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INTRODUCTION – GETTING IN YOUR OWN WAY



Do you recognise some of the following statements?




• Everyone else is sorted but I’m not


• Stuff like this always happens to me


• I haven’t got the time


• If only that could happen then I could do this


• That kind of happiness/success/status isn’t for the likes of me.





The biggest barrier to success and personal fulfilment is the person looking back at you in the mirror as you get ready for the day ahead. He or she is also the single most powerful person in your life. You may be used to looking elsewhere for the things you want and need, hoping for someone else to do something for you or blaming them when they don’t, but in reality there is only one person who can actually make those things happen. The sad thing is, if you’re like so many of your fellow human beings you will regularly and repeatedly stop yourself from doing what you most want to do: you will get in your own way.




The biggest barrier to success and personal fulfilment is the person looking back at you in the mirror as you get ready for the day ahead.





The world is full of people who have achieved things that we think we ourselves could also achieve but somehow we don’t. We may be in the habit of comparing ourselves with those people and feeling inferior or resentful, or we may look for unfair advantages that they have and we don’t. We may bemoan fate or luck, or, if we have one, God. We may be plagued by any number of common conditions, such as starting something and not finishing it, making bad decisions or (even worse) no decision at all. We may lack confidence and the root of confidence, which is self-belief. We may not think we deserve success, that there is no point in trying, that we may be ridiculed or judged. These are just a few of the ways in which we get in our own way.


This book is not guaranteed to make you a ‘success’ – whatever that is – or even to make you ‘happy’ – however you might define happiness: as I say, only you can do these things. What it will do is show you some of the ways in which you might be getting in your own way and actively preventing yourself from doing what you already know is right. We can then work on these to find out:




1 Why we cause the very things we want to avoid


2 Why we do things that are actively ‘wrong’ for us


3 Why we stop ourselves from doing what we know is ‘right’


4 Why it is natural for people to lack self-confidence


5 The fears that cause these bad habits.





There are, inevitably, certain events in our lives that we cannot control, but we can control our response to those events, and we can decide the outcome. I hope this book will be a useful guide for you as you learn how to get out of your own way and become your own best adviser, motivator and friend.





CHAPTER ONE



Stick Or Twist? Change, Risk and Making Decisions




Most people don’t achieve their goals or ambitions. The author Colin Turner, in his book, Born To Succeed, makes the awful statement that ‘most people go to their graves with their music still inside them.’ How sad is that? More importantly, why is that?


Self-help and positive thinking gurus are fond of saying that our life as it is now is the direct result of all the decisions we have made up to that point. In other words, we are to blame if we find ourselves in a different place than we would like to be.





The gurus are right, of course – we always are! – but how does that knowledge make you feel? To be told that it’s your own fault because you made the wrong decision last time doesn’t really help you to make a better decision next time, does it? It makes you feel embarrassed and inadequate and undermines your confidence even more, so you end up feeling worse about yourself because you’ve been so stupid in the past. So you can now add a generous helping of guilt to your existing sense of disappointment and unfairness. Now you know how important it is to make the right decision, and how badly you failed before, you need to pick yourself up and do it all again – and of course you have to get it right next time.


Making a decision involves looking at the available evidence, making an assessment of the best outcome possible, making a choice and then committing to the best of the available options. Simple, isn’t it? No, it isn’t! Decision-making is at the heart of our quest for self-fulfilment, growth and achievement. If you can’t or won’t make a decision then you are ruling out the possibility of change and improvement, and perhaps denying yourself the opportunities that are all around you. Yet it is probably the main reason why, as Turner says, we don’t achieve our potential.




The root of all our fears is the fear of failure.





A decision is a commitment to do or not to do something specific. It is that element of committing to something that scares us. It seems irrevocable, so once we have made a commitment we feel that we can’t unmake it, that it will have inevitable consequences and that we will be powerless to do anything about it. Once that decision is made, we are responsible for what happens next and that responsibility can make us delay or panic; make a knee-jerk decision that we instantly regret or tie ourselves up in knots by second-guessing all the possible consequences. And those consequences weigh so heavily on us that we dread the responsibility of deciding anything of importance.


If our lives really are the result of the decisions we make (and, on the whole, they are) then we had better get pretty damn good at making them, and we had better start right now. Oh heck, that sounded like a decision! Let’s work out how we can approach this and start preparing ourselves to be rid of this madness. Let’s explore how we can get out of our own way when we have a decision to make, so that we can make decisions that are the right ones for us, and enjoy making them. If that’s all right with you, I wouldn’t want to offend anyone, or worry them . . .


Why is decision-making so scary?


There are as many reasons for not making a decision as there are people not making them. This chapter, and this book, will hold these reasons up to the light and examine them, and suggest some ways in which we can identify these barriers and either manage them or, better still, remove them completely.


Those same reasons also make us question any decision we do manage to make, making it next to impossible to follow that decision through.




• Do you find that you make a decision and then unmake it straight away?


• Do you find yourself questioning your motives, or your ability, or even your right to make a decision at all?


• Do you find yourself turning things over and over in your head so that what at first seemed obvious now seems complicated, and what was once clear is now so muddled that you don’t know what you really think any more?





If you are nodding in agreement with that last point, you have identified one of the most infuriating, unnecessary and destructive ways in which we get in our own way: by undermining ourselves to the extent that we provide our own government, our own opposition and our own press all at the same time. We end up by proposing something, rejecting it and providing our own running commentary so that we argue ourselves to a standstill and make it impossible to move forward with any degree of clarity or confidence.


As in the world of news and other media, the commentary is overwhelmingly critical, and we are more interested in bad news than good, so our internal voice is always negative, prodding and poking away at our self-esteem and confidence. Later in this book we will find out why; at the moment, however, we just need to recognise what that voice is doing and find out how to stop it from coming between us and our happiness.



What if I make a wrong decision?



This is the root of all our fears: the fear of failure or getting it wrong. The very phrase ‘wrong decision’ is loaded with regret, guilt, remorse and all kinds of negative feelings. If you enter a decision-making process with those emotions in your head, you are virtually guaranteeing that you will make a wrong decision – or, at least, that you will make the decision for all the wrong reasons, which is often the same thing.




Don’t be afraid of making a ‘wrong’ decision. We only grow through facing challenges and overcoming them, even if we’ve caused those challenges ourselves by making a mistake.





Of course, in retrospect, some decisions we make won’t bring about the outcome we wanted. For example, we might apply for a job thinking it’s the perfect one for us, then realise on the first morning that it will never work out (guilty as charged on that one!). So, is it a disaster? In my case, I suffered some stressful and difficult times and was glad when it all came to a not particularly pleasant end, but it was far from all bad news. What I learnt from that experience was priceless in helping me to make my next career move. I would go so far as to say that I would never have been able to set up my own business if it hadn’t been for the harsh lessons and the delivery and problem-solving skills I was forced to develop while in that role. These were skills I would never have gained had I stayed in the secure job I had left to take that one.


Had I stayed where I was, I would have been comfortable, safe and would perhaps have grown a little ‘flabby’ and complacent. So, was my move a ‘wrong decision’ or was it part of my journey? We only grow through facing challenges and overcoming them, even if we’ve caused those challenges ourselves by making a mistake. The often misquoted Darwinian principle of survival of the fittest applies here: it’s not necessarily the fittest who survive, it’s those who are able to adapt to the challenging environment they find themselves in. Often, even our mistakes are good.




If you do anything at all, you will make mistakes. If you are doing something that you are unfamiliar with, you will get it wrong a few times before you get it right and while failure is overrated, it’s one of our very best learning tools.





Forgive your mistakes




‘The greatest mistake you can make in life is to be continually fearing you will make one.’ Elbert Hubbard





If you do anything at all, you will make mistakes. If you are doing something that you are unfamiliar with, you will get it wrong a few times before you get it right and while failure is overrated, it’s also one of our very best learning tools.


We all make mistakes. We may even make some every day. Does that make us bad people? Don’t conflate these two unrelated things: if you make a mistake it doesn’t make you a bad person, it just makes you a human being. If you have done the very best you can and things still haven’t worked out, there is no shame in that. If you go in for excessive self-immolation then you are on the way to one of the most ridiculous ways of getting in your own way; this is to heap blame on yourself to the point where you think you’re the worst person in the world and can’t be trusted to do anything right.




Don’t conflate these two unrelated things: if you make a mistake it doesn’t make you a bad person, it just makes you a human being.





You did your best, it didn’t work out. Instead of worrying yourself into ever smaller circles, use your head. Think about what happened and why; take the learning out of it and go again.


Why no decision is still a decision


Our lack of decisiveness is a form of self-protection: if we don’t make a decision then we can’t be blamed when it goes wrong. Unfortunately for us, this doesn’t work. Most things in life – I would argue, everything in life – comes with a built-in time limit. Opportunities come with their own lifespan and if we miss the window of opportunity, it closes.


If we put off making a decision until we are absolutely certain it’s the right one, we will never make that decision because we can never guarantee that it will turn out to be the right one. If we make no decision, we are actually making a decision: we are deciding to allow the opportunity to pass, for control of our life to be handed over to fate, or chance, or even to someone else. We are deciding to put the existing routine on repeat instead of allowing a new tune to play and a new future to emerge.


Think about the things in your life that you most regret and they will be the things you didn’t do, the commitments you never made, the chances you didn’t take. Don’t be a bystander in your own life.


Getting in the way of change


Change is an important word in our quest to get out of our own way. Whenever I ask a group to react to the prospect of a change happening in their lives, whether at home or in the workplace, their instant response is always the same. Typical comments include: Why? Not again? I hate it. What’s the point? Leave me alone! It takes a number of these negative comments before someone ventures that change might not be a bad thing, that it could be interesting, or perhaps a good thing, or even that it’s about time something changed. People virtually never respond to imminent change by thinking: ‘Things are about to change – great!’


Even people whose lives are anything but happy or fulfilling, who are crying out for change and are working with me because they want to make changes in their lives will react in the same way. So, unhappy people resist change, even though they need things to change to enable them to be happier. This is important: fear of change actively prevents us from doing things that can make our lives better.


When we fear change, what are we really afraid of? We fear exposure to danger. We may not see it that way, but every time we place ourselves in a new situation that asks something of us that may not have been asked before, we expose ourselves to risk. It may be that we are worried that we won’t be able to cope; that we don’t have the ability or resources to deal with the new situation, or that we might fail or even look stupid. It is this element of danger that harks back to earlier times in human evolution when risk of failure could mean being killed or even eaten, and we have taken this ancient instinct for survival with us into situations where the dangers are very different and, mostly, not remotely as serious as we imagine.


In her influential book Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway, Susan Jeffers argues that we build up in our minds an expectation of danger or of bad consequences on the basis of little or no evidence; that we predict negative outcomes and can attach them to something quite innocuous. Therefore, as we attempt something difficult or something we tried to do once before and ‘failed’, we decide beforehand that we can’t handle it.


This is a natural human response but it doesn’t necessarily make it a useful one. At its most serious, we can build these responses up into phobias that effectively paralyse us and prevent us from doing the most ordinary things. I have worked with people on my self-esteem and confidence programmes who couldn’t drive because they had once been involved in an accident, couldn’t attend a job interview panel because they had a nasty experience with their previous bosses, couldn’t get onto a bus or shop in a supermarket without having panic attacks. They then avoided any situations that risked exposure to the things they had become obsessed about.


At the more common and less serious end of the spectrum we can easily become fearful of any situation that we perceive as carrying the risk of failure or embarrassment, or that may make us uncomfortable in some other way. Jeffers argues that if we acknowledge those feelings but do it anyway, we can look back on our ‘failure’ in the knowledge that we not only survived it but learnt from it, achieving something on the way and reducing its power to frighten us into submission. When you look back on something that made you nervous, it is never as big or scary as it was before you made the attempt. If, on the other hand, you avoid it, next time you face your fears they have grown and the next attempt is not only scarier but the likelihood of us making the attempt has receded further into the distance.


Change is continuous and inevitable so to pretend otherwise means that you will be likely to resist, avoid or deny the possibility of change. All these behaviours are counterproductive. If we fail to engage with the changes in our lives we are literally saying that we want to be a passenger – we are abdicating responsibility for our own life. It’s the difference between being a passenger in a car, wishing that the driver would take more care and not drive so fast, or being in the driver’s seat ourselves, controlling where we are going and what decisions we are taking as we drive.


If any of us were to think about our lives today compared to our lives five years ago we would be able to point to any number of things that are different. Change is happening all around us and it is happening to us too. As we will see later in this chapter, if we do nothing ourselves to directly bring about change, it will still happen. People come and go in our lives, our surroundings change around us and our friends and families are doing different things. At work it is unusual for any organisation to go even a couple of years without some fairly major change, at least some of which is going to directly or indirectly affect you. So, however much we may want to stick our heads in the sand, change still happens.


Outside of home or work, change and upheaval seem to be happening faster than ever. I remember an old cartoon in which a mean father refuses his son’s request for a new atlas (remember those?), arguing that he can’t buy him one ‘until world affairs are more settled’. Looking at the world today, that new atlas would be further away than ever.


Whether or not we welcome these changes in our lives we still have to deal with them. When I work with people who find that they automatically recoil from the idea of imminent change, we then spend some time understanding why. This is a common theme for this book: before we can begin to get out of our own way and stop putting up barriers, we need to understand how we put up those barriers and, even more importantly, why. Unless we understand the causes of our frustration with ourselves and our lives, we will find it impossible to break through and come out the other side.




If you make no decision at all, you are still making a decision. Everything in life comes with a built-in time limit. Opportunities come with their own lifespan and if we miss the window of opportunity, it closes.





Here are three of the most important aspects of change that we need to get to grips with. They hold the key to our ability to properly engage with change, welcome it and make good decisions so that change works for us and not against us:

OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALAN HESTER

OF YOUR
OWN

How to manage
the most powerful
person in your life
- yourself





