for the physical condition, the “primary 
suffering.”

Can you change the nature of the chronic illness or the situ-
ation in which you are coping with it? Do you have all the infor-
mation you need? Might it be helpful to talk to your doctor or 
specialist? Things you might want to find out more about are in-
cluded in Box 32.2.

Changing ourselves

When there is nothing more that we can do to change an un-
pleasant situation, Frankl suggests, then we “are challenged to 
change ourselves.” In the setting of chronic ill health we might do 
this through acceptance, self- kindness, and finding new and more 
helpful perspectives.
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acceptance

It is tempting to try to control or avoid the unpleasant experiences 
brought on by chronic ill health. But, paradoxically, these attempts 
may make the experiences worse. The psychologist Ray Owen 
provides a useful metaphor. He suggests that suffering these 
unpleasant experiences is like holding a bar of soap in your wet 
hands: you are best off trying to hold it lightly rather than tightly. 
If you try to control it by tightening your grip, it is more likely to 
slip out. In unpredictable situations, and when delicacy is required, 
it is sometimes best not to get caught in the trap of trying to control 

BOX 32.2 Information you need about your condition

• The likely time course of your illness, and of particular 
symptoms.

• Is there further medical management of the physical 
problem that might be helpful: medication, or an operation? 
This question is worth reviewing from time to time— for ex-
ample, an operation may not be helpful for arthritis at one 
stage but may reduce pain and increase mobility at another 
stage. Furthermore, new treatments may have been devel-
oped since your last assessment.

• Are there aids available that would improve your situation? 
Again, this question is worth reviewing not only because 
your condition might be changing but also because aids are 
being constantly developed and improved.

• Whether a particular feeling is linked to your condition or to 
your emotional state, or both?

• Might accepting a symptom, and not trying to get rid of it, 
make you worse? Or put your health at risk?

• Will exercise be likely to make things better or worse?
• Are there dietary factors involved?
• Is there a relevant local support group?
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things, and best not to avoid them altogether either. Acceptance, 
rather than control or avoidance, can lessen the negative impact of 
chronic ill health.

Acceptance involves turning towards your pain and distress 
and allowing yourself to recognize and explore all the sensations 
that make up your total experience (see Chapter 3, “The value and 
practice of acceptance”). Instead of fighting against it, and trying 
to carry on despite the difficulties you face, acceptance helps you 
to stop and take stock: to look inwards, and pay close attention to 
your experience in the present moment. This helps you to make 
discoveries, for instance, about the different types of pain you may 
feel, and the way that it varies in intensity. It helps you to separate 
primary from secondary suffering, and after regular practice you 
may find that it stops those habitual reactions that otherwise op-
erate as amplifiers.

Efforts to control the negative experiences of a chronic condi-
tion contribute to secondary suffering:  to thoughts and feelings 
about being helpless, or about having to live with constant worry 
and anxiety, or about the ways in which they interfere with 
your life.

Avoidance too is often counterproductive. It will lead to not 
doing things that bring bad feelings (physical or emotional) with 
them. By not doing these things, life can become narrowed and 
aspects of these experiences that are valuable or enjoyable could 
be missed. Sometimes it is necessary to avoid unpleasant emotions 
or physical feelings, but if avoidance becomes a guiding principle 
it can lead to ever- increasing restriction, which undermines self- 
confidence, and increases fear and anxiety (see also “Step 1: work 
out what precautions you take to ‘save yourself’ ” in Chapter 24). 
Owen recommends “a willingness to leave the feeling alone” while 
allowing it to be present, “not because that’s somehow morally right, 
but because the alternatives (fighting, disputing, suppressing or 
avoiding) just don’t work, or do more harm than good.” Acceptance 
operates as “an active choice to allow an unwanted thing to be pre-
sent, when attempts to get rid of it would make life worse.”
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Kindness

A second way in which we can change ourselves is to be kind to our-
selves. This involves developing an attitude of kindness. Developing 
such an attitude can be combined with acceptance through the 
practice of meditation. Meditation focuses on allowing uncom-
fortable physical sensations to be present, and on doing that in a 
way that shows kindness and compassion towards yourself. We de-
scribe a number of practical exercises to enable you to develop such 
acceptance and kindness in Chapter 3, “The value and practice of 
acceptance,” and in Chapter 4, “The value and practice of kindness.” 
Local courses may be available near to you as well, and there is also 
a free CD that comes with the book by Burch and Penman that is 
listed in the “Further reading” for this chapter.

Being kind to yourself also involves acting kindly— at times re-
warding ourselves (see Chapter 14, “Treating yourself right”).

In being kind to yourself, it will be important to keep a balance 
between doing too much and too little, and between doing things 
for others and doing things for yourself. In both these cases, the 
extremes work far less well, and for much shorter periods of time, 
than mixing things up. When it comes to physical exercise, for ex-
ample, there are some people who set themselves high targets, and 
who think in terms of constant improvement, of always making 
the effort to do things faster or better. The danger is that this leads 
to a pattern of “boom and bust”— alternating periods of extending 
yourself followed by exhaustion, and a time of doing little, or even 
nothing. This doesn’t only apply to exercise, but, for example, to 
doing chores, or to involvement at work or with your community.

It works best to treat yourself gently, to start small, and to build 
up gradually— whether you are doing housework, helping your 
family, keeping paperwork under control, learning a new computer 
skill, or organizing meetings with friends. Increase your engage-
ment bit by bit, keeping track of your energy as you go. Give your-
self a rest or a break if it becomes too burdensome. Treat yourself 
by today’s standards and not by those that applied at a time when 
you were better than today.
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finding new perspectives

A third way of changing ourselves is to use the methods of cognitive 
behavior therapy (CBT) as described in Chapter  7 (“Finding new 
perspectives”). These methods enable us to recognize our point of 
view and to find new, and more helpful, perspectives that enable us 
to feel better. One way of finding out which perspectives are most 
helpful is to run mini- experiments to find out what works best for 
each of us (see “Step 3. Behavioral experiments to search for new 
perspectives” in Chapter 7, and “Taking action” in Chapter 20).

The examples of Clinton, May, and Malcolm described earlier in 
this chapter illustrate some of the ways in which the perspectives 
taken by these three people were reflected in their thoughts and 
beliefs. Clinton, suffering from chronic pain after his motorbike ac-
cident, thought: “This shows I’m weak,” as he thought about his ina-
bility to tolerate his pain. May blamed herself for becoming diabetic. 
Malcolm, with coronary heart disease, thought he was no longer 
of any use to his family. This went completely against the value he 
put on his ability to look after others, and therefore left him feeling 
wretched inside and outwardly irritable and angry. Clinton was es-
pecially frustrated by not having an explanation for his pain, and by 
the restrictions on his life, and May had become seriously depressed. 
These aspects of secondary suffering in all three cases amplified 
their difficulties, and made it difficult for them to change— as if they 
were trapped by the consequences of their illnesses.

Three common and distorted perspectives that are unhelpful in 
the setting of chronic ill health are:

• Overgeneralizing— because I  can’t do this thing it means 
I can’t do anything, or it’s not worth doing anything. Life is 
worth nothing if I can’t do such things.

• Taking things personally— the fact that this has happened to 
me means something about me:  it’s all because I  .  .  . didn’t 
look after myself well. I deserve this  .  .  . for any number of 
possible reasons.
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• Predicting the future— I’ll never be able to enjoy myself again; 
people will get bored of trying to help and leave me on my 
own; this is only going to get harder to handle. It won’t get any 
easier.

In Chapter  7 (see “3. Thinking straight:  13 kinds of crooked 
thinking”) we give further examples of the perspectives that go 
with feeling bad, and of helpful responses to them. The unhelpful 
perspectives, when they dominate your thinking, seem to be wholly 
true. But their credibility is questionable, and this is where finding 
new perspectives help. Ways of doing this involve learning how to 
re- think them, and how to test out new thoughts in practice by 
changing behavior in some way.

BOX 32.3 Principles to help when living with chronic illness

1. Don’t let yourself be defined by your illness.
2. Keep up with those things that you enjoy and/ or that 

you value.
3. Try to make sure you always have something to look 

forward to.
4. Keep learning. Don’t stop discovering the new.
5. Make time for doing things you enjoy— small things; reg-

ular things.
6. Keep in contact with people you value.
7. Explain to others what you need from them.
8. Look after yourself well. Put yourself first when it matters.
9. Get engaged in something that matters to you:  political, 

social, or cultural.
10.  Try to keep flexible. Routine is helpful, but change can also 

be good and energizing.
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In Box 32.3 we have summarized some of the principles that 
can help when you are making decisions about how to adjust to 
a chronic condition. You might wish to add some more of your 
own, as each condition differs and so do people’s circumstances, 
experiences, and cultures.

Summary

Chronic ill health causes suffering.
Learning to reduce such suffering involves changing the situation 

and changing ourselves.
The negative experiences of chronic ill health include not only 

biological factors but also psychological and social factors. Even 
when we can do no more to change the situation, we can reduce the 
negative aspects of the illness through using our minds to change 
ourselves. Three methods are particularly effective:

• The practice of acceptance
• The practice of kindness, especially towards ourselves, and
• Finding new perspectives using the techniques of cognitive 

behavior therapy.

Further reading

Burch, V.  and Penman, D.  (2013). Mindfulness for Health:  A Practical 
Guide to Relieving Pain, Reducing Stress and Restoring Wellbeing. 
London: Piatkus.

Owen, R. (2014). Living with the Enemy. London: Routledge.

Websites
Breathworks: http:// www.breathworks- mindfulness.org.uk/ 
NHS Choices: http:// www.nhs.uk/ pages/ home.aspx
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33

Breaking habits and overcoming 
addictions

Habits are good servants but bad masters:  they are automatic 
routines of behavior that are repeated regularly, so you can do 
them without thinking, like reaching for the light switch or the 
frying pan, or brushing your teeth at the end of the day. Without 
them you would not be nearly so efficient. Chapter 9 (“Developing 
useful habits”) is about developing useful habits, and this chapter 
is about how to break those habits that you do not want:  “bad” 
habits— habits that have become your master.

Bad habits include behaviors that can be harmful such as nail 
biting, thumb sucking, pulling out hair, scratching, comfort eating, 
gambling, smoking, or drinking excess alcohol. Some of these can 
become addictions. They also include habits that get in the way 
of things we want to do, such as losing things, or avoiding hard 
work or tough projects— possibly by playing computer games in-
stead. Bad habits can irritate others and have a bad effect on 
relationships: leaving shoes where others fall over them, nagging, 
saying “no” to the demands of the children without thinking, 
crying when criticized, or hitting out when angry.

We learn our habits, and therefore we can unlearn them, but we 
have learned them so well that we have to take active steps to break 
them (see Box 33.1).
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Step 1. Deciding to change

Why do you want to break the habit?

You can break the habit if you are sufficiently motivated to do so. 
The following questions can help you decide whether you really 
want to put in the effort that will be needed. Take them seriously. 
Give them time, and make a note of your answers.

1. Is the habit harmful to me? Am I likely to hurt myself if I go 
on doing it?

2. Is the habit dangerous, either to myself or to others?
3. Is the habit embarrassing, irritating, or upsetting to me?
4. Is the habit my problem, or someone else’s problem? Is it a 

problem about how I live or work together with others round 
me? If so, it may also help to negotiate change (see Chapter 18, 
“Negotiation skills”).

5. What is the worst possible consequence of going on with the 
habit? Can you name three bad consequences?

6. What would be the best thing about breaking the habit? Can 
you name three things you would gain?

BOX 33.1 Eight steps for breaking habits

Step 1. Deciding to change.
Step 2. Using awareness training.
Step 3. Planning your strategy.
Step 4. Breaking the links between the cue and the habit.
Step 5. Replacing the habit with a new routine— doing some-

thing else instead.
Step 6. Giving yourself the same reward.
Step 7.  Persisting by being consistent and keeping track of 

progress.
Step 8. Managing setbacks, lapses, and relapses.
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7. What are the advantages of keeping the habit? What is its 
value to you now?

making your decision

The most usual reason for failing to break a habit is going about it 
half- heartedly. You must be certain that you want to change. To in-
crease your resolve, think seriously about the disadvantages of the 
habit and about the advantages if you break it.

Imagine the habit clearly, then ask yourself:  “What’s wrong 
with doing this?” What are the disadvantages, both immediately 
and in the longer term? Imagine someone else with the same habit, 
and think what the disadvantages might be for them. Do they apply 
to you too? What are the worst possible consequences of going on 
with the habit? Describe them to yourself in detail and face up to 
them squarely. Now think about the advantages of breaking the 
habit— in detail. Ask yourself: “What do I stand to gain?”

Finally, put the two parts of this cost– benefit analysis together 
by asking yourself: “Why should I bother to stop the habit?”

Make a list of reasons for stopping the habit . . .
. . . and put it where you will read it often. It may help to take a 

photograph (if the effects of your habit are visible) to help you to 
keep the reasons why you no longer want to do it, in mind.

Think also about whether the habit has some advantages for 
you or others (it helps you to relax, or to feel less tense). If there 
are advantages, how could you keep these, or achieve these in other 
ways, once the habit has been broken?

Step 1 all on its own may be all you need to break a habit. 
Gary had fallen in to the habit of having a beer as soon as he 
came home in the evening. He enjoyed this and it felt like a re-
ward for his day’s work. Over time he was putting on weight and 
was drinking more than he wanted. The above- listed questions 
helped him clarify the motivation to stop drinking at that point 
in the day— although he still allowed himself a beer later in 
the evening. He nipped his bad habit in the bud, and needed no 
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further help for this. If he hadn’t done so then the habit may have 
escalated, which would have required more than this straightfor-
ward decision to change.

Step 2. Using awareness training

In Chapter  9 (“Developing useful habits”) we used the following 
simple way of understanding habits:

Cue → routine of behavior → (reward)

You will need to understand all three components if you are to 
break the habit, as otherwise the links between them— the mech-
anism that keeps the habit going— will keep you doing it automat-
ically, without even thinking about it. So:

1. What for you is the cue? What triggers you into doing it?
2. What precisely is the routine? What exactly do you do?
3. Do you get a reward from doing it? Does it bring you some 

benefit or advantage? To understand the habit, first describe 
it so that you understand the links between its different 
elements.

describe the habit

You need to know the details, from the first move to the last. If 
you bite your nails, what are the cues? When do you do it, in what 
settings, how do you feel at the time? What exactly do you do— 
what is the routine? Do you bite all your nails? Do you bite your fin-
gers as well? What makes you move your hands up to your mouth? 
Which teeth do you use? What happens to the bits you bite off? On 
which side of the nail do you start? You may find it helpful to enlist 
someone’s help at this stage.
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monitor the habit; study it in detail

The only effective way of monitoring the habit is to keep a record— 
on paper or your phone. An example of a self- monitoring form is 
provided (see “Habit monitoring record” which is available online 
at http://www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind). The precise form 
of the record depends on you and on the habit. Use the monitoring 
form to answer four questions:

1. How often does the habit occur over a particular time, such 
as a week, day, or hour? If you cannot easily carry a paper 
monitoring sheet with you, use your phone or keep count by 
using a knitting or golf counter or by moving small objects 
(e.g., paper clips) from one pocket to another.

2. When does the habit occur? Note the times of day on the 
monitoring sheet.

3. What is going on when you start the habit, where are you at the 
time, and how are you feeling? For example, do you pull out 
your hair, absentmindedly, when on the telephone, or only 
at work? Just when feeling stressed? Do you criticize others 
when you feel attacked? Or cry when you feel undervalued? 
The situations and context in which you tend to perform the 
habit are the cues.

4. How do you feel after performing the habit? What reward 
might the habit bring you? For instance, do you feel less 
stressed? Does it chase worries away and make you feel 
calmer? If you spend a lot of time playing computer games, do 
you find them a useful distraction at the time, but feel guilty 
afterwards?

With the information you have collected, look for patterns and 
influences. Identify the cue or cues:  when are you most at risk? 
What triggers the habit? Describe exactly what you do: your exact 
behavioral routine. How do you feel afterwards? Does the habit come 
with added benefits? Do you get a reward from doing it? Does it 
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make you feel better in some way, or give you relief from something 
that otherwise bothers you?

a note of caution

Self- monitoring often changes the habit you are trying to record, 
because it makes you more aware of what you were previously doing 
unaware, and so it gives you a chance to interrupt it before it starts. 
So your record may underestimate how frequently you would nor-
mally carry out the habit. Do not be tempted to stop there: if you do, 
you will forget all about the habit once again and it will come back 
precisely because it is automatic. However, in some circumstances, 
you may also find that this very act of monitoring becomes enough 
to break the habit.

Step 3. Planning your strategy

gradually, or in one bound?

Suppose you smoke 20 cigarettes a day but plan to give up 
smoking altogether. You might do this by deciding a date, in 
the near future, on which to stop completely. Or you might de-
cide to cut down gradually, for example, by one cigarette a day 
over 20  days. Many habits can be gradually reduced. It doesn’t 
matter which you choose as long as you decide exactly which day 
you will stop (or start the process of cutting down), and do ex-
actly as planned. (For more on stopping smoking, see “Stopping 
smoking” which is available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind.)

continuing to monitor

It is helpful to continue to keep a record— to monitor your 
behavior— for some weeks so as to keep track of what you actually 

 

 

 

 



Breaking habits and overcoming addictions | 6 81 

do. Ups and downs are normal when breaking a habit, and keeping a 
record will alert you to setbacks and relapses, and help you to think 
about their causes. Monitoring underpins your motivation as well 
as keeping you aware of the possibility of relapse. In the early days 
after breaking a habit, it is easy to take your eye off the ball and fall 
back into the habit without noticing. Monitoring can help keep you 
focused.

support from others

Other people can be extremely helpful when you are trying to break 
a habit. They can help you notice when the automatic behavior has 
come back, and they can encourage you when the going gets tough. 
Showing your record to someone else can help you persist. It does 
not help to be nagged, so if you want someone else’s help, tell them 
exactly what you need them to do, and possibly ask them to read 
this material on breaking habits.

another note of caution

Sometimes when people try to break a habit, it seems to get worse 
before it gets better. This may be because trying to keep track of 
something you tend to do automatically reminds you of doing it. Or 
it can be because the effort to stop makes you more tense and your 
habit is triggered by feelings of tension. This stage is usually short- 
lived, so do not get discouraged and give up trying.

Are there issues underlying the habit that also need dealing 
with? If the habit is triggered by upsetting feelings, such as 
tension, worry, or boredom, then it may be helpful to take steps 
to resolve these feelings either before trying to break the habit, 
or in parallel with it. What is making you feel tense, worried, or 
bored? What could you do to make yourself feel better? (See, for 
example, Chapter 23, “Getting the better of worry: defeating the 
alarmist.”)
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Step 4. Breaking the link between the cue 
and the habit

Habits are routines of behavior triggered by cues, so you need to break 
the link that makes the habit automatic. Understanding the cues re-
ally helps. For example, if the cue is a time of day (mid- morning— and 
you look for a snack; after supper— you turn on the TV and forget the 
clearing up; bedtime— you drop your clothes in a heap on the floor), 
then turn that cue into an early warning signal instead. This is a time 
to be especially aware and on guard, so that you do not find yourself 
automatically doing the thing you are trying not to do.

avoiding the cues: creating a temporary bypass

It can be useful to avoid the cues altogether. For example, the cue 
for buying alcohol might be passing the shop on the way home from 
work. A different route home might avoid being exposed to that cue. 
The same applies to hiding the chocolate cookies at the back of a cup-
board. Out of sight can be out of mind. The problem is, though, that 
the links between passing the shop and buying alcohol, or between 
seeing the package and taking another cookie, are bypassed rather 
than broken by this avoidance. Avoiding the cue can get you off to 
a good start, and help you to discover that cravings die away quite 
quickly. If you then do something that engages you, you will also be 
able to strengthen the links with these activities instead. But you 
are still likely to have to work at breaking the link that you bypassed 
to begin with— possibly when feeling encouraged by having made a 
good start. (For more on cutting down on alcohol consumption, see 
“Averting problems with alcohol” which is available online at http://
www.oup.com/us/managingyourmind.)

using cues to develop early- warning systems

It may not be possible to avoid some of the cues— for example, if 
a cue is a time of day, or returning home from work. But by being 
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aware of such cues you can use them to trigger warning lights, to 
be on your guard, and catch the habit before it starts. You can then 
make a special effort at these times. For example, suppose that you 
tend to pull your hair out, with your left hand, when speaking on 
the telephone. Your warning bells should ring at the same time as 
the telephone. You can use this early- warning system— recognizing 
the cue or even the start of the behavioral routine— to then nip the 
routine in the bud. You might do this by willpower, or increased 
awareness, alone, knowing that you are at risk and summoning 
your strength to prevent yourself from carrying out the habit. 
Normally however it is better to develop a new behavioral response 
to the cue— to do something else instead.

Step 5. Replacing the habit with a new routine

Most people experience urges when trying to break a habit and 
these can be hard to resist unless you find something else to do in-
stead. If the cue cannot be avoided then change the response— the 
behavioral routine— that you carry out in the setting of the cue. 
In other words, see what you are doing as replacing the bad habit 
with a good or neutral habit. At its simplest, the replacement habit 
might be a “stop routine.” For example, in the setting of the cue, or 
when just starting the bad habit you could say “stop” to yourself, 
out loud at first and later under your breath. Or write “stop” in big 
colored letters on a card that you can look at, or imagine a “stop” 
sign coming down in front of you. The stop routine might include 
looking at your list of reasons for stopping the habit, or shocking 
yourself out of the habit by wearing a loose elastic band round your 
wrist and snapping it hard whenever you catch yourself starting 
the habit routine.

If your bad habit involves a routine such as pulling out your hair 
when speaking on the phone it may work best to replace the habit 
by doing something that uses the same part of the body— even 
the same muscles. For example, when you feel the urge to touch or 
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pull your hair, try to occupy your hands in some other way, such as 
playing with a small toy, Fidget cube, Blu- Tack putty, or clenching 
your fists for a couple of minutes. The habit of scratching can be 
replaced with rubbing in some lotion or patting with the palm of 
the hand. Nail biting can be replaced with using lotion or a man-
icure set. One 35- year- old woman who used to rub her eyes with 
the heel of her hand until they became sore and infected found it 
helpful to put on makeup when she was tempted to rub.

Another strategy is to replace the habit with a good or neutral 
routine that gives you the same reward. Untidiness may be best 
tackled by developing a “habit of organization.” Relatively simple 
measures, like buying a set of hangers for your shirts, can dramati-
cally reduce the amount of hassle caused by living with a mess and 
a muddle. These alternative behaviors can then become the focus 
for self- monitoring to ensure that you carry them out regularly.

Many of the habits that affect relationships (interrupting 
people, arguing, making excuses, telling fibs) can be changed 
by learning how to be fair both to yourself and to others (see 
Chapter 16, “Good relationships: the principles”), and by learning 
negotiation skills (see Chapter 18, “Negotiation skills”).

Step 6. Giving yourself the same reward

Bad habits are often habits that have crept up on us— habits that 
we have not consciously developed. When the habit was developing 
you were probably rewarded in some way for doing it, and this is 
why you kept on with it, doing it again and again until it became 
(almost) automatic. The reward that was important when you were 
developing the habit may still be there. If so, then it will be helpful 
to continue receiving the same reward as you try to break the 
habit. On this approach, “breaking a habit” is actually replacing a 
habit: same cue; same reward; different behavioral routine.

For example, that alcoholic drink taken as soon as you come 
home, full of tension and exhausted from a busy day at work, 
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relaxes you. You feel better, less tense. The drink helps you forget 
the pressures of the work and makes the transition from work to 
an evening at home easier. You reach for another one . . . . So when 
deciding what to do instead, you should look for something that will 
give you similar rewards. Simply deciding to stop having a drink just 
then may not be enough. What you choose to do instead will prob-
ably need to be sufficiently complex to provide the necessary transi-
tion from work mind to home mind. It will also need to give you the 
time to wind down. A short conversation about nothing to do with 
work, or reading the paper, or 20 minutes of listening to music or 
watching TV or playing computer games; or gardening, reading, or 
having a non- alcoholic drink may help with both the transition and 
the relaxing. What you decide to do instead may affect others too, so 
talking about it with them might also be important.

Step 7. Persisting by being consistent and 
keeping track of progress

It is important to be consistent when working to break a habit. 
Trying hard one week but giving yourself a holiday from trying the 
next will change nothing, and could be counterproductive.

In order to be consistent, you will also have to persist. It is not 
easy to break a habit. There will be times when you want to give 
up altogether and times when you feel discouraged despite making 
a big effort. You may also get tired of trying. You have made an 
enormous effort to be tidier, but still the place looks a mess, and 
you keep losing things. This is the time to think of the advantages 
of stopping your habit (as opposed to the disadvantages of going on 
with it). Keep the list you made earlier and read it regularly. Think 
about the gains you have made so far, even if they seem small.

Although giving yourself rewards can be problematic when de-
veloping a new habit (see Chapter  9, “Developing useful habits”) 
treats and rewards can help provide motivation when breaking old 
habits. Treat yourself (see Chapter  14, “Treating yourself right”) 
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because making the effort to break a habit is difficult and treats 
lighten the burden. Over the first weeks, reward yourself for every 
week that you successfully avoid the old habit. Ultimately though 
the aim is for the changed behavior to become its own reward, the 
motivation identified at step 1!

It is also helpful to continue to keep your habit record. Write 
down, as close to the time as you can, each time you catch yourself 
“in the act.” It may help, once the habit has diminished, to keep a 
record of the urges to perform the habit and to rate their strength. 
Make your record form simple, and fill it in at the same time every 
day. At the end of each week look back over the 7 days and work out 
how you are changing.

Step 8. Managing lapses

Habits are automatic. Until they are fully broken, and new patterns 
established, they can easily come back. It can be disheartening to 
have made progress in breaking a habit and then to find that it is 
back, possibly in full force. It is easy to think that you are back to 
square one. But that is actually quite unlikely. If you have made 
progress once, you can make progress again, and the second time it 
will be easier because you have trodden the path before. It may help 
to think about why the lapse occurred so that you can learn from 
this. What is most important, however, is to repeat the steps that 
helped to reduce the habit before. The key to success is to see the 
present setback as a lapse not a relapse. The lapse is like falling off 
your bike: if you pick yourself up and dust yourself down, you can 
continue cycling along.

If lapses are frequent, reconsider the question of whether 
there are issues that underlie or maintain the habit and that 
could usefully be tackled (see step 3). Some habits, like smoking, 
excessive alcohol intake, and dependency on tranquillizers, are 
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also addictions:  the drugs (nicotine, alcohol) change the brain 
chemistry leading to craving for the drug and unpleasant phys-
ical effects when the drug is not taken. The eight- step process 
for breaking habits described here can also be effective when 
the habit involves an addiction, although professional help may 
also be needed. Coming off tranquilizers and sedatives should be 
done slowly, as stopping them suddenly can cause problems. If 
in any doubt, always discuss this with your doctor. (For Internet 
resources on stopping smoking and averting problems with  
alcohol see “Stopping smoking” and “Averting problems with  
alcohol” which are available online at http://www.oup.com/us/
managingyourmind.)

Summary

We have learned our habits, so however automatic they have be-
come we can unlearn them. But to break a habit we must take active 
steps: eight active steps.

Step 1. Deciding to change
Step 2. Using awareness training
Step 3. Planning a strategy
Step 4. Breaking the link between the cue and the habit
Step 5. Replacing the habit with a new routine
Step 6. Giving yourself the same reward
Step 7.  Persisting by being consistent and keeping track of 

progress
Step 8. Managing lapses.

These steps can be used to break any habit, from smoking to nail 
biting. They can also be used to overcome addictions, although fur-
ther medical help may be needed.
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Further reading

Duhigg, C. (2013). The Power of Habit. London: Random House Books.
Rubin, G. (2015). Better than Before. London: Two Roads.

Websites
JamesClear.com. How to Build a New Habit: This is Your Strategy Guide. 

http:// jamesclear.com/ habit- guide
JamesClear.com. How Vietnam War Veterans Broke Their Heroin 

Addictions. http:// jamesclear.com/ heroin- habits
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621, 622b
effect of worry on, 438, 439b
effects of confidence, 93t
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searching for new 
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people, 615– 16

case of, about world, 617– 19

changing framework, 
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disadvantages of living with  
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taking action for new, 194– 97
understanding 

personality, 191
value of, 186– 89

habits, breaking
advantages of, 685– 86
avoiding cues, 682
breaking link between cue and 

habit, 682– 83
cautions on, 680, 681
consistency in, 685– 86
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deciding to change, 676– 78
describing the habit, 678
developing early- warning 

systems, 682– 83
managing lapses 

during, 686– 87
monitoring the habit, 

679– 80, 680– 81
planning the strategy 

for, 680– 81
replacing habit with new 

routine, 683– 84
rewarding yourself, 684– 85
steps for, 676b, 687
support from others, 681
tracking progress, 685– 86
using awareness training 

for, 678– 80
websites, 688

Hadid, Zaha, 307
Haidt, Jonathon, metaphor  

of rider on elephant, 113– 14
Haig, Matt, 525, 527
hall of mirrors, 540– 41
happiness

acceptance, 280– 81, 280– 82
activities for increasing, 277b
altruism and, 283– 84
aspects of, 273– 74
attention reallocation 

and, 278– 79
attitudes for, 280– 82
being happy, xvii
biological circuitry of fear as 

enemy of, 111
connections with other 

people, 282– 83
creativity and, 303– 4
description of, 272– 76

Eastern ideas of, 272
facts about, 274, 275b, 276
feeling of, 273
flow experiences, 279– 80
gratitude and 

appreciation, 281– 82
life satisfaction, 273– 74
nudging ourselves 

towards, 276– 77
paying attention, 277– 80
positive psychology, 9
problems of comparing to 

others, 284– 85
relationships, 321
role of other people in 

our, 282– 85
savoring the moment, 279
sense of purpose, 273
sense of well- being, 274
source of, 271– 72
time as currency for, 276– 77
websites, 286

Harvard Business School, 283
Harvard Study of Adult  

Development, 282
Hayes, Steven, 20, 43
health

body and mind, 249– 50
fashion versus, 253
habits increasing, 193b
see also chronic ill health; 

physical health
helpfulness, worry, 440
helping others

applications of psychological 
science in, 5– 8

overcoming fears, 486– 88
suffering loss, 599– 600

helplessness, loss and, 588– 89
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Hockney, David, 302
homeostasis,  

relationships, 328– 30
honesty, in friendship, 334
hopes, 203
How Change Happens (Green), 36
How to Stop Worrying and  

Start Living (Carnegie), 437
humanity, strengths and  

talents, 117t
Huxley, Aldous, 80
Huxley, Julian, 301
hyperventilation, panic/ panic  

attacks, 506– 7

ideas, borrowing and copying  
from others, 311

identity, habits and, 187– 88
if...then... scenarios, 214
illness/ injury, fears of, 464b
images, thoughts  

reflected in, 134– 35
incubation, creativity  

process, 308b
incubation thinking  

system, 161, 163, 173, 178
injuries, traumatic  

experience and, 646
inner bully, 67

turning into a kind friend, 75b
inner voices, blocks to  

self- understanding, 29– 30
inorganic change, 35
insects, fears of, 464b
insight, creativity  

process, 308b
instinctive impulse  

myth, anger, 557– 58
insults, in negotiation, 365– 66

Internet dating,  
communication, 337

interpersonal  
psychotherapy, 108

interpersonal therapy, 8
intrusions, change and, 636
intuition,  

decision- making, 173– 74
irrelevance

being misled by, 169– 70
thinking error, 162b

irritable bowel syndrome, 667

James, Henry, 59, 68, 309
Jobs, Steve, 299
Johnson, Samuel, 442, 541
judgments, values reflected in, 24
justice, strengths and  

talents, 117t

Kabat- Zinn, Jon, 48
Kabbalah, 42
Kahneman, Daniel, 160
“keep up with the Joneses,”  

positional good, 284
Kern, Jerome, 225
keystone habits, 191– 92, 201

examples of, 193b
kind commitment, time  

management, 241– 42
kindness

attitude of, 671
blocks to, 77– 80
calming the system, 69– 71
Caritas in Christianity, 61
choosing, 68– 76
definition of, 60
focusing kindness to others 

exercise, 72b
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importance of, 59– 62
interacting systems for drive, 

threat and soothing, 64– 66
Metta in Buddhism, 61
myths about, 79t
to others, 71, 72b
present day, 61b
role of compassion in, 63– 64
small daily acts of, 71
soothing rhythm breathing 

exercise, 70b
understanding, 63– 68
ways of developing, 77b
to yourself, 72– 73, 75– 76, 

76b, 99– 100
King, Carole, 332
King, Stephen, 311
knowledge, strengths  

and talents, 117t

Lao- Tzu, 304
learned habits, 184
learning theory, 5– 6
Legally Blonde (Brown), 203,  

225– 26
leisure activities, time  

management and, 237– 38
lesser of two evils, worry, 440
life

establishing routine for 
daily, 647

happiness and satisfaction 
in, 273– 74

loss of control over, 232– 34
principles for recovery from 

trauma, 647b, 647– 50
rebuilding social, after 

loss, 592– 93
reclaiming your, 657

uncertainty in, 454– 57
Life After Self- Harm: A Guide  

to the Future (Schmidt  
and Davidson), 637

life directions
preventing depression, 521b
values, 20– 31

life problems
boredom, 403
examples of stressful 

events, 424b
tackling, 403– 4

lifestyle choices, 250
likability, attitude, 370b
likes and dislikes, 27– 28, 28b
listening

assertiveness and, to 
others, 349

constructive attitudes, 
369, 370b

in friendship, 334
guides to good, 349– 50b
to voices from past, 369– 74
see also voices

loneliness, change and, 636
Lorenz, Konrad, 301
loss

anger and, 584, 588
bereavement and, 579, 580b
building self- confidence in 

times of, 591
contact with people, 580b
coping with/ expressing 

feelings, 586– 89
deciding when to move on, 597
decision- making and, 590
depression as, 515– 16
dilemmas encountered during 

times of, 596– 98
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examples of stressful 

events, 424b
fear and, 589
guilt and, 584, 587– 88
health, senses or skills, 580b
helping others suffering from, 

599– 600
helplessness and, 588– 89
impact of, 583b
journeys through 

grief, 583– 86
life, control and, 232– 34
making new relationships in 

times of, 593– 94
meeting basic needs 

and, 590– 91
personal impact of, 582, 583b
possessions, 580– 81b
rebuilding social life in times 

of, 592– 93
relationship changes, 580b
remembering, 585– 86
sleep and, 590
sources of support in times 

of, 595– 99
starting to adjust to, 590– 94
talking about, 597
traumatic experience  

and, 644
types of, 580– 81b
understanding experience 

of, 581– 82
websites, 601
when to seek professional 

help, 598– 99
lovability, attitude, 370b
love, strengths and  

talents, 117t

management, applications  
of psychological  
science in, 8– 9

management psychology, 15
manager, behavior of  

routine, 199
manic depression, 546
mastery, rating activities  

for, 530, 531b
Matisse, Henri, 299, 312
maximizers, 280– 81
meanings, working with, 655– 57
measuring rod, worry  

and, 442– 44
measuring rod rule, 157
mechanic in change, 35– 37
meditation

chocolate awareness 
exercise, 50b

chronic ill health, 671
everyday mindfulness 

without, 53– 55
3- minute breathing space 

exercise, 53b
practice of acceptance, 49– 53
raisin awareness 

meditation, 52b
tea or coffee awareness 

exercise, 51b
Melzack, Ronald, 667
memories

change and, 636
facing your, 655
keeping fresh after loss, 596– 97
post- traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) and, 650– 52
procedural, 184– 85

“mens sana in corpore sano,” 249
mental crusher, 86
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goals, 216– 17

Metta, Buddhism, 61
middle of the night rule, 157
Milne, A. A., 221, 437
mind

chronic ill health and, 663– 68
comparison to plant, xv– xvi
healthy, 249– 50
see also physical health

mindful meditation,  
depression, 542

mindfulness
developing practice of 

acceptance, 48– 49
paying attention, 278– 79
practicing, 64
preventing depression, 522b

mindfulness- based cognitive  
therapy (MBCT), 43, 48

Mindfulness for Health   
(Burch and Penman), 667

mind in place, ways to  
change, 128b

mind reading, 139, 152, 453, 567
mini- experiments

example of, 400b
how to do, 399b

mistakes
inevitability of, 96
learning from, 98

misunderstanding,  
communication, 337– 38

mood, depression, 513
Morris, David, 651
motivation, creativity   

losing, 316– 17
motivation for  

goals, 211– 17

focusing on the 
journey, 212– 13

if ... then scenarios, 214
maintaining for habit, 199
minding the gap, 211– 12
reviewing progress, 215– 16
support systems, 216– 17
trusting process, 214

music, links between  
feelings and thoughts, 133

myths
instinctive impulse myth of 

anger, 557– 58
for managing anger, 555– 58
never- get- angry- again 

myth, 558
about relationships, 

330– 31, 340
revenge myth of anger, 558
sharing myth of anger, 557
ventilation myth of 

anger, 555– 57

nail biting, 675, 684, 687
name calling, 140
National Suicide Prevention   

Lifeline, 544b
natural phenomena,  

fears of, 464b
nature, understanding  

your, 27– 28
Neff, Kristen, 63– 64, 69, 81
negative bias, 66

bad feelings demand 
attention, 111

bad feelings narrowing focus 
of attention, 112– 13

built- in, from 
evolution, 110– 13
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false alarms and, 111– 12
learning to sidestep, 113– 14

negative frame, 170– 71
negotiation

avoiding insults, 365– 66
broadening the basis of, 363
clarifying, 364
cooperation game, 359– 60
cutting out blame, 364
enabling cooperation, 361b
finding out what everyone 

wants, 362
I win: you lose pattern, 361
looking for common 

ground, 363
looking for trade 

opportunities, 363
lose:lose pattern, 362
possibility of no deal, 362
preparation for 

skillful, 362– 63
relationship 

patterns, 360– 62
relationships, 329
rules for fair fighting, 

364, 365b
strategies for using, 364– 66
win:win pattern, 360– 61
you win: I lose pattern, 361– 62

neuroscience of emotion,  
for drive, threat  
and soothing, 64– 66

never- get- angry- again  
myth, anger, 558

Newton, Isaac, 301, 307
Nicholas Nickleby (Dickens), 292
Nickerson, Raymond, 300
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 659

nightmares, post- traumatic  
stress disorder  
(PTSD) and, 653– 55

night- time worrying, 449
nocturnal panics, 500
non- positional goods, 284– 85
noradrenaline  

(norepinephrine), 518
North and South (Gaskell), 136
novelty, creativity as, 300– 301
nudge

environment on your side, 
217, 218b

towards happiness, 276– 77
Nudge (Thaler and Sunstein), 217
numbness, reaction to  

traumatic  
experience, 642– 43b

obesity, 252, 254
obstacles, step in reaching  

goals, 209
Oettingen, Gabriele, 207
O’Neill, Paul, 191
“one right way,” not in  

friendship, 335– 36
open minds, 115b

keeping an, 135– 36
positive attitudes, 

119, 123– 25
opinions

holding lightly, 165
importance of 

viewpoint, 132– 33
relationships, 338– 39, 339b

optimism, 64
keeping an open 

mind, 135– 36
positive attitudes, 127– 28
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organic change, 36– 37
originality, 300– 301, 370b
Ornstein, Robert, 113
outcome, step in reaching  

goals, 208– 9
overgeneralization, 138,  

141, 154
Owen, Ray, 669, 670

Padesky, Christine, 10
pain/ painful experience

acceptance and, 45– 47
understanding 

chronic, 667– 68
understanding underlying, of 

anger, 565– 66
panic/ panic attacks

breathing role in, 506– 7
control of, 507– 8
coping with, 505– 7
cycle of, 497– 98, 499f
lowering general level of 

anxiety, 504– 5
management of, 

491– 93, 501– 5
reactions to, 502– 4, 503t
sensations of, 498t
symptoms of, 494– 95b
thinking, 496– 97, 501– 2
traumatic experience and, 644
triggers, 498– 500
understanding, 493– 500
websites, 508

Parent voice, 367– 68, 372,   
374, 379– 80

helpful and unhelpful, 373b
Parkinson’s disease, 55
passivity, balance with  

aggression, 343– 45, 356

past
aftermath of bad 

experiences, 603– 4
blaming others for, 635– 36
case examples of changing 

framework of, 605– 7, 
615– 19, 623– 30

changing framework of 
problematic, 609b, 619b, 
619– 35, 620– 21b, 622f

comfort zone: creating context 
for change and, 612– 14

disadvantages of living with 
outdated framework, 607– 8

emotional baggage, 155– 56
feeling bad for, 607
feeling stuck in, 607
framework for seeing the 

world, 604– 7
identifying strengths/ 

resources from, 614– 15
laying foundations for change 

with, 608– 19, 609b
life now compared to, 609– 10
naming painful experiences 

from, 611
pitfalls on road to 

change, 635– 37
questions to help recognize 

patterns of, 612b
recognizing echoes of 

events, 643– 44
recognizing echoes of past 

events, 643– 44
recognizing meaning of painful 

experiences from, 611
repeated crises arising 

from, 608
self- harm urges, 637
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past (cont.)
thinking badly of self in, 607– 8
understanding frameworks 

of, 610– 11
unsatisfactory relationships 

from, 608
using humor/ playfulness 

with, 615
past experiences

change from, 391
listening to voices 

from, 369– 74
model of, 367– 68

The Path (Puett and  
Gross- Loh), 37

Pathways, of soothing system, 66
pattern

behavior, 612b, 616, 617, 618, 
620– 21, 623, 624, 627, 
629, 631

beliefs, 626
“boom and bust,” 671
breathing, 70b
changing, 379– 80, 389, 

612– 14, 635
cognitive therapy, 7
depression, 519, 522– 23b
eating, 7, 91, 256
habits, 679, 686
interconnections, 13b
light and shade, 

483– 84b, 535b
loss reactions, 579, 586
negotiation, 360– 62, 364
panic, 497
patterns that backfire, 33
relationship, 327, 377– 80
self- esteem, 83, 86
sleep, 422b, 430, 513, 645, 646

taking responsibility, 122
thinking, 138, 152, 156,  

534– 36, 567, 605, 619, 629
weather, 114

Pavlov, Ivan, 6
Pay it Forward  

Foundation, 61b, 81
Penman, Danny, 42, 49, 667, 671
perfectionism, 32, 243b, 245, 285
performance, effects  

of stress on, 417– 18, 418f
Perry, Grayson, 165
personal connections,  

happiness and, 282– 83
personality, habits and  

understanding, 191
personal management,  

time management, 229
personal responsibility,  

positive attitudes, 122– 23
personal reward system

adding pleasure to 
life, 288– 92

avoiding punishment 
trap, 296

constructing, 293– 96
ideas of treats and 

rewards, 294b
occasional big treats, 289– 90
permission for, 288– 89
picking treats for self, 293
reasons for rewarding 

self, 287– 88
softening unpleasant 

tasks, 290– 91
treats for overcoming 

barriers, 291– 92
treats working to your 

advantage, 295– 96
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wrong kinds of treats, 289
perspectives, 131– 58

alternatives diary, 149, 
150t, 151b

attitudes, 137
behavioral changes, 141– 43
behavioral experiments, 

151– 52, 153b
cognitive behavior  

therapy, 143– 52
identifying problematic 

thoughts, 145– 48
importance of 

viewpoint, 132– 33
keeping an open 

mind, 135– 36
key questions for, 147b, 151b
pressure reduction, 140– 41
rules for keeping, 156– 57
searching for new, 149, 

150t, 151b
thinking straight, 138– 40
tools for, 135– 43, 152, 154– 57

pessimism, 107, 514b, 527, 618
phobias

definition, 461
definition of, 475
fear, anxiety and, 461– 64
four- step strategy, 471b, 489
overestimating likelihood of 

fear, 469
social, 462, 464b, 482– 85
sources of, 475
taking action on, 470
vicious cycles, 465– 67, 468f
websites, 490

physical health
anger and, 556b
diet and exercise, 429– 30

eating and diet, 252– 57
eating and diet 

websites, 267– 68
exercise, 250– 52
exercise websites, 267
harmful substances, 266
healthy body and healthy 

mind, 249– 50
laying right foundations 

for, 428– 33
living with 

uncertainty, 456– 57
loss and, 580b
positive attitudes, 122
preventing depression, 521b
recreation and stress, 431
relationships and 

stress, 431– 33
rest and stress, 430– 31
as signs of stress, 422b
sleep and, 257– 66
stress and, 419– 20
traumatic experience 

and, 645– 46
websites, 267– 68
see also chronic ill health; diet; 

eating; exercise
physical medicine, 3, 9– 10
physical reactions

effect of worry on, 438, 439b
effects of confidence, 93t
fainting from fear, 485
five- part model, 10– 15
panic/ panic attacks, 

492, 495– 96
signs and symptoms of 

depression, 515b
physiology, 3

research in, 9– 10
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pie chart
showing time management, 

234, 235– 36
time management plan, 234f

planning
developing a new 

habit, 192– 94
making time for, 247
step in reaching goals, 209– 10

plant, comparison  
of mind to, xv– xvi

playfulness, creativity  
and, 304– 5

pleasure, rating activities  
for, 530, 531b

Pollyanna approach, 107
Pope, Alexander, 86
positional goods, 284– 85
positive attitudes, 107, 114– 29,  

115b
built- in negative bias from 

evolution, 110– 13
clinical psychology, 108
disempowering beliefs, 123b
effects of feeling good, 110b
keeping an open 

mind, 123– 25
optimizing optimism, 127– 28
positive actions and, 119, 120b
putting another mind in 

place, 125– 27
research, 109
resources, 120– 22
strengths and talents, 116b, 

117– 18t
taking responsibility 

for, 122– 23
using strengths, 115– 19

positive feedback, in  
friendship, 334– 35

positive frame, 170– 71

positive psychology, 3, 5, 9,  
15, 109

Positive Psychology Center, 129
post- traumatic stress disorder  

(PTSD), 641, 643, 659– 60
confidence to take 

risks, 657– 58
coping with 

flashbacks, 652– 53
dealing with 

memories, 650– 52
dealing with 

nightmares, 653– 55
doing things 

differently, 657– 58
facing memories, 655
reclaiming your life and, 657
sleep- related strategies, 654
strategies for 

nightmares, 654– 55
tackling, 650– 57
website, 660
working with 

meanings, 655– 57
The Power of Habit (Duhigg), 191
practice

building confidence, 96– 97
creativity through, 313

predictions
evaluating, 471b, 476– 77
experiment for testing, 

471b, 475– 76
of future, 139, 673
helping others to plan 

tests, 487– 88
making, 471b, 474– 75
overcoming fear by 

testing, 469– 77
questions about 

experimenting, 477– 79
pregnancy, sleep and, 259
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prejudice, 45, 90, 117t
built- in, 325
false generalizations, 

162b, 164– 65
low self- esteem, 86– 87

preparation, creativity  
process, 308b

prescribed medication,  
making use of, 649– 50

pressure reduction,  
perspectives, 140– 41

primary suffering, chronic ill  
health, 666– 67

priorities
clarifying, 355
resources, 223

problems
catching early, 398– 99
examples of stressful 

events, 424b
exploring, 399, 401
living with 

uncertainty, 454– 57
taking action, 398– 401
see also difficulties

problem- solving, 403– 4
brainstorming solutions, 409b
example of, 404– 5
guidelines for, 414b, 414– 15
identifying the 

problem, 405– 8
keeping up to date on, 412– 13
stages of, 416
strengths and 

weaknesses, 404– 5
taking STEPS, 410– 12
thinking of possible 

solutions, 408– 10
tips for when difficult to 

specify problems, 407– 8
use of personal skills, 415

uses of, 413– 15
when to seek help, 416
see also STEPs in 

problem- solving
procedural memory, 184– 85
professional help

alcohol or drug use, 646, 
659, 687

depression, 525, 544b, 545– 46
eating disorders, 257
seeking for loss, 581, 598– 99

progress
monitoring, for goals, 215– 16
monitoring habits, 199– 200

Prokofiev, 133
protection

precautions to save yourself, 
471b, 471– 74

see also self- protection
psychiatry, common cold of, 511
psychological change, mechanic  

and the gardener, 35– 37
psychological resources, positive  

attitudes, 121– 22
psychology/ psychological science

applications for helping 
people, 5– 8

applications in management 
and workplace, 8– 9

behavioral therapies, 5– 7
cognitive therapy, 7
experimental research in, 4– 5
five- part model, 10– 15
new wave of cognitive 

behavioral therapies, 8
psychotherapy

depression, xviii, 5, 8
happiness, 283– 84
interpersonal, 108

Puett, Michael, 37
punishment trap, avoiding, 296
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quality of evidence, thinking  
error, 162b, 172– 73

questioning approach
to change, 37– 38
help from others, 457– 58

raisin awareness, meditation  
exercise, 52b

random acts of kindness, 78
Random Acts of Kindness  

Foundation, 61b, 81
reactions

anger as reaction to 
pain, 553– 54

balance with reflections, 
346, 356

dealing with 
uncertainty, 455– 57

panic/ panic attacks, 502– 4
to traumatic experience, 

642– 43b
reality

of fears, 486– 87
investigating facts about fears, 

467, 469, 470b
keeping in touch with, 148
other perspectives, 539b
probability of fears, 469
questions about, 151b

Reasons to Stay Alive (Haig), 525
reassurance, seeking, 457– 58
record, of creativity, 313– 14
recovery

framework for, from 
trauma, 646– 47

principles for, 647b, 
647– 50, 660

recreation
making time for, 649

stress and, 431
reflection, balance with  

reaction, 346, 356
relationships

acceptance, 57
anger effects on, 556b
anger in, 551– 52
anger management, 561b
arguments with a 

parent, 375– 76
benefits of, 321– 22
being yourself, 323– 24
change in oneself, 322– 23
changing the patterns 

in, 379– 80
common Child voices causing 

problems in, 372b
common patterns in, 379b
communication in, 336– 38
couple/ personal, 22b
excessive dependence of past 

voices, 374– 75
fairness to all, 330
five- part model, 11
friendship, 332– 36
guilt and loss, 587– 88
habits and, 675, 684
happiness in, 274, 275b, 283
homeostasis, 328– 30
interpersonal 

psychotherapy, 108
kindness in, 60– 62, 64, 

74b, 76b
loss and making new, 593– 94
marital difficulty, 377
myths about, 330– 31, 340
negotiation patterns, 360– 62
opinions about, 338– 39, 339b
overcoming difficulties, xviii
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patterns, 327, 377– 80
power of apology in, 573– 74
preventing depression, 522b
principles focusing on, as 

systems, 322b, 326– 30
principles focusing on you, 

322b, 322– 26
principles of good, 322b
recognizing the patterns 

in, 377– 78
red/ heat- of- the- moment skills 

for anger in, 562, 563b
research in psychology, 4– 8
resisting change, 328– 30
responsibility shared by all 

in, 326– 28
self- esteem, 85, 90
stress and, 431– 33
support against 

depression, 542– 43
temper tantrum, 376
thought record, 145
understanding your 

past, 324– 26
unsatisfactory, 608
voices from past interfering 

with current, 375– 77
yellow/ thinking things 

through skills, 563– 70
see also friendships

relative vs. absolute risks,  
thinking error, 162b, 171– 72

relaxation
idea for treats and 

rewards, 294b
making time for, 649

remembering, loss and, 585– 86
resilience, xvii, 15, 64

adjusting after loss, 590– 94

assets and skills for, 155
building resources for, 

xv, 120– 21
creativity, 302, 303
including fun for, 290
self- protection and, 392
simplifying life, 223

resistance, time management  
overcoming, 238– 39

resolutions, 204, 551, 570
resources

energy, 219– 20, 221b
habits for efficiency and 

effectiveness, 223– 24
positive attitudes, 120– 22
resilience, xv, 120– 21
simple rules for establishing 

habits, 224– 25
simplifying life, 223
simplifying the 

moment, 221– 23
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accepting, for anger, 559– 60
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taking, for positive 

attitudes, 122– 23
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rest, stress and, 430– 31
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revenge myth, anger, 558
rewards, 287– 97
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ideas for, 294b
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routine behavior, 189– 90
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thinking error, 162b
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take, 657– 58
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Rogers, Carl, 18, 39, 333
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cue to reward, 189– 90
examples of stressful 
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rewards, 296
replacing habit with 

new, 683– 84
rewarding yourself for 

breaking habit, 684– 85
sleeping  
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time management, 243– 44
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world, 605
identifying, 568
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self- esteem, 89b

questioning your, 569b
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Yoke (Prokofiev), 133

safeness, sense of, 66
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anxiety, 479
self- protection, 392– 95

safety- seeking  
behaviors, 31, 465, 467

overcoming fears, 471– 74
salami principle, time  

management, 245
Santideva, 447
Satanic attack, 492
satisfaction, sense of, 9, 304
satisficers, 280– 81
save yourself

panic/ panic attacks, 
502– 3, 503t

precautions to, 465, 
471b, 471– 74

saying no
assertiveness of, 354– 56
nicely, 355

scare mongering, 140
scratching habit, 675, 684
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health, 666– 67
self- blame, 139
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depression, 512, 515, 526



Index | 719 

limiting, for building 
confidence, 98– 99

loss and, 582
personal responsibility 

without, 123
working with meanings, 656

self- bullying, 73
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Self- Compassion (Neff), 69, 81
self- confidence
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effects of, 92– 93t
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sense of well- being
altruism and, 283
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564– 65, 565b
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262– 63, 265b
bedtime routine, 261
dealing with 

nightmares, 653– 55
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establishing regular routines, 

261– 62, 265b
experience of loss, 582
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slow thinking system, 160– 61,  
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interacting with  
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see also problem- solving
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in problem- solving, 404– 5
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behaviors of, 422b
changes as signs of, 421– 22b
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419– 20, 422b
post- traumatic stress disorder 
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load, 427– 28
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rest and, 430– 31
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mind, 426– 27
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situation, 425– 26
thinking about changes in 
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thinking about recent changes 

in self, 423
thoughts of, 421b
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upside and downside 

of, 417– 18
weighing the size of 

load, 422– 23
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shoppers to buy  
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support systems

depression and, 527, 542– 43
feedback for friend with 
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loss and, 595– 99
motivation for goals, 216– 17
overcoming fears, 486– 88
preventing depression, 522b
recovery from trauma, 647– 48
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attitudes, 116b, 117– 18t
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Tasks, time management  
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of, 236, 236f, 238

tea awareness, meditation  
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teachers, supporting  
goals, 216– 17
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temperance, strengths  

and talents, 117t
temper tantrum, 376
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anger and, 556b
badly about self, 607– 8
biases and errors in, 163– 73
black- and- white, 139, 567
breaking up patterns of 

negative, 534– 36
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decision- making, 162b
crooked, 138– 40, 

151b, 566– 67
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mind- reading others, 453
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(NATs), 537– 40
other perspectives, 539b
paying attention to, after 

loss, 593– 94
seeing things 

differently, 566– 67
signs and symptoms of 

depression, 514b
slow system of, 160– 61
straight, 138– 40
systems of, 159– 63
wishful, 140

third- wave cognitive  
behavioral therapies, 8

thoughts
Child’s voice, 371
cycle of feelings and, 134f
cycle of panic, 497– 98
in five- part model, 10– 15
identifying problematic, 

145– 48, 537
influencing decisions, 174– 75
inhibiting creativity, 315b
key questions for 

identifying, 147b
links to feelings, 133– 35
looking for other perspectives, 

538– 39, 539b
negative automatic 

(NATs), 537– 40
other perspectives, 539b
panic/ panic attacks, 493, 494– 

95b, 496– 97, 498t, 501– 2

pulling yourself from 
depression, 527, 
532– 34, 548

questions about, 151b
reflection in images, 134– 35
as signs of stress, 421b
sleeping better, 262– 63, 265b
stepping back from, 142b
thought record, 145, 146t

threat system, 65f
everyday interactions with 

drive and soothing, 67– 68
interacting with drive and 

soothing systems, 64– 66
Tibetan Buddhism, 62
time

course of depression, 518– 19
currency of happiness, 276– 77
idea for treats and 

rewards, 294b
time management

appointments, 247
central principle of, 230, 

237, 238– 39
clarifying values and 

goals, 230– 32
classifying activities, 236– 38
curse of perfectionism, 245
dealing with emails at 

work, 240b
designing week, 235– 36
destroying 

distractions, 239– 41
emails, 240, 240b, 

241b, 245– 46
importance of tasks in, 

236f, 238
interruptions of others, 241
leisure and, 237– 38
loss of control over 

life, 232– 34
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resistance, 238– 39
personal management, 229
personal statement reflecting 

values, 231b
pie chart, 234, 235– 36
routine in, 243– 44
salami principle, 245
thought experiment, 231b
tools and rules of, 

242– 47, 243b
values and goals leading, 

232– 36, 241– 42
websites, 248

Tinbergen, Niko, 301
trade opportunities,  

in negotiation, 363
trainers, supporting  

goals, 216– 17
training, attention, 483– 84b
transcendence, strengths  

and talents, 117t
trauma

dealing with 
nightmares, 653– 55

definition of, 639– 40
facing situations reminiscent 

of, 649
flashbacks and, 652– 53
growing through, 659
immediate reactions to, 640
memories and, 650– 52
ongoing reactions  

to, 640– 41
post- traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), 641, 643
recovery principles, 647b, 

647– 50, 660
re- experiencing the, 642b

returning to the site of, 658
traumatic experiences

anger and, 645
anxiety and, 644
common reactions following, 

642– 43b
common reactions to, 644– 46
depression and, 644
fear and, 644
feeling physically 

unwell, 645– 46
guilt and, 645
injury and, 646
loss and, 644
panic and, 644
shame and, 645
tackling post- traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), 650– 57
use of alcohol or drugs, 646
websites, 660

treats, 287– 97
adding pleasure to your 

life, 288– 92
ideas for, 294b
occasional big, 289– 90
overcoming barriers, 291– 92
permission for, 288– 89
softening unpleasant 

tasks, 290– 91
wrong kinds of, 289

triggers
cue, 189, 380
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of anger, 564– 65, 565b
panic/ panic attacks, 
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problems with past 

experiences, 380
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attitude, 370b
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clarifying future, 452– 54
dealing with reactions 

to, 455– 57
false alarms and, 111– 12
living with, 454– 57
values, 24– 25

unconditional positive  
regard, 333

understanding
chronic pain, 667– 68
depression, 515– 18
experience of loss, 581– 82
how feelings work, 630– 31
panic/ panic attacks, 493– 500
past experiences, 324– 26
responding to feelings 

with, 631
self- , xvi– xvii
underlying pain of 

anger, 565– 66
undervaluing yourself, three  
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unwritten messages, 397
usefulness, creativity  

as, 301– 2

value
attitude, 370b
of creativity, 302– 4
creativity as, 301– 2
current life, 23b
definition, 21b
funeral exercise, 21, 22b
of habits, 186– 89
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leading time 

management, 232– 36
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management, 230
recognizing your, 20– 25
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time management 
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of worry, 444
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559, 570
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616, 641
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Adult, 367– 68
arguments with a 

parent, 375– 76
changing patterns, 379– 80
Child, 367– 68, 371– 72, 372b
common patterns in 

relationships, 379b
excessive dependence 

on, 374– 75
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charge, 378– 80
interfering with current 

relationships, 375– 77
in marital difficulty, 377
Parent, 367– 68, 372, 

373b, 374
past, as blocks to 

self- understanding, 29– 30
questions for unraveling 

meaning of, 380b
recognizing patterns in 

relationships, 377– 78
simplified model of, 367– 68
temper tantrum, 376
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Wall, Patrick, 667
wants, 203
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rule, 157
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in decision- making, 175– 76
in problem- solving, 404– 5
waging war on, 115

week design, time  
management, 235– 36
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anorexia nervosa, 256– 57
body mass index (BMI), 254
bulimia nervosa, 257
as concern, 254
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principles of safe 

dieting, 255– 56

problems of low, 256– 57
safe dieting, 254– 55

well- being, happiness  
and sense of, 274

Wells, Adrian, 485
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Willpower: Why Self- Control is  

the Secret to Success  
(Baumeister and  
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windscreamers, 301
wisdom, strengths and  

talents, 117t
Wish, Outcome, Obstacle,  

Plan (WOOP), reaching  
goals with, 207– 10

wishes, 203
questions to identify, 208b
step in reaching goals, 207

wishful thinking, 140
workplace, applications of  

psychological  
science in, 8– 9

World Health Organization, 664
worry

100- year rule and, 442
action trigger, 438, 440
anxiety and, 437– 41
attention training, 483– 84b
boxing up, 449– 50
building walls around, 450
calculator and, 444
clarifying uncertainties  

about future, 452– 54
coping rehearsal, 440
dealing with 

persistent, 446– 52
decision tree, 447, 448f
helpfulness of, 440



Index | 72 7 

lesser of two evils, 440
living with 

uncertainty, 454– 57
measuring rod and, 442– 44
ridding yourself of, 441– 46
self- perpetuating process  

of, 440– 41
strategies for letting go  

of, 446– 50
turning to others for  

help, 457– 58
unimportant, 442– 44
unlikely and, 445
unresolved and, 445– 46

use of, 438, 440
ways worry affects  

you, 438, 439b
websites, 459

worry- free zones, 450
worry- outcome diary, 453
worry time, 450
worth, attitude, 370b
writers’ block, creativity  

and, 316– 17

Zeigarnik effect, 112, 221
Zeigarnik naggings, 222
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