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Important health notes


This book is written for information only and is not intended as medical advice, or as a substitute for medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. It includes links for information and interest but the author and publisher have no control over their contents. You should always consult a doctor before making dietary changes or beginning an exercise plan.


Children, teenagers and pregnant and breastfeeding women should not fast.


If you have diabetes, a chronic medical condition, or any history of eating disorders, it’s particularly important that you consult your doctor, specialist or diabetes nurse, before embarking on the 5:2 Diet or any diet.


Neither the author nor publisher or associates can be held responsible for any loss or claim resulting from the use or misuse of information and suggestions contained in this book, or for the failure to take medical advice.


Finally, never disregard professional medical advice or delay medical treatment because of something you have read in this book.


Additional support


The 5:2 Life Plan is based on tried and tested, practical exercises to improve your quality of life. However, if you are suffering from depression or any other mental health issues, it’s advised that you consult your doctor or specialist about the suitability of the exercises.


In addition, if you are planning to give up smoking, please do take advantage of the advice and support you can gain from your family doctor or surgery. It will improve your chances of success!
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INTRODUCTION


Why you should 5:2 Your Life!


ARE you desperate to change your life but can’t find the time to make a start? 5:2 could be what you’re looking for . . . by making small changes on just two days a week, you can reap the benefits on the other five – improving your relationships, work life, relaxation, fitness and even your sleep . . .


Most of us know there are things we could change to become happier, or healthier, but we struggle to find the time or energy to get started. We think it’s going to be a huge, all or nothing effort.


But it doesn’t have to be that way . . .


Take the 5:2 diet. We used to believe that dieting meant restricting ourselves the whole time – and feeling guilty when, inevitably, we gave into temptation. But now hundreds of thousands of people find they can reach a healthy, stable weight by watching the calories on just two days each week.


Now imagine applying the same principle to the rest of our lives – making small changes, just twice a week, that will help you achieve your biggest dreams.


That’s 5:2 Your Life.


I’ve lost two stone doing the 5:2 diet – after a lifetime of yoyo dieting – but almost as important is what I’ve gained: bags more energy, a new enthusiasm for running (before this plan I couldn’t run for the bus) and the sense that anything was possible.


When I began the diet, there was very little information available, so I started a Facebook group with a few friends who were trying fasting too – and when that group grew and grew (it now has over 20,000 members), I realised how powerful the 5:2 approach was. Group members were changing jobs, taking up exercise for the first time, even finding love; all thanks to their newly discovered confidence and sense of achievement.


I used that as the inspiration for a plan applying the same principles to all the things in life that influence our happiness and well-being. 5:2 Your Life combines fun activities, great challenges and psychological research to create a very practical programme to help you transform your life – part-time!


How does 5:2 Your Life work?


I designed the plan to take you through all the most important aspects of our lives – helping you to picture the life you want; improving your relationships; working fun fitness activities into your routine without joining a gym; and decluttering your home, your money and your mind.


The ideas and tasks are practical and proven, offering creative ways to help you feel happier and healthier. I’ve tried them all myself and I know the difference they make. I’m more confident, sleep better and am free from the winter blues that used to hit every year without fail.


There are no ‘cookie cutter’ solutions – this plan gives you the tools to work out exactly what you want the most – and the techniques to help you make changes you’ll notice straight away.


Small changes, big dreams


All the activities in this book fit in around your life as it is now – you can work on your dreams during your daily commute, in your lunch break or once you’ve put the children to bed. Almost without noticing, you’ll find that these little steps combine to produce a powerful ripple effect that will be felt all week long – and beyond.


And if you didn’t get time to finish a challenge or activity – there’s no guilt. You simply pick up where you left off the next day.


The 5:2 Eating plan – delicious meals to help you control your weight


Even the busiest person will be able to find enough time to try the enjoyable, energising activities – and 5:2 Your Life also has a brand new six-week Eating Plan that complements the lifestyle challenges: you could lose a stone/6kg or more in the first six weeks. You can choose to do the Life Plan and the Eating Plan together, or separately – it’s all about what you want the most.


What are you waiting for? It’s time to 5:2 Your Life.
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What 5:2 is about,
why it works and
what you can expect
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Small changes, big dreams


HOW 5:2 HELPS YOU TO TAKE CONTROL


Imagine the life you’ve always dreamed of.


OK. Let me qualify that a bit. Imagine the life that’s like yours, but much, much better.


It’s your life when the kids are getting on brilliantly and your partner gazes at you as though you’re Brad Pitt/Angelina Jolie (if you’re reading this, Brangelina, then, yes, 5:2 can even work for you). It’s your life when you feel fit and positive: no health worries, no aches and pains, no looming bills you’re struggling to pay. You love the work you do, and enjoy your leisure time and relationships. You sleep well, and wake up full of energy.


How does that life sound?


Maybe it’s familiar – you have days like that already and you’re hoping that 5:2-ing your life will give you more of them. Or maybe that sounds like an unattainable dream – or a very cheesy cereal advert. Perhaps you think that a life like that is only for the very lucky few.


Except luck is only a small part of the story. Most of the ‘luckiest’ people I know seem to glide through life, but in fact, they’ve put in the work and know where they’re going. Just like a swan, effortlessly serene above the water, but paddling hard underneath.


You probably know there are things you could do right now that would help you make life better. But where would you start – and how on earth would you find the time? When there’s work, and chores, and bills to be paid, and DIY jobs to be done, and people to be fed, the stuff that could make your life better never gets tackled. If you don’t know where to begin, you never begin at all.


What if you could start small, by making changes just two days a week but feeling the positive effects all week long? What if each tiny change you made took you closer to the passions and the people that really matter to you?


That’s 5:2 Your Life, in a nutshell.


What does 5:2 Your Life actually involve?


It’s a six-week plan of enjoyable activities and ways to make your life better.




The 5:2 Your Life Plan – a set of practical challenges and tasks to try out two days a week. Each week has a different theme – and includes an activity and a challenge using proven strategies to make you happier and more productive.


The Eating Plan – based on the 5:2 Diet, this has satisfying meal plans for two fast days a week (don’t worry – you won’t be fasting completely!) plus advice on how to eat the rest of the time.





The 5:2 Life Plan themes


The themes for each of the six weeks have been chosen to enhance the areas of our lives that can promote happiness and well-being.


Week 1: Discover what matters to you and what you want to change – and begin to take action.


Week 2: Connect with the people you care about and the world you share.


Week 3: Simplify your life by getting rid of what’s cluttering it up and tackling complications, especially finances.


Week 4: Move – make the mental and physical changes to increase your energy and happiness.


Week 5: Relax in the new space you’ve created and enjoy your free time.


Week 6: Do! – work out what you’re best at and how to do more of it!


The plan is designed so that each week builds on the previous one – but you can choose to repeat a week, or do them in a different order. It’s all about you!


Alternatively, if you have a real hatred of being told what to do, there’s the DIY option:


DIY 5:2 Your Life


You may want to choose this if you already have a really clear idea of the things you want to change – like giving up smoking, changing your job or decluttering your home. You’ll design your own programme, using the tools in the book, to focus completely on that particular objective.


There’s a separate chapter, DIY 5:2 Your Life (see here), to help you do that, selecting the best activities to work through on your 5:2 days.


Why part-time change works so well


Whether you follow the six-week programme, or design your own, the two-day approach is effective because:




 


1   You’re focusing your energies on small changes and mini-goals that motivate you and keep you on track.


2   Change can be daunting – but committing to making changes on just two days of the week is achievable.


3   On the other five days, you’re seeing the benefits of your 5:2 efforts – and you’re also much more aware of the things you want to change, even when you’re not specifically ‘working’ on them. So, almost without noticing, you’ll probably start applying those same strategies beyond the two days – without feeling weak-willed or guilty if life gets in the way sometimes.





Why I know from personal experience that 5:2 is so much more than a ‘diet’


5:2 has changed my life. As well as changing my body, it has changed my attitude to many aspects of my health and well-being. Yet it all started from watching a one-hour documentary in the summer of 2012.


But at this point I want to focus on the present. Right now:




	I’m 28 pounds (almost 13kg) lighter.


	I’m a UK size 10 (I was a 16.)


	My Body Mass Index (BMI – there’s more about this in Part 3) is a healthy 22.8, rather than an overweight 27.6 – which should reduce the risk of conditions like Type 2 diabetes and some cancers . . .


	
Yet I still bake every week, and enjoy smelly cheeses, great cocktails and meals out.


	I meditate regularly.


	I sleep better.


	I run or go to the gym twice a week and am much, much more active in my everyday life.


	I’m much less prone to the blues (one of the most significant improvements for me as I have suffered from depression in the past – I’ll talk more about this in Part 2).


	I’m confident enough to go on TV and speak to international audiences about 5:2.


	I’ve achieved a lifelong ambition and written a cookbook.


	I’ve met more than 20,000 other 5:2 dieters online and in person.





and last but not least:




	I feel like part of a fantastic community – even, maybe, part of a revolution!




Others in our 5:2 Facebook group – where members share their weight loss and lifestyle tips and their amazing photographs and stories – have seen the same transformations. The results are much more far-reaching than looking better in a swimming costume (though that’s a bonus). Here are some of the things they’ve achieved:




	Giving up smoking – probably the best thing you can do for your health – and your bank balance.


	Taking up running, cycling, Zumba, walking or gym classes for the first time.


	Setting themselves big challenges, like entering triathlons or fund-raising races.


	
Cutting down on alcohol, sugar or other parts of their diet that they didn’t feel were good for their bodies.


	Gaining the confidence to apply for – and get – new jobs.


	Spending more time with family and friends.


	Encouraging friends, family members and colleagues to make health improvements themselves.


	Feeling confident enough to buy new clothes that flatter them, or to fit into clothes they thought they’d never wear again.


	Taking up new hobbies, and going back to old ones, with the extra time and energy 5:2 has given them.





Many talk about 5:2 as a way of eating or a way of life, rather than a diet. They were motivated to make changes that went beyond what they ate – many using a free guide I put on my website at the end of 2012 about setting goals to improve your life. At the time, that was as far as I’d planned to go down the ‘self help’ route.


But when I began to hear the stories from the forums, I wondered how much more we could achieve by applying the 5:2 principles to some of the exciting techniques and research in the fields of positive psychology, mindfulness and life change.


Having shared this plan with guinea pigs from the groups, and seen them use the same simple principles to improve their lives, I know this ‘diet’ isn’t just about making us slimmer.


It can make us happier, too.
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The practical, part-time way
to work out what you want –
and make it happen!





5:2 Your Life – the Life Plan


This part of the book contains all the activities and challenges for each of the six themed weeks to help you Discover, Connect, Simplify, Move, Relax and Do! See here–here if you want to go down the DIY route of designing your own plan.


Each week you choose two days to work through the activities. All the weeks follow the same basic pattern.




	
Introduction to the week’s theme.


	
Quiz to make you think about the week’s theme (optional, but fun to do!).


	On each of the two 5:2 days there is a:







	
Key Activity (often with a choice of options) – activities involve a mix of thinking, planning and taking action: they’re divided into different steps, which take no more than 25 minutes in total.


	
Challenge – challenges involve doing something positive connected to that week’s theme – they’re usually energising and make an immediate difference.


	
Bonus Activity – for when you have the time to go a little deeper into the week’s theme.






	
5:2 Inspirations – indicated by the star symbol: research or studies to inspire you or make you think.


	
5:2 Myth-busting – where we look at myths around each topic – for example, that you can’t lose weight without taking exercise – and discover the truth.


	
Key points – a summary of the week.





From Week 2 onwards, there’s also a weekly ‘checking in’ page to help you monitor your progress.
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Before you begin


TIPS AND ADVICE


What you need to 5:2 Your Life




	Something to write in.


	Something to write with.


	Commitment to try out the activities.


	Time . . .






Ah, yes, time. That’s the trickiest part.


The time factor


I’m always reading in the media about people who are ‘cash rich, time poor’. And there are plenty of us who are also ‘cash poor, time poor’, of course. The good news is you don’t need cash to 5:2 your life – but you will need to set aside time twice a week to try out the activities and challenges.


How much time depends on you, but as a guideline, each activity or challenge takes around 25-30 minutes. There are also optional extra ideas if you’d like to explore a topic more deeply, but on a 5:2 day, plan to set aside time for one activity and one challenge.


There are a handful of activities in the book where I do suggest trying to fit them in more often than twice a week. This might seem like I’m cheating! But the reason is always that research studies have shown those particular tools or tasks (including ‘worry o’clock’, meditation and expressive writing) work well when repeated several times in succession. It’s very likely that they’ll still produce great results when done two days a week – but to give you the best chance of success, I’ve always pointed out where there could be even greater benefits from more frequent repetition.


All the activities are designed to fit in around your everyday life and the existing demands on your time. But you do have to want to try this. And I believe that where there’s a will, there’s a way. . .


If two days is just too much, then you can do this one day a week – so the programme will take 12 weeks to finish. But it is important to try to fit in at least one activity or challenge each week – less than that, and it’s likely you’ll lose the momentum.


Hints for choosing days to 5:2 Your Life


Choosing the right two ‘5:2’ days will help improve your chances of success. If you’re going to do the Eating Plan too, then doing the Life Plan on the same day can work – because you’ll be spending less time preparing food or eating so may have time to spare! Plus it’ll distract you from any tummy rumbles (especially on the first couple of fast days) – see Part 3 for guidance on how to plan your fast days.


So grab your diary/open up your computer calendar, and choose two 5:2 days in the coming week. If you can, plan ahead for the following six weeks, too. You can always change your days if you need to.




	Pick a day when you can build in some time for yourself (travelling, waiting to pick up the children, getting up a bit earlier).


	
Monday is a favourite day to fast on the 5: 2 Diet - people love the idea of a fresh start and setting the tone for the week. The same can apply for 5:2 Your Life days.


	
Don’t have two 5:2 days back to back – it’s best to have ‘normal’ days in between, to give yourself space to think about the tasks and have new ideas.


	If it suits you, consider making the days the same each week, so they become a routine.


	
That holiday feeling? You might like to start the Life Plan on holiday – I always find I have a clearer perspective on the pluses and minuses of my life when I get away from the routine. And the exercises are fun to complete from the sunlounger – or in a tent as the rain pours down on the canvas.





Charting your 5:2 progress


The 5:2 Life Planner (see here) allows you to plot and plan your activities – and keep track of all you’re doing and achieving. You can download a copy for printing out at the5-2dietbook.com.


Alongside the planner, you’ll want a notebook and pen, or a tablet, smartphone or laptop with a note-taking function where you can work on the activities and challenges.




	A small notebook you can fit in your bag means you can take it everywhere in case inspiration strikes (I have a habit of getting a great idea staring out of a train window but then forgetting it by the time I’m back home!).


	If you’re a visual person, it can enhance your creativity to use different coloured pens or pencils. (I love gel pens from Muji. Writing in purple changes my mood completely.)


	If you prefer using your phone or tablet, use an app like Evernote.com or a simple text app to jot down ideas and notes on the move – and transfer to a computer or print out later.





Finally, find a safe place to keep your notes, away from any nosy family members. You’ll be more honest if you know no one else will read them!


Tell the world – or keep 5:2 a secret?


While we’re on the subject of nosy people, who should you tell about 5:2?


One of the best ways to make this work is to find a 5:2 buddy – a supportive friend who’ll do the activities at the same time and help you brainstorm!


Even if they don’t want to 5:2 their own lives right now, it’s great for you to have someone to talk to and brainstorm with. But choose a friend or family member who is likely to understand why you want to change the way you live your life or the way you eat. Occasionally, people can be unsupportive or be threatened by change, so pick a person who you think will understand what you’re trying to achieve.


A great alternative is to join an online community. Many people swear by Facebook groups – and I’ve seen thousands of people succeed with encouragement from our 5:2 Diet group there. Nothing you post there appears on your timeline, but you do need to be happy to share your experiences with others on the same journey. I’ve set one up for this book on Facebook at facebook.com/groups/52yourlife – it’s very much a self-help community where we can share ideas and experiences of the plan.


Highs and lows. . .


All the activities are designed to be both fun and challenging – but whenever we take a look at our lives, painful memories or difficult decisions can surface.


A little sadness can actually be productive – we can learn from our mistakes and regrets – but if you find that the exercises affect your mood for days at a time, then this may not be the right time for you to do the Life Plan. I’ve suffered from depression and I know there’s a big difference between feeling regretful about the past, and the deeper feelings of despair and worthlessness that depression can bring.


Don’t hesitate to ask your GP for help if you are feeling consistently low. There are also resources later to help you understand if you’d benefit from specialist help. But for most of us, the mood-boosting activities each week can make a big difference to how we feel!


What are you waiting for?
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Week 1
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It is never too late to be
what you might have been.


George Eliot








DISCOVER
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THIS WEEK’S AIM:
to discover what really matters to you –
and begin to make changes


Introduction


We’re kicking off the Life Plan with two 5:2 days devoted to discovering what matters most to you. It’s an inspiring, fun introduction to this approach to life.


You might think that you already know what matters – but the activities this week can be revealing and surprising. On Day 1, you’ll pinpoint the things that matter to you, and on Day 2, you’ll map out your route, as all discoverers do, to improve your chances of uncovering the treasure at the end of your journey. . .
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DISCOVER QUIZ


Each week, we start with an optional quiz, as a light-hearted way to get you thinking about this week’s themes. If you hate quizzes, feel free to skip these – it’s your (5:2) life, after all!


This week: what your life is like right now.


1   How does your adult life compare to the life you hoped for when you were a child?


A   It’s about what I expected – there are good days and bad days but generally I’m achieving the things I wanted to.


B   It’s worse: I’m pretty disappointed with the decisions I’ve made or some of the things that have gone wrong. I want to make things better.


C   It’s incredibly different – and much better. I feel lucky, but I’ve also worked hard, and keep working at it.


D   I didn’t know what life I’d end up living. I’m not much of a planner – I tend to leave things to fate, or circumstance.


2   Do you have a to-do list?


A   Yes, and I sometimes even do the things on it!


B   Yes, but it mainly reminds me of what I’m failing to achieve.


C   Of course! In fact, I have more than one – and a five-year plan to keep me on track!


D   No. I prefer to be spontaneous and tackle things when they arise.


3   You’ve got something big to tackle in your life – changing jobs, planning a wedding, moving house. How do you tackle it?


A   I’m fairly organised but there’s always something I forget.


B   Panic – I usually get it all done but often I’m too tired to feel a sense of achievement by the time it’s over.


C   I plan it like a military operation, though sometimes that means I miss some of the fun along the way.


D   I tend to leave it to other people – organising stuff is not my strong point. It’s probably why some things never change. . .




If you found yourself drawn to. . .


Mostly As: you’re like most of us – too much to do, too little time! This week’s Discover activities and challenges will help you build on your good habits and focus on the things that really make a difference to your quality of life.


Mostly Bs: if you’re feeling stuck, or tired, then you’re in the right place to make changes. 5:2 won’t overwhelm you, but you can begin to make changes without adding to your burden.


Mostly Cs: you’re super-organised – but if you’re always focused on the end result, you can miss the thrill of the ride itself. Discover will help you survey the landscape and encourage you to try new things.


Mostly Ds: you hate planning – but if you approach it in the right way, it doesn’t have to cramp your style. Read on to find out how you can look ahead without losing your spontaneity.





DISCOVER DAY 1
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Great expectations, great big to-do lists


When I was a kid, I couldn’t wait to be a grown-up, and do grown-up stuff. Travel the world, fall in love, make my mark.


The trouble is, grown-up stuff isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. In fact, at times, life seems to be one long – and dull – to-do list. We’ve often lost sight of the dreams and hopes we had.


My life isn’t even that complicated, compared to friends with kids and other responsibilities. Yet I feel bogged down. There are days when I manage to get on top of all the stuff that comes with being a grown-up in the 21st century. But then there’ll be an urgent deadline, or damp-proofing work, or something will break in the house or the car, and that tidal wave of stuff will start building. Before I know it, I’ll be drowning again.


In theory, life should be simpler these days, because we can pay our bills online and Google anything tricky. Yet our expectations get higher, too. In my twenties, I’d happily book a £99 last-minute holiday to Greece, not even knowing which island we’d end up on, never mind whether the accommodation had a roof. Now I spend almost as long on TripAdvisor as I do on the holiday itself, fretting about reviews that complain about thin walls or dangerous sunloungers.


When that happens, I have to make a deliberate decision to stop and remember what really matters: finding somewhere I can relax, read, enjoy the sun and spend time with my partner or friends.


That’s what the Discover week is about – a brief ‘holiday’ from the boring stuff, to spend quality time concentrating on what really matters. No sunlounger or factor 50 required! I’m not saying you abandon chores or stop paying your bills, but for the next half hour or so, give yourself permission to look at the bigger picture. Later we’ll break it down into smaller tasks, but right now, this is about THINKING BIG.




5:2 INSPIRATIONS







INSIGHTS FROM THE END OF LIFE
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Australian nurse Bronnie Ware has spent years working with those who are close to death. Her compilation of ‘deathbed regrets’ became a sensation on the internet – do read her full article at http://bronnieware.com/regrets-of-the-dying/ – I really recommend it.


The five most common regrets were:


1. I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.


2. I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.


3. I wish I’d had the courage to express my feelings.


4. I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.


5. I wish that I had let myself be happier.


Bonnie’s article ends by saying: Life is a choice. It is YOUR life. Choose consciously, choose wisely, choose honestly. Choose happiness.





Keep that in mind as you start your first activity. Ready to go? This activity is in two parts and will help you to start your journey of discovery . . .
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Key Activity, Discover Day 1 Step 1


Find your 5:2 focus


You’ll need:




	something to write on.


	a phone with a stopwatch, or a kitchen timer, to keep you focused.





Step 1:


This first part of this activity has four options.


Option A: The bucket list.


Option B: When I grow up.


Option C: Picture your dreams.


Option D: The big birthday party.


Simply choose the exercise that appeals to you most right now (you can always try the others at a later date)! These activities encourage you to ‘brainstorm’ – which basically means generating lots of ideas, including the craziest ones you can think of. It’s important when you do this that you don’t judge or dismiss any ideas, because the wackiest thoughts can lead to surprising and exciting plans and goals.


Whichever option you choose, it’ll take around 15 minutes to complete before we move onto the second step.


Option A The bucket list


If you’ve never come across the phrase before, a bucket list is a list of things you’d like do before you die (or. . . kick the bucket!). Hopefully that’s not happening any time soon, but in view of the deathbed regrets above, it can be revealing to start a list of the things you’ve longed to do.




	Find a quiet place to sit, take five slow, deep breaths and focus on feeling comfortable and relaxed.


	Set your phone alarm or kitchen timer for 15 minutes – and start writing your bucket list!


	If you need some ideas, think about:





	Places – countries, cities, buildings or monuments to see, wildlife to witness, landscapes or geography to explore.


	People – who do you want to meet or spend time with?


	Activities – do you want to swim with sharks, sing in a band, skydive, make a film, take part in a triathlon? On a grander scale, do you want to fall in love, build a home, become a parent?


	Events: whether it’s Glastonbury, the Rio Carnival or the Verona Opera Festival, what are the must-see events for you?


	
Legacies: what difference would you like to make, or what do you want to be remembered for? Charity work, the things you’ve created or made, the meals you’ve cooked?






	With any kind of brainstorming, it’s often the ideas nearer the end of the session that are most surprising and interesting. So keep going even if you aren’t finding it easy.


	If you want more ideas, visit bucketlist.net to discover what other people want to do!


	Got your list? Skip the other options and go to the second step of the exercise here.





Option B When I grow up. . .


This activity is designed to help you tune into the passions and interests of the younger you, when you thought anything was possible.




	Find a quiet place to sit, take five slow, deep breaths and focus on feeling comfortable and relaxed.


	Set your phone or alarm for 15 minutes. Now close your eyes, and imagine yourself as a child, perhaps in a place where you used to daydream. The age you think back to doesn’t matter, though try to focus on times before teenage self-consciousness kicked in.


	Think about the person you were then – your dreams, ideas, passions, hobbies, even crushes.


	Now begin to think about the things you hoped for back then.







	
Routine: What did you think your days as an adult would be like?


	
Job: Did you plan to be an astronaut, an artist, a vet?


	
Home Life: Did you want to be a parent yourself? Where did you imagine yourself living? By the sea, in a city, abroad? And what kind of home did you picture?


	
Freedoms? Did you dream of being able to choose to see movies without asking permission, or curling up with a book, or playing football for a pub team like your father?






	Scribble down any words or phrases that crop up. If you like, draw a picture. Or try writing with your non-dominant hand (i.e. the left, if you’re right-handed), as it can take you back to that ‘child like’ feeling.


	All done? Got your list? Skip the other options and go to the second step of the exercise here.





Option C Picture your dreams


A good option for creative types, anyone who thinks visually – or loves getting their hands dirty. You’ll need pens, crayons or pencils or a pile of lifestyle/women’s magazines and glue and scissors, and a big piece of paper. Just like being back at primary school. . .




	Take a large sheet of paper, and sit down at your biggest table. Spread out the pens, crayons or pencils or your selection of magazines.


	Set your phone or alarm for 15 minutes and draw your dreams – or make a collage by tearing and cutting stuff out of magazines (the collage option may take a little longer. . .).


	
If you’re drawing, remember the quality of your drawings is totally unimportant – what you want is to enjoy being free to make marks on the page, and do it fast! Think about the:







	place where you’d like to live and kind of home you’d love.


	people (and animals) you’d like around you.


	
job you’d like to be doing.


	things you’d like to be doing in your leisure time.


	way you’d like to dress, look and feel.






	
If you’re doing a collage, flick through the magazines and tear out pictures and pages that appeal to you. But don’t overthink it – it’s more about mood and emotional response than consumer items.







	Look at colours and landscapes and interesting people, rather than consumer items you want to buy or own.


	Once you have a pile of images, lay them out on the page in different ways until you find an arrangement that appeals to you. Again, go on instinct rather than thinking it through too much.


	Try out combinations that inspire you, or make you smile.






	Whether you’re doing a drawing or a collage, do cover more than one page if you have time and the ideas are flowing. . . And remember you can keep adding to your drawing or collage – keep an eye out for images that appeal to you as you read during the six weeks of the plan!


	Finished your masterpiece? Skip the other options and go to the second step of the exercise here.





Option D The big birthday speech


This exercise involves asking yourself lots of searching questions. . .




	Find a quiet place to sit, take five slow, deep breaths and focus on feeling comfortable and relaxed.


	Now think ahead to your next big birthday. You know the ones – they tend to end in 5 or 0. If you’re within two years of a big birthday, skip ahead to the one after that (if you’re 29, then choose 35; if you’re 54, then go for 60!).


	Imagine it’s the night of your birthday and you’re having a great party. Jot down notes in answer to these questions:







	Where is the party – which location, what venue? Who is coming?


	Someone is giving a speech in your honour. Who is it – someone currently in your life, or a new person (partner, employer)?


	What are they saying about you, your qualities, what you’ve achieved so far in your life?


	What’s happened between now – as you’re writing – and this birthday to make this a reality? Think of the achievements that your speaker is describing.


	How do you look and feel? Yes, you’re older – but are you wiser, fitter and happier?


	How do you respond to the speech? Think of who you’ll thank for their part in your life.






	If you’ve finished imagining the party itself, then imagine the home you’re going back to, and how you’ll spend the day after your birthday: at work, enjoying a busy retirement, with your family?


	Enjoyed that? Now go to Step 2.
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Key Activity, Discover Day 1 Step 2


The first part of the activity was about dreaming. I hope that whichever option you chose, it made you think! If you found it a little strange, that’s normal – we rarely give ourselves permission to dream but it’s highly recommended.


Now for part 2, we’re going to be a little more analytical: this step is the same, whichever option you chose in part 1.




	Read through – or look at – your notes or pictures or collage. They might make you smile, or feel a bit sad, or both. That’s normal!


	Take a new pen or highlighter and mark words or phrases that jump out at you:







	Dreams or ambitions you’d forgotten.


	Places or things you’d love to go to or do.






	If your ideas were based on images, then create a list of words to go with them. Focus on the emotions and common themes.


	Pick two or three of the keywords, priorities or ideas that seem important or are recurring:







	Brainstorm them – think about whether there are elements you could incorporate into your life, or work towards.


	A childhood dream of becoming an astronaut might be a tall order, but looking for a job with more travel or buying a telescope and trying out astronomy with your children is more than possible.






	For now, write down three major ideas or phrases that seem particularly exciting or appealing. Keep them in a place where you’ll see them – in your purse/wallet or notebook, or typed as a screensaver on your phone.


	Even if nothing very definite jumps out at you as something you can act on right now, you’ll probably keep having ideas over the next few days. Remember to write them down!





As an example, when I did the Bucket List option, I wrote down about 30 different things – but the list of important themes that emerged was shorter: I ended up with ideas around travelling to countries I’ve never visited; cooking more (perhaps with ideas from my travels); being more ambitious with my own writing; and making a difference somehow.


So, I picked images of Australia to add to my laptop screensaver – and wrote ‘make a difference’ at the top of my daily to-do list, so I’d always be reminded about that before tackling the everyday tasks.


Oh, and my final one was very simple but the plans are still in hand: get a puppy!


Now’s a good time to take a break. You’ve earned it! Grab a cuppa, take a stroll to the office water cooler or head off to take the dog or yourself round the block.
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feedback – dreams and reality


Many people find it uplifting to imagine a better life, or to reconnect with past dreams. But it can be unsettling or uncomfortable at first if you’re not used to looking at your life in this way.


Yet it’s what many of the world’s most successful and happiest people do. When people talk about ‘goal-setting’, it sounds very corporate, yet I think of ‘goal’ as just another word for a step towards achieving your dream. And there’s plenty of evidence that goal-setting can help you get to where you want to be!


5:2 and the power of a shopping list


Sometimes getting what you really want starts with writing it down.


It’s a bit like going out to do the grocery shopping. If you go to the supermarket without a list, you might get lucky and end up coming back with what you need, but it’s much more likely you’ll be distracted by special offers and end up with a bagful of stuff you didn’t really want.


Whereas taking a couple of minutes to write a list before you leave means you’ll probably spend less, save time and end up with what you need.


You can see life as a giant supermarket. Millions of choices and distractions that keep you from working out what you really want. Doesn’t it make sense to stop and work out what your priorities are? Then, by focusing on those rather than the distractions that ambush you, you’ll stand a much better chance of ending up with the life you really want.


GOOOOAL!


Setting goals doesn’t mean everything will work perfectly – as John Lennon said, ‘Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.’ But it certainly makes it easier to make choices – including the tiny ones you face every day – that support the aims and dreams you’ve decided to prioritise.




5:2 MYTH-BUSTING







THE FAMOUS GOAL-SETTING STUDY THAT NEVER HAPPENED


If you’ve read self-help books in the past, you might have come across a 1953 study that talks about a group of graduates from the prestigious Harvard University who wrote down their goals and were ‘proven’ in follow-up studies to have been way more successful (97% more, according to one report) than their peers. Inspiring, eh?


The only problem? The research doesn’t exist.


I was pretty shocked by this when I couldn’t find a trace of the study – it is quoted in many books and all over the web. However, there is a much smaller study by Dr Gail Matthews at Dominican University in California (see Resources, here for a link) which shows that people who wrote down their goals, shared them with someone else and then sent weekly updates to that person were 33% more successful than those who just wrote goals down.





The Dominican study is not as compelling a study as the elusive Harvard one. But I do believe that goal-setting – and evidently, goal-sharing – can make a difference. It’s worked for me, and for many others I know.
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Challenge, Discover Day 1


what’s in my way?


5:2 principles: small changes, big dreams


In the key activity, you worked out what you want to focus on over the next six weeks. You now know what you want more of in your life.


So why aren’t you living that life already? Our next step is to work that out. We’re going to see if we can identify what’s standing in your way – so you can make plans to push through the barriers and take action. Yes, it can be challenging – but then that’s the point of a challenge!


There are three options this time:


Option A: Draw the obstacles.


Option B: SWOT analysis.


Option C: Worry o’clock.


Take a quick look through and see which appeals most.


Option A Draw the obstacles


Even if you don’t feel like an artistic person, this challenge can be very liberating indeed. (I’ll share how I got on with this one later – it was pretty dramatic!)




	Get a large piece of paper and something to draw with – a big bold colour crayon or pen works well, or even charcoal.


	If you like, find some funky, feisty music and play it loud. Set a timer for 15 minutes.


	Now fill the page with images of the things that stand in the way of you getting what you want. Don’t worry about your drawing ability, or even if the images mean anything to you, just draw as fast and as freely as possible. Think about shapes, objects, people and fears, and try to represent them visually. Be big and bold!


	Once you’ve filled the page, take 10 minutes to review your drawing. How do you feel about it? You might find some surprising images on there.


	Getting the obstacles down like this can be emotional and powerful – but getting your fears on paper gets them out in the open. After you’ve finished, it’s up to you whether to get rid of the page (you could rip it up or burn it – in the garden, obviously, if naked flames are involved), as a symbolic way of getting rid of the barriers. . . or keep it to see if it makes things clearer.





Option B SWOT analysis


This approach appeals to people who like a problem-solving and analytical approach. It comes from the business world and not everyone finds the management-speak headings very appealing, but if you’re a methodical person, they can prompt useful questions and thoughts!




	Look at the keywords or ambitions that came out of the key activity. Choose one thing you’d love to do or achieve.


	Take a sheet of A4 and draw two lines to divide it into four squares, then put the headings in to match the squares shown over the page.










	
Strengths



	Weaknesses







	Opportunities


	Threats










	Spend 5 minutes (set a timer) brainstorming each of the squares in turn, in relation to your aim or ambition. For example, if you’d love to run a half-marathon, your sheet might look like this. . .











	Strengths


	Weaknesses







	Loved running at school.


	Youngest is only nine months – am I strong enough?







	Very determined.


	Prone to knee injury.







	Really want to do it at the moment.


	Tend to start things but then lose interest.












	
Opportunities



	Threats







	Half marathon coming up in our town next spring.


	Money: don’t have much money for clothes and gear.







	Great woods to run in near where I live.


	Knowledge: no idea how to train for a longer run.







	Have a friend who did the half-marathon last time.


	Time: I don’t have much!
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