

[image: Illustration]




 


Dr Jennifer Wild is a consultant clinical psychologist and associate professor at the University of Oxford. She is an international expert on how to build resilience to stress and trauma, and on how to overcome post-traumatic stress disorder. She has advised the Cabinet Office on how to improve resilience in people who will face trauma in their work. She has developed and evaluated a science-informed resilience intervention for police, firefighters, paramedics and search and rescue personnel, which is being rolled out to services across England. Dr Wild regularly appears in the media giving expert advice on how to build resilience to severe stress. The documentary Vertigo Road Trip, in which she treats five people to overcome anxiety and lead extraordinary lives, aired on BBC One, attracting 2.2 million viewers. She has successfully helped hundreds of people to reclaim and transform their lives.




[image: illustration]




 


 


 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Robinson


Copyright © Jennifer Wild, 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


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, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


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


ISBN: 978-1-47212-028-1


Robinson


An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


 


For Patricia Minden





Introduction



Some people can get over anything. Doctors diagnose them with a rare form of cancer, and they recover. They help someone in distress, are viciously attacked and blinded, yet pull through to start a successful business improving other people’s lives. They are killed in combat, are miraculously brought back to life, and campaign across the country to raise awareness about the emotional difficulties linked to combat service. These people bounce back from horrendous trauma that would emotionally and physically cripple most people. They flourish with renewed resolve to face any problem with grace and ease.


We feel inspired knowing how other people achieve success in circumstances more challenging than our own. Their stories feed our curiosity about the transformational journeys of other people’s lives. Yet we are often left wondering how they did it and how we could achieve success in our own lives.


Knowing how people in challenging circumstances transition from ordinary to extraordinary gives us the knowledge to transform our own lives without first suffering trauma.


I wrote Be Extraordinary while I was also being consulted as an international trauma expert to give advice on how to prevent post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) amongst the trapped Chilean miners, the survivors of the Boston bombings and the boys rescued from the Tham Luang Cave in Thailand.


As a psychologist, I specialise in helping people to overcome PTSD, the crippling stress reaction that afflicts soldiers and other survivors of horrific events, such as mining disasters, car crashes and the sudden death of loved ones. As a scientist, I develop and test strategies to prevent PTSD. I have built programmes based on the latest science to improve resilience for people in the most stressful and dangerous jobs, such as police officers, firefighters, paramedics and search-and-rescue personnel.


In my twenty years of practice, I have noticed something remarkable: overcoming adversity and becoming extraordinary tap the same processes. People who flourish with or without trauma as their catalyst naturally draw on seven key processes.


Informed by my own research, clinical practice and new scientific findings, in this book I reveal a life-changing formula that will lead us on the path to being extraordinary even when we encounter setbacks along the way.


We can be extraordinary


We don’t need to suffer trauma to become extraordinary. We can transform our lives now. Here you’ll discover the tools to be extraordinary without a traumatic catalyst. This is a book about what the tools are, how to get them and why they work.


Drawing on cognitive behavioural science, you’ll discover how success is linked to changing key thinking processes and behaviours that are keeping you stuck in a rut. The same processes that keep PTSD in place keep people stuck in their own lives.


We are all going to face setbacks in our lives, whether it is a relationship break-up, loss of opportunity at work or even job loss, divorce or the death of a loved one. This is the book to read to remind us that, like the people who transformed their own tragedies into opportunities, we too can lead extraordinary lives.


In the next chapters, I reveal a human road map for change where we’ll see how to adjust thoughts and behaviours that are keeping us stuck to the past, a journey that changes our focus from frustrations, setbacks or tragedy to fully engaging in the life we dream of leading, a journey that wakes us up and inspires us to grow. I will outline how to make the choices to move forward rather than staying tuned to the past, and how to overcome unhelpful processes, such as dwelling, avoidance, catastrophising, distracted attention, negative images and outdated memories, which can keep us stuck in a loop.


Each chapter includes compelling examples of ordinary people who have successfully applied these principles to their own lives to transform tragedy into extraordinary opportunity.


The 7 Key Skills


The seven key skills that will guide you to transition from ordinary to extraordinary, which also transform PTSD, are:


Vision


Vision refers to the pictures we hold in our mind’s eye or the impression we have of ourselves, and our big picture for our lives. People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary prep their path to success with imagery. They transform the images that hold them back and they create winning images. But it is not just the images they hold that are vital to leading an extraordinary life, it is also the big-picture image they create for their lives. People who recover from PTSD also tap the process of Vision; they transform painful images of their trauma, their impression of feeling different to other people, and they too, in their first session of treatment, will create a vision, a plan of how they want their life to be.


In the chapter on Vision, we’ll first discover how to spot and transform unhelpful images and impressions of self-doubt. Then we’ll create winning images to support extraordinary success. We’ll discover why transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary requires a five- and ten-year plan, and how to map a plan and keep to it when the going gets tough.


Fluid Memory


People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary clean up messy memories. No matter what they live through, they create a meaningful relationship to their past that ensures an extraordinary future. This means creating fluid memories, so we’re not interrupted throughout the day by intrusive memories. And it means learning to unhook the present from past events that fuel self-doubt. People recovering from PTSD also transform their memories, connecting new information to their most troublesome moments, smoothing their memories and making them less threatening.


In the chapter on Fluid Memory, we’ll transform our everyday stressors and difficult memories, so they motivate rather than defeat us, and we’ll discover how to unhook the present from past events that fuel self-doubt.



Focus



People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary with or without trauma as their catalyst choose to focus on what they can do rather than on what they can’t or on what may be lost to the past. They also develop their attention muscle since they realise that time could well be limited. These people optimise their minutes by focusing efficiently without distraction. People who have got through the other side of a trauma and are recovering from PTSD also learn to shift their focus – away from their fears and on to what is going on in the here and now, which increases their sense of safety.


In the chapter on Focus, we’ll look at helpful and unhelpful attention. We’ll also discover how to strengthen our attention muscle, a much-needed skill to thrive.


Helpful Thinking Habits


Part of the training to think like a winner is to recognise unhelpful habits, such as dwelling and catastrophising, and to transform them. We need to develop healthy thinking habits too that tap proactive language and guide you to interpret ambiguity or uncertainty in positive ways. Healthy thinking, like happiness, can be trained. It’s a skill we can learn. When people overcome PTSD, the thinking habit they most often transform is emotional reasoning, using feelings, rather than facts, to guide thinking and decision-making. In PTSD, the feeling is most often one of fear, and when people feel afraid, they believe with the same intensity that something bad will happen. This is emotional reasoning – linking the likelihood of an outcome to the intensity of a feeling.


The chapter on Helpful Thinking Habits reveals the most effective tips for noticing unhelpful thinking processes and how to nip them in the bud, so they don’t spiral out of control. Here, you’ll discover the ‘Thinking Gym’, which gives exercises on how to develop responsible language, how to transform ‘why’ thinking into ‘how’ thinking, and how to think in shades of colour rather than in black and white.


Extraordinary Behaviours


Avoidance is the number-one behaviour that keeps people stuck in a rut. It is also the number-one behaviour that keeps PTSD going. But four extraordinary behaviours pave the path to success: exercise, sound sleep, planning ahead and compassion.


In the chapter on Extraordinary Behaviours, I’ll take you through nine scientifically proven ways to overcome avoidance and the four key behaviours to keep you on your extraordinary track. You’ll discover what they are, the science behind them and how to incorporate them into your life.


Determination


Determination is the inner grit that keeps you going on your worthy projects and meaningful goals. People who transition from ordinary to extraordinary are motivated to start and determined to keep going. They maintain momentum on their path to success like people who overcome PTSD, determined to overcome negative circumstances and build a better life.


In the chapter on Determination, we’ll look at how to maintain your momentum on your path to success. We’ll learn the difference between determination and motivation. You’ll discover how to pick up momentum and run with your big vision, even in the face of defeat.



Cultivating Happiness



Cultivating happiness encapsulates choices to be happy. Happiness, like an attitude, is a mindset we cultivate. Overcoming trauma or transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary requires the capacity to overcome everyday losses and offers the opportunity to tap tools to feel upbeat and happy on the path to extraordinary success.


In the chapter on Cultivating Happiness, we’ll discover how to deal with everyday losses in our own lives and learn the tools to keep us upbeat and happy on our path to extraordinary success.


The 7 Extraordinary People


The seven extraordinary people who feature in this book include three individuals I have worked with on their recovery from PTSD and four remarkable individuals I have interviewed from around the world, who have transitioned from ordinary to extraordinary. They range in age from twenty-four to seventy-four and are of different ethnicities and gender. They provide compelling examples of how the processes can be used even in the most diffi-cult of times.


Kenny


Brutally attacked on a London bus whilst helping a pregnant woman, Kenny’s act of kindness cost him his sight. He developed, then recovered from, PTSD and is now a thriving personal trainer, guiding people with and without disabilities to achieve their best possible physical fitness. He has also started a business supplying shea butter to English skincare firms, and is leading a grassroots project in Ghana to build a sustainable student hostel for the local university.


Kenny exemplifies the process of Vision, having learned to replace images of what he looked like after his attack with more positive ones and having created, then followed, the bigger vision for his life.


Joshua


A twenty-four-year-old American soldier who was shot and killed whilst on a humanitarian aid mission in Iraq, Joshua was miraculously revived then went on to successfully appeal US Congress to increase funds for US troops to support their emotional recovery from combat, working with CNN, Fox TV, ABC and the New York Times in the process. He is now a major contributor to the Wounded Warriors Project, a charitable organisation in the USA dedicated to helping veterans recover physically and emotionally from their combat service.


Joshua best illustrates the process of Fluid Memory. He updated his memory of himself, with effort, from being a fit soldier on duty to being killed and weakened and to being a soldier who survived with a wealth of knowledge and experience to help other soldiers deal with the emotional stress of combat.


Mary


A white English woman who converted from Catholicism to Islam in her twenties after her brother died by suicide, Mary lovingly raised four children while ignoring her health, only to discover that a lump in her breast had grown to 10 cm in size within a year. She was whisked into surgery where a radical mastectomy was performed. Against all odds, Mary recovered physically and emotionally. Delving deep into her experience, she went on to empower other people through their journeys with cancer.


Mary best exemplifies the process of Focus. She regularly shifted her attention out of her head to feel confident after the surgery that radically changed her body, and she trained to focus effi-ciently to develop a programme to care for men and women newly diagnosed with cancer.


Joyce


In the 1950s, Joyce was a junior doctor with ambitions to become a consultant. At the age of fifty-one, she developed a rare form of blood cancer. She pulled through and was cancer-free for fifteen years. But it came back when she was sixty-eight years old. She was treated with a new drug in a medical study and was the only one to recover. At the age of seventy-five, Joyce recovered from her second bout of cancer and retrained as a psychotherapist to counsel young men with schizophrenia.


Joyce best demonstrates Helpful Thinking Habits. She dealt with numerous bouts of dwelling when the cancer came back, and she beat catastrophising symptoms of ill health when she noticed them.


Caroline


Born into a regular, middle-class family in France, Caroline got hooked on heroin in her teens. She quit by herself and is now a well-respected nurse pioneering new healthcare programmes for bereaved children in Cambodia.


There is no doubt Caroline best represents Extraordinary Behaviours, demonstrating how to overcome avoidance for good and kick-start healthy behaviours to pave the path to extra-or dinary success.



Charlotte



An American woman born into upper-middle-class wealth, Charlotte suffered setback after setback, including early separation from her parents and life-threatening illness as a teenager. She turned her life around, graduated from an Ivy League university as a mature student and was pursuing a career in Russian Languages when her grandfather became gravely ill. She gave up her career, moved overseas to care for him, wrote and sold film scripts, directed one, which won a prestigious award, but was unsuccessful in securing funds to produce her most passionate project, a romantic comedy. After ten years of trying, she left the film industry and returned to university to study clinical pharmacology. Upon graduating she started a successful bioscience company and is now funding her romantic comedy with the profits from her business.


Having endured and bounced back from repeated setbacks on her path to enormous success, without a doubt, Charlotte best captures the process of Determination.


Afet


An energetic young woman who lost her legs, much of her hearing and the capacity to have children after a medical misdiagnosis, Afet is now an enthusiastic caterer, creating scrumptious occasions for her clients, a fresh force in the world, and an inspiration to those she meets. Afet transformed enormous losses on her road to success, choosing happiness daily.


As we discover the tools to tap happiness in our own lives and how to overcome everyday losses, we’ll learn from Afet who best illustrates the process of Cultivating Happiness.



How to use this book



Each chapter explains one of the seven processes that transition people from ordinary to extraordinary and shows people who used the processes on their own paths to success. The chapters include key exercises, questions and, where relevant, details of online tools that will help you to practise these processes in your own life.


I suggest you have a journal to hand as you work through Be Extraordinary where you can jot notes and answers to questions. Or you could create an electronic document to type notes and answers.


Some people might prefer to work through the book with a group of friends or colleagues where they talk through the chapters, share stories and keep the momentum going while also enjoying the process.


However you choose to use Be Extraordinary, you will find that the chapters inspire extraordinary thinking, extraordinary possibilities for success and provide practical steps with the scientifically proven strategies for creating a life that matches your dreams rather than your self-doubts.


Be Extraordinary has the potential to create and inspire extraordinary change in our lives, readying you to better face bumps that may appear on your road to success. Like happiness, being extraordinary causes a ripple effect, inspiring the people around you. Extraordinary success for you means extraordinary inspiration for the people close to you and extraordinary progress for our wider community in overcoming the challenges we face. Seize the opportunity to create an extraordinary life. You don’t have to suffer a trauma to be extraordinary. You can be extraordinary now.





I.



Vision


On 4 August 2012, Jessica Ennis ran her final event of the heptathlon in London’s summer Olympic Games. Eighty thousand people cheek by jowl in the stadium, tense on their feet, tears streaming, roared with cheers every stride of her 800-metre race. She crossed the finish line in a breathless two minutes and eight seconds, breaking British records and winning Olympic gold. It was an unforgettable moment.


When we watch elite athletes excel, achieve world records, score goals with seconds to spare or smash their personal bests, we wonder how they do it. We know they work hard, dedicate their lives to sport, practise for years and top up with the best nutrition and coaches. But what makes one athlete outperform another when it really counts?


Jessica Ennis-Hill says she perfects her performance with images: she creates the perfect image of succeeding in her mind’s eye. She believes it affects her physical performance. And it does. Science has shown that picturing a technique in imagery strengthens the neural firings in the muscles that matter and creates what feels like a real experience for the brain, honing skills and sharpening performance.


Wayne Rooney, one of the UK’s top footballers, uses imagery in the run-up to matches, picturing himself scoring goals over and over, especially the night before a game. Jonny Wilkinson, possibly the world’s best rugby player, now retired, would imagine how the ball would feel when it hit his foot, and the trajectory it would travel once he had kicked it that would take it through to a goal. Wimbledon champions Andy Murray and Novak Djokovic prime their play with imagery.


These elite athletes top up their training with images. Their vivid imagery practice is as important to their success as their practice on the court, the pitch or the track. It helps their minds to prepare mentally, improves their confidence, their focus and their muscle memories. It helps them to outperform under pressure. These athletes create winning images. And they win. Their images are vivid, detailed and in real time.


Like elite athletes, people who transition from ordinary to extraordinary prep their path to success with imagery. They transform the images that hold them back and they create winning images.


In this chapter we’ll look at how to transform unhelpful images and how to create winning ones. We’ll learn from Kenny, who lost his vision helping a stranger on a London bus. Kenny recovered from his attack, regained 25 per cent of his vision and is now a thriving personal trainer with a passion for helping communities in Africa to build eco-friendly student hostels. Having lost most of his eyesight, how Kenny processed information changed. He began to think in vivid, clear pictures – images that transformed his misfortune to success.


Here we’ll create our own thriving images and we’ll learn why transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary requires a five- and ten-year plan. Importantly, we’ll discover how to map a plan and keep to it when the going gets tough.



1. The Power of Negative Images



Why is a picture more powerful than a thought?


Imagine drifting to sleep late in the night when suddenly you hear an unusual rustling or a muffled creaking. What is it? Your mind races. Perhaps it’s a floorboard creaking or a cupboard closing. Your heart speeds up as you picture a thug making his way through the corridor to your very room. Your hands sweat and you feel terrified.


Imagine the same scenario again. But this time, when you hear the unusual rustling or floorboard creaking, you picture your quirky tabby cat trotting from one room to the next, wide awake in her nocturnal explorations. You chuckle, picture her inquisitive face, then snuggle into the covers as you slip into sleep.


The images here differ completely and lead to entirely different feelings. One image leads to full-blown fear and the other leads to so much calm, you fall asleep.


Of course, when you hear the rustling, instead of thinking in images, you could say to yourself: ‘It could be a stranger in the house.’ Or: ‘It could be my cat.’ The thoughts will increase or decrease anxiety a bit, but they’re much less likely to create full-on-fear or Zen-like calm.


Images are compelling. Like pictures, they tell whole stories. They affect how we feel, how we behave, how we perform and even how people see us. In one study, psychologist Colette Hirsch and her team at King’s College London told people to bring to mind a negative image of themselves – such as seeing themselves stumbling over words and trembling as they tried to speak – and then to have a conversation with a stranger. Once the conversation was over, they asked them to create in their mind’s eye a positive picture of themselves – such as speaking with ease and looking confident – and to hold it in mind in a second conversation.


They told other people to conjure up a positive image in their first conversation and then a negative one in their second conversation. The psychologists video-recorded the conversations and then had another person rate their performance.


Images affect how we feel, behave, perform and even how people see us.


They discovered something fascinating: whenever people pictured a negative image of themselves, whether it was in the first or second conversation, they always felt and performed worse than when they held a positive image in mind. The person rating the conversations, who had no idea what image each person was holding in their mind, rated people as coming across much worse when they held a negative rather than a positive image in mind.


What this tells us is that the pictures we hold in our mind’s eye matter. They have the power to strengthen our path to extraordinary success, or to keep us spinning the wheel of self-doubt and mediocrity. At worst, they can cause a lot of distress and anxiety.


Does everyone have images?


The short answer is yes – we all have images or impressions of ourselves.


Some people are more visual in their thinking and their images will be pictures that come to mind. Other people will have an impression in different situations: a sense of stuffing up or a sense of nailing it. Since imagery includes impressions and most people have a sense of how they are coming across or a sense of their capacity for success, it’s safe to say that most people will have images. But we’re often unaware of them even when we face a setback like being passed over for promotion, where we’re more likely to question our own impressions for success.


In these moments, our impressions or images of ourselves give clues about niggling self-doubts. It is these niggling self-doubts that need to go because they determine how you interpret the successes in your life, and whether or not you’ll quickly pick yourself up and dust yourself off when you face a hiccup on your path to being extraordinary.


People transitioning from ordinary to extraordinary use images to their advantage: they go out of their way to create winning pictures and they direct attention away from feelings of doubt towards their best possible outcomes captured in their images.


How do negative images keep people stuck?


Negative images cause a lot of problems. The main one is that people tend to believe their images and impressions, whether they’re picturing being attacked in the middle of the night or sensing they’re stumbling over words in a speech. While the image is in mind, it feels like their worst fears will happen, and this keeps anxiety and other awful feelings intact. But this is not the only problem.


Negative images push people to use what we call safety-seeking behaviours – these are behaviours we’re inclined to use to feel safe, but which actually keep our attention on our worst fears, making them feel like they’re more likely to happen.


For example, if you have an image of stumbling over your words in a presentation with beads of sweat running down your forehead, you’ll be more inclined to avoid eye contact, try to cover up the parts of your body you’re worried will sweat, and continually monitor in your mind’s eye how well you’re coming across. While you’re doing all this checking, your attention is stuck to your worst fears and has turned away from the task at hand. While you’re monitoring yourself, trying to come across well and prevent your worst fears from happening, you are much more likely to lose your train of thought and actually stumble over words. You’ll also be more attuned to sensations of sweating, which will make you feel like it’s more noticeable than it really is.
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Negative images also make it harder to make sense of common cues. When we have a negative image of being attacked we’re much less likely to interpret the unfamiliar sound as harmless. If we hold an image of ourselves looking like a gibbering wreck, we’ll be much less likely to see someone’s smile as encouraging. We’ll be more inclined to misinterpret their smile as a sign that they’re laughing at us.


Finally, negative images make it easier to remember matching memories, which means we’re more likely to conclude that what we’re worried about is really going to happen. Our brain will be accessing the few times our worry came true rather than the many times it didn’t. So, if you hear that noise in the night and imagine a thug making his way through your house to attack you, while this image is in mind, you’ll be more likely to remember the times you’ve seen this on TV or heard about it happening, rather than the many times you’ve heard a similar noise with nothing drastic following.


The underlying meaning of negative images


Behind the negative images are highly charged thoughts such as ‘A thug is going to kill me’ or ‘I’ll come across as incompetent in the presentation’. And behind the thoughts lies a deeper meaning. The thoughts and the underlying meaning drive behaviour. If the image is negative, the thoughts and underlying meaning keep people stuck in a rut. When the images and linked thoughts are positive, they support extraordinary success.


Once my clients and I have spotted their negative images and the thoughts behind them, I work to uncover the worst meaning. The worst meaning is our source of doubt, indecision and the fodder for future negative images. Change the worst meaning and we can create successful images much more swiftly.


2. Overcoming Negative Images that Hold You Back


How do we change a limiting image?


First things first. First we have to spot our most problematic image or impression, discover the underlying meaning and update it.


The best way to spot a problematic image or impression is to think of a recent situation where you felt anxious, such as a job interview, a meeting with a difficult colleague, a time when you were caught up in traffic and were late for an important meeting or a time when you were asked to speak in public.


If you cannot think of a situation where you felt some anxiety, call to mind a setback you’ve faced where you felt disappointed, such as being passed over for promotion, performing less than your best in an interview or talk or pitching an idea to your CEO that she swiftly rejected.


Close your eyes and recreate the scene as vividly as possible. Picture where you were and who you were with. Talk yourself through the detail in the present tense as if it’s happening now and you’re a film director who is about to capture it all on camera.


Paint a detailed picture in your mind’s eye. What can you see and hear? What do you feel in your body? Are other people in your image? What are they doing? What do you notice about them? What is your feeling about what is happening and about what you think is going to happen? If your anxious situation is a job interview or other social event, describe the feeling you have about how you’re coming across, and the feeling you have about how others are responding to you. Capture the picture in as much detail as possible. See the image vividly. Then answer these two important questions: What is the worst thing about the image or impression? What does it say about you as a person?


One of my clients, Carina, described feeling nervous in a meeting with her boss where she was asked about the progress of her project. She remembered seeing her hands fidgeting on her lap, and her boss (other person) frowning, hearing herself speaking softly, feeling hot in the face (body sensation), and feeling self-conscious and shaky. She had an impression that she was coming across as awkward and unprepared and that her boss was disappointed in her. When I asked what the worst thing was about her impression, she said that it meant she was a nervous wreck who would never succeed at her job. When I asked what the impression meant about her as a person, she said that it meant she would always be jittery in meetings. ‘What’s so bad about this?’ I asked to uncover the deeper meaning. She replied that it meant she was incompetent.


These beliefs (‘I’ll never succeed at my job’ and ‘I’m incompetent’), encapsulated in her impression, were keeping her stuck. They were the lens through which she saw her world. Whatever Carina experienced, whether it was a tough interview or an interview that led to success, her beliefs worked like a magnet, pulling details to fit them. So instead of seeing an interview as useful prep for future interviews, if Carina wasn’t subsequently hired she remembered details like ‘the panel frowned’, ‘I spoke quickly’ and ‘I wasn’t hired’ as evidence that she was incompetent.


If Carina was hired after interview, her beliefs led her to ‘yes, but’ the outcome, so instead of seeing herself as competent and the best candidate, she again remembered details like ‘I spoke quickly’, and ‘the panel frowned’, which led her to doubt her success with thoughts like ‘I was lucky’ or ‘I just got through the interview’. Her beliefs filtered how she saw her success and strengthened rather than weakened the worst meaning of her impression.


To help overcome her stuck-in-a-rut impression, we updated the beliefs, then transformed her sense that she came across as awkward and incompetent by creating a new image based on facts not feelings.


Whilst Carina may have known intellectually that she was competent, she had an overriding sense that she was incompetent. She made decisions that stopped her from stretching herself and focused on details that could loosely support limiting beliefs while ignoring praise and achievements that supported empowering beliefs. She had what psychologists call a head-heart lag. Transforming her sense of competence in imagery helped her to feel and know in her heart that she was competent rather than just accepting it intellectually.


The roots of limiting images


Our most problematic impressions and images are rooted in limiting beliefs, which filter how we view our past, how we see our present and what we expect for our future. Often these beliefs originate with a specific event in the past, such as being humiliated, bullied or severely criticised. When our most troublesome image is linked to a past event, then the memory will carry the same meaning as the image.


To discover if the image or impression you’ve spotted is linked to a memory, ask yourself when you first remember feeling the same way as in the image. If a past event springs to mind, then your image may be a snapshot of your memory. This is not a problem at all since when our images are linked to a memory, they carry the same meaning, and to create thriving images, we’re updating that limiting meaning.


This chapter will guide you to create your extraordinary belief and to feel its effects in an empowering image, which is similar to having a real experience. But you may also find it helpful to revisit the memory, if there is one, with your new belief in tow. ‘How do I break the links to the past?’ covers how to do this in the next chapter.


The worst meaning is your prejudice


The worst meaning of your image or impression is the prejudice you hold against yourself. We all know how resistant prejudices are to change. That’s why the belief, the worst meaning, hasn’t crumbled over the years. If anything, it’s probably got stronger because your mind effortlessly filters everyday experiences to fit with your beliefs.


Knowing that your mind maps your experiences to fit your beliefs or, put another way, your beliefs filter how you see the world is just more reason why you’ve got to get on top of your beliefs to lead an extraordinary life, especially the ones lurking behind your images and impressions.


How do I update a limiting meaning?


Updating a limiting meaning is much like overcoming a prejudice. Christine Padesky, a leading expert in cognitive behavioural therapy, suggests that the key to transforming such strongly held self-critical beliefs is to treat them like a prejudice you are trying to overcome. For example, if you had a friend who believed all women were out to snare a millionaire, what steps would you take to transform their belief? Most likely your first step would be to find contradictory evidence. This may include finding a woman who is happily single and supporting herself or finding a woman in a relationship who supports her partner. You may find several women who fit this description.


Of course, if your friend firmly believed that women were out to snare a millionaire then he might conclude that your exemplar women are exceptions to the rule. You may ask your friend to make a note of every time they meet a woman who supports herself or who fully supports herself plus a family. Your friend would soon gather a lot of evidence that would no longer fit with the idea that these women are an exception to the rule.


You may ask your friend to count up the number of women they’ve come across who have snared a millionaire and to compare this with the number they’ve come across who work to support themselves. With this kind of evidence, you may be able to guide your friend to change their belief to something like: ‘Women hold myriad ambitions. Some women may wish to snare a millionaire, but most women wish to support themselves and many women want to support themselves and their families financially.’


The key to changing your own worst meaning is to take a similar approach. First, look for contradictory evidence, make a note of evidence that disconfirms the belief and come up with a new belief that’s more accurate and more likely to support success. Then make an effort to note evidence that supports your new belief.


It’s like going to the gym but with much less sweat. We train our mind to tune to the signs of our new belief rather than the limiting one until it’s automatic. As you’ll learn in Chapter V, Extraordinary Behaviours, this can take anywhere from 18 to 264 days. 264 days may sound like a lot, but thinking about how many days the limiting belief has ruled the roost (thousands, if not tens of thousands), then the number between 8 and 264 is really just a handful of times, maybe several handfuls of times, and well worth the effort, given how your new belief will boost your mood and your success.


The sense of inadequacy


The worst meanings of our images or impressions hold a strong sense of inadequacy like ‘I’m incompetent’, ‘I’m stupid’, ‘I’m vulnerable’ or ‘I’m unlovable’. They are often coupled with a worry that people will detect these inner failings, then reject us. The key to updating our worst meanings is to recognise the difference between how we feel and how we come across, the difference between how we feel and how we behave. We first find examples that do not fit with the idea of being incompetent, stupid, vulnerable, unlovable or other feelings of inadequacy we may have noted, then we look for evidence that shows that people accept us. If you’ve noted that ‘I’m incompetent and stupid, other people will notice then reject me’, take a moment to list achievements and then situations where you’ve helped people.


What are achievements?


Achievements include things you were afraid to try and did anyway, such as learning to drive, bungee jumping, becoming a parent, travelling to a foreign country on your own, hosting a party, learning to ski or snowboard, giving a presentation or other activity that challenged you. Achievements also include, of course, all the standard accomplishments like graduating with a diploma or university degree, recognising a relationship that’s not working and separating, finalising a divorce, starting a business, raising a child, and so on.


I’ve got my achievements, now what?


Once you’ve made a list of your achievements, take a moment to note situations where you’ve been helpful, such as helping your son with his homework, helping your girlfriend fix her car, cooking a healthy lunch for your dad, typing up an agenda for your boss, giving a loving home to a pet, helping a stranger with directions, and so on.


[image: illustration]


Reorientate your focus


The key is to reorientate your focus: what have I achieved? Who have I helped and how? Then think hard about rejection and if it’s relevant today.


We all have rejection in our past. We may have been rejected by a person we fancied or been repeatedly not chosen for various sports teams at school. We may have been teased or even bullied.


The important question to answer is: are you rejected today? What are the signs that people accept you, that they are kind and friendly to you? Call to mind invitations you’ve received to grab a bite to eat with friends, to go to a party, a talk, a wedding, a film or a date. Call to mind a time when a friend or family member called to ask for your opinion or advice or a time when a stranger smiled at you.


What we are doing here is linking behaviours to signs of your value rather than linking feelings of inadequacy to impressions of failure. We’re aiming to shrink the gap between how you feel about yourself in your worst moments and how people really see you, which they base on facts rather than your feelings. Think about how you see a close friend and how you would describe them. Then apply the appreciation you extend to others, your own capacity to notice their helpful behaviours, to yourself to re-evaluate the worst meaning linked to your image or impression. How accurate is it really?




Kenny’s Story


On 13 September 2001, Kenny, twenty-three years old, caught a bus on his way home from his security work at The Gap in London. He was studying electronic engineering and had taken up part-time security work to support his girlfriend and their soon-to-be-born son. The bus was packed when he got on with his friend from work. But there were three spare seats on the top deck. He and his friend sat up there, taking up two of the free seats. There was one left next to a pregnant woman. At the next stop, a group of guys got on the bus and searched for seats. One guy started yelling at the pregnant woman with the free seat beside her because the seat was covered with crushed biscuits. Kenny tried to reason with the guy but instead this guy gathered his friends and they attacked Kenny. They gouged out his left eye and damaged his right. Passengers screamed as they saw Kenny’s eye hanging from its socket on his left cheek. The bus driver fled the scene, terrified. Emergency services were quick to respond and rushed Kenny to hospital where doctors put him in an induced coma to calm the swelling in his brain and protect whatever vision he might have left.


When he woke three days later, Kenny didn’t know where he was and stumbled his way to the toilet where he looked at himself in the mirror. The doctors had taped his left eye to his cheek; they were waiting for him to wake up so they could speak to him about removing it. But he woke up earlier than expected and without medical staff nearby. His first image of himself captured the aftermath of his trauma: a swollen, bruised face with his left eye hanging by its optic nerve on his face, held in place by surgical tape. Kenny became a medical experiment as doctors tried new treatments to calm the swelling in his brain and restore his vision. He was in hospital for three months. He was depressed and had daily images of screaming faces plaguing his mind.


I treated Kenny for PTSD. We worked together to transform his images. He had two types: terrifying images from the trauma, of people screaming in terror, and extreme images of how he thought he looked to other people. He pictured himself as he first saw his face in hospital, swollen and with his eye taped to his cheek. Over months, Kenny’s physical appearance healed. He had a prosthetic eye and the swelling and bruises completely recovered. But he had an impression of looking grotesque and this was activated when he looked at himself in his bathroom mirror in the morning to insert his prosthetic eye and when he talked to other people.


To help Kenny overcome PTSD and to thrive, we updated the deeper beliefs captured in his images and transformed the pictures he held in his mind. Kenny is now a successful personal trainer for people with and without disabilities. He has started his own company supplying shea butter to English skincare firms and has bought land in Ghana where he is building environmentally friendly student hostels for the local university.






3. Harnessing the Power of Positive Images



Rebooting our beliefs


So here we are. You’ve loosened the worst meaning linked to your image or impression with evidence. It’s time now to reboot your beliefs. If your worst meaning captured a sense of inadequacy, and you’ve chipped away the shaky ground on which this belief stood, you’re equipped to build a new one. Having reviewed your evidence, it’s time to ask yourself what is a more realistic belief? What can you add to your realistic belief to make it your extraordinary belief? The belief that is going to kick self-doubt and couch-potato behaviour when you’re feeling less than your best? The belief that will push you to achieve rather than give in?
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