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Introduction



‘What is necessary to change a person is to change his awareness of himself.’


—ABRAHAM MASLOW


Caution: This book isn’t like other self-help titles. Read the introduction


Usually, when I pick up a self-help book, I immediately skip to Chapter 1, because who has time for reading or listening to introductions nowadays? There are things to do, demands to meet, goals to achieve, and places to get to. Of course, being busy and being productive are not the same thing. I often treat self-help books the same way I treat new appliances; I just want them to work, and I don’t have time to read the instructions. Inevitably, I later regret not reading them when they would have saved me hours of figuring out why the appliance doesn’t work. So as tempting as it is to skip ahead, I invite you to slow down first and take the time to learn more about the journey you are about to embark on with this book. Stop the busyness and rushing. This time is for you, and you alone. Turn off the phone, get off social media, pour yourself a chamomile tea, take a deep breath, and mindfully read this introduction – because you need to understand what this book is about, why I wrote it and how it’s going to help you change your life. You are worth investing time in.


Self-awareness is the key to personal transformation


What if I told you that there were 7 simple questions that could transform your life? Well, the good news is that there are – and they’re called The 7 Questions, which have been expertly distilled from over thirteen years of experience in personal development. This includes numerous forms of mentoring, coaching, psychotherapy and addiction recovery programmes I have undergone myself, as well as years of training in various styles of coaching and solution-focused psychotherapy. This is in addition to several years of coaching and supporting others and helping them change their lives. Throughout my journey, I discovered the vital component behind personal growth: self-awareness. And one of the best ways to get more of this is by asking yourself questions.


From 2018, I collected data from over 350 client consultations where I would have prospective coachees complete a form to indicate what they were struggling with, and I discovered the most common reasons why people were seeking out a life coach like me. From least to most common, these were:


10. Not enough money


9. Difficult emotions (anger, fear, sadness, etc.)


8. Relationship issues


7. Unable to reach the next level in their career


6. Boredom and unfulfilment


5. Low motivation


4. Procrastination


3. Low confidence or low self-esteem


2. Unsure of career direction and purpose


1. Not living the life they wanted


Time and again in my coaching practice, I found myself asking a similar set of deep questions to help clients address these particular issues. As a result of asking some of these questions, I have seen my clients transform their thinking and their lives. Even today, I ask myself these questions again and again in my head – and every time I do, I often get new insights and more growth, which has empowered me to become a better version of myself. If you are open, honest and willing, then these questions will also have a profound effect on your life.


While advice can be useful or even necessary in some contexts, by itself, it makes it hard to access self-awareness, as it’s generally take it or leave it. Questions, however, force you to look within and help you to gain self-awareness. Typically, self-help books offer lots of advice and make you feel better or more motivated – temporarily. They generally offer rules or habits. There is certainly no shortage of such books in the self-help world. In fact, I would go as far to say it’s become saturated with such books; do this, do that, don’t do this, don’t do that, and so forth. Unfortunately, often such guidance goes in one ear, and out the other. This is not the case with The 7 Questions. Instead, this book will ask you a series of questions to help you discover and understand yourself like never before. In my experience, it can be much more powerful when a client reflects on a question and has an ‘aha’ moment rather than me providing them with the answer. Of course, some questions are hard to answer – especially if they are very deep ones. So to help you along the way, I will provide plenty of support by sharing some of the most helpful and insightful answers to these questions as well as further prompts and other points to consider to help you discover your own unique answers.


Suppose you’re drunk and throwing up at 3 a.m. on a Saturday. One of the fundamental questions in life at that moment might be, ‘What on earth was in that kebab?’ Of course, it had absolutely nothing to do with the six pints or cocktails you had beforehand – it was definitely the kebab! At other times, there are powerful and deep questions you need to ask yourself (while stone-cold sober) if you want to transform your life and be your best self. There are questions which, if you ask them with an open mind, will be especially helpful if you are experiencing a dilemma or crisis, such as losing a job or financial hardship, are going through a break-up, or are going through a mid- (or quarter-) life crisis, and so forth – or if you simply want to grow as a person and achieve your full potential.


Why should you listen to me?


I am one of the highest-rated life coaches in the UK, and I have been consulted as an expert by leading magazines and newspapers, as well as appearing on national radio and TV numerous times. In addition, I am one of the few life coaches in the UK who is trusted by psychology and medical professionals, including doctors, neuroscientists, psychiatrists, therapists and clinical psychologists.


I have coached and helped a wide range of clients, from celebrities, TV presenters, actors, CEOs, lawyers, accountants, to ex-military, stay-at-home mums and even homeless people. Oxford psychiatrist and neuroscience champion Dr Shah Tarfarosh is a fan of ‘preventative psychiatry’ (helping people before they have severe mental health issues) who recognises that life coaches like me are doing ‘vital work’ in helping those who may not necessarily be clinically depressed, but suffer from ‘miserable life syndrome’. I concur; I have helped people who suffered from myriad problems such as low self-confidence, feeling stuck in their life or in their career, and had I not intervened when I did, they may have ended up needing more serious psychiatric support such as antidepressants.


Aside from my professional training, I also have vast personal first-hand experience; I’m not an ‘armchair psychologist’. I struggled with low self-esteem throughout much of my life and have battled trauma and multiple addictions. I grew up in a very chaotic and dysfunctional home where I faced much emotional (and sometimes physical) abuse and shame. I went to one of the roughest schools in Bristol where I was severely bullied and was very unpopular. I was also bullied and isolated at college and even at university. I previously had hardly any boundaries and self-respect.


People have talked down to me a lot in life, and I was very much a ‘yes man’ and a people pleaser. I never considered myself much of a ladies’ man either; I faced much rejection and unrequited love. In fact, the first girl I ever fell in love with left me for my best friend! And then after that, my first long-term girlfriend of two years broke up with me and left me for another friend. Thereafter, I suffered and co-created many unhealthy and toxic relationships. I also walked away from a £1.7 million business that I had spent four years building after having a spectacular burnout and breakdown.


The gift in all of this was that these experiences led me to stay hungry for personal development and they put me on a path to improve my self-esteem. In addition to years of studying various forms of coaching and solution-focused psychotherapy, I have had several years of psychotherapy and coaching for various areas of my life for everything from entrepreneurship, marketing, sales, dating and self-defence to healthy masculinity. Psychotherapy has been amazing for my mental health and personal growth. If it wasn’t for psychotherapy, I wouldn’t be here today. And if it wasn’t for coaching, I wouldn’t be living the life I am today on a sunny beach in Gran Canaria. I am very blessed with the success of my life coaching practice, and I put a lot of this down to the life coaching I had for myself.


I also have over five years’ experience in 12-Step Addiction Recovery where I have done extensive pro-bono coaching, listening and giving support to others. Note that though I may use addiction coaching as examples in this book, the principles are still widely applicable to other situations and examples.


I have learned so much about improving self-esteem – and continue to do so – all of which is valuable knowledge that I can pass on to my clients and, of course, readers like you. So, if you are suffering from low self-esteem, poor self-image, bad habits, procrastination, or are unsure of which direction to go in your life or your career, know that you are not alone and that it can and will get better. I have walked the journey of self-improvement for many years and now it’s time to help you live the life you always knew you could live, and help you become the person you knew deep down you could be.


Rest assured, you are in good hands, and I thank you for your trust as we embark on this exciting journey of self-discovery together.


Why should you trust a life coach?


These days, it seems like there’s no shortage of self-help gurus and life coaches. If you’ve ever watched the British comedy TV series Peep Show (starring David Mitchell and Robert Webb), then you may have realised that anyone can call themselves a ‘life coach’ and dish out questionable advice and solutions. In one Peep Show episode, the unscrupulous character Jez (played by Webb) becomes a life coach overnight and tells a ‘client’ that he fancies that they should definitely break up with their boyfriend. Needless to say I have strong ethical concerns about this advice, as well as the fact that Jez is coaching with his client sitting on his bed (!). That’s an extreme example, of course, but it’s important to get help from credible people.


I often joke that the difference between a co-dependent, a therapist and a coach is that a co-dependent tries to solve another person’s problems free of charge, and that the difference between a therapist and a life coach is that the latter gets paid a lot more without having to wear tweed jackets. One of my coaching supervisors, Frances Masters, is both a therapeutic coach and accredited psychotherapist with the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) with over thirty thousand professional hours experience. After having navigated the rocky road of integrating psychotherapy and coaching herself, she came to the following conclusion: ‘Trying to differentiate between coaching and therapy is a bit like trying to nail jelly to a wall.’ In other words, a neat and distinct separation is difficult as there can be much overlap between the two. But in any case, I will attempt to give a broad comparison.


Life coaching, unlike therapy, is less about healing emotional trauma or treating mental health disorders and is instead about unlocking your full potential, achieving personal excellence and goals, helping you to become the very best you can be. Life coaching can be very therapeutic, but it is often more solution-focused and brief than traditional psychotherapy (which tends to be more long-term and focuses on healing trauma). Rapid personal growth while achieving personal goals, without years of crying in therapy and the unfortunate stigma that can come from people knowing you’re in therapy? That’s certainly a very attractive proposition to a lot of people. This may explain why, in 2020, for every four people searching for a local therapist in the UK, one person searched for a local life coach – and this number I expect will continue to grow as people don’t want to keep rehashing their childhood. More therapists have certainly clocked on to this and have started training and marketing themselves as life coaches. Copycats.


What are the 7 Questions?


This book is like a Swiss Army knife; it has 7 major questions which form a self-coaching toolkit that you can apply time and again for more clarity and continuous self-awareness. The questions force you to search within yourself and address the bigger picture of your life. Each of these questions then has follow-up questions, prompts and guidance that serve as additional tools for personal growth, raising self-awareness, clarity and insight further, and also address life’s challenges on a smaller and more specific ‘micro’ level. These tools can also be used in myriad ways which thus create even more tools if you’re taught how. For example, a Swiss Army knife has a sharp blade which can be used for the obvious: slicing things, or perhaps maiming someone who thinks Crocs are trendy footwear.1


But it can be used for several different purposes, such as:


• Lighting a fire by striking it with a stone


• Shaving


• Cauterising and disinfecting wounds (by heating the blade)


What makes a Swiss Army knife a great toolkit is not only its versatility but also its portability and ease of use. Instead of having seven different tools jumbled haphazardly in a toolbox, a Swiss Army knife is coherently designed to make it convenient to use. As such, this book has been structured in a way that addresses your life from the inside out.


The 7 Questions are actually more like 42+ questions. But carrying 42 tools around would be exhausting, awkward, and perhaps a little overwhelming, even if 42 is the answer to life, the universe and everything. There may also be problems that you may be facing which this book doesn’t specifically cover, but if you have this neat little toolkit, you can use it for problems unseen today or in the future.


Likewise, The 7 Questions have been expertly curated and will guide you on an inside-out, transformational journey that loosely follows the ‘Four Worlds’ German existential coaching model which addresses the relationship with yourself (Eigenwelt), others (Mitwelt), your beliefs (Uberwelt) and the environment around you (Umwelt). This helps provide structure and to give logical order to the questions.


THE PSYCHOLOGICAL REALM


Your Relationship with Yourself


The questions we will visit in this realm are:


How Did I Form My Opinion of Myself? (Chapter 1) – particularly useful for boosting self-esteem, especially after a job loss or break-up, or after enduring a difficult childhood or bullying.


Am I Lacking Any Fundamental Needs? (Chapter 2) – this is an essential question to ask that gets us to look at our inherent human needs, which, if met, will make us mentally and physically thrive like never before.


Am I Running From Anything? (Chapter 3) – a powerful question that is especially helpful for addressing any negative, self-sabotaging or addictive behaviours.


THE SOCIAL REALM


Your Relationships with Other People


What is My Hidden Motivation? (Chapter 4) – a fantastic question for exploring why you want to do anything, but it is also very important for looking at why we do the things we do in our relationships with others, as well as why we truly want to achieve some of our goals.



THE SPIRITUAL REALM



Your Life Purpose and Priorities


The questions we will cover in this realm are:


What’s Most Important to Me? (Chapter 5) – this question can be used to resolve dilemmas, such as choosing a career path and discovering core values which can lead one to finding their life purpose.


Are My Beliefs Serving Me? (Chapter 6) – this deep and soul-searching question helps us to begin to identify, release and let go of beliefs that may no longer be serving us.


THE PHYSICAL REALM


Your Environment and the World Around You


What’s the Next Smallest Step I Can Take? (Chapter 7) – this is a simple yet powerful question that empowers us to break through procrastination and to make positive changes in our lives as well as in the world around us.


The answers are often within


Part of my job as a life coach is giving advice, which can be a useful tool. For example: don’t drink six double vodkas on a night out and then eat a kebab after! But if there was just one piece of advice I could give that would change your life, it would be this: sleep more. Adequate sleep is a fundamental human need and is essential for peak performance and mental health (as I’ll explain later in Chapter 2). But in many situations, advice isn’t what someone needs, nor is it useful. Giving advice can certainly be useful in coaching, and it has its place, particularly in the realm of sports and business coaching. But like every tool, there are limitations to what issues it can fix, and the problem is that most advice does not lead to further self-discovery.


Despite all of my experience and training, there is only one expert on your life: you. Nobody else has lived your life and experienced what you have. The answers to the reasons why you are stuck, why you procrastinate, why you have bad habits, why you keep repeating old patterns, and so forth, are often already within you. The issue is that these answers are hard to make conscious. And without more insight and conscious awareness, you will be very likely to repeat the same unconscious patterns for the rest of your life, running on autopilot. To quote the psychoanalyst Carl Jung: ‘Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life, and you will call it fate.’ But with the right questions, you can start to unearth those answers and patterns.


This is where I come in as your life coach: I will create a space for you to allow those important answers to surface from your subconscious, teasing them out with insightful questions, as I would in an actual life coaching session. While I’m not with you physically, I am here in spirit, offering my professional insight into the questions. The 7 Questions provides another level of thinking for you to reflect on.


How to use this book


By reading this book, you are now entering a life coaching session with me. The questions you’ll read in this book are questions that I would ask my clients.


Whenever you come across a question, take a moment, even if it’s just a few seconds, to reflect on the question asked, and then read the text that follows. You can, of course, go more indepth and write down your answers instead of thinking about them – the choice is yours.



How should we work together?



As your coach, I would like you to:


• Read this book and with an open mind.


• Take the time you need to pause and reflect on the questions.


• Complete the suggested Growth Actions.


What about you? What would you like to achieve by reading this book? Perhaps you’d like to improve your self-confidence, understand why you do the things you do, or find your purpose in life. Take a moment to reflect on this before proceeding on to Chapter 1. Inside every single one of us is an unlimited source of potential for personal growth – and the way we will tap into this is through asking the right questions. Together, let’s discover your truth and help you become the person you knew you always could be.





_____________


1 Regretfully, my editor informs me that in 2021, they may have been the shoes of the summer – see https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/crocsnicki-minaj-christopher-kane-balenciaga-justin-bieber-b1845653.html.










CHAPTER 1



How Did I Form My Opinion of Myself?


‘We’re all born princes and the civilising process turns us into frogs.’



—ERIC BERNE


There was once a frog who thought he was ugly. Why? Because every time he looked at his reflection, he saw a contorted and uneven face, with murky brown spots all over it. He hated what he saw. All the other frogs were mean to him and ridiculed him for looking different – which only reinforced his feeling of ugliness. So, he decided to seek the help of a wise old wizard and asked him if he could make him handsome. ‘Every time I look in the mirror, I just hate what I see!’ cried the frog. The wizard agreed to help. But rather than casting a spell on him, he asked the frog if he could show him where he had seen his reflection. So, the frog took the old wizard to a puddle of water. As soon as he did, the old wizard smiled, and told the frog, ‘If you look at a dirty puddle, you will always think you are dirty!’ He then held up a pristine mirror to the young frog. And suddenly, for the first time in his life, the frog saw his reflection clearly, and he saw that he wasn’t an ugly frog at all. Quite the contrary – he was a very handsome prince! All this time, he thought he was an ugly frog, because of the beliefs he had created based on how others had treated him. It turned out that the frog had been looking in all the wrong places to find out who he was. In the end, he simply had to see more clearly to see the truth. Just as a painting doesn’t know its own beauty, or a diamond isn’t aware of its own worth, sometimes a prince (or princess) can struggle to realise their own royalty.


Our opinion of ourselves is fundamentally what determines our self-esteem. No baby is born into this world with a low opinion of their self; low self-esteem is a learned belief and behaviour. What is self-esteem? According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, it is ‘belief and confidence in your own ability and value’ and ‘respect for yourself’. Another way to see self-esteem is how you feel about yourself: do you like, love or loathe yourself? Being low in self-esteem can make you prone to depression, addiction, social isolation, toxic relationships, jealousy and anger. A change in circumstances, such as loss of a job, a break-up or financial loss, could completely break you – as it did with me.


Our self-esteem is determined largely by seven key things:


1. Our core identity (who we think we are)


2. Our ‘identity story’ (how we think our past defines us)


3. How we view mistakes and imperfections


4. Whether we interpret negative events as ‘our fault’


5. How we think we measure up to others


6. Our core beliefs


7. Our integrity


Do you often introduce yourself by what you do? Do you ever use the statement ‘I am a’ followed by a title, such as ‘mother’, ‘father’ or a job title? Do you beat yourself up for making mistakes? If so, it’s possible that you haven’t discovered who you really are – your true identity. Without discovering this, you are likely to have unstable or low self-esteem.


Knowing your true identity is really important and beneficial to building stable and higher self-esteem, which in turn means you will become more authentically confident and content in all aspects of your life, including in your career, your love life and your social life. Your earning potential can also increase with higher self-esteem, as shown by psychology research.1 Furthermore, the more your self-esteem increases, the less abuse you are willing to tolerate from others and the more willing you are to walk away from toxic people and situations.


What you’re about to read are true stories from my life as well as from my clients’ lives. The very same things could happen to you – or worse – if you don’t stop to discover your true identity right now. The way to find this out is to ask yourself, ‘How did I form my opinion of myself?’


In this chapter, we are going to explore how to answer that question and find out how to build genuine self-esteem with some powerful questions.


First, we will look at separating who you are from what you do or have, as well as how well you do the things you do, or how you feel.


Then, we will explore the identity story of who you think you are – and why you might be severely mistaken. I will also present a very simple but powerful way you can feel better about a lot of past and current situations from your life.


We will also examine the risks of trying to be perfect, and how this can damage your self-esteem.


The loss of jobs, relationships and low self esteem


Never did I imagine myself at the age of twenty-five to be crying in the therapist’s office. ‘I used to be a successful up-and-coming CEO,’ I sobbed. ‘Who am I now? I’m nobody.’


Several years before I had co-founded the FDBK dating app,2 I was running a different company, giftgaming, which had recently been valued at £1.7 million after a third round of investment. I was a CEO – that was my identity. I felt so much pride and power introducing myself and telling people what I did for a living. For four years, my business card said: ‘Nick Hatter – Founder & CEO’.


I started the company after becoming disillusioned with my previous identity of being a computer programmer in a basement (literally) for an IT firm in the north of England. I remember being micromanaged, mocked by colleagues and feeling out of place and out of my depth compared to the geniuses I worked with – all top-performing computer science graduates from top universities who lived and breathed computer science (sometimes at the expense of personal hygiene or social awareness). This was evident when we would go to the pub after work, and they would often continue to discuss programming and software engineering, whereas I wanted to talk about anything but that!


Pretty soon, it became apparent that I didn’t belong in this world. The job required me to work more than forty hours a week and, occasionally, to work oncall at the weekends, and sometimes I’d have to get up in the early hours to respond to IT emergencies. The managers’ way of greeting me daily wasn’t ‘How are you doing?’, or ‘Hello’, it was ‘Do these tickets.’ I’m pretty sure the computer servers got treated with more respect than me.


‘Is this it?’ I groaned to myself some days. It didn’t help that the office had steel bars on the windows, which only compounded the prison-like feeling I was experiencing. I needed to break free. Something had to change. This is certainly how many of my life-coaching clients feel when they come to see me.


So, I decided I was going to start my own company. I began researching where to meet investors. Apparently, start-up weekends were the place to do it. I had missed the start-up weekend at the University of Southampton (my alma mater), so I decided I would sneak into the event at the University of Cambridge. Little did I know that this weekend would change my life. In just forty-eight hours, I had conceived a novel way of doing in-game advertising which would later become known as ‘gift-gaming’. And thus, my identity would soon go from ‘programmer in a basement’ to ‘Founder & CEO’. Nice.


A lot of in-game advertising at the time was a bit too tacky and involved creating custom-branded game items. For example, a branded virtual sword (with a soft drink brand like Coca-Cola) that gives you extra firepower. Other options were way too intrusive to the gaming experience, such as watching video ads to gain virtual game currency or extra lives. Giftgaming, however, would give the existing in-game currency or extra lives as a ‘gift’ to the player, courtesy of the brand. The virtual gifts would only take a few seconds to open, they didn’t require custom-made items and would work for an infinite number of games and brands, so the idea was highly scalable (which in entrepreneurial speak meant it could have made a lot of money without having high overheads).


To my surprise, the University of Cambridge offered me a free place at the Cambridge Judge Business School as part of their start-up accelerator, Accelerate Cambridge, to pursue this idea. Seeing as they didn’t want any equity or money from me, I took up their offer in a heartbeat. I quit my day job, sold everything I owned and relocated to Cambridge. Some days, I survived on just baked beans and orange juice – because that was all I could afford. During the week I would build my business, and, at the weekends, I would attend lectures and get entrepreneurial coaching at the business school.


Before I knew it, my start-up was being featured in tech news publications – including TechCrunch, Management Today, Cambridge News and Business Weekly – and I had floods of emails from investors. I was barely twenty-four years old, and I had raised £250,000 over three rounds of investment. I had some notable games companies signing up to my platform including King (maker of Candy Crush) and Square Enix (maker of the Final Fantasy series). For a while, giftgaming was even used in US rapper Fetty Wap’s game, Nitro Nation Stories. I was also in talks with large soft drink companies, such as discussions with PepsiCo as to how we could get Mountain Dew advertised in video games in a cool new way. Things only seemed to look better and better for my humble little company. But, in March 2017, my life was to change again, only this time for the worse.


I ended up suffering a psychotic break that totally incapacitated me. I had panic attack after panic attack, and I became scared of trees and objects ‘pointing at me’. Perhaps it was the long and hard hours I had put in, or the chronic lack of sleep and caffeine abuse. Maybe it was my repressed childhood trauma from growing up in a dysfunctional family and going to a very rough school. Or possibly a combination of all these things.


After six months, and much psychotherapy and psychiatric treatment, I was functional again, but my business was a smouldering crater. Clients and investors were chasing me for updates, but I didn’t have it in me any more to run the company. I had had enough of the advertising world and the mobile games world. Making money for the sake of it no longer appealed to me. I realised I wanted to do something more wholesome and meaningful. Some might perhaps call this post-traumatic growth – the personal transformation that comes after surviving a traumatic event.


So, I made the painful decision to step away from the company that I had spent over four years of my life building. I put the company into liquidation and gave the proceeds back to shareholders. And, just like that, I was no longer a CEO. My company went from being worth £1.7 million to zero – and so did my self-worth and my identity. I then had to go to the housing benefits office, cap in hand, and ask for help paying rent and bills, which was certainly one of the most humbling days of my life.


And that’s how I ended up in the therapist’s office, crying about how I was a nobody. After I had moved to London from Cambridge, I had days where I would cry and would be tempted to throw myself in front of an oncoming train on the London Underground – because I felt like a failure.


Finding a stable identity to overcome low self-esteem


Evidently, basing one’s identity in a job, a business, a relationship or financial status is inherently unstable. What we need is a way to define ourselves that is not based on shaky ground, since loss and change are inevitable parts of life. This new foundation for self-identity needs to be based on stable factors that transcend anything external and fleeting. Our true identity is who we really are at the deepest possible level. It is unchanged by what we have (or don’t have) or by how we feel (or don’t feel).


Many of us define ourselves by external factors – such as our qualifications and what we do for a living, how much money we have, or whether we have a romantic partner, a six-pack, children or a published book. One of the most common questions we ask at social or networking events is: ‘What do you do?’


People can easily become depressed when they lose one of these factors, especially their job, not only because of the loss of financial security, but because the prime factor that has given them their identity has been stripped away.


Identity loss can take various forms. A common problem I hear in my coaching practice, for example, is one experienced by mothers like Jeanine. Before her daughter was born, Jeanine was a high-flying lawyer. But now, instead of helping companies change their legal procedures, she was changing nappies: ‘Before I had children, I was a career gal. A go-getter. But now I spend much of my time looking after my daughter. I feel like I’m just a mother. I don’t know who I am any more. I feel like I could be so much more.’


The loss of a relationship can also be traumatic for self-identity. Robert, a successful writer, came to see me after he had been dumped by his girlfriend, which had put his self-esteem at an all-time low. I asked Robert how he would rate his self-esteem out of ten, to which he replied, ‘about three’. Before, he was somebody’s boyfriend. Now, he was single – which he equated with ‘being a failure’.


Even being successful in business is not enough to mask the pain of low self-esteem. Brad, a seasoned and successful tech entrepreneur, had it all: a net worth of over £10 million, and a few nice houses and supercars. Initially, Brad came to see me to improve his work productivity.


However, we later discovered through deeper coaching that, as a competitive achiever, he would need to achieve more and more to feel better: ‘I’ve got to have the best of everything. So that means having the very best supercars and the best watches.’


I asked Brad, ‘At what point will you have enough money, cars and watches?’ To which he replied, ‘I see your point.’


As we can see from Brad’s case, nothing external can fill the internal void of low self-esteem or a poor self-identity. And even if it does, it is very short-lived. When we use achievements to make ourselves feel good, we need another achievement to feel good again. If we use qualifications, then we need another qualification. And so forth for possessions, money or anything extrinsic.


So how do you define yourself? What have you learned by asking yourself this question? Does your identity depend heavily on extrinsic attributes?


The who-what-how model


Let’s separate who you are into three key components using the Who-What-How (WWH) model:


1. Who? Who are you being? This is talking about character and refers to intrinsic qualities, for example: confident, generous, caring, intelligent, and so forth. This is the part of self that is truly important and what your true friends and romantic partners like about you. It’s what they will say about you at your funeral.


You can be super-rich or accomplished, but if you’re not of good character, I can guarantee you will not have many friends (except false ones who want to be around you in the hope of somehow benefiting from your money, status or success).


2. What? What do you have or do? This refers to possessions, vocation and relationships. This could be what you do for work, or whether you have a partner, kids or good looks. While your loved ones and real friends may mention your good works at your funeral, the reason they will mourn you will be because of who you were, not because of what you had or did. Your actions were simply a by-product of who you were.


3. How? How do you do what you do? How do you feel? This can be how well or how poorly you perform a task, or how well (or not well) you embody a certain character trait. Your fans, colleagues and maybe your bosses at your funeral may miss that you did your job well. Certainly, when I heard Chris Cornell of the hard rock band, Soundgarden, had passed away, I was sad – he was a great musician and singer. The same with Chester Bennington of the alt-rock band, Linkin Park. But I didn’t know who they were personally, only how well they performed.


It’s important to not confuse how well you do or did something with who you are. Some celebrities are amazing at how well they do what they do, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they are likeable for who they are.


Some successful politicians and leaders are hated by many; Hollywood film producers and billionaire moguls have been convicted of sexual abuse and harassment; glamorous supermodels and actors have verbally and physically abused their assistants and on-set staff. Some wildly successful artists have also battled low self-esteem and depression.


As seen with these examples, job title, wealth, fame or success is not necessarily correlated with likeability, character or self-esteem. But yet, the mistake that many people make is that, deep down, they want to be successful so that they feel worthy and lovable. It’s such a shame that many people strive to be successful, but how many strive to be of good character?


One of my coachees, James, was a successful psychiatrist – maybe even too successful. He had run his private London psychiatry practice for over fifteen years and lived a comfortable life with his family in Holland Park. His partner, however, felt neglected and bitter as a result, and even said, ‘I wish you had never bloody started your private practice in the first place!’ So much for success making you more lovable. Furthermore, even though James had many qualifications and a very successful business, he suffered from low self-esteem. One question I asked him during a coaching session was, ‘Who are you without your achievements?’ He paused for a long time before he said, ‘I really don’t know.’


So, I told James, ‘Go and ask your friends why they’re friends with you. If they’re only friends with you because you’re successful, ditch them, because they’re not real friends. But more likely than not, they will tell you what they like about you and who you show up as to them.’


Next week, he came back to me and listed a bunch of characteristics, such as intelligent, thoughtful and interesting. While this didn’t solve all of James’s self-esteem issues, it was a step in the right direction; it helped him explore himself beyond his work – which, in the past, he had based much of his worth and identity on and he couldn’t get enough accomplished to feel good about himself.


Perhaps the WWH model seems simple and obvious. But it’s amazing how many of us forget to separate ourselves from what we do, what we have, how well we do our job or how we feel. Think of the people whose self-esteem has absolutely crashed after losing a job (as mine did) or a relationship. Sometimes we can over-identify with how we feel. For example, we say ‘I am sad’ rather than ‘I feel sad’. Put your feelings in the How section of the WWH model. Your feelings can change, but does your core character change? Some days you may feel sad, but does this mean sadness has to be part of your true identity? Of course not. In fact, many meditative practices involve simply detaching and observing your feelings. In doing so, we can start to experience relief from the ups and downs of our emotions and become the observer.


In Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) based coaching, there’s a process called ‘cognitive defusion’ which is very similar to meditation; it also involves detaching from your thoughts and feelings, perhaps seeing them like leaves on a stream. Again, this can provide relief from negative emotions. And, in using the WWH model, you too can experience relief: you are not your feelings – these belong in the How section of the model.


What about mental illness? You can have depression, but do you have to be depressed – does it have to be part of your true identity? Not according to the WWH model, because mental illness is something you have. It can also be a feeling, in which case, it belongs in the How, not in the Who section.


There was a woman who, upon meeting her therapist for the first time, stretched out her hand and said, ‘Hi, I’m bipolar.’ Her therapist smiled and shook her hand, saying, ‘Hi, I’m Mark.’ Some people can define themselves by their illnesses. For example, we sometimes see people including their mental health diagnoses, such as bipolarity, in their bio on social media, as if it’s part of their identity.


While there is absolutely no shame in having a mental illness, it really doesn’t have to define who you are, any more than having a physical illness does. Can you imagine if people started posting their physical illnesses on Twitter and over-identifying with them? ‘Nick Hatter. Life Coach. Chronic runny nose. Asthma guy’.


As someone in addiction recovery for over five years, I bristle a little bit every time I hear someone say, ‘My name is X and I’m an addict.’ What kind of connotations come up with that word, ‘addict’? To me, they’re pretty negative: someone who is irresponsible, out of control, selfish and lowly regarded in society. Sure, it is important to admit you have a problem, but it’s also important to not let that problem define you. If you do define yourself by your problem, you are more likely to reinforce that behaviour.


It was, in fact, my first life coach, Hans Schumann, who called me out on this very behaviour. I remember saying to him in a life coaching session, ‘I’m a work and food addict.’ And he firmly challenged me on the implications of me labelling myself like this. Initially, I was very defensive – it’s what I had defined myself as for several years! Who the hell was he to take this away from me? However, with time, I came to accept that this didn’t have to be my core identity; my addictions didn’t have to define me.


Hans warned me that by labelling myself as an addict, I was more likely to do addictive behaviours – because that’s who I am after all, right? Wrong. Labelling Theory in psychology is the idea that one’s self-identity can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Sociology professors Teresa Scheid and Eric Wright summarise the issue well on the subject of mental health:


One begins to self-identify as [a] mentally ill person. And because this identity becomes ‘who I am’, patients with [a] disorder expect themselves to be ill and continue to exhibit symptoms . . . Because he or she has internalised and identified with the mental patient role. In short, people who are labelled as deviant and treated as deviant become deviant. Mental illness becomes the issue around which one’s identity and life become organised – a ‘deviant career’.3


If you have a mental health condition, my heart goes out to you, truly and sincerely. I know what it’s like to have anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder – all three have crippled me at several points in my life. But if people start to treat you differently because of your mental health label, then as per Scheid’s and Wright’s summary, this may become a self-fulfilling prophecy and prevent you from becoming better. By over-identifying with mental health labels, you may start telling yourself, ‘I can’t change – this is who I am’ which could impede any progress at recovery or personal growth.


Remember, you are so much more than some mental health label. When I was at a trauma retreat, one psychotherapist said to me: ‘These mental health labels were only meant to be used by the professionals – not the patients. A lot of harm has been done because of patients using them.’


Of course, I might have a job as a life coach, but who I am as a person is so much more. If you ask my friends, they will (hopefully) tell you that I’m funny, interesting, intelligent, sensitive, caring and generous. As a spiritual person, I would also say I am an imperfect child of God/the Universe/a Higher Power (whatever you want to call it). This is unchanging and no situation or circumstance can ever take that away from me – unlike a CEO title!


Take a moment to reflect on your own who, what and how. If you have applied the WWH model to yourself, then regardless of what you have, or what you do, or how you feel, your core character remains unchanging. This gives you a solid foundation for defining yourself and knowing who you truly are in a world that is constantly changing.


We have explored self-identity in terms of separating character, vocation, possessions, success, wealth, labels and skill. But another crucial component to discovering who you really are is the story that you tell yourself about past events.





GROWTH ACTION


Self identity discovery


1. Ask your closest three friends (or colleagues):


i) Why are you friends with me? What do you like about me?


ii) What is the one thing I could do to improve as a friend or human being?


Write down a list of what they say and keep it.


2. Using the Who-What-How model, write down these qualities in the Who section and know that this is who you are showing up as in the world today.


How has your identity changed as a result of doing this exercise?





Change your story, change your life


We all have an identity story of who we think we are. This story is often based on what has happened to us in the past and how others have treated us. These identity stories can be quite subtle and insidious; they are formed over many years and events. Eventually, they become an automatic narrative that we tell ourselves about who we are, for example, ‘I must not be good enough’ or ‘There’s something wrong with me’. The problem is that some stories are incredibly disempowering and can result in low self-esteem. Thus, if we can change the story we created from those events, we can very quickly improve our self-esteem. What if I told you that you weren’t to blame? What if I told you that there was nothing wrong with you, and that the people around you were sick, dysfunctional or abusive, or had other things going on for them that had nothing to do with you?


Your story may not be true


If I’m totally honest, I would say I loathed myself for many years. The story I had made up was that I was just simply not good enough as a human being. I had several points of reference to back this up with, after all. I felt my older brothers were mean to me at times and I was quite unpopular at school, college and even at university, and I seemed to have quite a few unrequited loves in my life.


When I was around fourteen years old, I asked out a girl at school, Valerie. Like me, she was good at science, and we were both in the top set. Perhaps she’d be good girlfriend material for an intellectual like me? Unfortunately, when I asked her out in front of her friends she said ‘no’. Then her friends laughed. I went home that day feeling pretty worthless, and a story was formed in my mind: ‘She said no because I’m not good or attractive enough.’ This would later become part of my identity story: ‘I’m not good or attractive enough.’


Over twelve years later, I reconnected with Valerie. She’s happily married now with two kids.


As we were catching up, Valerie said something that would completely blow me away and make me question my identity story.


‘Nick, do you remember when you asked out all the girls in our year?’ she teasingly asked.


‘Oh, man. That was an embarrassing phase of my life! And I asked you out too!’ I replied.


‘Yes, you did.’


‘Oh yes I remember now – and you said “no”!’ I blushed.


‘Well . . . here’s the thing . . . that day you asked me out . . . I wanted to say yes – really badly! And I couldn’t because I was too scared of what my friends would think. And that day, I was so upset that when I got home, I cried!’


I was absolutely shocked when she said this.


‘Wait a second! You mean to tell me that for twelve years, I thought you had rejected me because there was something wrong with me?’


‘Yes!’ she laughed.


I couldn’t believe it. All this time, I had assumed I was the problem. That I was simply not good enough and not handsome enough. Where else had I created a story like this and was wrong?



This reminds me of one of my clients, Anja, who was a celebrity dancer; attractive, very successful, and with loads of social media followers. She had been on TV a lot and was interviewed by the press many times. But Anja was going through a break-up – and, like many relationship break-ups, her self-esteem was taking a massive hit, because the story she had made up was that she was to blame and that she wasn’t good enough.


While she wasn’t clinically depressed, Anja definitely had days where she just wanted to binge-eat and stay in bed all day. Her career could have been doing better and her agent was starting to get a bit concerned about her. I suspect had I not intervened when I did, she could well have ended up needing more clinical or even psychiatric help.


I did a very simple exercise with her: I drew a horizontal line with a vertical line intersecting it on a Post-it note and asked her, ‘What does this mean?’


She squinted and then said, ‘It’s a cross.’


‘What else could it be?’ I asked.


‘Perhaps it’s a chart?’


‘And what else?’


‘Oh, I know! It’s a two-by-two matrix!’


‘And what else?’


‘Um, a crossroad?’


All by herself, she had managed to come up with several different interpretations.


‘You see, human beings are meaning-making machines,’ I explained to her. ‘You’ve looked at the same symbol but notice how you’re able to come up with a number of different interpretations.’


Then I asked her, ‘You seemed pretty sure about your first interpretation. Given that there are numerous possible interpretations and meanings, how do you know for sure which interpretation is the correct one?’


‘Well . . . I don’t,’ she replied.


‘That’s right – because unless I tell you what I meant, or unless you have more data, you can’t say for sure. I drew this symbol, but only I can tell you what I meant.’


I then asked her to look at the symbol again.


‘This time, I want you to look at this symbol, but I want you to imagine it’s your break-up we are looking at, and I want you to do the exact same process we just did – you seem to be good at finding different interpretations.’


‘Well . . . my first interpretation is that it’s all my fault. I made many mistakes in the relationship. I could have treated him better.’


‘And what other interpretations could there be?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Well, what other explanations could there be for him wanting to end the relationship?’


Anja thought for a moment, and then replied, ‘Maybe he’s going through some of his own stuff right now?’


‘Yes, he could well be. What else?’


‘Hmm . . . Maybe he’s not a compatible partner?’


‘You’re doing great Anja!’


‘That’s interesting, I never saw it like this before.’



The map is not the territory



Suddenly, it seemed like Anja had a light bulb moment. Her face lit up. Something had shifted. I could have told her the answer, but it’s much more powerful when the client comes to the realisation themselves. All I did was introduce Anja to the neurolinguistic programming (NLP) presupposition of ‘the map is not the territory’.


NLP is a psychological framework that examines how thoughts (neuro), language (linguistic) and behaviour (programming) interact with each other.4 It can provide practical ways to change the way that we think, view past events and our perspective on our life, such as by presuppositions, which are convenient assumptions or beliefs that are generally helpful for both professionals and clients to assume. In Anja’s case, it was life-changing.


According to NLP, we often respond to our subjective map (perception) of the terrain (life), of people and events, rather than actual reality. It’s a bit like looking at a map that says there’s a lake in the terrain, but when you look at the terrain itself, you realise there is no lake – the map itself is wrong. Our beliefs in life can be exactly like that incorrect map – just like I was wrong about why I thought Valerie had rejected me. And the same can go for our identity and who we think we are.


Using the interpretations exercise with the ‘cross’ symbol, Anja was able to find a new interpretation for her break-up – one that was more optimistic and less self-blaming.


As I tell my coachees: one of the best ways to improve your self-esteem is to stop blaming yourself for other people’s crappy behaviour.


When I checked in with Anja several months later, she had found a new boyfriend and she also said that she was able to use the same exercise for challenging her jealous feelings in her new relationship. She had kept the original Post-it note I gave her as a reminder to ask herself: What other interpretations are there?
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