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To Brooke, may you always know how good enough you are




INTRODUCTION


The burden of expectation can be relentless. It’s this pressure that first sparks our fear of failure, a flame fanned by the expectations of others over time, which can lead us to value ourselves based on our academic achievement or popularity, or both. Increasingly we are all judging our self-worth based on how many “likes” our content gets on social media and fretting about whether we’re doing enough, contributing enough and being purposeful enough with our lives, about whether we look good enough or feel happy enough, compared to how everyone else appears to be doing.


The culture of compare and despair has woven its way into the fabric of every level of society – from giant corporations and successful social media influencers to our children and our overwhelmed selves. And it’s difficult to put the lid back on the box. Feeling like we don’t measure up gets us down. Indeed, not feeling good enough has a lot to answer for. That sense of inadequacy has stolen many a dream, trampled ambitions, sabotaged relationships and is responsible for causing anxious thoughts about where we’re headed, judgemental thoughts about what we’ve done and depressive thoughts about where we are now.


So what can we do about it? After all, we are each so much more than our achievements, our belongings and our looks. The truth, whether you believe it or not, is this: You Are Enough, I am enough, we are enough. So why do we so often feel like we’re not, and what practical actions can we take to remind ourselves that we are?


What we need is balance, between appreciation and achievement, between compassion and comparison and between self-improvement and self-acceptance. So this book tackles “the more war” – exploring how modern society has led us to constantly want to do more, have more and be more and how exhausting that is!


It also serves as a reminder that you are not alone in feeling “not enough”, in feeling sometimes like an imposter about to get found out. Most people, even those we look up to, have felt this way at some point in their lives. From HRH The Queen and Michelle Obama to the legendary Davids (Attenborough and Beckham).


But there is another way. What if we went about our daily lives knowing we are good enough, accepting our imperfections while using our unique strengths? What if we could find a better balance between appreciating what we have and striving for what we want, and between who we are already and who we wish to become? And what if, rather than comparing ourselves to unattainable and unnatural standards and to strangers on social media, and consequently feeling terrible, we started to look inward, to what we have to be proud about, to our own strengths of character, so we can feel good?


You Are Enough is a book about freeing ourselves from the “shackles of should” which come from multiple sources in society. It’s a guide to cultivating an attitude of “enoughness”, providing practical ways to turn down the volume on comparison, criticism and expectation and turn up the volume on acceptance, balance and compassion.




Preface
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THERE’S SOMETHING YOU SHOULD KNOW


Before we go any further in considering our enoughness, there’s something important you should know. I want you to know that the way you see yourself is often distorted. Your own perception of your worth and how others see you is skewed as a result of ancient survival responses. These ancient responses are negatively affecting our modern-day self-worth. Because, when it comes to self-evaluation, our brains are stuck in the Stone Age. The truth is, we are wired to care what other people think of us.


I’m here to tell you that this feeling and belief about not being sufficient as you are – whether occasional or constant – has arisen as a result of some outdated inner wiring that all humans have, wiring that is thousands of years old, which has good intentions and used to protect us, but now leads us to believe inaccuracies, assume the worst and fall into thinking traps which no longer serve us.


Thankfully, it’s possible to rewire this ineffective and potentially damaging mental circuitry and recharge negative energy into positive. This book aims to show you exactly how. It’s time for an upgrade.


Out with the old


In our cave-dwelling days, when we needed to be part of a tribe to survive, social acceptance and belonging were critical to survival. Back when food was scarce and danger lurked round every corner, we needed to perform well and conform to certain expectations to secure our place, because social disapproval would mean being rejected from the tribe, which could lead to our untimely death.


Back then social approval was everything! It literally meant the difference between life and death. This is why our fear of rejection is a deeply wired survival instinct, an evolutionary trait to keep us safe. Ever since those tribal days when so much was at stake, we’ve seen rejection as bad and acceptance as good. This explains our in-built need for approval and belonging. We are literally wired to fear failure and rejection and to seek approval and validation because, historically, we needed to belong to a tribe to avoid rejection and ejection from it.


Protective measures


Based on this inherent human need, we measure and assess ourselves and the situations we find ourselves in to help us avoid rejection (and protect us from danger). We do this through the following means:




	External feedback (judgement/validation/approval/disapproval).


	Inner self-talk (judgement/criticism/negativity bias).


	Social comparison (internal assessment of our value in comparison to others).


	Social standards or “shoulds” (external expectations).





The resulting evaluation determines our entire self-worth (i.e., whether we feel like we are enough or not enough, adequate or inadequate). This perception impacts how we show up in the world, how we experience our days and what we do with this one precious life of ours. So it’s pretty important. However, here’s the thing…


The data is distorted, so our self-assessment is too


The data we are basing our self-evaluation on (from the above four methods) is mostly inaccurate, partial, unreasonable and/or negatively skewed. So we are basing our self-worth on incorrect data and telling ourselves stories based on false narratives. Given how important our self-worth is to how we live our lives, this may be quite astounding news! But how exactly is the data skewed? And why is our self-assessment off?


The answers to these questions are what this book shall reveal in more detail, along with clear instructions and easy-to-implement tips on exactly what you can do about it. So you’ll be able to rewire the ancient wiring and redress the balance around answering the question “am I enough?” with a resounding yes!


Cause and effect


First though, it’s crucial to understand why else this issue of not feeling “enough” exists and where it is rooted. Only then can we dig up those roots and plant new seeds to cultivate a more healthy and helpful mindset, so we may flourish and see ourselves as worthy and wonderful, flaws and all.


The parts that work together to make us all – to varying degrees – feel like we are not enough in the first place are:




	The pressures of perfection (I need to achieve perfection – or near perfection – in order to be accepted, valued, approved of).



	The shackles of should (I should look/behave/speak like this in order to be accepted, valued, approved of).



	The comparison trap (everyone else has it all together and is doing/looking/being/feeling better than me).






These contributors to “not enoughness” work together to create:




	Imposter syndrome and a sense of inadequacy (I’m not good enough and will soon be found out for being so utterly sub-standard).



	A strong inner critic (you are not good enough and here’s a list of reasons why).



	A preoccupied focus on the future destination (I will only feel happy and satisfied once I have achieved x and y).






The good news is, with this information as a wake-up call, it is possible to combat each of these contributors and tackle what they create in us by regaining control over our thought patterns, uncovering what matters most to us and setting our own more authentic standards. That is what this book will explore – each chapter will define the problem, why it exists, and what we can do about it. Because once we know all of this, the better positioned we are to work on the solution.
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PART ONE


EXPECTATIONS AND EVALUATIONS


Who was I before I became who the world told me to be?


Glennon Doyle


In our modern lives, busy as they are, we tend to accept our beliefs, rather than question them. Yet feeling less than we truly are benefits nobody. Feeling inadequate not only impacts how we live our own lives, it can also influence how those around us show up in their lives too.


We can only tackle this problem through awareness – by recognizing the cause behind the effect, so we may counter those influences which are doing us more harm than good.


We’ll start by getting to know the external expectations that impact how we perceive ourselves and the internal (often inaccurate) evaluations that arise as a result.




CHAPTER ONE


The Pressure of Perfection


Perfectionism has seeped deeper into our lives over the past few decades. As the ability to do more, have more and achieve more has escalated, so too have our expectations of ourselves, our children and each other.


Consequently, perfection has been normalized. We’re expected to create a life that is super awesome in every way; we’re expected to look amazing, have a successful career, a fit body and an exciting social life. We’re expected to be constantly blissfully happy, hugely popular and adored by our soul mate. With such great expectations and so much under scrutiny – from our Instagram followers to our romantic status – it’s no wonder we may feel overwhelmed. It’s exhausting!


As expectations have risen, so too has perfectionism – defined as the refusal to accept any standard short of perfection, striving for flawlessness at all times. A recent study by psychologists Thomas Curran and Andrew Hill,1 which explored perfectionism across generations between 1989 and 2016, revealed perfectionism has increased by 33 per cent over the last few decades. That’s a lot of pressure!


And while not all of us are perfectionists per se, the normalization and pressures of perfection are negatively impacting many of us to varying degrees. Young people in particular have internalized these pressures and experts suggest it’s no coincidence that rising expectations coincide with rising mental illness.


Basing self-worth on performing, looking and living faultlessly sets us up for mental turmoil. The expectation of flawlessness can lead to incredibly destructive diseases like anorexia, bulimia and depression, while the expectation of academic brilliance can lead to anxiety and even suicide. Impossibly high expectations are causing considerable harm!


Indeed, anxiety has now overtaken depression as the most prevalent mental health disorder across college campuses in the US, according to a study by the American College Health Association2 and, in other Western countries, cases of anxiety have been steadily climbing.


Of course, it’s in our nature to want to do well and be well, to be our best selves and to achieve our full potential. But diligence, perseverance and conscientiousness are not the problem, because those qualities tend to include a healthy relationship with failure and the knowledge that mistakes and flaws are part of the journey en route to success. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to learn and grow and achieve. In fact, achievement is important to our well-being. Self-actualization is a psychological human need. There’s no harm in wanting to reach our potential as long as it’s balanced with appreciation for what we’ve already achieved and who we already are. Only when striving for success is balanced with acceptance of our natural imperfections (with a decent dose of compassion when things don’t go to plan) can we healthily strive for accomplishment.


Sadly, modern life is causing an imbalance. It’s not that we’re not enough, but that too much is consistently being asked of us and we are internalizing those expectations. As a consequence, not measuring up is bringing us down. Fortunately, it is possible to swing the pendulum back to a more centred and reasonable place. But first, it’s helpful to know exactly what we’re dealing with.


The pressure of perfection


According to research by Hewitt & Flett,3 there are three types of perfectionism, each of which can cause high levels of anxiety:




	Self-oriented perfectionism is when you hold yourself to incredibly strict (often unattainable) standards, avoid failure and are highly critical of yourself.


	Socially prescribed perfectionism is when you feel under pressure to be perfect based on other people’s high expectations and excessive demands of you. It’s the belief that you must be perfect in order to avoid rejection and gain approval from your social circle and from those you work for/with. This is the type of perfectionism that is most prevalent in modern-day society.


	Other-oriented perfectionism is when you expect other people to be perfect, and judge people based on those unrealistically high standards.





We are not all perfectionists, preoccupied with perfection, but we are all exposed to the pressure of perfection to varying degrees. This is how the pressure of perfection works:




	High expectations: Standards of excellence and perfection are set and imposed on us (by society, parents, peers and the media).


	Unattainable: Because actual perfection is impossible to achieve, it’s an unrealistic standard and unattainable myth, a great big pretence. We can’t all be super-awesome at everything. So, in striving to live up to these expectations we set ourselves up to fail.


	Derailed by disappointment: This focus on success means we increasingly don’t know how to fail well. Our desire to be our absolute best selves has made us hyper-sensitive to criticism, so we have less capacity to learn from our mistakes and grow.





This means we are likely to:




	Give up. This fear of messing up can cause us to give up. To reduce the possibility of failure, we stop trying altogether. In doing so we ironically limit our chances of achieving the success we’re striving for in the first place because, when we stop trying, we achieve less by default. Giving up stops us from getting to where we perceive perfect to be.


	Beat ourselves up for not being good enough and focus primarily on our deficiencies. This fuels our self-doubt, creates low self-worth and makes us less willing to give things another go.


	Feel inadequate. We might keep trying but still feel like we’re failing because the expectations are so impossibly high and, in relation to others, we feel like we don’t measure up.





None of this is good for us! But that’s not all. As external approval is so ingrained into us, we have a natural preoccupation with social evaluation. Consequently, we often contribute to this downward spiral ourselves as we perpetuate the perfection myth.


Preserving the illusion of perfection


By posting our own images of lives well lived, we perpetuate the myth that perfection is attainable, that “your life should look as good as mine appears to”. Presenting perfection as reality in this way fuels the false narrative of it being attainable.


I hold my hand up to admit I am guilty of this myself. I want to record my best moments so I can reflect back on them and reminisce, so I can retrospectively appreciate them. And while I’m quite open to sharing my own vulnerabilities and flaws, to paint a truer picture, I tend to omit the more challenging stuff because it often involves other people whose permission I do not have to share publicly.


It’s in our nature to want to appear successful and happy – to show the world that we are doing well, just as we used to show our parents as kids. “Look at me,” we’d say as we tried to leap from a swing. We crave approval. That’s one of the reasons we share images of our best selves on social media (rather than share the truth of our difficult journey or the tougher times). In doing so we broadcast to the world we’re not just fine, we’re doing great! And on goes the brave face.


Yet this facade of fine and illusion of perfection not only perpetuates the perfection myth, it also makes it harder to ask for help and support when we need it. And the more we post images of perfection and perpetuate the perfection myth, the more other people feel they need to raise their game and expectations, and we all become trapped in this never-ending loop of striving for unattainable standards. Crazy, right?


Great expectations: where do they come from?


So why are these external expectations (from parents, peers, society, the media), which pressure us to be impossibly and consistently brilliant, so high nowadays? And why does living up to them matter so much to us, and have such a powerful impact on our sense of self-worth?


Well, when it comes to perfection or simply the notion of being good enough, abiding by these expectations has a lot to do with the meritocratic society we live in. Somewhat annoyingly, we live in a culture that emphasizes excellence and ranks us based on these rather narrow values.


Yet, excellence is just one way to measure worthiness, but so is kindness, contribution and love. Unfortunately, even though we may personally rank people who are exceptionally kind and loving highly in our own minds, society, the media and even schools push perfection and high achievement as the top priority, and it’s making amazing, wonderful people feel insufficient.


So much today is measured and given a metric, and whatever is measured can be compared. From the set you’re in at school, the grades you achieve in your exams or the number of goals you score in a match, to the number of friends and followers you have on social media and the number of “likes” your posts gain. We are constantly sorted and ranked based on our image, achievements and popularity. This is how the Western world works.


Hierarchies are everywhere too: in the playground based on who can run the fastest or talk the loudest, at the office based on working roles and within the class system based on measures of wealth, such as house size and holiday destinations.


You can rise within these hierarchies. For example, you can be “working class” and gain a good education to propel yourself toward the traditional measures of success such as promotions at work, but all this takes effort.


Of course effort in itself is no bad thing and is worth encouraging in ourselves and our children. Neither is it negative to have a growth mindset, knowing that you can improve your skills and strengths with effort. But there is a difference between the healthy pursuit of achievable goals and the pursuit of unattainable perfection or unreasonably high expectations. And because we are bombarded with images of seemingly attainable idealism and constantly told we should be doing better than we are, no matter how much effort we put in, we may still feel like it’s not quite enough. And that sucks!


The problem with meritocracy is that each of us as individuals is different and meritocracy assumes limited versions of success, which don’t account for these differences. To place a higher value on people who look a certain way, have achieved certain goals, or appear to be the happiest – this doesn’t stack up, because in placing greater value on those versions of excellence, society is dismissing:




	the kind carers who contribute so much to society and give so much love on a daily basis.


	those who struggled in the school system and didn’t go to university but have incredible imaginations and work creatively in the arts doing a job they absolutely love.


	the real human beings who don’t feel happy all the time and regularly cry because they are human and because constant happiness is unattainable and unsustainable (i.e., all of us).





Meritocracy dismisses many different versions of what makes a decent human being and what constitutes a good life. When we see perfection for the unattainable standard and myth it is, we can consider whether there might be another way of viewing the world and our own place within it, we can lift the lid on these crazily high expectations and see how our common desire to measure up to them is fraught with contradiction. Here’s why: we can’t all be above average!


Being excellent at something is exceptional and yet it has become expected and thus normalized. But wait – if we all strive to be above average and achieved that status, above average would become the new “average”. But it’s not possible for above average to be average. Gah! So we can’t all be above average. In other words, if perfection was attainable to all, there’d be zero point striving for it because we’d all be perfect and therefore perfection would be… gasp… average! If only we could be happily average, eh? Given this contradiction, it makes far more sense to accept there are lots of things we may be below average at, and that’s okay! So what can we do to stop ourselves from buckling under the pressure of perfection?


STEP 1: CHOOSE DIFFERENT METRICS


What if meritocracy’s version of what makes us deserving of success and approval is outdated? By defining new measures of what success looks like to us personally (as unique individuals) and setting new standards for ourselves, we can counter society’s limited notion of success.
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