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Introduction


My name is Dr Colman Noctor. In addition to being a father of three children and a mental health lecturer, I have a busy psychotherapy practice, facilitate workplace well-being seminars, write a weekly column in the Irish Examiner and am a monthly contributor to the Ray Darcy Show on RTÉ Radio One. The demand for mental health support has soared in recent years, and I have always tried to disseminate my advice as widely as I can. During the global pandemic that began in 2020, I even took the leap into podcasting, compiling over 30 hours of advice on the Asking for a Parent podcast as a resource that anyone could access.


While working in the mental health field over the last 25 years, I have developed a no-nonsense approach to my clinical practice and teaching that tries to incorporate the real-world stories of people I have worked with to inform my understanding of mental health and well-being.


At the heart of my work is the belief that before you address a psychological or emotional issue, you first need to understand it. I try to provide simple explanations for complex mental health problems in the hope that creating a better understanding of the origin of someone’s distress will help them to apply the practical solutions they need to manage it.


Over the last few years, we have all had to manage the unprecedented challenges of the global pandemic, climate crises, global conflict and rising inflation. These were, and continue to be, extreme and uncertain times. They often trigger extreme reactions, and negotiating them effectively requires a psychological skill set. Referrals to my psychotherapy practice have soared. In an average week in 2019, I received around five email queries from people looking for support. Since mid 2020, I have been receiving about twenty queries a week, and this does not show any sign of abating.


The main reasons people have for contacting me involve difficulties relating to anxiety. To attribute this to the pandemic would be inaccurate, as anxiety levels in our communities have been rising steadily for over a decade. But this trajectory has not been helped by recent global events. The last few years have been like a proverbial game of snakes and ladders, where we have found ourselves catapulted into isolation and freedom with unsettling regularity. When it came to our mood, anxiety, work, exercise, relationships, alcohol use or eating, it was understandable that our sense of balance was lost.


While trying to offer support to people who were contacting me during this time, I began to recognise a consistent theme in the problems people were presenting with, and there was also a predictability to the advice I was giving them to manage their concerns. It became clear that everyone who was coming to see me was doing ‘too much’ of one thing or ‘too little’ of something else, and this consolidated for me the importance of psychological ‘balance’ and emotional ‘equilibrium’.


It is a well-worn mantra that moderation is important for our mental health, but there is very little direction out there around how we can achieve and maintain moderation. Knowing what we need to do and actually doing it are two very different things.


I was struck by how so many people were struggling to achieve balance in their lives, and I began to think about the possible reasons for this trend. It soon became obvious that our contemporary society endorses anything but moderation. When we sit back and think about it, the constant messaging we hear, from almost every source, tells us we can ‘be anything we want to be’. The sociocultural narratives drive us to ‘make an impact’ and coerce us to ‘strive for the extraordinary’.


This powerful narrative normalises excess, and I believe this is a big part of the problem. What if we are being guided to follow the wrong map? What if ‘the ordinary’ is where most of us need to be?


The belief that we must be extraordinary and make an ‘impact’ causes us to become consumed with performance and with validation by others. This has led to hyperinflated expectations, with the result that we believe ‘average’ is no longer good enough. At times, average has even become synonymous with ‘bad’.


By definition, average is where most of us will reside. If we associate average with bad, then the vast majority of us will be consigned to a state of discontent, not because our lives are ostensibly bad, but because our expectations have been manipulated and we have lost all sense of ‘enough’.


Having a sense of enough is crucial to contentment and essential for us to establish the three core concepts of self-value, self-belief and self-worth. Self-worth is determined by our relationship with ourselves; therefore, a good sense of enough is crucial to creating a healthy relationship with ourselves.


Over the course of my writing, teaching and broadcasting experience, there has been one approach that has received unanimously positive feedback from people I have met. This is the principle of the 4–7 zone, which I believe can help everyone to manage their mental lives a little better. As a result of its popularity and effectiveness, I have tried to capture that approach in this book. The 4–7 zone is not designed just to assist anyone who is struggling with mental health problems – I hope it will also be a support for anyone who is negotiating life’s challenges. It is designed to maintain mental fitness in a world that demands psychological and emotional agility, and I believe it has the potential, if used proactively, to manage readers’ experiences of stress, perhaps even sparing them the need to attend for psychotherapy.
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PART ONE


A Culture of Anxiety: How Did We Get Here?













CHAPTER ONE


A Culture of Anxiety


WHAT IS MENTAL WELL-BEING?


When I ask people what the term ‘mental well-being’ means or what they understand being ‘mentally healthy’ looks like, the most common answer I get is ‘to be happy’. But when we then talk about what it means to be ‘happy’, many describe a euphoric image of someone smiling or laughing.


I usually follow this with the question ‘How much of your life do you believe you spend, or should spend, happy like that?’ The answers are usually that it is somewhere in the 75 to 90 per cent range, and most people are shocked to hear that we probably spend less than 2 per cent of our lives in such a state of euphoric happiness. The reality is that this kind of happiness is a transient experience which, though very pleasant, is quite sparse.


This might sound like a very negative outlook, but if we expect to be smiling and laughing 90 per cent of the time, yet in reality only feel like that 2 per cent of the time, then 88 per cent of the time we are going to feel disgruntled, hard done by or disenfranchised.


Freud supposedly said that ‘the most we can hope for is the misery of everyday life’. Admittedly, this does not sound optimistic or chirpy, but in essence it was more accurate than some of the modern-day Instagram slogans that suggest we should be ‘living our best life’ all the time, which is utterly impossible and misleading.


The most accurate formula for happiness is:


Reality – Expectation = Happiness


The gap between our expectations and reality is the space where unhappiness, anxiety and disgruntlement exist. Unfortunately, there is very little we can do about reality – ‘it is what it is’ – but what we can do is adjust our expectations to try to reduce this gap.


One of the reasons I believe mental distress is so pronounced is that our societal pressures are driving our expectations while our emotional realities are lagging significantly behind. I believe that if we are to attempt to make improvements in our collective mental health, it is not about building more mental health clinics. Instead, it is about trying to stem the societal pressures that are driving our expectations. There is a need to promote a counternarrative that states that ‘average is OK’, ‘discomfort is to be expected’, and ‘coping skills are developed through coping’.


The flip side of this dynamic is that we tend to pathologise feelings that are not what we expect them to be. By this, I mean that we sometimes interpret worry as ‘anxiety’ and periods of sadness as ‘depression’. There is a well-worn slogan that has gained some traction in recent years promoting the idea that ‘it’s OK to not be OK’. This was well intended, encouraging people to be open and to talk about their emotional distress. But by the same token, we also need to promote the idea that ‘it’s OK to be OK’ too. This idea of ‘OK’ is an interesting one, because I worry that it is no longer deemed enough to be OK, and that being OK falls far short of how we expect ourselves to be. However, it is my view that most of our life is spent in the OK range of experiences, and that if we make OK not OK, we may be creating a bigger problem than we initially attempted to solve.


So, can I feel sad and still be mentally healthy, and worry and still have a degree of mental well-being? The answer is yes.


An important distinction to make explicit at the beginning of this book is that not all worry is anxiety and not all sadness is depression.


We will all experience what could be described as ‘mental health problems’ or ‘mental distress’ in our lives. These experiences are a normal part of life and can occur as a result of several life stressors such as bereavement, a relationship breakdown or any stressful event that visits our lives. Inevitably, there are going to be periods when we will feel sad and worried, and this is normal too. These experiences do not mean that we are mentally unhealthy or that we lack mental well-being; they are merely aspects of the human experience of living.


Usually, when we feel worried and sad about something, the support of our family and friends – in addition to our internal coping mechanisms – tends to get us through it. However, when these feelings of worry and sadness do not respond to these supports, but instead continue to persist past a point that would be considered normal, they may evolve into a mental disorder such as anxiety or depression.


When worry and stress persist and don’t seem to be responding to the support mechanisms in place, it may well be that our experiences are evolving into ‘symptoms’ and mental health disorders. However, with no definitive measurement of mental health symptoms, it is up to our observations to determine whether our experiences are problematic or to be expected. It would be convenient if we could do an antigen test for anxiety, or take a blood test for depression levels. But these are not available to us, and so determining the extent of mental distress is completely down to our knowledge of what is normal or abnormal. But ‘what is normal’ is up for debate.


When people who are experiencing mental distress contact me, they all have the same question: ‘Is what I am experiencing normal?’ A lot of what I do is concerned with determining what is normal and what is not. The skill set required for this involves being able to assess someone and identify if this is likely to resolve of its own accord, is something that requires some minor adjustments in behaviour or understanding, or is something that requires more intensive intervention. If brought to my attention early, most cases will respond positively to some slight adjustments. However, if something has been festering for a long time, then the more intensive options are almost always required.


What a lot of people do not realise is that it is often not the severity of the distressing experience that determines its classification, but the length of time it has been around. Take grief, for example. To feel distraught and hopeless after the loss of someone dear to you is utterly understandable. However, if this feeling persists indefinitely, then a mental health problem like an ‘abnormal grief reaction’ may be present.


If you visit a friend who has just had a relationship break-up and they are upset at home, tearful, listening to Adele songs and eating ice cream, you wouldn’t call the GP and get a referral to a psychiatrist. Why not? Your friend is tearful, hopeless and unable to function. The likely response is that this is normal given the experience she has just had. However, if you went back to visit her 12 months later and she was still tearful, hopeless, listening to the same Adele songs and eating ice cream, then you might rightly suggest that she needs to see someone. This is not because her symptoms are any different, but because the length of time they have been around suggests she is not coping.


The length of time that something is present and not improving is decisive in determining the extent of the issue. This is where the importance of coping strategies comes into focus. How we cope and respond to adversity is crucially important in determining our mental health outcomes, and is therefore worthy of further exploration.


WHAT ARE COPING STRATEGIES?


‘Coping strategies’ are what we employ to respond to and survive adversity and maintain perspective. Coping strategies are used when a circumstance demands that we find a way of managing, getting through or processing an event. Our external supports like family and friends are crucial components of coping, but our intrapersonal coping strategies are internal, and so can be a little more complex to understand.


To cope effectively, most situations require a calm and thoughtful approach. This is often hard to access when we are emotionally upset. There is a far greater risk of us ‘reacting’ rather than ‘responding’ when we are distressed. If something happens that requires us to cope, it has most likely agitated a negative feeling within ourselves. It may be an event that causes us to feel upset, angry, frustrated, confused or hysterical. These powerful emotional reactions often trigger what is known as the ‘emotional mind’. The emotional mind is all about reaction. It is a polarised mindset that often wants to react extremely. When someone upsets us or makes us angry, we often want to banish them from our lives or respond in a dramatic, emotional way that conveys our upset explicitly. However, in almost every situation, the emotional mind is a poor responder. Emotions cloud our judgement, and often a time of crisis is not the best time to make decisions. What is called for is a response, not a reaction.


A response is a measured and thoughtful retort to an emotional situation. Even though the ability to respond may not be accessible in the heat of the situation, we can still employ it after the fact. The response is coming from a place of balance. It has allowed the emotion of the situation to pass and has been able to provide a thoughtful assessment of what is the best course of action.


Chapter Two will introduce the 4–7 zone, outlining how that concept can be utilised to help you to respond rather than react following a reflection on your priorities.


THE RESILIENCE MYTH


Resilience


The capacity to withstand or to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness (Oxford Dictionaries)


‘Resilience’ is one of the most misunderstood concepts in contemporary language. Resilience is not something you develop because you have had to face hard things that happen to you in your life. It is not the case that the tougher your life has been, the more resilient you will become. Adversity does not determine resilience; resilience determines how we cope with adversity. Resilience is an internal mechanism that is used to respond appropriately and proportionately to the difficulties in our lives. It is about how we can bounce back, manage and process challenging experiences. Resilience is informed by a good relationship with ourselves that contains balance and authenticity, and it is our self-worth, self-value and self-belief that determine our levels of resilience.


Anxiety tries to work in opposition to resilience. It makes us do two things: overestimate the challenge and underestimate our ability. Resilience allows us to put the challenge in perspective and bolsters our belief in our ability by providing us with evidence as to why we can get through this experience. To be resilient, we must seek to put the challenge in perspective and reassure ourselves of our ability. We need to access our reserves of self-worth to dilute the intensity of the experience and bolster our belief in our capacity to manage it. We may have to say to ourselves, ‘OK, that didn’t go so well, but my life’s happiness does not depend on this moment and therefore I must put this challenge in perspective, and I need to remind myself that I’m a good person, that I’m trying my best and that my intentions and choices were the best I could do at the time.’ By doing this, we bolster our self-worth and our own ability.


Being able to apply a reasonable perspective and reassure ourselves of our capacity to manage situations is the hallmark of a resilient approach. Resilience is being able to see things for what they are and react proportionately to events. The pillars of being able to apply this approach involve self-worth, self-value and self-belief; and balance and authenticity.


THE LENS THROUGH WHICH WE SEE THE WORLD


What determines our anxiety levels is often our tendency to overestimate challenges, underestimate our abilities, react disproportionately to life events and struggle with our self-worth. All of these factors influence, and are influenced by, the lens through which we see the world.


The importance of this lens cannot be underestimated, as it is crucial to our resilience, our management of anxiety and our relationship with ourselves and others. If we want to become better at coping with adversity, we need to adjust this lens, because it is crucially important to maintaining mental well-being, coping with adversity and developing resilience.


Society plays a role in distorting the lens through which we see the world. Stress is pervasive and prolific throughout our society. Everything we hear, see and experience tends to distort our understanding of our importance and value. Advertisers tell us that if we don’t have this particular product, it will be the end of the world: ‘If you don’t have this deodorant you’ll never find a girl’; ‘If you don’t have this shampoo, your hair is going to fall out.’ What society tries to do is to conflate what we want and what we need. If we’re not able to challenge this messaging and distinguish this difference, then we can lose control over our own choices and get confused over what is important and what is not – over our needs and our wants.


It’s important to ask the question Who holds that control over our perceptions? If we allow advertisers and social media content makers to hold this control, it can make us think that the small stuff is big. The biggest difference in this dynamic in recent years is that our desires and expectations are no longer being manipulated just by advertising companies trying to sell us a product; we are being exposed to our peers doing the same thing. It is no longer a case of us reading celebrity magazines and wishing we lived in Hollywood; now we are looking at our neighbours’ Instagram feeds and wishing we had a new fireplace.


The more content we are exposed to, the greater the chance of heightened anxiety and an increase in discontent, and as soon as we lose power over our choices, we lose our capacity to manage anxiety.


OVERCORRECTION IS THE ENEMY OF REGULATION


One of the key aspects of maintaining good mental well-being is ‘regulation’. Regulation, by definition, means controlling the rate of something so that it works properly. This process is key to maintaining a physical, psychological and social equilibrium. But equilibrium is not achieved by one extreme action countering a polar opposite extreme action. Such a dynamic creates an ‘overcorrection’ and a flipping-of-the-dial scenario, where people end up being catapulted between two extremes.


It sometimes seems tempting to try to overcorrect, as we hope that it will undo what we have done before. A classic example of an overcorrection we can all relate to is when someone overindulges in food and drink over the Christmas period and then tries to engage in a strict dieting regime in January. This overcorrection is a classic example of attempting to make dramatic changes that are in most cases unsustainable and inevitably result in ‘dysregulation’ and failure.


Overcorrection is not new. It can be observed throughout history. If we think about the concept of privacy, there was a time when people were tight-lipped about certain things like their voting habits or earnings, whereas now many seem to divulge almost everything around these issues. Take the subject of sexuality and sexual expression. This was a taboo and repressed aspect of human communication for decades, whereas now there seems to be a theme of oversexualisation in contemporary culture. In many ways, history has always taught us that overcorrections happen and that the dial gets flipped too much in the other direction.


This pattern is evident in human behaviour too. Many of us look to make radical or dramatic changes in our lives, and contemporary culture seems to promote this response. Everything we see is promoting a faster, better way to achieve our goals. But the nature of these faster, better strategies is that they are, more often than not, extreme. They are also shortcuts. Many of us are looking for shortcuts because we have become accustomed to them being available to us. There is no shortage of advertisements for six-pack abs in six weeks, pain relief that gets rid of your headache in four minutes, and five steps to happiness. These shortcuts appeal to our desire for gratification, but they overlook the importance of fulfilment.


The immediacy of the shortcut or the extreme option is appealing because, collectively, we have experienced a lack of patience. This may be in part due to the technology narrative that promotes speed and convenience. The promise of the removal of boredom or waiting is rampant in our societal messaging. The promise of next-day delivery, six-pack abs or a beach body in four weeks is alluring. But this messaging also feeds into our view of ourselves. A lot of the self-help narratives promise a better you. You can have ‘more happiness’, ‘more success’, ‘more popularity’, ‘more confidence’ or ‘more peace of mind’. But all this emphasis on ‘more’ makes us focus on what we perceive we lack. This book is not a guidebook to happiness. It is a guide to not feeling unnecessarily unhappy. With all the emphasis on what we lack, we lose our concept of enough, and amid that disorientation, we look to extreme shortcuts to fix it – whatever ‘it’ is.


The ‘it’ is important, because when I talk to people who are anxious or sad and ask them about what would help them the most, the answer is often to ‘not feel as anxious’ or ‘not feel so sad’. The answer to these questions may not be to find something external to ourselves to ‘make us feel less anxious or sad’. Perhaps it is to reframe the experiences that we feel are causing our anxiety or sadness.


All success and failure are subject to perception. What we base our marker for success/failure on will determine our experience of it. It is my view that the baseline markers for success and failure are what are inaccurate, and therefore our sadness and anxiety are related to that problem as much as anything else. I have noticed that many more people are defining success and failure in very concrete terms. It is like there is a belief that success is somewhere between 90 and 100 per cent, and that this is what we all need to aim for. However, this approach by default suggests that everything below 90 per cent is failure, and this belief is distorting our expectations and increasing our feelings of ‘falling short’. In reality, success and failure exist on a much more forgiving continuum, and there are many different degrees of success that we need to consider. It is for this reason that our baseline markers for what constitutes success must be determined by each individual and not influenced by the narrative of others. We must have some say in what we determine success to be, what we are happy with, and what we consider failure to be too. This allows us to regain some control over our understanding of contentment and enough.


Of course, this is not the case in every scenario. For people who have experienced genuine tragedy, their extreme emotional experiences are completely rational and not a result of a misunderstanding or distorted expectation. But often what we experience as ‘real’ is influenced greatly by the world around us. It is well known that our reality is greatly influenced by – and experienced and understood in relation to – the culture and society in which we live. Therefore, it stands to reason that concepts like happiness, sadness and anxiety will be defined by the world around us in a particular moment in time.


Therefore, if I describe myself as ‘depressed’, I can only do this based on my understanding of what that word means. Likewise, if I describe myself as ‘happy’, that can only relate to my understanding of what happiness is. Michelle Obama is known for her statement that ‘if you can see it, you can be it’ when she talks about the importance of female role models. This statement is very true in many contexts. ‘If you see it, you can be it’ then places a lot of power and influence on what we can see and how we interpret what we see. Therefore, concepts of happiness, sadness and anxiety are dependent upon how those concepts are constructed by our society.


If I were to show you a chair and ask you, ‘What is this?’, you would most likely say, ‘A chair.’ Then I might ask, ‘Why do you think it is a chair?’, to which you might reply, ‘Because it looks like a chair and because you sit on it.’ If I challenged that by stating, ‘But it could also be used as a stepladder to reach something, or a weapon if I threw it at someone, so why do you say it is a chair?’, eventually, you might conclude that the only reason why you understood that the object was a chair was because you were told by someone else that it was called a chair.


This suggests that language makes things real, and that many concepts like ‘happiness’, ‘sadness’, ‘worry’ and ‘anxiety’ are determined by language. Our understanding of language determines our realities and our experiences of them, and therefore it is really important to clarify and challenge the narratives that influence our understanding of concepts. Perhaps the reason we feel unhappy is not that our lives are unhappy, but that the notion of happiness that we have been sold is inaccurate.


Let me explain using the following example.


I was treating a young girl who was referred to me following a very serious attempt she had made to take her own life. It is customary to try to gather a collateral history when you meet someone in a therapeutic setting, to get a sense of the origin of their distress. This young woman seemed to have an objectively idyllic history. She had a loving family and good friends, and she appeared popular and charismatic. She was a strong student at school and a decent sportsperson. Perplexed by the absence of any obvious stressors to explain her unhappiness, I continued to ask some more probing questions about her past. She stopped me and said, ‘Colman, my problems are not in my past. They are in my future.’ Intrigued, I asked her to elaborate on what she meant by that. She replied, ‘What do I have to look forward to in my life? I am going to finish college, get a job, maybe meet someone and have some kids, and die. That’s not enough for me.’


At first, I felt somewhat affronted, as this intolerable existence she was describing was almost a direct description of my current life. I asked her to tell me more about it. She described how she felt she had ‘already messed up’ her life, how she ‘hadn’t made any impact’, and how she doubted she ever would. She described being utterly dissatisfied with the mundane nature of life, saying she needed ‘more’. She said she had an ‘intolerance of normal’.


My first instinct was to become immediately judgemental of this view. My thoughts ran off about the rise of ‘millennial entitlement’ and how ‘the world has gone mad’, but after that momentary internal lapse, I asked her to explain this to me a little more. She went on to explain how she had spent much of her time on social media sites and had been consumed by some of the content there. She had become convinced that she suffered from an ‘allergy to boredom’, which is something she had come across and which she felt she could relate to. She was told that this affliction affects certain people who are destined for greatness and who cannot tolerate the mundaneness of life. She was convinced that she was destined for a life of dissatisfaction, as she ‘was one of those people’. Some of the conversations that ensued had some philosophical references about the meaninglessness of life and the insignificance of being normal, but these perspectives lacked any depth and were more akin to a series of slogans than any coherent perspective.


When I left the session, I was utterly confused. I was not sure how I felt about what I had just heard. There was a risk of becoming dismissive of this girl’s situation, as it bore no resemblance to my concept of the world and meaning. However, I spoke about the case in my supervision session, which is where therapists go for therapy, and my supervisor asked me to consider whether my difference in perspective was of any benefit to this young woman’s feelings of sadness. When I thought about it, it wasn’t. No matter how much I disagreed with the world view this young woman held, the impact of it on her life and perspective was real. Therefore, the risk of her making another attempt on her life was also real. I had to meet this young woman where she was, not where I wanted her to be.


This case highlighted for me how damaging the warped narrative around what we understand as happiness and sadness can be, and how vulnerable we all are to what others determine is enough for us. The volume and transformative impact of these narratives can mean that they influence not only how we see the world, but how we see ourselves. The powerful messaging of promoting shortcuts and selling extremes is negatively impacting the lens through which we see the world, and it is not only the professional influencers that are distorting our world view; we are doing it to each other.


When the world that used to promote the approach of ‘expect the worst and whatever happens will be a bonus’ flips the dial and overcorrects to ‘you can be anything you want to be once you give up the belief that you can’t have it’, then we have a problem. These are extreme perspectives of the world that are fuelling anxiety, unhappiness and confusion.


This book teaches us how we can take the power back, decide for ourselves what is important, and consequently develop a resilient approach to life’s challenges and decide on our ‘enough’.










CHAPTER TWO


An Introduction to the 4–7 Zone


LEARNING FROM THE PEOPLE I NEVER SEE


The following paragraphs are an introduction to a strategy that will help you to manage your mental fitness, build your resilience levels and hopefully prevent you from ever needing to attend for psychotherapeutic support. As mentioned in the introduction to this book, I noticed that all the people attending my psychotherapy clinic were doing too much or too little of something, or a combination of both. And I found that in most of the advice I was giving to my clients there was a theme of encouraging them to regain a sense of balance in their lives.


It is common when experiencing difficult or stressful life events to believe that an extreme reaction or response is required. When we are experiencing challenges in our lives, the thought of having to respond to or manage these events is sometimes overwhelming, and so we may choose to ignore the need to make any changes, engaging instead in a state of avoidance. When I was trying to get an understanding of people’s struggles, I would ask them to rate their experiences or behaviours out of 10. This allowed me to get a sense of the extent of their behaviours and provided me with some insight into their own perspective on the problem. In some cases, it became clear that people were overdoing an aspect of their lives or underdoing another aspect, or a combination of both, which was compounding their difficulties and, in most cases, making the situation worse.


What became obvious and predictable was that the people who were coming to see me for help to overcome a psychological challenge in their lives were almost always functioning and rating themselves in the 1–3 or 8–10 zones. Nobody who came to me for help rated themselves as functioning in the 4–7 zone. I began to realise there was a pattern which suggested that the 1–3 and 8–10 zones could be understood as ‘the danger zones’ when it comes to our mental well-being, by default proving that the 4–7 zone was the optimal zone of psychological and emotional safety.


When you take a step back, it makes sense that the 4–7 zone is the safest place to be. When we are engaging in moderate feelings, thinking and behaviour, we are being rational and therefore least likely to become overwhelmed or disengaged. Most people who are experiencing emotional distress find themselves becoming overwhelmed, and engage in either obsessive rumination or avoidant disengagement. And no matter what the origin for the distress is, when the reaction is extreme it tends not to end well.


Many people who are experiencing distress will see their options as polarised and ask which extreme response they should make. Invariably, my answer is that their response should be somewhere in the middle. In the case of ‘I am unsure whether this relationship is for me and so I feel compelled to either make it the most perfect relationship ever or break up’, the best response is neither of those options. If we are worried about our child’s academic performance and we wonder, ‘Should I get them a load of grinds, or should we just move to a different school?’, again the response is often neither of these polarised options. It may not be news to many people that the moderate response is probably the best option and the one we should strive for, but in many cases, we fail to respond that way. It sounds simple, so why is it so hard?


I believe it is because everything about our culture tends to drive us towards excess, and unrealistically inflates our expectations. The narrative of living your best life, being extraordinary and making an impact is driving us to have unrealistic expectations of ourselves, our lives and other people. These wider narratives are normalising excess. Phrases like ‘unlimited’, ‘all-you-can-eat data’, and ‘binge watching’ are pervasive across society, causing us to lose all sense of enough.


When we are told that every uncomfortable or undesirable situation can be bypassed by a quick fix, it can leave us feeling intolerant of life’s ups and downs and compelled to try to fix everything. There is an expectation that we should never be bored, tired or unfulfilled, and if we do experience any of these things, then there is a life hack available to overcome them. These solutions often involve a dramatic gesture that will bring about monumental changes in our lives and inevitably make us ‘happy’.


Unfortunately, our emotional lives do not work well with extremes and shortcuts. The modern-day narrative is driven by the attraction of speed and convenience, and these are not terms that fit well with emotional change. The reality is that life can be difficult sometimes, and uncomfortable emotions are part of the life experience. They have a purpose, and they need to be managed and negotiated, not bypassed or fixed. If we were to believe the extreme mental health narratives we hear, we would all believe that we have a set of mental disorders that require immediate attention. However, as I mentioned already, it is important to realise that not all worry is anxiety and not all sadness is depression. Feeling worried and sad over the course of our life’s journey is not only normal and acceptable; it is to be expected. The question is, how do we navigate these experiences successfully?


I believe the 4–7 zone approach is a practical way to help us all to do that, as a strategy aimed at providing us with a template for balance and priority. In a society that normalises excess and encourages us to sweat the small stuff, there has never been more of a need for us to ground ourselves in meaningfulness and solidity. The 4–7 zone will assist us to remind ourselves of our need to recalibrate, achieve a sense of equilibrium and reground ourselves in the aspects of our lives that matter to us.


ACHIEVING MODERATION AND PRIORITY


The first mechanism for achieving a sense of enough is the 4–7 zone. The beauty of this technique is its simplicity, and there are no apps, guides or gadgets needed. A pen and a piece of paper might help, but that’s it. The 4–7 zone simply asks you to periodically take a moment out of your day and rate different aspects of your life between 1 and 10.


Over recent years, we have got used to self-testing. Throughout the pandemic, we regularly completed temperature checks and antigen tests to make sure we were physically OK. The same principle was not afforded to our mental well-being, which was also under threat in those times. It was over the course of the pandemic that I got to see the 4–7 zone in action in my own life, and it was my ‘go-to’ strategy for navigating the pandemic and maintaining a sense of balance, perspective and equilibrium in a period loaded with extremes.


This 4–7 zone was something that a number of my clients referenced as a ‘game changer’ in terms of managing their mental anguish too. It was this feedback that convinced me that this was something worth sharing with others. If something so simple could have such an extensive impact on people who were struggling so much, then surely it could be something that could be useful to many others. I believe that the 4–7 zone can be incorporated into our lives to assist us in our work–life balance, diet and exercise habits, parenting approaches, social activity and intimate relationships.


HOW DOES THE 4–7 ZONE WORK?


Take a moment to consider any aspect of your life that you are finding challenging or are struggling to negotiate. Then consider the intensity or magnitude of your response to it and rate it out of 10.


If, for example, you are going through a stressful period of your life and you rate yourself in the 1–3 or 8–10 zones of any area of your life, then you have to ask if this response is appropriate or proportionate to this circumstance. Perhaps you are struggling with a sense of being overwhelmed with the demands of your life. When you complete the mental health check, you realise that you are not getting enough sleep (2/10), you are not getting enough exercise (1/10), and your degree of worry and rumination about the stresses in your life is too high (9/10). This quick self-assessment will reveal the problem areas that may be compounding your experience of stress.


Then you need to reflect on how long you have been in these 1–3 or 8–10 zones and try to estimate how long this might need to continue. Some life events are high-octane events and require a 1–3 or 8–10 response. However, if you realise that you have been in the outer zones for a longer period than you should be, or if you realise that the situation does not merit that level of reaction, then you may need to do something to change that. Often when we feel overwhelmed we react by blaming either ourselves or other people entirely. This is one of the biggest mistakes we can make, because most life circumstances are difficult because of a combination of factors, and very rarely just one.


So, rating our own evaluation or response to the stress is important. If we are stressed because of events in our work life, we may tend to apportion all the blame to ourselves and conclude that we are feeling stressed because we are not good enough. Alternatively, we may apportion all of the blame to other people and feel victimised, therefore believing that everyone is against us. Both responses are in the danger zones of 1–3 or 8–10 and are unhelpful. If your self-criticism is 9–10, then this is an unhealthy response and needs to be addressed, and if your sense of responsibility for the challenges you are experiencing is in the 1–3 zone, this too is equally unhelpful. Despite not always being responsible for the events that occur in our lives, we are always responsible for how we react and respond to them. Therefore, where life stress is inevitable and unavoidable, allowing this stress to impact on our sleep, exercise and self-criticism is utterly influenced by our own responses.


We will inevitably find ourselves in the 1–3 or 8–10 zones, because that’s just what life does. The objective of the 4–7 zone is not about avoiding entry into the 1–3 or 8–10 zones. That would be impossible. Life events inevitably cause us to find ourselves there. The important thing is to be able to identify this early and assess whether this is a proportionate reaction to the event and whether the length of time we are spending in the 1–3 or 8–10 zones is sustainable. We then need to try to find a way of getting back to the 4–7 zone as soon as we can. Problems don’t arise because we enter the 1–3 or 8–10 zones; they arise when we stay in these zones for too long.


If you can manage to spend most of your time in the 4–7 zone – the mid-range of scores – in terms of your work–life balance, family life, diet, exercise and sleep, and if you aim to ‘respond or react’ to life events within the 4–7 zone, then the likelihood is that from a mental well-being point of view, all will be well.


HOW IS THE 4–7 ZONE DIFFERENT FROM OTHER SELF-HELP STRATEGIES?


In recent years, we have seen a big movement towards strategies such as mindfulness and meditation when it comes to maintaining our mental well-being. While I can appreciate that many people have found these approaches transformative in terms of their mental health, they are not for everyone.


I have been asked many times why I don’t promote mindfulness-based approaches more in my work and writing, and the simple reason is that they don’t seem to work for me. Any time I have mentioned this to my colleagues, who incidentally are fans of mindfulness methods, they just tell me I am not doing it right. This may be true, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I still don’t find them useful.


I have tried these interventions before, but I find that the need to be still and to focus intensely on a sound or sensation makes me more rather than less anxious. I am not a good person for stillness at the best of times. I am always active, and I describe myself as an ‘active relaxer’. My way of unwinding or switching off is by playing tag rugby or five-a-side football. During these times, I am thinking about nothing else other than the game. The trials and tribulations of my life are not in my head when I am playing a sport, and so for me it is the perfect distraction.


While I believe we all need some distraction, I have become concerned that almost all of the mental health interventions being promoted at the moment are solely distraction-based strategies. Of course, distraction offers us a temporary and much-needed respite from our overactive, worried minds, but I would question at what point we need to cease distracting ourselves and address the origin of our distress. Some distraction-based interventions seem to inadvertently promote the idea that we should never need to experience emotional pain or discomfort. While I advocate for active relaxation strategies that temporarily remove us from the dimension of worry, they are not a long-term solution. Interventions need to also incorporate some instruction on how to deal with or address the source of our stress.


This is where the 4–7 zone is different. The 4–7 zone works off the principle that worry and stress and emotional discomfort are normal. They are our mind’s way of communicating that something in our life is out of balance. They are necessary. It is important to try to not let these emotions get out of hand and dominate our experiences, but it is equally unwise to dismiss, ignore or try to distract ourselves away from them indefinitely. Sometimes we need to tune in to emotional distress and try to interpret what it might be indicating to us. More often than not, emotional distress is made worse by how we think about it, so making alterations to how we think about it is key to resolving it.


The way we tend to think about emotional distress is part of a faulty feedback loop in our brains that makes emotional distress worse. For example, if you get anxious about a pending social engagement, your brain will give you a signal that you are anxious. This often triggers a negative thinking cycle that says, ‘I shouldn’t feel anxious. I am such a loser for feeling anxious.’ Now you are spiralling into a state of being anxious about being anxious. This is having a knock-on effect on your self-worth. You may begin to convince yourself that there’s something wrong with you. ‘Why am I such a loser? Why am I feeling anxious about something so simple? Nobody else gets anxious about these things.’ Now you are self-diagnosing that feeling anxious means that you have a deficit or that there is something wrong with you. You begin to focus on what you lack. The spiralling rumination and overthinking are creating more and more anxiety. Distraction-based initiatives could encourage you to focus on something small, like a sound or a sensation, and this grounding might interrupt the rumination loop and allow you to feel calmer. Until the next time.


The 4–7 zone encourages you to take a moment when you start to feel anxious. It does not advocate a distraction away from the source of your worry. Instead, it demands that you question the validity of it. It promotes this validity-testing by introducing context and perspective into the equation. It supports you to access your thinking mind and try to engage in a rational assessment of your emotional mind’s experience. It may well be that the social engagement is anxiety provoking and the response you are having, based on previous bad social experiences, is valid. Maybe your experience of anxiety is an appropriate response to the situation. If that is the case, then this spares you from berating yourself for being weak and prevents you from diagnosing yourself as having ‘something wrong’ with you. Instead, it confirms for you that you are human and that these human responses are understandable. It doesn’t suggest that you shouldn’t think about the anxious situation anymore. Rather, it suggests you reframe how you are thinking about it.


If, upon reflection, you conclude that your anxious reaction is not warranted and is an overreaction to the impending social event, then you need to challenge the anxious lens through which you are seeing the world. Demand the evidence for why you need to feel so anxious. Reassure yourself that a feeling is not a fact and that the event in question is not the end of the world. Reframe the experience by asking yourself, ‘Does my life’s happiness depend on this moment?’ When the answer is no, then try your best to think differently about your emotional response, accept it as part of the process of living and try to place it within perspective and context. This approach is not distraction-based; it is action-based.


Accept that this will be difficult the first few times. You are trying to rewire a cognitive pathway, and this is going to take time and practice. Cognitive pathways are powerful things. Think about how you drive your car, brush your teeth or dry yourself after a shower. These are examples of established cognitive pathways. Because you have repeated the same routine over and over again, it becomes automatic. When you drive your car, you do it almost subconsciously. Have you ever bought a new car where the indicators and the window wipers are on a different side from what you were used to in your old car? For the first few weeks, every time it rains, you will signal to turn right, and when you are turning right, you will put on the window wipers. This is the result of a cognitive pathway. Even though you know the operational levers are on the other side, you will continue to automatically reach for the wrong one. Anxious responses are cognitive pathways too, and so they take time to be rewired. The only way you can change a cognitive pathway is by changing the habit. Distracting yourself every time you use the wrong lever won’t change the habit; it will only help you to get less upset about making the mistake.
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“This book is as close as you will get to a road map for being human.” ~~~ + <~







