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            From Australia’s Dr Happy, this is a guidebook to the power of becoming a bit more lost – to getting out of our own heads and going off the beaten track.

            Dr Tim Sharp has been researching, writing and speaking about happiness for decades, as one of Australia’s leaders of the positive psychology movement. But in recent years, he’s realised that maybe he’s been a bit more lost than he wanted to admit. According to a large and growing body of research, that might actually be a good thing.

            Packed with psychological insights, practical tips and personal stories from Tim’s life, Lost and Found shows us the value of getting ‘lost’ to improve our resilience and mental health. By wandering outdoors in nature, or letting our minds do the wandering by sitting with negative thoughts or unpleasant emotions, we allow ourselves to become more authentic and vulnerable. By becoming lost, we find our true selves.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Praise for Lost and Found


            ‘Dr Happy’s book is like having a friendly tour guide: he’s been to the dark places, he’s been lost and found his way home again. Tim sharing his experience and wisdom in a relatable way made me feel okay with the days I have felt profoundly lost in my own life. It’s beautiful.’ – Alison Daddo

            ‘Lost and Found is bursting with enough lightbulb moments to power a city. This is the path to a life well lived.’ – Tracey Spicer

            ‘Dr Tim Sharp is the living embodiment of blazing an authentic trail through the forest of life. These pages are profoundly transformative.’ – Dr Rebecca Ray, bestselling author of Setting Boundaries

            ‘As a person who spent many of their early years lost, I can fully appreciate the potential of this wonderful book to change many lives for the better. Tim’s combination of personal and professional experience, innovative analytics and wide-ranging research weaves a powerful narrative that is as compelling as it is practical.’ – Dr Paul Callaghan, bestselling author of The Dreaming Path

            ‘Dr Tim Sharp’s new book encourages you to take the road less travelled. He explains through story and science how, when we detour into the unknown, we grow stronger and flourish.’ –Sophie Scott, broadcaster and journalist
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            Introduction

         

         The trailhead

         Have you ever found yourself wandering along a city or suburban street and then noticed a beautiful flower rising up through a crack in the concrete? Seemingly out of nowhere, something beautiful has grown amid that which, well, is not so beautiful.

         Within Buddhism, there’s an oft mentioned metaphor referring to the stunning lotus flower. The simple message is that lotus flowers grow from mud, and that symbolism can be extended to mean we can find light within the dark, and that just as beauty grows from the murky depths of the pond, there’s happiness to be discovered even in the most unlikely of situations.

         Both of these analogies are comparable to the birth of this book. Although I didn’t realise it, the idea behind it was originally planted more than three decades ago now, and the seeds were lost in what became a pretty messy and disturbed life. In many ways, what were chaotic and incoherent ideas are now, I hope, at 2 least slightly more polished and attractive, having drifted in and out of my consciousness, scrambling over the crags and crevices of my confused mind, following a path that didn’t yet exist, towards a goal that couldn’t yet be defined.

         It was a vague and shambolic growth, the sort of growth where something’s trying to find itself but doesn’t really even know it’s lost. And if you’ve ever been lost and disoriented, which I’m sure you have – because, let’s face it, we all have at some time – then you’ll understand that it’s hard to express one’s thoughts, let alone imagine they could be publishable.

         Until now, that is …

         It’s been said that time heals all wounds. I’m not sure if this is true, at least not for all wounds, but there’s no doubt that time can provide distance or perspective, and that distance and perspective can alleviate distress and suffering. In the same way, time can create clarity, not only through this distance but also as a result of reflection and meditation, pondering and deliberation. That which begins by feeling lost and vague can become clearer and well realised.

         This book is the product of much thinking and of much rethinking; what you’re reading now is the result of finding success after many failures, of finding a way forward following years of feeling blocked. It is a story of optimism arising from hopelessness and helplessness. It’s a story within which I very much hope you find some answers to living well in a world that often seems to be unwell, to enjoying positive emotions in a world that often seems overrun by negatives, of embracing the messiness of being lost and uncertain and knowing that, in doing so, a virtuous and honourable way forward will appear. 3

         In short, this book is about being lost and found; it’s about mess, glorious mess. It’s about how losing yourself may well be what you really need to do to find yourself, and then to enjoy a better life!

         Most self-help books invite readers to sit and to think, to contemplate and to reflect upon what they’re doing and what they could do differently. Some might go so far as to encourage readers to talk to another person. Regardless, the common theme throughout almost all self-help or self-development books is to seek happiness, to try to find more contentment and/or comfort, via new ways of thinking, attitudes and mindsets. But I’ve come to wonder whether this is really enough, or whether it’s enough for all of us.

         It may well be part of the solution we all need; in fact, it almost certainly will be part of the solution we all need. We all have unhelpful thoughts and beliefs, and accordingly we can all benefit from changing them, and then developing more helpful attitudes and expectations.

         That being said, we’re more than just our minds. We’re also social animals, and behavioural beings and biological beings, and so much more.

         To really achieve happiness and a great life, therefore, we need to address all these dimensions. Yet, most self-help approaches have only focused on one or maybe two of these. In the process, what’s neglected is the ‘doing’ part of humanity, the action, the part that’s not all in our heads but partially out of our minds!

         Throughout this book I’ll be using the word ‘lost’ in two ways, one literal and one metaphorical. This book will be partly about getting outside, into nature, which can obviously at times 4 involve walking paths that are unclear. And this book will also be partly about acknowledging and accepting and even embracing what I’ll refer to as a psychological form of being lost: that is, the negative and unpleasant emotions we try to avoid or, more often, clarify, but which most of us have already learned are near impossible to completely eliminate.

         To be clear, I’m not advocating that you set off on a wild adventure with no preparation or planning, or one for which you’re completely unfit. Nor am I suggesting you take large risks to your physical or psychological health and wellbeing. At least, I’m not suggesting you do these things too much or too quickly.

         But I will be encouraging you to consider setting yourself up to get lost, in small ways, taking risks with appropriate and reasonable protection and then building from there. Because as you’ll quickly learn, it’s from these detours into the unknown that we can grow fitter and stronger, more courageous and confident.

         In light of this, and in contrast to many self-help books (including the ones I’ve previously written), I won’t be prescribing what you should or must do to live your best or a happier life. Instead, I hope to encourage wandering and to invite pondering, even if in a meandering way, about how a better life might come from a messier and less ordered life.

         This book will be part research review, part self‑help guide and part personal story. Those first two parts might seem obvious and self-explanatory, but as for the final component, why would you, readers, be interested in me and my story?

         Let me answer that question by saying, first and foremost, that I’m not really inspirational. I’m not famous, I’m not an elite athlete, I’ve not climbed any mountains (well, I have, but 5 we’ll come to that later) and I’ve not done anything radical or extreme or, as far as most would be concerned, newsworthy.

         In fact, I’m pretty normal and average. But that’s exactly why I think my personal story is valuable.

         Don’t get me wrong: I love reading or hearing about the achievements of extraordinary people. But I’ve often sat back and thought, ‘That’s all well and good but I’m not like them; there’s no way I could do what they did!’

         With my story, however, I hope your reaction might be something more like, ‘Well, if he can do it then so can I, because he’s not really anything special or different, and so there’s no reason I can’t learn from and maybe even emulate some of his accomplishments.’

         I hope my story might be relatable and therefore adoptable. And if this is the case, then I’ll feel even more happy and fulfilled about my life, and about sharing some of it with you.

         Further, I’ll be sharing my experiences from a somewhat rare perspective: that of someone participating in and experiencing a whole lot of mess and distress, someone who’s truly been very, very lost, and at the same time, that of someone carefully watching and interpreting (almost) from the outside.

         I’ll be writing about my direct experiences of mental ill-health, mostly depression and anxiety. I’ll also be writing about my observations of and knowledge about treating those with mental ill-health from the point of view of someone with three degrees in psychology, and more than three decades working, in different capacities, within the field of psychology.

         And this, sharing the view from both sides of the desk, is something that’s not been done very often before. 6

         Let me begin by telling the first of what will be many of these stories that combine my professional and personal life.

         I’ve spent pretty much all my adult life, several decades now, studying human behaviour and what makes us tick. And one of the key lessons I’ve learned is that we humans have evolved as social animals. With this in mind, evolutionary psychologists have argued that the famous Darwinian motto, ‘survival of the fittest’, should really be ‘survival of the nicest’ or ‘survival of the most connected’.

         As part of this, it’s in our interests to be good and to do good, so that we’re then accepted by and included in the group, tribe or village. And when we are accepted, when we’re part of something bigger than us as individuals, we all benefit. In fact, there’s a strong argument to be made that we wouldn’t have evolved as far as we have, and we wouldn’t have developed or progressed nearly as much as we have, if we hadn’t collaborated and worked together in groups.

         Thinking about it from a different perspective, in almost every society throughout every age, banishment or social isolation has been used as one of the most severe of punishments. Rampant during wartimes, and in prisons, solitary confinement continues to be one of the more extreme forms of discipline and retribution.

         As humans we need people. We need to be needed by people. Relationships are pretty much the most significant contributors to our overall health and wellbeing and happiness (this is something I’ll elaborate on much more later).

         However, relationships, as we all know, are complex and often difficult. Relationships can be messy and that goes even for the 7 good ones. This is at least partly because people have different beliefs and values and priorities, and so within all relationships there will be conflict and disagreement.

         Now, this isn’t entirely wrong or problematic, at least not in and of itself. Disagreement is not inherently bad if one understands that what’s (more) important is how we disagree, and how we deal with disagreement and conflict. Because if we do it right, if we argue and disagree in constructive ways (yes, it’s possible), we can enjoy all the good that comes with closeness and intimacy and real, authentic connection, without any – or at least too much – of the bad.

         Numerous studies have consistently concluded that even the best relationships aren’t perfect (nothing is). Even the best relationships and best teams and most positive communities will be, for want of a better descriptor, messy (at times). Which brings me to the central proposition of this book.

         To be happy and healthy, to survive and indeed to thrive, we need relationships. But to have good quality relationships we need to accept and face up to – and effectively manage and deal with – difficulties.

         Accordingly, happiness and life success require some unhappiness and discomfort; thriving and flourishing depend, in part, on our ability to cope with unhappiness and discomfort.

         Real and meaningful happiness, therefore, necessarily involves unhappiness! And more so, real and meaningful happiness is dependent on our ability to be comfortable with discomfort, to get lost and to be OK with that!

         To achieve all this, you may very well need – in fact, you definitely will need – to do some stuff you don’t like doing. Real 8 happiness isn’t always about doing nice and pleasant things. Perfection and overwhelming comfort might seem like good ideas or goals worth pursuing but, in reality, they’re not. More to the point, behind these types of unreal facades often lurk variations of The Truman Show like darkness, or what some might refer to as ‘toxic positivity’.

         Be prepared to feel unprepared. Be ready to become uncomfortable. But be ready also for all the benefits and wonders that come from facing challenges, from overcoming adversity, from taking on tragedy and turmoil and turning it into triumph. Be ready to make changes and to do life differently, even (or especially) if you feel like you might get lost doing it! I very much believe we need to be willing to lose ourselves and to accept the correlates of this, to get lost and to embrace the disorientation and mess.

         Why? For several reasons, but to begin with, because one of the most profound realisations I’ve come to in recent years is that rational and intellectual approaches to irrational, messy problems won’t always provide the solutions we need.

         Rational, logical thinking can be helpful. Reflection and contemplation can be helpful. I know because I, for one, have spent much of my adult life sitting and thinking, and I’ve worked as a therapist and coach with tens of thousands of clients, inviting them to sit and think about what’s rational and logical. It’s what I do and what I love to do. And it’s worked, to a point, but I’m also well aware that I’ve benefitted as much, or probably far more, when I find ways to stop thinking: when I’m involved in activities that help me get out of my head! 9

         And I know this to be true for many of those with whom I’ve worked. I lost count of the number of times I’d worked diligently with a client, guiding them towards focusing on logical solutions to the problems they were facing, only for them to return a week or so later claiming to have found what they really needed in the most unpredictable of events or situations. It’s almost as though answers appear when you stop looking for them, or that eureka moments happen when your mind is distracted by something else (like when you’re in the bath or shower).

         For me, some of the most helpful therapy has taken place out of the consulting room, away from the desk and computer and books. It’s very often happened when I’ve lost myself to the wonders of the outside world – frequently when I’m spending time in nature and getting dirty!

         And the good news is that these things haven’t just helped me. The research clearly shows that getting lost, which could be considered a component of nature therapy or adventure therapy, provides massive benefits in terms of physical and psychological wellbeing.

         If you’ve not heard of nature or adventure therapy, then you can think of them as a broad group of techniques or treatments that use nature to improve mental or physical health. They’re about spending time in nature with a view to boosting both healing and health. Notably, these approaches aren’t just about getting lost for the sake of getting lost but, rather, it’s more accurate to think about them as forms of mindfulness, in which the experience of being outside, even if wandering aimlessly, is done with a mindset of curiosity and learning, with a view to promoting growth and/or grounding. 10

         So, if all this sounds interesting to you, if you’re looking for something different from the usual approaches that strive for a ‘clean’ type of ‘perfect’ or ‘idealised’ happiness, and a ‘comfortable’ or even ‘best possible’ life without mess or adversity, then keep reading and come with me on what may well be a sometimes fun and sometimes unpredictable rollercoaster ride. You might be facing fear associated with a decision about leaving a relationship or job. You might be uncertain about which new paths to take in life.

         You might have no idea at all what you want or need but just feel something’s definitely not right. If so, you’ll find ideas in this book that will suggest that, rather than evading, you explore the range of accompanying emotions, tips to help you find the courage to set off on a new trail, to be brave enough to get off an old trail, or to just start the metaphorical trail without knowing exactly where it will take you.

         I know that, for me, much of what I’ll be retelling has been terrifying and terrific, chaotic and clarifying, bewildering and enlightening. I also know it’s been enormously educational, and that without the dark I wouldn’t have had the light, without the downs I wouldn’t have had the ups, and without getting lost I wouldn’t ever have become found.

         A guide to the trail posts in this book

         Throughout this book I’ll provide a few side trails and scenic routes: trail posts that are intended to promote further thinking or activity on your part. It’s up to you whether or not you complete these exercises. But I’d highly recommend you give them some serious consideration because there’s no doubt we all 11 learn better when we put things into practice or, more accurately, try to put things into practice.

         In doing so, you’ll almost certainly not perform perfectly, especially if what you’re trying, you’re trying for the first time. But that’s largely the point of this book. That it’s OK to fail, or to be imperfect. As long as you learn. And we really only learn by doing.

         So, when you see one of these trail posts, take a minute to ponder the question I’m asking, to try out the strategy I’m recommending or, better still, to get outside and wander, aimlessly, letting your mind reflect upon the issue at hand, as much or as little as it wants.

         For now, then, my first trail post prompt is a question. A question that might seem ostensibly simple but whose answer may have a profound impact on how much you get out of this book:

         To what extent are you prepared to get lost, to find yourself? To what extent are you willing to lose your old ways of doing things, to find new (and hopefully better) ways?12

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            A trail off the beaten track

         

         
            Do not go where the path may lead; go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.

            Ralph Waldo Emerson

         

         Let me take you back to when I was a teenager (so, we’re talking quite a few years now!), when mobile phones and the internet were barely imaginable, when Taylor Swift was not even imaginable, and when, among other things, risk was apparently calculated in a very different way.

         It was mid-afternoon, five days after my friends and I had initially set out on a multi-day hike, and we’d finally found our way back to the car.

         We’d expected we’d be back two days earlier. And so had our parents. Which is why it wasn’t a surprise to see a note on the windscreen of my friend’s car asking us to call the local police station as soon as possible!

         And again, just to be clear, this was in the days before cellular technology. So, it would be another few hours before we found 14ourselves in front of a public telephone (look it up, young people) and before we were able to reassure everyone that we were very much alive and that we were safe and also, mostly, healthy.

         But maybe I should back up and explain a bit more.

         At the time I was 17 and had, in recent years, discovered the joys of outdoor adventure. Although my family went to the beach a lot, especially during summer, I hadn’t grown up with much of an outdoors life, by which I mean my family wasn’t one that went camping or spent time in the wilderness. My high school, however, had a few options for those who wanted to explore the great outdoors, including something called the ‘Endeavour Club’, which involved teacher-supervised camping and hiking trips.

         My mates and I began with the Duke of Edinburgh Award, which according to their PR material provides opportunities for young people to ‘move beyond their comfort zones and gain a sense of real achievement and self-confidence’. The Duke of Ed, as it was affectionately known, included community service and first aid training, but the main attraction for me and many others were the bushwalking and camping trips.

         After completing the first level of Duke of Ed, my friends and I were keen to embark on more adventures on our own, without what felt to us to be the constraints or structures of any institution and, especially, supervisory adults. Rightly or wrongly, we felt confident enough in the map-reading, fire-starting and other skills we’d learned. Whether or not our self-assurance was actually matched by our skill level was a question we didn’t stop to think too much about. 15

         Anyway, having successfully taken on and enjoyed a few day walks and overnight camps, this trip was supposed to be something a bit different, something a bit more challenging, a step up. We’d planned a three-day, two-night hike through some of the most beautiful (but also notoriously difficult) bush, a few hours south of our home city, Sydney. This would be physically demanding, but it would also test our navigational and bushcraft skills in the gorges and on the cliff faces of country with no obvious paths or tracks to follow.

         The ‘we’ in this story included me, who’d had some experience with hiking and camping; two friends who were probably a bit more experienced and capable; and another, who’d not really done much in the wild, but who brought an abundance of all‑important enthusiasm and contagious positive energy.

         And it all went really well, until it didn’t.

         Sometime on day two we must have taken a wrong turn; as far as we could tell, we didn’t know where we were any more. We were, in the most literal sense of the word, lost. We had massively underestimated the trek, while also massively overestimating our abilities, meaning the three days we’d budgeted for were completely unrealistic.

         Add to this the fact we’d become disoriented among some very tricky ravines and swamplands, not to mention a number of detours that involved ‘meeting’ a sizable and very venomous snake, as well as an unpleasantly large number of blood-sucking leeches. We had no food for the ‘extra’ few days of our journey (although luckily there was plenty of drinkable water to be found along the way and also, luckily, none of the snakes or other wildlife we saw decided we looked tasty). 16

         Now, I’m not suggesting you go out and put yourself in a situation like this, especially if you’re not a seasoned hiker or camper. But I am suggesting, and I will be encouraging you regularly, throughout this book, to consider taking small risks, to try getting lost in little ways, and then if appropriate, or when you’re ready, to gradually build up from there.

         If I were to sum it all up in just a few words, I’d say, ‘We failed, dismally.’ Except we didn’t, really, and I’ll explain that more later.

         Thankfully, we did do more than a few things right, and one of those things was providing our parents with our departure time, planned route and estimated time of returning. When they hadn’t heard from us at the predicted ETA, one of our parents called the local police, who apparently took one look at our plans and suggested there was no way we could complete the hike in three days, that it would take at least four or five, and that everyone should wait and see.

         Obviously because I’m writing this now, everything turned out (mostly) OK. We found our way back, tired and hungry, and with sore and bruised bodies, but we had no serious injuries or traumas, and with much more that was positive, which we didn’t really appreciate at the time.

         And that’s why I’m sharing this story here. That’s why it wasn’t really a failure. That’s why, for all that we were lost, we found much more. Because the superficial injuries we incurred, and the temporary stress we caused, were nothing compared to the deeper, underlying, longer-lasting lessons and memories I carry with me to this day. 17

         Learning from being lost

         Several decades later, I frequently think about and still enjoy telling this story because, although there were times my friends and I were a bit scared and worried, although there were moments in which we were tired and hungry and in some degree of pain, the experience was indubitably (maybe luckily) an incredibly positive one.

         And the fact that it was, the fact that so many positives lived and still live within this story of failure, is largely what this book is all about.

         You see, so many people exert so much energy trying to avoid failure, trying not to get lost. So many people spend so much time working to create and to maintain comfort, going to great lengths to minimise or even completely avoid discomfort.

         All of which makes sense – until it doesn’t.

         All of which we’re told and taught to do – except we shouldn’t be told this.

         Happiness and success, safety and comfort are by no means bad things to have in your life. But I fervently believe that it’s just as important to recognise that unpleasant emotions, and failure, risk and uncertainty, are also important for our growth and development and for living good lives.

         Those few days lost in the bush were not safe. They were not comfortable, without risk or without failure. In fact, those few days lost in the bush were pretty much the opposite of the aforementioned list of goals and life recommendations.

         And yet, they were among the best days of my life. The literal and metaphorical bruises I suffered are part of some of the best memories I formed during my late adolescence. I do not in any way look back on that trip with regret or as a failure! 18

         Instead, I can honestly say I reflect on that adventure as a wonderful experience, one that involved great lessons, all of which I’ll elaborate on throughout this book. But for now, quite simply, I’ll say that all the good that came from those few days would not have been possible if I’d not taken a (calculated) risk, if I’d not been prepared to get uncomfortable, if I’d not made mistakes and been prepared to ‘fail’ in some way, if I’d stayed within the confines of my very comfortable home.

         If we’re to live our best lives, we need to be prepared to experience some of our worst moments; what we often see, especially in the short term, as discomfort and failure, can and will often be seen, especially in the longer term, as lessons and growth opportunities.

         By getting lost and dirty, literally and metaphorically, we allow ourselves to have new experiences and to absorb new information about ourselves and the world around us. By being authentic and vulnerable, we allow ourselves to be who we really are and who we really can be, rather than the somewhat polished and often artificial ‘best selves’ we present to others and to the world. This is just not possible without the risk of and the very real, sometimes painful, experience of failure.

         So, what I want to share with you here, right now in this chapter and more generally in this book, is the notion that getting lost is good for you. And by way of explanation, as I’ve hinted at a few times already, when I refer to getting lost, I’m using the phrase to mean any number of things. When I say ‘get lost’ I mean:

         
	quite literally, going outside, spending time in nature, planning and having adventures during which you don’t have complete control over what will happen, because there’s a strong and growing body of research that 19clearly indicates doing so is good for our health and wellbeing; and

            	getting lost also means accepting and even embracing discomfort, recognising it’s OK not to be OK all the time, and believing that being vulnerable is not a weakness but, instead, a strength.

         

The perils of a perfect path

         I’m pretty sure this could be said about everyone, but there are several different parts to me. The most obvious, public-facing part is my professional persona, usually known as ‘Dr Tim Sharp’. I’ve spent the bulk of my adult life practising as a psychologist.

         Another part of me, one I’ve shared occasionally but one that’s not as well known, is ‘Tim the naturalist’. To be honest, I’m not really sure what I am and regardless I’m not a fan of labels, but whatever I call myself, or others call me, I’m a keen lover of the environment and of spending time outdoors, in what we here in Australia call ‘the bush’ (others might refer to it as the wilderness or backcountry).

         I discovered hiking and camping in my early to mid-teens, and it was love at first sight. Growing up with my family, I’d always spent time on and loved the coast, our beautiful Australian beaches, but my passion for spending time in the bush came a bit later, and it came hard.

         The blossoming social conscience of my adolescence also saw me become actively involved in environmental campaigns and activism, and gave me a sense of purpose before I even understood what that meant. 20

         But like most things in life, there are two sides to every coin. And the motivation associated with my environmental passion had a dark side. I soon discovered that my love for nature was attached to my fears about the future of the natural world. And so, with this newfound and increasingly significant part of my life, came a degree of distress; and this was before I’d ever heard of the phrase eco-anxiety (maybe before this phrase even existed). And because I’m also someone who’s experienced mental ill-health for most of my adult life, these two seemingly separate constructs – psychological wellbeing and the environment – have for me been intimately connected for quite some time.

         Maybe not surprisingly, then, my search for mental health and happiness has always been closely linked to my love of nature and the great outdoors. And this connection is one I’m keen to promote and raise awareness of, to a much greater extent than currently exists.

         Because, at the risk of stating the obvious, I’m not the only person who’s experienced depression and/or anxiety. And, at the risk of stating more that might be obvious, getting dirty and spending more time in nature may well be the remedy (or one of the remedies) many in the world need now to better cope with mental ill-health.

         At their extremes, depression and anxiety (the ‘big ones’) and other forms of mental ill-health can be highly problematic. Recent research suggests that the rates of mental ill-health are rising even despite greater awareness and, in some cases, increased access to services.

         According to the World Health Organization, mental ill-health is soon to become the most significant health problem 21 globally (overtaking cardiovascular issues), and there’s absolutely no doubt we need to do more and help more.

         At the same time, however, at lower levels of intensity, these are normal human emotions. In certain contexts, depression and anxiety are perfectly appropriate responses to negative life events. For example, poor psychological health is an understandable consequence of poor physical health and poor lifestyle choices due to contributors like poor diet and lack of exercise, excessive screen time and excessive isolation, but also an excessively indoor and sedentary, dare I say it, ‘unnatural’ safe existence.

         Which begs the question – why would so many of us live a life that’s so unnatural and unhealthy?

         There are several possible answers to this question, but one of the most significant of them is the excessive pursuit of comfort! Further – and this might surprise many coming from ‘Dr Happy’, the Chief Happiness Officer of The Happiness Institute – another key contributor may well be the excessive pursuit of happiness, at least, a form of happiness that might otherwise be called ‘toxic positivity’, or a definition of happiness and positive emotion that’s quite simply unrealistic and too ‘clean’ or ‘perfect’.

         No one is, and no one should, ever expect to be happy all the time. Living our ‘best lives’ can never be and should never be considered as living a perfect life. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, ‘real’ happiness needs to be defined as imperfect and messy, dirty and unpredictable.

         Which is where nature comes in.

         Because we can’t control all the variables in nature, being out there is, undeniably at times, often uncomfortable. This is why 22 many who have some sort of unrealistic or unhelpful definition of happiness avoid nature. Because they avoid everything and anything that might not be neat and tidy, that might be beyond their ability to control.

         This is, I sincerely and passionately believe, a big part of the problem many of us are currently facing.

         We avoid being too hot, or too cold, or getting too wet. We avoid being hungry and bored and … well, we pretty much avoid anything that in any way is uncomfortable and/or potentially unpleasant. Our lives have come to include so many conveniences we’ve literally lost touch with the dirty reality of living!

         Which is all understandable (I mean, seeking comfort hardly seems irrational or unreasonable!), but which is also distinctly unhelpful (especially in the long term).

         Why is it unhelpful?

         Aiming for too much comfort is like setting an unrealistic goal and, therefore, setting yourself up for failure. Can you imagine a world or life without discomfort? Can you imagine a life without any stress or anxiety, or grief or sadness? Such a life might sound desirable, but it would simply not be possible and, even it if were, I’d argue it wouldn’t be healthy.

         That which is often referred to as distress, or as ‘negative emotions’, is, in reality, normal and appropriate much of the time. I’m not talking about serious and disabling levels of distress, or what would be diagnosable levels of dysfunction and formal psychological disorders, but rather normal levels of what really just are basic human emotions.

         Distress and discomfort, then, are normal parts of life. 23 Denying or trying to avoid this is impossible. Trying to live a life without any of this is like trying to achieve an unrealistic goal; and all that happens when we try to achieve the unachievable is that we ensure that we’re destined to fail. Setting ourselves up for failure and disappointment only makes things worse.

         And there’s an abundance of evidence to support these propositions. Psychological research into worrying and ruminating thoughts has found that, when it comes to our thoughts and emotions, what we resist tends to persist.

         Beware the white polar bear

         To give you a sample of the many psychological studies that have been conducted in this area, allow me to briefly describe the ‘white polar bear’ experiments.

         The idea of the white polar bear was originally suggested by the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky – ‘try to pose for yourself this task: not to think of a polar bear, and you will see that the cursed thing will come to mind every minute.’

         More than one hundred years later, the thought experiment was made famous and translated into the scientific realm by a social psychologist, Daniel Wegner, whose series of studies would go on to become incredibly influential and in some ways the stuff of legend.

         I won’t bore you with all the intricacies of the studies, but, in brief, subjects in the experiments were asked to verbalise their streams of consciousness for five minutes, while trying not to think of a white bear. If a white bear came to mind, they were instructed to ring a bell. Despite (or because of!) the explicit 24 instructions to avoid it, the participants thought of a white bear more than once per minute, on average.

         Following this, Wegner asked the participants to do the same exercise, but this time they were actually encouraged to try to think of a white bear. At that point, the participants thought of a white bear even more often than a different group of participants, who had been told from the beginning to think of white bears. The results suggested that suppressing the thought for the first five minutes caused it to ‘rebound’ even more prominently into the participants’ minds later.

         This ground-breaking research began an important and new field of study into thought suppression. In subsequent years and as a result of numerous follow-up studies, Wegner developed the theory of ‘ironic processes’ to explain why it’s so hard to push away or avoid unwanted thoughts. He found evidence that when we try not to think of something, one part of our mind does avoid the forbidden thought, but another part ‘checks in’ every so often to make sure the thought is not coming up. In actuality, the act of ‘checking-in’ brings that which is supposedly being suppressed to mind even more.

         What these studies show is that the more we try to push away unpleasant emotions like anxiety and depression, or discomfort, the more they’re likely to push back. Putting it simply, trying to be comfortable all the time or trying not to be uncomfortable just doesn’t work. The big question then becomes what we do with these unwanted thoughts and unpleasant emotions.

         What the research has shown does work is an idea that in many ways is very simple – and also often overlooked, underappreciated, or just ignored. It’s an idea that again involves embracing discomfort. 25

         Embracing the realities of a messy world

         What does this mean or what does this look like?

         Well, it can mean different things for different people and it can look different in different contexts, but generally, it means facing up to and embracing the realities of a messy world. Getting lost and getting dirty, literally and metaphorically, is the antidote to the rebound effect.

         I’m talking here not just about avoiding discomfort but also about trying too hard to feel too good too often.

         I say this for several reasons but at least one thing to keep in mind is that even if working towards happiness makes sense, even if feeling better more often is a reasonable and valid goal, it can also be argued that too much of a good thing isn’t always good any more.

         Just because something is good doesn’t mean more and more will be better.

         Just because happiness and comfort are good, which they are, doesn’t necessarily mean more and more of the same will create more and more benefits. This is a mistake we make in many different areas of our lives.

         Given this, what if our pursuit of excessive comfort is now the problem? Are we striving for an unrealistic and deceptively unhealthy goal? Are we working towards a goal that’s not as helpful as we believe it to be? Is it possible a desire for unlimited comfort has reduced our tolerance for discomfort?

         Let me pause for just a minute to pose a question: when was the last time you felt upset, or even just bored, and simply allowed yourself to experience those emotions? 26

         I’ve asked this many times in many settings of many people and, more often than not, the answer is something along the lines of, ‘Well, I’ve not. And anyway, why would I want to?’

         Before you can even get to that point, the point where you make a conscious decision to feel all the feelings, even the dirty ones, you need, first, to be aware of what’s going on. And this involves being aware of what you or, I should say, what we frequently do when these emotions typically arise.

         And based on several decades’ experience, professionally and personally, I can tell you what most of us do when these emotions typically arise. In short, the most common response to distress or to boredom or to any of these unpleasant feelings and experiences is to rush, usually as quickly as we possibly can, to distractions or remedies.

         Why allow yourself to be bored when you can pull out a device, something most of us never leave home without or even venture more than a few metres from, that can fill your brain with information and entertainment, social commentary, news and so much more? Why allow yourself to be bored when you have, once again often right at your fingertips, access to millions upon millions of self-help tips, advice from influencers, suggestions that will cure or alleviate that which you’re finding distressing?

         Taking our minds off that which is unpleasant is very easy. Getting help is also, in many ways, very easy (not that I’m saying it’s simple to overcome serious mental illness, just that it isn’t hard to search for and to find tips and tricks that some suggest will cure all your ills!).

         Is this always wise? Has this, I invite you to ponder, worked for you thus far? 27

         And while you’re reflecting on these questions, think also about the ways we live our lives and the ways we avoid discomfort, or seek comfort, in other forms.

         When, for example, was the last time you walked barefoot in the park? When was the last time you jumped in a mud puddle? When was the last time you went more than 24 hours without a shower or maybe, for some of us, the last time we went more than an hour or two without washing our hands?

         Now, let me be clear, I’m not advocating anything that might be deemed seriously dangerous or possibly unhygienic! But I am encouraging you to think about the similarities between the aspects of psychological discomfort to which I’ve already referred and other aspects of our lives, aspects of physical discomfort or even just physical irritation and grime, that we also frequently avoid.

         Because if we excessively avoid getting (physically) dirty, then what are we also avoiding or missing out on?

         Getting dirty means also getting lost

         Getting (literally) dirty is part of getting outside. And getting outside is so very, very important. A large and growing body of research exists to support the very real benefits of spending time outdoors, in nature, among the trees and the birds and in the sun and the rain.

         To cite just one of plenty of studies in this area, a group of researchers, mostly from Exeter in the United Kingdom, examined the relationships between recreational time spent in nature and self-reported levels of health and wellbeing. In short, 28 when compared to those who spent no time in nature, those who spent more than two hours a week in nature were significantly more likely to report good health and higher wellbeing. Further, this positive relationship was greater, and in fact peaked, when time spent in nature was between three and five hours per week. Interestingly, it didn’t matter how this time was spent (that is, in one or several longer sessions or in many shorter sessions).

         This should be considered within the context of a modern-day population who are living an increasingly sedentary and indoor lifestyle. It’s indisputable that we are spending less time outdoors, and our children spend significantly less time outdoors.

         In the UK, for example, surveys have found that children today spend less than half the time their parents did playing outside when they were younger.

         In the United States, a recent study (worryingly) found that nearly half of the population don’t participate in any outdoor recreation at all! And if we look at young people, there’s additional cause for concern. In 2018, when the research was conducted, children were taking part in 15% fewer outdoor activities than they did six years before.

         In fact, the problem is so significant that it has been given a name. ‘Nature-deficit disorder’ has been used to describe this phenomenon, of people and especially children spending less and less time outdoors, and to also describe the wide-ranging behavioural and emotional problems associated with it.

         This term was first suggested by American journalist Richard Louv in 1995. It’s well worth noting that Louv is not a mental-health professional, and that in his writings he makes it clear that his use of the word ‘disorder’ is not meant to imply an actual illness. 29 Instead, he argues that it’s just a descriptor for what he believes is an important issue deserving of our attention – our increasing alienation from nature and the costs that come with this.

         Notably, there is support for this concept from more scientific sources, and in particular, the lockdowns and restrictions that accompanied the pandemic of the early 2020s provided a unique opportunity to examine this. To cite one study, for example, researchers from Harvard hypothesised that individuals with stronger perceived nature deprivation would also experience diminished wellbeing. Assessing more than 500 people via an online survey, on measurements that included access to the outdoors and personal movement, their expectations were confirmed.

         In other research, it’s been found that students who reported mental fatigue recovered more quickly when exposed to natural environments when compared to those exposed to non-natural ones. Primary school children who had more time in ‘green spaces’ reported higher levels of self-esteem. And research from the Netherlands found that less time in natural environments was effectively correlated with lower levels of overall health.

         All of which begs the question: is it just a coincidence that over recent decades, as we’ve spent more and more time inside, avoiding discomfort and any sense of feeling lost, we’ve become more and more unhappy? Alternatively, could there be a relationship between this trend to get dirty less often, and the rising rates of mental ill-health we’re seeing?

         The good news is that the research also clearly points to a number of solutions. And these solutions can be grouped together under one pretty simple recommendation. 30

         As complex as the challenge is, and as complex as many solutions might often appear, I believe what we need to do can be paraphrased into just a few words … get outside, get dirty and get lost!

         If you’re looking for an easy answer to whatever difficulties you’re currently facing in life, then this book might not be for you. But if you’re prepared to get a little bit uncomfortable and/or to get lost in pursuit of a happy and thriving life despite the messy realities, then join me on what I promise will be a great romp through some fascinating research and stories, and read on to find the beauty of living a perfectly imperfect life.

         We may get lost along the way, but isn’t that part of the fun?

         
            TRAIL POST

            What’s your version of a white polar bear? What are you often trying to avoid or push away?

            Could you gently try thinking about your white polar bear, even for short periods of time to begin with, and then gradually lengthening that time?

            Could you imagine hugging your white polar bear?
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