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Introduction

One of the first activities I do with my sport and performance psychology clients is give them a pack of fifty cards. On each card is written a value; not a numerical value, but a word – ‘ambitious’, ‘family’, ‘spirituality’, ‘courage’; the type of values we can live our lives by. Clients sort the cards into three piles: ‘not me’, ‘a little me’, ‘definitely me’. We usually end up with about twenty cards in the ‘definitely me’ pile. Then I get mean. I make them filter and filter until they have three cards left – three words which get to the core of who they are and what matters most to them. One card which is almost always in those three is… Success.

It was this realization that we all have a similar desire for success that prompted me to explore just what it is that makes us successful. Each individual client I see has their own unique way of trying to get there – their own approaches, their own background, their own environment, their own talents – but there do seem to be some psychological characteristics that many of them share.

Success is clearly something that many of us crave and yet achieving it is so difficult. To try, we often look to learn from others. We are told to surround ourselves with those we want to be like, in order for their skills and approaches to rub off on us. In doing so, we want to understand what allows those who seem successful to hit their goals. What is it that medal-winning athletes, spellbinding performers and captivating CEOs do differently? How do their minds work? And what can we learn from them, so that those of us who have yet to become exceptional can get closer to achieving our ambitions?

The truth is, though they may not realize it, these successful people do share some ingrained psychological ‘pillars’. They have, purposely or inadvertently, developed an understanding of what success looks like in their world and use the benefits which come from those pillars to move towards it. By contrast, most of us have yet to locate our version of success. The feeling is something we all crave, but if we struggle to grasp that tangible ‘what’ we want and ‘why’ we want it, how will we know when we have achieved it?

We can start by being clear on what success is not. Success is not winning. Winning might feel great for a moment or two, but such moments are fleeting and don’t help us feel satisfied when we are looking back or give us a sense of wellbeing. The idea of winning is divisive, implying that there is a loser, but there doesn’t always have to be. Take driving tests for example. Our ego feels good if we pass first time when others haven’t – but, surely, we all do better when more people pass and the roads become safer.

Winning is also problematic because so much of what we achieve in life depends on the cards we are dealt; we do not all start out on a level playing field. Even when we do win it is often down to luck, such as picking the right lottery numbers, and, even in that, case studies have found that winners are often no happier a year after their jackpot. We need to stop obsessing about results, and concentrate less on winning and more on making long-term positive impacts.

As a Chartered Sport Psychologist I have worked with children as young as eight up to athletes in their eighties and I combine skills in sport psychology with a background in communications to support athletes, stage performers and business leaders in developing the approaches, mental skills and strategies that will help them achieve their ambitions. In all the work I do with these high-achieving performers, whether it is in the dressing room with athletes, the green room with actors, the court room with lawyers or the boardroom with CEOs, those who have risen highest and feel happiest understand that success is about much more than just winning – in fact, it is rarely the win itself that matters, but why they wanted to win. What does it mean to them? Where does that win take them? Notable athletes want to be brilliant at what they do; winning is a great side effect.

If success does involve any sort of winning, it is winning at being the best version of who you are. This is not about being macho and mentally tough – those are outdated and harmful concepts. Rather, it is about being flexible and authentic, shaping who you already are into the ideal version of yourself and giving yourself the best possible chance of making your ‘why’ happen. Success – and this book – is about finding who you are, rather than who you or anyone else thinks you should be. After all, what would be the point in finding that you are successful, only to realize that it is someone else’s version of success that you are living?

Following our own version of success is not easy. True success is rarely measured in terms of who was first across the line or how much money was made. Instead, we need to measure what matters and create meaningful metrics that resonate with our own values. This is within our control, but it takes work to learn to focus on the endeavour and the effort, rather than the triumph and the trophy.

In The Ten Pillars of Success, we will journey through the principles of success. By the end of this book, you will understand what will give you the best possible chance of attaining whatever goal you set yourself. You will be supported through the use of cutting-edge evidence in the fields of psychology, education and medicine.

These pillars are not innate personality traits. Some of us may be lucky enough to be born with one or more, but anyone can learn them. And when we have all ten, we possess the building blocks that help to shape and maintain a successful life. Academic studies have shown that these positive psychological interventions foster not only potential outward success, but also inner well-being. All the evidence suggests that possessing these ten pillars will lead to a happier, healthier and more successful life.

So what are the ten pillars and why do we need to focus on them?

• Belonging, mastery and autonomy: together, these create the sense of self-determination that is needed to be motivated to stretch ourselves.

• Purpose: without this, we don’t know where we are heading.

• Confidence: even with strong motivation and a destination, it is confidence which gets us to the starting point.

• Process: when we set out to achieve something, the outcome provides the motivation but it is the processes which facilitate it. These need to be kept front of mind.

• Courage, optimism and a large amount of internal insight: to keep ourselves focused on the process and not the outcome.

• Gratitude: without appreciating who and what we have in our lives, we will never make a true success of them. Though this is the final pillar, it is arguably the most important.

In each chapter we will consider the evidence for a pillar’s inclusion, highlighting its benefits and telling the stories of those who have used it. In examining how each pillar is incorporated by various high achievers, we will learn how we might use that pillar ourselves. It is the success stories that bring each chapter to life, following those who utilized a pillar until it became integral to their approach. Whether it brings a sense of belonging, mastery, autonomy, purpose, confidence, process, courage, optimism, internal insight or gratitude, each pillar has been fundamental in helping them to overcome setbacks to succeed.

We will learn about the importance of collaboration from a double Olympic champion. An award-winning actress will tell us how she became successful by tenaciously developing her mastery. An endurance adventurer will reveal that his world record attempts have been successful because he thrives on the sense of autonomy that his challenges offer.

We will meet an ultra-runner who uses strategically placed acorns to fuel his achievements and remind him of his purpose, and a paracanoeist who cultivated her own style of confidence and has achieved multiple world and Paralympic titles. A poker player will explain how understanding the process-driven nature of his game led him to success in Vegas, and a movie stuntman will share how he used the courage required for death-defying manoeuvres to recover from what might have been career-ending surgery.

We will also meet a choreographer and director whose optimism encouraged him to step up to challenges rather than remain hidden in the wings, and a comedian who used her internal insight to find the perfect career. Finally, we will learn about the importance of gratitude from an oncologist and Ironman athlete who achieved a top-ten finish at the World Championships only eight weeks after breaking her collarbone. In each of our success stories, their pillar has become their superpower.

This book first came out as an audiobook. Listeners got in touch to ask for a physical copy because they wanted to be able to take notes and underline key messages; they wanted guidance on how to do some of the techniques discussed. As a result, The Ten Pillars of Success has been updated and a toolkit has been added to the end of each chapter, so you can access some of the tools in a much more visual way. There are thirty-nine tools in total. You don’t need to use them all, but if you find a few which work for you then get stuck in and you should feel more equipped to take the next moves towards finding your personal success.

So, as you read, think about what superpower you would like. Notice the pillars you need, the techniques which will help embed them and enjoy the journey of securing your personal success. Let’s get going.






1

A Sense of Belonging


You have an innate need to belong. When you don’t belong, your physical and mental health diminishes and your opportunities for success reduce. When you feel like you belong, you are far more likely to succeed.



It might seem a little odd to start a book about how to be successful in the twenty-first century with a quote by a metaphysical poet who died in 1631. And yet when John Donne wrote ‘No man is an island…’, he was expressing the idea that humans rarely thrive when they are isolated from others. That remains true, nearly four hundred years later.

The idea is perfectly embodied by one infamous – possibly somewhat apocryphal – example of true teamwork, quoted by leadership courses all over the world. The story goes that when John F. Kennedy was touring NASA for the first time after becoming president, he got talking to a man mopping the floor. When he asked the cleaner what he did, the man replied, ‘I’m helping to put a man on the moon.’ That cleaner had a true sense of belonging; he felt part of a big organization and knew how to play his role. It is that sense of belonging, of feeling like you play a purposeful role and that you have value to others, that makes us open to success.

In this chapter we meet our first success story: Colonel Dame Kelly Holmes, MBE (mil). She probably doesn’t need much introduction as so many of us will remember seeing her wide-eyed with excitement and pride when she realized that she’d won a gold medal in the 800 m – the first of two – at the Athens Olympics in 2004. As well as her Olympic medals, she spent nine years in the army, is an author, a global speaker and founder of three organizations: the Dame Kelly Holmes Trust, Elf at Work (an Employee Lifestyle and Fitness platform) and Military in Motion (a fitness and motivation platform).

Kelly’s story in getting to the Olympics, and beyond, illustrates all the benefits of having a sense of belonging and utilizing social connection. It is this social connection that powered so much of her success on the track and afterwards.

‘I love to connect people. All the things I’ve done have given me a great basis for understanding how to connect people. It is about finding connections in areas that you are passionate about. You will find some real gems. When you find those gems, don’t let them go, because they are the people that you can do everything with.’

The Importance of Belonging

As humans, we have a fundamental need to feel connected and to relate to others. Evolution shows the ways in which being part of something bigger is beneficial. Being a member of a group allows us to pool effort, resources, skills and knowledge. Groups diffuse risk – we feel safer, less threatened and more able to focus on what we do best, bringing our strengths together. We can cooperate more and maximize our own protection against rivals. This need is so strong that, when we cut ourselves off and don’t feel we belong, we feel pain. Because of this need to preserve a sense of belonging, we tend to stay in toxic relationships far longer than is healthy. If you send holiday cards you might continue to send them to people you haven’t spoken to for years because not doing so might signify the end of that fragile bond with them. It is for a similar reason that getting retweets and ‘likes’ on social media can feel so addictive – the bigger the response to our statements and photos, the more we feel we belong. Feeling accepted and welcomed prompts positive emotions; being rejected and ignored hurts.

Our need for acceptance begins at birth. Attachment theory suggests that the bonds established between a newborn and its parents exert great influence on the child’s sense of belonging in later life. Children may experience insecure attachment through inconsistency in the way they are parented and lack of validation, and they may be left with the constant fear that they might have to fend for themselves. By contrast, strong attachment creates a lasting connectedness that makes children feel secure and gives them a solid base from which to go out and explore. Children with secure attachments function well in adolescence, get on better with their peers, perform well academically and are able to build strong relationships. They know that there is always a safe haven, and that gives them the freedom to explore. Their attachment acts as a buffer when facing obstacles, which provides the confidence to work towards success. Without that safe haven, nothing feels quite so accessible and there is no freedom, only fear.

The attachment style we develop with those early bonds – whether secure, resistant or avoidant – follows us into all areas of adulthood. Secure individuals have high self-esteem and a strong sense of belonging. They are able to be caring, intimate, supportive and understanding. Resistant adults feel far more emotional instability and may have a preoccupation with physical attractiveness, leading them to form relationships with the ‘wrong’ people. Avoidant adults have a fear of intimacy and may stay away from relationships altogether. They may have low self-esteem and be hesitant, shy and afraid of rejection. Others who are avoidant might seem dismissive, overly confident and critical. These attachment styles impact our work and education, and influence the relationships we have with family, friends and colleagues.

We are all keen to form social attachments and unwilling to dissolve existing bonds; we spend our lives trying to maintain a number of lasting, significant and positive relationships. The sense of belonging that we seek out as a result of these needs creates an internal model of our beliefs and values; of whether we feel lovable and whether the social world is trustworthy. This model influences how we connect with others. If we build a secure attachment in childhood, we have a greater chance of enjoying a sense of high self-esteem, being more self-reliant, having calmer romantic relationships and enjoying the confidence to share feelings. We may also experience lower levels of depression and anxiety. We will look at how to manage the attachment style we do have in the toolkit at the end of this chapter (see page 31).

Kelly has a really interesting take on this as her childhood was less secure than that of many others. She spent time in a children’s home and, as a result, she has had to proactively learn how to use her attachment style to her advantage.

‘My mother basically had me when she was seventeen and was told by her parents – my nan and granddad – that she couldn’t look after me until she could look after herself, so I was actually put into a children’s home. When the adoption services came to pick me up, she refused to sign the final papers and said, “No.” So her strength of character obviously was very, very strong. I suppose I get a bit of that strength of character from her. But equally, I suppose, what happened was a bit of detachment as well. Because when you are fearful that somebody is not going to come back for you, when you are left on your own – like I was then – you get a sense of worry that somebody is always going to leave you so you pre-empt that.’

As Kelly indicates, that powerful need to belong can also come with fear, and this can impact our motivation. We need to forge close relationships if we are to enhance our drive and determination. It makes sense that, in order to be successful, we require positive relationships with people who can support us in the pursuit of our goals and that we should offer the same support and feedback to others. Motivational theories suggest that we can only push ourselves forward if we feel a strong sense of connection or rapport with others.

In sport, belonging is expressed in the power of teams, the importance of specialist support around athletes and the use of technology that can connect athletes in meaningful ways. In schools, pupils who feel fully integrated in their environment achieve high results and develop an innate love of learning. And in workplaces, united teams are able to achieve far more than individuals ever can.

You don’t have to be in a team to feel that you belong though. You may work, play a sport or parent alone and enjoy that solitude. But solitude only helps us within a context of security – knowing that if we choose to reach out to others, they will be there. You don’t have to be connected all the time, but you need to know that there are people who understand you and who you can relate to. Spending time alone because we have no choice is very different. A weekend alone to re-energise because you have had a busy week at work and been out playing sport most nights is very different to a weekend alone after a dull week because no one has asked to spend it with you.

Belonging comes from having high-quality social interaction and a special bond with a few people who really matter. We need both these things and, without them, we tend to feel lonely and disconnected. We see it in young children for whom having a ‘best friend’ is so important. We see it in sport when a coach becomes incredibly influential. Without these, there is a disconnect which can feel isolating and hard to fix. And quality is more important than quantity. Studies into whether people prefer having lots of friends or deeper connections with fewer, closer friends have suggested that we have a clear preference for the latter.

For Kelly, it was her first coach, Dave Arnold, who gave her the connection and sense of belonging she needed: ‘He started with me when I was twelve. He was a person who I would always fall back to if things weren’t going so well, even if I wasn’t with him directly, I was training away or training with other coaches. And I think that was a real kind of secure place to have.’

As Kelly shows, belonging can be about choice. We lose some of the positive benefits of a group or community if we are forced to belong, because our autonomy has been removed. Here we do not ‘belong’, but we are trying to fit in. This is disempowering and we become resentful and uncomfortable. It does not improve our chances of success at all. It is when we choose to belong and genuinely feel we do, that we get great results.

Belonging supports success

The support we get from others improves our chances of success. We often hear about the ‘bystander effect’ – the more people who are present when someone is in trouble, the fewer come forward to help. The sheer number of people present means that the bystanders, as a group, feel that it is not their responsibility to offer assistance and, in fact, fear the possibility of the negative consequences of helping. However, in a cohesive group, this changes. When you are with people you know and feel you belong with, everyone wants to help. The mere realization that we might, in the future, be with this group of bystanders again is enough to make us more likely to come to each other’s aid.

In big groups of people in which we don’t feel any sense of connection, we naturally put our own self-interest ahead of the needs of others. We may do as little as we can get away with in the hope that others will make up the deficit, a tendency known as ‘social loafing’. When we are in a group in which we feel that we belong, we have a much stronger sense of duty that is highlighted through the bystander effect – particularly if we have some way of making a unique contribution. We might go on a group holiday and know that we are rubbish at cooking so offer to do the cleaning instead. In team sport we see it clearly – we get given a position based on our skills and expertise; the goal attack in netball uses their shooting skills, in contrast to the skills of the defender. We can see that a sense of belonging can help us overcome even thoroughly ingrained, self-interested patterns of behaviour – all for the good of the wider group.

Within groups in which members feel a sense of belonging, there is also a sense of purpose – and this, as we will learn later in the book, is another pillar of success (see Chapter 4). In an experiment at the Wharton School, the business school of the University of Pennsylvania, a university fundraising team was split into two groups: one spent five minutes with a beneficiary, learning about the school’s impact on his life, while the other continued to make calls. The funds raised by the team that met the beneficiary increased by over 170 per cent in the following months, while the other group’s fundraising remained at the same level. The simple act of connecting employees to those who benefitted from their work had yielded a huge business advantage.

Although Kelly won two Olympic gold medals in 2004, she went on to realize that this was not where her sense of purpose lay. She felt far more successful when she motivated, mentored and helped others connect, something she did through a project called On Camp with Kelly. She decided early in 2004 that if she didn’t achieve her dream of becoming an Olympic champion she could still pass on her knowledge and experience of elite sport to help young teenage girls with real potential.

‘The whole outlook was to take them away for a month, to South Africa where I had been living, to teach them what it takes to be a world-class athlete because, at that stage, those young girls were going through disordered eating patterns, lack of self-esteem, lack of confidence. I ended up having sixty-three international athletes in my group.’ Her goal was to teach them that there is way more to being an elite athlete than just running fast. ‘It is all about your attitude, the extra work you do, the rehabilitation, your focus, your belief, your preparation, your mental, as well as your physical, attitude to your performance as well as your physical, your tactical awareness… It is all of those things, even if you are just running twice around a track.’

In each girl she helped embed a sense of belonging. ‘I ran all these programmes and projects and training camps, and they all became friends, even though a lot of them were rivals and competitors. I was really proud of them. I was this shoulder to cry on, best friend, mentor and kind of like teacher. I was all of them together really.’

As the On Camp with Kelly girls found, belonging means knowing that there are always people on your side, cheering you on. In many sports, hearing the cheers from supporters can boost the players’ ability. This is why sports fans are often talked about as part of the team – the sixth player in a basketball team or that twelfth person in football.

When you find a team or group in which you feel comfortable, you have psychological safety. You can bounce ideas off each other, discuss how to do things better and enhance each other’s work, making your group greater than the sum of its parts. When you know that you belong, your success links to the success of your team; this can make you a better team player, further increasing your sense of belonging.

Our need for belonging spreads into the type of success we pursue, in that we prefer achievements that can be easily validated and recognized by others: a degree; a football score; a time for running a mile; a place in the New Year Honours List. Achievements that are valued by others can sometimes seem more important than those we alone value. They give an easy metric that others can comprehend and, as a result, we want to belong to the communities that award them – to be a graduate, a Manchester City fan, a member of the British Milers Club or of the British Empire. Our sense of our own credibility and the confidence that comes from it all relates to this sense of belonging.

Kelly understood this, and for her final Olympics used the knowledge to maximize her chances of success. At different stages she had a coach, training partners, physio and massage therapist. She wouldn’t have daily interactions with them all, but the knowledge that they were on her side was vital in the buildup to Athens in 2004. ‘I knew that the only way that I could achieve my twenty-year dream was to ensure that the people around me had the same vision and outlook as me, to be the best version of themselves, whatever job they had, and to bring a team of people connected together for one purpose. That team became so connected that we were able to be on the same page, and that was to only think of one thing – that we were going to win. It just felt brilliant. Because all the people around me were just giving me 100 per cent confidence in my ability.’

It is not just personal success that is improved by belonging; businesses also do better. A study of nearly one thousand eight hundred people in the US found that when people feel like they belong at work, company performance increases by 56 per cent, turnover of staff decreases and 75 per cent fewer employees take sick days. Staff are also more likely to spread the news, making their company more popular with potential employees and customers. According to the study, this would save a 10,000-person company £42 million each year.

In all these situations, it is not just that belonging provides a foundation for success, but that it makes the whole process of attaining success more enjoyable. The psychological safety we gain from membership of a group has huge value, both because of the feeling that others have our back and the confidence that if we fail we can climb up again. When we are successful in a group, we have people to share that success with; whether that be celebrating a contract won, an exam passed or a big presentation nailed. Being with other people validates the success and makes it more fun.

A good way to highlight how this works is to examine a specific environment. Schools are ideal communities to study as they provide a natural laboratory with regular testing; we can examine the pupils’ sense of belonging to groups that include teachers, peers, the school community as a whole and their parents.

Numerous studies have shown that if a child feels liked, respected and valued by their teacher, they will develop a love of learning and perform at a higher level. How teachers rate their closeness with students is another good predictor of how well those students will perform academically. Those who are deemed to have a close relationship with their teacher will show greater levels of engagement, take part in more school activities, develop a genuine love of learning and feel fewer negative emotions. A study looking at the attitudes towards reading of 820 six-year-olds found that the more the children were able to engage with their teachers, the greater their love of reading and the higher their confidence in their reading ability, which then positively influenced their ability to learn and develop.

In 189 studies of children, from nursery through to high school, a positive relationship was identified between how teachers related to their class and the students’ own engagement and achievement. In fact, studies have found that pupils’ relationships to their teachers are linked to a host of motivational outcomes, such as the ability to achieve goals, the effort and persistence they put into their work and how well they regulate themselves. It has even been found to influence a student’s confidence to tackle academic tasks. Of 138 factors linked to academic achievement, how well the child felt they related to their teacher has been ranked the eleventh most important.

How children engage with their peers is also hugely influential. When children learn to cooperate with classmates at school, they develop social competence, which is vital to their sense of belonging as they go through life. A sense of social competence increases the number of groups or communities they feel comfortable engaging with and thus increases their sense of belonging. In education, this social competence can help them transition to new classes or schools more easily, help them feel more secure among their peers, improving their motivation, engagement and academic performance, and it boosts their self-esteem. It can even influence their physical health as they tend to be more active at break times.

The Harm of ‘Anomie’

A sense of belonging is fundamental to success itself, something which becomes clear when we examine the negative impact of feeling as if we don’t belong. The effect of isolation and loneliness is powerful. When we don’t feel like we have strong and meaningful connections, the pain can be acute. The term ‘anomie’ refers to the sense of not belonging to a community.

Evolutionary psychologists have long stated that humans are designed to live in small communities that enhance a sense of belonging and support the social bonds required for survival: cooperation to find food and shelter, communication to engage and procreation to pass down our genes. Our current way of life in the West is not well suited to belonging. In the UK, 8 million people live alone and, for those people, mixing with others can require significant effort. We may work at home and shop and socialize online. Even if we do work away from home and live with a family, we may have long commutes, meaning that members of an immediate family spend lots of time apart.

In addition, the Western world in the twenty-first century has become so focused on productivity that we have engineered an environment in which we struggle to live in the moment. Work takes precedence over play, even though it is in play that many of our most valuable relationships develop. The relationships that we build at work can feel transient compared to the bonds we build in our social lives.

This focus on productivity means that we miss out on social bonds. We have fewer opportunities to bump into others, meaning that we may not feel particularly connected to our immediate community. We may feel more secure if we own our house, but data from the UK government’s 2021 English Housing Survey found that 36 per cent of householders are renters – and a quarter of those have moved in the previous year – suggesting a significant number of people will not feel it worthwhile to invest in building strong relationships with those around them when they may soon have to move on.

A sense of belonging can also come from sharing a passion or hobby or having something in common with others. We can then feel that we belong to a number of different communities, whether they be clubs or groups based on shared interests that link to our background, identity, hobbies or faith.

It is possible to belong to groups but to still feel alone. Those who are lonely and those who are not spend similar amounts of time with other people, demonstrating that the experience of loneliness is not necessarily a result of being alone, but of feeling alone. We can feel lonely when our experiences of social engagement don’t match up to our expectations. Anomie comes from both a mixture of feeling socially isolated and of feeling lonely within those relationships that we do have.

When we feel a sense of being related but are without the other important elements of belonging – such as the feeling of being cared about – we can really struggle. Isolation can be both social and emotional. We feel social isolation when we have a weak social network with few family or friend relationships and little connection to society on a wider level. Emotional isolation is the perception of social isolation – the experience of being lonely. We might have a strong social network and enjoy membership of outside groups and yet still feel socially isolated, lonely and disconnected.

What each of us finds isolating can be very different. Neuroscientists have suggested that we develop our expectations of belonging from our upbringing and those we socialize with as young children. For some people, a close romantic relationship and a few friends is all they need; other people may expect to be surrounded by a wide number of family members and to be part of multiple groups. If either of their realities falls outside of these expectations, they feel uncomfortable and will begin to feel lonely.

The gap between the expectations and the reality of belonging seems to have become more acute because our society has become so digitalized. Technology plays a complicated role in our sense of belonging. On the positive side, it allows us to work more flexibly and to connect with those who live a long distance away. It can also help us find our own communities based on what we love, allowing us to engage with others, unhindered by logistics or location. It can start virtual alliances which develop into real-life friendships.

The downside is that technology limits our opportunities to interact meaningfully with others, not just in the sense that time online takes us away from face-to-face activities, but also in that spending time on social media sites can undermine our social skills. Over 90 per cent of our communication is thought to be non-verbal and we need to keep practising reading body language in our interactions in the physical world.

Sending an email or tweet is simple; meeting with someone face to face is far more complex, requiring physiological responses, cognitive engagement and the production of a neuropeptide (which is a chemical messenger in our brain) called oxytocin. This is the hormone produced by mothers when they give birth that helps them bond with their children. It also helps in social situations, helping us to bond with each other. We don’t get this hormonal stimulation behind a screen.

Anomie impacts our behaviours, our physical health, our productivity and our self-esteem. Its impact on our physical health is huge; when we lose our sense of belonging, the results can be devastating. A team that ran a meta-analysis of seventy studies looking at social isolation, loneliness and risk of mortality found that people who said they felt lonely had a 26 per cent higher risk of death. The increase was 29 per cent for those who were socially isolated and 32 per cent for those who lived on their own.

Loneliness makes it harder to control and regulate our habits and behaviour. When we feel isolated, we are more likely to drink more alcohol, have an unhealthier diet, take illegal drugs or do less exercise. It’s harder to instil habits that lead to better health. A lack of social connection makes for health outcomes that are detrimental; people who feel lonely have an increased risk of high blood pressure, coronary heart disease, stroke, lung disease, depression, dementia, arthritis and poorer immune functioning. The health risk of loneliness is thought to be the equivalent of smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. And, according to psychologists at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) who used neuroimaging to measure changes in brain activity, the process of social exclusion hurts physically as well as mentally. Our reactions to rejection are mediated in the brain by our pain system and we feel it acutely.

Suicide is also higher in those who are lonely. More than a hundred years ago, the theorist Émile Durkheim described loneliness as a failure of social integration and many others have since proposed that those who are well integrated into society are less likely to contemplate suicide. Study after study finds that suicide rates are highest in those with a reduced sense of belonging: single, divorced and widowed people, those who are unemployed and those in shrinking cultural or employment groups.

Kelly’s story highlights the harm that can come when we feel disconnected even when, theoretically, we have people close to us. Early in 2004 she suffered from depression when she went through a long period of injury, but at the time she didn’t realize and so wasn’t able to reach out to those who could have helped. Without the support in place or knowing why she was feeling that way, Kelly found an unhealthy coping mechanism.

‘When I first self-harmed I was in a training camp and, basically, I saw some scissors on the side in the toilets and I ended up trying to cut myself for every day that I had been injured. And that was almost like telling off my body. Telling my body that “You are letting me down.” Cutting myself was sort of a release. I hated myself. I mean, I literally hated myself at that point. So every time I was cutting was more, just like evidence of things that make me hate myself.’

Kelly realized that something needed to change. She was still depressed and having anxiety attacks and occasionally self-harming, but she realized that it wasn’t just the injury which had caused her to hit rock bottom, but the lack of connection, so she took decisive action. She had to make a tough decision. Should she stick with her current coach, training partner and set-up or move over to the team GB set-up? Which connections would help her belong and give the greatest chance of success?

She made the decision to train with the British team. ‘That gave me a sense of “we are all in this together”, rather than a detachment from those people who I really trusted and really believed in. By doing that, it gave this kind of weight off my shoulders that the expectations of conforming to one way of training were gone. And I could just do what I knew was right throughout my whole career, with the people I absolutely knew I could trust and absolutely were in it for one reason – and that was for me to win a gold medal and for them to be that best version of themselves and, you know, well, I won two gold medals, so it clearly worked.’

While economics is far less important individually than wellbeing, there is an economic cost to anomie. Those who are lonely require a greater number of GP consultations, have higher rates of hospital admissions, spend more nights in nursing homes, are off work more often, have lower productivity and move jobs more frequently. One study has estimated that the annual cost to the UK economy of this disconnection in our communities is £32 billion.

More than anything though, loneliness can also make us feel angry, sad, depressed, worthless, resentful, empty, vulnerable and pessimistic. When we feel like this, we tend to separate ourselves from others, expecting and fearing rejection. We are less likely to confide in others about how we are feeling and miss out on reassurance. As a result, we become trapped in a vicious circle – the more we withdraw, the less support we receive and the more isolated we get. We feel even less like we belong.

Who belongs?

Everyone has the ability to find their tribe and feel that sense of belonging, but some of us find it harder than others. Current figures suggest that over 9 million people in the UK are either always or often lonely, while other studies have suggested that the figure is even higher. According to a 2019 YouGov poll, 31 per cent of us find it difficult to make friends. A meta-analysis of 345 studies published in 2022 in Psychological Bulletin found that between 1976 and 2012, loneliness increased and since then has levelled off, suggesting that more of us than ever before feel lonely. A 2019 study from life insurance company Cigna questioned over twenty thousand people and suggested that loneliness levels are highest in the younger generations: 48 per cent of Generation Z (born after 1997 and into the early 2010s) say they sometimes or often feel lonely.

There is a strand of thinking that suggests that some of us are genetically predisposed to feel lonely. A 2005 study at the University of Chicago found a hereditary element to the way we process social interactions. Those who are lonely also tend to have low self-esteem and to look for instant gratification. This may be because they don’t feel that they are worthy of feeling that sense of belonging or because they are unwilling to spend the time building a community, knowing how they will feel if they fail.

Happily married people tend to be much healthier than people in unsupportive social relationships. In the latter group, the lack of a satisfying relationship contributes to a sense of vulnerability. Many common emotional problems and behaviours result from a failure to belong in some way and come from an array of unhelpful coping mechanisms, such as avoidance, shutting ourselves down emotionally, ghosting people if we can’t face giving them bad news and often just not asking for support when we need it most.

Teenagers are thought to be particularly vulnerable to loneliness because their brains are still developing and are not fully able to deal with rational judgement until the age of twenty-five. They process a greater proportion of information than adults through the amygdala which, as we shall discover in Chapter 6, is our emotional, irrational and threat-focused brain. An adult would dismiss the lack of immediate response to a Snapchat message with a, ‘Well, they are probably busy’, but the same delayed reply is interpreted by a teen as rejection. A missed invitation to a party doesn’t mean that there was a number limit for a teen – it means that those not invited are disliked and unworthy. The emotional, threat-focused responses mean that they have a higher risk of misreading social cues or other people’s emotions and respond far too quickly in kind.

Teens are also trying to develop their own identity away from their parents, which can be overwhelming. The feeling of being ostracized is often acute among young people, and we can see this in teenagers who leave home for their first year at university. A ThinkImpact report found that 30 per cent of those who start at American universities don’t make it to the end of their first year and, in the UK, at some of the newer universities, a drop-out rate of over 20 per cent was identified.

Another particularly vulnerable group consists of those who move abroad for education, work, relationships or their own safety; cultural and language barriers can mean that they feel isolated and have trouble fitting in. Asylum seekers and refugees have these issues and may feel unable to engage with communities of their own diaspora without being reminded of the horrors they have witnessed. The only group to which they feel that they belong also feels as if it is toxic.

Being in a situation that alienates us from what we see as mainstream society can accentuate our sense of a lack of belonging. We are at risk of loneliness through becoming unemployed, having a chronic health condition or disability, retiring, developing an addiction, dealing with trauma or becoming involuntary carers.

Specific trigger points also put us at risk of becoming lonely. These include such life-changing events as moving house, the death of a loved one, the arrival of a new baby or the reverse – an empty nest – and divorce. The acute loneliness that such events cause is to be expected, but when it becomes chronic loneliness, we should worry. Chronic loneliness might be identified as:

• You feel unable to connect with others on a deep, intimate level.

• You have friends, but they feel more like acquaintances than people you can fully be yourself with.

• You might be surrounded by others but still be disengaged.

• Your sense of self-worth is low.

• When you reach out to others your efforts don’t feel reciprocated.

• You feel exhausted after engaging with others.

That long-term lack of belonging can be hard to escape if we get stuck in a cycle of unhelpful habits: pushing others away, focusing only on transient contact such as one-night stands or risky actions that increase the feeling of isolation. A study in Poland found that when we are lonely we are more likely to put on a facade for others and feel that we can’t display our real character. This is mentally fatiguing and, in hiding our authenticity, further reduces our chances of creating a sense of belonging with those who, if they only knew the real person, would like us for who we really are. The paradox of loneliness is that it leaves us less able to establish the relationships we crave. When it becomes chronic and persistent, we need to find ways to increase our sense of belonging and to become proactive about attaining the feeling that we belong.

Developing a Stronger Sense of Belonging

In an ideal world, we would glide through life with a loving family, close friends, welcoming and supportive clubs, a workplace that enables constructive teamwork and a fabulous local community. We would know our roles within each group, and feel comfortable and authentic when we performed them. In every relationship in this perfect scenario, we would always be able to see the big picture and see where we, our values and our purpose fit in. However, such situations are not realistic. We all need to proactively work on developing our sense of belonging and, to do this, we need to work on our social connectivity, our social strengths and our social competence.

The good news is that we don’t need to work that hard. There is a limit to the number of connections that bring us benefit. British anthropologist Robin Dunbar has estimated that we cannot maintain more than 150 social relationships in our life. We might feel well connected with 1,000 Facebook friends or 500 connections on LinkedIn but, once we have more than 150 connections, each becomes far less meaningful. It is more useful to have fewer friends who you nurture, rather than hundreds of barely known acquaintances.

Improve your social connectivity

The easiest way to develop your social connectivity is to join groups. These usually have a shared purpose and that means that all members start off with a common interest, say a hobby or craft, a sport or an academic subject. If you are going through a period of transition such as retirement or being a new parent, groups focused on those particular needs can be valuable in establishing new friendships and cementing your identity. If you are struggling with a specific problem, such as mental health or addiction, group therapy and support sessions may help. You are able to realize that you are not alone in your struggles when you meet other people who are in the same position and understand what you are going through. Groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous help to sustain people in the long term through establishing a connection, understanding and taking responsibility for each other. It might not be a connectivity that you would ideally want, but in your situation it can become a connectivity that you need.

Technology may also help to solve the problem of anomie. A number of apps claim to enhance social wellness by helping us to develop genuine and meaningful relationships beyond those of dating apps. For example, Peanut – for new mums – helps to find other new parents in the locality, while Friender is designed, as it suggests, to find new friends. These apps have search functions that identify people with similar interests or hobbies who are nearby. The beauty of starting off online is that we can take baby steps towards putting ourselves out there without having to jump in at the deep end and walk into a room full of strangers.

Kelly discovered the power of tech to connect in the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown when she found herself stuck at home, cut off from her usual speaking engagements. She began using Instagram to show off her alpacas and cheer people up, which turned into seven months of free core and abs workouts to anyone who wanted to join in. These morning exercises developed into ‘Military in Motion’, a community of people from all over the world, with different backgrounds, ages, abilities, sizes, shapes, fitness and journeys. ‘A lot of them have ended up becoming friends. People getting to know each other and, when they were able to meet up, meeting up as friends. I love the fact that it connects people from wherever, whoever, no matter what you have got – or haven’t got – to make every single individual feel valued, and I think that is so important.’

Volunteering is a regularly suggested route to developing a wider circle of connections, and for very good reasons. From an evolutionary perspective, altruism is an essential part of human nature. People who are engaged in helping others tend to be happier. And when we study the feelings of volunteers, they often talk about the sense of satisfaction they feel and how it enhances their social capital. In volunteering, you not only help others, but you also get to engage meaningfully with more people and build your own social network. A group called GoodGym is an excellent example of this in practice. Runners sign up to help others – they might run to work in someone’s garden or to the supermarket to buy essentials for an elderly person. The runners connect with each other through their passion for running and with those they help through the good deed. Everyone wins.


Strengthen your connections

Social groups tend to form quite quickly. Even over short-term engagements, such as training courses, people tend to swap details and aim to stay in touch. But while the allegiances seem to come about quickly, the numbers that actually keep in touch and build long-term contacts tends to be small. Once we have developed a connection, the key is to strengthen it, and for this we need regular personal contact or interaction. This should be free of conflict and we need to feel stable enough within those relationships that we can relax and be ourselves. We are not just seeking affiliations – the connections need to be stronger.

If we end up in relationships in which we feel that we have to play by the other person’s rules and try to be someone we are not, the sense of belonging will be void – it is not just about being connected, but about feeling close. When we feel intimate, our motivation and wellbeing are nurtured, helping us grow.

It is important to learn how to build strong connections because the skill of it can help our success. We see this in the government minister who starts every local radio interview by referencing the local football team result from the weekend; in the PR person who keeps a spreadsheet noting the favourite foods and hobbies of each journalist and client; and in the manager at work who remembers every employee’s birthday and their children’s names. Such small details build connections and make people feel special; they get rewarded by loyalty and the strength of relatedness. From this, we can learn that, in building relationships, the acts of listening and remembering – noticing the details of people’s lives and hearing what they have to say – are vital. It helps others feel that they belong and becomes especially valuable when reciprocated. We can show how much we notice about others through compliments – offering a genuine compliment to someone each day will not only make the recipient feel great, but, over time, will build closer and more enduring relationships.

One nice trick to try is mirroring the body language of those you are developing relationships with. A study from Linköping University in Sweden found that doing this improves the quality of communication and helps both parties feel emotionally closer, speeding up the bonding process.

Foster social competence

To gain the skills for fostering a sense of belonging, we need to develop social competence – the ability to interact positively with others – and for this we can turn to studies on the importance of belonging in school. Teachers build their students’ social competence through peer-mediated learning – projects that require teamwork or collaboration. This gives children social support and the chance to benefit from the knowledge of others, as well as a supported way of establishing peer relationships. It can, however, become counterproductive when peers choose their own groups. Anyone who isn’t brilliant at sports will remember that moment in PE lessons when team captains chose their teams. Recalling the sensation of being last to be picked is something that still fills many of us with dread. Successful peer-mediated learning requires us to create groups that are socially engineered rather than allowed to develop holistically.

Encouraging ownership of social competence can also be effective. Getting team members to consider what changes could be made to boost their group’s enjoyment and inclusivity makes people think about what could improve things for everyone. Similarly, asking people how they would coach someone else who felt left out and isolated has been found to help prompt that person to put some of those strategies into place themselves.

Building good-quality social networks and relationships through connectivity, strength and competence improves your physical and mental wellbeing and increases happiness, comfort and resilience. When these things are in place, society improves because there is less crime, lower levels of loneliness and a far better quality of life. All this means that, when you have a sense of belonging, success becomes so much easier to reach.


BELONGING TOOLKIT

Connect with purpose

We have a fundamental need to feel connected, to relate to others and be part of groups. This allows us to pool effort, resources, skills and knowledge; diffuse risks; increase our own protection; and feel a sense of intrinsic motivation. It is important to remember this when you start on any new project and consider who you will be surrounding yourself with. You should ask yourself four questions:

  1. How can I help them?

  2. How can they help me?

  3. Who else do we need?

  4. How can we be stronger together?

Attachment style awareness

Our need to belong begins at birth as early attachments can have a lifetime of influence on our self-esteem, resilience and mental health. An awareness of our attachment style is valuable as it helps us see through that lens and consider if we are making choices freely or because of our prior environment.

There are four types of attachment style. The most common (studies suggest between 50 and 62 per cent of us have this style) is secure. This is where you have mutual trust and respect, so you feel able to maintain healthy, lasting relationships while still feeling confident and valued in yourself. You know that you deserve love and affection and have a positive view of yourself and others. With this style, a sense of belonging can be fairly easy to develop and maintain. There are three other types of attachment style, though, and here a sense of belonging is harder to develop:

• Anxious/Preoccupied: A craving for love, intimacy and relationships. May struggle to be single, but will fear rejection or become jealous when in a relationship. May put the needs of others well before their own and blame themselves for things that go wrong. Can come across as needy. As parents, they may be hypervigilant and set strict expectations so the child struggles to develop their own character or autonomy.

• Avoidant/Dismissive: Very independent, assertive and self-sufficient. This group found out fairly early in life that some people may not be able to fulfil their needs so learned to look after themselves. May struggle to connect deeply with people as they can seem aloof and detached as their brain protects them from getting too close for fear of rejection. As parents, they may struggle to show affection and can be very inflexible.

• Disorganized or Fearful/Avoidant: These people seem confident and keen to connect with others, but struggle to open up. They can seem inconsistent as they move between clinginess and needing reassurance and being totally distanced. They crave attention, but are also terrified of receiving it. Parents with this style can come across as inconsistent – sometimes dismissing and other times overly involved, and this can create fear.

If you feel one of these insecure types describes you, some steps you can take include:

  1. Stop beating yourself up. You are not a failure – you have just been born into an environment that required you to adapt in order to survive. These adaptations do not help us thrive as adults so we need to learn some different behaviours.

  2. Find some role models. List those in your life who seem to have a secure attachment style. What do they do that makes you feel loved, calm or confident? Write down some actions you could take that would mirror those.

  3. Explain the attachment style you have to those close to you. And then explain how this may sometimes make you behave and how they can help. Offering scenarios can help here: ‘When X happens my response is often Y. This is because Z.’ If someone doesn’t understand why you may come across as needy, they may push back. When they get why, they may support that need instead.

  4. Acceptance. If you feel your natural attachment style coming out in your behaviours, notice it, label it and accept it. We might say to ourselves, ‘I can see that I am currently being avoidant. I do this because I feel safer not relying on others. It isn’t ideal so I will work on it.’ Labelling and accepting helps us get more distance from the pain of it so we can switch to healthier coping mechanisms.

Circle of safety

Belonging comes from having high-quality social interactions and a special bond with a few people who really matter. This doesn’t just provide a foundation for success, but also makes the process of attaining success more enjoyable. When you find a team or group in which you feel comfortable, you have psychological safety which allows you to take risks and explore, secure that if something goes wrong you have a safety net. Hunt out that crowd. Allow yourself to be vulnerable with them and see what feedback you get. Look for the signs of psychological safety:

• Seeing mistakes as learning opportunities which are celebrated rather than punished.

• People taking risks.

• An atmosphere of openness and honesty.

• A sense of trust; each person in the group has the others’ back.

Relationship building

We can only effectively maintain around 150 social relationships, so it is more useful to have fewer friends who you nurture, rather than hundreds of barely known acquaintances. Look through Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and write a list of who matters to you and who you would like to build a deeper sense of belonging with. Perhaps see this as a project to stay in touch with those people much more.

Shared purpose

Groups with a shared purpose are the easiest way to develop your social connectivity. As we shall discover in Chapter 4, a purpose is essential for feeling we have lived a successful life, but it needs to be a purpose that feels authentic; something we really care about. When we identify this purpose (which could be around the environment, how we support others, a campaign we work on or an expertise we have developed), engaging with others who hold similar aims can help us to make strong connections and build a sense of belonging to the shared ambition. Below, list three areas of your life where joining a group or connecting more with people sharing that passion could be beneficial:

  1. ________________________________________

  2. ________________________________________

  3. ________________________________________
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