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Emotional Fitness


Emotional Fitness is a must read for anyone who has ever wondered what drives the way we think and feel. Providing a fascinating insight into the world of human emotions it explores the science behind the emotional - rational battle which takes place in the brain resulting in so many of today’s emotional problems. Using a unique model ( the SEARCH ), derived from the authors own coaching experiences with clients, it examines the link between human instincts, emotions and thoughts and provides a wealth of Emotional Fitness tips to help people cope with the pressures of modern living.




Disclaimer


The contents of this book represent the observations of the author and are based upon his own coaching experiences, unless otherwise stated. This book is presented for educational purposes only. It is not intended to diagnose, prescribe, treat, mitigate or cure any medical or psychological condition nor to recommend specific information, products or services as treatment of any medical or psychological conditions. The reader should be aware that the information provided herein is not intended as medical advice and should not be used as an alternative or substitute for consulting with a fully qualified medical doctor, psychologist or psychiatrist. The author makes no claim that the advice or workouts provided in this book will guarantee results as every reader’s circumstances will be different and the reader alone is responsible if they choose to do anything based upon what they have read here.
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Foreword


“You don’t get to choose how you’re going to die or when. You only get to choose how you’re going to live.”


Joan Baez


Today, more than at any time in history, people are searching for something. For many, the ultimate target of that search is said to be achieving happiness.





What, though, is happiness?





Happiness isn’t something that can be found or bought. Happiness is a transient emotion that we all feel from time to time when fully engrossed in something and enjoying the experience. Happiness is not a permanent state. Like all emotions, it can disperse as quickly as it arrives. Asking people to pursue happiness therefore, is like asking them to chase the wind.





Of course, there are things that we can do which make us feel happier for short moments:





• A refreshing drink


• A meal with friends


• An act of kindness or generosity


• A romantic encounter


• Watching our loved ones succeed


• Watching a good film, or our team win at sports …





These, and many more similar experiences, are wonderful but they only provide us with a temporary pass into the enclosure of happiness.





John Lennon once said:





“Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.”





In similar vein I believe that:





“Happiness is what emerges while you’re busy doing things you enjoy.”





In 2005, an opinion poll carried out by GfK NOP for The Happiness Formula series on BBC television, attempted to define and measure happiness.1 The survey showed that the proportion of people saying they were “very happy” was just 36%, down from the 52% recorded in 1957. In America too, similar surveys have found that levels of life satisfaction have gradually declined over the last twenty-five years. Clearly wealth, the Holy Grail of Western society, has failed to bring with it additional happiness.





This BBC poll included some interesting findings:





• 81% of people interviewed wanted increased happiness to be a Government goal, compared with only 13% who wanted the Government to focus on increased wealth


• 52% agreed that more emphasis should be placed on teaching children happiness rather than education aimed at preparing them for the world of work. Only 43% disagreed


• 43% said that their neighbourhood was less friendly than it was 10 years ago, compared to 22% of people who said it was friendlier


• 48% said that relationships were the biggest factor in making them happy


• Only 24% said that health was what made them happy


• When asked to choose the two most important sources of happiness in their lives, only 77 people out of 1001 said work fulfilment


• It is often said that friendships are crucial to our sense of happiness, but 6 out of 10 people in this survey admitted to speaking to only five friends or fewer each week; 2 out of 10 spoke to only one or two friends; and one person in 25 talked to no friends at all


• When asked what happiness meant to them, family and friends came first, followed by contentment and inner peace


• Nearly half of the married people interviewed said they were “very happy” whereas only a quarter of single people said the same


• Of the people who described themselves as “very happy”, 45% said they were in “very good” health whereas only 23% of people who described themselves as “fairly happy” said they were in very good health


• Interestingly, when asked whether they would take a legal drug to make them happy, 72% of people said no and only 26% said yes, suggesting that people want to find happiness naturally.





There is much debate over whether surveys like this are right to suggest that our overall happiness is in decline. What is clear though, is that people are searching for something more than just wealth accumulation: they want greater meaning and a better sense of balance in their lives. Increasing levels of wealth throughout the world have, undoubtedly, improved happiness, but there appears to be a point at which further increases in wealth make no significant difference to people’s happiness quotas. Increased wealth often involves increased levels of work and, as this survey shows, work comes fairly low down on people’s list of factors which promote happiness.





At the end of the day though we have to recognise that happiness is only one of many human emotions. The Dalai Lama once said:


“As human beings we all want to be happy and free from misery… we have learned that the key to happiness is inner peace. The greatest obstacles to inner peace are disturbing emotions such as anger, attachment, fear and suspicion, while love and compassion and a sense of universal responsibility are the sources of peace and happiness.”





Dalai Lama





To search for happiness alone therefore is perhaps a little short sighted. If we are to achieve lasting happiness we need to understand and master the full range of our emotional spectrum so that we can not only enjoy the good times but also prevent ourselves being destroyed by the bad times. To suggest that somehow happiness can be achieved in isolation from our other emotions, or that we can achieve a permanent state of happiness, is to fundamentally misunderstand the role and nature of emotions. Life, as the song says, is a rollercoaster. It poses many different challenges and we need a wide range of emotions to cope with the inevitable ups and downs we experience. The real human search therefore is not a search for happiness at all. It is a search for the inner peace that comes from having the ability to choose how we think and feel.





I call that ability Emotional Fitness.





In this book you will find a proven framework designed to help you achieve greater happiness by mastering the principles of Emotional Fitness. For many years physical fitness has dominated the debate on human health but the time has now come to add Emotional Fitness to our daily exercise regime. Unless we develop our emotional, as well as our physical, muscles we will always live at the mercy of whatever life throws at us and never achieve that lasting sense of inner peace to which the Dalai Lama refers.





Enjoy!





How to use this book





This book is divided into three parts. Most people will benefit from reading each part in order, then returning to the areas that resonate most with their personal situation and emotional preferences.





Here is a brief description of what each part contains:





• PART 1: The Philosophy (what Emotional Fitness is and why it is so important in today’s society. This Part also includes a series of tips on how to handle emotional and rational overload).


• PART 2: The Principles and practice (introducing the SEARCH Emotional Fitness model and related principles as well as workouts designed to help you develop your Emotional Fitness).


• PART 3: The Proof (a collection of success stories about real people who have changed their lives for the better by following the principles contained in this book).







A poem to begin


The SEARCH


If you don’t want your life to be left on the shelf


You’d better start changing your view of your self


Get rid of the critic that’s inside your head


Decide for yourself what you stand for instead





Don’t let emotions ruin your path


Capture your worries and fears and just laugh


These are the villains who seek to protect


But demand that they show you the utmost respect





Forget all the bad things that happened to you


And start to create a more positive view


Imagine a future fulfilling your dreams


Accept it as real no matter how hard it seems





Focus on people and what you can give


But don’t ever let them dictate how you live


Try not to exploit or depend upon others


See the whole world as your sisters and brothers





When criticism rages inside your head


Let words of praise come out instead


Forgive those who offend you and if you cannot


Then at least let go so your soul doesn’t rot





Strive to be the best that you can


Set yourself goals and a do-able plan


Never give up when the going gets tough


Just do your best - that should be enough





And whatever you do when things go wrong


Look in the mirror and sing this song


“Que sera sera” what will be will be


but making things change - that’s up to me”





Don’t ever let pleasure or comfort dictate


Your desire to improve or the size of your plate


Break free from habits that are not really you


Decide for yourself what you can and can’t do





Learn to let go and respect diversity


Learn to accept the law of uncertainty


Let your rules and opinions sometimes give way


To allow trust and humility adequate sway





Learn to show yourself some respect


Take time out from life to stop and reflect


Search for the beauty in all that you view


Give thanks and remember, “ It’s great to be YOU”





Paul Bird




Part 1: The Philosophy


This part of the book explores:





• The Emotional Fitness philosophy and why it is so important in today’s society.


• Why choosing how we think and feel is difficult, at times


• The need for a new mindset


• The six basic human instincts (SEARCH)


• How our brain chooses how we think and feel


• The emotional : rational battle


• How to cope with emotional overwhelm


• How to cope with rational overwhelm







Chapter 1.1: Why Emotional Fitness ?


A great deal is said these days about the threat to our planet from global warming. My sense, however, is that the real challenge facing the human race is not saving the planet. The planet will survive long after we have departed. The real challenge is saving the human race itself. I truly believe that, unless we develop our Emotional Fitness, learning how to control the instincts and emotions that drive self-interest, greed, violence and an unhealthy obsession with wealth and self-gratification, the human race is destined to self-destruct.





Human evolution has brought with it incredible advances in science, medicine and technology. Yet, we continue to see our world being torn apart by emotional forces: wars justified on political, commercial, territorial and even allegedly spiritual ideologies; neighbours at war with one another over minor disputes; mob looting following temporary blackouts or natural disasters; growing gang violence and intimidation; growing domestic violence and citizens of all countries demonstrating intolerance of (and violence towards) their fellow citizens.





When I began writing this book, in England a man was gunning down 14 people in Whitehaven Cumbria whilst another was terrorising the Northeast of the country, murdering his girlfriend’s new boyfriend before shooting a policemen in the face and turning the gun on himself. When I was finishing this book President Barack Obama, on January 12th 2011, addressed the American nation following the assassination attempt on Republican politician Gabrielle Giffords in Arizona, an attack which left six people dead including a nine year old child.





President Obama said:





“At a time when our discourse has become so sharply polarized — at a time when we are far too eager to lay the blame for all that ails the world at the feet of those who think differently than we do — it’s important for us to pause for a moment and make sure that we are talking with each other in a way that heals, not a way that wounds.”


Maybe at the time you are reading this, something similarly incomprehensible is happening where you are. And yet, whilst we ponder such tragic events, we simultaneously see incredible acts of human bravery and selflessness, demonstrating that human emotions have the potential to be both incredibly uplifting and utterly destructive. The Dali Lama once suggested that all human beings have the potential for kindness. I agree, but I believe that such potential can only be achieved if we learn to harness the basic instincts that drive our emotions.





President Obama is right. The time has come for us all to stand back and re-assess how we think, feel and behave. The brutal reality today is that when our emotions reign unchecked, they can quickly become our personal Puppet Master, pulling our strings and dictating what we do. Unless we recognise and check this trend, we risk becoming slavish victims to animal like instincts that can drive us towards obesity, alcohol and drug dependency, poisonous relationships, uncontrollable violence and other self-destructive behaviours.





During the last decade significant progress has been made in heightening awareness of the risk to public health from a lack of physical fitness. It is now time to give equal attention to our need to achieve Emotional Fitness. Consider for a moment these statistics:





• 1/5 of early deaths in the UK are related to mental health problems, compared to under 1/6 for both heart disease and cancer


• Spending on mental health services in the UK has increased by nearly 50% since 2001


• 1 in 4 people in the UK are affected by depression or anxiety at any given time and only 1/4 of these get medical help


• Stress costs UK businesses £3.7 billion each year with 13 million working days lost through stress related problems


• People reporting stress related problems in the UK lose an average of 29 working days per year.





Such statistics just keep coming, demonstrating that our mental health is under attack as never before.





Emotional Fitness therefore is a timely call for all of us to strengthen our emotional muscles so that we can survive the pressures of modern living. As the ancient Greek philosopher Epictetus once wisely observed,





“It’s not what happens to you but how you react to it that matters.”





To put such a philosophy into practice however we must develop our Emotional Fitness through a better understanding of :





• how the processes that control how we think, feel and behave actually work


• how we can strengthen our ability to choose how we respond to life (rather than allowing our mind to impose choice upon us).





To understand why these things are important just consider for a moment the case of Louise.


Louise came to see me suffering from stress. She had recently started to have panic attacks to the point where she felt afraid to drive or even go to work. Her mind was awash with a variety of thoughts regarding the cause of her problem and her feelings of being out of control, thoughts which were confused and unclear. Despite being a practitioner of several alternative therapies herself, Louise was struggling to cope.


Louise’s life was, to put it simply, out of balance. The job she was doing was not making the most of her talents and she hated the commercial pressures she was under; her relationship with her partner was good but past relationship problems with others left her wary of long term commitment; the pressure of coping with a job she hated was making her physically ill, leaving her weak and vulnerable and she had recently had a minor car accident which had further knocked her confidence.





She was starting to doubt her own self worth and was frustrated at her inability to make decisions and overcome the emotional insecurity which was driving a disturbing sense of panic. For Louise, life had become a snowstorm. Each problem she experienced was like a snowflake, unique in its own right but indistinguishable from all the others. Combined together, these snowflakes had piled up into snow drifts around her, changing her landscape and making forward movement very difficult.


Louise’s case is not untypical, in my experience, of what can happen when life gets out of control. Our thoughts and feelings take over our lives and we allow them to define who we are and what we do. We experience a terrible and often vicious mental battle in which our thoughts and feelings, far from helping us, conspire against us.


Understanding the Philosophy and Principles contained in this book helped Louise to understand why this happens. She learned to recognise that thoughts and feelings are simply by-products of our brain’s activity and that we can choose not to allow them to dictate who we are and how we feel. Using the practical techniques you will find throughout this book she learned to master the physical feelings and emotions which were dominating her world and began to change the inner self talk that was adding fuel to her flames.


Louise learned to stop being afraid of her feelings and thoughts. She learned to accept them as temporary messengers communicating that she needed to make changes in her life. She began to focus on what she could do rather than being overwhelmed by thoughts of what she couldn’t do. She changed her job, committed fully to the man she loved and started a new career providing alternative therapies which had always been her dream.





Louise did not become someone else. She simply restored CHOICE in her life and found her true sense of self. From that moment on she never looked back and happiness was restored in her life. To find out why so many of us react to life’s problems in this and similar ways, and more importantly, to find out what we can do about it, I encourage you to read on.





Emotional Fitness is not a spiritual philosophy. It is a message of practical enlightenment based on simple techniques that I have used to help many people take emotional control of their lives. It is a timely call for a new understanding of the role emotions play in our life.




Chapter 1.2. It’s a simple life


Life is a simple proposition, best summed up for me by my daughter Emma. At the age of 16, having overheard a conversation my wife and I were having about the challenges of modern life, Emma suddenly interrupted, saying:





“Dad you were born, get over it. You’ll die, get used to it. You’re alive now, so get on with it.”





Naturally, we were somewhat taken aback at the time. I have to say though, having had time to reflect upon her observation, I find her youthful wisdom compelling. When you consider life carefully, the formula is indeed very simple. After all, we are all born, we all die and there is a ‘bit in the middle’. The secret to life, therefore, must surely lie in getting the most out of that ‘bit in the middle’. How to achieve such a simple goal is the big question.





Visit the Internet or any good bookstore and you will find hundreds of self help titles. You will find advice on how to be happy, get rich, be successful, find your perfect partner, win friends and influence people, boost your self confidence, lose weight, get fit, improve your health, cope with stress and depression, set goals and achieve them, achieve your dreams, and even find spiritual enlightenment. In fact the sheer volume of self-help material alone can make knowing where to start a daunting task.





Apply my daughter’s simple logic though, and enjoying your ‘bit in the middle’ all boils down to one thing - how you FEEL. After all, you either feel good or you don’t and if you don’t, then being successful, wealthy or achieving your dreams will seem pointless.





Today, people judge their quality of life more by how they feel than by any other measure. If you ask people how they are, they don’t tell you what they think, they tell you how they feel. They don’t say, “I think happy”, “I think great” or “I think depressed”. They say, “I feel happy”, “I feel great”, or “I feel depressed”. The simple fact is that when we feel good we don’t take life too seriously or think about it too much, we just enjoy it. But when we don’t feel good we take life very seriously and think far too much about it.





The secret to enjoying our ‘bit in the middle’, and therefore the ultimate secret to achieving happiness, lies in our ability to choose how we feel and think.





People who ‘choose’ how they feel and think are ‘Emotionally Fit’. They live in a world of opportunity where potential is limited only by their own imagination and effort. They develop a confident ‘can do’ rather than a ‘can’t do’ mentality. They react with flexibility, optimism and expectancy, which allows them to roll with life’s ups and downs whilst exploiting the best in any situation.





People who can’t choose how they feel and think are not ‘Emotionally Fit’. They live in a world where they are slaves to emotions like worry, anxiety, frustration, desire and self-doubt. They become dependent upon other people and external events. They see limited choices and feel trapped, stressed, or depressed. They develop a ‘can’t do’ rather than a ‘can do’ mentality and they blame themselves, others or external forces for their predicament, seeing life as a burden.





Which world do you live in?





If you live in the emotionally unfit world and currently feel unhappy, depressed, lost, anxious, stressed or worried then do yourself a favour right now.





Stop beating yourself up!





You are not unusual, defective, missing something, lacking in some way or, indeed, alone. Millions of people throughout the world are finding it hard to enjoy their ‘bit in the middle’ because of the pressures of modern living. The biggest drain on people’s mental health today however, is the common misconception that changing the way they feel and think is dependent on external factors changing. The good news is that, whatever situation you are currently in, you can transform your life by choosing to take control of how you feel and think rather than relying on factors you cannot control. In other words, you can choose to become ‘Emotionally Fit’.





Achieving Emotional Fitness however, doesn’t guarantee that there won’t be times when you feel unhappy or experience emotional pain or mental conflict. Indeed you are supposed to feel these things because they are part of being human. We need pain at times to aid our survival. Pain alerts us to danger, tells us when we are heading in the wrong direction and even motivates us to change. What being Emotionally Fit means, as my daughter suggests, is having the ability to choose how we think and feel, even when our life spirals out of control.





Life’s spirals





Choosing how we think and feel is important because life is like the weather, unpredictable.





Sometimes we enjoy upward spirals, when everything works out exactly as we planned it. These are the times when:





• We relax and forget about daily chores and responsibilities


• We fall in love with someone or something


• We enjoy new experiences


• We become so engrossed in what we are doing that time flies by unnoticed.





In upward spirals like these, analysing and questioning our life is the last thing on our mind. We simply enjoy our ‘bit in the middle’ without really thinking about it, and that’s how it should be. In my work as a hypnotherapist and coach I can safely say that I have never been approached by anyone complaining about their upward spirals and asking me to turn them down a little.





At other times though, we experience downward spirals, when events seem to conspire against us and everything that could go wrong does. These are the times when:





• Everything we touch breaks


• Every bill imaginable flies through the letterbox


• Everybody we ring puts us on hold


• Every road we drive down has a traffic jam


• Our computer says “bye” just before we press “save”


• We stand in line at the bank and the person in front of us pays in their weekly takings, in coins


• We reach the office and realise that we’ve left the report we spent all night working on at home


• Personal setbacks, such as illness, death, redundancy, and relationship breakdown, wreak havoc in our life


• Or external events, like those in New York on 9/11, or the Arizona shootings I mentioned earlier, blow us off course into feelings of anger or despair.





In downward spirals, like these, our ‘bit in the middle’ can feel anything but enjoyable. We start analysing and questioning our life, desperately searching for answers, meaning and a way back towards an upward spiral. And today, the potential for such negative spirals has never been greater due to:





• The sheer pace of life


• The incessant emphasis on material possession, success and image


• The demand for instant gratification


• Increasing dependency on mechanisation and technology


• The proliferation and immediacy of modern communication


• The changing nature of work


• The demand for greater efficiency from fewer workers


• The threat of redundancy


• The breakdown of family structures


• Population growth resulting in more and more people occupying less and less space


• The integration within most societies of different cultures


• Increasing disenchantment with religious and spiritual dogma.





And strangely enough, even achieving success, the Holy Grail of western society, offers no respite. How many times have you seen top sports men and women, business leaders and celebrities, achieve career and financial success yet struggle with negative emotions that destroy their lives? People like Tiger Woods, Marcus Trescothick, Frank Bruno, Brian Moore, George Michael, Britney Spears and many, many more. Their struggle had nothing to do with a lack of physical fitness, self-belief, personal goals or wealth, the mantra of many self-help books. They were simply victims of a much more common and deeper problem: self-destructive emotions that promote self-destructive behaviour.





Despite all of these challenges however, which are likely to increase rather than decrease in the future, the good news is that my daughter’s simple words still ring true. In downward spirals we either cope with what life throws at us, what my daughter called ‘get on with it’, or we become one of life’s victims. Emotional Fitness is about choosing to ‘get on with it’.
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