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Chapter 1




In which we start with a spine-tingler before visiting hell 

via a 1970s TV quiz show. We study pirates and various 

breakfast cereals before looking at the modern nuclear 

family. We get to grips with the oddity that your host has 

a mental age of eight as well as a Ph.D. in happiness, 

before turning to Barbie, magic tricks and dog poo.

I ask you, dear reader, what more could you want from 

an opening chapter? But, before we kick off, I know

what you’re thinking – ‘Andy, could we have a 

short introduction about the meaning of life…?’

A meaningful thought

‘Sir, I was assisting my 16-year-old daughter with her 

homework when she received a text from her mum that 

read, “What do you want from life?”

‘We pondered this profound and somewhat unexpected 

question. And we debated furiously. Wealth, happiness, 

health? Or love perhaps?

‘Five minutes later she received another text. “Sorry, 

predictive text got in the way. I meant ‘Lidl’.”’

Letter in The Daily Telegraph
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There’s a creepy line of 


dialogue in the movie The Sixth




Sense where the haunted young 



boy tells Bruce Willis: ‘I see 

dead people.’ I think it’s the 

matter-of-factness that makes 

it so chilling. The poor lad has 

an unfortunate gift for seeing 

ghosts.

I think I have a similar ‘gift’, except that the people aren’t 

physically dead. But there are thousands of them and 

I see them every day. People going about their lives in 

a zombie-like trance of mediocrity. Technically, they 

are alive. There’s a pulse. But they’re not really living. 

They’re crammed onto the London Underground system, 

cheek to armpit, earphones and books blocking out 

reality. Or, outside on the streets, they’re jammed into 

the oxymoronic ‘rush hour’, grumbling about the traffic 

without realizing that they are the traffic. The living dead 


are sleepwalking through life, counting down the days 

until the weekend or their next holiday. Too many people 

are having a near-life experience.

So, before I begin in earnest, let me give you a statistic. 

The average lifespan is 4,000 weeks. It’s interesting that if 

you announce that to a crowd of schoolchildren there’s a 

lot of jumping and cheering – ‘Woo-hoo, thanks for telling 

us, Andy. That’s like … for ever!’

But if I announce it to an adult audience there is less 

punching of the air and more of a collective gulp. Some 

people reach for their phones, tapping at the calculator to 

assess how many they have left. Of course, 4,000 weeks is 

an approximation. It equates to 28,000 days, give or take. 

A further problem is that, chances are, your weeks are 

zipping by in a blur.
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I’ve been having a recurring nightmare about Jim Bowen. 

For the younger generation, Jim was the best game-

show host ever. He fronted Bullseye, a Sunday-teatime 


darts-based extravaganza, in which working-class folk 

from Wolverhampton, say, could win a car, a caravan or, 

on a good day, a speedboat. It was one of those shows 

that was so bad it was good because, invariably, the 

show ended on a downer. The plucky contestants failed 

to win the top prize and Jim would sidle centre stage and 

hand over a few quid and a cuddly toy. Jim had one of 

those well-worn faces that did deadpan sincerity better 

than any other game-show host. As he consoled the 

crestfallen contestants he’d stick the boot in. Kick ’em 

while they’re down, Jim, why don’t you? The stage would 

rotate to reveal this week’s top prize – the exact thing that 

they weren’t going home with – and Jim would utter the 


best catchphrase in the history of British TV: ‘Never mind, 

folks, let’s take a look at what you could have won.’

My recurring nightmare isn’t about the speedboat; it’s 

about a much bigger prize than that. It’s me in a hospital 

bed, old and knackered, in standard-issue blue-and-white 

striped pyjamas, wrinkles etched on my face. I have a 

tube up my nose and a bag of bright-orange wee hanging 

from my bedside. It’s by no means a pretty dream. I 

suspect that the end is near. Worse still, in my dream 

there’s a sadness about me. The wrinkles aren’t etched 

from laughter. I’ve led a mediocre life of working too hard, 

saving my happiness for weekends and holidays. I’ve 

missed too many school plays and bedtime stories. I’ve 

Terrifying thought

‘Celebrating birthdays is really just playing “What’s the 

time, Mr. Wolf?” with Death.’

Gary Delaney
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been impatient when my grandkids visited and messed 

up my house. I’ve moped on rainy days. I’ve spent too 

much time with my Facebook friends and not enough 

time with my flesh-and-blood ones. I’ve not jumped in 

enough puddles or made nearly enough sandcastles. I’ve 

never been to Sri Lanka or managed to get a ticket for 

Wales v England at the Millennium Stadium. Life’s been 

long stretches of nothingness interspersed with some 

cracking holidays. As I lie in my hospital bed, I have an 

overwhelming sense that life has been distinctly ‘OK’. And 

Jim Bowen’s face looms into my nightmare, large and 

sincere. And he utters his immortal catchphrase, ‘Never 

mind, Andy,’ he consoles. ‘Shall we look at what you could 

have won?’

I suspect that death itself isn’t the problem. It might be a 

bit scary, all that ‘not breathing’, but it’s not death that’s 

the source of our mortal anguish, rather the fear that we 

might not have lived quite the joyous and ebullient go-

getting life that we might have. For the truly righteous 

folks, the reward for a good life seems fairly dull – all that 

eternal sitting around on clouds listening to harp recitals. 

If you’ve led a bad life, you’re probably not actually that 

afraid of the burning for all eternity. The chances are that 

you’ve lived a bit and all your mates will be down there 

with you. 

So the ‘very good’ and ‘very bad’ are sorted. It’s the rest 

of us who are petrified! Four thousand earthly weeks of 

mediocrity is such a terrible waste of time!

The aim is to make this an uplifting read. I want to give 

you some content that inspires and rejuvenates your 

thinking and your life. So why start with such a sobering 

thought? Depressing even? Because there’s a massive 

difference between ‘being alive’ and ‘living’. One is rather 

black and white, requiring nothing more than a pulse. 

This second one requires what I call ‘intelligent living’ and 

it requires a heart and brain. 
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If you apply the intelligence, it leads to a full-colour high-

definition surround-sound life.

Your brain loves certainty, which is why you develop 

habits. Your mind craves consistent patterns, and when 

life falls outside our normal routine we get scared. 

So we play safe by making sure that we never have to 

step outside our routine. We think the same thoughts 

and live the same days. Those days become weeks and 

the sameness stretches into months and, hence, life 

becomes very safe and rather dull. 

But if we open up our minds to change, that means we 

have to move position. Change means walking away from 

standing in the middle of ‘what you already know’ and 

following the path towards the edge of ‘what’s possible’. 

That requires you to be curious enough to stand on the 

edge of knowledge and, yes, it can be a little scary, but it’s 

also where you learn and grow.

Part of the fear comes from daring to be a little bit 

different, and by ‘different’ I mean standing out for the 

right reasons – a bit more positive, confident, optimistic, 

happy, vivacious and energetic than the norm. Yes, you’ve 

‘How we spend our days is how we spend our lives.’ 

Annie Dillard
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got to be brave enough to stand out, but can you think of 

anyone who has changed the world by fitting in?

Without wanting to sound too ‘up myself’, the knowledge 

in this book has challenged me up to and well beyond 

my preconceived view of ‘what’s possible’. That is to say 

that the old version of me would have poo-pooed some 

of the ideas in this book, particularly Chapters 7 and 8, 

which represent a ‘Big Bang’ of academia, philosophy 

and common sense that had, until recently, eluded me. I 

was happy with what I knew and my life was absolutely, 

steadfastly, resolutely 100 per cent fine. And yours might 

be too. But if you want to leave the scrubland of ‘fine’ 

and upgrade to the mountain pastures of ‘awesome’, 

‘brilliant’ or ‘world class’, then I would be delighted to be 

your tour guide.

But before I grab my umbrella 

and call for your attention, let 

me ask a question: ‘What is 

your default setting – Setting 1, 

“passive bystander” or Setting 

2, “active and engaged”?’ 

Personally, I think we’re born 

with the factory default of 

Setting 2. I don’t know any 

child who sits passively on 

their first birthday, surrounded 

by crinkly wrapping paper, 

looking bored. They toss 

the toys aside and get stuck into crinkling, tearing and 

eating the stuff. And what about the boxes the toys came 

in? Well, they’re now a rocket or pirate ship – ‘Hoist the 

mainsail, Jim lad.’ 

I’m sure there’s not a single child who, aged 11 months, 

attempted to walk, fell on to their backside and thought, 

‘I give up. Walking’s just not my thing.’ When I go to the 






Chapters 7







8














[image: background image]






7

park with my four-year-old niece it’s a massive adventure 

and she insists on jumping in every puddle and chasing 

every duck. She has rosy cheeks, sparkly eyes, infinite 

curiosity and oodles of glee. Sure, it might be partly 

fuelled by her chocolatey breakfast cereal, but what if it 

runs a bit deeper than that? What if we all have access 

to that inner source of inspiration and energy? To mix my 

breakfast cereal metaphors, your internal snap, crackle 

and pop shows on the outside in the fabled Ready Brek 

glow. 

And then, somewhere along the line, we become inert 

and uninterested. We feel flat, maybe even a little lost. 

We end up feeling like cereal that’s been swimming in 

milk for too long and our snap, crackle and pop has been 

silenced. Life isn’t awful – it’s just not quite as thrilling 

as it used to be. Scientists call it ‘habituation’ and the 

erosion of passion is so gradual that you often don’t 

notice. Your work isn’t quite as exciting; your partner 

isn’t quite as attractive; everything on TV is rubbish. And 

because we think the world happens from the outside in, 

we set about renewing things ‘out there’ – new job, new 

partner and … Netflix – that should do it. 

David Hare describes it as ‘painting over the rust’.

1

 We’re 

brightening things up on the outside to cover up the 

decay on the inside. The solution is temporary.

But hang on. If we are born ‘active and engaged’, surely 

that’s our default position? So, I ask you: when did 

jumping in a cardboard box with a West Country cry of 

‘Hoist the mainsail!’ become inappropriate? Can you 

remember the exact time when jumping in puddles 

became a bad idea? When did you last use the cushions 

to build a den in the lounge? When did you last 

go to the park and chase the ducks, squealing 

with glee? 

I appreciate that human beings are incredibly 






1
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complex animals but have you noticed how when a 

complicated piece of technology goes wrong it always has 

a button that sets it back to its factory default? What if we 

could do the same? Perhaps thinking aloud, fun, giggly 

and playful, and ‘Walk the plank, yer rotten scoundrel’ is 

our factory setting, but somehow we forgot along the way. 

Surely, that would mean that personal development is 

dead in the water and all you’d need is a huge spoonful of 

‘personal remembering’.

I spend a lot of time in organizations trying to fix people 

and teams who have had some vastly overcomplicated 

restructure or culture change initiative that hasn’t 

worked. At worst, there has been no 

behaviour change and, at best, the 

temporary uplift has soon migrated 

backwards, towards the ‘norm’. It’s 

the same with self-help books. If 

they worked, we’d all be suntanned, 

super-slim billionaires, running our business empires 

from a yacht moored in a Monaco marina. The trouble 

– ALWAYS – is that we gravitate to whatever it is that 

represents our norm. 

So the only real way to create sustainable change is to 


reset the norm. 

Let me pose some mightily big questions for the pirate 

within. If you had a ‘reset’ button, would you want to press 

it and, more to the point, would you be brave enough to 

press it?
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Interesting thought

‘We are all


 failures…at 


least the best 


of us are.’ 


J. M. Barrie
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Let me introduce myself: my name is Andy and I’m from 

a city in ‘Middle England’ called Derby. I have a bizarre 

triple life as a children’s author, trainer and researcher. 

First up, kids’ stuff. I’m very proud of my Spy Dog series 

for Puffin. There are 20 books in the series, which is 

aimed at seven- to ten-year-olds. So, good news – I’m a 

big kid. 

In a jarring juxtaposition of literary styles, I have

also spent the past ten years studying the science of 

happiness, culminating in a Ph.D. from one of England’s 

finest universities (at least, that’s what it says on the 

brochure). Take it from me, that is a very odd combo that 

places me in a very small part of a Venn diagram. There 

are an awful lot of ‘serious academics’ and not very many 

‘not-so-serious’ ones. This book gives me a chance to 

cross over and to mix the clever stuff with a bit of childlike 

energy. Or, at least, that’s the intention. After ten years 

of research and 100,000 words, I guess I can best be 

described as a ‘recovering academic’?

I adore the kids’ stuff because the writing has to be 

simple, adventurous, energetic and downright fun. Kids 

won’t tolerate any slackening of the pace so there really 

is no messing – it’s full-on action, adventure and belly 

laughs from page 1. And then there’s the Ph.D., the polar 

opposite. It feels as though I’m writing in some sort of 

encrypted code that mere mortals will never be able to 

decipher. If children’s books are so exciting you can’t 

sleep, my thesis is the antidote – a soporific giggle-free 

tome of academic turgidity. Gags, fluidity and energy are 

heinous crimes, punished by my supervisor giving me one 

of her withering looks.

While scrabbling through the academic undergrowth I’ve 

spotted some very well camouflaged gems of learning 

and this book gives me an opportunity to point them out 






page 1
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to you. This book is less about telling you what to do. If

you’re reading a book that has ‘Emotional Intelligence’ in

the title, then I’m guessing that you might already be at

the brighter end of the scale (although, to be fair, it’s got

pictures, so you might have been attracted by them).

The only ‘problem’ I have in writing a book about

emotional intelligence is that I don’t see it as a discrete

subject; it has octopus-like tentacles that reach into

and borrow from positive psychology, neuro-linguistic

programming (NLP), appreciative inquiry, ‘flourishing’ 

and transformational leadership (to name a few).

My aim is to draw from them all and reveal, as simply

as possible, how your mind/body/emotion connection

works. I’ll aim to throw in a few things that make me

chuckle but, more than that, the aim is to challenge

your thinking. In particular, to challenge you to think 



about your thinking, with a view to generating some new

understanding and to apply yourself differently.

So what is emotional intelligence? That depends on who

you ask! There are hundreds of books, all of which are

variations on a theme. If you asked me, I’d say it’s this:

I’ll cover this in more detail later on but for now,

simplifying it to the bare bones, emotional intelligence

is about tuning in to people, starting with the most

important person of all – you.

‘Emotional intelligence is the ability to

make healthy choices based on accurately

identifying, understanding and managing

your own feelings and those of others.’
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In terms of content, I want the material to apply across all

domains of your life. I am guessing work is important to

you and I’m confident that you will learn things that you

can apply in your career. But the biggest results for me

have been at home, trying to be a better dad and a half-

decent husband.

One of my mates makes me chuckle by suggesting

he has a nuclear family.

‘Ah, that’s nice,’ I reply, thinking ‘close-knit’ as in


The Waltons. I’m picturing hearty meals of pumpkin



pie before a cheery ‘Night, Jim Bob’ at lights out.

‘No!’ he says. ‘By “nuclear” family I mean we

explode a lot and there’s a massive amount of

fallout. And that fallout can linger for ages.’
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Augusten Burroughs

An admission
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I love the fact that among the original Barbie’s phrases

was the sentence: ‘Math class is tough.’ Sadly, in later

models, this was deleted, but if you have any sense of

political incorrectness left intact, that’s very funny. I bet

Ken had the equivalent:‘I’m home, honey. Where’s my

dinner?’

This delicious naughtiness was unquestioned until about

the mid-1980s. Recently, in the big theatrical production

called ‘life’, the actors have been encouraged to venture

from their traditional scripts. What I’m struggling to

say is that I’m a white hetero Derby County–supporting

male, dragged up in the 1970s playing British Bulldog

and riding my bike with no helmet. I have all the baggage

associated with that. That’s who I am. I can’t help being

me. I think the Barbie thing is funny.

You are you, with your own

baggage. I won’t judge if you don’t.

Imagine your future self, just a

week or so away. The one who has

read this book and made some

changes – a glowing, effervescent, bubbling cauldron

of glee who has discovered the source of emotional

enlightenment. Because, although that previous

sentence is kind of cool, and has never been written

in the English language before, it sums you up. On a

good day, that is. So, this book, in line with all my other

books, is not about reinventing yourself. It’s not about

personal transformation or morphing into a superhero.

It’s not really about new stuff at all; it’s about reminding

you of some very simple old stuff that gets you back to

that bubbling cauldron of glee. Or, if I say it in a slightly

different way, it is a reminder that you are already a

superhero so you need to make a note to stop pretending

to be normal.
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And while I’m setting the ground rules, this book contains

no mnemonics or acronyms (well, there is one, but it’s

only included as a piss-take) and I am going to endeavour

to steer clear of ‘traditional’ and/or tired ‘olde-worlde’

theories. My view is that the world has moved on,

considerably and rapidly, and if physics has had the

quantum treatment, then so should your thinking. This is

very much a book for the ‘newe worlde’.

Plus, here’s some stonkingly good news: I have no plans

to make you busier than you already are. Even now you

have a to-do list that’s longer than both your arms. So,

rest assured, to get maximum value from this book you

just need to read it. There isn’t anything to do, as such. In

fact, often the solution to your personal awesomeness is

to do less (more of that later).

Chantal Burns puts forward the analogy that the mind

is like a magic trick. Once you have the trick explained,

it all becomes clear. There’s a very high probability that

your current understanding is built on a trick of the mind.

You might want to think of this book as a cheeky glimpse

behind the curtain.

Most personal development books are about your state of

mind. The idea is that you change your habits (generally

Throwing down the gauntlet

‘The challenge is to always improve, to always

get better, even when you are the best.

Especially when you are the best.’

James Kerr

‘You know, I’m not very good at magic – I can

only do half of a trick. Yes – I’m a member of

the Magic Semi-circle.’

Tim Vine



‘






’
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towards the rosier variety) and a life of universal

abundance unfolds before you. And this book has

chapters that are in line with the notion that the world

is neutral until you apply some thinking to it, and then it

bounces off in whatever direction of spin you put on it. If

you apply some positive spin to your thinking, your life will

bounce off into the lush and verdant grass of positivity.

But it’s not an exact science. This book is couched in the

real world. You can apply as much positivity as you like

but sometimes life will feel brown and gooey rather than

green and lush. Yes, dear reader, the dog turd of life is

out there, just waiting for you to step in it. And step in

it you most certainly will. Your company press release

stating the intention to move to China is not imaginary.

Your granddad’s demise is very real indeed. Your moody

teenager really is making your life harder than it need

be. And, yes, your football team has lost again. I describe

these kinds of situations as being like a steaming lion

turd on the top of a child’s birthday cake – unpleasant in

itself but also an indication of bad things to come. A bit of

positive thinking might help around the edges but it’s still

a brown and sticky situation.

So, I promise, no bull from me.

And, finally, before we mooch off into the personal

development jungle, I’d like to draw attention to one of

my personal development heroes, a wonderful chap

called David Taylor. I’d go so far as to say that his book

The Naked Leader Experience (Bantam, 2004) changed

my life. The only thing I don’t like about it is the fact that

David suggests you can dip in and out of his book and

that he’s happy for you to skip chapters and read it in any

random order. No, David! You assembled the chapters in

that order for a reason and I will read it in the order in

which you wrote it.

Just so we’re clear: I’m keen that you read all the
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chapters in this book, starting at 1 and finishing at 9, in 

that order!

Thank you.
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Chapt






er 2






 

In which I introduce ‘memes’ and then go crazy, spotting 

them everywhere, from leg-warmers to fat people 

and peanut butter. If you have any room in the bulging 

suitcase of life, I suggest you pack your raincoat, even 

though the long-range existential forecast is ‘sunny and 

warm’. I offer a double insult, suggesting that you are a 

raving ‘infomaniac’ as well as a ‘musterbator’ (no wonder 

you’re exhausted!) and that anti-social media has led to

rising irony levels where people watch box sets of



 



 


Friends, alone.



I mention some big hitters that sound like a cross 

between a pop group and law firm (the Joneses, Keynes 

& Naish) and introduce the birth of positive thinking via a 

bizarre Big Bang of the God Spot and pineapple chunks.

Yes,



 Chapter 2 reflects life – it’s bonkers.

Interesting notion

‘Life is the only game in which the object of the game is to 

learn the rules.’

Unknown






Chapter 2
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Richard Dawkins introduced the concept of the meme, 

defined as ‘an idea, behaviour or style that spreads from 

person to person within a culture’, like leg-warmers 

suddenly, from nowhere, becoming a great idea in 

the 1980s. Some beliefs are called ‘super-replicator 

memes’, with the magic property of facilitating their own 

transmission. For example, we mimic weight. If you look 

around and see loads of fat people, then it seems kinda 

OK to join them. You’re powerfully but subconsciously 

drawn to a fast-food joint for your lunch. The two-star 

assistant asks if you want it super-sizing. You eye up the 

people in the queue and they seem to have been super-

sized so, before you know it, your fries are the extra-large 

variety and you’re swigging from a bucket of iced Pepsi. 

Burp!




 

A rather fabulous example of a meme is nut allergies. 

I recently travelled on a proper long-haul aeroplane to 

the United States and there was a bing-bong over the 

Tannoy: ‘The snack option will not be available on this 

flight because a passenger has a nut allergy.’ Cue loads 

of disgruntled murmurings and suspicious looks, trying 

to identify the cashew-intolerant nut. Some inconsiderate 

passenger had robbed 350 people of their nuts in case 

they accidentally inhaled some dust and died. So I 

investigated and found that 3.3 million Americans have 

nut allergies. There are 2,000 hospitalizations every year 

and 150 deaths from food allergies, most of which are nut 

related. So the passenger was playing it ultra-safe, for a 

reason.

But, hang on, in the United States there are 45,000 

deaths every year in road traffic accidents and they’re 

not banning cars. And 13,000 gun deaths and they’re 

most definitely not banning firearms. You end up in a 

bizarre situation where neighbourhoods are purged of 

tubs of peanut butter, but every house has a gun. Only in 

America, folks. 
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