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To Laura, who forgives my many failings.









Introduction


I’m a loser.


In fact, losing is one of the things I’m best at. I’m not bad at winning either, but though I say so myself, it’s losing at which I excel. It’s taken my whole life to get to this point, but developing the ability to lose really well has been worth all the time and effort. It’s allowed me to be happier and to overachieve relative to my level of ability in the various fields of endeavour with which I’ve engaged over the years. I’ve managed to become comfortable with failing, which means there’s really very little for me to be afraid of. I learn from my mistakes rather than punishing myself for them, and I’m able to take on things without knowing whether I’ll succeed or not, which has made life a whole lot more interesting and has allowed me to expand my skill set steadily over the years.


It wasn’t always that way. Until friends, colleagues and wise patients taught me the art of failing, it used to scare me so much that I avoided things which I wasn’t sure I would succeed at. An example occurred on the beach at West Wittering, in West Sussex, when I was a young man in my early twenties. Friends had persuaded me to try windsurfing. I spent the day trying to stay on the board and to get it to move forward, with little or no success. Occasionally I fell into the water, but mostly I failed to get out of it in the first place. Exhausted and dispirited, I commiserated with another beginner who had enjoyed even less success and had endured even more hilarity from his friends than I had. ‘That was awful,’ I moaned. ‘I’m not doing that again – it’s impossible. I saw you were having a tough time, too.’ ‘It was great, hilarious. I really enjoyed it,’ he replied. ‘But you didn’t manage to stay on the board.’ ‘I know, but I nearly did. Maybe next time.’


True to my word, I never did try windsurfing again. I did return to that beach, though, one sunny weekend day about a year later. As I strolled along the beach, I spotted the same young man with whom I had shared such a singular lack of success the previous summer. He was standing tall atop a board skimming the waves, turning nimbly and proceeding equally fast in the opposite direction, pausing only to leap in the air while waving at his friends. How had the clumsy oaf of a year ago become this expert of the waves? Hmm. Who had avoided repeated failure and humiliation? Who, on the other hand, had achieved mastery of a skill which brought such evident joy? Hmm.


The thing is that I had been taught to avoid failure at all costs. There were various sources of this learning, but the worst was my junior school maths master. By chance my year’s intake had within it an unusual number of kids gifted in mathematics. In its wisdom, the school authorities decided to enable this cohort of bright children to realize their potential by putting them in the care of a teacher who was a retired army colonel. This ferocious man’s bristling menace held us in a state of constant fear. The idea was, I suppose, that he would push us to greater heights than could be achieved by ordinary methods. One of his favourite strategies was to give us a really difficult maths problem to work through within a time limit. When the time was up, it was pens down and he would demonstrate the perfect working through of the test on the blackboard. On three of the lines of this specimen solution he would draw an asterisk. His rule was that if you had made an error on one of these lines, this was categorized as a ‘silly mistake’ and you were required to put your hand up, whereupon he would take you out and beat you with a stick. At the end of the working through, he would perform an audit of two or three of the class of twenty. If this revealed that you had failed to acknowledge that you had made a ‘silly mistake’, you would be beaten much more severely. So do I admit my mistake, with the painful and humiliating consequences which will follow, or hide it and risk something even worse?


The point of this unpleasant story is this: to my best knowledge not one of that class of talented kids went on to do a university degree in mathematics or physics. I’m fairly certain I know why. There’s no more certain way of ensuring lack of success in any field of endeavour than by punishing failure. Contrast this with how really good teachers operate nowadays. They encourage, reward and use mistakes as an opportunity to learn. That doesn’t mean that they welcome sloppiness or lack of effort, just that they recognize that if a student is stretched she will get some things wrong and that correcting those errors with patience and kindness is how her enthusiasm and abilities can best be enhanced.


One of the most inspiring examples of this principle of pursuing what you choose rather than avoiding failure was provided by my friend Jeremy Vine. Jeremy, as many will know, is a highly accomplished broadcaster. He is also a lovely man, as kind, generous and fun in person as he is in his public persona. Impressive though his many achievements are, in my view the most important is the video he put on YouTube during his run as a contestant on the TV show Strictly Come Dancing. This video post was in response to a troll who had complained that Jeremy was a bad dancer and who advised that he should withdraw from the show. With characteristic candour Jeremy thanked the correspondent and agreed that he had little talent as a dancer, but he insisted that he would stay on the show for as long as he was allowed to. ‘If I gave up just because I can’t be the best, what sort of a message would that give to my daughters? Should they avoid everything at which they can’t win? No, I believe that we shouldn’t just do what we’re good at; we should attempt what is difficult for us and try to get better. I’m going to keep trying.’ Now, if that’s not courage and wisdom, I don’t know what is.


The aim of this book is to help you to get more joy from life, to become more resilient and to achieve more. If you are a confident and optimistic person who treats yourself kindly, you need read no further. But most people tend towards self-doubt, excessive self-criticism and pessimism, and this book is for them. If that includes you, there are ways you can lead life more rewardingly and a good start is learning how to stop fearing and avoiding failure. My maths teacher was wrong, and I became liberated when I rejected his values. Jeremy and the windsurfer were right, and their lives are the richer for it. Follow their examples and you will become happier, less anxious and more accomplished. I can’t claim that I’ve made exclusively great decisions in my life, but I’m happy because I’ve both forgiven myself for my mistakes and learned from them. I hope that you can, too. Life is a lot more fun and more productive if you don’t beat yourself up.


There’s more to resilience than befriending failure, though I believe that to be the most important skill you need. In this book you’ll learn what makes people vulnerable to the challenges life brings, what qualities and skills protect against these challenges, and how you and those you care about can develop them. You’ll see that there are some recurring themes. If you notice that something comes up more than once, you can take it that I think it’s really important and worth dwelling on.


If you want some help with how to become happier, healthier and more resilient, read on.







1

Vulnerability and resilience

Why do some people suffer from stress-related illnesses and not others, given that most of us experience ups and downs in our lives? What makes one person vulnerable and another resilient? I’ve sort of started at the end, as having read the introduction you’ll know that my view is that the biggest factor in this is the ability to fail well. But it’s quite circular in that to be resilient to the reverses life throws at you, you have to be good at failing, while at the same time it’s much easier to absorb failure if you’re resilient in the first place. So there are clearly other factors which lie behind a person’s resilience or vulnerability, and that’s what we’ll start looking at in this chapter.

First, we need to define what we mean by vulnerability and resilience. They can be seen as the opposite ends of a continuum determining how effectively we manage threats, challenges, adversity, changes and situations for which we are unprepared or ill equipped. Vulnerability is revealed by inability to cope and a tendency to be mentally or physically harmed when your environment is hostile, while resilience allows you to manage and to emerge relatively unscathed.

An alternative view of vulnerability is given by Dr Brené Brown. If you subscribe to Netflix, look up her lecture entitled ‘The Call to Courage’, which at the time of writing is on its list. It’s an inspiring and entertaining talk. Alternatively, read her book Daring Greatly. Dr Brown sees vulnerability as an essential component of courage. The courageous person allows herself to be vulnerable. Vicky tells her boyfriend of three months that she loves him, because she sees that there’s nothing to be gained by staying safe and reticent. Simon replies coldly and noncommittally. Vicky feels humiliated. She has bared her soul only to be rebuffed. But by putting her courage on the line, by allowing herself to be vulnerable, Vicky gave herself a chance of something life changing and good happening. It didn’t, not this time, but that’s not down to Vicky. If she does this again in the future whenever the odds are in her favour, she’ll find happiness in the end. The humiliating rejection was in fact a triumph. Simon’s response was, in the long run, irrelevant. It turns out that he’s not the right person for her. But Vicky is courageous enough to be vulnerable, so her future is secure.

I’m going to use my concept of vulnerability for the time being, while nodding respectfully at Dr Brown and pledging to return to her work later in the book.


Genes

It’s not that genes aren’t important. Of course, what you inherit from your biological parents has an influence on your resilience, but it’s not as much as you might think. Back in the 1970s a famous psychologist, Hans Jürgen Eysenck, stated: ‘Everything in psychology is determined one-third by genetics and two-thirds by environment.’ By environment he meant every influence throughout your life which isn’t inherited. I haven’t heard anyone in the field seriously challenge that statement since. So, if your parents and grandparents tended to be vulnerable to stress, you may be more at risk yourself, but there are many more important factors at play and there’s plenty you can do to reduce your vulnerability. Don’t blame it on your genes, as that leads you to give up. Above all, don’t ever give up.




Personality

I’ve often heard people say of someone, ‘There’s nothing he can do about it, it’s just his personality.’ I say, ‘Piffle!’ You can change your personality any time you like, by changing the way you act. After all, what is personality? You define it by a person’s behaviours. If you say someone has an outgoing personality, you mean that they go out a lot and interact with others. If a person has a generous personality, they often engage in generous acts.

I’ll come back to how to change the habitual way you act later in the book, but for now I’d like you to put the concept of personality to one side. It’s not rigid or immutable, so it’s best to focus elsewhere, on our surroundings, resources, actions and thoughts.




Early life experiences

A baby is a blank computer hard drive. Childhood is about loading the programs and apps. They’re pretty much loaded by the time you’re 18. You can be affected long term by experiences in adulthood, but it takes a lot for them to have a long-term effect, while just about anything influences the way a child sees the world and copes with it. In order to mess up an adult who has enjoyed a consistently nurturing childhood, you really need to torture him or subject him to major life events or ongoing difficulties. For a child, however, all you need to do is to fail to be predictable, rewarding and consistently loving.

Parenting is hard, though fortunately you don’t have to be perfect. In fact, there is evidence that parents who are ‘good enough’ bring up kids who are better placed to deal with life than those who are ‘perfect’. That is, if your kids know that you love them no matter what, that they are important just for being them, it’s OK for you occasionally to sit them in front of the TV while you have a rest. It’s OK for you occasionally to be a bit irritable, so long as you later acknowledge this and effectively separate out for them what was justified chastisement and what was you being grumpy. It’s OK for you to have your limitations. In fact, it’s better that way, because that’s the way the real world works. If your children learn in childhood that ‘I’m OK and, though things and people aren’t always good and happy, the world is OK, too’, then all will be well. In fact, that’s better than if you’re always perfectly patient, loving and selfless, because sure as heck that’s not the world they will emerge into when they leave home.

Consistently negative or inconsistent experiences in childhood do have an effect on how a child grows up. In fact, there’s evidence that toxic influences even before birth can have detrimental long-term effects. Even accounting for the fact that mothers who have mood or stress problems in pregnancy are more likely to continue to have problems through the next 18 years, maternal anxiety and depression before childbirth predict stress-related illness in offspring to a greater extent than would be expected. For this reason, it does seem particularly important that anxiety and depression in pregnancy are effectively treated.

But it’s childhood experiences that I’m mainly concerned about here. In particular, a child needs to learn cause and effect. If I do good stuff, good things happen to me – predictably. The opposite doesn’t work; as I’ve already explained, punishment doesn’t work. But what matters is that a child learns that she has control over what happens in her world.

Sarah doesn’t learn this consistently. She is an only child four years old and (excuse the gender stereotype which is only to illustrate this example) spends weekdays at home with her mum while her dad is out at work. One day she asks her mum to set her up with her box of watercolour paints and some paper. She has been beautifully behaved all morning, helpful, quiet and polite, so Mum willingly does so. Sarah spends the afternoon preparing a painting for her dad. She puts her all into it, so when the time for her dad to come home from work approaches she’s filled with pleasurable anticipation. She hears his key in the lock of the front door, so she rushes to greet her father.

‘Daddy, Daddy, look what I’ve done for you. It’s a painting, it’s really good, isn’t it? I did it for you, Daddy!’

But Daddy has had a bad day at work and is tired and grumpy. He stopped off at the pub on the way home and had a few pints of beer to drown his sorrows. The last thing he needs now is a screaming kid pressing paper covered in wet paint onto his clean suit.

‘Get off, give me some space,’ he growls, shoving his daughter aside as he stomps up the stairs to have a lie down. Sarah stumbles and falls to the floor, landing on the picture she had so lovingly prepared, which lies crumpled together with her hopes and expectations.

The next day Sarah is a nightmare to her mum, disobedient, demanding and oppositional. As she waits for her father to return she starts to worry that he’ll be cross with her for being bad. But he has been feeling guilty all day for his grumpiness yesterday, so he has bought her a teddy bear and some sweets which he gives her as he enters the house, together with a big hug:

‘I love you so much, you’re the best little girl in the world,’ he tells her.

Now Sarah, while being relieved, is confused. Yesterday I was really good and Daddy was horrible to me. Today I was really bad and he was nice, gave me stuff and told me he loved me. What’s going on?

If these are isolated incidents that’s one thing, but if life goes on like this, with no link between Sarah’s actions and what follows, she will learn that she has no influence on the world, being helpless in the face of random and chaotic events. As a result she’ll start giving up. What’s the point in putting effort into things when the world is totally random. It doesn’t matter what I do, she thinks, sometimes good things will happen and sometimes bad things; nothing I do makes a difference. This learned helplessness makes Sarah increasingly vulnerable, because her withdrawal from challenges, effort, social contact and anything else demanding makes her less able to learn skills, gain confidence or build a meaningful life.

Another mechanism by which childhood adversity leads to increased vulnerability throughout life is hormonal. Like all higher primates our body’s response to stress is mediated by a chain of structures at the top of which is a part of the brain called the hypothalamus. This is linked by a bundle of nerve fibres to a small gland sitting just underneath the brain called the pituitary. In response to activation by the hypothalamus, the pituitary produces releasing hormones which pass into the blood stream. They act on two other glands, one sitting on top of each kidney, called the adrenals, causing them to release their hormones, in particular two which control our responses to stress, adrenaline and cortisol. The presence of these hormones in the blood in turn is detected by the hypothalamus, creating a feedback circuit. It is this circuit which determines our response to stress. Adrenaline is the short-term stress hormone, effectively gearing you up for a fight to the death by increasing heart rate, breathing, blood pressure, sensitivity of nerve endings and the pattern of blood flow around the body. Blood is pumped to the muscles and away from the surface of the body, allowing you to run faster and fight more effectively while not bleeding so profusely from superficial injuries. This is the fight-or-flight response. Adrenaline gives you the best chance possible of surviving an encounter with a sabre-toothed tiger or an enemy armed with a spear. The fact that the modern world contains few such hazards means that the adrenaline response is more often an unpleasant inconvenience than an effective survival mechanism.

The same is true of cortisol, which is the body’s long-term stress hormone. This causes inflammatory processes and metabolism to slow down and the person (or animal) to be less active. In natural selection terms this again makes sense. In the face of a short-term threat, an animal needs to fight or escape effectively, while if the threat persists the animal will probably be injured or facing an un-survivable environment and will need to withdraw to a safe place to enable it to survive. In lower primates this is hibernation. In humans it is depression.

OK, I know this is a bit long-winded, but it comes down to this: the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) circuit (or axis) is, like the brain, programmed through childhood. If a child faces adversity through the first decade and a half of life, she will develop an HPA axis which is super-sensitive, leading through life to a tendency to fight-or-flight responses and the longer-term effects of stress in response to lower levels of stress than would cause such reactions in others. In other words, childhood adversity makes her more vulnerable.

In fact, the HPA axis can be reset through adulthood, too; it just takes a greater degree of trauma or adversity. A child’s brain is easier to influence. The other part of the brain which is programmed through life in this way is the pleasure/reward centre of the brain (a structure called the nucleus accumbens). Two chemicals in this structure, dopamine and oxytocin, mediate feelings of pleasure and allow actions and events to be experienced as rewarding. Prolonged or severe adverse events, especially early in life, reduce the levels of these chemicals in the pleasure/reward centre, making it more difficult for a person to enjoy things and feel good in the future.

Finally, there is loss. You would have thought that loss early in life would toughen a child up, but in fact the opposite is true. Paula copes wonderfully well at the age of 13 when her father dies suddenly of a heart attack. She is well behaved, doesn’t cry and supports her mother. Everyone remarks on how well she has adjusted to the loss of her dad. Fast-forward 20 years. Paula now has two children of her own, a baby and a four-year-old. There are rumours of redundancies at work, and she fears she might lose her job. Then her mother, who provided child care for her, falls and fractures her hip, meaning Paula needs to make other arrangements urgently for her kids. She falls into a deep depressive illness. Why? How come this tough and resilient child became a vulnerable adult? The answer is resonance. Obviously, loss of your job or of childcare support isn’t the same as the death of your father, but symbolically there is a link. All of them involve a loss of certainty, a sense of the world being safe and dependable and of you being securely at the centre of it. Paula suffers the double whammy of her current threatened loss resonating with past loss. Early loss leads to greater vulnerability later in life when the current loss, or threat of it, resonates with that suffered in childhood.




Life events, ongoing difficulties and social supports

A lot of research has been done on what in a person’s environment puts him at risk of developing an illness such as major depression or a severe anxiety disorder. The results mostly aren’t altogether surprising, though a few are. Major changes in life (‘life events’), particularly those involving loss, are a major risk. That includes loss of a loved one through death or divorce, loss of a job, loss of financial security and anything leading to major loss of self-esteem. Even changes in routine which most would see as welcome turn out to pose a risk, such as vacations, promotions and major gambling wins (winning the lottery, for instance).

Interestingly, more toxic than any of these, at least for women, is having three or more children under the age of five at home. One remarkable study attempted to interview every woman in Camberwell, an inner London suburb, to look at what social factors predicted illness. Those who had three children in this age range without social supports had a greater than 50 per cent chance of suffering from a severe depressive illness. Any major ongoing difficulty is a risk, such as chronic illness, poor housing, long-term financial difficulties and problems with neighbours.

What comes across clearly in all the research is that isolation increases your risk, while consistent social supports are very protective. Supportive friends and relations keep you well. The trouble is that when you most need them, following divorce and after the first few months following bereavement, people tend to avoid you. It’s one of the saddest and most consistent observations from bereaved patients of mine (and I do see divorce as a bereavement) that for the first few weeks after their loss, everyone is wanting to give them support and condolences. This is a period during which many are in a state of detachment, feeling very little and unable to benefit from all the attention. Typically, after a few months to a year or so, the enormity of their loss sinks in and the grief really bites. By then people have scattered and those willing to talk will tell them that they should be ‘getting over it’. No, they shouldn’t. You never get over grief; you just get freedom over time to feel it when you choose to, rather than being disabled by it all the time or being punched in the gut by it at the most inopportune moments. Life is never the same, but you do get a texture back, with happiness and other emotions occasionally providing contrast to the times of sadness and loneliness.

If someone you care about has suffered a major life event, particularly involving loss, is suffering ongoing difficulties or is isolated from supports, ask them what they need rather than pressing your solutions and advice on them. The ability to listen is usually a lot more helpful to a friend in need than is your homespun wisdom or your efforts to cheer them up. I’ll come back to this point later in the book.




How you think

About 40 years ago the psychologist Aaron T. Beck described the thinking style of people who went on to develop major depressive illness, which he called the ‘negative cognitive triad’. His work has been validated many times since. The triad comprises a consistently negative view of yourself, the world and the future. These thoughts are automatic and apparently uncontrollable. It’s not difficult to see how self-defeating these thinking patterns are, and most people who have this way of viewing life do try to be more positive. But negative thinking is tenacious because it is based on deeply held underlying assumptions. Thoughts like ‘There’s no point in me applying for this job – things will never go my way, there will be lots of better candidates and the system is stacked against people like me anyway’ are based on deep-seated underlying assumptions. If we were to dig persistently enough, we’d probably find these are along the lines of ‘I’m no good, the world is aligned against me and my future is hopeless’. So you don’t try for the job, fearing how badly you’ll feel if you try for it and don’t get it. Why would you feel so badly if failing to land the job only confirms what you knew anyway? Now that’s interesting and something we can work on. The fact is that there’s a little bit of yourself that feels you could get the job and you fear having this tiny spark of hope and positivity extinguished. That’s what you’re avoiding by not applying for the job. Then you can say to yourself and others, ‘I could have done that job, but the system didn’t give me a chance.’
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