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To the young women at Amy’s Place




PREFACE


If you’re anything like me, you have already attempted a range of different approaches to changing your habits. I bought all the self-help books and signed up for every available quick-fix programme when I wanted to change my eating habits. I always started out with the best intentions, but I could never work out why I was finding it so hard to make those changes last. I even knew exactly what to do (and how to do it), so it was an absolute mystery to me why I wasn’t getting it done. For decades, I parted with time, money and energy, trying to work out what was wrong with me and feeling like I’d failed when yet another plan or guru didn’t ‘work’. That’s how I know it’s not true when people say you have ‘nothing to lose’ by trying out a new approach. You do have something to lose.


I know how feeling exhausted and disempowered when it comes to changing our habits can chip away at our self-belief and self-worth (not to mention our bank balances). With each ‘failed’ attempt it can become that little bit harder to believe we’ll ever really change. It can also become more and more difficult to be kind to ourselves about slipping back to old ways.


I wouldn’t blame you for wondering what kindness and habit-change even have to do with each other. Before I learned about the sorts of tools and approaches in this book, I only ever associated behaviour change with punishment, deprivation and ‘white-knuckling it’.


I now wholeheartedly believe that kindness is integral to lasting habit-change. That’s because I now know that when it comes to creating new behaviours on our own, kindness means learning to:




• Believe in ourselves and feel empowered to make decisions on the spot that we’ll be glad we made tomorrow


• Forgive ourselves quickly and not give in to the kind of ‘all or nothing’, catastrophising thinking that sabotages our efforts


• Take the same wise, common-sense advice we’d offer to others when it comes to managing the predictable discomfort of change


• Better understand our patterns with compassionate, non-judgemental curiosity so that we can really get to know our needs and values


• Speak to ourselves like a friend and motivational coach when we need it the most


• Create realistic plans of change that work for us and align with our values


• Reframe challenges as necessary and exciting opportunities to try out new responses and tools, as well as collecting examples of how capable we are


• Take self-care and enjoyment in our lives off ‘hold’, because feeling good makes it easier to do difficult things (like create new behaviours)





I want to show you how learning to use the same definition of kindness for yourself as you do for others can change not only your habits but your whole life.


When I started speaking on habit-change, I used to tell people ‘When you’re tempted to throw in the towel, try treating yourself the way you’d treat a loved one if they were facing the same challenge. Give yourself the same messages and support you’d give someone you adore and only want the best for.’ It’s a good rule of thumb and I still believe in it, of course.


Then, as this book was published and grew in popularity around the world, I realised that I had wildly underestimated how many people would discover, as I had, that self-kindness isn’t an indulgent wellness trend. It’s a powerful catalyst for change and an effective motivational tool for dealing with the specific challenges associated with changing habits. The thousands of success stories from those who had previously lost hope made me realise that even if your goal was simply to change your habits, rather than also improving your sense of self-love, kindness would still be an effective way of achieving that goal.


So now, during workshops, I often pose this question: ‘If you were being paid to help someone you hated to change a habit for good, what approach would you take to keeping them on track? Would you give them messages of positivity and affirmation, or would you punish them and treat them unkindly?’


People always agree that if they were coaching someone they didn’t even like to achieve lasting results, they would be kind to them and empower them in order to stay positive and energised long term. They wouldn’t tell them they were weak and hopeless when they inevitably struggled along the way; or convince them that a temporary blip from their action plan meant they’d ‘blown it.’ They know it would be unhelpful to advise that they throw in the towel or recommend that they catastrophise, spiral and beat themselves up until the next Monday morning – because that’s the only logical time they can start again. You wouldn’t make them feel ashamed of their true motivators, or ridicule them for not having changed already, despite having known exactly what to do for years. You’d help them to believe in themselves. You’d remind them that they are worthy of enjoying long-term results and capable of doing difficult things on their own.


Because it turns out that for a lot of us, ‘tough love’ might get things going, but it’s kindness that gets things done.
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FOREWORD


In the summer of 2016, over the course of six coffees, Shahroo Izadi changed my life.


At the time I was writing a series of articles for The Pool, investigating my relationship with wine. I’d contacted her to see if she could not only help shape the feature, but help me figure out what was going on: I was in the pub, again, on a Tuesday night, again, with nothing inside me except a bottle of wine and a packet of crisps, again. Wine was my response to stress, celebration, relaxation, a Monday night, a Sunday afternoon. It didn’t matter. I always wanted a drink.


The change that Shahroo brought to my life, however, wasn’t one of dramatic reinvention which, when we think of narratives around dealing with alcohol problems, or indeed breaking any habit, is often how the story goes. Because that wasn’t really the intention. I didn’t want to stop drinking or even believe I needed to.


Shahroo Izadi changed my life because she allowed me to have a conversation with myself I never otherwise would have.


And that’s Shahroo’s magic. It’s as if she leads you to a back door in your own head, a secret one away from all the anxieties and insecurities and guilt and worry, and says, ‘Hey, look, over here. There’s another way to do this.’ And that way is being kind. The fact you are about to read The Kindness Method makes my heart soar. I couldn’t have thought of a more perfect name for Shahroo’s work.


From the beginning, I was caught off guard. We met in a swanky coffee shop in central London, in broad daylight. It felt almost audacious compared to the hidden-away church basement of a Moderation Management group I’d once attended. And, most startlingly, we weren’t actually talking about wine. Instead, Shahroo wanted to know my hopes, ambitions; what I thought my skills and talents and strengths were. I was expecting her to ask me to keep a diary of every time I had a glass of Pinot. Instead, she wanted me to note the things that made me, me. Using her maps, the ones you’ll find in this book, I began to build a picture of what I wanted my life to look like and what the hurdles to me getting there really were – something I would come back to over time, serving as both an exercise in honesty and a reminder of how far I’d come over the course of our work together.


At first, however, I couldn’t quite join the dots. I still kept bringing it back to wine. Over one of our coffees I became despondent: ‘Why did I get so drunk at that dinner party at the weekend?!’. Shahroo’s response was not to ask me about how much I’d had to drink, but instead, how the dinner party had made me feel and in doing so, we uncovered feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy. Through Shahroo’s guilt-free probing, I soon realised that drinking wasn’t really about the wine (which is precisely why we weren’t talking about it); instead, drinking was like an oxygen mask I’d wear, inhaling gasps of extra confidence to take me through situations or emotions I didn’t believe I was capable of. And in that way, Shahroo’s work isn’t about any substance or any habit in particular, be it wine, drugs, gambling, sex or food. These are merely the symptoms; Shahroo’s work is about the root cause.


As you will see throughout this book, a lot of Shahroo’s work is examining a situation and showing it to you from an entirely different angle. ‘Imagine this is an alien looking down at the world of Marisa,’ she’d say. It’s not often we are able to find the headspace, or time, to look at ourselves from a removed viewpoint. But for that hour, over a coffee, suddenly there were Shahroo and I, looking at how ‘Marisa’ had behaved that week. This book will give you the tools to find some of that distance, too.


In that space, Shahroo’s talent is not to tell you what you’ve done wrong, but to guide you to a realisation of why that scenario might have played out in the first place. She once described it like ballroom dancing. You, the client, have got to feel like you’re the one leading the dance, but she’s the one who can actually see where you’re going. And once you begin to be able to see those events from a different angle, not only can you begin to really understand your behaviour, but you can start being compassionate towards the person exhibiting those behaviours – the way you would be if it were a friend or even a stranger, basically anyone but you. The Kindness Method isn’t about Shahroo being kind to you; it’s about giving yourself the permission to be kind to you. Instead of shame and fear and guilt and disappointment, it’s about forcing change with a power too easily overlooked: compassion.


Sometimes our sessions would leave me teary eyed in Fitzrovia Square, facing previously buried truths. Sometimes they’d leave me buoyant and empowered. Unfailingly, however, they always took me one step closer to understanding why I was drinking the way I was drinking. Writing letters to myself – a method advocated in the book – is one of the things that worked well for me. As suggested by Shahroo in one of our sessions, if I wanted to go out for drinks, but wanted to make sure I wasn’t there all night, I should write a note of all the nice things I was going to do for myself in the morning. I’d keep the letter in my purse and set an alarm for 10pm. When the alarm went off, I’d scuttle off to the ladies, read the letter and remember why it was time to go home. Drinking less in order to have a nice Saturday morning might not sound like rocket science but, as I was learning, The Kindness Method is about allowing yourself to become a priority in your own life. For some of us, that really is quite revelatory.


There’s something that makes Shahroo’s insights very valid, and that’s the variety of clients she’s worked with. From the young women of Amy’s Place, a recovery house for women, to private high-flying clients or intrigued individuals at the School of Life, it’s hugely comforting to know Shahroo understands that behavioural issues are the most human of things that impact us all – even her. Shahroo’s frankness about her own weight loss, of which she talks throughout The Kindness Method, makes you realise even the wisest of souls have their demons. In fact, maybe that’s precisely why they are so wise.


Shahroo used a phrase that had a big impact on a cynical person like me. She told me that it’s ‘not so much about finding yourself’ – a phrase that often makes my eyes roll – ‘but about meeting yourself’. If I began the sessions with Shahroo as an alien, looking at Marisa and wondering why on earth she was behaving that way, by the end of those coffees, I’d met Marisa, just as I’m sure you’ll have met yourself by the end of this book. Because part of Shahroo’s Kindness Method is removing harmful, negative narratives we tell ourselves about ourselves and, instead, introducing ourselves to who we really are; revealing the traits we actually possess, our strengths and talents, the person buried under all of those nasty myths. Shahroo and I battled past my belief that I was lazy (not true, one summer I had three part-time jobs as student); that I was a bit stupid (not true, I have an MA in 20th-Century Literature); that a drinking habit was inevitable because of family addiction (scientifically, not true); that I was a chaotic mess who couldn’t do anything (not true, Shahroo would point out that I was managing to keep a job, write this feature and turn up for coffee on time every week). Through the mapping, via the coffees, some figurative ballroom dancing, a lot of honesty, and a lot of holding Marisa up to the light, I could see none of these narratives was based in fact. And therefore, not only did I have no reason to punish myself, but finally, aged thirty-one, I’d met Marisa. That secret back door to your mind that Shahroo knows the way to is like a backstage pass to who you are; a behind-the-scenes look at what is really going on.


The Kindness Method is a book for those who want to make a quietly revolutionary change to their life; a sustained, lasting change led by honesty and compassion. Through Shahroo’s techniques, and the repositioning of how you see yourself, you can become the person you want to be. And crucially, you won’t transform in a Stars in Their Eyes puff of smoke, instantaneously appearing from a sliding door as the impersonation of someone else. But in time you’ll get closer to the happier, healthier, real you, because perhaps for the first time in a long time, or maybe even for the first time ever, you’ll start being kind to yourself. Shahroo’s power is bewitching; it might not be delivered with a booming voice of revelation (actually, it’s delivered from a very glamorous, glossy-maned, young woman) but two years on from those coffees, you’ll still find me in the pub on Sunday afternoons but never a Monday night. And while the life-changing conversation Shahroo got me to have is an ongoing one, she started a crucial open dialogue, like an internal peace negotiator between me and myself. When I find myself at a bar now, a small voice suggests putting tonic and ice in glass of wine, because I deserve to be hangover-free on a Saturday morning. I’ve replaced a ‘Why bother? I’m lazy and chaotic anyway’, with ‘That’s enough for me. I’ve got important things to do tomorrow.’ A quiet change to the outside world but revolutionary to me and my life.


I don’t believe it’s a coincidence that Shahroo’s book has landed in the world in 2018. Kindness is without doubt something the world needs so very much right now. If we could start by being kind to ourselves, I’m sure we could be kind to others. The first thing to do right now though, is to find a notepad and pen. It’s time to map out the person you want to be.


Marisa Bate




INTRODUCTION


How many times have you embarked on a plan of change, only to run out of steam within weeks? How often do you notice habits emerging that you’re not particularly proud of? Maybe you’d like to drink less or exercise more. Maybe you want to stick to a diet or stop putting off a big career change. Have you ever asked yourself the question: ‘Why, even though I know it is in my best interests, do I not manage to stick to my plans?’


It doesn’t matter what habits you’d like to change or what resolutions you want to stick to – I’m going to show you how to do it. I’ll start you on a process that will not only help you put your plans into action but will simultaneously increase your self-esteem, raise your self-awareness and strengthen your resilience. The tools in this book will set you up to have the best possible chance of achieving any goal of your choosing.


I believe that we already know what works for us and what will get us to where we want to be. We just need to follow a simple framework that helps us draw that wisdom out. The Kindness Method is not a replacement for diet plans or therapy, for detoxes or ‘organise your life’ apps. They can all be part of the process if you’d like them to be. This book will simply help you to understand why, time and time again, when you start a new plan, you may be able to keep it up for a while, but you don’t quite manage to stick to it. It will also give you some tips on how to create a plan that is sustainable.


Just as if you were attending sessions with me, I will guide you through an easy-to-follow series of exercises designed to help you shine a light on the thoughts and behaviours that are holding you back. The exercises include writing letters to yourself, brainstorming to create personalised memory aids and populating ‘maps’, and are designed to help you become aware of the ways you may be sabotaging your own efforts. These tools are the ones I use on myself, as well as with my clients.


When I say maps, I simply mean a theme written in the middle of a page, around which you make notes in whatever way suits you (I will go into more detail on how to do this for yourself later in the book). Some of the maps used in substance-misuse treatment are quite prescriptive themselves, and prompt you to answer questions leading on from each other. Some provide headings and fields to complete, with a scoring system at the bottom to keep a track of which maps were most useful. To be honest, most of the maps I’ve done are free-maps, on blank paper. I will usually pick up from a conversation what is most important for a client to explore during a session, and create a ‘map’ by writing few words in the middle of a page. I then hand it to them and they develop this however they like, noting down the words and sentences that come to them in whatever order and grouping they like. So, without guidance around how to make them effective, the maps are literally a word or sentence in the middle of a page, around which you make notes randomly.


Although The Kindness Method process itself can be applied to address a range of unwanted habits, most of the anecdotal stories and examples in this book are about experiences with drugs (including alcohol and sugar). Not only is this where the bulk of my knowledge and experience lies, but now, in private practice, at least 80 per cent of clients come to talk about alcohol. Attempting to manage a relationship with an addictive substance that alters us chemically poses a range of additional challenges. So I believe that those who have mastered it have an enormous amount to teach us about managing less ‘harmful’ day-to-day habits.


About Me


Having studied Psychosocial Sciences and then Psychology, my first experience of working in the healthcare field was as an Assistant Psychologist at an NHS substance-misuse service in North West London. During this placement, I learned an enormous amount about how drug addiction is treated in the UK.


I went on to work in frontline community substance-misuse treatment, and I was trained in the core approaches such as Motivational Interviewing*, Relapse Management, Group Facilitation, Risk Management, Brief Intervention, Harm Reduction, Strengths-based Assessment and Mindfulness-based Relapse Prevention. In 2012 I started working for a consultancy, where I learned about commissioning, policy, clinical governance and the political landscape of drug treatment in the UK. Eventually I combined and adapted what I had learned to create my own approach to habit change.


My professional experiences enabled me to observe first-hand what kind of tools were genuinely working for a diverse range of people in different contexts. Still, I wouldn’t have been able to share them widely in good conscience had they not passed the ultimate test: working on me. Luckily, they did. After more than two decades of struggling with compulsive overeating and extreme dieting, desperately trying to find a plan I could sustain, I used the tools in this book to lose – and keep off – eight stone.


This wasn’t the first time I had lost a lot of weight, but it was the first time I also began to feel more confident and capable across a whole range of areas in my life. That’s because, alongside implementing new eating and exercise plans, I simultaneously explored and addressed the challenges I’d been experiencing with my other related patterns around co-dependency, anxiety, low self-esteem, a need for constant external validation, a lack of boundaries and negative self-talk. I began to understand why my habits had emerged and why I was finding it so hard to change.


About You


I won’t be telling you what your goals ‘should’ be. Your goals are none of my (or anyone else’s) business. As far as I’m concerned, you can use this process to do more of something that most people want to do less of, if that’s what works for you.


We will all have times throughout our lives when we want to shed unwanted habits that have somehow crept up on us, times when we want to ‘check in’ and set new goals for ourselves. It’s impossible to guess what plans we’ll struggle to activate and keep up in five years’ time. The beauty of The Kindness Method is that each time your goals change, you’ll have a wealth of personalised resources (the maps and exercises in this book) available to refer to. That way, at every stage of your life, when you take stock and think, ‘I don’t like this, I’d like to change it,’ you’re ready to do so. And you will be able to do this autonomously, armed with tangible reminders of how capable you really are.


My clients come to me because they want to find a way to manage their unwanted habits. These can be around alcohol, food, procrastination, gaming, gambling, sex, overspending, social media, or negative self-talk. Sometimes they’re concerned with more than one habit; sometimes many of them together. They often expect me to tell them what they ‘should’ and ‘shouldn’t’ do and to chastise them for how ‘bad’ they are compared to my other clients. They want me to tell them what the ‘right’ goals are and what their reasons for changing should be. This is not how I work, and it is not what The Kindness Method is about. Both personal and professional experience have shown me that presuming to know people better than they know themselves and telling them what to do is simply not effective. It can also make them defensive and dishonest – two things that can really slow down the change process.


I don’t want you to ‘hand yourself over’ to me. I want to show you how to formulate plans that are completely tailor-made to your own bespoke needs. My job is simply to guide you, simplify some common motivational concepts, share some tools and teach you how to draw out what you need to know to get to wherever you want to be.


You will set your own goals, safe in the knowledge that the exercises in The Kindness Method have no judgement about what’s most important to you.


What’s It All About?


You will start by documenting what you’re good at, and reminding yourself of all the times you’ve proven that you can feel driven, capable and motivated. You will then start examining the thoughts and behaviours that may be holding you back. I’ll invite you to try out new habits and you’ll find yourself beginning to naturally observe and pre-empt what unique triggers and situations are likely to throw you off track with your plan. Instead of avoiding the situations that ordinarily result in you ‘falling off the wagon’, you will reframe them as challenges that you will face head-on and overcome.


Some of these maps and exercises will become part of your regular commitment to increasing your self-esteem, self-efficacy and self-awareness. Some are only relevant to the specific changes you want to make at any given time.




‘From the moment you start completing the first exercise, you will have started a collection of observations about yourself and your behaviours that will inform the choices you will make for years to come.





By getting to know yourself better, preparing for the hard times ahead and facing them with confidence, you will challenge the core beliefs you have about how capable you are, and start becoming more and more ambitious with your goals. Planning autonomously won’t mean excluding other people or resources from the process. It will mean deciding who and what you employ to support you in a considered way, so that you make the best decisions for you, specifically.


The maps you start making today (you’ll be guided through this in detail starting from chapter 5) are the same ones you will return to forever. It is worth investing in a good-quality blank notebook – or several – and even some coloured pens if you like the idea of making your maps colourful. You will gradually develop an important log that not only records your successes, but also serves as a personalised memory aid and a private motivational tool to help keep you on track when times are tough.


How Does It Work?


Across the different areas of my work to date, I’ve observed that those who stay on track with their challenging change plans in the long term have some key things in common:




• They are really clear on why they want to change


• They change for their own reasons


• They are prepared for their drive to waver from minute to minute,	so they put things in place to ensure they stay on track despite	this inevitability


• They find it exhilarating to keep surprising themselves and	challenging long-held assumptions about what they’re capable of	and deserve


• They practise kindness towards themselves and others





In The Kindness Method, I’ll be giving you the information you need without having to sift through too much jargon. In the past, when I would read self-help books, I rarely read one cover to cover. Instead, I would go straight to the chapters that sounded like they’d get me to where I wanted to be most quickly. The Kindness Method is designed with the presumption that a lot of people read these kinds of books in the same way that I did.


Addictive Personality or Lack of Planning?


None of us is ever not engaging in habits. And when we have unwanted ones, we can’t just take them away, we have to replace them. Even if our new habit is just ‘doing nothing’ instead – that’s still a habit.


When we don’t do enough planning and self-exploration before trying to change a habit, it can seem like a good option to ‘wing it’. Often we decide to just stop doing the ‘bad’ things and ‘white knuckle’ through the hard bits, using sheer willpower alone. The problem with this is that we forget our drive will fluctuate, and that even if our habits seem completely counterproductive and useless to us right now, they are (or have been in the past) quite the opposite. This means that at some point, many different thoughts, feelings and situations are likely to throw us off track, especially if we aren’t expecting them.


Knowing we shouldn’t do something or simply being aware that it’s having a negative impact on our lives is not enough to create a sustainable change process – it’s not even almost enough. Inevitably, we are then faced with a situation where we’re ill-prepared and making decisions from outside of our comfort zone. This is when we’re likely to take any opportunity to go back to our old ways, even if just for the relief of defaulting to the status quo and delaying facing fear of the unknown. In addition, we very often fail to diversify the coping strategies, distractions and alternatives we habitually reach for to protect ourselves from the thoughts and feelings we want to avoid. Avoidance can often be a big part of feeling at the mercy of our unwanted habits.


Talking Down


Regardless of what habits you are here to address, I believe that there is one crucial habit we need to conquer to make our plans more likely to work out: the habit of negative self-talk. It can lead us to sabotage our own plans and often manifests itself in the kind of behaviours that throw us off track. At those times when we are ‘withdrawing’ from our place of comfort – whatever that means to each of us – we need to expect that there will be moments when none of the valid reasons we have to change will seem to matter. What’s more, the excuses we will make in order to revert to our old ways (or even to pick up new, unwanted habits to relieve stress, boredom or other states we want to avoid) will be creative and convincing and seem appealingly logical.




‘ We need to learn why it suits us to stay the same.





That’s why a core part of The Kindness Method focuses on listening in on the messages you give yourself. It also encourages you to develop conscious appreciation of how and why it might suit you to stay the same. It also assumes that, no matter how motivated you feel at any given moment, there will be times when all that fades into nothing, and (at least in the short term, before the process becomes second nature and you have time under your belt), you will need tangible memory aids to remind you what you’re capable of and how important it is for you to change.


It’s the Thought that Counts


The thing that most substance-misuse practitioners have in common, regardless of their therapeutic approach, is that they rarely focus on the actual substance itself that is being misused. They know that creating lasting change isn’t really about addressing the substance. It is about learning to cultivate and strengthen a curious and compassionate approach to physical cravings through mindful self-awareness. It is about learning to be discerning about the thoughts you allow to dictate your behaviours. And so these same approaches from drug treatment can be applied to address a range of unwanted day-to-day behaviours.


For example, procrastination may be the habit you’re here to change, but it’s the ongoing conversations you have with yourself about your plan to stop procrastinating and what it means about you that are important. If those aren’t addressed, you will likely find yourself slipping back into old ways.
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