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Live a Life of No Regrets


Suzie Hayman




With thanks to the brave and sometimes heartbreakingly honest contributors who told me about their regrets through an anonymous questionnaire and face to face. And as ever to my husband Vic, about whom I have no regrets.




Introduction




‘Never regret. If it’s good, it’s wonderful. If it’s bad, it’s experience.’


Victoria Holt (who wrote as, among other names, Jean Plaidy and Phillipa Carr)





Most of us have regrets in our lives. Our sorrow over chances missed or opportunities fudged can be essentially fleeting – ‘That cupcake looked so lovely – why did I say no?’ – or the spur to future action – ‘I wish I’d thrown caution to the winds and gone surfing last holiday!’ More often, they can be about issues where we’ve missed the boat entirely and for good: ‘I wish I’d said yes to that boy who asked me out when I was 16’ or ‘I never should have thrown that dress away!’ Sometimes, our regrets can be more serious: ‘If only I’d not got into the car with my drunken friend’ or ‘I should have reconciled with my mother before she died.’


Listening, as I do as an agony aunt and counsellor, to people who look back, not in anger but with sadness, it’s easy to see some themes emerge again and again, and how the older you get the more reproachful and even the angrier you can be about opportunities lost. Do we mourn the chance to have driven that fast car or worn that amazing outfit while we still could? Or regret not spending enough time with our children, or letting our dreams and aspirations go, or being unable to express our feelings to those we love? One American friend said to me: ‘I regret that I didn’t choose a theatrical academy instead of university. I regret not accepting a free trip to England, Italy and France. False pride about being able to pay one’s own way got the better of me. And – oh yes, I regret giving back that sapphire-and-gold ring at break-up!’


Regrets can spoil your life in two ways. It can be because of the sense of loss or resentment or anguish over the source of regret itself – the pain at losing touch with or hurting someone you loved, of missing out on something, of making a wrong choice. But regrets can also hurt you simply by becoming themes or obsessions in your life – it’s not the lost chance or missed opportunity, the wrong word or bitter disappointment that is the problem, but the very fact that it is as if you spend your whole life stuck, looking backwards and unable to move on. Regrets can trip you up in so many ways. Sometimes you’re caught going over and over the ‘what might have beens’ and the ‘if onlys’. Like Lot’s wife, transformed into a pillar of salt as she turned back to look at her lost home, it’s the act of looking back that spoils what you have in the present. Often, a habit of risk aversion and cowardliness not only puts you in a regretful situation now, it prevents you doing any better in the future.


Looking at what we regret, why and how, is not just about examining the past; it’s about doing better from now onwards. Regrets and disappointment so often manifest themselves as anger and resentment, and can lead to a relationship and parenting style that tends towards confrontation, which hurts you and hurts those around you.


That’s why I decided to write this book. Again and again, I have seen people mired in depression and resentment, musing on episodes in their life that they regret and unable to look forward to the rest of their lives with much optimism. So many times we make the wrong priorities and the wrong choices. Maybe it’s because we feel that we must get on with the business of earning a living and getting by, and that somehow certain aspects of our lives can be put on the back burner and dealt with later. All too often, by the time we want to focus on those aspects, it’s too late. Couples feel their own relationship has to take second place to bringing up their families, and that they’ll pick it up again when the children leave home. More times than not, they discover that they’ve lost contact with each other and that there’s no relationship to return to, when the time finally comes. Individuals feel they have to bypass keeping up friendships because life is so busy, and when they retire and want to share a coffee, play some golf, go to the cinema, there’s nobody to do it with because they’ve lost touch. And so many people opt for the safe route, letting ambition and aspiration take a back seat, and then wish they had taken risks or simply tried it out. Nobody ever said on their deathbed, ‘I wish I’d spent more time cleaning the house…’ but plenty say, ‘I wish I’d spent more time with my family, my partner, my friends…’


As well as using quotes from letters and interviews over many years of experience in helping people redress problematical situations, I asked a range of people to answer some questions on their regrets, in confidence, on the Internet site SurveyMonkey. I don’t pretend this is in any way an exhaustive or representative piece of research – the sample was self-selected from people who saw my appeal on Facebook and Twitter, or had the link sent on to them by people who had done so or with whom I had some connection. It was, however, interesting in that it both confirmed much of what we already know about regrets, and added some ideas and suggestions that were new to me. Above all, it gave me some authentic voices to add to mine in saying that we need to look at our regrets, in order, perhaps, to stop them controlling us.


So this book is about reducing your regrets. It’s about looking at what you might regret now or in the future and helping you make changes now to address that disappointment, that sense of loss, that present and future dissatisfaction. I’ll look at why we have regrets, what are the main regrets and what we might do to make sure that we don’t come to the end of our lives looking back in sadness. We all have regrets – this is about making sure it’s only the small stuff we wish had been different, while avoiding or redressing the significant life regrets that can leave us feeling emotionally crippled, or having really missed out on some of life’s chances.


The question I will be asking will be ‘Are you happy?’ If the answer is yes, then clearly you should keep on doing whatever it is you’re doing! But if the answer is no, or ‘Yes, but I wish I had…’, then maybe this book is for you, because you need to change something. The issue is: do we accept that everyone has disappointments and doubts and that these are a part of life, or do we fight back? My aim will be to help you, the reader, and through you those you love, to craft an Action Plan. No matter what stage of life you are in, there will be ways in which you can take control so that you are left feeling less disappointed. Clearly, the earlier you act to banish the opportunity for regrets to have a chance to grow the better, but that’s not to say it’s ever too late – making better choices even at the eleventh hour can make significant differences to us, our families and those around us. There’s no point looking back simply to bemoan our fate, but there’s every point in using our pasts to inform our actions now and in the future, and in offering insight and encouragement to our own children so that they don’t make the same mistakes.




Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,


The courage to change the things I can,


And wisdom to know the difference.





Some things you cannot go back and make any different. Some things you can change by altering the way you look at them or the hold they have over you. And some things you most certainly can alter, significantly and profoundly. The trick is to work out which is which, and how to swing the balance. That is what we will be exploring in these pages.








	

The Teach Yourself Breakthrough series has a number of features to help you get the most out of reading this book. Live a Life of No Regrets includes the following boxed features:
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‘Key idea’ boxes that distil the most important ideas and thoughts






 


	

[image: image]




	

‘Remember this’ boxes to help you take away what really matters






 


	

[image: image]




	

‘Try it now’ boxes to provide you with useful exercises and techniques
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‘Case study’ boxes to give you real-life examples of how people dealt with an issue
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‘Self-assessment’ boxes with quiz questions with which to assess yourself
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‘Focus points’ at the end of each chapter to help you hone in on the core message of each chapter.








	

At the end of the book you will also find an appendix that lists organizations providing further information and help.
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Regrets
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  The nature of regrets and what to do about them


•  How a lifestyle can make regrets start to grow


•  How your early years and your family can be the starting point of regrets


•  How to develop the resilience needed to minimize regrets in the future.
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What do we regret?


Most of us have regrets, of some sort and of varying degrees. One respondent to my questionnaire said ‘Je ne regrette rien’, somewhat defiantly, and it’s clearly true that some people do go through life serenely unaffected by the turns of fortune that have happened to them or the mistakes they might have made. Whether it’s from confidence, fatalism or because they’ve taken to heart that old joke that, if you’re not panicking, it’s because you don’t know what’s going on, they seem to be able to manage the negative emotions about their past that many of us find hard to control.


Other respondents recognized that dwelling on regrets can be a futile pastime – they simply form part of the background that got you where you are now. As one respondent said: ‘I have regrets, but since I’ve ended up with my ideal partner (and I say that after 37 years of being together!) I couldn’t and wouldn’t change anything. If things had been different and I’d had a less awful time of it while growing up, I’d never had gone down the route that brought me to him.’


But the reality is that many of us do look back and wish some aspects of our life were different. It’s not just about what might have happened many years ago, but how those events or behaviour patterns continue to play a part in your life now, and will do in the future. Frequently, if you don’t consider and recognize where things might have gone wrong, you can’t put certain issues right for the present and the future.


Regrets can be about sins of commission or omission – things done or not done. One person said to me, ‘I never beat myself up over things I haven’t done’, while several agreed that ‘My regrets fall into both camps but I’d say the most significant are things I’ve done.’ But, for most, it was the chances missed, the opportunities passed by, that left lingering sadness.




‘Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So, throw off the bow lines. Sail away from the safe harbour. Catch the trade winds. Explore. Dream. Discover.’


Mark Twain





Feelings of failure


What do most people feel that they have failed to do? Many people I discussed this with could pinpoint issues they wished they’d done differently: ‘Being too afraid to take chances when they were offered to me’, ‘Not having travelled more’, ‘Not studying harder at school’, ‘Arguing with my mum quite so much’, ‘I wish I’d returned that phone call!’ Lack of confidence, lethargy and passivity, fear of embarrassment and paying more attention to what you feel other people will think than what you really want come up again and again. We tend to look back and mourn the boy- or girlfriends we might have had, the fun times we could have shared and the experiences spoiled or which we denied ourselves. But, more than that, so many people see these losses as the beginning of a trend or a habit, that take us away from being able to step forward, speak up for ourselves and make the choices that would be best for us – not just then but now and in the future.


What is interesting is that many of us struggle to differentiate between the things we could have had power over and those we could not control. This also applies to the things we might now be able to address and those we cannot. Sometimes, there is nothing you could have done, and nothing you can do now. Sometimes, however, you need to get creative, perhaps to change the effect of one of those issues that you had no control over happening, or to stop it at least having a hold on you now.
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Remember this: You can’t change the past










We often regret things we couldn’t have changed, but while it’s perfectly valid to wish things had been different, there is no point in blaming or beating ourselves up about what happened. Save your energy for doing something about the here and now or the future – you can’t change the past.


[image: image]


Your early years – how regrets can start


There can be no doubt that the family you are born into, the parenting you receive, the quality of the support, attention and love you are given and, indeed, the resources available to you can have a significant effect on your start in life. Living in poverty or living with parents who struggle to acknowledge and respond to your needs can have a significant effect on your life chances.
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Case study: Serena










Serena can never remember even one time her mother ever hugged or kissed her, or praised or thanked her. She and her sister, two years older than her, fought for their mother’s attention and both were convinced the other was the favourite. When they finally became friends and allies in their thirties they realized that neither had received much in the way of nurturing or consideration from their mother when young. Their father left when they were six and eight, but both Serena and her sister feel that, even before their mother had to struggle as a single parent, they were resented and looked on as a burden and an encumbrance. After their father had gone, they had the distinct impression she blamed them. Both have grown up as ‘compulsive rescuers’ – people who in their home and work life feel it’s their responsibility to look after others, put their own needs last and make everything right. But they always feel guilty and that they are not doing enough.


At 42, on the brink of divorce, Serena finally gave in to her husband’s insistence that they seek counselling. It was only then that she was able to look clearly at her lifelong regrets about her childhood, and the way they affected how she behaved in her relationship and with her family. Serena’s regrets were that she had never been able to stop her father leaving, or bring him back into the family, and that her mother had not loved her as much as she would have liked. She worked tirelessly as a social worker, trying to keep families together. Her long hours, high levels of stress and perpetual feelings of failure meant she was often far too tired or distracted to give full attention to her husband and children, which then fuelled even more guilt and feelings of failure as her own family approached meltdown. It was only when she was challenged to consider what exactly she could have done in her own family, and how much her mother’s lack of love was her mother’s responsibility and lack of empathy rather than Serena’s fault, that she could reassess her regrets. And that led to her reassessing her demands on herself.


The reality was that all her attempts at making it right for other families were really about wishing to go back and change her own childhood. It was as though she felt that, if she could keep one family together, it might mean she had rewritten the script that ended with her own father leaving. But, of course, even if she’d had a perfect record in rescuing other people, it still wouldn’t have changed her own past.


Once she saw that, Serena could begin to relax and forgive herself, and to stop having such unrealistic expectations of herself. She could also go and share her discoveries with her sister who was also trapped in the same situation. Both let go of the past and concentrated on the present and future, focusing on their own families, who became far happier, more demonstrative and loving, and more like the family she had always wished she had had.
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Resilience


The family you happen to be born into can have profound effects on whether you develop resilience – the ability to cope with what life throws at you. Not having had the chance to develop resilience can mean that even small setbacks can be blown up out of all apparent proportion. One client of mine, Deirdre, remembered losing a stuffed toy at university:




I’d never had a teddy bear and having seen this one I’d asked for it and my boyfriend bought it for my birthday. Then, we were going to a friend’s twenty-first and we suddenly realized we hadn’t got her anything. He talked me into giving up my bear – he said he’d buy me a new one as soon as the weekend was over. Although I gave it away, because I had no choice, I was devastated. In fact, I never forgave him.





Of course, it wasn’t the bear so much as what it represented – the love and affection, comfort and security lacking in her childhood and now apparently not as present as she’d hoped in this relationship – that caused the real hurt.


It’s not uncommon for people to say ‘I regret being born into a poor family’ or ‘I wish my parents had been different.’ One said:




When I look back, my pervading sense as a child was confusion and fear. I simply never understood what my parents wanted from me because, to be honest, it changed from day to day or minute to minute. It left me with a lifelong suspicion and wariness towards friends and partners. I was always waiting for them to move the goalposts and start demanding impossible things. That’s what I was used to, after all.





Another said:




When I was in my late twenties I met a woman at work who became a great friend, who was old enough to be my mother. She had children of her own but we had this wonderful relationship where she was part great friend, and part mother substitute. I so envied her children – I wished she had been my mother.





Another acknowledged the fact that this was not something over which you had any choice: ‘My regret is over something out of my control: how poor my family are and growing up in a household that is overcrowded and devoid of any culture.’ So this does throw up an important issue – that, while you can clearly have control over what you do now, and use a realization of how your past experiences have affected your present behaviour and beliefs to change, how much can you redress what happened to you in your past? We shall consider that later.


Lost opportunities


Lost opportunities can continue to rankle years later:




When I was 17 I had a deep email relationship with a boy but was too afraid and embarrassed to take him up on the offer to spend a week’s holiday at his house. I made excuses to avoid him and never told him how I felt about him. I wish I had just embraced the opportunities I was given – who knows, if I had gone to stay with him that week then I might have had an amazing boyfriend back then. The thing I regret is that we are no longer in touch and yet I hear things about him occasionally and he sounds to be living a really fascinating life and having lots of fun. I wish we were still friends!





Frequently, our regrets become set in stone from having been mulled over, revisited and repeated. It’s as if we create a script and the longer we tell it to ourselves, the more fixed it becomes. The relationship or experience you remember was, or would have been, one of unalloyed joy, the lost partner a paragon, and, if only you could go back or indeed get in touch, all would be well. And there may be some truth – after all, if this was a person or an opportunity you passed up because of shyness or anxiety it might have been one that could have brought you significant happiness. But, equally, it could have been simply one set of signposts on a road and you took another route, with similar signposts. You got to the same destination, just with different encounters along a different way. With the advent of the Internet and its possibilities for researching and getting back in touch with old acquaintances, many people have found to their cost that the person they’ve carried a torch for, for so long, turns out to be just as ordinary as the people they ended up with.
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Key idea: Beware nostalgia










Sometimes going back to revisit a place or to rerun an experience ends in disaster as we find it wasn’t as wonderful as we thought it should be or remembered it to be.
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The need for resilience


One of the important aspects about whether regrets hold us back or not – as already touched on – is whether we have resilience. What do we mean by this? Resilience is the ability to recover from setbacks, the capacity to bounce back and carry on when things go wrong or you feel sad, put upon, out of step or out of sorts. It’s also the ability to adjust – to be flexible and go with the flow, and not to worry or be upset when plans change or the situation deteriorates. Resilient people can cope when all around is falling to pieces and everything is awry. In contrast, if you have little resilience, you may find yourself going to pieces when the smallest and most trivial issue changes.


And what makes you resilient or not? Imagine building a tower of bricks. If you build one in a pyramid shape, with a wide and solid base tapering to a point, you can push and prod it, huff and puff at it all you want and it won’t fall down. Remove a few bricks from the base and nothing happens. But what if you build your tower high and narrow, with just two or three bricks at the foundation? Blow on it, and it will likely come crashing down. Or slide a brick out from the bottom and the same thing happens. The key to the success or otherwise of both towers is the foundation. Something solid and interlocked will withstand pressure from outside and within. Something fragile and fragmentary is at risk. If you build the foundations of your life solidly, you will be resilient. Children who are loved and given attention and approval, who are helped to build self-esteem and self-confidence, will be resilient. Resilience comes, not from never having setbacks or failures or problems, but from having had the opportunity to encounter and overcome them while knowing you are approved of and supported.
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Key idea: Experience and resilience










Being allowed to experience failure is one of the best ways to build resilience. When you are wrapped up in cotton wool and shielded from risk, or are never allowed to make mistakes, you never learn how to deal with them – how to do better, and how to accept the need to confront and challenge yourself and your abilities.
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Children who are cosseted become over-anxious and scared of failure. Being overprotected tells you that you are right to feel overly frightened of a situation, a person, a thing. Instead of gaining the skills to tackle whatever are your fears, you make avoidance and blame your coping mechanisms.


Lack of resilience


Lack of resilience can come about when children are overprotected, or when they are given insufficient support to face the world. Children with parents who find it hard to be loving, who have problems of their own that means they do not pay as much attention to their children as they should, who are judgemental or critical or authoritarian, may all grow up with shaky foundations. They may be needy and self-critical, have low self-esteem and self-confidence, and be ready to crumble when put under pressure. And without resilience, even small pressures, or memories of issues from the past, can provoke unhappiness… and regrets. Of course, lack of resilience can also come about from having experienced traumatic events or losses. Long-term illness, serious accidents – for yourself or people important to you – or the loss of someone you love can all dent your confidence and bring about difficulties in dealing with even everyday issues, let alone tricky ones.


But resilience is a complex structure. Some people who have suffered the most appalling trauma or losses exhibit the ability to ride over it and not just survive but thrive. That’s often because their background has given them the strong foundations to feel that, even when things go wrong, they can manage. However, even those who have come from unsupportive backgrounds sometimes show such resilience. It’s a bit like swimming. Thrown in at the deep end, you’ll be fine if you’ve been shown how to swim and given the confidence to know you can do it. You’re at terrible risk of going under if you’ve never been taught. But sometimes simply thrashing around does the trick and you teach yourself. And, of course, you can always learn late in life. So, while having or not having developed resilience at an early age can explain why you might find yourself having regrets, and why some people can be seriously affected by regrets over issues others may think of as trivial, the good news is that you don’t have to put up with the hand you have been dealt.
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Key idea: Resilience and maturity










Whether you are able to bounce back and take things in your stride, or whether you will dwell on and let past regrets affect you later in life, often depends on the resilience you were or were not helped to build earlier in life. However, growing older might bring you confidence, experience and skills and help you build that ability afterwards.
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Teaching resilience


How can you go about instilling resilience into your own children, and awakening it in yourself if you haven’t gained it at an early age?


DON’T SAY ‘EVERYTHING WILL BE ALL RIGHT’


False or all-embracing assurances won’t persuade you or your children that things will work out. What can work is asking the questions that uncover an anxiety, and thinking through the fears. Ask open questions such as ‘What worries you about this’ / ‘What worries you most about this?’ Ask: ‘Have you felt like this before? When and how did it turn out?’ Simply confronting and analysing a fear often diminishes it. What this technique helps you do is get into the habit of thinking things through – first the problem, and then in testing and considering various solutions. Once you test the limits of a problem by looking at solutions, you acknowledge that it probably can be resolved. That in itself puts you in a far more powerful frame of mind.
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Remember this: Open and closed questions










A closed question is one that can be answered with a yes, a no or a grunt. It can be apparently a genuine attempt to communicate, such as in ‘Did you have a good day today?’ Often, however, closed questions are in fact a statement rather than a query, such as ‘What sort of a time do you call this?’ and ‘You don’t think you’re going out in that?’ Whatever, the problem with closed questions is that they tend to shut down conversation rather than open it up.


In contrast, an open question gives space for a response such as ‘Tell me about your day.’ They’re not just about facts and figures but feelings and opinions. An open question makes it clear that you’re listening and care about what the other person is thinking and feeling. Unlike a closed question such as ‘Did you have a good day?’, the open question ‘Tell me about your day’ allows the other person to pick on the aspect they’d like to describe or discuss and will often bring up far more, and far more significant, issues than a closed question ever could.
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TRUST IN THE ABILITY TO HAVE THE ANSWERS


Children often fail to develop resilience because they have never been trusted. It may cause you anxiety but it’s really important to let children carry the full cup from sink to table – dashing in saying ‘Let me do that, darling – you’ll spill it!’ not only never allows the child to build the ability to manage such things but convinces them that, on so many other levels, they can’t do it as well as you, so why try? By ‘respecting the struggle’ and letting them try, we not only allow them to learn the practical, physical skills, we also build in them the emotional skills of trying, failing, recognizing that it’s not so bad and trying again. The sensible thing for adults to do in such a situation is make sure that the cup is an unbreakable one, that the liquid is water so it won’t stain, and that there’s a cloth at hand. If you get into the habit of supporting your children to be in control and to make choices for themselves, helping them when they need it but basically respecting their abilities, we help them build resilience.


And we can bring this into our own lives, too. Trusting a child to carry a cup of water and trusting your spouse to be able to read the map are basically the same things. What it says is: ‘I know you can do it – I know I’m not the only one with these abilities. I’ll support you if you need some help, but you can do it, too.’


MAKE PROBLEM SOLVING A KEY SKILL


As the proverb goes, ‘It’s better to light a candle than curse the dark’. As Deirdre says:




My therapist has taught me something that is now a family joke, which is ‘Don’t look for problems, look for solutions.’ Now, whenever I start moaning about something going wrong, or when anyone in the family does, we chorus this and it works. We start looking for what we can do about it rather than wasting energy on complaining. It’s amazing how often, and how quickly, you can solve a problem if you only look for the solution instead of going on about it.





Asking your children, and yourself, to sit down, examine a situation, break it down into accessible chunks and then work out what to do is what works.


THE MAGIC WAND


It can be hard to bounce back when we feel that everything is hopeless and that we’re helpless. The reality is that sometimes there is no solution to a particular problem. In such a situation, say ‘I wish I had a magic wand. If I did, I’d wave it and make this all right.’ Being reassured that someone cares and would put it right if they could can, strangely enough, frequently make you feel better. It allows you to recognize that there is another way of resolving a situation – accepting that, while it cannot change, your assessment of it can. If it can’t be altered, accept it and pass on.


WHAT’S THE WORST THAT CAN HAPPEN?


We can often feel so overwhelmed, not necessarily by the situation at hand but what we think it will lead to. A child can be obsessing over exams and already anticipating failing, losing out on further education and a job and a happy life, or losing your love and approval. You can be consumed by anxieties over a job promotion, and convinced that you won’t get it and will lose your job and soon be destitute. Becoming resilient can teach you to cast a realistic eye over the worst-case scenario. What would happen if you failed in this? Would it necessarily lead on to other problems? How likely is it to happen? What can you do about it? The worst case is in fact feeling helpless. Asking yourself ‘What if…?’ puts you back in power and able to manage.


IT’S OK TO FAIL


In trying not to have people feel failures, we seem to have created a culture in which nobody is allowed to fail. In fact, being shielded from failure does not build self-confidence or self-esteem. On the contrary, children – and thus adults – become disinclined to try, thinking that if failure is such a destructive thing that we are protected from it, then we don’t want to risk courting it. And, if we never fail, what’s the point of trying? Failure is the best incentive to learn.


Make mistakes and we will remember the correct solution far better than if it had been given to us. Make a hash of something and then go on to do better and we learn how to perfect skills. Trip up and then go one better and we learn that persistence pays off, and that we can raise ourselves up by our own efforts. Fail and we learn that putting in effort and taking part is often far more important than the final achievement. We can’t all be gold-medal winners, but we can still run the race and enjoy our personal bests. Resilience is built on failure, and this makes having the courage to fail one of your best attributes.
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Case study: Paul and Dot and Jenny










Paul and Dot’s daughter Jenny was at what all the parents in the area said was a marvellous primary school – supportive, encouraging and non-competitive. They moved house just before she went to secondary school and it was a shock to all the family to find her in a school with a much harder edge, where pupils did not all get gold stars at sports day and where she was given failing marks for the first time. She was distressed and fed up and Dot raised the issue at the first parents’ evening. One of Jenny’s teachers pointed out that Jenny was very prone to give up easily and had little resilience, and she put it down to her never having had the experience of needing to try hard since all her previous efforts had been praised and welcomed, no matter what. The teacher reassured Dot and Paul – and Jenny – that she would adjust to the new situation and, in the long run, thrive with it. By the following year her results had improved, but, more importantly, Jenny was gaining real self-confidence and self-esteem by having to make efforts to do well.
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