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INTRODUCTION: 
FLOURISHING AND
FEELING IT ALL
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Let me be something every minute of every hour of my life.


Francie Nolan in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith


I love this life-affirming declaration by dear Francie Nolan, because being something and feeling something in “every blessed minute” is what, for me, flourishing is all about, whether that is, as Frankie says, “happy or sad, cold or warm”.


She goes on to say, “Let me be gay; let me be sad. Let me be hungry… have too much to eat,” before saying she wants to be “ragged or well dressed”, “sincere” or “deceitful”, “truthful” or “a liar”. Frankie wants to “be something every blessed minute. And dream all the time so not one little piece of living is ever lost.” And this is how we experience life in all its beautiful yet brutal glory, across the entire spectrum of human emotion and lived experience. Feelings of sorrow, disappointment, envy and regret are a normal, integral and even valuable part of what it means to be human. Despite what we’ve been conditioned to believe about happiness as the holy grail of life, feeling better isn’t always about feeling good.


Feeling better, as we’ll explore across these pages, is about feeling it all – becoming better at being sad, happy and everything in between, in order to cope with the tough stuff and hope for the good. It’s about experiencing the best and worst of life, and still being able to function; to sometimes find the calm equilibrium in between and be gentle with ourselves as we navigate the ups and downs of this roller coaster called life. We need to get to know what makes us think and feel the way we do, and learn to optimize the healthy and minimize the unhealthy. Because how we think and how we feel influences what we do and how we live.


Flourishing = optimal human functioning


Yes, flourishing means more than simply feeling good – it’s about fulfillment, connection and growth. It’s about how we experience life and how well we operate. It’s about developing the capacity to build and optimize our well-being in a way that gives our lives meaning. Conversely, languishing, or suffering, is about functioning poorly, staying stuck in an unpleasant, unhealthy and unfulfilled way of living, where well-being diminishes.


Thankfully it is possible to lift ourselves out of this state to be able to flourish. You Can Flourish aims to equip you with tools that enable flourishing, by providing a solid toolkit to help you fret less and flourish more – but in a way that gives you permission to be human, mess up, feel bad sometimes and navigate a way forward through (not around) the rough and the smooth, the ups and the downs, the twists and the turns. It’s a guide that says if a heart aches, let it ache. It’s a guide to navigating the inevitable roller coaster ride of life as best you can, in a way that best serves you and honours your capacity to feel what you need to and flourish.


Positive psychology


Twenty years ago, a new field of psychology called “positive psychology” emerged, defined as “the scientific study of optimal human functioning with the central aim of discovering and promoting the factors that cause individuals and communities to thrive”. I first wrote about flourishing in 2013, when I was living in a quaint Hampshire village in southern England with my then four-year-old daughter. I now have a teenager while I go through menopause – a hormonal dance that creates a double dose of big feelings. Much else has changed in my life – and all our lives – since then. I’m looking at you, pandemic!


Since writing my self-help debut over a decade ago, I am now a positive psychology practitioner. My family and I left our village and moved to more rural countryside and I’ve written a whole bookshelf of books about loneliness, happiness, resilience and “enoughness”. Changes abound in the world of psychology and wellness too. In addition to a global pandemic, we are now living through a mental health epidemic, with cases of depression and anxiety rising. Furthermore, there have been developments in the field of neuroscience in relation to “interoception” – the way we feel and recognize our emotions through our body – and the concepts of hopefulness.


Up until American psychologists Martin Seligman, Ray Fowler and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi “invented” the new field of positive psychology in 1998, traditional psychology focused only on undoing what was seen as wrong: removing depression, anxiety or psychosis and getting those suffering mentally back to neutral. However, Seligman and his team realized that mental health isn’t just the absence of mental illness, just as happiness isn’t just the absence of sadness and good isn’t just the absence of bad. Indeed, after devoting 35 years of his life to “undoing depression and helplessness”, Seligman and his fellow positive psychology pioneers realized that “the absence of ill-being does not equal the presence of well-being”, because “not getting it wrong does not equal getting it right”. Having treated patients for 15 years, Seligman found that by the end of treatment, people’s misery had been neutralized and they were back to “zero”. But, he says, “Did I get a happy patient? No, I got an empty patient. Because the skills for cultivating positive emotion, engagement, meaning, and good relationships differ entirely from those used to fight anger, anxiety and depression.”


Positive psychology was born from the question, what if increasing well-being is not just about decreasing ill-being? And what if, rather than just focusing on mental illness and getting mentally unwell people back to neutral, we also focus on mental wellness – on getting people north of neutral? So that’s what Seligman and a team of experts explored over the following decades. More recently, a second wave of positive psychology (positive psychology 2.0) has emerged in response to the culture of enforced positivity, effortless perfection and blind optimism that can pressure us into being happy, victorious and glorious. This evolution, while still focusing on building and sustaining well-being, recognizes and honours the polarity and importance of the interplay between positive and negative.


Positive psychology 2.0 builds on the science of optimal functioning and what constitutes a life well-lived, to incorporate other inevitable parts of the human experience that are as useful and worthy as gratitude, altruism and character – such as sorrow, longing and regret. It honours the idea that both sadness and gladness are bridges to flourishing. It balances realistic optimism and hope with an acceptance of the inevitability of suffering and offers ways to cope. You Can Flourish unmasks the benefits of negative emotion, so we can normalize and express all our feelings and boost our well-being.


However, because human beings have an inbuilt negativity bias – which means we are wired to pay more attention to negative and possibly threatening stimuli (see page 19) – this book also recognizes the importance of countering the (often inaccurate) negative stories we tell ourselves by questioning and reframing them, and by building positive emotions and other branches of well-being that enable flourishing. Because flourishing is a more plausible and attainable aim than happiness.


From happiness to flourishing


When parents are asked what they want most for their children, the answer is usually that they are healthy and happy. These are the priorities. However, the psychologists, scientists and researchers behind positive psychology knew that happiness, like other emotions, is merely a fleeting feeling. It doesn’t last.


Flourishing, on the other hand, is a way of being, a way of growing and thriving, which is more sustainable and, crucially, more measurable. The psychologists delved into all areas that could enable flourishing. They brought in experts on good character traits, hope theories and areas of sociology, such as interpersonal interaction and human agency. These areas of scientific research focused not just on efficacy studies – which had been the norm until then, using a control group/placebo to carry out research – but effectiveness studies, where real-world usage of therapies and interventions was meticulously examined. They analyzed data to prove the degree to which these interventions impact how we function. Subsequently, they came up with five measurable elements – the pillars that comprise optimal well-being, the foundations and formula for human flourishing. They gave this “human dashboard” the mnemonic PERMA.


[image: ]Positive emotion. Feelings of joy, awe, gratitude, love, interest, serenity, hope, inspiration, pride, amusement.


[image: ]Engagement. Using skills and competencies to achieve a sense of “flow” and absorption in an activity.


[image: ]Relationships. Supportive, meaningful, life-enhancing social relationships.


[image: ]Meaning. Finding fulfillment, purpose and meaning in our experiences.


[image: ]Accomplishment. Growth and personal development that comes from inspired action and achieving goals.


If we can tick these boxes, each creates a virtuous circle feeding the next; therefore the more engagement and meaning our life has the more likely we are to accomplish our goals. This creates positive emotion, which enhances our ability to build positive relationships, engage in our work and so forth. The stronger our support network, the more likely we are to experience positive emotion and achieve.


But there’s one more “pillar of well-being” to add to this list. While studying the mind–body connection, student of Professor Seligman, Emiliya Zhivotovskaya – who founded the Flourishing Center in New York and happened to train me in positive psychology – expanded the original definition by adding:


[image: ]Vitality. Optimal wellness; strong, healthy bodies.


…thus creating the PERMA-V model of well-being.


This sixth branch is as important as the other five, because we can only optimally flourish when we’re nourished through moving, sleeping, eating and breathing well. After creating, testing and validating a number of interventions online, skilled therapists were given some positive psychotherapy interventions to use face to face with patients diagnosed with severe depression. These exercises – such as self-reflective and interactive gratitude practices, savouring and kindness activities – were tested against cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and antidepressants over 14 sessions and, remarkably, the positive psychotherapy interventions – some of which are included in this book – worked better than the usual treatment.


Of course, mediation and traditional psychotherapy – such as talking therapy, psychoanalysis and counselling – still have their place in treating mental illness, managing mental health and reducing that which debilitates life but to enable flourishing, there’s more that can be done.


Why does flourishing matter?


Over the past few decades, the world seems to have become increasingly frowny. According to research, despite having so much more freedom, work–life balance and material gains than ever before (we can now instantly shop without leaving our houses), entire nations are generally no happier – and in some cases less happy – than they were 50 years ago before all this convenience made life seemingly “easier”. This may be puzzling, but it’s no surprise to researchers who found that better external factors (e.g. money, marriage, health) do not make us happier. In fact, all these together generally “account for no more than 15 per cent variance in life satisfaction”. This is in line with research by Professor Sonja Lyubomirsky, whose cited 1996 studies of adult twins (which assessed well-being at ten-year intervals) revealed that our circumstances only impact our level of life satisfaction by 10 per cent, compared with the impact of our thoughts, feelings and actions, which contribute approximately 40 per cent (with a proportion down to genetics).


How we think, what we believe, how we feel and what we spend our time doing (and who we spend that time with) impacts our mental health far more than our circumstances, so if we can find ways to manage these controllable elements of our life – and learn to respond well with acceptance and compassion to what’s outside our control – we can flourish.


As well as equipping ourselves with tools to alleviate anxiety, fight fear or tackle depression, we need tools that don’t just work on our weaknesses but help us develop our strengths and amplify what’s good. Fundamentally, we need to find balance, which is where the ABC of Flourishing™ – Acceptance, Balance and Compassion – comes in.


Where shall we go?


To create conditions for flourishing in a garden, when you plant a flower in the ground you don’t just shove it in the earth – you need to nourish it with nutrients and tend to it; you water the plant and feed it; you keep the area weed free. To flourish, your flower needs favourable conditions and an environment that enables flourishing. We are the same.


You Can Flourish is broken up into three parts – THINK, FEEL and DO, based on the three areas of our lives we have control over, and in which we are able to create those favourable conditions and enabling environment.


In Part One – Think: Thoughts we’ll explore expectation and perception, because the expectations placed on us and how we see the world have a huge impact on our day-to-day wellness and flourishing capability.


In Part Two – Feel: Feelings we’ll explore the importance of expression. Uncomfortable emotions can be difficult to express, yet suppression without expression can lead to depression. We’ll explore ways to feel it all with compassion.


Finally, in Part Three – Do: Actions we’ll explore the PERMA-V positive psychology interventions and practical actions that can boost our wellness and help us manage our mental health across the six branches of well-being.


Plus, we’ll look at how to find balance between accomplishing all we wish to achieve and being grateful for all we already have, and bring balance into other areas of our lives. You may need a notebook to elaborate on the work you do within this workbook.


Action creates momentum. The more you intentionally do to boost your own well-being, the more you will flourish and the greater positive impact you can have on those around you too. In the garden of life, it’s time to flourish.
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THE ABC OF FLOURISHING
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Nothing ever goes away until it has
taught us what we need to know.


Pema Chödrön


As I sit beneath the heavy boughs of an old horse-chestnut tree, I think about what has brought me here – not literally to this location, resting here on this ancient arboreal seat, but how I came to be doing the work I do, writing books to enable flourishing. My thoughts turn to my parents, and I feel a soft tug at my heart, heavy and light in equal measure. Heavy because I wish so hard that they were here – at the other end of a phone, available for a chat or a cuddle; and light because I realize the books I write are a kind of “co-destiny” with them. I likely wouldn’t have been so devoted to helping people make sense of life and how to make the most of it had both my parents not lost theirs.


It was the observation about how differently my mum and my dad viewed and responded to life, along with other people’s observations about my own optimism and resilience despite my loss, which sparked my interest in positive psychology. My mum, who had multiple sclerosis (MS), was physically disabled yet mentally able – positive and resilient with a sunny smile and confident disposition. My dad was physically able yet mentally unwell. He was diagnosed with manic depression, and beneath his loving heart his head found life a struggle. While Mum coped well with what life threw at her, Dad didn’t. But what Dad lacked in positivity, he made up for in his passion for creative pursuits and hobbies (playing guitar, landscape gardening, learning French and dancing).


My mum died when I was 17. She gave me her optimism and zest. My dad died when I was 39. He gave me his creativity and passion. They both gave me enough love to last my own lifetime. Like many who’ve experienced a traumatic event I somehow managed to grow, perhaps not despite adversity but because of it – my perspective and attitude were shaped by loss and longing to make me more appreciative, determined and hopeful.


I was editing my first self-help book when my dad received his terminal asbestosis diagnosis. His death (Dad was 67 when he lost his life, Mum was 43) made me even more determined to provide tools to help people make the most of their lives. Here had been a family of three – all different, yet we each flourished in different ways. You don’t just have to think positive or be a high achiever to flourish. Realistic optimism, having hope, doing the best you can with what you have from where you are and working through challenges – that’s flourishing.


Since then, I’ve thought a lot about the pressures of modern life and the impact it has on our capacity to flourish. The pressure on us to be happy, successful, fit and gorgeous is overwhelming. I sometimes joke in workshops – you think you’re under pressure, imagine being an optimism teacher and well-being author! The expectation of needing to have it all together is strong, but we’re all human so we all struggle, and we are all works in progress with our challenges to bear. That’s life.


As the wind whispers through the broad leaves above me, I wonder about what gets in the way of flourishing and I jot down a list in my journal.


[image: ]Not having time for what and/or who matters most.


[image: ]Feeling unseen, unheard or misunderstood.


[image: ]Hormonal changes and their effect on mood.


[image: ]Berating ourselves for something we’ve said or done in the past.


[image: ]Ruminating on a situation in our present.


[image: ]Worrying about what might happen in the future.


[image: ]Believing we’re not good enough.


[image: ]Bottling up emotions behind a brave face.


[image: ]Behaving based on how we think we should rather than authentically.


[image: ]Comparing ourselves with others without knowing the reality of their actual lives.


[image: ]Lack of sleep, exercise or time outdoors in nature.


We want less stress, judgement and regret; and we want more joy, clarity and ease. To flourish, we need to recognize the thieves and givers of joy, and attend to whatever gets in the way of flourishing while also building on what enables it. So, I think, what if we could:


[image: ]Make peace with what we’ve said or done in the past, have compassion for what’s happening in the present and build optimism for the future?


[image: ]Accept more readily that life can be brutal, people difficult and struggle inevitable?


[image: ]Accept the things that cannot be changed and focus on those that can?


[image: ]Recognize our strengths rather than focusing on our weaknesses?


What if we could find balance:


[image: ]Between busyness and stillness?


[image: ]Between the depths of despair and soothing self-care?


[image: ]Between numbing screen time and nourishing “green” time?


[image: ]Between imagining the worst and expecting the best?


[image: ]Between allowing discomfort and savouring delight?


[image: ]Between appreciating what we already have and what we hope to get?


[image: ]Between accepting who we already are and growing into who we wish to become?




What might this look like and how can we do this step by step? Thankfully, where there are problems and obstacles we can find solutions and opportunities. Following a decade of study, I realize the antidotes to the judgement, worry, trauma and stress of life are:




[image: ]Acceptance.


[image: ]Balance.


[image: ]Compassion.
 +


[image: ]PERMA-V interventions.




The ABC of Flourishing™


In addition to the scientifically tested PERMA-V interventions I’d learned about during my positive psychology training, much of what gets in the way of flourishing can be attended to by periodically checking in with ourselves and examining our lives through a lens of acceptance, balance and compassion. For while there is PERMA-V – and the scientifically tested interventions that enable it, covered in Part Three – there is also ABC.


You Can Flourish then is about finding balance in life rather than striving for constant happiness, so we may function optimally. It’s about learning to accept our flaws and off days, and developing deeper compassion for ourselves and our fellow beings. Life is heart-breaking and heart-warming. The and is the equilibrium, where we can find balance and, at times, peace. Our practised acceptance of this and – plus the difficult and wonderful extremities of our lived experience – is where we can find compassion and the key to a well-balanced life.


In shifting how we see and respond to the world and ourselves – and by releasing the pressures and expectations that come from both – we can lean into feeling what we feel without shame or blame, and we can live through this lens of greater acceptance, balance and compassion – ABC. And by gradually introducing positive psychology interventions into our daily lives, we can build the foundations of flourishing and live our roller coaster lives fully and well. Are you ready?
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Chapter One
EXPECTATION
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Getting to know how we think


You might think a book about flourishing would focus primarily on positivity, but it’s crucial to explore the parts of life and thought processes that generate negativity too. There’s a big difference between negative thoughts and negative emotions. The latter are useful parts of what it means to be human. The former, while natural, can be destructive and inaccurate and get in the way of flourishing as they shape how we view and speak to ourselves. It’s important to understand what’s behind them so we can minimize any damaging impact. Especially given how much our thoughts and beliefs influence our feelings and behaviour – and that bad is stronger than good. We are essentially wired for negativity; pessimism comes more naturally to us than optimism. This is due to our evolutionary inbuilt negativity bias, which was designed to protect us from danger but nowadays can lead to depression and anxiety.
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