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Half-Arse Manifesto 
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RECYCLING THE RULE BOOK


Hello, my name is Leena and I am a half-arser. 


In the past I would never have owned up to being someone who half-arses things.


If you were a ‘half-arser’, you were:


Insincere, flaky, disingenuous, sloppy, lazy.


Who would want to be any of those things? Being a half-arser, in my mind, was the opposite of everything I wanted to be: passionate, driven, successful, intentional.


I wanted to be, for want of a better phrase, a whole-arser. 


There’s a whole section in every bookshop promising that it’s possible, if I’ll only follow their ‘simple’ steps. A miracle morning, killer career, healthy relationship, harmonious calendar and immaculate house are all just a few page-turns away; all I need to give is 110 per cent of my life source. Everything I’ve got.


Slight problem: I’m usually already running on half a tank. The tank is low. I’m rummaging through the pockets of my soul and turning out my energy reserves only to shake out loose change and moths (how did— never mind).


What they want me to give simply isn’t there for the giving. While I’ve always picked up my pen, my toothbrush, my keys and my fork with the best of intentions, I’ve often found myself passive when I’ve wanted to be passionate. Drudging, when the plan was to be driven. The road to success, as it turns out, is filled with booby traps and quicksand and lined with hecklers who shout ‘you’re doing it wrong!’ before you’ve rounded the first corner.


So, I’m ashamed to say, I sat it out. Very little ‘arsing’ was done. I stewed in the guilt like an ogre in a swamp, I blew bubbles, I tried to relax.


At least, I thought to myself, I’m not a hypocrite. I won’t try until I know I can commit. I’m just ‘not in that place right now’.


I could take pride in knowing that I had spared the world my half-arsed attempt. That would have been insulting. Insincere. Cringe.


THE RESURRECTION OF THE HALF-ARSER


Where did my aversion to half-arsing come from? What am I picturing that is so awful?


If we’re thinking literally, ‘half-arse’ alludes to only being half on our seat throughout life. We only ever have one cheek down, ready to run away, never fully committing to the show. Or perhaps it’s not as bad as that. Perhaps we’re on the edge of our seat; we’re so immersed in what is happening elsewhere, we lean forward trying to catch every word, and in the meantime forget to enjoy the full experience of SITTING. Sure, we’re not making full use of the seat, but at least we’re making contact.


[image: Three chairs labelled THE WHOLE-ARSER, THE HALF-ARSER and THE EDGE-ARSER. An outline of an arse sits, hovers above, or perches at the edge, respectively.]


The problem is, while we’re looking at all of these arses, judging which technique might be best, we’re doing something much worse.


We’re hovering.


The hovering arse is the position before the half-arse. Someone whose arse is forever in a liminal space between walking away and hunkering down for the ride. They fear the hypocrisy of the half-arse or the shame of picking the wrong chair. Some people hover for years. I call it the squat of death.


[image: A chair labelled YOU. An outline of an arse hovers above, with a space marked by arrows. It reads ‘This space is where hope goes to die’.]


If the diagram above is you, you’re an arsehole. Bear with me here; I mean that in the most affectionate way possible. There is a specific kind of emptiness that comes with knowing what needs doing, or what you really want, and feeling helpless to make it happen. Pile that on top of the guilt you’ve been stacking against yourself for years (‘I am too privileged/lucky/loved/spoiled to be feeling this way!’) and you’re probably ready to topple over. There’s a hole where your plan should be, and I have a suspicion it’s not your fault.


When we give up on starting, we’re not only potentially screwing over other people; people in our house, people in our communities, people who we’ll never meet. We’re being an arsehole to ourselves.


Sounds like you? Ready to stop hovering and start a wholearsing adventure?


Unfortunately, I can’t get you there. This is not a book about being successful in life. It’s a big ask and, frankly, I’ve given up.


I’ve accepted that I’m never going to have boundless energy, or perfect timing, or suspiciously good luck. Life is full of recessions and surprise illnesses and those 2 a.m. phone calls that change everything. Planning an upwards trajectory in a world where the tectonic plates of economy, influence and technology are constantly shifting beneath our feet is a fool’s errand. I can’t have been the only one to have had that revelation over the past few years. Yours might have happened when you were watching an election result, or wiping down your food shop, or watching a record-breaking rain cloud descend on your town. The world is weird, and it’s about to get weirder. 


There are, however, specific projects and people I would like to go ‘all in’ on. While there’s so much I have no control over, I know that there are parts of the world I must be able to improve. Somehow. I bet you have some too. This is a book about stripping back your expectations, making peace with not doing everything – while also refusing to be someone who does nothing. It’s a journey into what is actually worth your time, and what can simply be half-arsed. There might be more than you think.


I’ve realised (just in time) that the world is made up of strategic half-arsers. They’ve given up on the ‘thinking with the head versus heart’ dichotomy and opted to simply think with their arse and get done what they can. Not only are they changing the world; they’re having a proper laugh along the way.


THE FOUR TYPES OF ARSEHOLE


If there’s a hole in your arsing, we can fill it. Here’s some tell-tale signs it’s time to half-arse things …


YOU’VE STOPPED BELIEVING YOU’RE CAPABLE OF ANY ARSE AT ALL


The crash diet has a precedent we all recognise: you overhaul your eating habits to the extreme, keep it up for a little bit and then spectacularly quit, swing into over-eating, feel bad about yourself and then begin the whole wretched cycle again. I think that crash dieting has a cousin: crash self-improvement. You might have mainlined one too many self-help books or podcasts, and (because they were too extreme or pushed advice that didn’t fit your reality) spectacularly failed to obey their tenets. You might have felt as though it is you who is the problem. That you are simply ‘out of arse’, that you can’t do anything right. It’s not that you don’t care, it’s that you’re just oh so very tired. What little energy you have can’t be enough to be useful. Can it?


YOU’RE IN A FREEZE RESPONSE


You’re acutely aware that there is so much to be arsed about in the world: there are a million skills to master, views to ogle at, careers to conquer … besides that, there’s so much to fix: laws to change, trophies to seize, ceilings to break. Then there are all the things to perfect: your beliefs, your butt, your book collection, your stance on beef, your beauty routine, your breakfast bowl.


The enormity of it all makes your brain fizz … and then flatten. You’re not numb to the brazen wonder of it all; your inaction comes from a place of feeling overwhelmed. You’re frozen by the idea that you might choose the wrong destination, the wrong person to love, the wrong thing to fix about yourself or the world. Haunted by the fear of missing out, you decide that it would only be fair to miss it all.


YOU HAVE MORE AMBITION THAN CAPACITY


You get a real rush from a resolution hastily made – you hear what you could have, or achieve, or be and you’re headfirst down the lane towards it before anyone can shout ‘magic beans!’ Trouble is, you only have two legs and one space-time-continuum, so as the resolutions stack up, so do the discarded fingernails. It turns out that you can’t bite your way back to balance. The plates pile, the deadlines fly by and, more often than not, you’re left with a few mismatched pieces of puzzle that are less than the sum of their parts. You’re a failure, a fallen talent, a privileged piece of mush on the shoe of your generation. Or, at least, that’s what it feels like. Everyone thinks you’re smashing it, but secretly you know you’re arsing it up.


Even when you’re spinning plates with a smile, you’re always one sneeze away from falling arse-over-tit.


YOU’RE HALF-ARSING ALL WRONG


You are muddling through on autopilot. You feel like you ‘should’ be making an effort, or setting ambitious resolutions, but you’re already arsing up the small things you try to change. You’ve spent so much energy de-coding the food aisle to work out all the ways to shop your way out of being ‘The Worst Person Ever’ (Palm Oil? Avocados? Is free-range even that free?). You’ve bought the online course for ‘the thing’ you want to be good at, but you’ve never even opened it. You have huffed your furniture round your ‘spacious’ living room in four different calibrations, but it still looks more passé than Pinterest. You don’t have any more brain real estate to spend on the things you desperately want to improve, so you’re starting to think it’s the end of the road for you and transformation. This is just the way you are.


Any of these resonate? Which one of these arseholes are you? Perhaps you’re a mixture of two or all four. How suave! You’re almost a cocktail, so give yourself a delicious name. I’m the Breakdown Bramble. Now we’ve diagnosed the problem(s), let’s start sniffing out a solution.


AN INTRODUCTION TO HALF-ARSE MATHS


I’m the first to say that I am not a maths whizz. My brother coached me through passing GCSE maths in exchange for me doing his art homework. He’s almost three years younger than me.


Despite a rocky start, I’ve learned to make maths an unlikely accomplice in times of confusion. In this instance, I think some simple charts might help us tell our arseholes from our elbows.


The Dunning–Kruger Effect, which is a cognitive bias in which people with limited competence in a particular domain routinely overestimate their abilities, was first described in 1999 by two social psychologists (Justin Kruger and David Dunning), and was the result of the research they conducted to discover the real dynamics between confidence and competence. Since their findings, numerous studies have been conducted on novices and experts, in fields as diverse as chess, medicine, politics, business, aviation, sports and literacy, all in a quest to understand the gap between self-assessment (how good we think we are) and objective performance (how good we actually are).


These show how, in those early stages, when you first learn a skill but aren’t yet good enough to really assess your own work, your confidence skyrockets. Then, as you start to really understand what makes a good piece of work, your assessment of your progress becomes more accurate: you’re still improving at the same rate, but the contrast in how you felt about your work at the beginning and how you feel now makes your confidence plummet.


If you can push through that perfectionism, and accept the reality of where you’re at, the joy of the end of the x-axis awaits you! If you decide in the middle of the graph that your current ‘best’ is just not good enough, you’re more likely to down tools and stomp off. To me, it was a real lightbulb moment that shed some light on why so many people get stuck at the beginning of a process and can’t accurately assess where they’re at, largely leading to them giving up … JUST before they start making real progress.


[image: A Dunning-Kruger graph of confidence versus skill, showing a half-arse epiphany where confidence is lowest but skill is about to increase.]


By applying the Dunning–Kruger principles to elements of our lives beyond our main skillset or profession, we can see where we might be going wrong.


What if we applied it to everything we think we’re failing at: the decoration of our home, our lack of political action, our understanding of our own spirituality?


Throwing ourselves into ‘finding our personal style’ in one shopping trip, or giving up ALL animal products overnight, can feel amazing in the short term, but won’t keep our bums on the seat as the x-axis progresses and the weeks wear on.


Our obsession with personal narratives doesn’t help, I’d wager. We want to be able to tell a simple transformation story, sometimes subconsciously trying to tidy it before we even begin changing ourselves. Satisfying titles our brain loves include:


The day I quit ________


The one hack that changed my ________ habits 


The moment I realised ________


Whether we’re planning to share our transformation on social media, or just anticipating relaying it to our friends and family, story matters. We’re the hero, and we have been transformed. The ‘before’ and ‘after’ is so clean cut, that the person we were ‘before’ can’t be confused with the person we become after. We don’t need to answer for the ‘before’ person’s behaviour. We’re absolved of our guilt. We’re not them. We’re a new us.


There’s no transformation story more alluring than the new year’s resolution. To explain why I’m a resolution-sceptic, more maths is needed, I think …


BERT VERSUS ERNIE


Bert and Ernie, hungover on Ernie’s sofa on January the first, both watch a hard-hitting documentary and are inspired to cut down on their meat and dairy consumption. They both decide to put a marble in a jar for each vegan meal they manage to eat that month.


Bert signs up for Veganuary, orders a t-shirt, and starts practising his ‘deprived but it’s worth it’ sad face for when the cheesy chips round is ordered at the pub. He tells everyone. He even sticks to it.


Ernie has a wedding in a few weeks, and he sent his meat-loving dietary requirements form to the bride and groom months ago. He’s also off to visit his dementia-haunted nan to celebrate his birthday, and since his grandad died, he’s always been the one to help her cook one of the only meals she still remembers how to make him: honey-roast ham. He can’t imagine telling her he won’t eat it. He also lives in a more rural spot than hot-shot city-slicker Bert. The only sandwiches stocked within a fifty-mile radius are strictly mayo-based and proudly meaty. He can try to plan, but he’s got a stressful day job and he knows he’s slow to form new habits. He decides to do what he can.


Here are their jars on the first of February:


[image: Two jars labelled BERT and ERNIE. Bert’s is half filled with small dots. Ernie’s is less than a quarter full.]


There’s a clear winner, right? Bert cackles, demands a round at the pub for winning, and then celebrates by lounging with his favourite Meat Feast pizza on the sofa, where it all began.


Ernie however, keeps filling his jar. He acquires a taste for jackfruit. By March he’s started ordering his coffees with oat milk. In May he finds a pub in his village that does a mean nut roast. He still has a big steak on his birthday and a Nutella pancake when he’s on holiday, but he’s started cutting out all the animal products he was never really that bothered about in the first place. He still has the occasional Curly Wurly, his absolute favourite chocolate bar, a swirling ladder of caramel-decked deliciousness. He doesn’t take himself too seriously, his eye is off the ball often. He is a half-arser.


Here are their jars on 31 December:


[image: One jar labelled BERT which is half-filled with dots. Six jars labelled ERNIE which are all completely full.]


Your brain, like Bert’s, might have been trained to think in absolutes: for thousands of people Veganuary has been the gateway to a plant-based habit that’s lasted a lifetime. But you don’t have to do a perfect, flawless Veganuary to beat Bert at his own game. (More on this in our chapter on being a half-arse vegan.) My point is, I imagine the piglets don’t care which one of the boys called themselves ‘vegetarian’. The oceans don’t breathe a sigh of relief every time someone shares a ‘fish are friends not food’ infographic on Instagram. The methane levels in the atmosphere don’t fall every time someone uses the #veganuary hashtag.


They fall meal by meal.


THE UNEXPECTED JOYS OF HALF-ARSING IT


By the end of this book, you will be perfect.


Just kidding – but I’m also kind of serious. We’ll go through all your mental drawers and give everything a good going over; give your pongy opinions of yourself a wash and inspect what your ‘perfect’ actually looks like. We’ll look at your ambitions, your houseplants, your skincare routine (or lack thereof). We’ll hold up your life goals to the light and check they don’t have holes in them. We’ll waft your career ideals in the air and give them a good sniff, we’ll poke around your fridge and your wardrobe and your wallet. And after all that spring cleaning, we’ll write your true, accurate definition of ‘perfect’, then lay the foundations of how to make it happen.


And on the way you might just pick up some extra, unexpected joys …


INTENTIONAL HALF-ARSING IS A CONFIDENCE SHORT-CUT


I often look back at the times when I wasn’t arsing at all, and am amazed at how much brain space it took up to NOT do something. While I was busy telling myself I didn’t have time to make an imperfect start, I was using an untold amount of EXTRA energy fretting about not beginning. I’d go over my various shortfallings, daydream about how far I would have come by now if I’d only started years ago, spend hours absentmindedly weighing up the pros and cons of starting … soon. Any day now.


The psychologist Viktor E. Frankl often discusses in his research the effects of mental anguish: how it shrinks your inner life, often distracting you with primitive wishes and thoughts (where can I get my next binge, treat, hit?) and pushes you into using apathy as a coping mechanism.


I used to think that it would cause me anguish to attempt something and do it wrong; that by hovering over the seat, I was protecting myself from distress. What I’ve realised is that by planning to half-arse something and following through on my more realistic goals, I’m building credibility with myself, where before there was only scepticism. By halving my expectations and then meeting them, I’m building an internal track record that I can pull out and wave in my own face, should I doubt my ability to commit to bigger goals in the future.


Your honour, I object: Leena has in fact flossed TWICE this week, meeting her half-arse goal. It cannot be said that she is a COMPLETE arse.


Even if we’re struggling with our identity as a ‘good’ person or a ‘hard worker’, half-arsing sets aside identity. For a moment, it invites you to put your self-hatred on ice and become a ‘doing’ over a ‘being’ for a little while. It’s not about who you are. You – for now – are a verb, not a noun. Don’t think about whether you can change yourself; that’s a big task and might not even be necessary. It’s much less daunting to make a plan about how you might do something, based on what your current resources are. Putting half-arse plans in place gives you a lower bar to meet, which is especially useful for anyone with a deep sense of self-hatred. There’s a bigger leap than you’d think between ‘I can’t do it’, and ‘I can do it, but I will probably arse it up a bit’. When we make a plan, we’re showing that we’re capable of making a plan, and judging when something is done enough. We’re appointing ourselves worthy of judging which parts of the job are most important, and which parts we can miss out. If we don’t trust our performance, we can at least be a great project manager of our own inadequacies.


It’s one thing to whisper ‘I can do it! I am amazing!’ into a mirror. It’s quite another, more powerful, project to build yourself a case for self-belief. I want a body of evidence, however small, to bring before the jury of myself. I want to vote in my own favour, and I want to mean it.


HALF-ARSING HELPS YOU SEE WHERE THE CRACKS ARE 


If you haven’t started something (whether that’s eating vegan, improving your home, or clearing your inbox) it’s very hard to predict what the friction points in that project might be. You can take a wild guess, but the practical mysteries of completing a task often like to lurk in the shadows and only emerge once you’ve actually begun.


That task might be trying to clear your diary to do just one hour every week of creative messing about – exposing how absurdly chock-a-block your diary is with non-essential things that, you realise, now you think about it, you agreed to do on autopilot. It might be the fury of realising, once you try to spend more time outside, how few green spaces there are in your area. It might be saving up and donating to a charity that is doing good work, only to find out your workplace invests your pension in people who are trying to do the exact opposite.


Trying to achieve change on a personal level can often highlight the outside forces that deter you from even half-arsing it. It’s infuriating but it’s necessary; half-arsing it also halves the resentment and leaves some energy for a more effective wrestle with what is really stopping you.


I always joke that I’m not altruistic, I’m just quietly furious. I’m only half-joking: I now spend as much time trying to reimagine the structures that hold us back from getting everything done as I do wondering why I can’t get everything done. That’s got to be progress, right?


Your arse doesn’t exist in a vacuum, and once you work out that you are not the whole problem, you might need that other half of your energy reserves to plan some productive system-changing high jinks.


HALF-ARSING GIVES YOU A DIRECTION


We’re clearing your brainspace for a reason. We’re clearing it so you can go ‘whole-arse’ on the important things OR go ‘soularse searching’ for what is really important to you.


If you already know what you want your focus to be, it’s a really good ‘North Arse’ (forget North Stars! In self-help circles this is known as ‘knowing your why’, but I personally think ‘finding your North Arse’ is much more inspiring), because this helps alleviate the guilt around half-arsing in other areas.


There might be some of you who are still looking for a focus, who might read a chapter where I suggest half-arsing something and find that you completely disagree with my advice. The thought of half-arsing that subject sounds wrong, or sad, or like you’d be missing out.


GREAT! You might have found your North Arse.


Alternatively, you might start half-arse and realise which part of the system needs fixing, and start itching to give it a real, whole-arse go.


Who knows, by the end of this book, you might have become flammable enough to let the world light a fire under your arse again!


HALF-ARSING MAKES YOU NICER


Not only can half-arsing give you more time, a little perspective, and make you calmer, it can also help you understand other arseholes better. Once you have admitted to yourself that demanding 100 per cent in every area of your life is unrealistic, you start to be a little more peaceful when other people fall short, too. The dangerous myth of being someone who ‘gives everything their all’ can quickly poison our relationships with other people. Once we start openly, vocally half-arsing various parts of our life, and being able to explain why (‘I don’t think that matters to me as much as I thought it did’/‘I don’t think that high bar is realistic’/‘I’m only able to give this much because I’m focusing on this’), it leaves space for other people to be honest about what their real priorities are, and where you fit in.


BECAUSE THE FLOOR IS MADE OF LAVA


‘The Floor is Lava’ was one of my favourite games growing up: a rainy-day battle between us and our parents’ furniture. The challenge was to get from one side of the room (or, if you’re playing on expert mode, the house) without touching the floor. You’d hover on windowsills, perch on the backs of armchairs, swing from curtains, or even travel by space hopper – the only rule was that you couldn’t touch the floor because, obviously, it was made of lava. Our parents’ floral carpet transformed into a frothing fire of dark magma, gurgling up from the depths. If you fell in, it was mandatory to make a pantomime of dying a gruesome, guzzling death; mouth frothing and limb-waving encouraged. It’s a perfect cocktail of grim peril and physical humour and, honestly, I have no idea why I ever stopped playing it.


The phrase popped back into my head when I swallowed my fear and cracked open my first book about the climate crisis. There were graphs that made me go cross-eyed and predictions that made The Purge look cheerful. I’d heard so many of these terms before, made fluffy in my mind through repetition and indifference: The Planet, Our World, The Environment.


I had subconsciously been processing this ‘thing’ as something separate to myself – something ‘out there’ to save if I had time, when I got around to it. A disaster that sounded unfortunate, but not entirely my problem. Only really urgent to those who like hikes or get overly sentimental about birds.


But that wasn’t it at all.


The researchers were talking about the floor. The musty, floral-filled, weird-smelling carpet of life on which everything else was built. Matted with dog hair, splattered with tea, strewn with toys and old magazines – the only floor we’ve got. However good we are at balancing on furniture, if it goes, sooner or later we go with it.


So, I’m going to give a little scream here, a tiny one, not at you, just to release a little pressure valve in my heart before we can continue. Join in if you need to.


THE FLOOOOOOOOOR IS MAAAADEEE OF LAVAAAA!!!!!


Okay, all better.


You might be thinking:


‘Bloody hell, woman. There’s no need for that, I’m just looking for some tips on how to organise my socks and get a bit more done.’ or ‘Hang on, I didn’t sign up for a book about green stuff!’


I’m afraid what I’m hearing is:


‘I didn’t expect to pick up a book that mentions the floor!’


This book isn’t an attempt to transform you into an activist. I’m not one myself. BUT I do think that we can be more effective in our personal lives – and our political lives, should we choose to become active – if we stop trying to get everything right. If we stop thinking that we either ‘save the world’ ourselves or ‘stay out of it’, as if there aren’t a million options in between. If we stop being surprised when the people around us do the same. And so, since the floor is lava, there has never been a better time to give half-arsing a go.


By the end of our time together I hope you’ll have an action plan on how to clear your desk of all the stuff that has been clogging up your to-improve list. Half-arsing is not a pathetic half-attempt at success. It’s not admitting failure before you’ve even begun. It’s not a cop-out. It’s a strategic form of optimisation you build for yourself, based on the reality you know about you, and the floor you live on. It’s perhaps the most optimistic thing you can do in a beautiful and sticky and crumbling world. It’s a cop-in, a promise that you’re in it for the long haul.


A pact with yourself, and the floor, and the other Floor People, that it’s not over. The arsing about has just begun.


In some ways this is a book about limits – the limits of ourselves, our time, our world.


But it’s also about expanding – lovingly prodding and rolling out what we have like dough, testing what happens if we pull it apart, mess with it, add some sprinkles.


It’s also a book about verbs, how we become what we do. As long as we take it slow. Very gradually, before our very eyes, the most apathetic of arseholes can put their bum on their seat, rev the engine and disappear into an adventurous dawn.


I’ve watched lives unravel and re-plait themselves into shapes so beautiful it would make your eyes water. I’ve read about towns and countries that have become kinder, gentler, stronger over time. There’s no radical star player, no hero who led the pack, no tangible moment when ‘it all changed’. Just thousands of people, in snatched moments, muddling along, throwing what they can at the wall, trusting that some of it will stick.


It’s a story arc that would make a rubbish Hollywood film plot.


It also happens to be the recipe for a really top-notch life.


Now turn the page and say it with me:


Anything worth doing is worth half-arsing. 










Half-Arse Choices 



[image: ]


Before we start sorting our arses from our arse-nots, we have to check our ammo. It’s important that we’re sure of our ability to choose to half-arse and stick to it, but also of our strategies for making choices in general. Each chapter in this book will require us to trim off parts of our to-do and to-be lists, and you’ll need a head for choices to fully embody the intentional half-arse life. So, let’s look at how we make decisions. Not only in order to forge a way forward, but to shed some light on how we got into this mess in the first place …


Most catchphrases about making choices sound cheerful. The thing is, they are also truly awful advice.


TRUST THE PROCESS! 


(What does that even mean? What if your process is the whole problem?)


NO REGRETS! 


(I think we’ve all met people who could do with having a few more regrets)


THERE IS NO DECISION THAT CAN’T BE UNDONE!


(This applies only to time travellers and wizards)


YOU ARE YOUR CHOICES!


(For all of our sakes, I hope not)


And my least favourite:


JUST GO WITH WHAT FEELS RIGHT! 


(As if any of us can really know how we’re feeling at any given moment. Most of the time I can’t even tell whether I’m hungry or just bored. Anyone who doles out the ‘feels right’ advice has never had hormones, or lived in a country with WEATHER and presumably always has a good night’s sleep. Or, more likely, is lying.)


Feelings or no feelings, it turns out that adults have to make decisions, and often pretty important ones. We rarely have the luxury of time, infinite wisdom or help; they just have to be made.


The hardest lesson in life for me was not ‘HOW TO MAKE THE PERFECT DECISION EVERY TIME, NO ERRORS’, but learning that deciding to decide is half the battle. I’m a procrastinator extraordinaire, and if there’s a decision to be waylaid, I will waylay it. Without fail, this has always resulted in either making the decision harder, or someone else making the decision for me. The chance to make the decision passes and even if I would have skipped the opportunity anyway, I end up lumped with regret because I didn’t intentionally choose to pass it up. I learned the hard way that avoiding making a hard decision can ruin your life faster than making a bad but manageable one.


There’s a reason films like About Time, Jumanji, 13 Going on 30 and Groundhog Day are so appealing: who wouldn’t find life a lot easier if we knew that we could backpedal after making the wrong choice?!


Making choices is objectively terrifying if, like most people, you’re not an all-knowing being with a flawless sense of self and complete confidence in what you want.


In my opinion, the words ‘every decision is permanent’ should only be said aloud when accompanied by a strong shot of tequila and followed up with a comforting Curly Wurly. But, shot or no shot, the statement is still true.


Every decision is permanent, and with permanence comes the risk of *shudders* … regret.


WHAT TATTOOS TAUGHT ME ABOUT REGRET


The first tattoo I ever got was in Reno, Nevada. I’d been volunteering with a conservation group, building trails in the desert in the day and sleeping under the stars with a rag-tag band of Americans at night. It seemed that everyone in the crew except me had tattoos, and around the campfire and on long hikes I became known as the person who would (I hope respectfully) ask them to tell me the stories behind them; like where they got them, or how long ago. In my defence, one of the boys had a tattoo of Osama bin Laden hugging an alien: however prim and unintrusive you aspire to be, the sight of that would test anyone’s propriety.


I heard stories of loss, of fierce protection, of whimsy. Of wild nights out and days spent indoors with the curtains closed. One of my indigenous friends traced the meaning of a sleeve that stretched from her collarbone to her wrist: echoes of her ancestors wound around her arm like arteries. Another wiggled her shoulder to animate the rainbow cockerel that protected her heart from all the dark and dank things she had realised it needed protection from. Then it was my turn.


‘What tattoos do you have?’


They’d all assumed mine were hidden, that I’d pull up my shirt and return the favour with a heartfelt tattoo story of my own.


‘Oh – I’m … I’m not really a tattoo person.’ 


A murmur of confusion passed through the group. I guess, for a ‘not-a-tattoo-person’, I sure was nosey about people’s tattoos.


That night I let what I’d said echo around my head. Not a tattoo person. I was nineteen and didn’t spend much time dwelling on ‘my youth’; most of my energy was focused on feeling as old and grown up and put-together as possible. In that moment, I decided I might be being a bit of a knob. Wasn’t it a bit early to be making statements like ‘I’m not this kind of person, I’m not that kind of person’?


What kind of anything was I?


In every human culture on record, people have been poking themselves with sticks and jamming some ink under their skin with the expressed intent of leaving it there, for ever. Getting tattoos is far from a new phenomenon: everyone from Neolithic icemen to ancient Britons have been at it for thousands of years. It’s brought the bearers everything from solace to belonging, comfort to self-expression; and presumably, just like me, the majority of our ancestors thought they looked pretty cool.


So, why had I been so scared of them? Why were so many other people?


Fifteen years on, and six tattoos later, I’ve received enough anxious questions about my tattoos from family, strangers and the man at my local computer repair shop to be able to sort the themes of their concerns into three main categories:


Does it hurt?


Will you be able to get a job?


What will you do when you get old?


These worries aren’t unique to tattoos. They’re such raw anxieties and say so much about what terrifies us all, deep down. We can extrapolate these fears into any potentially permanent decision we make. The triple threat fears that are always there:


• the fear of pain


• the fear of scarcity


• the fear of aging


After all, you can’t undo the effects of pain on the mind and body; once you’ve lost access to resources it’s very hard to recover them; and once you get old there’s no way to turn back time.


If you’re making the decision whether or not to have children you might think: what if it’s painful to push something the size of a watermelon out of something the size of a lemon? What if it’s painful to love something that much? What if I can’t provide for them? What if I don’t have enough to offer them emotionally? What if I age before it’s even possible? Or, if you end up deciding not to have children: what if it is painful later, if I regret not having them? What if I don’t have enough people in my life and I’m lonely? What if I grow old and there is no one to look after me?


Perhaps you’re deciding whether to quit a job: what if my boss/colleague/partner is angry at me for leaving? What if my next job isn’t as fulfilling or doesn’t pay as well and I can’t go back? What if I screw up my financial future and can’t look after myself in old age? Or: what if I stay miserable in this current role? What if I become stagnant in my career and this was my one chance to get out? What if I regret not quitting when I’m older and this opportunity never comes up again?


There’s spooky, permanent consequences wherever you turn. The world is a spooky place. The key is to be the brave one in the haunted house, to keep making choices, to stay in the real world. To make a decision is to refuse to fade; to not let the world make a ghost out of you.


Want to hear something else scary?


*hands you a shot* Every decision is, on some level, permanent.


Of course, some bad choices can be recovered from, rectifiable in time; but even the ‘reversible’ ones are never truly reversible, since we can never truly retrace our steps and regain the time we lost taking a wrong turn.


If we can accept that, and that the risk of regret is literally always on the table whatever we do, we can stop feeling stressed by the very existence of a decision that’s facing us and just get on with making it. I did end up getting a tattoo in Reno. Not because I thought I would always love it, or because I thought I might be able to reverse or remove it in the future. I got it to remind me that it’s okay to make decisions with the desires, tastes and information you have on hand at the time. That I should trust my future self to laugh, forgive and deal with younger-me’s choices. That all choices stick, so I might as well get used to it, and that I shouldn’t ring-fence who I am before I’ve even tested the waters.


Permanence and mark-making on the body haven’t always scared us. Tattoos haven’t always been a sign of rebellion or something that could lead to ostracisation. Quite the opposite. They’ve been a way to say: I belong here, I commit to this, I want to join in on the choosing, because choosing is what makes us human. I like the sound of being human. Now poke me with that spiky thing! 


Ready to make one of those pesky decision things? Step right this way.


WAYS TO MAKE A DECISION WITHOUT HAVING A MELTDOWN


I realise that giving you a choice of ways to solve a problem about choices could be slightly counterintuitive. In my defence, you don’t really need to choose between these methods. If one in particular doesn’t stick out to you, why not try them all? Abundance mindset! I’ve arranged them in an order that goes from ‘dip a toe in’ to ‘complete disaster prevention’, so feel free to work through them chronologically and see what sticks.


PRO/CON WITH PIZAZZ


If you’ve never made a pros/cons list about a breakup, have you even been living? It would shock you if you heard the kinds of weighty life decisions I’ve chalked up to the ‘for and against’ approach. Preferably on real paper, written with the aid of a big mug of hot chocolate. Not only does it feel more real to get it down in ink, but it also makes it untraceable, and completely destroyable. Why is that important? Because the first ingredient in my recipe for a perfect half-arsed pros/cons list is brutal honesty.


In the digital hellscape of shared devices and open screens, you will self-censor, even if subconsciously. Because the slightest possibility that your manager could read ‘sharing a desk with her is like sharing a hammock with Elon Musk’, or ‘I have seen road accidents more cheerful than her response to my presentation’ will skew the results, so if taking to old-fashioned pen and paper that you vow to burn afterwards helps, do it.


The second ingredient is a weighted ranking. As a humanities graduate, I am loath to admit that, yet again, maths might be the answer, but here we are. Not all pros are created equal, and if they’re treated as such, you might come to a conclusion that will ON PAPER bring euphoria into your life, but in practice make you miserable. For example, if you were deciding on whether to attend a far-away wedding:


perfect excuse to wear that sequin dress I have no business owning otherwise and am plagued by guilt about having bought


… might score a two out of five for importance. Whereas:


the bride is actually my childhood bully and I would rather drink battery acid than see her happy 


… might deserve a slightly higher ranking. Five for importance, let’s say.


Or, here’s a [censored] version of a pros/cons list I made when deciding whether it would be a good idea to move away from the lovely but expensive capital city I’d spent my twenties living in:



[image: Two lists, one labelled LONDON PROS, the other labelled LONDON CONS.]



If you know what the pros/cons are, but aren’t sure how to rank them, it’s great to crowdsource the wisdom of a few friends you trust. Their job is to interrogate how true each entry on the list is and how important it is to you.


‘Do you really need to live in London to get the job opportunities you want? Are they definitely the ones you want? Have you thoroughly checked out whether they exist elsewhere?’ 


‘What parts of it make you feel frantic? Can you find a way to stay and feel less frantic?’


‘Can’t you just blow your nose?’


Once you feel like you have accurate rankings for each pro and con, simply do a tally and let the numbers decide!


FLOWCHARTS FOR THE FRAZZLED BRAIN


Sometimes, when there’s a decision on the line, the ‘what if’/‘what next’ of it all slowly starts to burn the wiring in my brain and it becomes impossible to think straight.


There was a period in my life a few years ago, caused by a little-known global pandemic, that meant that my partner Craig and I were very much between lives. We’d moved from London into temporary accommodation in Derby, away from our families and most of our friends, with no idea what to do next.


Craig was working on a temporary remote contract for a job he didn’t want to stay in. I’d recently gone freelance in an online economy that seemed, at best, fickle. We didn’t really know where in the whole country we wanted to live next, only that we couldn’t afford to go back where we came from. To make matters more surreal, it was illegal to have guests over and I was in the phase of lockdown where I was still wiping down our food shop with baby wipes for fear of germs. In an ideal world we’d have loved to be able to internalise the advice of ‘live in the moment’, ‘what’s for you won’t pass you’, ‘trust the process’. But if you’d offered those phrases to me at the time I probably would have said something along the lines of:


‘I don’t trust the process as far as I can throw her, she’s a slippery bitch. If you see her, tell her to hurry the fuck up!’


So, as serenity didn’t seem like an option, we leaned into the ‘what if’. You see, the ‘what if’, in corporate office speak, is roughly translated as ‘flowchart’. Credit to Craig, it was him who came up with the idea of drawing an elaborate flowchart of possible events every time our situation changed. We stuck it to our fridge, and every time I said a variation of ‘are we going to be okay?’/‘what’s going to happen to us?’/‘what are we going to do?’, he would give me a hug and silently point at the chart.


The flowchart flowed with us in response to what changed in our thought processes and circumstances. I ripped it up and re-drew it several times a week and took great comfort in inspecting it before bed. Of course, I didn’t know which one of the bubbles I’d end up in, but I’d carefully made peace with each one. Five dead certainties is nowhere near as good as one, but it’s astronomically better than none.


If you’re stuck in a decision freeze, I highly recommend taking the time to make a big flowchart of all of the possible ways that situation could play out. You might have an ideal route, but if that falls through, at least you know vaguely what your next move will be. Perhaps you can draw a variety of different routes to the same outcome. That way, a single decision doesn’t feel as loaded. And it means you can, perhaps, lead a life where you’re only HALF worrying about the future, and HALF getting to arse around.


If you can’t trust the process, at least you can watch it unfold across your fridge. 


DELAYED RATIFICATION


Yes, you read that right. We’re here to ratify, not gratify. This option still involves making a decision, but with a twist.


You know that feeling when someone offers you a choice between two pieces of cake; it’s only once you’ve picked one and watch as the other enters their mouth that you realise you made the wrong choice. You really wanted that flavour, that shape, that size slice. I’m sure there’s a word for this psychological phenomenon, but I’m going to call it ‘picker’s regret’. In other words, don’t it always seem to go that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone? I could have as easily called this the ‘Big Yellow Taxi’ method, but I didn’t want to age this book, or myself.


Instead of trying to escape this phenomenon, I try to use it as a superpower. I look at the decision and ask myself: when does this decision REALLY need to be made? When do I need to communicate my decision to someone else, or start a process? Can I MAKE the decision today, but stall acting on it for a little while? Delay the ‘ratification’, the final sealing of the deal, even if it’s just for a few hours or days?


I name that timeframe, and then I make the decision. Immediately.


The next bit requires a bit of Theatre Kid energy, but don’t worry; even if you’ve never harnessed it before, I really think there’s a little dramatic self-delusion in every one of us.


Play pretend with yourself that that decision is permanent. Believe it. Sit with it. Live with it. Wash the dishes, have a shower, get on with your day as if it’s a closed case. After a few hours, a day, a week, how do you feel?


If you feel relief, indifference or just a little bit of peace; great! Activate that decision! Send the text, book the train, bleach those eyebrows!


However, if you’ve got that sinking ‘I should have chosen the other bit of cake’ feeling … phew! Also: great news. You’ve snatched DATA from the jaws of despair (more on data collection in the next method) and you can return to the drawing board with a new set of eyes. No harm done. We have defied the laws of permanence, using only our own powers of self-deception.


Okay, since we’re already in drama mode, let’s set a scene to demonstrate the practical applications of this madness:


After hours of deliberation, I decide I’m turning down a party invite. I tell myself that while it would be fun, I’m too busy, I’m too tired, it’s too far to travel. It’s an agonising decision, but I keep going round in circles and I’m sick of my own thoughts. So, for all intents and purposes, to me, in my internal reality, it’s not happening. I won’t go.


So, I should probably RSVP, right?


Wrong! Instead, I set an alarm/a reminder/even schedule a message for the next day, to RSVP turning it down. Then I live my life like I’ve already said no. Usually, within a few hours, I’ll feel totally at peace about it (or even have forgotten all about the party), OR I’ll feel disappointed. Gutted that I’m missing out on seeing friends, or getting to dress up, or started dreading the night in that I know I’ll squander on scrolling.


In that case, even though all my hesitations still stand, I know that I really truly want to go. The inconveniences are obviously worth it to me. I RSVP yes and know that I’ve made something resembling a good decision.


BAD CHOICES AS DATA COLLECTION


If your choice hasn’t been made yet because you feel like you don’t have enough information to make the decision, is there a way to make the decision to optimise for information-gathering, rather than instant happiness?
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