
  
    
      
    
  



 

‘Twelve months’ worth of smart self-help from someone you’d want on your team in a crisis . . . genuinely useful, charming, comforting.’

Guardian

‘It would be easy to be automatically dismissive about this sort of self-help book, but Dr Maddox doesn’t sugar-coat all her pills . . . If psychology books are your thing, then this one comes in a warm, assuring tone.’

Independent

‘Brimming with compassion and wisdom, this accessible and relatable guide is not about quick fixes. Clinical psychologist Maddox structures it over the course of a year and the challenges we may face with each month, bringing her insight to bear.’

Sunday Post Dundee

*

‘A compassionate book filled with useful tips to help us through life.’

Claudia Hammond

‘Compassionate and easy to read, this book can lead us to better ways of living. It is filled with unpretentious wisdom.’

Henry Mance

‘Compelling, warm and authoritative, this book is a gentle nudge towards improving your mental health and your life, guided by the seasons. A considered and compassionate antidote to those quick fixes that just don’t stick.’

Viv Groskop

‘This is a fantastic book crammed full of practical – and evidence-based – tips to shift your thinking. Lucy Maddox does a brilliant job of taking all the cutting-edge literature on our brains and how we think and converting it into easy-to-follow suggestions to help improve your mental health.’

Sonia Sodha





 

Dr Lucy Maddox is a consultant clinical psychologist with many years’ experience of working in mental health, mostly in NHS and charity settings. She is also an experienced lecturer, writer and podcaster, and has written for publications including the Guardian, The Times and Prospect magazine. Her previous books are Blueprint: How Our Childhood Makes Us Who We Are (for adults) and What is Mental Health? (for children aged 10+).





[image: illustration]





 

First published in hardback and trade paperback in Great Britain in 2022 by Allen & Unwin, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.

This paperback edition first published in 2024 by Allen & Unwin. Copyright © Dr Lucy Maddox, 2022

The moral right of Dr Lucy Maddox to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

Illustrations by Tim Ruffle

Every effort has been made to trace or contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be pleased to make good any omissions or rectify any mistakes brought to their attention at the earliest opportunity.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Paperback ISBN: 978 1 83895 630 1
E-book ISBN: 978 1 83895 629 5

Printed in Great Britain

Allen & Unwin
An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd
Ormond House
26–27 Boswell Street
London
WC1N 3JZ

www.atlantic-books.co.uk






Contents

Introduction

1 January: Which Way Next?

Decisions, Making Changes and Sticking to Them

2 February: Inching Forwards

Getting Going When We Feel Stuck

3 March: Spring Cleaning

Creating Spaces That Help Us to Feel Better

4 April: Nourishing to Flourish

How to Stop Having a Go at Ourselves

5 May: The Art of Talking (and Listening)

Using Therapy Skills to Improve Conversations

6 June: Summer Socializing

Feeling Connected

7 July: 3 a.m. Worries

Coping with Uncertainty and Existential Angst

8 August: Hot Under the Collar

Managing Anger

9 September: That Sunday Night Feeling

Making the Most of Work

10 October: Falling Leaves

Coping with Loss

11 November: The Joy of Missing Out

Valuing Rest

12 December: It’s Christmas

Negotiating Families and Managing Expectations

 

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Notes

Index






Introduction

The way we think, experience the world and the other people in it, how we make decisions – it’s all psychology. When things go wrong and we feel bad, or when our experiences tip into feeling so bad that they match the criteria for mental illness and severe distress, then clinical psychology and psychotherapy ideas can help. But we don’t have to be at rock bottom to benefit from tried and tested concepts from the field of psychology. Many of those same principles can be useful for coping with universal human experiences that are less distressing, but can still trouble us. We can use them every day to enable us to make the most of life.

Using psychological insights to try to make things the best they can be is a rich area of research and practice: over time, psychologists have turned to the study of optimal functioning as well as thinking about how to address difficulties. The American psychologist Martin Seligman had a lot to do with the shift towards positive psychology from the late nineties onwards, when he called for a change from only thinking about problems, to instead investigating how best to build on strengths. The roots of the positive psychology movement go even further back, though, including the work of people like Carl Rogers, who saw everyone as having the potential to become the best they can be.

The spectrum of human experience is just that, a spectrum, and many symptoms of mental illness are increasingly seen as one end of a range of experience which we all exist along. This isn’t to downplay the severity of mental illness: feeling a bit blue is different from feeling depressed, and having some tendencies towards worry is different from full-blown anxiety. But some of the approaches used in therapy for specific problems can be helpful in our everyday lives, and I often think that ideas I’ve shared in a therapy session are helpful outside a therapy context too. I use many of them myself.

I started training as a clinical psychologist when I was twenty-four. Looking back now, that seems young, but I didn’t feel that young at the time. I came to the course, at University College London in Bloomsbury, from a year spent working as a research assistant into bipolar disorder in Camberwell, South London. Before that I’d studied for a master’s in neuroscience, at the Institute of Psychiatry which was also in Camberwell, whilst at the same time juggling several other jobs to survive the brutal reality of expensive London life. I worked at the Science Museum as an explainer on Saturdays and I tutored psychology A level in the evenings. Before that I’d spent a year in Paris teaching English, and before that I’d studied an undergraduate degree in psychology, philosophy and physiology at Oxford University. I hadn’t known that I would apply for clinical psychology training when I first started studying, but the bits I kept enjoying the most about the different jobs and courses all had to do with people, and clinical psychology sounded like a way of combining the science of psychology with a way to practically help others.

Clinical psychology training is a hybrid of three main elements: being taught about the principles and practical skills of therapy, conducting a research project into some area of mental health and spending time on placement in the National Health Service. The placements are in a range of areas, across the lifespan, and they include working with children, adults, older adults, people with learning disabilities and a couple of specialist placements which you can choose. I chose a placement in sexual health and a placement in an adolescent mental health ward, and I felt so drawn to working in the ward setting with teenagers that I wrote off emails to lots of wards in London asking if they had any jobs coming up. There was something about the intensity of the work which I found almost addictive: the potential for a great deal of change, at a time which is often a crisis, the huge amount that psychology can bring to that setting, and also the connection I felt I had with the teenagers. Luckily for me, South London and Maudsley NHS Trust did have a job coming up, and I worked with this Trust for eight years after qualifying, learning so much from some amazing colleagues as well as the young people there, before moving on to a different Trust to take up a consultant clinical psychologist position on a different ward. I left ward work in 2017, and worked in a mix of charity roles as consultant clinical psychologist for Action for Children, and as Senior Clinical Advisor for the British Association for Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies. Alongside this, I took on a small amount of private practice both with young people and adults, and I also studied for another master’s, this time in organizational psychology, as my interest in how to improve workplaces and healthcare services grew. Then, in 2022, I moved to take up a research fellowship at the University of Bath, one which allows me to return to the NHS very part-time as a clinician too, and which combines my interest in psychology both for individuals and organizations (with my research context being back in inpatient wards for teenagers again).

Alongside my clinical roles I’ve enjoyed juggling a few other things, including lecturing and a great love of sharing ideas from psychology, in writing and audio. I published Blueprint, about how our childhood influences us, in 2018, and a book for children, What is Mental Health?, in 2020. I’ve been mulling over the idea for this book for a little while now, wanting to examine what I think are some of the most useful concepts that I’ve learnt through my training and practice as a clinical psychologist. Things that anyone can pick up. Sometimes I’ve chosen these ideas because I’ve personally found them useful in my own life as well as using them to help other people, and sometimes they’re ideas which through the years I have found I return to again and again with the people who have come to see me for therapy. They’re not random concepts, they’re rooted in research evidence and based on theories about why they should be helpful. A lot of them are from cognitive behavioural therapy, but there are also some other approaches woven in, including narrative therapy, solution-focused therapy and family therapy. I’ve tried to be clear about which type of therapy I’m talking about, in case you want to go away and find out more.

Psychology underpins our whole lives. It is involved in our relationships, the places we live and work, and the dilemmas, large and small, which we encounter daily. This book draws on principles from psychological therapies to help us with the human experiences we all face. A calendar year gives us the chance to feel through all the different moods of the seasons and the patterns they might tempt us to fall into, some of them less helpful than others. A year is also a chance to remember previous years, including all their landmarks of memory, both joyful and painful, and to plan for our future selves. It’s human to face similar dilemmas again and again. Falling into cyclical behaviours that we’re not happy about doesn’t always mean we’ve returned to square one, it means we’re still learning and practising, and living a thoughtful life. It would be much worse not to notice the cycles we’re part of.

I’ve used the year’s cycle as a framework to explore those themes and ideas which I have found frequently come up in therapy sessions. The book chapters go month by month, from January to December, considering what is going on at this time of year and which ideas from psychological therapy might be particularly helpful to consider in that particular month. It includes psychology experiments, ideas from clinical practice and musings on real-life dilemmas. Of course, the dilemmas presented in each month don’t belong solely to that time of year, and hopefully the ideas for how to help will be useful at any time.

January starts with New Year resolutions. New Year has a lot to answer for. On one arbitrary date we’re all invited to review our lives and choose to make big or small changes to ourselves or what we’re doing. In this chapter I think about how ideas from psychology and psychological therapy can help us with decisions, with making changes and with sticking to changes once we’ve decided on them.

February is a dark month in the northern hemisphere, and can seem to stretch on forever. Wherever we are in the world, the tone of this month can feel dark too, as we often realize that we’ve abandoned many of the promises to ourselves that we made in January. It’s easy to feel stuck at this time of year. Sometimes it can be hard to motivate ourselves to move forward towards a goal, even when we know it’s what we want. There’s a lot we can learn from treatments for some clinical problems which can help us day to day with this stuck feeling. One key idea is that our actions, even small ones, can change how we feel – this is a powerful tool to have in our repertoire.

March can be a time to think about how to make the places and spaces we inhabit better for us. Spring is traditionally a season for clearing out and decluttering. This chapter considers what we really know about how the environments where we spend our time can influence our health, and how we can use these ideas to improve ours. From studies in hospitals which harness the power of nature to improve healing, to the effect of urban environments on stress, there is good evidence that our surroundings matter both psychologically and physically. The objects in our home or office also matter, and I look at studies on hoarding disorder and talk about how to let go of things we don’t need.

In April, as things are growing around us, we think about how to talk to ourselves in a way which encourages us to bloom too. We spend a lot of time in our own company, and if our inner voice is often having a go then it’s going to have a negative effect. Learning to spot how we are speaking to ourselves, and taking steps to do something about it, can reap big rewards.

In May, the start of summer is almost here, and this season of lightness might encourage us to face outwards more than in. This chapter highlights what psychology can teach us about the art of talking… and listening. During my training I remember feeling tied up in conversational knots in the pub as a side effect of weeks spent analysing what we said and how we said it, yet a lot of techniques from therapy can be useful for other conversations in life too. This chapter also covers assertiveness and how to have a constructive row.

In June the longer evenings stretch ahead and give us more time and often more energy to relate to the people around us. Festivals, parties, holidays, weddings… these all present the opportunity to let loose a bit more. Sometimes, though, it can be hard to feel properly connected to others. Things can get in the way. In particular, in this chapter we consider the obstacles of social anxiety, the shadow of previously unhelpful relationships and the possibility of misunderstanding each other.

In July the likelihood of heatwaves might amplify any existential dread that we may be prone to. We’ve all had plenty of existential threats in the last few years: climate emergency, pandemic, on top of the usual existential dread which can appear for no reason at three in the morning. This chapter focuses on how psychology studies about climate change, Covid-19 and managing uncertainty in general can help us. Just what is useful when we are experiencing existential panic about a real existential problem?

In August, the height of summer seems like a good time to talk about anger. Studies show there’s a potential downside of hot weather: increased anger and irritability. Why do we get grumpy in the heat and how can we avoid lashing out? In particular, psychology offers us some helpful ideas about how to regulate big emotions.

September reminds me of going back to school as a child: I always had a mix of fear and excitement before the new term began. As an adult many people tend to have some dread about work all year round. That Sunday night feeling that the fun is over and that we’re back on the treadmill in the morning can prompt heartsink. We spend so much time at work that a lot of our dilemmas are based there too. This chapter considers how we can craft our jobs to be better for us, in several different ways.

In October, the falling leaves and drawing in of the nights can leave us feeling that we are entering a darker time. Winter happens every year, but the change and the loss it brings can still feel bleak. It makes me think of other cycles of loss we experience throughout our lives. We will all be touched by loss in one way or another, whether that’s the ending of a relationship, the loss of people we love through bereavement, or other losses which might be couched as more ‘minor’ but which can loom just as large. This chapter reflects upon what can help us to cope with loss, why we can sometimes be extra-sensitive to it, and how we can hold ourselves kindly in the face of grief.

In November it’s easy to feel tired. Days are short, and the lessening of the light can impact on our mood and make us want to hibernate. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. This chapter considers why rest is so important, what we can do about it and how we can try to improve our sleep. There’s a lot to juggle in life, and we’re probably all working hard in one way or another. Ultimately rest is as important as action: it might help to see it as an action in itself.

Finally, December’s chapter encourages us to think about negotiating family and managing expectations. December can be a tricky time: relatives packed together at close quarters isn’t always a recipe for happiness and harmony. Why are family relationships thrown into relief at Christmas and how can we get through it? How can we use radical acceptance to cope with our Christmas reality? And how can we shift away from unhelpful behaviours which don’t serve us well?

In the epilogue I pull all these chapters together, and consider how the year’s cycle is just one of the many cycles we all experience as we live our lives. The year provides us with some helpful anchors to mark the passing of time, and hopefully our growth and evolution. We can compare how we feel this year with how we felt last year, and look forward and hope and plan for how we would like to feel next year. Anniversaries, birthdays and festivals all break the year up into more of a manageable landscape instead of a vast expanse of time, and they also give us points to pause, reflect, reconsider. They help us to structure our storytelling about ourselves and each other and they give us something to catch hold of if we’re feeling lost at sea. We can choose, too, in the here and now, to anchor ourselves to smaller cycles which are more personal – the rhythms of our bodies, our breathing – and to try to find some comfort in the recognition that these cycles are echoed in the natural world around us, in the shifting of day to dusk and dusk to night, or the new growth and eventual death of the leaves on the trees around us.

I find the evidence base of psychology to be a helpful anchor too. I hope this book will introduce you to some new ideas from the subject that you can use for yourself. I’ve written about some of the studies that unearthed them and I’ve explained how they’ve been useful to me or how they can be applied in specific circumstances. I won’t be sharing specific stories of the people who have come to see me for therapy, as those are confidential, but I’ve created some amalgamated stories which will look at issues that cause problems for many people.

If you do find yourself experiencing a greater degree of suffering, one which is getting in the way of your daily life, then I’d like to be clear that this book is no substitute for therapy or other possible sources of help, and I’d recommend talking to your GP or exploring some of the resources in the notes at the end of the book or in the Key Ideas sections at the end of each month. In this book I’m psychology magpie-ing, picking out the shiny bits that are useful day to day. I hope you find them shiny too.
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Which Way Next?

Decisions, Making Changes and Sticking to Them

January can bring with it a lot of pressure to make changes and decisions. There’s often a nagging feeling that something should be different, better, optimized. What are your New Year resolutions, goals or mantras? What habits should you shed or start to cultivate? NEW YEAR! NEW YOU! It can feel exhausting.

The focus on New Year resolutions in January goes way back to Roman times, when people promised the two-headed god Janus that they would behave better. Janus has two faces, looking both forwards and backwards, and is who the month of January is named after. People still tend to make changes at the beginning of a new calendar year and other temporal landmarks like birthdays. Moments like these provide a clear opportunity to reflect on the past to improve the future. They give us a sense of a ‘fresh start’, which can encourage us to think something new is possible, even if it can be difficult to stick to. Picking a ‘one-shot’ goal like booking your first driving lesson is a good way to capitalize on these landmark timepoints, rather than longer-term goals that need continual motivation. Goals which are ‘SMART’ are even better (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-limited). Despite one-shot goals being more achievable, common New Year resolutions tend to be longer-term and harder – like weight loss, or kicking smoking or alcohol, with ‘dry January’ becoming increasingly popular. The risk with this is that we pick something so big that we set ourselves up to fail and then feel disheartened. If we want to move towards a bigger goal then breaking it down into smaller steps is a helpful way to go about it, so we can celebrate achievable wins and feel more motivated. January is a good month to be aware of what psychology has to teach us about how we can make changes and stick to them, and also about decision-making and change processes in general.

Although New Year seems to celebrate change and possibility, the reality of choosing to change, and the decision-making processes which go before it, can be really painful. I recall very well a January which felt full of change for me. It was preceded by a long period of having to decide whether to take a job opportunity or not. It was a promotion – it felt very shiny and rare. It also meant leaving London where I’d lived for thirteen years, leaving all my friends, my colleagues, a brilliant supervisor and a job I really loved. The decision was prolonged, in my own head at least, by the organization in Bristol that the new role was with taking ages to send me the confirmed job offer, which put me off finally handing in my notice.

In that time, I would regularly wake in the night feeling a deep sense of fear in the darkness. I’d try logically to solve what I should do: I’d turn the light on and write things down. One night I wrote: ‘I keep lying awake or waking up with a jolt, running over all the possible scenarios. Nothing leads to any relief. There’s no way of knowing what will happen, no way of hedging all the bets.’

It sounds a bit dramatic, doesn’t it? But that’s what I’m like in the middle of the night. It’s also reflective of how lost any of us can feel in the process of change.

Another sleepless night, I got up to write out an Excel spreadsheet of all the pros and cons of leaving and not leaving. I was following a method of problem-solving that is based on the idea of being able to get things down on paper and see in black and white what the relative merits are of different options.

To do it, you write your different options out, and list the pros and cons for each scenario. You also add how important each pro and con is to you, using a number – you can pick between 0 and 10, for example. So, if having a better job title is really important you can put 8, or if staying near friends and family is the most important you can put 10. The weighting, like this, of the different pros and cons is useful, because sometimes you might have five things that make something seem like a good idea, and only one thing that makes it seem like a bad idea, but that one thing is more important to you than all the rest put together. For instance, if I had five minor reasons for moving, which I only rated 1 in importance, but one reason for staying, which I rated a 10, then that would give me pause for thought.

So I did that, in the early hours of one morning, entering all the numbers for how important things were to me, adding them up. And I found that… the pros and cons were pretty equal, with no massive differences in how big the numbers were. I gave up and made myself a cup of tea and went back to bed with the shipping forecast to try to get to sleep.

I’d tried to rationally problem-solve but it had brought me back to square one. I was left again in limbo, not knowing what the best option was. I tried other things too, like flipping a coin to see what my gut instinct was when it landed on either option – but I knew I was doing it so it was hard to trick myself. I tried talking the dilemma through with friends, family and colleagues, but I still returned to worrying even after I thought I’d made a decision. Even when I used the most logical, rational, decision-making processes I knew, I got stuck. Why?

One problem was it was impossible to imagine how things would be if I left: I could imagine things going well and working out and also things going badly. But I didn’t know where I’d be living, who I’d be with, what I’d feel like. The move was an unknown quantity, involving an uncertain outcome, as change often does.

As humans, we don’t do brilliantly with uncertainty. It makes us anxious. It can also get in the way of our ability to problem-solve and make decisions. Professor Mark Freeston and his colleagues at Newcastle University have looked at this in the context of people experiencing generalized anxiety disorder, or GAD.

GAD is unfocused worry and anxiety not centred on anything in particular, although it can be exacerbated by specific events.1 It’s a kind of free-floating worry, and sometimes involves worrying about worry itself, which is incredibly tiring.

Mark Freeston found that people with a diagnosis of GAD had good knowledge of problem-solving, they just couldn’t use it to solve problems.2 What got in the way? Being able to tolerate the uncertainty of what was going to happen was a major block. This uncertainty was threatening in and of itself.3

This is pretty much what I felt like when I was trying to decide about that job. It led to ‘analysis paralysis’ where I would go over the information I had, but could never move forward because there was much that I didn’t, and couldn’t, know about the future. Part of sidestepping these responses to decisions that relate to uncertain future outcomes involves noticing that uncertainty is difficult, accepting that it’s not possible to know what will happen, and trying to focus on the present moment instead of an imagined future which may or may not occur. This can take practice, but noticing that we’re worrying about something which is by its nature uncertain can be the first step in realizing it’s not a productive thing to worry over. It’s not something we can think our way out of. Saying to ourselves ‘I can’t know this’ is one way to try to get out of the worry loops we can get tangled up in (and we’ll come back to this in July’s chapter on existential worries).

Noticing uncertainty can be helpful for small as well as big decisions, if it helps us to detach a bit from the outcome and think about the process or motivation behind what we’re doing. With New Year resolutions, for example, we often don’t know what the outcome will be, and it can be more helpful to think about what we want to achieve on a day-to-day level, or in the sense of a key aim we’re moving closer towards with our resolution, or a key value we want to live our life by (more on this in a bit).

Another reason for us getting stuck on decisions can be the complexity of the decisions we make. The experimental models which psychologists use tend to be tested on very simple decisions, but real life is usually much more complicated.

The decision, for example, to take £5 now or £10 later, a common lab experiment, is quite different from deciding whether to move house. Stakes are bigger in the house move, and there are many more factors involved. Decisions in real life happen in an emotional and social context as well, whereas experiments about decision-making often happen alone in a room of a psychology department.

As human beings, we are hugely influenced by what others think of us and are doing. If our social environment changes, so too can our feelings about decisions we’ve made. The social context in which we make our decisions creates an emotional background which is often at least as important as the logical things we weigh up. For example, often one of the hardest things about moving is leaving people behind, especially when there’s no emotional connection to those friends or loved ones we haven’t met yet.

A further complexity is that often the decisions we make don’t only affect us. Jean-Paul Sartre, writing in the 1940s, tapped into this when he said that ‘when we choose, we choose for others too’. Decision-making often affects a network of other people with whom we are interconnected: both those close to us and others who we haven’t met but who may be affected by the outcome of what we decide. My decision to leave my work and home would affect people at work and friends around me, as well as the people in the place I was moving to.

Sometimes the decisions we make are actually for other people. Medical professionals often need to do this for their patients, as do financial advisors for their clients. Studies looking at whether our decisions are different if we’re choosing for someone other than ourselves suggest that we tend to make slightly more risky choices when we are deciding for others: we see the potential positives of a risk more than the problems with the potential negative consequence.4 This suggests we can be overcautious when it comes to our own choices.

However, even this isn’t simple. Studies show the extent to which we are cautious about a decision’s outcome depends on what the context is and who the person is we are choosing for.5 If it’s a medical decision where the potential outcome is dangerous, for example, we might be more cautious when deciding for someone else. If it’s a decision where the loss doesn’t seem so risky but there’s a chance of winning big then we might be more gung-ho. So, we’re extra-careful if someone else is at risk, but a bit more positive if they have a chance of something good happening. An interesting thing to try, then, when we feel stuck with a decision, is to think about what we would advise a friend in a similar situation.

It’s also worth remembering that decisions can be tiring. Decision fatigue is a real thing. We make decisions all the time, often without even realizing it. From small things like what to have for breakfast, to more knotty issues like how to handle a complex situation at home or at work… and then the bigger things: whether to move house, make a career change or some other big life shift.

Whether the decision is big or small, our minds will often work overtime on figuring out what to do and what to say. We can’t always see the consequences of the moment-by-moment choices we make, but the things we do, or don’t do, have consequences later. Making big decisions can be exhausting, but even small ones can cause decision fatigue.

This is why our willpower is less at the end of the day. If you’ve made a decision to eat more healthily and then in the evening you suddenly find yourself reaching for the Nutella jar, this is one explanation. You’re tired out from making decisions all day and your willpower to make another decision, to avoid the chocolate, is reduced.6

This decision-making fatigue has been studied in a whole host of situations. One study found that parole judges tend to be more likely to let prisoners have a reduced sentence earlier in the day, or immediately after they’d had a snack – energy is needed to help our brains make decisions.7 Another found that deciding in itself is a mental load over and above the research that goes into making a decision.8 The load can weigh unfairly on some people more than others, depending on what resources are available. For instance, for people on lower incomes, making difficult decisions about what to buy in the supermarket when there are limited funds represents a disproportionately heavy decision-making load which wouldn’t be there if more money was available to make the decisions easier.9 It’s not that financial decisions themselves are harder (although they can feel hard), but that the resources we have available to us might make any decision harder or easier. And if we have to make lots of difficult decisions throughout the day because of our circumstances then we will likely feel a sense of decision fatigue at some point. It can help to try to make important decisions earlier on in the day, and to remember to cut yourself some slack if you are feeling exhausted.

A few other strategies can help with sticking to changes once we’ve made a decision. For example, the more we can do to take the day-to-day decision-making out of sticking to our New Year resolutions, the easier it will be to keep them. Prepping so that you make decisions in advance as much as possible, perhaps by sharing your resolutions publicly to get people to encourage you to stick to Dry January or healthy eating, can help take the load off. Similarly, booking a bunch of exercise classes at once or putting your running gear out the night before might be a useful prompt: anything that makes the behaviour more likely to become an automatic habit. Some people swear by visualization: imagining and mentally rehearsing the behaviour you want to do more of. This can also help you to spot potential barriers and plan how to overcome them.

If we’re making decisions all the time, then why aren’t we better at it? Why doesn’t it feel easier? And what if we accidentally decide to make unhelpful changes? Some of our decision-making processes are unconscious. We don’t even know that they are ticking along in the background. So we might be factoring in information that we’re not consciously aware of.

Daniel Kahneman, from Princeton University in New Jersey, has spent a long time researching decision-making. He has written extensively about the difference between the fast, intuitive system which can be involved, and the slower, more logical, thinking through that we are also capable of.

It’s efficient for us to have a quick system that can make decisions fast, and can use unconscious information, including memories and emotions. We don’t always need to use conscious awareness. We do lots of things on ‘automatic pilot’ day to day: brushing our teeth, taking a familiar route, making snap decisions about whether a new person seems trustworthy or not. The trouble is that this system isn’t fail-safe, and because some of our decision-making is unconscious it’s harder to spot our errors – we can’t see our own workings out. It feels like we are making our decisions rationally, but sometimes other processes are at work.

The speedy system is especially handy if we need to make a lightning-quick decision which affects our safety, but is less useful when it brings in unconscious biases that we justify either at the time or retrospectively without even realizing. Biases might be related to outcomes of previous experiences, for example thinking that others are not to be trusted because of earlier experiences we’ve had. If I’m not even aware of the factors I’m bringing into my decision-making, then I might be feeling that an option is unsafe or unwise, based on other times when I’ve felt vulnerable or afraid. The situation might be quite different now, but I could still be limited by those previous experiences.

Unconscious biases might also be related to differences between us and other people involved in a decision. For example, biases related to class, ethnicity or sex can creep in and influence what we think is a logical decision about someone else. Although we think this decision is based only on facts, it might actually be affected by beliefs we don’t even recognize as belonging to us. We’re all prone to cognitive bias, and it is usually unconscious, so we can be both bad at decision-making and fairly unreflective about it. This might be particularly true when we’re making snap decisions under pressure, or without consciously paying attention to how we are deciding something, but unconscious bias can creep into more considered decision-making too. The ways unconscious bias can affect our decisions aren’t always about other people either. Sometimes the influence is about how we view a potential gain or loss.

The speedy decision-making system which leads to biases and can catch us out is old in evolutionary terms – primates use speedy decision-making and demonstrate bias too, as researchers from Yale University found when they taught capuchin monkeys how to use a type of basic currency.10 They showed the primates how to use tokens to pay for food rewards, and they also showed them how much food to expect to get for a token. The researchers found that the monkeys were loss averse in their decision-making. They were more affected by situations where they were given less food than had been shown to them, than by situations where they were given more than they expected.

It’s actually the same in humans: we are more likely to try to avoid loss than we are to be rewarded by a gain. It takes a greater gain to affect us to the same degree as a smaller loss. I will be sadder about losing £20 than I would be happy about gaining £20. It takes a bigger gain – about £40 – to match the strength of feeling of the loss. This type of disproportionate loss aversion makes us behave in ways which avoid the possibility of being out of pocket, or of messing up.11 So even though we might tell ourselves a story about why we’ve made a decision, it’s possible that this is a post-hoc justification of other factors, like unconscious loss aversion or bias towards avoiding threat, which have influenced us. I felt quite aware of this with the Bristol–London dilemma. I found myself second-guessing whether I was creating reasons not to go, because it felt safer to stay. On the other hand, if I stayed I’d lose the shiny job opportunity and the chance for a new adventure. I couldn’t work out which way my unconscious bias might be fooling me.

I tried something else, after that spreadsheet in the middle of the night. I emailed a colleague, Eric Morris, who had moved to Australia a few years before, and who worked in the area of acceptance and commitment therapy, or ACT (pronounced like the word, not spelled out). I didn’t know Eric well, but he had given a talk where he had mentioned that ACT had helped him personally in making decisions, and had specifically said that he’d used it when he was deciding to move to the other side of the world.

One key insight from ACT is that our decisions aren’t always best framed in terms of reward and loss. It might help instead to think more about making decisions based on ethical frameworks or on deeply held values which are important to us.

ACT is a type of therapeutic approach which has grown out of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT, a therapy which links thoughts, feelings, behaviours and how our bodies feel). ACT focuses on accepting how things are and how we are, at the same time as committing to living in line with whatever we value most. Individual values differ from person to person, and change over time and in different contexts, but often there are a few key values that are particularly important for how we want to be living our life.

In my state of trying everything I could to feel OK with a decision, I emailed Eric, who replied with some advice. He told me about how he had made his decision to move based on core values that really mattered to him. For him that included wanting to prioritize his family relationships by working in an environment where the lifestyle meant he could spend time with his children.

Working out what your values are is another big question to think about, and of course also involves decisions. It can help to remember that you don’t have to stick with these values for the rest of your life. You can come up with your own value words or you can use a values list to help you. Once you’ve found the top five values, say, you can think about decisions in the light of these. Mine at the time included creativity, adventure-seeking, friends and family, helping others and learning. I reviewed my options with these values in mind.

I found that, for me, some values were expressed more in one scenario but others could be followed no matter where I was. Basically, there was still no right or wrong answer. This is what makes decisions so hard. On the other hand, being able to see that our core values might be expressed in multiple different situations is also something which can help us out of the decision-making quagmire.

Once we accept there is no right or wrong decision, we might also be able to see a decision point as less deterministic. We can decide and then change our mind again if it’s not right. This might be tricky, but it’s often possible. Doing something, however small, can help us stop overthinking – and if it’s not right we can do something else. Getting out of the decision-making process loop can be energizing.

How we think about a decision once it has been made can also be important in allowing us to move on from it. Ed Watkins, from the University of Exeter, has spent a lot of time investigating repetitive thinking styles, which involve thinking the same thing over and over (and over) again. This can be helpful or unhelpful depending on the context.12 For example, returning to think about upsetting things that have happened and how they make us feel has been found to predict depression. That said, we do need to think through difficult things that have happened to some extent in order to process painful memories and upsetting events. In my case, before I made a decision to change jobs and move house, some degree of planning and problem-solving about the future was helpful, but worrying too much about what I had little control over was not. I didn’t know what the job would be like, I didn’t know who I might meet in Bristol, I couldn’t control exactly what was going to happen. In taking the new opportunity, I would be moving away from the safe and familiar people and places I knew. I might hate it. I also might love it.

Two types of repetitive thinking which can happen after a decision has been made are rumination and counterfactual thinking. Rumination gets its name from the way that cows digest grass. Just like cows we can chew over and over what we’ve done or not done. This can be useful if it helps us work out a solution, but it’s less helpful if it doesn’t and just leaves us stewing.

Counterfactual thinking is imagining what might have happened in an alternative version of the past. ‘If I’d done that, then this…’ or often, ‘If only I’d done that…’ We tend towards counterfactual thinking when we’re not feeling happy or when something difficult happens. It’s not bad in itself – sometimes reflecting like this can help us to make better decisions in the future – but it can also give rise to negative feelings like shame, regret, sadness, guilt and anxiety.

How can we use repetitive thinking styles in a more constructive way? Watkins’s work suggests it depends how much control we have over the goal we are repetitively thinking about. If we’re thinking about something that is abstract, complex or far off in the future and affected by lots of different factors, then it can be hard for us to solve it using repetitive thinking, and we might be better off thinking at a more concrete level about what to do in the immediate future. So, for example, worrying about what to do with the rest of my life is too big and too vague a subject to be helpfully tackled by overthinking. Instead it might be useful to take a step back and work out what the next course of action might be. The research also suggests that repetitive thinking with negative content – i.e. about sad or stressful things – is less helpful, so it might be useful to consciously try to balance this out with more positive thoughts. I deliberately tried to imagine what would happen if things worked out well, instead of only focusing on my worst-case scenarios, for example. Retrospectively, when I find myself ruminating over things in my life that have already happened I try to notice the thoughts and let them go. Labelling those thoughts as rumination can help with that: ‘Oh, there’s that rumination happening.’

Just why are we so tempted to ruminate over past decisions? I think it’s related to loss again, the loss of other possible outcomes.

Going back to a city you’ve lived in is a bit like seeing an ex. They somehow always seem to show off to you – let themselves be seen in their fittest, most thoughtful, well-dressed state. Stepping off the train at Paddington, the bustle of the crowds on the platform and the smell of the Underground as I go down the stairs makes me feel alive in a way that is specific to London. I love the bright lights, wide streets, flash window displays and people walking with a purpose, the feeling that things are moving faster than everywhere else, that you are somehow ahead.

I did take the new job and move to Bristol. I moved in January (NEW YEAR! NEW YOU!) when it was tipping it down with rain and I was told off by the driver of a National Express coach for having too much luggage. ‘You’re not supposed to move house on these,’ he said.

For everything we say yes to, we are often saying no to something else. To say yes to a new adventure in Bristol I had to say no to my comfortable life in London. To say yes to my comfortable life in London I had to say no to my new adventure in Bristol. Sometimes it’s helpful to acknowledge the loss that comes with any decision.

When I go back now and travel through London it feels like someone is holding up a flick book of memories in front of my face. There is that street where I used to live, the café where they knew me, that bar where I had that awful date, the flat where that amazing party was, the bus route where I cried all the way to Camberwell Green, the street where the flower market is every Saturday, the coach station where I was sick. I still sometimes wonder what would have happened if I’d stayed, and despite feeling happy where I am I still sometimes mourn the losses that go with the move.

But alongside the losses that accompany decisions and change, there is often much to gain. In my case a more peaceful pace of living, less frantic, cosier, somehow less lonely even with fewer people I know; full of many experiences and joys and connections that I would never have known without moving. I ended up leaving the job I moved for after eighteen months, but I did stay in the city, and I’m really content. I still miss things about London, and most of all many people I love who are there. But many other friends have themselves moved now, friendship groups have shifted, and things happened in Bristol which couldn’t have happened in London.

And if I had stayed… there would have been other opportunities which I won’t ever know about. Making peace with the loss of an unknown future is in some ways as tricky as making peace with more nameable losses, but if you can trust that you are exactly where you’re meant to be it often comes true with that belief. And at least in choosing and changing (or choosing to stay the same) you are doing something, rather than swimming in a stuckness, or making the decision to procrastinate.

It can be tempting to think about decisions and change as a one-step process, as a thing we do and then it’s done. But in reality, we are choosing to stick to a change at multiple points in time. There are millions of potential deviations from a path we’ve decided to take. So once we’ve decided which way we’re going, how can we keep on course?

Researchers John Norcross and Dominic Vangarelli followed the efforts of a couple of hundred people in the USA who pledged to change something about their lives at New Year.13 They followed them up over a two-year period, after these people volunteered in response to a regional TV broadcast. Researchers called the participants up at one week, two weeks, three weeks, a month, three months, six months and two years later. Participants were asked how they were doing with their resolution and also about the coping strategies they were using to make changes. Over three quarters had kept their resolution at the one-week follow-up, but by two years this had reduced to about a fifth. The authors wanted to understand what had helped the one person in five to keep their resolutions. They found that people who were better at it were more likely to gradually reduce unwanted behaviours, and keep reminders around themselves of the resolution they were trying to stick to. Putting a daily reminder up of the thing you’re aiming towards, or the longer-term aim or bigger value which is motivating you, can be both helpful and reassuring. It also stops you having to go through the rationale for the change all over again.

Giving oneself rewards for making changes was also associated with sticking to resolutions. In contrast, wishful thinking (wishing the problem would just go away by itself) and self-blame (getting at oneself for a ‘slip-up’) were associated with the opposite. Being in environments which conflicted with the resolution (such as trying to give up smoking but spending time with other smokers) also, unsurprisingly, made it harder to make a change. Lots of people reported times when they accidentally went back to doing whatever it was they were trying to give up, but 70 per cent reported that this strengthened their resolve, which is encouraging to remember if you fall off the resolution wagon.

In fact, motivational interviewing, a therapeutic technique used in helping people to give up substance abuse, recognizes that ‘falling off the wagon’ and having continued ambivalence about making a change in our behaviour is entirely normal: something to be worked with, not something to beat ourselves up about. Part of motivational interviewing is making sure that a person really does want to make a change – for themselves, and not for anyone else. Quite often the process begins with writing out all the pros and cons of making the change, both long-term and short-term, and also, importantly, the pros and cons, long-term and short-term, of things staying how they are. Do the pros outweigh the cons? Or do the long-term benefits of making a change outweigh the short-term rewards of the behaviour you want to get rid of? Imagining oneself in six months’ time having stuck to your resolution, and in one year, and seeing what would be different, can also be helpful in working out whether it’s a change you’re really committed to, or one you think you should be making. Visualizing the longer-term impact of your resolution can give you a clue about whether it’s something that feels like it fits with you and what’s important to you.

Take Mikey, for example. He starts the New Year with an urge to shake things up a bit. He’s feeling unhealthy and tired after a Christmas season full of late nights and no real exercise. He just wants to feel fit and strong. He has been getting a bad back and feels like he’s getting old before his time. He thinks about what is manageable in terms of New Year goals. He doesn’t want to set something big and vague for himself, like ‘get healthy’. He thinks instead about what the actions are that he can try to commit to that will set him on the healthier path. Previously he has tried Dry January but it never lasts longer than a week and then he ends up feeling like he might as well just drink loads. Instead he commits to the Couch to 5K plan. It involves three half-hour runs a week – starting with a mixture of walk–run. The first goal he sets himself is to do the first run in the first few days after New Year. If he manages that then he has succeeded. To help himself he puts out his running kit the day before and arranges to go with a friend. He ends up enjoying it more than he thought he would. His larger aim is to get to the end of the programme, but he knows he might miss the odd run along the way, and that’s OK. Having a friend who is also doing the programme helps him to stay on track, but the original New Year resolution – to do the first run – was achieved in the first week and gives him a boost of motivation. When he feels like he is too tired to go, he thinks about how he wants to feel in a few months’ time. He wants to feel healthy enough to take things in his stride, and not feel so tired and achy. He wants to be able to go for a 5K run without it being too big a deal. The running is just one part of things, but the more he does the more he is also able to make healthier choices elsewhere. He finds himself drinking a bit less so he can go for a run the next morning. He finds himself asking what the healthier option would be for lunch. One change kicks off a virtuous cycle of other changes.

Sometimes the way we frame a change can affect how we engage with it too.14 Making a goal an ‘approach goal’ instead of an ‘avoidance goal’ can be more motivational: if we’re aiming to do something rather than not do something it can feel more positive. So, aim to cut back a cigarette a day rather than aiming not to smoke, or aim to make healthy choices at two meals a day instead of aiming to lose weight. ‘Mastery goals’ where we aim to get better at a skill or behaviour, instead of goals where we hit a specific target, can be even more intrinsically motivational: so, aim to do a sketch a day instead of aiming to be an amazing artist, or aim to join a pottery class and give it a go. Or, in Mikey’s case, aim to do at least two short runs a week, and do not worry about the distance covered.

Making any change is difficult. It’s human to try and fail and need to try again. James Prochaska and Carlo DiClemente15 described this when they wrote about their cycle of motivation, in which they see us as moving from a pre-contemplative phase, where we’re not even trying to make a change or aware of any need to, through a contemplative phase where we are considering changes, to a planning phase and then an active phase where we are doing something differently. As part of their cycle they have both an exit, where we carry on doing that thing differently, and a continuation, where we fall off the wagon and go back to our old habits. This isn’t going right back to square one, it’s just being human and finding it hard to shift what we do. We might need to go round that cycle multiple times before we manage to do it differently, but just because we’re doing the same thing doesn’t mean we’re thinking about it in the same way. In fact, a shift in thinking might be about to precede a shift in what we do.

It might help to take the pressure off and remember that the 1st of January is just another day. This might sound like I’m saying not to bother but actually I see it in reverse: we can change things any day we like. Each day, each hour, each moment can be a fresh beginning.

For me this year I hope to work on many of the same things as last year, and the year before that. That’s not failing, it’s living a life and thinking about it as you go. I still use values-based action principles to check in when I’m unsure about stuff. What’s the most important thing to me in all this? Which values do I want to be living in line with? And am I happy enough at the moment? Because if I am, then why not relax and enjoy the moment a little more instead of wishing myself into a parallel reality.

Making decisions and changing things is a process, not a one-off event. It’s often a cycle going round and round as we fall off whatever wagon we’re on and struggle back on again. The pressure for New Year to be happy can mean it’s harder to feel contented and easier to feel disappointed or lacking. It’s just another moment, though, and whatever we feel at the stroke of midnight on the 1st of January we can be sure it will be transient.




DECISIONS, MAKING CHANGES AND STICKING TO THEM

Key Ideas

1. Decisions are hard, and can be tiring, so don’t beat yourself up if you’re feeling like you’re not sure which way to go, especially if it’s a big decision about an uncertain future.

2. Try to make important decisions earlier on in the day when you have less decision fatigue.

3. Remind yourself that you can’t know the future and that you can change your mind if you need to. All you can do is make the best decision you can at the time.

4. If you’re trying to make a decision, consider some of the techniques in this chapter: like doing pros and cons lists, and identifying your key values, but also remember decisions can be complex and some of what helps can be acknowledging the anxiety and loss that comes with any change.
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