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Preface


In an ancient wood stands a majestic tree. This tree has known summer’s blistering heat and winter’s icy chill. It has endured times of drought and floods of unrelenting rain. It has been dappled by sunlight and engulfed by the darkness of a moonless night. It has stood serenely still in times of tranquillity and been buffeted by winds gusting violently. And still this tree stands, resolute and unbowed. When you look at the shadow cast by the tree, it will be strikingly familiar to you. It is your silhouette; you are that tree.










Introduction


Have you ever felt that you are not enough? Ever been plagued by thoughts that you need to do more? Ever responded by cranking up your level of commitment, only to notice the toll it takes on your wellbeing? You aren’t alone. Across the globe, people are waking up to the reality that placing too much emphasis on performing better can leave us feeling worse. High-performance mantras such as ‘No limits’, ‘All or nothing’ and ‘Suck it up’ belie the fact that we aren’t indestructible, and frantic efforts to control our emotions neglect the important functions they serve. Rigidity takes hold. We get lost in our heads, trying not to have certain thoughts; we avoid situations that provoke strong emotions; we become captive to familiar routines. All of this can serve to diminish our ability to thrive – our capacity to both perform well and feel well.


What if I were to tell you that there is a set of evidence-based skills you can learn that would help you thrive? Although we might not be able to stop stresses and strains, we can choose how we respond to them. We’re conditioned to prize the idea of being ‘relentless’, yet the surprising truth is that we need to relent more, not less. To do so, we need to be psychologically flexible. Flexibility is not about bending to the will of others. Flexibility is about being attentive to the demands that situations place on us, navigating the competing motivations these situations evoke, and making choices that optimize our performance, our wellbeing, and the blend between the two.


The Tree That Bends has been written to help you shift the perspective you take on the landscape of your internal experiences – your thoughts, emotions and bodily sensations. The importance of flexibility in the way we relate to that ‘scenery’ is often overlooked, but the wisdom of it has been with us for some time. As the Zen proverb goes, ‘Change how you see, see how you change.’


This book will help you to appreciate that feeling satisfied with life depends on how you relate to the thoughts you have about experiences, on your ability to understand emotions as indicators of what truly matters to you, and on your flexibility to make choices that honour what you hold dear. In short, this book provides a step-by-step guide to developing what I call a ‘flexible mind’ that will be pivotal in helping you thrive.


A quick word on the title: The Tree That Bends is a phrase that can be traced back to East Africa and the Tanzanian proverb: ‘The wind does not break the tree that bends.’ For millennia, trees have played an integral role in the story of human evolution. Whether it’s the fruit they grow, the shelter they offer, the carbon they capture or the materials they provide, we have a lot to admire them for. Yet even the mightiest of oaks can be uprooted if it fails to flex in a gale. Considering that trees have been around for so much longer than we have, we have much to learn from them about what it takes to thrive.


In this book, I draw on my more than fifteen years of experience as a clinical psychologist. A key strand of my work involves working with those in high-performance environments, particularly elite-level athletes such as international rugby players, Olympic and Commonwealth athletes, and players at English Premier League football academies, but also people working in the worlds of music, acting and business. I have provided mental health and wellbeing support to a variety of business executives working in Fortune 500 companies.


In the work that I do, I’ve had the privilege of listening to many courageous people sharing testimonies of their lives in elite and highly pressured environments. Through this work, I have seen these people experience the full gamut of emotions: I have shared in their moments of exhilarating success, consoled them in the depths of despair, supported them in coming to terms with the huge sacrifices they have made, and helped them to chart pathways forward when they face the uncertainty of life beyond their high-performance roles. Many of the people I have supported have endured years of striving to be tough, and they are now paying the price. Yet ironically, for some, it is not doing more of the tough stuff that is the scariest proposition; it is doing less of it. Such are the societal pressures that we live under, and the pervasive power of notions of toughness and grit.


What does high performance mean to you? It is a question you might ask of top sportspeople, business gurus, entertainers or politicians who easily fall into that category. Yet maybe we should be asking ourselves here, because the idea of ‘high performance’ – and high-performance psychology – has never been more relevant to our own lives. Being a high-performance individual is not an occupation, it’s a disposition; it’s not what we do, it is how we do what we do. Whether you are a principal in a school, a self-employed florist, a first responder or an accountant, if you take pride in what you do and want to perform well in the varied roles and responsibilities you fulfil in life, then the term ‘high performance’ applies to you. For me, high performance is a lens that magnifies the importance of looking after our wellbeing. In the absence of wellbeing, performance doesn’t stay high, it nose-dives. Sustaining high performance requires us to authentically recognize both our motivations and our limitations.


I want to shatter the assumption that efforts to build excellence require us to make compromises in relation to our wellbeing. This assumption has stymied the psychology of human performance for far too long. Success and wellbeing are not a zero-sum game – achieving need not come at the expense of breathing. The Tree That Bends has been written to empower the smarter, more flexible version of who we are. It is about breaking through without breaking you – taking care of yourself, so that you can continue to take care of business. By developing a flexible mind, you can appreciate when you need to go fast, when you need to go slow, when you need to go hard, and when you need to go home. So, if you’re feeling frustrated, thwarted, unmotivated, conflicted and/or unfulfilled in areas of your life, this book is for you. Equally, if you aren’t having any of those feelings today, this book will be helpful preparation for the times when life’s challenges ask important questions of you.


Through my work as a Professor of Clinical Psychology at Queen’s University Belfast, I have become an international expert in understanding how the culture we live in shapes our understanding about mental health and wellbeing. I have collaborated with international agencies such as the World Health Organization and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees to develop effective forms of support for people experiencing adversity. These experiences have taught me that, no matter where in the world people live, and no matter what cultures they exist in, we all share a deep-seated commitment to causes that matter to us – whether they be providing for our families, inspiring the next generation, developing excellence in particular skills, or caring for our environment. In The Tree That Bends, I will draw on all of this experience to help you thrive in pursuit of what you’re passionate about, in the cultures within which you operate.


Throughout my career, I have used my clinical expertise to provide support to people experiencing crises that have struck at the heart of their sense of self. This has included anguished refugees trying to create new lives for themselves in countries far from home, tearful teenagers bullied because of their sexuality, disconsolate people struggling to cope with the harsh judgements that they are making about themselves, elite athletes coming to terms with their careers prematurely ending because of injury, and weary business executives trying to reconcile the huge personal sacrifices they have made, only to realize that it was someone else’s dream they were chasing. A recurring theme across this work has been the sense of uncertainty, precariousness and despair that arises when people struggle to understand what their experiences mean for who they are and what they believe in.


For me, this is also a personal thing. I grew up in the small town of Moira, which sits in the heart of Northern Ireland. I might be biased, but I think the people from this part of the world are amongst the warmest, friendliest and most down-to-earth folk you could ever meet. This belies the fact that over the course of thirty years, and throughout my upbringing, political unrest and sectarian violence resulted in the murder of over 3,000 people. Unfortunately, I have witnessed at first hand the impact that rigid intransigence and a lack of flexibility can have on the lives of people and the communities they are part of. I have come to recognize that sticking religiously – pardon the pun – to old beliefs can profoundly stifle opportunities for people to come together to work for the collective good. There is space enough in this world for people to honour their own traditions while being respectful of the identities and traditions of others.


I have also witnessed the power of flexibility in action: how the strength and courage of people impacted by what are colloquially referred to as ‘The Troubles’ can make them powerful ambassadors for change through the words of forgiveness they share. Consider Gordon Wilson, who, when his daughter Marie was killed by a bomb in the town of Enniskillen in 1987, said, ‘I miss my daughter, and we shall miss her, but I bear no ill will, I bear no grudge.’ The transformative effect of developing flexibility in our response to the stories that we create about ourselves, and others, was apparent to me from an early age.


Flexibility (of the psychological kind) is the ability to be present in the here and now, and to tailor our behaviours to situational demands in service of doing what matters to us, even if difficult thoughts and emotions show up. It can be measured: a range of self-report questionnaires have been developed to assess flexibility (including the Psy-Flex, CompACT-10, MPFI, and AAQ-II), and specific neural pathways in the medial prefrontal cortex area of the brain have been implicated in flexibility. A review of research studies conducted with a range of populations, including students, people with physical health problems, people seeking psychological support and office workers, found that low levels of psychological flexibility are consistently associated with worse levels of wellbeing (defined as a measure of how we experience the quality of our own lives). Flexibility has been highlighted as an important factor for both the emotional wellbeing and the performance of high-performance individuals. For example, research studies conducted with athletes including basketball players, tennis players and footballers found that higher levels of flexibility are associated with lower levels of anxiety and depression, higher levels of life satisfaction, and improved sporting performance.


Over the last forty years, a talking therapy called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy* (ACT, pronounced as the word ‘act’) has been developed and refined with the aim of building flexibility. ACT is an innovative form of cognitive behavioural therapy that recognizes that the impact of challenging thoughts, emotions and sensations can be inadvertently increased by our efforts to avoid, suppress or control them. When we get trapped in cycles of struggling against our internal experiences (referred to as experiential avoidance) we have less opportunity to do the things that matter to us, and we can feel unfulfilled, discontented and lacking in vitality. ACT aims to build flexibility so that people can do what matters to them even though difficult thoughts, feelings and sensations might still occur. There is a growing body of research demonstrating the effectiveness of ACT for improving wellbeing and addressing a range of physical and mental health difficulties. For example, ACT has consistently been highlighted as an effective treatment for improving day-to-day functioning, quality of life, pain intensity and mood of people experiencing chronic pain caused by conditions such as arthritis, fibromyalgia or diabetic neuropathy. It does so by helping people to drop their struggle against thoughts, emotions and sensations that they can’t prevent, thereby reducing the impact that those experiences have on the person’s life.


ACT has been endorsed by national bodies such as the Society of Clinical Psychology (American Psychological Association, Division 12) in the US and the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence in the UK. Importantly, research has shown that ACT interventions can improve self-reported levels of flexibility, and that these changes in flexibility are related to improvements in the difficulties people experience. Furthermore, people who are not mental health experts can be trained to successfully deliver ACT interventions. In 2020, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization (WHO) disseminated a free-to-download self-help programme called Doing What Matters in Times of Stress that is based on ACT principles and techniques. In recent years, ACT has also been adapted to specifically support wellbeing and performance in sport, music and workplace settings.


Drawing on the principles of ACT, this book will help you develop a flexible mind so that, going back to the wisdom of the Tanzanian proverb, you can be more like ‘the tree that bends’. The book is divided into three parts:




Part I: In the Thicket – This section sets the scene by exploring how striving needs to give way to thriving in our lives, and a flexible mind is the key to doing and feeling well.


Part II: What Trees Teach Us About Flexibility – This section explores how the aspects of a flexible mind can be developed. I’ll relate our ability to be Anchored, Willing and Empowered (represented by the acronym AWE) to the roots, trunk and crown of a tree respectively.


Part III: Interacting with the World Around Us – In the same way that trees respond dynamically to their environment, this part looks at how a flexible mind helps us balance three distinct motivational modes – Get, Threat and Reset – so we can thrive in our changing environments.





Throughout the book, I draw on my experience as an expert practitioner, trainer and supervisor of ACT. I share insights gleaned from my work with clients to help you understand how a flexible mind will be helpful in your own life (names and other details relating to these case studies have been changed to protect anonymity and confidentiality). I reflect on my own life and the journey I have taken in developing a flexible mind. You will see that I also share stories about inspirational characters – some of whom you may be familiar with – to illustrate key points. Reflecting my own areas of interest and speciality, these stories are drawn unabashedly from the worlds of sport, business and entertainment, but viewed through the lens of my professional expertise. While these stories may or may not overlap with your own areas of interest, I hope that my reasons for sharing them will be both clear and helpful. Finally, in addition to my own expertise, I have drawn extensively on academic research and other evidential sources to inform this book. To avoid cluttering the pages with citations and footnotes, I have given further details about research evidence and sources in the Notes section (here).


This book is not a set of rules to be rigidly followed. As you might have guessed from the theme of flexibility, the first rule of a flexible mind is: ‘Hold rules more lightly’. The second rule is . . . well, surplus to requirements, owing to the first rule! Another thing the book is not is a life hack – social media is replete with them. It is instead about better understanding the nature of life – the nature of your life. If you are only interested in quick fixes and/or expect other people to assume the responsibility for bringing about change in your life, this book is not for you. We all know what it takes to bring about changes in physical conditioning. Psychological conditioning is no different. The rewards will be worth the effort.


Finally, a word to the wise: this book is not a substitute for professional support. It is my sincere hope that applying the learning that it provides will help to reduce the need for professional support, but that cannot be guaranteed. Sometimes life circumstances conspire against us and we can struggle to cope. Let me be very clear: the only shame associated with seeking help is not seeking it. If you need it, please reach for it. Your mind may well try to convince you to do otherwise – minds do that. Through the course of this book, you will learn that your mind is not always the best source of advice! Your physician or general practitioner will be an important starting point for support. I have also listed some additional sources of support on here.


I am glad that The Tree That Bends has found you. I hope you enjoy the book as much as I have enjoyed writing it. Oh, and by reading this book, you’re going to learn a lot about trees! Into the woods we must delve to better understand ourselves . . .





 


_________


* Also referred to as Acceptance and Commitment Training in high-performance contexts.










PART I



In the Thicket










CHAPTER 1


High Performance, High Price?


There’s a pernicious message in society that we need to do more – not just in our work, but in how we live our lives. The promise seems to be that if we do more, we will feel like we are more – more worthy, more recognized, more respected, more whole. It’s an empty promise. As the late writer Alan Watts once remarked, ‘It’s all retch and no vomit.’ We never get there. Instead, we just end up being less here. And the travesty of it all is that we can end up colluding in our own exploitation at the hands of unscrupulous employers, manufacturers of new-fangled products, slick marketeers or omnipresent online retailers. Furthermore, while there is a growing imperative to implement anti-bullying programmes in schools, workplaces and sports organizations to protect us from other people’s cruel and demeaning behaviour, our inner bullies continue to run amok. We constantly admonish ourselves for not doing enough. Even when we do achieve, it can create a burden of expectation that more should follow. A ‘do as much as you can . . . and then do some more’ approach to life has taken hold. And it’s not just quantity, it’s quality too. We are stalked by fears about doing things poorly. Indeed, we can become so focused on not screwing up that we start to lose touch with what we were trying to achieve in the first place. When the tennis player Naomi Osaka lost to Canadian Leylah Fernandez in the third round of the US Open tournament in September 2021, she lamented, ‘When I win, I don’t feel happy, I feel more like a relief, and then when I lose, I feel very sad.’ The pursuit of achievement can become joyless irrespective of the outcome.


In this chapter, we will shine a spotlight on some of the key concepts related to the psychology of high performance and how these may be fuelling our culture of what I refer to as ‘do more to be more’. In doing so, we’ll address the following three questions:




1. What do the terms ‘no limits’, ‘resilience’, ‘mental toughness’ and ‘grit’ really mean?


2. What challenges might these concepts hold if you take a high-performance approach to your life?


3. What does ‘thriving’ look like, and what are its unique benefits?





The limits of ‘no limits’


In recent years, talk of the ‘no limits’ mindset has become de rigueur in discussions relating to high performance. This is the idea that the challenges we face in life should be viewed as opportunities to unlock our latent potential. It’s a compelling idea that has been popularized in books such as Dave Alred’s The Pressure Principle and Anthony Lynch’s No Limits: How to Build an Unstoppable Mindset. But ‘no limits’ is a bit of a misdirection. Alred, Lynch and others who extoll the virtues of the ‘no limits’ mindset aren’t pretending that there aren’t any limits; instead, they are proposing that we should find ways of working beyond those limits.


The fact of the matter is, there are limits. Your body, your capabilities, your relationships, your sanity, as well as the time, energy and resources available to you: all of these have limits. There is a risk that in trying to push beyond the limits we face, we fail to appreciate why those limits exist in the first place. Before deciding whether you should aim to improve your lot, it’s important to understand where that shoulding comes from and where it might inadvertently take you.


In January 2024, Jürgen Klopp, the then-manager of Liverpool Football Club, stunned the footballing world by announcing that he was stepping down at the end of the 2023–24 Premier League season, despite being under contract until 2026, and despite the team being top of the league and still in the running for four major trophies. In announcing the decision, he said: ‘I underestimated or judged it wrong because I thought my energy level was endless because it always was – and now it is not . . . You have to be the best version of yourself, especially for a club like Liverpool. I cannot do it on three wheels.’ Similarly, a year before, in February 2023, the French footballer Raphaël Varane announced his retirement from international football at the comparatively young age of twenty-nine years – six weeks after helping his team reach the World Cup final. He told Canal+: ‘I gave everything, physically and mentally. But the very highest level is like a washing machine, you play all the time and you never stop . . . I feel like I’m suffocating and that the player is gobbling up the man.’ High-performance environments can have a ferocious appetite.


Our ability to go above and beyond our limits is seen as a sign of our ‘resilience’. The word resilience comes from the Latin resilire – ‘to bounce back’ – yet, when applied to people, it can mean very different things. For example, ‘resilience’ can variously describe:




• our ability to continue unhindered in the face of challenge or change (so-called ‘robust resilience’)


• experiencing an initial disruption in our capabilities that quickly resolves (so-called ‘rebound resilience’)


• demonstrating enhanced capabilities in the face of challenge or change (this overlaps with the concept of ‘post-traumatic growth’ that was coined by American psychologists Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun)





Whether unhindered, resolved or enhanced in the face of adversity, ‘resilience’ is a confusingly ambiguous term. These days, ‘resilience’ is liberally used to describe everything from people to organizations, communities, buildings and systems that prevail through times of stress and strain. Lamenting the ubiquity of the word, a 2015 article in the New York Times suggested that ‘resilience’ had become ‘profoundly hollow’.


In popular culture, ‘resilience’ tends to be used to capture traits such as tenacity and perseverance when experiencing stress: the idea of bouncing back, no matter what. Yet, the laws of physics tell us that we cannot constantly ‘bounce back’. Robert Hooke, the seventeenth-century physicist, carried out painstaking work observing how different weights (a form of force) affected the extension of springs. Hooke proposed a law stipulating that up to a particular point, known as the ‘elastic limit’, the spring would return to its usual shape when the force was removed. However, if the size of the force was repeatedly increased, eventually a point would be reached when the spring would extend beyond its elastic limit, Hooke’s Law would cease to apply, and the shape of the material would be irreparably changed. If the force applied to the spring is increased still further, the material eventually reaches ‘breaking point’ and snaps. While Hooke’s work continues to be influential in the field of engineering, the term ‘breaking point’ has also been adopted into discussions about human performance.


In modern life, we are constantly encouraged to extend ourselves more. If your business is impacted by a global pandemic, pivot; if the number of emails you receive daily is rising, respond more efficiently; if there aren’t enough hours during the working week, work at the weekends. An important part of not exceeding our own breaking point is changing the default position away from this relentlessness. The influences we’re subjected to, whether it’s workplace cultures, social media feeds or even the criticism we direct at ourselves, all produce stresses. Unfortunately, we can’t always control those influences or the situations in which we find ourselves. But while we can’t stop the stresses, we can choose how we respond. As Viktor Frankl, an Austrian psychotherapist and survivor of the Nazi concentration camps of World War Two, wrote: ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’


I believe the ‘no limits’ mindset needs to give way to a ‘know limits’ mindset: knowing what our limits are and making choices that help us to both feel and perform well. To help us ease away from breaking point, this will include choosing to relent more. Relent to the need for rest, relent to experiencing difficult emotions, relent to the realization that you are not going to get everything done, relent to your yearning for a life full of purpose and vitality. Relenting isn’t about giving in or being weak; nor is it about kowtowing to unrealistic demands from others. It’s about being flexible and pragmatic in how you invest your time and effort. Relenting, when the situation requires it, is playing it smart.


Choosing to relent more may well be met with stiff resistance from some quarters. Have you ever noticed that some people have occupations tailor-made for their personalities? The patient and methodical nature of Carol the teacher, the effortless compassion of Ahmed the nurse, the confident assertiveness of Tony the city trader . . . you’d be forgiven for thinking that their careers had picked them. Of course, we try to choose an occupation to which we are suited, but our occupations also shape us – some traits get rewarded, while others are discouraged. Selfless, relentless dedication is celebrated; anything short of that is labelled ‘quiet quitting’. The flames of perfectionism burn even brighter when fuelled by praise and recognition. Enthusiasm and conscientiousness are inundated with fresh requests; it’s the willing horse that gets all the work. Additional demands supplement, rather than supplant, existing ones. The new to-do list gets layered on top of the old one, like an ever-thickening, artery-furring, coronary-inducing club sandwich of busyness. And everything is fine until it isn’t. George Ezra, the English singer-songwriter who has sold over 3.8 million albums at the time of writing, neatly captured the tension between working and keeping well when he said: ‘It can be incredible and unsustainable.’


It’s not that dedication, tenacity and the unflinching pursuit of excellence aren’t potentially desirable and effective qualities in the work that we do – they can be. It’s just that when we rely too heavily on these traits, other potentially important qualities, such as being cautious, curious, sceptical or unconventional, might get neglected. It’s evolution marching to the beat of the working week – certain qualities get selected while others become extinct.


In the world of high performance, a mythology has developed that propagates this imbalance. Take David Goggins, a former Navy SEAL who now competes in ultra-distance athletic events as a runner, cyclist and triathlete. A successful author with a considerable following on his popular social media channels, Goggins always finishes his videos with his two-word catchphrase – ‘Stay hard!’ And who would argue with him? Well, I would. I think he needs to add the following qualification: ‘when the situation requires it’. Context matters. Not every situation requires the same solution. There are times when a less hefty and forceful approach to life is required. But if the pursuit of high performance is the war that some suggest, caveats and nuance are the first casualties.


Pithiness is a virtue, but it can also be misleading. The so-called availability bias dictates that information that is easier to recall disproportionately shapes our understanding of concepts. Because less sexy qualities, which are no less pivotal to sustaining effort, don’t feature in Goggins’ videos or this week’s Daily Stoic quotes, their importance risks being underplayed; ‘Rest well!’ or ‘Seek support!’ make for far less compelling catchphrases . . . While many qualities may contribute equally to high performance, it can seem like some of those qualities are more equal than others.



Tough grit


In particular, two concepts have been co-opted by the ‘relentlessness is everything’ agenda – mental toughness and grit. While the origins of these concepts can be traced to high-performance environments, they are touted as indispensable psychological assets for pursuing greatness in all walks of life.


In recent years, the concept of mental toughness has received growing attention in the worlds of sport, education, business and the military. Numerous self-help books, such as Damon Zahariades’ 2020 The Mental Toughness Handbook, extol the virtues of mental toughness and provide instructions for how it might be achieved. This is a seductive sell. Intuitively, the idea of mental toughness seems appealing – the sporting archives are replete with images and stories of tenacious and resolute competitors who have triumphed, and bookshelves are chock-full with the stories of military operatives who had the temerity to survive against the odds. But getting a clear and consistent definition of mental toughness has proved difficult, and establishing its scientific legitimacy is even harder. In the early noughties, Peter Clough (a psychologist now based at Manchester Metropolitan University in the UK) and his colleagues proposed that mental toughness consists of the four Cs: Control [of emotions], Commitment, Challenge and Confidence. They introduced an assessment instrument called the Mental Toughness Questionnaire-48 (MTQ-48) to measure it. Yet, although the MTQ-48 has been widely used to assess mental toughness, Clough and his colleagues’ conceptualization of mental toughness has been criticized and concerns have been raised about whether the questions in the questionnaire neatly tap into the four Cs.


A review of the research evidence by Andreas Stamatis (a researcher based at the State University of New York) and his colleagues that was published in 2020 sought to determine whether interventions that aim to increase ‘mental toughness’ in elite sport settings are actually doing an effective job. Across the twelve studies published between 2005 and 2019 that they examined, they found that increases in levels of mental toughness did occur during the delivery of these interventions. However, they noted that only a small number of ‘gold standard’ studies (randomized controlled trials) had been conducted, and they highlighted concerns about the quality of the research and the level of potential bias in the methodologies used.


Assessments and research aside, the term ‘mental toughness’ is itself potentially problematic. It is susceptible to a phenomenon known as the ‘expectancy effect’ – the possibility that we will alter our report of an experience so it aligns with what we think is expected of us. Imagine going into a training session tomorrow and a colleague, psychologist or coach invites you to complete a mental toughness assessment. What would your reaction be? Perhaps you would be intrigued to see how you might score. Maybe you would be curious about why you were being asked to complete the assessment, and what the score would be used for. It is also possible that you might be concerned at what a low score might say about you. You might well be worried about being labelled ‘mentally sensitive’ – or, worse still, ‘mentally weak’. Indeed, James Bauman, a sports psychologist working at the University of Virginia, Charlottesville, USA, wrote an editorial in the British Journal of Sports Medicine warning that a preoccupation with needing to be mentally tough in high-performance environments was preventing people from seeking help. This chimes with US Olympian figure skater Sasha Cohen saying: ‘Athletes most likely don’t get help for depression or mental health issues because they can’t even admit that it’s an issue . . . You need to show the world that you are strong.’ Daniel Gucciardi, a leading researcher in mental toughness based at Curtin University in Australia, takes the opposite view from Bauman. He suggests that focusing interventions on developing ‘mental toughness’ would be more likely to get those who might be put off by stigma surrounding ‘mental health’ through the door of the consulting room. But as a clinical psychologist, I am concerned about using mental toughness as a Trojan horse to support mental health and wellbeing, as it contributes to the harmful assumption that mental health issues are something to be ashamed of. Ironically, being vulnerable often requires more courage than being tough. And avoiding the vulnerability of asking for help – by adopting a ‘tough it out’ approach – can be the surest route to burnout.


In Damon Zahariades’ Mental Toughness Handbook, emotions are cast as potential toxins and toughness is the antidote. He warns that what he refers to as ‘negative emotions’ (such as fear) can ‘sabotage us’ or ‘prompt us to make terrible decisions, hide mistakes and feel like giving up’. The ‘emotional mastery’ element of mental toughness (similar to Peter Clough’s focus on the ‘control of emotions’), on the other hand, is presented as the solution: ‘Mentally strong people have mastered their emotions’. In general, there is a sense that we should deal with the inside world of our thoughts and emotions with the same attitude that we might adopt with a competitor in the outside world. Emotional mastery is akin to trying to ‘outmuscle’ your own difficult thoughts and emotions. But emotions are not our enemies. It’s not emotions that sabotage us; it’s the choices we make in response to them that can. Rather than ‘mastering’ emotions, we would be better served understanding them and the important functions they serve. We’ll focus more on emotions in the next chapter.


As a highly decorated soldier, Jocko Willink, a retired US Navy officer and Special Forces operative, draws on his personal experiences of tough situations in his writing and podcasts. He has published several books on leadership, including the New York Times number-one bestseller Extreme Ownership: How U.S. Navy Seals Lead and Win. In a 2019 podcast, in which he fielded questions from listeners, Willink provided the following answer to the question ‘How do you build mental toughness and resilience?’: ‘Do some hard things. Do some mental and some physical challenges that require you to push yourself harder . . . If you want to be tough, be tougher. You don’t need to meditate on it. Just be tougher. You already have it.


The implicit assumption is, of course, that tough situations require us to get tough in response – tough with ourselves and tough with others. We’ve all heard the phrase, ‘When the going gets tough, the tough get going.’ But is it necessarily the case that to achieve a desirable outcome, our attitude must be a mirror image of the challenges we are facing? This is a question that Martin Luther King Jr addressed in the 1963 book Strength to Love when he wrote: ‘Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.’ ‘Toughness’ in response to tough circumstances may not necessarily be the optimal option.


Although mental toughness is hyped as being crucially important for achieving our goals, we also need to pay attention to what is motivating us to work towards those goals in the first place. It’s not just what we are doing that matters, it’s why we are doing it. I believe that connecting with our purpose, rather than mental toughness, is the fundamental ingredient when it comes to doing challenging things. Willink himself draws heavily on a sense of purpose, though he may not credit it for his ‘mental toughness’. When he was asked on the same podcast what he would have done had he not been in the military, he said:




If I wasn’t [in the] military, if I couldn’t have joined the military, I likely would have been probably a policeman or a firefighter. I think I have a pretty inherent sense of duty, some patriotic feeling to serve and, straight up, I also like some kind of level of danger, and I like to take some level of risks, and I feel good about those.





Willink isn’t just motivated to do tough things for the sake of it (whether it is as a soldier, firefighter or policeman); he’s committed to choosing to do the tough things because they serve a higher purpose – he is motivated to serve others. Let me be clear: I have no doubt that Willink is tough – he would definitely kick my ass – but more importantly, Willink is living his life authentically. He is being true to what matters to him. While the ‘just be tougher’ mantra may work well for him, it works because it aligns with his sense of purpose. We will return to purpose in Part II of this book.


Like mental toughness, ‘grit’ is frequently touted as a key ingredient for high performance. The word ‘grit’ has been used for centuries to describe a firmness of mind and/or a plucky spirit. It was Angela Duckworth, a psychologist working at the University of Pennsylvania, who adopted the term to describe a particular personality trait. In her 2017 book Grit: Why Passion and Resilience are the Secrets to Success, Duckworth defines ‘grit’ as a combination of perseverance (i.e. continued effort) and passion (which resonates somewhat with purpose and is the ability to identify important long-term goals).


Although Duckworth makes a persuasive case for the important role that grit plays in educational and workplace achievement, there has been pushback from sections of the scientific community about the concept’s credibility, how it is measured, and whether it offers anything uniquely new. For example, in an article entitled ‘Much ado about grit’, Marcus Credé and colleagues based at Iowa State University and the University of Alabama reviewed research findings relating to grit. They concluded that programmes aimed at enhancing grit may have little effect on performance and success. And the following year, in another article, Credé stated: ‘many of the core claims about grit have either been unexamined or are directly contradicted by the accumulated empirical evidence’. A recurring criticism of grit is that it is conceptually very similar to the personality trait of conscientiousness – the ability to diligently stick to tasks. Research has highlighted that there is indeed a very strong statistical relationship between grit and conscientiousness. To her credit, Duckworth and her colleagues have conceded that there is overlap between the two, but she claims that long-term stamina differentiates grit from the short-term intensity of conscientiousness. Nonetheless, it has been suggested that the idea of grit is guilty of the ‘jangle-fallacy’ – when two identical things are considered to be different simply because they are labelled differently. Grit may well be ‘old wine in new bottles’.


Conscientiously sticking to the same tasks – in a ‘gritty’ kind of way – could prove to be counterproductive for our performance or wellbeing. Continually banging your head against a brick wall won’t make the wall disappear; nor will it do your head much good. In a similar vein, Duckworth’s theoretical model of grit has been criticized for prioritizing ‘consistency’ over ‘adaptability’. Our purpose and goals can evolve, our dreams can fade to lost causes, and our world can be turned on its head. Being adaptable (or flexible), not ceaselessly consistent, is crucial for prospering in the changing circumstances in which our lives unfold.


Distorted views on ‘success’


If grit and mental toughness have their weaknesses, what qualities might be more important for successfully achieving high performance? Well, before we think more about this, we need to recognize the impact that a phenomenon known as ‘survivorship bias’ can have on our understanding of success. Survivorship bias occurs when we narrowly focus attention on successful people, organizations or technologies, and deduce that particular characteristics they possess have caused their success. Yet, if we were prepared to look at other examples of people, organizations or technologies who were unsuccessful, we might find that they share exactly the same characteristics, and that the victors’ success may have actually been determined by other factors, or indeed by chance. Our understanding about success is being skewed by what we choose to focus on.


The work of mathematician Abraham Wald was pivotal in identifying the concept of survivorship bias and the problems it can cause. In 1943, at the height of World War Two, Wald was working as part of the Statistical Research Group (known as the SRG) at the University of Colombia. The US military were keen to engage members of the SRG to determine how they could better protect their warplanes as they conducted missions over Germany. Decisions to armour the aircraft fuselages had to be carefully considered, as the armour added weight to the planes and negatively impacted their performance. The data compiled by the US military indicated that most of the damage sustained by planes returning from bombing runs was to the wings and the tail of the aircraft.


The proposal made by the US military was that the tail and wings should be reinforced. But Wald’s report, entitled ‘A Method of Estimating Plane Vulnerability Based on Damage of Survivors’, concluded the opposite. It was crystal clear, he declared, that the armour should be added to the areas where the data showed the damage to be lightest. Why? Wald realized that the reason why those areas – the engines and cockpit – seemed to be hit the least was because planes that had sustained damage in those areas were the ones that hadn’t made it back to base. The data set was, quite literally, fatally flawed; it was the information that was missing that was of fundamental importance for making the best decision. The US military followed Wald’s advice, and he and his colleagues are credited with saving many lives.


Here’s another example of survivorship bias, this time from a barn in Ireland. There are estimated to be more than 160,000 farms spread across Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland combined. On all of those farms, you will find sheds or barns, and in some of those barns, you might be fortunate enough to stumble across a classic tractor like the Massey Ferguson 35. Production of the Massey Ferguson 35 in the UK and the USA stopped in 1964, so they are a dying breed. If you were to strike up a conversation with a farmer who still owns one, she might well give the chassis of her Massey Ferguson 35 an affectionate tap and nostalgically remark, ‘They don’t make ’em like that anymore.’ The fact that the tractor has survived at least fifty-eight years seems to provide evidence of its superior build quality. But wait – how long did the other 388,381 Massey Ferguson 35 tractors produced between 1956 and 1964 last before they went for scrap? Rather than build quality, it might well be the fondness that people in Ireland have for the little red tractor (Harry Ferguson, who developed it, was born in Ireland) that has led farmers there to hold on to their Massey Fergusons and take care of them as well as they have.


The message here is simple: be wary of stories about business entrepreneurs, actors, musicians, sports stars, special forces operatives or, indeed, tractors who are held up as prime examples of what it takes to succeed – particularly those who are highlighted as having taken irregular or unorthodox paths to success. Although plucky stories of the ‘outsider made good’ have compelling charm and appeal, we must be open to the possibility that many others exactly like them may have taken the same path with a different outcome. It’s important to be attentive to the information that may not be immediately available to us as well as the information that is. Other people’s stories can certainly be an inspiration, but you are the author of your own unique story. And an important part of that will be determining what ‘success’ means to you.


The idea that ‘success’ is closely aligned to the achievement of a particular goal or outcome – such as reaching a level of seniority within an organization, exceeding a sales target set by a manager, landing a place with a prestigious orchestra, achieving the qualifying standard for a major sporting championship or writing an international bestselling book – is increasingly under question. There is now recognition that success isn’t just about outcomes; it’s about the processes we engage in: our habits and routines, such as engaging in deliberate practice, reflecting on our performance, etc. Managers and coaches tell us that if we ‘take care of the processes, the outcomes take care of themselves’. The author and speaker Simon Sinek has used the concentric rings of his ‘Golden Circle analogy’ to helpfully distinguish between the why (i.e. our purpose), the how (i.e. our processes) and the what (i.e. our product) of the activities we engage in. But I believe that there’s another vital element – the question of which (i.e. our proclivity):




• Which attitudes, thoughts and emotions tend to show up when we engage in our processes?


• Which options are we willing to consider in our efforts to blend wellbeing with achievement?


• Which response is most appropriate in the current situation for fostering the life we wish to live?





Asking ‘which?’ draws attention to the important distinction between our processes and our experience of those processes. For example, we could be mingling in a room full of people, yet feel completely alone; we could be demonstrating incredible prowess on the sports field, yet be convinced we’re an imposter; or we could be leading team meetings, yet be rapidly approaching burnout. Our experiences are shaped by the thoughts, emotions and sensations that arise as we engage in our processes. As you will learn in subsequent parts of this book, we can become better skilled at noticing those elements of our experience and exercise choice in how we respond to them. The flexibility of ‘which?’ allows us to broaden our understanding of ‘success’ to move beyond narrowly focusing on outcomes and processes, and towards focusing on the quality of our experiences, so that we can foreground retaining a sense of vitality and being present and engaged as important indicators of success. This is, in essence, what it means to thrive.



Thriving


Imagine that you’re suddenly unexpectedly flush – say, you’ve just won the jackpot on a game show. Let’s imagine that you can invest £10,000 of your winnings to have a very good chance of being world-class in your chosen field. After careful consideration, you decide you’ll go for it. Now let’s imagine that you can invest an additional amount of money to maintain high levels of emotional wellbeing while pursuing that world-class status. Would you be willing to pay more or less than the £10,000 you had already spent? How much is your wellbeing worth compared to achieving world-class status?


Of course, money isn’t the only thing we can invest – there’s also our time. Let’s substitute the currency in the paragraph above for hours. The Swedish psychologist Anders Ericsson and his colleagues found that, on average, 10,000 hours of deliberate, challenging practice are required to become an expert violinist. Malcolm Gladwell popularized this finding in his bestselling 2008 book Outliers, coining the ‘10,000-hour rule’ for success – what was true for violinists, Gladwell contentiously proposed, was true for all. Engaging in deliberate practice for four hours a day, five days a week, over a ten-year period would get you your 10,000 hours (10,400 hours, to be precise!). It’s no small effort. But the ‘10,000-hour rule’ doesn’t allow for the additional time required to keep us physically and emotionally well in pursuit of that expertise. Take a moment to convert the money you were willing to invest in your emotional wellbeing into hours. How might those hours also be budgeted on a weekly basis across a ten-year period? That’s the time you could be meeting with friends, walking in the countryside, supporting family members, meditating, reading poetry, listening to music, going to therapy, getting a massage, learning the ukulele, taking ice baths, knitting, exploring the great outdoors, resting, surfing, journaling, doing Pilates, eating good food, sleeping well, being kind to yourself, caring for others, etc. This is the stuff of vitality and wellbeing.


Is there a golden ratio for how much time we should allocate to our emotional wellbeing compared to performance? Well, that’s the £64,000 question! While research has identified that the optimal work performance of office workers requires a ratio of around 3:1 for productive work time vs time to relax during office hours, this does not capture how the workers allocated time away from work. The likelihood is that one size will not fit all, and the ratio will need to flex depending on who we are and what we are doing. What is clear, though, is if you’re not investing time in your wellbeing, it’s not the stock market that will crash, it’s you. And it’s our reluctance to let go of what’s not working for us that sows the seeds for the crash.


The concept of thriving is a central focus of this book. There are two pillars of thriving – our ability to function well and maintaining good levels of psychological wellbeing. As Rong Su, a psychologist now based at the University of Iowa, puts it: ‘[T]o thrive in life is not only marked by a feeling of happiness, or a sense of accomplishment, or having supportive and rewarding relationships, but is a collection of all these aspects.’ Based on their research, Su and her team developed self-report questionnaires to measure thriving (including the Brief Inventory of Thriving), which have been used to good effect across a range of different cultural contexts.


More recently, psychologist Daniel Brown, who is based at the University of Portsmouth, and his colleagues have explored the concept of thriving in sport. They define thriving as athletes simultaneously experiencing good levels of psychological wellbeing and achieving their performance goals. Wellbeing in this sense is more than just transient feelings of joy and pleasure; it reflects what Aristotle referred to as eudaimonia – a form of happiness that reflects an authentic and virtuous approach to living a ‘good life’ incorporating the full range of human emotions. There is growing recognition that high levels of wellbeing are important, although not sufficient, for maintaining good sporting performances. As one of the athletes they interviewed in their research said: ‘being in a good mental state is really important . . . if you’re a happy athlete and you’re enjoying what you’re doing, then you’re generally going to do well. If you’re overthinking everything and stressing about stuff, then that’s when it’s going to start going downhill.’


Brown and his colleagues have highlighted that our ability to thrive is determined by an interaction between what they term ‘personal enablers’ (e.g. our qualities, attitudes and behaviours) and ‘contextual enablers’ that relate to the characteristics of the environments in which we find ourselves (e.g. the availability of family support, workplace culture, etc.). In essence, our ability to thrive is built on the interactions that we have with the world around us; it’s about knowing our limits and working within them so we can maintain our efforts to do what matters to us and enjoy good levels of vitality as we do it. Unlike concepts like resilience or post-traumatic growth, thriving is not restricted to being understood as a response to stressful experiences. Thriving applies as much to the opportunities that arise in life as it does to challenges.


In recent years, the concept of thriving has been embraced by sporting bodies. For example, in 2018, the then-English Institute for Sport (now the UK Sports Institute), which provides scientific, technological and medical support to UK Olympic and Paralympic athletes, launched an initiative called Project Thrive. The aim of the project was ‘to facilitate the creation of psychologically underpinned and sustainable high-performance environments that develop the person as well as the performer to thrive’. It coincided with UK Sport (the body that funds UK Olympic and Paralympic sports) evolving its strategic vision for the Tokyo Olympic Games cycle and beyond from the tough and gritty ‘No compromise’, which proved divisive, to one that would help athletes ‘Win well’ and ‘Grow a thriving sporting system’. Thriving’s twin focus on performance and wellbeing is now a core element of the vision of UK athletics.


And it’s not just sport: the concept of thriving is impacting the business world, too. Sir John Kirwan, the former New Zealand All Blacks rugby player, has spearheaded the development of an online platform called Groov that has thriving at its core. Groov is used by organizations across the globe to promote wellbeing at work by helping employees to integrate mental health practices into their workdays. Kirwan’s commitment to thriving comes from lessons learned during his own experience of depression. In an interview with fellow retired rugby player Alan Quinlan on the How’s the Head? podcast, Kirwan said: ‘One of the dumbest things people ever told me was that a zebra doesn’t change its stripes. That is bullshit, because I have changed my stripes. I made a decision to change myself, I worked incredibly hard on my mental health and went from surviving to thriving.’ In Part II of this book, you’ll learn how developing a flexible mind can help you change your stripes, so that you too can thrive.


For too long, ‘pushing through’ has been the default position for achieving success. While grit and mental toughness have exerted a powerful influence on the psychology of high performance, and indeed have permeated popular culture, concerns have been raised about their scientific legitimacy. And what are we perceiving ‘success’ to be, anyway? Our understanding of what contributes to success can be distorted by survivorship bias. Furthermore, a mechanistic focus on processes and outcomes ignores the human experience that sits at the heart of them. Being conscientious, being tough, and doing hard things may well help us along the road to success, but it’s important to travel well. Thriving incorporates a dual focus on both performing and feeling well, wherever we are on the journey.




High Performance, High Price? – Summary Points


• The idea that success can only be achieved at a heavy personal cost is deeply ingrained in high-performance cultures.


• Performance psychology concepts such as mental toughness and grit fail to acknowledge the need to be responsive to changing circumstances, and the important role that emotions can play in communicating what matters to us.


• It’s not our emotions that sabotage us, it’s the choices that we make in response to them that can.


• In addition to the why (purpose), the how (process) and the what (product), we need to think about the which (proclivity), and how this can impact on our experience.


• Thriving is a concept that focuses on optimizing our performance without compromising our wellbeing.













CHAPTER 2


Flexibility: From LAG to AWE


In 1872, Charles Darwin, in his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, proposed that humans are born to experience emotions, which serve important functions and have evolved through time. More than 150 years later, that observation still holds true. We all experience emotions, and we all respond to those emotions in particular ways. We can cast them as inconvenient and troublesome distractions, experiences that we risk ‘getting swept up in’ or ‘overwhelmed by’, or we can recognize the opportunities they provide: a chance for us to understand what’s important in life so that we can make choices accordingly. In this chapter, we’ll explore two different ways of responding to our emotions – one characterized by rigidity, one by flexibility. Over the course of the chapter, you’ll receive answers to the following questions:




• What functions do emotions serve?


• How might trying to control or suppress emotions create difficulties in your life?


• How can you respond to your emotions in a way that helps you thrive?






Emotions: Friend or foe?


A technical definition of emotions suggests they are a ‘multicomponent response (subjective, physiological, neural, cognitive) to the presentation of a stimulus or event’. Neuroscientists have pinpointed specific parts of the brain that are central to the experience of emotions – chiefly the two amygdalae that sit deep within the brain. The almond-shaped amygdalae (the name is, in fact, derived from the Greek word for ‘almond’) serve as a data-processing system that triggers the release of chemical messengers into the body, including hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol. These hormones set in motion a chain of physiological reactions that can influence how we respond to the circumstances in which we find ourselves. Joel Minden, clinical psychologist and author of the book Show Your Anxiety Who’s Boss, uses the acronym STUF to capture the network of responses that an emotion encapsulates:




S Sensations within our bodies, e.g. butterflies in the tummy


T Thoughts that tend to focus on characteristic themes depending on the emotion, e.g. worry thoughts in anxiety


U Urges to react in particular ways, e.g. flee a situation


F ‘Feeling labels’ that we assign to the experience, e.g. ‘excitement’





Research has found that emotions can also be infectious. The term ‘emotional contagion’ refers to how emotional reactions can spread between people via facial expressions, vocal expression and body language.


But as well as being responses, emotions also offer us information – if we choose to look for it. The Stoic philosophers of ancient Greece suggested that if you could notice the initial stirrings of an emotional reaction, you would be well placed to do something constructive about it. This was the idea that Daniel Goleman popularized in his bestselling book Emotional Intelligence. Goleman defines emotional intelligence (EI) as ‘the capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships’. As such, emotional intelligence plays a pivotal role in determining how our day-to-day experiences unfold and the impact those experiences have on us. Indeed, a review of research evidence that collated findings from twenty-five separate studies into EI found that higher levels of EI were consistently linked to higher levels of wellbeing.


The concept of EI overlaps with what has been termed ‘emotional granularity’ – our ability to recognize, differentiate between and appropriately label different types and intensities of emotions. Emotional granularity is important because it allows us to talk about emotions more clearly and respond to them more effectively. In 1980, in an attempt to classify and order our emotional responses, the US psychologist Robert Plutchik introduced his ‘Wheel of Emotions’ (see the diagram overleaf). He proposed that there are eight primary emotions – anger, fear, sadness, disgust, surprise, anticipation, trust and joy – and that these primary emotions can combine to give rise to secondary and tertiary emotions. For example, sadness and surprise can combine to give rise to disappointment, while anticipation and joy can combine to create optimism. Plutchik organized the wheel so that contrasting emotions face each other – sadness sits opposite joy, and fear is opposite anger. Also, different points on the same spokes of the wheel capture different intensities of the emotion. For example, if you look at the spoke located at the nine o’clock point on the wheel, you can see that rage is an extreme version of anger, whereas annoyance is a milder form. (For those interested in gauging their own emotional granularity, I’ve outlined Plutchik’s primary emotions in the Appendix on here.)


[image: ]


Plutchik’s wheel also illustrates that emotions – primary or otherwise – rarely occur in isolation. Depending on the situation we’re in, a range of different emotions can show up. In a sense, it’s like a carousel ride at a fairground – at any point in time, multiple horses of emotion can be either rising or falling. Sadness, for example – the emotional state that occurs when something or someone important has been lost to us – might coexist with anger, which we might feel when we perceive an injustice has occurred.


One of my first experiences of deep sadness in childhood was when our pet Labrador, Kim, died. Kim had been a faithful companion to me and my sisters when we were growing up. I was devastated by her loss and the Kim-shaped hole that it left behind; it seemed cruel and unfair that a dog so lovable had been taken from us. This pain and upset will be familiar to anyone who has lost a pet. And even if, with the passing of time, we might consider taking care of a new pet, memories of the loss we experienced might cause us to hesitate: having emerged from the rawness of grief, we fear putting ourselves in a position to have our hearts broken once again. Yet in his poem ‘On Joy and Sorrow’ celebrated Lebanese-American poet Kahlil Gibran explains that sadness and joy are irrevocably bound: ‘When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.’ The sadness I experienced when Kim died was commensurable to the joy she brought to my life. The brighter a candle shines, the darker the shadow it casts. Yet, it is also true that only by being willing to risk experiencing sadness once again can we also experience the joy that caring for someone, or something, can bring. These two emotions, joy and sadness, are unavoidably yoked together. I am glad that, with time, I was able to understand the message that the sadness of Kim’s passing conveyed – if I hadn’t, Bobby (our Cavalier King Charles spaniel) wouldn’t be by my side as I write! When we try to avoid experiencing challenging emotions, we risk denying ourselves the opportunity to have other emotional experiences too.



Emotions are messengers


From exhilarating highs to the depths of despair (and everything in between), our moods wax and wane. If your moods were a media-streaming service, there may well be times when you would want to cancel the subscription – too much horror and drama, and not enough comedy. But what if our emotions are less like some Dread-flix streaming service, and more like a public address system communicating important information to us? To help my clients recognize the functions that emotions can serve, I coined the acronym TEAM – Treat Emotions As Messengers. For example, going back to Plutchik’s wheel, you might identify yourself as feeling joy, and recognize this as a message that celebration is in order. A feeling of fear is often a very clear message that our safety is in jeopardy and we need to be very wary. The sensation of disgust might also be sending you a warning signal – perhaps that a food is rotten and should be avoided!
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